Prologue

Night had come to Waycross on Innish-Kyl. Night, but not darkness or quiet. Bursts of loud talk
and raucous music spilled out through open doorways, and the low thrumming of heavy machinery never
stopped. Beka Rossdlin-Metadi-tal and thin, with pale yellow hair tied back from aface too sharply
planed for prettiness-strode through the crowded spaceport with a starpilot’ sfine disregard for the
dirtsdelocds. Thelocds, in turn, took note of her purposeful air, and of her heavy war-surplus blaster in
itsworn leather holster, and let her pass.

In fact, Beka had no goal besides a cool drink and afew hours away from the ship. Claw Hard
had been in hyperspace for two months on thislatest run, plenty of time for Bekato grow tired of both
the freighter and her crew. This stop at Waycross was Beka sfirst chance to get off-ship since Cashel;
the layover a Raffa, the only other port on this run, had been too brief to alow the crew members any

liberty.

Osa’s probably afraid he'll lose the whole lot of usif he lets us out on the town, she
decided as she stepped through the door of the Blue Sun Cantina. If her own duties as copil ot/navigator
hadn’t ended when Claw Hard settled into the docking bay, she wouldn’t be here either-she' d be
off-loading and on-loading cargo with the rest of the freighter’ s crew. But except for Osahimsdf she had
the only deep-space pilot’ s license on board, and Claw Hard’ s captain was getting too fat and lazy to
do hisown ship handling.

Bekaamiled thinly to hersdf. If Osa wants to keep his copilot, she thought, he can damn well
let me off the ship for a couple of hours.

The door did shut behind her, and she made her way through the crowd to the bar. The regulars
at the Blue Sun weren't exactly the sort of people Beka had grown up with. Innish-Kyl was afrontier
planet near the Mageworlds border zone, and Waycross had started out as a privateers' port during the
worst years of the late war. Most of the cantina’ s patrons probably hadn’t seen a respectable woman
more than once or twicein their lives, and wouldn’t know what to say to oneif she showed up.

Luckily, Beka s much-mended coverall and worn leather boots-and the blaster-were enough to
gpare her the burden of respectability in this crowd. She found a place at the bar and pulled aten-credit
chit out of her pocket.

“Bear,” shesaid in Gacenian. “Whatever you have on tep.”

The bartender looked at her without speaking.

Bekasighed. | wonder if it's my accent. She didn’t suppose the Blue Sun got many customers
who spoke the universal tongue of the spacelanes as it sounded on the Mother of Worlds-but even seven

years away from Galcen hadn’t been enough to wipe al traces of home from Beka svoice.

It never fails, shethought with resgnation. A few hours without sleep, and | start talking like
I’mjust out of finishing school. Oh, well. Try again.

“Beer,” shesad, enunciating clearly. “ Tap.”

The bartender blinked. “Y es, Domina.”



Oh, damn. 1t wasn't the accent.

Beka exhaled dowly through clenched teeth. It wasn't the bartender’ s fault that random genetic
factors had made her into atdler, thinner, plainer version of the civilized gaaxy’ s most famous
stateswoman. But what anybody could think Mother was doing in a place like this-or maybe they
haven't forgotten that she did come to Waycross once, when she needed the kind of help that no
other place could give.

She drew along breath. “ Sorry to disgppoint you, but I’ m not the Domina. I’ m not even agentle
lady. I'm athirsty starpilot, and I’ d like some brew.”

The bartender gave her another strange look, then shrugged and turned away. He drew amug of
beer from the console behind the bar and did the mug across the counter without speaking. Beka
reached out to pick it up, but before her fingers reached the frosted glass she felt atouch on her shoulder.

Shewhirled, dropping her hand to the grip of the blaster. Then she saw who stood there-adight,
dark-haired man in dusty black, a plain wooden staff dung across his back on aleather thong. Her blue
eyes widened with recognition, and shelet her hand relax.

“Magter Ransome,” she said. “What are you doing here?’

“Looking for you,” the man answered. Y ou' re wanted down at the docking bays.”

Bekaraised an eyebrow. “ Somehow | can’t seethe Master of the Adepts Guild running errands
for the likes of Captain Osa.”

“I"'mnot,” Ransome said. “Y our father ishere”

So you're running errands for Dadda instead . . . which means Mother has to be mixed up
in this somehow. Bekafelt the old, familiar anger dtir to life at the thought. Seven years. It’s been seven
years, and she still thinks I’ m going to change my mind and come home. Or maybe Master
Ransome is supposed to drag me back to Galcen whether | want to go or not.

She gave the Adept awary look. “I thought the Space Force stayed away from Innish-Kyl.”

“The Space Force has nothing to do with it. Warhammer isin docking bay sixty-two-D.”

Bekatook along, deep drink from her mug. So her father had finally brought hisold ship back to
the port that had made her famous. After all the times | asked him to take me to Waycross, back

when | was a kid, and he said no, he didn’t want to see the place again . . . and now he's here.

She set down the beer and pushed hersdf away from the bar. “All right,” shesaid. “| cantakea
hint. Let'sgo.”

Shefollowed the Adept through the crowded room and out onto the Street. The rest of the Blue
Sun’'s customers drew aside to | et them pass-not out of any regard for her, she knew, but out of
well-founded respect for anyone who carried an Adept’ s staff.

For centuriesthe galaxy’ s Adepts had kept to themselves, living gpart from those who distrusted
their power to sense and manipulate the patterns of the universe. Then strange, wing-shaped scoutships



began appearing above the outplanets. A few yearslater the raiding parties followed, first on the frontier
and then in the heart of the galaxy itself. And in the opening skirmishes of what became the Magewar, the
once-distrusted Adepts became humanity’ s chief defenders against the power of the Mageworlds.

Now Beka Rossdlin-Metadi glanced over at Master Ransome as they walked through
Waycross s narrow streets. “Mother’ s up to something,” she said, “and | don't likeit. Are you going to
tell mewhat’ sgoing on, or not?’

Ransome shook his head. “ The docking bay isn't far.”

She bit her lip and said nothing. A few minuteslater they reached the low-walled, roofless
enclosure where Warhammer’ s flattened disk shape loomed against the white glow of the dock lights.
Beka paused in the entrance to the bay.

“Damn, but she' s il apretty ship,” she said, more to herself than to her companion. “Makes
Claw Hard look like aflying rock. Did Dadda bring her in done?’

“Not quite,” said Ransome. “| was copilot.”

“Just like old times,” said Beka, asthey crossed the open bay toward the ship. In her fighting
days, the "Hammer had carried afull crew: pilot, copilot, engineer, and apair of gunners. But Jos Metadi
hed flown Warhammer solo after thelong conflict had ended, and had taught al three of his children to
do the same.

Bekasmiled alittlein spite of herself. Ari and Owen never loved it like | did, though-and |
could fly rings around them both from the moment | was old enough to start learning. Theamile
faded as quickly asit had come. | wonder if Dadda would have taught me, if he'd known what | was
going to do with all those lessons?

She hesitated at the foot of the lowered ramp, and |ooked at her father’ s onetime copilot and
oldest friend.

“Magter Ransome, can you tell me what he wants?’

The Adept shook his head. In the shadow of Warhammer’s bulk, she couldn’t make out his
expression. She shrugged, and went on up the ramp.

The ship’s door was open, and the faint glow of aforce field stretched across the gap. Master
Ransome reached out one hand toward it, and the light faded. He gestured at her to go ahead. She
stepped through with Master Ransome following a staff-length behind. The air brightened again behind
them.

Beka made her way forward to the ' Hammer’sdimly lit common room. A lean, dark-clad figure
half-lounged in achair a the mess table: Jos Metadi, once captain of the privateer ship Warhammer,
now Commanding General of the Republic’ s Space Force. Marriage to Perada Rossdlin had given him
the rank-in the old days before the Magewar, “ General of the Armies’ had been one of the honorifics
granted by custom to the consort of the Dominaof Entibor-but Metadi’ s own formidable taents had
made the courtesy title into a powerful redlity.

His chair spun round as thefirst footstep sounded on the common-room floor, and asmall but



deadly blaster appeared in the Generd’ s hand. After amoment the blaster disappeared again into its
hidden grav-clip up Metadi’ sdeeve.

“Sorry,” hesaid. “Old habits die hard.”

Bekanodded, unsurprised. Innish-Kyl had that effect on people. She'd dmost gonefor her
blaster hersdlf back in the cantina, and she was nothing like the old hand that her father was. Behind her,
she heard Errec Ransome half-laugh.

“Y ou could get abodyguard from the Guild any time you wanted,” the Adept said. “Will you
take one?”’

“I'll take abodyguard when | run into somebody who' s even fonder of keeping my hidein one
piecethan | am,” Metadi said. “And | don’'t mink the creature exists.” He turned back to Beka. “ Sit
down, girl. We haveto tak.”

Bekatook achair on the other side of the messtable and braced herself for astruggle. She
hadn’t written or spoken to anyone on Gal cen-except, once in agreat while, to her brother Owen-since
that lagt, bitter quarrel the night sheleft home. She wondered what twist in galactic palitics had convinced
the Dominato send for the family’ s runaway daughter.

It must really be bad, shethought. The redlization stiffened her resolve. If Mother wants me to
come back again, she’s going to have to take me on my own terms, not hers.

Therewasalong pause. Finaly her father said, “ Y ou look like you’ ve done well enough for
yoursdlf.”

“I'm piloting for Frizzt Osaon Claw Hard,” shesaid. “The ship’sapile of junk, and Osa'sa
bastard, but it'sajob.”

Metadi nodded. There was another pause. Finally Bekasaid, “1 never expected to seeyou
here”

“I never expected to come back,” said the Generd. “ The town’ s gone downhill since the old
days-the Magelords turned Entibor into an orbiting dag heap, but that’ s nothing next to what peace and
prosperity can do to aplace.” He gave Bekaan gppraising look. “ That blaster you' ve got-are you willing
touseit?’

“| dready have once,” she said.

“Good,” said Metadi.

Once again, conversation lapsed. Warhammer’s environmenta systems kept up their low,
amost sublimina hum. Bekalooked from her father to Master Ransome, who had made himsdlf
inconspicuous after an Adept’ s fashion, leaning againgt the wall in ashadowed corner.

The Adept’ s face was hidden, and her father’ s was unreadable. Neither man seemed ready to
break the silence. She drew adeep breath.

“How did you know | was going to bein Waycross tonight?’



The answer came quickly. It wasn't, she thought, the question they’ d been expecting.

“Owen told usyou were on Claw Hard,” Master Ransome said. “Learning your next port of call
wasn't hard after that.”

“Owen,” said Bekadowly. She' d kept in touch, over the years, with the younger of her two
brothers, certain that the aly and co-conspirator of her childhood would never betray any secret she
confided to him. If he'd come out with her ship’s name of hisown accord . . .

“Whatever Mother needs me for has got to be more than just family politics. Now, is somebody
going to tell me about it, or are we going to sit here and make small talk until 1 have to get back to Claw
Hard for lift-off?”

Her father looked at Master Ransome.

The Adept sighed, and came over to take a seat at the table. He glanced down for amoment at
the tabletop, rubbing hisfinger lightly over decades-old scratch marksin the grey plastic, and then lifted
his head again. “The Dominaof Entibor isdead.”

For amoment, the words meant nothing. Then Beka heard a voice that had to be hers, dthough
shedidn’t recognizeit.

“So that’ s what the bartender meant. Mother is dead-and I’ m the Domina now.”
Errec Ransome' s dark eyes were somber. “Yes, my lady.”

“Don’t cal methat,” she said automaticaly-the reflex of years. Insde her heed, the old, old
argument played on: Mother is“ my lady,” not me. .. |I’mgoing to be a star-pilot, one of the best,
not just some kind of political figurehead . . . and someday I’m going to run so far away from
Galcen that nobody will care who | am.

Under the cover of the tabletop, her fists clenched so tightly that the nails, even trimmed short for
handling astarship’s contrals, bit degp into her palm. She hadn’t cried in public since she wastwelve,
and she was damned if she was going to start now. She pressed her lipstogether until they stopped
trembling, and then turned to her father.

“When-how-did it happen?’
Moresdlence. “Tdl her, Errec,” her father said.

After another long pause, the Master of the Adepts Guild began to speak. “ There was adebate
inthe Grand Council,” he said. “Hearings, on the expulsion of Suivi Point. The Domina. . . your mother .
.. wasagang expulson.”

Bekanodded. Suivi Point had been ablot on the Republic’ s honor for longer than she' d been
aive; thiswasn't thefirst time the wide-open asteroid spaceport had come near expulsion from the
community of worlds. She remembered afamily dinner, long ago on Gacen, and her mother saying to
somebody-had it been Councillor Tarveet of Pleyver?-“ Suivi’sadisgrace, Il grant you that. But if the
Suivans leave the Republic, there |l be no way |€eft to control them short of open warfare. And gentlesir,
I’ ve seen enough of war.”



Tarveet. It was Tarveet, and that was the night | put a garden slug into his salad. Mother
spanked me for it-but | heard her laughing about it later. She didn’t really like Tarveet any more
thanl did....

Her eyes stung; she blinked once, hard, and kept her eyes on Master Ransome.

“TheVigtors Gallery was crowded that day. It dways was, whenever your mother spoke.”
Magter Ransome smiled briefly. “Even your father wasthere.”

Which meant, Beka knew, that the debate would have been more than usualy important-her
father had no usefor politics, asarule. It makes no difference to me what they decide,” she'd heard him
say once. “All it ever meansis more work for the Space Force.” Then he' d laughed, and smiled at her
mother. “Y ou shouldn’t make so many speeches. It only encourages them.”

Shedidn’t darelook at her father now. Watching Master Ransome' s face was bad enough. It
made her wonder if the old portside story was true-that when Domina Perada Rosselin of Entibor came
to Waycross in search of anew commander for the Republic’ s shattered spacefleet, she' d taken away
the hearts of Warhammer’ s captain and copilot both.

“Somehow,” said Magter Ransome, “theforcefield in the Visitor' s Gallery went down. And
there was an assassin. With ablaster. He got off one shot. Y our father shot him before he could fire

agan.”

Beka swallowed, and wet her lips. When she spoke, her voice sounded old and rusty. “ That was
how it happened?’

“Not quite,” said the Adept. “Unlike your father, the assassn missed histarget. All hisshot hit
wasthefloor of the Council Hall. But one of the flying shards of marble from the floor struck your
mother. It was just ascratch, barely enough to justify visiting the Council’ s medics. But shewent . . . and
somebody had given them Clyndagyt instead of their usua variety of antiseptic spray.”

“I don't understand,” Beka said. “ There' s nothing wrong with Clyndagyt. It'swhat we' ve got on
Claw Hard.”

Her father spoke again, for thefirgt timein what felt to Bekalike hours. “ Clyndagyt works just
fine, aslong as nothing’s managed to senditize you to it. And that’ s hard to do-about the only way to get
sengtized wasin one of the Mageworlders biochemica attacks. But dmost everybody who was at the
Siege of Entibor lived through a couple of those-and your mother wouldn't leave until the Magelords had
just about wiped the whole planet dick. She had some kind of damn-fool notion about staying there and
making them kill her in person.”

Bekabit her lip. “ She never told methat.”

“It makes alousy bedtime story,” said her father. “ And anyway, | talked her out of it. Now let's
get down to business.”

So it comes around to family politics, after all, Bekathought. She clenched her fistsagain
under the table.

“No,” shesaid. “I'll say to youwhat | said to Mother seven years ago. | don't give adamn about



duty and family and dl that. I’ m not going back to Galcen and letting myself get made over into the next
Dominaof Logt Entibor.”

Her father shook hishead. “ Asit happens, | didn’t have anything of the sort in mind.”
“Then what-?’

“You say that Claw Hard's apile of junk and Osa s a bastard. How would you like to be
captain of Warhammer instead?’

She caught her breath. “Me? Pilot Warhammer ?* For amoment, in spite of dl that she' d just
heard, the prospect dazzled her like walking out of a cave into the sunlight. Then she shook her head. “|
don’'t have the kind of money a ship like the 'Hammer would cost. And I’'m not taking any family
favors”

“Don't worry,” said her father. “1’m not in the business of doing favors, family or otherwise. And
I”’m not asking anything you can't afford.”

“There smore than one way of looking at that,” said Master Ransome quietly. “And | don't
particularly approve of what you're doing.”

“Then stay out of it,” said her father. “I don’t gpprove of everything the Guild does, either-but |
don'tinterferein thingsthat aren’'t my business”

Heturned back to Beka. “ Are you interested?’
“In getting War hammer ? Of course I’ m interested.”

She looked about the common room-cramped, grey, and utilitarian-and thought about all the
things that had made this ship alegend during the Magewar. The heavy dorsal and ventra energy guns.
The cargo holds that had once held the captured treasures of the Mageworlds trade. The speed no ship
of her class had ever equaled.

| could stick to small cargo, Bekathought, pricey stuff, and run it fast. With those guns,
even flying solo | wouldn’t get in too much trouble. | could outshoot anything | couldn’t outrun.

She bit her lip-that was fantasy, and she knew it-and met her father’ s gaze directly. “ Shipslike
the’Hammer don’t come cheap. And | haven't exactly struck it rich out here.”

“I don’'t want money,” Generad Metadi said. “1 want to know who planned your mother’s
murder.”

“Planned?’

“What do you think, girl?’ he demanded harshly. “A lunatic with a blaster could happen any time,
and a shorted-out force field could be bad luck, and the wrong antiseptic could be delivered to the
Council medics by accident-but not dl three at once. Somebody wanted your mother out of the way, and
wanted it badly. Hired blasters cost money, but getting that Clyndagyt past Security must have cost even
more.”



“Y ou'retalking about somebody very, very rich,” she said quietly. “And very, very powerful.
And|’m very, very sorry, but | gave up running around with people like that seven years ago. Much as
I"d like to help you stake out our unknown friend for a cliffdragon’s breekfast, and much as1’d like to
have the * Hammer to call my own-no.”

“We re talking about somebody who ether comes from Suivi Point or has connectionsthere,”
her father continued. “ And that, my girl, is exactly the sort of person you' ve been running around with for
the past few years. Do you deny it?’

She shook her head, the brief flare of resentment gone. “No. But if al you want frommeis
inquiries out on the fringes of thelaw, you don't have to buy them with Warhammer. I'll doiit for free”

“That'sno good,” hesaid. “You'll never be ableto follow up anything if you have to go where
Osaand Claw Hard drag you. Y ou take Warhammer; and | get the names, when you find them.”

She looked about the "Hammer’ s shadowed common room. “A ship like this-for nothing more
than a couple of names?| can't take her, Dadda; it’s not enough.”

“Shelsmy ship,” said Generd Metadi, “and | say what she’ sworth. The nameswill do.”

For along time, Beka sat without answering, listening to the whisper of forced air through
Warhammer’ s vents, and to the soft in-and-out of her own breath. The two sounds mingled in her ears,
like the breathing of asingle creature.

A ship of my own, shethought. | used to say I’d give anything to have one. So now | get to
proveit.

“All right, Dadda. Y ou have adeal.” She squared her shoulders, and extended her hand across
the messtable to sed the bargain free-spacer’ sfashion. “Y our names-my ship. Done?’

Her father met the grip with hisown. “Done.”

Part One

|. mandeyn: embrig spaceport

Wl past locd midnight in Embrig Spaceport-port of cal for the wedthy provincid world of
Mandeyn-the Freddisgatt Allee ran amost deserted from the Port Authority officesto the Strip. The
warehouses lining the Allee blocked most of the sky-glow from the lighted docking areas beyond, and
Mandeyn's high-riding moon shed its pale illumination only in the center of the broad Allee.

BekaRossdin-Metadi whistled an off-key tune through her front teeth as shetook aleisurely
return walk down the Alleeto her ship. The black wool cloak she wore against the cold of Embrig's
winter night swirled around her booted ankles, and if she'd put abit of extra swagger into her stride as
sheleft the Painted Lily Lounge-wdll, shefigured she was entitled.

Damn right you're entitled, my girl, shetold hersdf. You made a tidy profit on carrying
those parts for Inter-world Data, and you' ve got another good cargo already on board for Artat-



not bad work for a twelve-hour layover with time out for dinner with an old shipmate.

The Sdh had been her firgt ship after leaving home, and she' d been junior to everyone on board,
including Ignaceu LeSait. The knowledge that LeSoit and hisfriend Eterynic were crewing now on the
luckless Reforger-4till in Embrig after three days, Standard, without finding a cargo-hadn’t spoiled her
evening in the least. Now that Bekawas captain of her own ship, she lined up cargoes two ports aheed;
if she could, so could anybody.

Maybe | should think about hiring a crew of my own, shethought. Copilot, say, or an
engineer who knows a bit of gunnery. A gunner, that’ s the ticket; then | could push my routes out
further into the fringes, and get a bit closer to what I’mreally after-

Something hit her behind her right knee, hard. The leg collapsed benegth her, and shefell onto
her back in the street.

“What the-” she began, and swallowed the rest of it when a blaster bolt ripped through the air
where her head had been.

A second blaster answered, firing from a point above and beside her. Sherolled toward the
nearest wall, where her black cloak stood a chance at blending into the shadows, and grabbed for her
own sidearm. Her hand came up empty.

She pressed hersdlf flat againgt the metd siding of the warehouse. I’ m a shadow, she thought.
Just a shadow that moved across the picture for a moment. Thetrick had alwaysworked for her
brother Owen when they were both young; maybeit’ d work for her if shetried hard enough.

Out in the street where she' d been walking astranger stood, a blaster in each hand. Hefired
once toward the rooftop opposite; Beka heard the clatter of a dropped weapon and the heavy thud of a
faling body. A left-handed shot down the intersecting aley brought a scream followed by silence.

Asthe outcry died, she heard afaint ratchety noise from farther long theroad, aclear, distinct
sound inthefrigid air. The stranger heard it, too: he whirled and fired both blasters down the Allee. The
man who had stepped from the shadows holding an energy lance flew backward and lay till.

The stranger turned to where Beka was lying and gestured at her to come out.

Beka unpeded hersdlf from thewall. Her knee hurt, and she' d dragged her cloak through the
dush when sherolled clear. The wet wool dapped againgt her legs as she limped out into the light and
sad, “Who the hell areyou?’

“A friend,” said the stranger. He holstered one of the blasters, and held her own weapon out
toward her.

She looked at the grey-haired gentleman, dressed for the weather in along winter topcoat with
dlver buttons. Without the hardware-and if she hadn’t seen him useit-she’ d have figured him for a
teacher of languages and deportment at ayoung ladies finishing school.

She took back the blaster, checked the charge and the safety, and put it away. “Friend, huh?’
she said when she' d finished. “1 suppose those other guysweren’t?’



“Not if your name' s Rossdlin-Metadi. Can you wak?’

“If it' sback to my ship and out of here, yes. I've got alift-off at zero-four-hundred locd, and I'm
not in the mood for long explanations.”

“Then here€ sashort one,” said the grey-haired gentleman. “ The oddsin town are running twelve
to one againgt you making it thet far.”

“Short and sweet,” said Beka. “ Almost enough to make me bet againgt myself. What' s your
angle, Professor?’

The gentleman gave adry chuckle. “I’'m playing thelong shot,” hesaid. 1 believethe Alleeis
clear of amateur taent for the moment-my suggestion isthat you make what haste you can to your ship
and wait for methere.”

“And then what?’
“Andthen I'll tell you some things you ought to know.”

The gentleman gave Beka a palite half-bow, stepped sideways into the shadows, and vanished.
The Adepts do it better, Bekatold herself. Then she looked back down the Allee, empty except for her
and the dead. But not by much.

She made it hometo Warhammer without any moretrouble. Asaways, her piritslifted a the
sght of the familiar bulk of her ship, looming in Silhouette againgt the white glare of the dock lights.

My ship. Damn, but that sounds good. In spite of the pain in her knee, Beka grinned as she
gavethe’Hammer apreift walkaround.

“My lady?’ came acultured voice from the entrance of the docking bay. “ Permission to come
aboard?’

She jumped, thought about going for her blaster, and decided the hell withit. If he’d wanted to
kill me, I’d be dead by now anyway.

“Permisson granted, Professor,” she said. “And let’smake that * Captain,” if you don’'t mind.”
“My apologies, Captain.”

The grey-haired gentleman came forward out of the shadowed entry way as she toggled off the
forcefidd at the "Hammer’ s ramp. The readouts on the security pand by the side of the main hatch
showed clear, so she went on through and gestured for him to follow.

“Welcome aboard Warhammer,” shesaid.
She brought the force field up again behind her visitor. After a second’ s thought, she closed and

sedled the hatch aswell. She' d finished dl the paperwork with the port and with her cargo before leaving
the docks at the start of the evening, and anybody wanting in now wasn't likely to be friendly.



Bekaled the way to the "Hammer’s common room. “Wait here while | check things out for
lift-off,” she said, dropping her wet cloak onto the deck beside the messtable. “Then I’ll have afew
minutes clear for talk.”

She waited to see the stranger settled into one of the padded sedts, then pulled a clipboard out of
its bulkhead niche and started working her way down the prelift checklist. First stop, the main hold:
crates of fresh Mandeynan crallach meat, destined for the gourmet trade on nearby Artat, all on board
and secure for lift-off. Then-limping from one station to another-she did the operationa checkson all the
systems and backups, from the real space engines to the cockpit controls.

Checkout complete, sheflipped on the cockpit comm system. “Port Control, thisis Free Trader
Warhammer. Request permission to lift ontime.”

“Free Trader Warhammer, thisis Port Control. Scheduled lift time your vessdl
zero-four-one-four, | say again zero-four-one-four.”

She sgned off, and switched the countdown timer to show minus minutesin real-time running.
She had about haf an hour, Standard, before lift-not really enough timeto tend to her leg, if she wanted
to give her vistor’ stale the attention it deserved.

Shetook care of the leg anyway in the privacy of her cabin, stripping off her boots and trousers
and examining the damage. The knee was swollen, with anasty red welt on the upper part of the cdf in
back. By morning she’ d have a spreading purple bruise.

Son of a bitch must have used the edge of his boot, she thought. Well, tape it up, my girl,
and get on in there. You can’t put off hearing him out much longer.

In aclean coveral and soft shoes, with a sprain-tape bandage around the injured knee, she
returned to the common room, detouring by way of the galey nook to pour two mugs of cha afrom the
hotpot.

“Now then,” she said, setting the mugs down on the messtable. “I believe you promised me an
explandtion.”

“Ah, yes.” The gentleman took amug of cha'aand leaned back against the padded sest. “If you
decideto trust me,” he said, Spping the hot drink, “I can get you out from under the death mark you' ve
had on your head for three systems now.”

Assassins, shethought, and fet asudden chill. Faceit, they’ ve got you outclassed-and you
can't stay in space forever. “Out from under for how long?’

“Permanently.”

She thought about it amoment. “Managethat,” she said, “and I'll owe you abig one. What
would | haveto do?’

“It' squite smple, redly. Lift off from here on time, and hit your next port as scheduled, after
making alayover of sx hours Standard and taking in tow a second vessdl of the’Hammer’ s mass.”

Smple. Right. And I’'m a Magelord. She sipped at her cha a, wishing it were cool enough to



gulp down and have done with it. “ Layover where?’

The grey-haired gentleman reached into an inner pocket of his coat and brought out adip of
paper. “You'll find the coordinates here.”

She took the paper and gaveit aquick glance, then bit her lip for amoment while she did rough
caculationsin her head. “I’ [l need to check the navicomps for this, Professor. Y ou’ re asking meto take a
hell of arisk on trust.”

Her visitor sghed. “For what it’ sworth under the circumstances, you have my word that | mean
you no harm.”

She looked at him for amoment, wishing she had her brother Owen'’ s ability to see what moved
behind a stranger’ s eyes.

“I'll believeyou,” she said. “For now, anyway. Cal it taking care of the onel owe you from
back on the Freddisgatt.”

She stood up, grimacing &t the pain in her bruised leg. “ Stow the mugsin the galley and strap
yoursef in for liftoff. By the time the navicomps spit out an answer onthisone, I’ll have to be sedled for
launch and powered up.”

The lift-off clock read three minutes and counting before she caled back to the common room on
the internad communicator. “All right, Professor, you' ve got your layover. But assoon aswe'rein
hyperspace | want the whole story.”

It had better be good, she thought, getting ready to raise Port Control on the external comm
system, to make it worth putting the ’Hammer through something as chancy as thisis going to be.

She scowled at the "Hammer’ s main control board. That damned detour was going to mean
blasting at 160 percent of rated max power the whole way out. Not to mention some pretty tight
maneuvering to makeit look good from out front. Blow this one, my girl, shetold herself, and you
could wind up doing a real good meteor imitation.

But with an expert at the controls, the "Hammer could handleit-thanks to the foresight of her
previous owner. Long ago, at the start of his privateering days, Jos Metadi had put the profit from
Warhammer’ s first hunting foray into new, outsized engines for his ship-engines hdf again the sandard
gzefor avessd of the "Hammer’s class. They cut into her scant cargo space; they made her cranky to
handle, fuel-hungry, and abitch to repair; but combined with the guns, they turned a harmless-looking
merchant ship into a deep-space predator, and let her run flat out with afull hold at speeds even racing
craft had trouble matching.

And-for the times when that till wasn't enough-the flip of an extra switch on the control pane
would take dl the safety circuits off line, and the autopilot right along with them. “Then everything
dependson you,” her father had told her years ago. “ Either you guessright about how much she can
take, or you go up like asupernova.”

Beka swore under her breath as she reached for the external comm. Just because you never



couldresist adare. .. Shekeyed the handset on the comm pand. “Port Control, thisis Warhammer.
Switching to Inspace frequency. Over.”

“ThisisPort Control. Roger, switch, out.”
“Launch Contral, thisis Warhammer . | have departure clearance. Over.”

“"Hammer , thisis Launch Control, roger, you have departure clearance. Lift onmy sgnd, | say
agan, lift on my sgnd. Stand by, execute, out.”

Beka pushed the forward nullgravs to max, tilting the ’"Hammer’ s nose skyward, and fed power
to themain plant. In aroar of engines, the freighter did through the atmosphere and out of the planet’s
grip-dowly at first, and then steadily faster. At norma speed, Beka aimed for the jump point to Artat,
took the run-in, and went into hyperspace. She counted off five seconds on the control-panel
chronometer, then dropped back into rea space again, with Mandeyn showing on the sensors as a bright
star dead astern.

Following the navicomp leads, she swung the ' Hammer into atight spirad and commenced anew
run-to-jump-much faster thistime. She fed power to the hyperspace engines, and the stars blurred and
faded through blue to black asthe ’Hammer broke through.

“Now we seeif Dadda slittle girl ishaf the pilot shethinks sheis,” Beka observed to nobody in
particular, and switched on the override.

Andarm whurrpped. Sheslenced it with another switch, and then pushed the main control lever
al the way forward. The readouts on half a dozen gauges flashed into the red, and danger lights started
blinking dl over the control pandl.

Shereached to her right and flipped athird switch. The danger lights began burning steedily.
“You il there, Professor?’ she asked, over the ship’ sinternd comm system.
“Still here, Captain.” Her passenger sounded unruffled by the double jump.

“Then unstrap and get up here to the cockpit. I’ m going to cut life support to the rest of the ship
in about two minutes.”

“Coming, Captain.”

Beka passed the time waiting for her passenger to appear in taking nonessentias off line-the
guns, the galley, the lights. When he arrived, cam as a professor of galactic history showing up for class,
she closed the vacuum-tight door behind him and switched off life support to the’Hammer’ s after
sections.

“Takeasedt,” she sad, with anod sdeways at the copilot’ s empty spot. “I’'m going to cut ship's
gravity.”

Shewaited for him to strap in before taking thet last system out. “ And now,” she sad, “whilel fly
thisthing, you cantdl meadgtory.”



“Thefirst thing | ought to tell you isthat you' re going to come out of hyperspaceinside an
agteroid belt.”

“Lovely,” shesaid, keeping her eyes on the gauges and readouts in front of her. Her fingers
played over levers and knobs as she held the power plant in balance and the ship on course. “ Absolutely
outstanding.”

“My apologies. But we lack the time for a safer approach. We' re going to aplace where I’ ve
stockpiled agreat deal of useful equipment over the last few years, and | wanted to make it hard to find.”

“Congratulations.” A needle wavered. Sheturned acontrol rod back half adegree. “Now, tell
me more about this price you say I’ ve got on my head. | supposeit accounts for the dustup back on the
Alleg?

The Professor made a dismissive gesture with one hand. “ Amateur talent, as| said. | rather
suspect you owe your surviva that long to your former shipmate LeSoit. He sa professional these
days-in aminor way, of course.”

“LeSoit,” shesaid. He never did say outright he was crewing on Reforger, she reminded
hersdf. Only that his buddy Eterynic was. “My old friend Ignac’.”

“Don’t betoo harsh on him, Captain. Theloca bullies probably held back aslong asthey did out
of unwillingnessto interfere with aprofessond hit. But when he let you head back to your ship dive. . .”
The Professor shrugged.

Bekafrowned at the engine status readouts. “Wdll, that’sone I’ ll have to owe LeSoit-though |
must say the bastard might' ve warned me.”

“That,” said the Professor, “would have been thoroughly unprofessona on his part. He came
close enough to stepping over theline asit was.”

Beka stole aquick glance at her visitor. “Y ouwouldn't,” she asked with growing suspicion, “be
one of those professionasyoursdf?’

“At onetime or another,” he admitted. “Among other things.”

“Wonderful,” said Beka. A readout that had stayed green so far flickered and went red. She
swore under her bregth, and backed the power off another hair. “1 have better things to do right now
than play guessing games. If you're going to kill me, why didn’'t you do it dirtside?’

“I"'m not planning to kill you, my lady. Just the opposite.”

“That makestwiceyou've called me‘my lady’. Like | said before, theword's* Captain’.”

“Asyou wish. But | was aconfidential agent of your House for many years. A certain sentimental
regard for the nicetiesis hard to avoid.”

“Entibor’ san orbiting dag heap,” said Beka, “and Mother sold off al House Rossdlin’ s assetsto
finance thewar. I’'m Warhammer’ s captain, and that’ll haveto do.”



“For somethings, perhaps,” said her passenger. “But smple freighter captains don’t merit
assassinstailing them across haf the civilized galaxy. Y ou have adangerous hobby, my lady: theword is
that Captain Rossdin-Metadi asks too many questionsin the wrong places.”

“Dol, now?" Sheforced hersdlf to keep her attention on the controls.

“Far too many questions,” said the Professor, “for someone who carries your not exactly
inconspicuous name. Such inquiries were bound to cause talk, coming so soon after what happened to
your mother.”

Bekabit her lip, hard. She <till didn’t like to think about that. All those years, | kept promising
myself that someday I’d go back home and tell Mother the real reason why | couldn’t stand it on
Galcen anymore. It wasn't her, it was all the rest of them, the Council and the Space Force and
the damned Entiborans-in-exile. Mother let them drain her dry, year after year after year, and |
could tell they’ d do the same thing to meif they could . . . .

She shook her head to clear it, and concentrated on keeping her ship on course.

“I began asking questions mysalf,” her passenger continued, “as soon as| learned of the
Domina sdeath. And thefirgt thing | heard was that the family’ s footloose daughter had a ship of her
own at last.” He paused. “I’'m probably not the only person to wonder if the "Hammer’ s new captain got
her ship on the promise of future services”

“Explainswhy people I’ ve never met are shooting at me,” she said. “Any ideawho put them up
toit, Professor?’

“At the moment,” said her passenger, “no. Later, once we' ve shaken the hunters off your trail,
we can look into that.”

She stole asecond or so away from the control panel to turn her head and look at him directly. “
‘We,' huh?’

“If you don't mind the idea of assstance.”

“I like the idea of improving my chances,” she said, most of her attention aready back on the
"Hammer’ s engine-status display. It still showed the same, but the steady thrumming-felt, more than
heard-of the freighter’ s metal skeleton had smoothed out a bit.

She chanced easing the power back up, and added, “But what you’ re talking about doesn’t
come cheap.”

Back on Mandeyn, a pallid sun rose over the streets of Embrig Spaceport, and the Freddisgatt
Allee dtirred to reluctant life. Massive ground trangports trundled up to the loading doors of the huge
warehouses, the heet of their heavy-duty nullgravs melting the ice that had formed on the dushy dtreet in
the cold hours just before dawn.

If the Alle€’ s business day was just beginning, the Strip-that narrow, rowdy buffer between the
docks and the stolid, well-behaved city of Embrig beyond-was only now shutting down its operations.



The Painted Lily Lounge, like dl the other establishments, switched on the closed sign and swept out the
last of the drunks adong with the dirt off the floor.

The door of the Lily’ s back room did open with afaint whine. Inside, Gades Morven the
gambler sat done amid thelitter of the night’ s business, practicing fase cuts with adeck of playing cards.
He looked up at the new arrival, athin, dark-mustached man with aheavy blagter.

“I wondered when you were going to show up,” Morven said. “ There' s people out there who
aren't happy withyou at dl.”

The newcomer shrugged. “Y ou hired me. They didn't.”

“They may not seeit that way,” said Morven, dealing out hands faceup onto the dark tablecloth.
His pae grey eyeswatched the cards asthey fell.

“Damnit, LeSoit,” he said as he dedlt, “ do you have any idea how many people saw thelr credits
go out the airlock when Warhammer lifted off?’

“I just do my job and draw my pay,” said LeSoit. “It' snot my businessif people place the wrong
bets.”

“Wadl, you may haveto make it your business soon enough,” the gambler said. “ Somebody’ s
bound to clam | rigged the dedl on this one, the way you stuck with that bitch from the moment she made

port.

LeSoit’ sdark eyes narrowed. “Y our money buys you protection,” he said, “and that’ s dl it buys.
Who | socidize with ismy own business, and the lady used to be my shipmate.”

Morven gave the spread of cards one quick, colorless glance, and gathered them up again with
practiced fingers. He shuffled the deck and held it out for the cut.

“Stll, LeSoit, people aregoing to talk.”

The dark man cut the cards and handed back the deck. “ Tell them to talk to me,” hesaid. “1 can
handlethem.”

He watched as Morven, without answering, began dedling out anew tablefull of cards.

“Beddes,” LeSoit added, asthe crown, coronet, scepter, and orb of trefoils fell one by one onto
the tablecloth in front of the gambler himsdlf, “it’s not the people who lost money that I’ d be worried
about.”

I1. nammerin: space force medical station; downtown namport

Lieutenant Ari Rosselin-Metadi crossed the open ground to the Med Station’ s Number Two
arcar with easy, unhurried strides. A hard rain wasfalling on the landing field, but only newcomersto the
station tried to escape bad weather. Herein Nammerin's equatoria region, rain fell every day for hdf the
year, and violent ssorms roared through at least twice aweek during the other haf. Thiswasthe
drier-but-stormy season, and the downpour plastered Ari’ sthick black hair against his skull.



In the shelter of the aircar, alean, fair-haired man stood waiting. His uniform wasless
rain-soaked than Lieutenant Rossalin-Metadi’ s, but only because there was less of it to get wet. By most
standards Nyls Jessan would be considered tall, but Ari was nearly seven feet in height and massively
built, with powerful muscles overlying long, heavy bones-the legacy of apaterna grandfather whose
name not even Jos Metadi had ever known.

“Our chariot awaits,” said Jessan, with atheatrical flourish toward the aircar’ s open door.
“We ve got acivilian casudty requesting an assist at gridposit seven-two-eight-three-four-nine-two-five.”

His speech carried faint traces of a Khesatan drawl. Nobody at Nammerin's Medical Station
could figure out what an aristocrat from the most el egant and civilized of the Centrd Worldswas doing in
the Space Force, and Lieutenant Jessan, in spite of hisready flow of light chatter, had never volunteered
the information.

Ari climbed into the waiting aircar. In afew minutes, with Jessan at the controls, they were flying
inand out of drifting patches of grey cloud, with the lush vegetation of the equatoria zone spread out
benesth them.

Nammerin was ayoung world, plagued by congtantly shifting weether patterns, but the civilized
galaxy was hungry and expanding in the aftermath of the war. So-to keep the agricultural machinery on
Nammerin'svast water-grain farms from rusting untended while other worlds went hungry-the Space
Force' smedical and disaster relief teamsworked overtime on behdf of the planet’ s scattered population.

“Wadl,” said Ari, as soon asthey’ d leveled out. “What do you think iswaiting for us?’

“Could be anything,” said Jessan. “While you were up-country on leave we got three cases of
Rogan’ s Disease at thewak-in clinic.”

“We shouldn’t be seeing Rogan’shere at dl,” protested Ari. “It' sadry-world problem.”

Jessan shrugged. “We ve got it anyway, and tholovine s scarce in this sector. It's not even part
of the standard kit.”

“Y ou can thank the Magd ords for that,” Ari told him. “Tholovine was abig part of their combat
chemidgtry. Ever since the war ended and word got out, none of the mgjor supply firmswill handle the
stuff. The dry worlds make just enough to handle their loca problems, and that' sit.”

The Khesatan lieutenant raised an elegant golden eyebrow. “ Sounds like you' ve been hitting the
journds.”

“I had aninterest,” said Ari shortly.

Jessan opened his mouth and then shut it again. The Domina s murder had rocked the civilized
gdaxy only afew Standard weeks after Ari first reported for duty on Nammerin. Around the Med
Station, by unspoken agreement, the subject was never discussed.

Thewind picked up asthe aircar continued on. On the ground below, tall trees bent and tossed
like tems of grass, and drainage ditches raged like turbulent rivers. Stiff gusts buffeted the craft asit flew.

Ari wasthefirst oneto break the slence. “It’ sgoing to be awild ride coming back.”



Jessan glanced over at him. “Areyou trying to talk yoursdf into a piloting job?’
“Who, me?’ Ari contrived to look innocent. “I wouldn't think of spoiling your fun.”

But to himsdlf, he had to admit that Jessan’ s comment had the ring of truth. The Khesatan wasa
good pilot, one of the Med Station’ s best, but Ari was better. Flying, after al, wasin hisblood. His crazy
sister Beka-wherever she was right now-might be better at deep-space piloting, but she' d never cared
much for working with the smaler atmospheric craft.

Her loss, thought Ari. Flying' s not really flying if gravity doesn’t have a chance to get you
when you 're careless.

Theaircar flew on. Soon araised concrete strip came into view on the ground below, and Ari
abandoned his private thoughtsin favor of checking the chart screen.

“That' sour post, dl right,” he said to Jessan. “Lookslike afarmer’ s landing pad.”

“I bet somebody stuck his hand in a seed hopper again,” replied Jessan absently. Already, the
descent was taking most of the Khesatan' s attention. The low-altitude winds appeared determined to
push the craft off its approach and land it in the thick, soupy mud surrounding the pad. At last the aircar
cameto a hat on the concrete surface, and Jessan let out asatisfied sigh. “ So far, so good. Now, where
do we go from here?’

“Where’ turned out to be anearby line shack, awindowless prefab structure crowded with farm
equipment and sacks of seed grain. A pocket glow-cube, set high up on ametal shelf, cast apitiless
white light down onto the floor where ahuman lay beneath a pile of blankets, sweating and shivering both
at once. A hulking, grey-scaled being crouched beside the pallet. The cregture roseto itsfeet as Ari and
Jessan walked in.

Just my luck, thought Ari. We're dealing with a Selvaur. The saurian-amale, from the crest of
green scalesrising off his domed skull-stood astall as Ari himsdf, and bared a predator’ sfangs at the
two medics. The voice that came from his chest was a degp rumble, speaking not in Galcenian but in a
growling, inhuman tongue.

* About time you guys showed up.*

“Sorry,” said Jessan, as he went down on one knee beside the man on the pallet. “We came as
fast aswe could.”

Most humans on Nammerin had picked up thetrick of “hearing” the Selvauran language, since
there were dmost as many of the big saurians on Nammerin as on the crestures home world of
Maragha. Actualy speaking the seemingly wordless, rumbling language was another matter-few humans
had either the patience or the voca range to manage the task.

*Sorry’ s not theword,* the Selvaur growled in reply to Jessan’ s gpology. * This human ismy
sworn brother. If hedies, you die*

“I'll kegp that in mind,” said Jessan, without looking up. He' d aready opened the medikit from
thearcar, and wasworking over the alling man. “ Talk some senseinto him, will you, Ari?’



“My pleasure,” Ari said. He stepped past the kneeling Jessan to stand in front of the Selvaur.
Thisclose, their eyeswere on aleve. Ari took adeep breath and pushed his voice down to the bottom
of itsrange. *If thisman dies, it'sthe will of the Forest, and not the work of anyone here.*

The Sdvaur’ svertical pupilsdilated for amoment in surprise. Then the big saurian recovered his
composure. *Who taught you to speak like a Forest Lord, thin-skin?*

*Ferrdacorr son of Rrillikkik taught me the Forest Speech,* Ari said. *He fostered me among
his own younglingsin the High Ridges, and brought meinto hisfamily asason.*

Again, startlement showed briefly in the Selvaur’ syellow eyes. It wasn't unknown for a Selvaur
and ahuman to swear blood-brotherhood, but formal adoption was amost unheard of. *Have you gone
on the Long Hunt, then, and made your Kill?*

Ari thought of the white scars along his back and ribs, and the double row of white puncture
marksin theflesh of hisleft arm-only part of the price he'd paid to cal himsdlf part of Ferrdacorr’s clan.
*| have* hesad.

The Sdlvaur shook his head, a gesture he must have picked up from the humans he worked with
on Nammerin. * Ahh.* Helooked over at his partner, and then back at Ari. *Will he be all right, now that
you're here?

*| don’'t know yet,* Ari said.
He moved away from the Selvaur, and knelt down beside Jessan. “What have we got?’

Jessan shook his head. “WE |l need the lab work to confirm it, of course-but if thisisn't
third-stage Rogan’s I’ ll toast my commission and ezt it for breskfast.”

“Rogan’'s,” sad Ari. “Damn.”
The Salvaur made a nervous sound deep in histhroat. *Is he going to die?*

*Maybe* said Ari. It was unbecoming for one Forest Lord to lie to another, even in kindness.
*Help usmove himto the aircar. If we get him to the hospital, he may have a chance*

The return trip was every bit as bad as Ari had feared, with the wind picking up, and the sick
man shaking with chillsand screaming in ddlirium the whole way. At lagt, though, they got the farmer
checked in and under care, and made their way, wet and muddy, to the Junior Officers staff loungefor a
cup of hot ghil. Off-worldersfound theloca drink dudgy and bitter, but like everybody ese at the
medica gation, Ari had been on Nammerin so long the stuff was beginning to taste good.

The staff lounge was a converted storage dome, furnished with a half-dozen stackable chairsand
alumpy couch that someone had picked up secondhand at aflood sale. A holoset stood in the center of
the dome atop its packing crate. Jessan clicked on the set, and the latest episode of “ Spaceways Patrol”
flickered into view, its colors dulled and its outlines fuzzied by atmospherics.

Ari sat back on the couch and gave his mug a gentle shake before taking the first Sip-ghil was



warming and filling and anatural stimulant, but it did tend to leave sediment in the bottom of your cup.
“Rogan’s Disease,” he said. “What next?’

“You never can tell on thisplanet,” said Jessan. “ The week after | got here-two years ago this
LastDay morning, but who's counting?the CO’ s pet sand snake got mildew. Had to freeze-dry the
beest to kill the stuff.”

“Wouldn't that kill the sand snake, too?” asked Ari. Y ou never could tell about Jessan’swild
gories. Hetold them all with the same straight face, and it was usudly the unlikely onesthat turned out to
betrue.

“Oh, no,” said Jessan, shaking hishead. “ Just sent it into premature hibernation.”

“Andthen, I'll bet,” said awoman’'s unfamiliar voice from the doorway, “he had to put it under
the ultravioletsto reset its clock. Come on, Jessan, tell us another one.”

Ari rose, ducking out of habit even though the loung€e' s celling provided ample headroom, and
turned toward the door. He saw ahuman female of about his own age, asmall, plain-featured person
whose thick black hair was twisted up into aknot at the back of her head. She wore aMedica Service
uniformwithout inggnia

“Gentldady,” Ari began, and then saw the polished wooden staff dung across her back ona
leather cord. “Mistress,” he corrected himself.

Jessan chuckled. “Llannat, thisis Ari Rossdin-Metadi. Ari, thisiswhat ese showed up whileyou
were gone-Llannat Hyfid, our brand-new Adept. She'smy relief.”

Ari gave her the full Entiboran bow of respect, just as his mother had taught him years ago.
“MigtressHyfid.”

Shemade aface. “Cdl me‘Llannat, plesse. I'm from Maraghai, and the ‘Mistress' bit makes
me uncomfortable.”

Thereweren't alot of humansliving on Maraghai, but the Sdlvauran distaste for human ranks and
titles tended to rub off on the few who did. Ari looked at Llannat with abit more interest. * Do you
understand Forest Speech?* he asked.

The answering smilelit up the young woman' s dark, bony features like alantern on acloudy
night. “Oh, yes-but | can’t manage two words of it without having a sore throat for awhole day
afterward. How did you learn it so well?’

“There was a Selvaur who knew my father during the Magewar,” said Ari. “I wasfostered with
him on Maraghai. It was part of some agreement he and my father made before | was born, back when
my father talked the Selvaursinto joining the fight.”

Ari watched Llannat Hyfid putting the pieces together as he spoke. “That' sright,” hetold her,
“RosHdin-Metadi asin the late Dominaand the Commanding Genera. And you probably know my
brother Owen-he' s an apprenticein the Guild. Me, I’ m about as senditive asabrick.”



“He has the manners of one sometimes, t0o,” said Jessan. “ It comes from talking with too many
holovid reporters.”

“Y ou probably wondered,” said Ari, “why | took my leave here on Nammerin instead of going
home. I’ll tell you why-Galcen probably has more holovid cameras than this planet has water-grain
Seeds.”

“I dill cal it awaste of good leave time, roughing it in the backwoods on this quaking mudball,”
sad Jessan. “But there' s no accounting for taste. Speaking of roughing it-1 finaly got my ordersthis
morning, and do you know where they’ re sending me next?’

“No,” sad Ari, amiling alittle. “Where?’

“Pleyver,” said Jessan. “Hatlands Portcity.”

Ari whistled. Fatlands wasn't Waycross, but the Pleyveran port had been wide open enough in
the bad old daysto serve as one of hisfather’ sbest portsof cal. “I didn’t know Space Force had a
dation there”

“Wedon't,” said Llannat. “Don’t listen to his griping, Ari-they’ re making him alieutenant
commander and putting him in charge of setting aplace up.”

“So | can spend my time in aone-man office treating stranded spacers for social diseases,” said
Jessan. “It'll beapicnic, | cantel you.”

“Lifearound hereisn’t exactly going to be atea party either,” said LIannat. “Four cases of
Rogan' s Diseasejust camein from alogging camp upriver.”

“Four?’ said Ari. “Plus the three we' ve got and the one we brought in . . . that’smore than just a
fluke. It'san outbreak.”

LIannat nodded. “One of the old cases died while you were collecting the |atest one. And without
any tholovine, we re going to lose some more.”

“Didn’'t anybody put in arequest for some?’

“I did,” said Jessan. “ As soon as the first case showed up. But you know how it works: Supply
can hurry things up, you might see some tholovine before next flood season. And by thenit’ll betoo late”

“Too bad we don't have some right now,” Ari said. “We could handle the problem whileit’ s il
gmdl”

“Andif | had hyperspace engines,” said Llannat, “I’ d be a starship. Where are we supposed to
get the Suff-on the black market?’

Therewas aslence. Ari and Jessan looked at one another.
“Munngrala” said Ari.

“Right,” Jessan said. “If anybody can get it, hecan.”



“Wait aminute,” Llannat cut in. “Who'sMunngrala?’

“He' sa Sdvaur who runs acurio shop down in Namport,” said Ari. “At leadt, that’ swhat he
does officidly. Unofficidly . . . rumor says he stheloca Quincunx rep.”

“I| see” sad LIannat. If the Adept had any qualms about dedling with the most notorious
organization of smugglers and black marketeersin the civilized galaxy, shedidn’'t show it. “But ishelikely
to have tholovine on hand?’

“Younameit,” Ari said, “and Munngrdlawill sdl it. But not for decima-credit prices.”

“Never mind the price,” Jessan said. “We can dways find cash someplace. The question is, how
do we get in touch with him? If he thinks we re working for Security, he won't take the job no matter
how much we offer.”

Another long silence. Then Llannat looked over a Ari. “You did say hewasaSdvaur . . . "
Ari sghed. “This sounds like something the CO does't want to know about.”

Jessan nodded. “He' d just worry.”

Thethings| do for the Service, Ari thought, as the duck-boards laid across the intersection
buckled under hisfeet and then pulled free of the mud in aseries of sucking noises.

After yesterday’ srains, the town of Namport lay steaming under the late-afternoon sun. A smell
of decaying vegetation and other unwholesome substances rose from the muddy streets. Like most of the
roadsin thislowland agriculturd district, the thoroughfares of Namport were unpaved. The shaggy
tusker-oxen used as draft animals by the smal farmers didn’t care for hard surfaces, and
nullgrav-assisted vehicles didn’t need them; so when wet weather came to Namport, foot traffic was left
with mud on its boots.

Ari stepped off the duckboards onto the raised wooden sdewak. He' d worn civilian clothing for
this expedition-adark shirt over uniform trousers and boots-and a glance at hisreflection in ashop
window showed alooming, piratica figure. A heavy Ogre Mark V1 blaster completed the effect.

The Mark VI had been Jos Metadi’ s, back in the days when the Genera ill carried asidearm
openly instead of hiding one up hisdeeve. When Ari left Galcen to join the Space Force, the blaster had
gone with him-“for luck,” hisfather had said, although Ari had never needed to wear it until today.

Hafway down the block, Ari spotted the Sgn he waslooking for: five pointsimports, g.
munngrala, prop.

G. Munngrala, Prop. hadn't wasted va uable credits on a holosign; the words were spelled out in
fading gold paint on the shop awning over the sdewalk. When Ari reached the door of the shop, he saw
that the same legend had been painted on the glass of door and window, adong with a stylized depiction
of afive-planet star system.

Ari knew aswell as anybody e se that Nammerm was the fourth planet out in aten-planet



system. He smiled at the sight of the design. So far, so good.

He pushed the door open-no fancy diding doors with body-heet sensorsfor Munngralla, just
ordinary cheap metal hinges, in need of agood oiling-and stepped ingde. The air in the shop was coal
and dry: Selvaur-cool, which made it two-shirts-and-a-jacket weather for ahuman. After the muggy heat
of downtown Namport, Ari found it hard to keep histeeth from chattering.

He shouldered hisway past arack of pugil sticksand a palet-load of boxes |abeled “ genuine
Entiboran fused-rock paperweights-certificate of authenticity included,” and came up against a Changwe
temple gong bearing a hand-lettered sgn in Maraghite script: pleasering for service. There was no mallet
ingght.

Carrying it a bit far, aren’t you? Ari asked the absent Munngralla. How many humans can
read Maraghite in thefirst place? I’ m lucky Ferrda took the time to be thorough with his
responsibilities. And as for your missing mallet . . .

He pulled hisright arm back alittle and struck the heavy cast metd ball with the sde of onelarge
and solid fist. The bell gave voice.

A single deep note tolled through the shop likeamoan. A small grey lizard, frightened by the
sound, ran out from behind ashelf of jarsand into acrack inthewall. In the display cases, frangible items
vibrated against one another on the glass shelves, setting up ahigh, brittle tinkling.

Ari gtruck the gong again.

*All right, dl right. Let an old wrinkleskin get his midday deep, why don’t you>

G. Munngrdlatwo meters and then some of not even dightly wrinkled Selvaur-pushed hisway
through the beaded curtain separating the back of the shop from the storefront.

Ari grinned a him, making sure to bare his canineteeth. *'Y ou’ re no wrinkleskin-and since when
do the Magters of the Forest deep in midday like animal s?*

*Who areyou cdling “animd,” thin-skin?* growled the shopkeeper. Sdvaursdidn’t like that
name any better than other sentients did, and they took insults worse than some-Ferrdacorr would have
knocked Ari across the room for showing such bad manners, and Munngralamight try yet.

But Ari stood tal enough in his spaceboots to meet Munngrala s bad-tempered glare Sraight on,
and at a guess had a handspan more breadth in the shoulders. He hooked his thumbsinto his belt, braced
hisfeet, and held the predatory grin.

“I rang,” hesaid. “| have some businessto discuss.”

*|t'sdl for sde* sad Munngrdla

Ari’slip curled. “I don't need apugil stick today, thank you. And asfor the Entiboran
paperweights-there' s enough of them floating around the galaxy to build awhole new planet. Someday,
though, you're going to get aredl Entiboran in here, and he' s going to wreck the place for you.”

*Ask meif I'mworried,* said Munngralla. *Do | ook worried?



“Do | look like a Security Officer?” countered Ari. Then, switching languages again: *Do | sound
like a Security officer?*

The Selvaur narrowed hiseyes at him. * Talk is cheap, thin-skin. Can aForest Lord or a Brother
vouch for you?*

* Ferrdacorr son of Rrillikkik,* said Ari. *He hunts the South Continent High Ridges these days,
but he went after other prey during the great war against the Mageworlds.*

*Ahh* said the Sdvaur. * That Ferrdacorr. If he answersfor you, we shouldn’t have any trouble
doing business*

“I'm glad to hear it,” said Ari, in Galcenian again. “ The Forest Speech isn't for thin-skinned
throats.”

*That' strue* agreed Munngrala *Now, which will you have-aservice, or merchandise?*
“Tholovine” sad Ari. “In quantity, inahurry.”

*|f you' re after chemical weapons, | carry some aready made up,* said the Selvaur. *No need
to risk synthesizing your own.*

Ari bared histeeth-in red anger, thistime. “If | ever need to hurt someonethat badly, I'll beat
him to death with my bare hands,” he said. “It’ sjust as quick and whole lot cleaner.”

*Quit yoursdf,* said Munngrala *How do you want your tholovine-powder, dixir, or
pressurized spray ?*

“Purebrick. Hospita grade.”
*Who's paying?*

“Me,” said Ari. “Come on, even an unblooded youngling knows better than to ask that. I’'m good
for themoney.”

Munngralalooked a him amoment. *Will Ferrdacorr pay if you default?
Ari nodded, and dropped again into the Forest Speech. *I’'m family. HE |l pay.*

Munngralla extended a scaly hand-another human gesture. * Then we have aded. | can havethe
first delivery for you by midnight tonight.*

“What' sthe price?
*Eight hundred creditsthe brick.*

Ari pulled hisown hand back. “No deal. The stuff’snot illegd; just hard to get. Five hundred, or
| go someplace eseto do business.”

* Saven hundred.*



“Sx.”
* Six-fifty-takeit or see where going someplace €l se gets you on this planet.*

“Six-fifty,” agreed Ari, and thistime he didn’t pull away from Mungrdla sgrip. “Wehavea

*Be here a midnight,* the Sdvaur reminded him. * And bring cash.*

“I'll be here,” said Ari; and then-because Ferrdacorr had taught him courteous behavior-added
in Sdvauran, * Good hunting.*

Munngralagave him agrowled * Good hunting* in reply, but Ari was aready hafway to the
door. It swung open as he came near, and Ari had to retreat into the rack of pugil sticksto missknocking
over the Selvaur' s next customer. The man glared up at him in passing.

“Sorry,” said Ari, with ashrug. “I couldn’t see the door through al those boxes of rock.”

The man glared harder, and Ari braced himself for an unpleasant scene. But the stranger never
made whatever retort he’ d been planning to deliver. Instead, the pupils of his eyes dilated, his mouth
snapped shut, and he ducked past Ari without aword.

Fear? wondered Ari. But he didn’t think so-that hadn’t been the look of someone who'd
managed to lose histemper first and notice the other man’ s size afterward.

Not fear, then. Recognition?

He d never seen the stranger beforein hislife; but he was not, he knew, adifficult figureto
describe, and he’ d been in and about Namport often enough on Med Station business.

Probably one of Munngralla’s other customers, Ari decided. | wonder what he was after, if
spotting somebody from the Space Force was enough to set hint on edge like that?

On second thought, | probably don't want to know.

[11. asteroid base artat near space nammerin: namport

Tdkin Warhammer’s cockpit had lapsed as the task of keeping the freighter on course took up
more and more of Bekad s attention. Now, with the flight-time clock marking off the few seconds
remaining in hyperspace, shelooked over a the copilot’s seat. Judging from his closed eyes and even
breathing, her passenger had falen adeep.

“Wake up, Professor,” she said. “We' re about to drop out of hyper and start dodging asteroids.”
Hedidn’'t answer, but Beka had other things on her mind than waiting to seeif he’' d heard. She
took a deep breath to calm hersalf. We need to |ose momentum real fast-there' s going to be a lot of

rocks out there. This had better work.

At one second before dropout, she switched in the red -space engines on maximum thrust. Then,



as the ship came out of hyperspace, she threw the Hammer into a 180-degree skew-flip, and felt herself
pressed hard into the pilot’ s seet as the freighter backed down at twelve gravities.

The cockpit darkened around her. In the center of her field of vision, the readout on the relative
motion sensor showed high velocity astern. The negative numbers unwound toward zero as
Warhammer’ s main engines fought momentum. Bekawas close to blacking out-she couldn’t seethe
lights and dials around the edge of the control panel-and she needed al her strength to reach for the
master power switch.

-2,-1,0...Cut Power!

The release from decel eration threw her forward againgt the safety belts. Recovering, she
dapped the Shield switch to divert energy to the ship’s passive defenses. “Override, off,” she said doud,
talking hersaf through the checklist while her head cleared. * Sensors, on. Life support, on. Gravity, on.
Let'shave alook and seewherewe are.”

She switched to the Damage Control readout for an assessment of just how bad the trip had
been, and decided that Dadda slittle girl could pat hersalf on the back. Damage was light, and the cargo
hedn't shifted at dll.

“Any oneyou can wak away from, eh, Professor?’

Her passenger looked a bit groggy-as well he should after ahigh-G brake-but his
imperturbability was il intact. “1’ve seenworse,” he said.

He worked his hand past the safety webbing into an inner coat pocket, and brought out a second
dip of paper.

“Broadcast this recognition signal on thisfrequency,” he said, handing the paper to Beka, “then
listen for the directiona beacon you' I find answering it on this channel. The sooner we get to work, the
better.”

Beka made the trip through the asteroid field as quickly as she dared, homing in on the source of
the beacon-a big, cave-pocked asteroid. “ Dock in the third cave from the elevated pole there,” said her
passenger. “ Just beside the sunset line.”

Shetook the "Hammer into the cave at agentle cruising speed, and watched the rock walls
become first smooth stone and then polished metal. Soon the cave was looking more like the
docking-bay of asmall space station.

“Set her down over there.” Her passenger indicated the area next to another smdl freighter, one
that to an un-practiced eye might have been Warhammer’ s twin.

Bekalooked the freighter. “Now | understand what you havein mind.”

“That’ sright. Ex-Free Trader Amsroto, old Libra class. By the time we get done, nobody’ ||
ever be able to prove that she wasn't the ’Hammer .

“That’ sgoing to be alot of hardware down thedrain,” said Beka, as Warhammer settled onto
thefloor of the bay. “And you still haven't told me how I’ m going to pay you for?’



Her passenger began unbuckling his safety webbing. “Would you believe me, my lady, if | told
you | wasdoing dl this out of asense of obligation to amember of your House?’

“No,” shesadflatly. “That suff died out years ago.”

Shethought she heard him sigh. “So it did, Captain. Soit did. Do you have the paperslisting
your hull number and engine numbers?’

Bekaundid her own restraining belts and stretched. “In my cabin,” she said. “I’ll bring them out.”

“Right,” said her passenger. “ Then you start shifting your cargo to Amsroto whilel samp the
numbers on her. How soon must we lift out of here, to tow Amsroto to Artat on time?”’

She checked the cockpit chronometer and punched some figures into the navicomp. “We ve got
six hoursforty-nine minutes thirty-five seconds Standard until the jump to hyperspace,” she said. “Make
it Sx hours even to do thejob.”

“Let’smove, then.”

By thetime she' d fetched Warhammer’ s papers from the cabin locker and returned to the
cockpit, she could see her passenger dready waiting by the open entryway of Amsroto.

“Worksfast, doesn't he?’ she said aloud, and tucked the bundle of papersinside the quilted
jacket she' d picked up to take the place of her still-sodden cloak.

The sound of her footsteps on the ’Hammer’ s ramp echoed in the nearly empty bay, and her
breath rosein acurl of mist. The Professor-if he wasin fact the proprietor of thislittle hidey-hole-didn’t
believe in wasting energy on extra hest.

Out of long habit, she turned to her right at the foot of the ramp. “Let’ shave alook at you,” she
told the ship. Sensors and damage control comp caught alot of thingsa pilot would miss, but . . .
“computers go down, and numberslie,” her father had said many times. “ Always check for yoursdlf.”

In the course of her walk around Warhammer , she saw that the hidden bay held asurprising
variety of different spaceships. A single-segt fighter, framework tilted at an angle suggesting that its last
landing hadn’t been a gentle one, occupied deck space between a meteor-scarred cargo drone and a
pleasure yacht decked out like a party cakein blue and silver trimming; and off in acorner beyond a
dozen or so other antique craft, a battered-looking Mage-built scoutship hunched on the deckplates of
the bay like a scavenger bird on arock.

Beka stood very ill for amoment, then nodded to herself, dowly, and continued her walk
around the " Hammer.

By the time she d finished and walked over to Amsroto, the Professor was busy smoothing the
serid numbers off one of the hull plateswith a hydro-burnisher.

“Have you got Warhammer’ s papers?’ he asked, bending to drop the burnisher into an open
tool kit.

“Yes” shesad. Shereached into the right-side pocket of her jacket for the miniature blaster that



awayslived there, and put the business end of the little weapon against the back of his neck.

Hefroze. Then, with infinite caution, he lifted both hands and placed them flat against Amsroto’s
hull.

Beka started bregthing again. “Now,” she said. “It’ stime you told me what your nameredly is,
and how you wound up with aMageworld scoutcraft parked in your docking bay.”

“Defiant?” asked her passenger, sounding imperturbable as ever. “1 own her. Asfor names. . .
names change, and the gaaxy hasforgotten mine. But | was Armsmaster to House Rossdlin, when
Entibor was Hill aliving world.”

“I'll bedamned,” said Beka. “ Everybody thinks you' re dead.”
“An excusable mistake,” said the Professor. “I . . . retired abruptly at the end of the war, and

didn’t keep up my old acquaintances. My lady, can we abandon this rather awkward conversation for
oneabit more civilized?’

“I keep tdling you, it's‘Captain’,” said Beka, dipping the hand-blaster back into her jacket
pocket.

The Professor lowered hisarms and faced toward her. “Y ou believein playing for high stakes,
Captain,” he said, turning hisright hand palm-up to disclose atiny single-charge needler.

Beka closed her eyes and let out her breath in along, shuddering sigh. “My father dways said,”

sheremarked, “that there was no feding in the gdaxy quite like noticing you were fill dive after al. Now
| know what he meant.”

The Professor dipped the needler into his coat. “Was dl that redly necessary, Captain
Rosdin-Metadi?’

Shetook the "Hammer’ s papers out from inside her jacket. “Yes,” shesaid. “I couldn’t think of
any other way tolearniif | could trust you, except to see whether you killed me or not.”

The Professor took the papers from her outstretched hand-she wasn't shaking, which surprised
her alittle-and said, “ A bit drastic for most people, but effective. Aslong asyou’ ve decided to trust me,
Captain, may | trouble you for one thing more?’

“| suppose,” said Beka. “What do you need?’

He made a deprecating gesture with one hand. * Just a smal amount of your blood.”

“What the hdll for?’

“Additiond verismilitude,” said the Professor. “It' sthe little touches that mark the work of an
atist. At the sametimethat I-cal it ‘acquired’ -Defiant, | came into possession of her medical kit aswell.
Since she was Magebuilt, the kit included an emergency supply of undifferentiated genera-purpose
tissue”

“Y ou want to replicate me?’ Beka backed off a step, shaking her head. “Oh, no, you don’t!”



The Professor made an exasperated noise. “ A Mageworld biochemist with afull |aboratory setup
might have been able to coax areplicant out of that glop, but | can't. It' snothing but first-aid
stuff-doesn’t know whether it wantsto be aliver or aleg, but dap it onto an open wound instead of tape
or synthaflesh, and you'll hed overnight without ascar.”

“Handy,” said Beka. “ But the blood-"

“It' soneway to initidize the match,” said the Professor. “ Amsroto still needsapilot, after al-or
at least, the convincing remains of one.”

Beka nodded, and began to smile. “Professor, | like the way you think.”

A little over sixteen hours later the " Hammer -with the newly renamed and reloaded Amsroto
attached to her belly by landing claw-approached the dropout point for the Artat system. Beka had kept
Warhammer’ s hyperspace vel ocity down to normal or alittle below for thisleg of thetrip, and the
control panel showed mostly green, with only occasiond blinks of amber and red in protest a the ship's
doubled mass.

The lights blurred as Beka fought down amassive yawn. She counted back-yes, it had been
closeto forty-eight hours since the last time she' d gotten any deep, back when the’ Hammer had been
running on autopilot for Mandeyn.

Good thing thereisn’t much more of this. I’m nearly seeing double already.

“Areyou surethisis going to work?” she asked the Professor, more to keep her mind from
wandering than for any other reason.

“Of courseit’ll work,” said her passenger. “No one puts a contract out on acorpse. And every
holochannel in the gdlaxy will carry the news when the rich, famous, and beautiful Beka Rossdlin-Metedi
gpatters hersaf and her father’ s historic spacecraft al over some backworld.”

When Dadda finds out I’ m still alive, Bekathought, he’' s going to kill me for doing thisto
him. Aloud, shesad, “I’m not rich. Or famous. Or beautiful, either.”

“Youwill be by the time the news announcers get through with you,” the Professor promised.
“As soon as the obsequies are officialy over we can go back to Mandeyn and pick up the trail. Whoever
wanted you dead, Captain, isamost certainly connected to the one who ordered your mother’s
nation.”

She gave him an inquiring look. “What makes you think you can find ether of them?’

“I’ve been anumber of other thingsin my time besides Armsmaster to your house,” the Professor
sad. “Asaprofessona mysdf inthat line of work-1 can find them.”

For amoment there was no sound besides the " Hammer’s own ambient noise. “So,” Beka said,
when the pause had stretched out long enough, “how do we go about finding our n?It'sabig
gaaxy out there.”



“The easy part,” said the Professor, “is going to be finding the person who actudly engineered
thejob. Only about six people in the business could handle an assassination that subtle-and | didn't,
which leavesfiveto check on.”

“What'sin dl thisfor you? Last | heard, hired killers didn’t take charity cases”

She heard her passenger sigh. “ Archaic asit sounds, my lady, | swore an oath of loyalty to your
House. And no matter what your occupation, you're still the Dominaof Entibor.”

Bekashook her head. “I don't believethis.” A buzzer sounded. “Coming out of hyperspace!”
she announced with relief.

The stars regppeared. As aways, the sudden glory of the Sight took Beka s breath away. If |
ever get tired of seeing that, shethought, it’ll be time for me to give up piloting.

The Artat system lay spread out beneath them. “Third planet in’sour target,” she said. “Let’ stell
the nice people that we' re here.”

In afew minutes, she had contact with Port Artat over avoice circuit. “Ingpace Control, Inspace
Control,” she said into the comm link, pitching her voice aslow as possible to help out the transmission,
“thisis Warhammer, Warhammer , checking into the net, over.”

“War hammer, Warhammer , thisis Ingpace Control, Inspace Control. Roger, over,” camethe
fant reply.

“Thisis Warhammer. Request permission to orbit Artat, over.”
“ThisisIngpace Control, roger, permission granted, out.”
“And that,” said Beka, asthelink clicked off, “wasthe easy part.”

Warhammer drove on toward the cloud-covered world, and began her orbit. Beka activated the
link again.

“Ingpace Contral, thisis Warhammer. Request permission to land at Port Artat.”
“Warhammer , thisis Ingpace Control. Commence your landing approach.”

Turning to the Professor, Bekasaid, “Hereit goes. I’ m Starting autopilot on Amsroto now.”
Then, over the comm link: “Ingpace, "Hammer . | am declaring an in-flight emergency. Stand by, over.”

“What isthe nature of your emergency?’ squawked the voice from the comm link.
Bekaignoredit.

“What isthe nature of your emergency? Acknowledgel” inssted the voice link a second time.
Again, Bekaignored it. She watched the split screen of the navicomp-datafrom the ' Hammer

above, from Amsroto below. When Amsroto’ s haf-screen showed the old freighter firmly on coursefor
her appointment with the planet’ s surface, and when dl the dirtside trackers had locked in on the



incoming emergency, Bekareeased the landing claw.

The navicomp screen went blank asthe link with Amsroto broke off. Warhammer shot away
from Amsroto at max acceleration to jump speed.

“Now!” said Beka, and jumped the ’Hammer blind.

Again, she gave it afive-second count before dropping out into rea space, and bresthed a sigh of
relief when the ship emerged in one piece. She’ d worked out the cal culations as best she could in
advance-but ablind jump taken without a proper run-up still pushed the odds more than she liked.

The navicomp was up again. From the dataiit was giving her, she’d missed the estimated
emergence point by more than just abit. She thanked whatever deities happened to be listening for not
bringing her out of hyper ingde astar, and then got to work fixing the "Hammer’ s location and charting a
return course for the Professor’ s asteroid.

After the acrobatics with Amsroto, Bekawas glad to make anormal hyperspace jump for a
change. As soon as the stars had gone blue and vanished she engaged the ' Hammer’ s autopilot. Then,
yawning, she unfastened her safety belts and stood up.

“That'sit,” Shesaid, rotating her shouldersto relieve muscles gone tiff from tension. “I’m off to
get somedeep.”

“Six hundred and fifty credits,” Ari said without preamble as he did into the booth &t the
Greentrees Lounge, where Jessan and Llannat Hyfid sat waiting. “By midnight.”

“I' hopeit’sin smdl, unmarked bills” said LIannat with astraight face, “because that’sdl we
have.” Like the others, the Adept had comein civilian clothes-in her case, aplain coverdl in dull black
fabric. Her staff was propped ready to hand againgt the side of the booth.

“It couldn’t hurt,” said Ari. “Y ou have the cash with you, Jessan?’

“Thebag'sright here,” said the Khesatan. “But thisisgoing to just about kill the wardroom dush
fund. After payday, we'll probably be able to pick up alittle bit more.”

“If wedon't,” said Llannat, “it had better be avery smdll epidemic.”

“Meanwhile,” said Ari, “we ve got alot of timeto kill, and this place has the best cheap food in
Namport, so we might aswell have dinner.”

The sun set over the spaceport as the three junior officers applied themsealvesto aleisurely medl.
“Her€ storiotous living, Namport style,” said Ari, after the waiter had trundled out thefirgt serving
dishes. “Broiled groundgrubs and marsh ed soup. There' s certainly nothing likeit on Galcen.”

Llannat grinned, and pulled abroiled grub off its skewer with her teeth. “ That' sthe truth-
haven't had ameal thisgood since| left Maraghai.”

Ari dished out ahelping of marsh edl soup from the just-arrived pot and presented it to Llannat



with aflourish. “They bring out the local beer to drink with this,” he said. *'Y ou’ re supposed to pour
some of it into your soup to punch up the broth alittle.”

The Adept looked dubious. “1 don’t know-"

“We aren't on duty, we aren’t in uniform, and we aren’t on an officid mission,” Jessan said. “So
what’ sthe worst they can do to us-make us medics and send usto Nammerin?’

“No,” said Ari, after amoment’ sthought. “The worst they can do is court-martial us and send us
home. Congdering that what we' re doing istechnicdly illegd, | for onewouldn’'t mind being abletolist
‘intoxication’ asa‘mitigating or extenuating circumstance.” Here comes the beer now.”

As he spoke, another waiter brought out atray of beer bottles and began setting up apair by
each place. “Onefor the soup,” explained Ari to Llannat, “and oneto drink.”

She picked up one of her bottles and inspected the labdl. * “ Tree Frog Export Dark’ 7’

“Always demand the best,” Jessan said, popping the sedl on hisfirgt bottle and pouring someinto
the soup bowl.

The Adept shrugged and opened a bottle. “1f my friends could see me now,” she said. “Into the
soup it goes.”

“That' sthe spirit,” said Ari, pouring agood dollop of Export Dark into his own bowl and stirring
vigoroudy. “All the same, there s better stuff than Tree Frog, if we re going to do any serious drinking.”

“Not herein Namport, thereisn’t,” said Jessan, “unless you count that aqua vitae they distill from
purple mushrooms-which | persondly wouldn't.”

“I wouldn't either,” said Ari. “But take alook in that bag you' re carrying.”

The Khesatan reached under the table, fumbled for amoment, and brought up atal,
narrow-necked bottle filled with dark amber fluid. Ari nodded toward the bottle.

“Doesthat ook like purple mushroomsto you?’' he asked.

Jessan turned it to inspect the label. His eyebrows went up as he read. “ Galcenian brandy . . .
prewar Uplands Reserve. . . I'd say it looks more like aminor miracle. How did you come by this stuff
on alieutenant’spay?’

“Family cdlars,” said Ari, with ashrug. “Before that it was part of Warhammer’ s liquor
supply-and who knows how my father got it. | brought it with me to Nammerin as a consolation prize for
getting assigned here, and wound up being too busy to drink it.”

“Sowhat’san heirloom like that doing in abar like this?’ asked Jessan. “Meaning no disrespect
to Greentrees, of course.”

“I dropped it into the carrybag before we left base,” Ari said. “ Seeing that you' re leaving for
Pleyver, and Mistress Hyfid hasjust arrived, and you' ve got a promotion that we gill haven't celebrated

properly-"



Jessan cut him off. “ Are you proposing to share thisjewe with us?’
“lam.”

“Inthat case. . .” The Khesatan regarded the bottle for amoment before popping the sed. He
poured a generous shot into a clean glass, and then repeated the ritud twice more for Llannat and Ari.

“A toast to our beloved Commanding Generd!” Jessan said. “ After al,” he added in an aside,
“it'shisbrandy.”

Ari laughed, and drained the glass. He held it out to Jessan for arefill. LIannat, meanwhile, had
taken asmall sip. Now she sat leaning back againgt the wal of the booth, with the glass cradled between
her hands.

“Thisstuff isn’t booze,” she said, after afew moments. “It’ sardigious experience.”

Ari looked at her. “ The patterns of the universe as seen through the bottom of a bottle?’

She cocked an eyebrow at him and took another smal sip. “Why not? It'sa part of the universe
likeeverything ese”

“Including Tree Frog beer?’

“Sure” shesad. “But thisstuff’ slike dl of autumn caught in aglass: the sun, the breeze from the
high dopes, the wineberries after thefirst frost . . . ”

The Adept’ sdark eyes grew hazy and faraway, looking at something in the middle distance that
only she could see. Ari watched her uneasily-she didn’t gppear to be the sort who was given to
prophecies and visons, but you never could tell. She came out of the reverie without saying anything
unnerving, however, and applied hersdf to the marsh edl soup as though nothing had happened.

Jessan, meanwhile, had bowed to local custom and was washing down the strong-flavored soup
with more Tree Frog beer. After Llannat’ s brief excursgon into mysticiam, Ari found himsalf unwilling to
spail the memory of thet firgt taste of brandy, and contented himsdf with refilling hiswater glass.

The soup was followed by tusker-ox steaksin red spore sauce, and then by ajellied fruit pie. At
last, midnight drew near. Ari stood, and Jessan handed over the bundle of cash.

“Thereyou are,” the Khesatan said. “Remember-try to keep alow profile. Aslow aspossible,
thet is”

“Very funny,” said Ari. “ Just make sure that you two have the scoutcar ready to pick me up at
fifteen after. I’d hate to have to walk dl the way home.”
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Theair outside the Greentrees Lounge hit Ari like awet towel. Clouds obscured the night sky,



and awarm mist hung in the air and made hazy circles around the streetlights. Despite hisrelative
abstinence a dinner, Ari found himsdlf light-headed-probably, he decided, some sort of interaction
between the Tree Frog Export Dark and the Uplands Reserve. He shrugged and started walking.

Greentrees and Munngralla’ s curio shop were on opposite Sides of town, with the port area
sprawling between them. Ari took the long way around, swinging in ahaf-circle through streetsthat were
for the most part lighted but empty. Even in agalactic backwater like Nammerin, portsde on aLastDay
night could get rough-and while the Mark V1 blaster could probably settle any trouble that didn’t answer
to mass and strength a one, the combination would be sure to get him noticed.

The CO’s entitled to a little discretion, he thought. And anyhow the long way is faster.

The digtrict of seedy rooming houses and small shops where G. Munngrala s Five Points Imports
did businesswas far enough away from the spaceport to close down at night. Most of the storefrontsin
the buildings aong the muddy streets had grillwork up over their darkened windows-thiswasn't adidrict
that could afford security force fields and all-night displays. Streetlights here came oneto acorner,
making the intersectionsinto puddles of bright light that never reached far enough to illuminate the middie
of the block. The random glow from upstairs windows cast odd blocks of light and shadow onto the
rutted streets; but not even that light reached the sidewalks under the shop awnings.

Ari kept one hand near the bolstered blaster and moved as quietly from shadow to shadow ashe
knew how. He might not be able to disappear from plain view in broad daylight like his brother Owen the
apprentice Adept, but he' d learned to hunt like a Selvaur in the forests of Maraghai, stalking the fanghorn
and the rock hog on foot and bringing them down barehanded.

Now he moved in silence down the street leading to Munngrala s shop, and cast his mind back
to the hunting lessons of his adolescence. *Watch everywhere, youngling,* Ferrdacorr had told him.
*And ligten, dways. Y ou humans have no noses, but better eyes than the Forest Lords-and you
persondly, at least, have something that passesfor a sense of hearing.*

Nothing out of the ordinary seemed to be happening in the street itsalf. Something scaly and
four-legged was digging through an overturned trash barrel; and upstairsin the building on the next corner
awoman'’ s voice berated somebody named Quishan for an unspecified, but apparently habitua, offense.
But Five Points Importswas as quiet and dark asits neighborsto ether side.

Ari reached out a hand to give the door a gentle push-mechanical hinges could make more noise
than afeedback regulator about to go down hard-and got no result at al. Munngralahad locked up the
shop.

Careless of him, thought Ari. He checked his chronometer. I’mright on time. And then, il
standing with one hand reaching out to touch the doorknob, He' d never be that careless. Not with a
deal coming up that might lead to a long-term contract. Somebody else must have locked the
door.

He moved closer to the door, and put one ear to the crack between it and the jamb.
Deliberately, he blocked out the scrabbling and rustling from the overturned trash barrel, the shrill voice
with its accusations againgt the luckless Quishan, and the ever-present rumble from the port . . . and
listened.

He heard nothing at firgt, then something: adistant, arrhythmic thumping and bumping from deep



within the shop. If Munngralla had good soundproofing in his back rooms and upstairs apartments-which
asthelocd agent of the Quincunx he more than likely did-those bare hints of noiseimplied that al hell
was breaking |0ose somewhere.

Then Ari was sure of it, because faintly through the other sounds came a deep, ragged-edged
roaring-the war cry of a Salvaur outnumbered but refusing to go down.

“Right,” Ari said doud, and took hold of the doorknob again. One quick, sharp jerk, and the
door swung open without further trouble. Munngrallawould have to repair the doorjamb and replace the
lock.

Inside the shop, the noises were more distinct, though still muffled. Ari ran for the beaded curtain
at the back of the shop, snatching up a pugil stick from the display rack as he passed. By night, the
beaded curtain hid a solid meta door-thick enough for soundproofing, but still not strong enough to hold
againgt awell-placed kick. It caved inward, leaning drunkenly from the only remaining hinge. Ari did past
it and into the back hall.

Heran up the stepsthree a atime, to where adanting rectangle of light shone out into the
upstairs halway. Thelast door wasn't locked. Munngrallamust have come upon the intruders before
they could secure that final barrier against unexpected interruption. As Ari reached the last step, abody
flew out the open door and dammed againgt the opposite wall.

From the looks of it, Munngralawas till fighting. Ari hefted the pugil stick, let loose hisown
verson of Ferrda sfighting-roar, and charged in.

The Selvaur stood with his back to the far wall of a cabinet-lined workroom, swinging alength of
metal shelving in murderous arcs that kept his attackers from closng. Munngralla s enemies-whoever
they might be-hadn’t stinted on the manpower. Not counting the casudty out in the halway, Ari saw at
least five humans gill pressing the fight with clubs and knives.

He swiped the butt end of his pugil stick across the back of the nearest skull. The man collapsed
onto thetilefloor, fouling the footwork of two other attackers as he fell. Munngralla caught one of them
aong the side of the head with hislength of shelving, and Ari heard the crack of shattering bone. That
man aso went down, his head bloody. The leading edge of Munngralla s piece of shelving showed ared
dan.

One of the men turned and came at Ari with aknife angled low to dash acrossthe gut. Ari
blocked with the butt of the pugil stick, striking the knife man’ sforearm so hard that the wood shivered
againg his handslike an € ectronic shock.

The knife hit the floor with ametalic clatter. The man went grey-white but kept coming forward.

“Oh, no, youdon't,” said Ari, who had no desire to get the man’ sleft-hand knifein the belly at
close quarters. He smashed the haft of the pugil stick against the man’ s nose. The knife man screamed
once before going down.

Blood from the man’ s broken face made the stick dippery under Ari’ sfingers. He shifted hisgrip
alittleand moved in toward the only attacker still standing. Munngrala swung his piece of shelving into
the man’sribsas Ari cracked the same man over the head from behind.



Then the sound and heat and smell of ablaster bolt tore through the air, and Munngralalet out a
roar of pan.

Ari swore. They’ d both forgotten the second of the two men who had ssumbled earlier. Smaller
than the others, and possibly more prudent, he d rolled sideways and come up under one of the
worktables. Firing from that refuge, he managed to get off a second shot, but the bolt went wild as Ari
tore the table loose from the floor and hit him withiit.

Nobody fired any more blasters after that, and only Munngrallamoved. The big Selvaur dragged
himself to hisfeet, and Ari saw that most of the grey-green scales dong hisleft arm and side had been
burned away.

“It'sgoing to be aday or so in accelerated healing for you, I'm afraid,” Ari said, as soon ashe
had breath.

*Never mind that,* growled Munngralla. *We have to get out of herefast.*
“Y ou think somebody called Security?’

*| know what was on the shdf that idiot hit with his second bolt,* said the Sdvaur. *Heat arts
the reaction-we' ve got about five minutes beforeit al explodes.*

“| wondered why they held off so long with the fireworks,” said Ari. Habit already had him
checking to seeif any of their fallen adversarieswere alive. Most of them looked past help, but both his
firg victim and the man he and Munngralla had taken out together were dtill breething. “We can't leave
these two here.”

*Why not?*

*Because | said not,* snarled Ari, in Selvauran. * Are the Forest Lords hunters, or do they
murder like the thin-skins?

The Sdlvaur grumbled an obscenity, but nevertheless picked up one of the survivorswith his
good am, aslightly asif the limp body were arag doll. Ari kndt to lift the second surviving atacker. It
took more of an effort than he’ d expected, and his head spun as he rose again to hisfeet. He closed his
eyesfor asecond or so, and the dizziness subsided.

That’s what you get for mixing Galcenian brandy with Nammerin beer, hetold himsdf. File
that away for future reference. . .

*Come on'* roared Munngrallafrom the hall outside. * The whole upstairsisgoing to blow in
about two minutes.*

Ari took afirm hold on the unconscious man and started out after the Selvaur. At thetop of the
dairs, he paused. “What about the tholovine?’

*Under the counter,* snarled Munngrallafrom thefoot of the sairs. * But we haven't got all
night*

“I know, | know,” Ari said, starting down. The staircase looked steeper and morerickety than it



had when he was charging up it afew minutes ago. A stresk of drying blood ran down the plastered wall
opposite the stairwell. It looked like that early casuaty who'd come flying out through the door had made
it away under hisown power.

In the shop, Munngralla paused only long enough to shift hisburden and pull asmal, tidily
wrapped brick from behind the Changwe temple gong before running on out through the ruined doorway .
Ari followed at a breathlesslope.

He jumped off the raised sdewalk to get arunning start for the far sde of the street-and then, in
aroar of sound and ablinding light, came the explosion. Scraps of brick, plaster, and flaming wood
rained down, setting the shop awvning afirein severd places. Five different burglar darmsin nearby shops
went off in ajangling discord. Someone in the next building Sarted having hysterics. And al up and down
the block the doors flew open, discharging people in every imaginable state of dress and undress.

Ari picked himsdf up from his kneesin the mud. The man he’ d brought out still breathed, for a
miracle; Ari half-carried, half-dragged him the rest of the way to the far sdewalk. Munngralawas
aready there, Stting on the edge of the raised walkway and watching the flames reaching skyward from
the blown-out windows of his shop.

The force of the explosion, and the frantic overburdened run, made Ari’ s head start spinning
again. Helaid his man down on the wooden sidewak next to the man Munngralahad carried out, then
sat down himself and waited for the vertigo to stop.

“What,” he asked aloud as soon as he had bregath, “was dl that about, anyway?’

*They didn’t liketheway | operate.*

“Complaining to the Smal Business Board wasn't good enough for them, | suppose.”

The Sdlvaur gave a sardonic growl of laughter and pushed himself to hisfeet. *We d better leave
before Fire and Security show up.*

“What about-?7" Ari flapped ahand at the two casuaties stretched out behind them on the
sdewalk.

*Let Security handlethem.*

“| supposethat iseasier that explaining,” agreed Ari. Rising seemed to take dmost more effort
than he had energy for a the moment, and hishead reded. “ Damned if I’m ever going to touch your loca
booze anymore.”

*Come on-we haven't got much time left.*

The sound of an aircar’ s engines came to them on the night breeze, and Air shook his head.
“Correction. We don't have any time left. Here they come.”

But the scoutcar that settled on its nullgravsin the center of the street had Space Force markings.
The side door did open and adim figure appeared, beckoning wildly.

“Come on-hurry!” shouted Llannat Hyfid from the open door.



“Her€ sour ride,” said Ari to the Selvaur, and ran for the aircar with Munngradlaat his hedls.

On Gdcen, thefirst blue shadows of evening gathered over Prime. From the old waterfront
digtrict beside the bay, the twilight spread up through the government buildings and commercia towers of
the city proper, then out into the sprawling suburbs and over the city-beyond-the-city that was Prime

Spaceport Complex.

The commerce of the civilized gdaxy passed through Prime Complex-water-grain from
Nammerin, raw minerasfrom Lessek, wool from the Ga cenian highlands, passengers from everywhere.
The Republic’s Space Force maintained its centra administrative headquartersthere aswell. South Polar
Base might do better for planetary defense, but when it came to keeping an eye on the rest of the galaxy,
Prime wasthe only placeto be.

In keeping with Prime’ simportance, the Officers Club there boasted the best food of any Space
Force base on Gal cen, which wasn't saying that much-and the best wine cellar of any basein the galaxy,
which was saying agreat ded. Commander Pel Horens, whose ship left orbit in the morning for along,
dry patrol of the Mageworlds border zone, had aready accounted for most of a bottle of prewar
I nfabede red while ligening to his onetime Academy roommate Jervas Gil.

Commander Gil, an undistinguished-looking officer whose medium height, medium weight, and
thinning hair of a medium shade of brown tended to fade from memory amost before he lft the room,
was not happy. He had confined himsdlf to plain water from the table carafe, and to three cups of cha a,
strong and dark-not from preference, but because he had the duty-while he unburdened himself to his
friend.

“I tell you,” hesad, “itisn't fair. | wasset up.”
“What'snot fair?” Horensasked, abit muzzily.

Commander Gil’shead, if not happy, was clear. He sgnaled to the waiter for another cup of
cha aand enumerated his grievances.

“Here| am-career Space Force, first ground tour in five years, and what do | get? Flag Aideto
the Commanding Generd! Career enhancing, right? Guaranteed my own command after this, right?
Wrong! Dead people don’'t get command, and by the timethisisover, I [l be dead.”

Florens poured the last of the Infabede red into hiswineglass. “ Cheer up. It can't possibly be as
bad as a Mageworlds patrol.”

“Oh, yes, it can,” sad Gil. “All day, tdling swest little old ladies that Generd Metadi absolutely
does not spesk at flower shows. When I’ m not arranging surprise inspections. Or writing holiday
greetingsto the troops. Or talking to the holovids, I’ d take two Mageworlds tours back to back and I'd
gmileif it meant | never had to talk to another reporter.”

He glanced at his chronometer, gulped the last of hischa a, and sood up. “Hateto leave you like
this, Pel, but | want to get some deep before | go on watch. If somebody starts awar between midnight
and zero-eight-hundred Standard, I’ m the lucky son of a bitch who getsto wake up the General.”



Theflames of G. Munngrala s Five Points Importslit up the Med Station scoutcar, hovering on
its nullgravs above the muddy street of downtown Namport. Ari and Munngralahit the door at arun and
hurled themselvesinto the aircar’ s cargo bay. LIannat dammed the door back across the opening and
dogged it shut. “All right, Jessan,” she shouted, “go!”

Theaircar sprang forward and up, leaving the confusion in the street below to dwindle out of
sght. Ari pulled himself up to astting position on the floor of the cargo bay, and saw Llannat dready
working over Munngrala s blaster burns with antibiotic cream and bandages from the aircar’ s kit.

“You'reahit early,” hesaid. “Not that I’ m objecting, you understand.”

“She had afedling,” came Jessan’ s voice from the pilot’s seat. “ So we decided to hustle on
along. And it doeslook like you' ve surpassed yoursdf. What wasit-arson?’

“Nobody told me, either,” Ari said, struggling to hisfeet and making hisway up to the empty seat
next to Jessan. He collgpsed onto the uphol stery with agroan, his head ringing. “Damn, I'm tired.”

“Don’'t go to deep yet,” said Jessan. “We have a contact on an intercept course-and he’ s not
trangmitting a Security identifier.”

Ari remembered the blood trail down the taircase. One of the attackers had managed to cdl for
help, and get it.

He cursed under his breath-and then cursed again, more quietly, at the stab of headache that
followed. “Try to shake them,” he muttered. “ They aren’t very nice people. And | think they’ re mad at
lﬁ"

Jessan answered with something Ari couldn’t catch. The heedache and vertigo were hitting him
now with redoubled force, and adeafening roar filled his ears. He closed his eyes and |eaned his head
back against the seet, and was only dimly aware of the aircar’ sincreasing speed.

There s more to this than mixing beer and brandy, he thought with an effort. The aircar
hedled sharply, throwing him sideways against the safety webbing. He groaned.

A hand-cool and professiond-touched the side of hisface. “Y ou're worse off than Munngralla,”
Llannat Hyfid' svoice said from behind him. “Why didn’t you tell usyou d been hit?”

“Wasn't.” After his head stopped echoing the syllables, he added, “ Thought it was the beer.”
“If you'redrunk,” said Llannat, “I’'m aMagelord.”

*He snot drunk.* The grumble of Munngralla s Forest Speech was amost inaudible through the
roaring in Ari’ shead. *But it was the beer.*

The hand dropped away from Ari’ s face. He sensed, rather than heard, the Adept turn back
toward Munngrdla

“Poison? Which one?’



*Mescadomide*

“How do you know-never mind. We Il handleit.”

“Mescdomide sablood agent.” Jessan’ svoice, oddly faint and worried. “He needs a stimulant.”

“He needs a complete blood change. What we' ve got isagimulant.”

“I know, | know . . . damn!”

Theaircar heded again.

He heard LIannat’ s voice. “Keep this damned thing steady for afew seconds, will you?’

Theaircar leveled off, and Ari fdlt LIannat’ s fingers pushing up his deeve. Something cold and
sharp pricked his skin, the arm ached for a second or two, and then the chilly sharpness withdrew.

Almost a once, his head began to clear.

If I don’t die in the next few minutes, he thought, I’ m going to spend the next few weeks
feeling truly rotten.

He opened his eyes and squinted at the control pand. He could see the readouts, al right, with
an unpleasant, stimulant-induced clarity. “We re not doing too well.”

“Y ou're not doing so good yoursdlf,” said LIannat. “ Y ou’ re close to checking out on us.”

“I'll try not to.” Heignored the dull achein his skull and focused on the control pand. “Right
now, we' redl in bad shape.”

“I know,” said Jessan quietly. “I’m not good enough to shake them, either.” He paused, and then
asked, “Areyou up to handling the controls?’

Ari shrugged, and wished he hadn’t-the motion made his headache worse. “1 could giveit atry, if
you don’'t mind arough ride.”

Llannat grabbed his shoulder. “Y ou'rein no condition-"

But Jessan was dready unbuckling his safety webbing. “ Give him another shot of simulant. I'm
no Adept, but | have a bad fedling about those guys behind us.”

Ari did into Jessan’ s vacated seet. He glanced at the controls and readouts, barely noticing
Llannat swearing under her breath as she pushed up his other deeve and jabbed the needleinto avein.
The Sarcan scoutcars used by the Medica Service had the same instrumentation and basic airframe as
the Sadani armed scouts; right now he wished this particular Sarcan had a Sadani’ s gun aswell. “One of
you better get on the comm link and start yelling for help.”

“| dready tried,” said Llannat. “No joy. Somebody’ sjamming our frequencies.”

The row of lights on the lock-on indicator under the long-range scan went out, then turned on
again one by one.



“Somebody’ s aso lighting us up with fire control,” said Ari. He checked the location of the
pursuit on the Position Plotting Indicator scope. “ Stand by!”

Hetilted the aircar’ s nose toward the zenith and fired the jets up to maximum. Thelittle aircar
stood on itstail and headed skyward.

The Thrust Leve Indicator lights shone amber as Ari struggled to gain dtitude. On the long-range
scanner, the image of the pursuing craft overshot the point where the medical aircar had begun its climb,
and skidded clumsily asit began its own climbing turn. The Sarcan’ slock-on indicator went back to its
random anays's pattern-the fix was broken.

Jessan cleared histhroat. “ Ari, the base isthe other way.”

“I know. The bad guys expect usto be going there. Why should we make things easy for them?’

“I'll tell youwhy,” said Llannat from behind him. “I can’t kegp giving you stimulant shotsforever.
If you don’'t get to the Med Station for proper treatment inside of about ten minutes, you' re awrite-off.”

“I hear you,” said Ari. The second aircar was gaining again-it looked like a private job built
purely for speed. The Sarcan’slock-on indicator blipped at him as the weapons systems astern tried
aganfor afix.

“Let’sdo something dsethistime,” he said. “Hold on.” He cut power and emissions, pushed the
controls al theway forward, and began abalistic dive.

Ari wasflying blind now, trying not to give himsdf away with hisown dectronic Sgnds. And
again, the lock-on broke.

“Why hasn't hefired on usyet?’ asked Jessan.

“Maybe because he wants prisoners,” said Ari. “Or maybe because we' ve been dodging him
every time he locked onto us.”

*But mostly because he has TurboBlaster 25s and they’ ve got nothing for range* added
Munngrdla

“How do you know that?’ Llannat asked.
*Because | sold them to him.*

“You sold-whoishe?’

*Disgruntled customer.*

“Oh”

Still accelerating under the pull of gravity, they flashed downward past the other aircar asit
climbed. But the pursuit was more dert thistime. The mysterious aircar pushed over into adive asthey

dropped past, and began gaining on them again.



“Oh, hdl,” said Ari. “Time to do something desperate.” He switched on the enginesto put the
aircar into a power-dive straight for the surface. “Follow me, you bastards, and let’ s see who falls apart
firg”

Thethin red line that indicated the location of the ground reappeared at the bottom of the
atimeter. The second craft was sticking close behind, and the lock-on indicator pipped again asthefirst
of the Dangerous Altitude lightslit up. Ari maintained hisvertica dive. A burgt of light came from astern,
and the aircar shook with the whump of agrazing hit.

“That wasclose,” said Jessan. “Y ou might consider dodging them again.”

“Not yet,” said Ari, hiseyes on the dtimeter. By now, six of the Dangerous Altitude lights had lit.
“Not yet.” Thedark of the planet’ s surfacefilled the main window. A seventh light flashed on. “Now!”

He pulled back on the controls, wrenching the aircar out of its power-dive and into a vertical
climb. Once again, the other pilot overshot the turnpoint. But thistime he hit mud and rocksinstead of air,
and a column of flame rose up through the forest canopy.

“Should have watched his height instead of watching me,” said Ari, and put the aircar back onto
the approach to base.

A klaxon hooted. The energy level indicator showed in the red zone, ahair above empty.
“Damn! That hit ruptured the fud tank. I’ ve got to land thisthing now.”

Setting the aircar down on the closest flat piece of ground was harder work than he' d expected,
but he managed. “End of trip,” he said, leaning back againt the sedt. “ The base perimeter should be right
through those trees. Sorry about cutting things so close”

He shut his eyes. The stimulants and the adrenaine boost of the chase had aready begun to fade,
and the backlash was stting in. He fumbled with the buckles of the safety webbing, but Llannat’s
capable hands took over and released him.

“Y ou have to get to Emergency right now,” she said. “ Can you wak?’

“Never mind that,” said Jessan. “ Get on the comm link, and tdl them to send out some orderlies
with agtretcher.”

Llannat tried the comm link. “It’ sill down,” shesad.

Jessan took over thelink, and tried again. “ Damn. | don’t like this. Llannat-take Munngrallaand
walk the perimeter until you find agate or aguard or acomm booth, and tell them to send help. I'll Stay
here with the Terror of the Spaceways, and try to keep him from checking out for good.”

“No,” said Llannat. “Y ou go with Munngrallawhile | stay here-please. | have afeding about
this”

Theaircar’ s cargo door did open with ametalic scrape and aheavy clunk. Ari heard Jessan and
the Salvaur climb out and go crashing off through the underbrush. The door didn’t dam closed behind
them, and after afew moments he turned his head enough to see back into the cargo bay.



Llannat stood in the open door of the unlighted bay, looking out at the night. Her right hand went
to the clips beside the door and recovered the staff she had stowed there. She held it loosely at her Side,
but something in her posture made the hairsrise on Ari’ s neck.

She spoke-not in awhisper, which would carry, but in an dmost subvocad murmur. “Whatever
happens, stay intheaircar.”

“What' swrong?’ Ari asked.

Llannat replied without turning her head, and in the same low murmur as before. “ A bad smell in
the winds of the universe, my friend. Somebody earnestly desires your desth.”
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Someone wants to kill me, Ari thought. Well, I’ d figured that out already. The question is. .
. why?

He saw Llannat stiffen. Something had moved out of the trees and into the open ground by the
arcar-something that made no sound, and that he could track only by watching LIannat shift position
fractiondly as shefollowed its progress.

A voice spoke from the darkness. “ Adept. Give me Ari Rossdlin-Metadi.”

Llannat didn’t move from her position in the open door. “Lieutenant Rossdin-Metadi isv't mine
to give anybody.”

“Let us abandon playing with words,” said the strange voice. “What mattersisthat nobody is
here to guard adying man but you-and who can say, afterward, whether help that comestoo late might
have arrived in time? Stand aside.”

“No.”
“Then on your own head beit, Adept.”

A globe of scarlet light sprang out of the blackness beyond the cargo doors, illuminating a
shadowy figure that seemed to have no face.

It's a mask, Ari told himsdlf. Or a hood. Nothing more. He didn’t want to think about how
much power the stranger must be widlding, to haveit show up so plainly against the night-or about what
the poison in his blood must be doing, to make him of al people aware of the patterns and currents of
power. Owen said once that | was so dense I’ d need to be halfway dead before I’ d notice power at
work. He was mad at me when he said it . . . but it looks like he was right after all.

The stranger threw the scarlet globe toward the aircar. In the same instant, the darkness
surrounding LIannat Hyfid flared into an aurora of vivid green. When the red fire struck that barrier, it
faded and died, and the green auroravanished as suddenly asit had come.



Ari heard Llannat release along, shaky breath. Then the Adept seemed to draw herself together.
She legpt down from the open door into the clearing with a scuffle of wet leaves, and brought up her staff
two-handed before her as she landed. Streamers of green fire followed her movement acrossthe
darkness beyond.

Scarlet lightning blazed up as the black-robed stranger lashed out & the Adept with agtaff of his
own-this one short enough to grip one-handed, rather than in both hands after the fashion of
Galcen-trained Adepts. Wood cracked against wood as L lannat blocked the blow. Then the combat
moved out of Ari’srange of vision, leaving him nothing to go by except the mingled sounds of scuffling
footsteps and heavy breathing, punctuated by sudden flares of green and crimson light.

He heard the stranger laugh. “Y ou’ re overmatched, Mistress.”
There was slence, and then ablaze of green light washed over the clearing.

“I'mdill dive” sad Llannat’ svoice. “Y ou have to win thisfight. | only need to keep from losing
it too soon.”

Ari heard the stamping footsteps again, and the crack and swish of the staves. | wish Owen was
here, he thought. For somebody who acted like he wasn't interested in reality most of thetime, his
younger brother was surprisingly dangerousin afight. But Owen the gpprentice Adept was safeup on a
mountaintop away fromit al, where he hadn’t needed to fight anybody in earnest since he was about
fifteen, and outside the aircar the sound of LIannat’ s footsteps had begun to fater and drag.

That |eaves you, Rosselin-Metadi.

Ari pushed himsdlf to amore upright position witih an effort, and tried to focus his night vison on
theaircar’ smedica kit, lying open on the deck just behind the pilot’sseet. Yes. . . therewas still one
hypo-ampule of the stimulant. He reached down-amost fell over-caught himsalf on the edge of the
control panel-and then he had it. He straightened, head spinning and vision fading to black, and propped
hisright shoulder againgt the seatback while he fumbled in search of aveinin hisleft arm. Therel

He paused for a second-thismight kill him, as surely as mescalomide or the stranger’ s crimson
fire. If LIannat goes down, hereminded himsdlf, you' I be scavenger bait anyway. He shoved the
ampule home.

The needle stung in hisflesh for amoment, and the fdse darity of the imulant returned. He
pushed himsdlf to hisfeet, sanding bent-over under the aircar’ slow ceiling, and braced hisleft hand
againg the wdll of the cargo bay for balance. With hisright, he pulled the heavy blaster from its holster.
Then he began to movein silent, careful stepstoward the open door.

Hedidn't know how he was going to handle climbing down. His knees were obeying him, for the
moment, but he wasn't inclined to depend on them very much. When he reached the door, he held on to
the edge of the opening with hisleft hand and looked ouit.

Thefight was gill going on. LIannat and the stranger moved like shadows within the brilliant auras
of red and green that suffused the entire clearing with an uncanny, pulsating glow. Againg that light, the
dark lines of the staves crossed and recrossed in a pattern Ari didn’t know well enough to follow, except
to seethat Llannat was being forced back, step by step, toward the aircar.



Ari saw her bring her staff up to block a swiftly falling blow, and heard her footsteps catch and
dide. Then the Adept went down; but she kept her staff between herself and her opponent until the
ground knocked it out of her hands.

The stranger struck again as Llannat went sprawling, but she had her feet under her and was
rolling away. The blow bit into the earth instead, and Ari saw Llannat struggle upright-empty-handed, but
still between her adversary and the open door.

The stranger took an easy step forward, holding his staff in aloose, dmost cardless grip. Ari saw
Llannat brace herself, heard her draw along, shaky breath-

The hell with this, he thought, and fired.

He saw the bolt reach itstarget. The scarlet light in the clearing faded as the stranger fell
backward, hit the ground, and disappeared.

Nice trick, that, Ari thought. Then the backlash of the simulant hit him, and he collapsed
forward out of the open door onto the wet ground.

“ ... I"'mthe lucky son of a bitch who gets to wake the General.”

Halfway through the midwatch at Galcen Prime Base the message camein from Port Artat, and
Commander Gil’swords came back to haunt him.

At least the Generd was deeping here a the base, Gil reflected as he reached for the comm link
to the Generd’ s quarters, rather than out at the family’ s house in the country. Not that there was much
family living there anymore, which was probably the reason the Genera had taken to spending more and
more of hisnightsat thebase. . .

Gil told himsdlf to stop stalling, and activated the link. He drew a deep breath, and started talking
as soon as the buzzing on the other end stopped.

“Generd Metadi. Generd Metadi-wake up.”
“I’'m awake, Commander. What' s the problem?’

Gil swallowed. “Sir, it’' srthere’ s been an accident with a merchantman, Sir. It requires your
persond atention.”

“Thehdl you say! I'll bedown in Control in five minutes.”

In fact, only about three minutes had passed before the General staked in-wide awake, fully
dressed, and looking for answers.

“What' ve you got, Commander?’

Commander Gil picked up the message printout. “ The CO’ s Situation Report from the Station on
Artat, Sr.”



“Artat,” the Generd said. “Brief me”

Gil compiled. “1t' sasmall, cold world in the I nfabede sector, popul ation nine hundred million.
Second Mech-wing is based there-SERVRON Five' s people. Nearest inhabited neighbor is Mandeyn,
about thirty hours distancein hyper.”

The Genera looked unimpressed. “ So what the hell has Artat come up with that’ s worth getting
me out of bed?’

“This, gr,” sad Gil unhappily.

He handed over the printout, and let the brief message answer the Generd’ s question for him. A
gpaceship identifying hersdf as Warhammer had declared an emergency prior to landing at Port Artat.
The ship had crashed and burned. A lifepod had been seen to gect, but the jets on the pod had failed to
ignite and the chutes had failed to deploy. The pod had exploded on impact. There appeared to be
human remains. The sketchy report ended with the words “ amplifying info to follow.”

Gil bused himsdf at the messagetermind. Not for al the worldsin the gdaxy would he have
stood and watched the General read that printout. He waited until he heard the unmistakable sound of a
message crumpling inside a clenched fist before he turned around again.

“Do you wish to convene aBoard of Inquiry, Sir?’

“Damn right | want an Inquiry,” said the Generd. “I want to head it. We'regoing to Artat. Let's
move.”

Thetrip out, in the fastest vessdl available at Prime, proved every bit asbad as Gil had feared.
He had dl he could do at the outset, just keeping the Generd from taking the controls himself. Even
under happier circumstances Metadi liked to push engines closer to redline that Gil cared to think about;
and asfor the present, Gil wouldn't have ridden in ahovercar with adriver who looked like Genera
Metadi did.

Therest of thetrip the Genera spent pacing the passageways of the craft-in abad temper and
not afraid to et everyone know it-while officers and crew scrambled to stay out of hisway.

Thearrival at Port Artat’ s Space Force Station was, if anything, worse. The gation itself held no
morethan apair of loca defense fighters and a scoutcraft; and judging from all the posters and
holodisplays, the only building spent most of itstime asarecruiting office. At the Sght of hisoffice
doorway diding shut behind Generd Metadi himsdlf, the commanding officer gave avisible shudder, then
pulled himself together with such force Gil fancied he heard bones clicking.

If the Generd saw the shudder, heignored it. “ All right, Commander-what do you have?’

Wisdy, Gil thought, the CO decided to follow the General’ slead and dispense with formalities.
“All bad news, sir, I'm afraid. There. .. ah. .. wasn't much left.”

“Thereusudly isn't,” snapped the Generad-Gil saw the CO wince. “L et me see the paperwork.”



The gtation CO punched up afile on the desk comp. “We have the preliminary field investigation
and the results of thelab reports. I'm afraid that’ sabout it, Sir ... I’'m sorry.”

The reports showed that there hadn’t been much left at dl: afield of fragmented, burned crallach
mest (with anote that the last known cargo of the ’Hammer had been crallach, insuranceclam
gppended); serid numberstaken from partsidentified as having been at one time engines, and aseria
number from the main hull structural member (numbers matched to the registration papers of Free
Trader Warhammer , data from the Galcen Ministry of Ships and Spacecraft); pathologist’ s report from
the wreckage of the lifepod showing that tissue samples from the mess ins de matched the gene type of
one Beka Rossdlin-Metadi as recorded in Central Birth Records on Galcen (copy of same appended);
officia notice taken that Beka Rossdlin-Metadi was listed as captain of Warhammer, next of kin listed as
Generd Jos Metadi (record of emergency data [page two] appended).

Commander Gil swdlowed, feding alittle sck, and turned away from the comp screen to stare
out the officewindow at Port Artat’ sflat grey landscape.

From behind him came silence, filled only by sporadic clicking from the comp keys. The Generd
was taking his own sweset time with that report. Gil shook his head. Money could not have paid him to
look closely at some of the stuff in that file. A crashed lifepod is not pretty.

“| want to examine the site of the wreck.”

When the Generd’ s harsh voice broke the silence, Gil jumped. He turned around and saw
Metadi, pale and tight-lipped, regarding the Station Commander with alook of grim impatience.

“Thedteof thewreck,” said the Station Commander, sounding to Gil like aman trying very hard
not to start babbling. “ That would be the Ice Hats, Sir.”

“I read that,” said the Generd, with a gentleness that made Gil shiver. “1 said, | want to examine
the site of thewreck.”

“Yes, dr,” said the Station CO, in the voice of one who has decided that nothing worse could
possibly happen. “I'll seetoit, Sr.”

Thetrip out was by aircar, and in very deep slence.

The Ice Hats-avast expanse of open ground extending beyond Port Artat to the north and
west-had al the scenic charm their name implied. Except for alarge pit surrounded by alarger blackened
area, nothing distinguished the crash site from the rest of ablank landscape. Pieces of twisted meta
littered the Hats in every direction, and afreezing wind blew across the Site, cutting through Gil’s
Gal cenian spring uniform and his borrowed Artatian cold-westher jacket like alaser cutting through
bone.

The Genera didn’t seem to notice the weeather a al. He stood by the Base' saircar with the cold
wind whipping his hair around his face, and fixed the station CO with alook that was even colder than
thewind. “Who'sin charge of theinvestigation on-ste?’

“Petty Officer llesh, dir,” said the Base CO. “Do you want to talk to him?’



The Generd nodded, once. “Bring him over.”

The Station CO signaled to a serious-looking young man dressed in dirty fatigues. He
approached the General and sduted smartly.

The Generd regarded Ilesh with the same cold eye he had given everything el se on-planet so far,
and asked, “What makes you think that thisismy ship?’

“Modtly circumgtantia evidence, Sir.”
“Show me what you have.”

“Thereisn’t much to show,” llesh said. “Witnessesidentified pictures of Warhammer asthe ship
that they saw coming in. We found part of the kedl, with serid numbers, and the log recorder with the last
three flights, and we have the engines. Gyfferan Hypermasters, sandard for the class.”

Gil saw acorner of the Generd’s mouth quirk in what might have been ablegk smile. “Very
good, llesh. Satisfy an old man’smorbid curiosity-where d you dig up the specs on aship that wasfifty
yearsout of date when | got hold of her?’

“Back volume of Jein’s Merchant Spacecraft, gr. Station library.”
Again the bleak smile. “Good thinking. Have you towed the wreckage awvay yet?’
Ilesh shook hishead. “No, gir. It' sright over there.”

He pointed at atangle of meta piecesthat looked to Gil like nothing so much as one of the more
tasteless monuments to the Siege of Entibor. The Generd looked at the pile for amoment, and then
began adow walk around it. In slence, he made one complete circuit, then stooped and picked up
something that Gil recognized as part of astarship’s main control pandl.

Metadi turned the bit of metal over and looked at the chips and wiring on the back. One or two
chips he even pried loose and rubbed free of soot with histhumb for closer examination, before dropping
the pand back onto the pile. Then he moved on to another fragment of metal, this onetoo large and
heavy to lift. He knelt beside it on theicy ground, and ran hisfinger over theweld that had joined it to the
man hull.

Then heroseto hisfeet and glanced over at Petty Officer llesh. “Where sthe rest of the
engines?’

“That'sdl there ever was, Sr.”

The Generd stood looking at the pile of blackened meta for alittle while longer, and then turned
away. “I’ve seen enough,” he said. “Let’ s go back to town.”

At the base, he was terse with the Commanding Officer. “I want the completed investigation in
my hands by ten-hundred Local, tomorrow. It will show that the ship that crashed wasthe ’Hammer
and that the cause of the wreck was nonspecific mechanical failure rather than pilot error. 1t will further
show that Warhammer’ s captain was Beka Rossdlin-Metadi, and that she did not survive the crash. |
will accept that investigation as complete and correct, and announce the results to the news channdls



fifteen minutes ater. After thet, theinvestigation will be closed. Do you follow?’

The station CO looked like aman who'd just taken a half-dozen stun-boltsin the midsection, but
he nodded. “Yes, gr.”

“Good. Commander Gil!”

Gil abandoned the attempt at invisibility he' d been earnestly cultivating for the past severa hours.
“Yes 9r?’

“The persona details-if you could take care of those. . . ”
Gil fdt asurge of sympathy. “Of course, Sir. Do you have any specific indtructions?’

After amoment, the Genera nodded. “ As soon asthe investigation’ s closed, do whatever you
cantopry the...remans. .. away from the pathologists, and see that they’ re-that she’ s-shipped home
to Galcen for aproper funerd.”

“And the wreckage of the ’Hammer , Sr?’

“Put the piecesinto low orbit and let them burn up on reentry,” camethe curt reply. “1 don’t want
parts of my ship showing up in every souvenir shop from hereto Spird’sEnd.”

Two weeks after the fight in the clearing-or so the date stamp on hismedical chart informed
him-Ari Rosselin-Metadi came out of the accel erated healing pod in the Medicd Station’s hospital dome.
Llanna Hyfid was waiting beside his bed in the conva escent ward, which surprised him alittle. She
appeared uneasy about something, which aso surprised him. After the cool head she’ d shown during the
aircar chase and what followed, such nervousness seemed out of character.

“What' swrong?’ he asked. “Areyou dl right?”

“Look who'staking-it' s going to be two weeks of bed rest before you' refit for light duty.
Jessan dmost didn’t make it back intime.”

He nodded. Even the dight movement made his head swim, and he had to wait amoment before
going on. “Close?’

“In more waysthan one,” she said. She looked away, seeming unwilling to meet hiseyes. “For a
moment back there | thought | was awrite-off, too. Thanks.”

“Cdl useven.” He paused again, and then went on. “1 thought that all the Magelords were dead.”

Llannat appeared to be contemplating something in the far corner of the ward beyond him. “The
great Magelords are as dead as the Adepts could make them,” she said, after along silence. “But they
|eft their spies and their gpprentices behind, especialy in the outplanets. With the war lost and the
Mageworlders stuck behind the border zone, thereis’'t much for the leftovers to do but cause petty
trouble. The Guild usualy takes care of them as soon asthey show up.”



“I'll' bet your particular Mage had something to do with that outbreak of Rogan’s,” said Ari
thoughtfully. “ At aguess, the Quincunx furnished him or hisbosswith amutated form of the dry-world
virus-and the customer didn’t like it when Munngralaturned right around and tried to sell usthe cure.”

He stopped. When Llannat didn’t take up the conversation again, he went on, “How is
Munngrdlaanyway?’

The Adept seemed relieved by the change of subject. “Gone,” she said. “Just as soon as we got
you into the pod and stabilized.”

“Didn’'t want to stick around for explanations,” guessed Ari. “ Since he probably aso furnished
your friends with the mescalomidefor my beer.”

There was another long pause. Then Llannat shrugged. “Maybe. But you seem to have earned
his gratitude somehow. He l&ft the tholovine behind when he disappeared. Two more packets have
shown up on the CO’ s desk since then, and the Rogan’ s cases are responding nicely.”

Shefdl slent.

Ari waited amoment, and said, “It sounds like everything’ s worked out for the best. So what's
the problem?’

The pause thistime stretched out even longer than before-so long that Ari began to fed thefirst
touches of afaint, indefinable dread.

And then, rductantly, asif she'd delayed it aslong as she could before speaking, shetold him
what had happened to Warhammer on the Ice Flats of Port Artat.

V1. mandeyn: embrig spaceport galcen: prime base; northern uplands

Winter had tightened its grip on Embrig in the week or so since Warhammer had blasted out of
the spaceport. The snow tonight lay in drifts against the buildings along the Strip. Beka shivered in spite
of her Mandeynan-style overcoat, and told hersdlf it was the cold.

Shedidn't believe hersdf. | feel like | have a target painted on my back.

So far, though, her disguise seemed to be holding, somewhat to her own surprise. The long coat
with glver buttons, thetall boots polished to a high gloss, and the loose white shirt with its elaborate
neckcloth and ruffles at the cuffs might be the height of manly fashion in Mandeyn’ s northern
hemisphere-just the same, Beka suspected that on her the overdll effect was more androgynous than

anythingds.

She' d said as much to the Professor, back in his asteroid hideout, but he' d just shrugged and
sad, “Youget dl kindsinabig gdaxy.”

He' d even waved aside her offer to digpense with the long yellow hair that hadn’t been cut snce
the start of her schooldays back on Galcen. Instead, they’ d wound up dying the hair an unremarkable



brown and tying it off into aqueue with a black velvet ribbon, making her the picture-or so the Professor
clamed-of ayoung Embrigan dandy with ataste for violence and low company.

The heavy blaster riding low on her hip, she supposed, was where the violence camein. That,
and the Professor’ s only concession to what she' d dways thought area disguise should look like, ared
optica-plastic patch covering her entire left eye from cheekbone to brow ridge. And asfor low
company-ahead on the corner, the Painted Lily Lounge flashed its gaudy holosign againgt the night.

“Remember,” said the Professor, “your nameis Tarnekep Portree, and nobody crosses you
more than once.”

“| fed likeanidiot,” muttered Beka. “A scared idiot.”

The Professor chuckled. “Trust me, the effect from out front isadmirably sinister. Ah, herewe

ae.

The street door of the Painted Lily did gpart before them. They entered, passing through a chilly
antechamber whose inner door waited to open until the outer door had closed-a common setup anyplace
in the galaxy where the weather outside got more than average hot or cold, and one that had never made
Beka nervous before.

First time for everything, she thought, as she turned over her coat to the cloakroom attendant.
That lft her in shirt and trousers, and fedling even more like atarget in spite of the blaster. Oh, well . . .
here we go.

Thefront room of the Painted Lily had adance floor, abar, and too many little round tables, dl
competing for the available space. A small band-brass, woodwind, keyboard, and electronic
drums-played atune that had first been hot the year she' d left Galcen for good.

She hooked her left thumb into her belt, and let her right hand hang casudly just below the grip of
the holstered blaster. Maybe she had only used the damned thing oncein her life, but nobody here knew
that. Shelifted her chin alittle, and gave the room adow, tight-lipped scan. One or two of the Lily's
patrons had looked up, half-curious, as she and the Professor entered; when her glance hit them, they
look hadtily away.

It's got to be the eye patch, she thought. At her left hand, the Professor gave afaint chuckle;
Bekawondered if that was what he’ d meant by “admirably sinister.”

The Professor, who carried no visible weapons, wasn't making anybody nervous-but his
waistcoat of black moire spidersilk, and his neckcloth and ruffles of white lace, earned him the personal
attention of the Painted Lily’ s manager.

“And what would the gentlesir’ s pleasure be tonight?’

The Professor smiled. “Just aquiet hand or two of cards-ronnen, tammani, whatever’ sgoing on.”

“You'll want Morven, inthat case,” said the manager, with an answering smile. “Double
tammeani’ sthe game tonight.”

“Excdlent,” said the Professor. “Lead on, good sir. Come, Tarnekep.”



Bekafollowed the manager and the Professor acrossthe Lily’s crowded floor, dodging waiters,
dancers, and little tables. A narrow hallway lit by amber glow-globesin wrought-meta bracketsled to
the back room where Morven the gambler ran his games. The manager pressed histhumb on an ID plate
st into thewall, and bowed the Professor in as the door did open.

Beka entered unheralded at the Professor’ sright shoulder. Asthe door did shut, she paused,
taking in the harsh yellow light that replaced the outsde’' s cozy dimness, the gaudy-colored tammani
cardsfdling onto the green baize tablecl oth, the gamblerstoo intent on their gameto look up at the latest
arrival-and Ignaceu LeSoit.

Oh, damn, we’ve had it, Bekathought in despair. Her old shipmate leaned againgt the far wall,
looking like nothing so much as an out-of-work spacer too broke to play-except for the heavy
government-surplus blagter, twin to her own. Which it damn well ought to be, since we picked them
up in the same curio shop at Suivi Point when | was the new kid on the Sidh and Ignac was
showing me the town.

She dropped her hand to the blaster grip and braced hersef for defiance, reminding hersdlf that it
wasn't in her blood, either Sde, to go down without afight. But to her amazement no recognition showed
in LeSoit’seyes-only aquick, appraising glance that took in her gppearance and categorized her dl at the
sametime.

He nodded to her once, as one professiona to another. She nodded once in return before
moving to lean againgt the opposite wdl with acasud air only just now borrowed fromitsorigina
owner. You always did say | learned fast, Ignac’. Let’s hopeit’strue.

The Professor did into the seet to the right of the grey-eyed man shuffling the cards. “ Ded mein,
Morven.”

The gambler looked up. “1’ ve been expecting you,” he said, and began deding out a new round.

“Aswell you should have been,” said the Professor, watching the cards falling facedown onto the
green cloth. He gathered up his hand and continued. “I would have stopped by to collect earlier, but |
had some business out of town. Now-would you be so good asto pass me four of the
ten-thousand-credit chips, two of the one-thousands, and the rest in tens and hundreds mixed?’

Morven hesitated. “1 don't have that kind of money right in front of me. When | cashin, I'll draw
your winnings. | pay my bets”

“Of course,” said the Professor. “Did anyone suggest the contrary? Until then, if you could stake
me to a couple of hundred to help me passthetime. . .”

“Notrouble,” said Morven. He did over astack of chips-smal ones, Beka supposed. Her own
skillsdidn’'t go beyond solitaire kingnote and afair game of ronnen for decimal-credit stakes. She'd
never been much for gambling; she worked too hard for her money to enjoy seeing it go out the airlock
because she' d guessed wrong about arun of cards. The players around the table didn’t seem to share
her prgjudice, though. Most of the chips tended to wind up in front of Morven, but as the evening wore
on arespectable stack began to grow in front of the Professor as well. She quit counting the hands early
on, having discovered that agame of cards, if you don’t carefor it, is even more boring to watch than to
play. The gilded antique chronometer above the door read well past local midnight when Morven dedlt
out the cards yet again and announced, “A thousand or better to Say in, gentlesirsand ladies”



The Professor did agold chip into the center of thetable. “I’'min.”

Two of the remaining gamblers-a spacer-captain in the colors of the Red Shift Line, and aplump
woman in an Embrigan gown of bright green velvet-matched the gold chip with their own. The others
looked at their cards, the table, and each other, then laid down their hands.

At ten thousand, the spacer-captain folded, and when the stakes reached twenty thousand the
woman in green shook her head regretfully. “I1t'snot my night tonight,” she said, gathering up her fur-lined
cloak. “Another time, perhaps.”

With her departure, the big table was empty except for Morven and the Professor. Acrossthe
room from Beka, LeSoit moved afraction away from the wall, shifting hisweight back onto hisfeet and
casting aquick glancein Beka sdirection as he brought his hands clear. She met the glance and followed
suit. Now, for certain, was atimeto be ready for trouble.

“Twenty thousand,” said Morven again. “Areyou dill in?’

The Professor lifted two black chips off the stack before him and put them out onto the table.
“I'min.”

The sun had finished setting over Galcen Prime Base in ablaze of red, and the blue-white
floodlights of the spaceport were coming on against the dark. Commander Gil watched from behind the
safety line asthe scheduled Space Force mail courier from the Latam sector settled gently onto the
tarmac, and wished with al his heart that he could be el sewhere.

His duties over the past two weeks had not been congenia ones. First had come the unpleasant
task of escorting Beka Rossdlin-Metadi’ sremains, such asthey were, from Artat to Galcen. Then had
come dl the panoply and protocol of afull state funerd for the young woman who had been, however
briefly and againgt her will, thelast Dominaof Entibor. Organizing that had been bad enough, but at least
the details had al been codified centuries before-from the order of precedence for the eulogiststo the
color of the memorid garlands.

Tonight’ s exercise, however, was something else again. “ Shewasadarpilot,” the Genera had
said to Gil. “And her ship was known. They’ll be expecting awake, down in the commercia spaceport.
Seetoit, Commander.”

Gil went off to do the Generd’ sbidding. Thistime, he didn’t have any forma guiddinesto help
him-but anyone who' d made commander in the Space Force had spent time waiting for shipsin various
ports, and anyone who' d spent time hanging around the ports had seen at |east one free-spacer’ swake.
Some people even remembered how they’ d got home afterward.

After Gil had settled on aday for the wake, he went down to the largest tavern in the port
quarter.

“Drinkson the house,” he told the manager. “ Send the bill to Generd Metadi on his persona
account.”

The manager was only too glad to make the rest of the arrangements, including spreading the



word around the port. For aredly high-class wake, with this much advance notice, every spacer in
Galcen Prime would probably show up. Noone wanted to risk the bad luck involved in shunning
somebody else' sfina party. That only increased your own chances of ending up unmournedina
“darpilot’ sgrave’-gpacers dang throughout the civilized galaxy for apiece of drifting wreckage.

Gil’svigt to the port quarter took care of the main part of the occasion. But much asthe Genera
might like to be down in the spaceport with the rest of the crowd, Gil was determined that neither the
Generd nor hisfamily would be out in public any time soon.

“Morebeer,” said Gil to himsdlf, and set off to arrange a private memoria celebration a the
Generd’ shome.

Now, aweek later, thirsty spacerswere dready starting to line up for drinks at the Circle of
Stars, just outside the spaceport gate. Elsewherein Prime, Gil hoped, other men and women would be
setting out for the Rossdin-Metadi estate north of the city-as was the man Gil was mesting, in thislast
errand of the night.

“He ll want to fly up here himself,” the Generd had said, after the latest message from Nammerin.
“Seethat he doesn't.”

The courier’ sramp lowered to the tarmac, and aman in Space Force dress uniform emerged.
He paused to look about at the foot of the ramp, and then headed for the spot where Commander Gil
stood waiting.

The new arriva was big and broad-shouldered, but not until he’d dmost reached the safety line
did Gil fully gppreciae hissize. Unlike most very tal men, Ari Rossdin-Metadi was't agangling
ectomorph-at a distance, hiswell-proportioned frame tended to disguise his height. Close at hand,
though, heloomed over Commander Gil like asmal mountain. At the regulation six-foot distance, he
stopped and sauted.

Gil returned the sdlute. “ Lieutenant Rossdlin-Metadi?” he said formaly. “ Commander Gil. Flag
Aide. Your father sent me to meet you.”

The lieutenant nodded, more aweary inclination of the head than aresponse. In the stark glare of
the port lights, hisface was pae, with blue-purple smudges under the eyes.

“Yes, dr,” hesaid. The voice was adeep rumble, with the catch of exhaustioninit. Gil had
ridden mail couriers on a space-available basis himsdf atime or two, and suspected that the lieutenant
had probably been deeping on top of the mailbags for aday or more in order to make it to Galcen
tonight.

Not exactly what the doctor ordered for someone just out of a healing pod, Gil thought. He
looks ready to drop.

“Let’'sgo,” hesad. “Theaircar’ sover that way.”

The lieutenant was slent during the walk to the aircar. When they got there, he lowered himsdlf
into the passenger seat without argument, fastened the safety webbing, and let hishead fal back against
the padded seat. He didn’t dump or douch-something about the set of his shoulders convinced Gil that
the lieutenant would sooner collapse dtogether than betray himsdf that way-but nevertheess his posture



had the bonel ess qudity of near-total exhaustion.

“WEe ve got about an hour’ sflight time ahead of us,” said Gil, “and Nammerin to Galcen’sabitch
of atrip however you handleit. So you might aswell grab abit of deep.”

“Yes, gr,” sadthelieutenant again.

In the back room of the Painted Lily, the stacks of chips stood just about even.

Neither the Professor nor Morven had spoken more than afew wordsin the past hour. The
gamewent on in asilence broken only by theriffle of cards, the click and dide of chips counted out and
pushed across the tablecloth, and the quiet monosyllables of gamblersintent upon the flow of the game.

Beka had tried to follow the play for awhile. She' d stopped after redizing, abit queaslly, that the
chips on the table represented more money than she’ d ever seen together in one place. Instead, she
watched Ignaceu LeSoit, standing relaxed but ready on the opposite side of the room-and when she saw
that LeSoit wasn't watching her, or even the Professor, as much as he was watching Morven, shelet her
own atention dide casualy over to the gambler, and stay there.

It was nearly daybreak by the gilded chronometer over the door when the Professor’ s courteous
voice broke the silence.

“I trust you will not take it amiss, Gentlesir, if | ask you to count your cards onto the table one by
one-dowly.”

“With pleasure, sir,” said Morven, and flipped down thefirgt of hiscards. “One.”

| wonder if hereally is cheating? thought Beka. And then, Let the Professor worry about the
damned cards. You worry about LeSoit. He' s been watching for something ever since the stakes
reached twenty thousand.

She heard the sound of another card dapping againg the tablecloth.

“Two,” said Morven.

Even then, sheamost missed it. Morven laid down acard and counted “ Three,” shifting position
just afraction at the count-and LeSoit went for his blaster. She grabbed for her own weapon. You don’'t
have a chance, girl, the voice of sanity hammered in her head. He's moving too fast. You're a hotshot

pilot but a damned lousy gunfighter . . .

LeSoit had hisblaster clear aready, and she could see it coming up to point at her as he stepped
away from thewall. Her own piece was hung up on the holster or something. She dragged it free.

She watched LeSoit’ s blaster coming to bear on the danger he thought she was, and
struggled-too dowly, like swimming in mud-to bring her wegpon up intime.

I’msorry, Ignac’, she thought, with more regret than fear. It looks like you're going to kill me
after all.



LeSoit’ s blaster pointed straight at Beka, but no bolt came. Instead the room echoed to the
short, angry buzz of aneedler, and LeSait fell forward, his weapon dropping from his hand.

“Thegame, | fear, isruined,” said the Professor, turning up hisleft hand to reved histiny
pam-gun.

Beka s own blaster had finished its upward arc from holster to target, and its blunt muzzle
pointed unwaveringly a Morven. She couldn’t tell from where she stood if LeSoit was bresthing or not,
and right now the gambler looked like agood person to kill if he wasn't.

“Redtrain yoursdlf, Tarnekep,” said the Professor. “Y our colleague will surviveto find himsdlf a
more honest employer.”

He made the needler disappear again, and regarded the gambler with a gentle-amost
sorrowful-expression.

“What shall wetalk about now?’ he asked. * Perhaps we should talk about why you were
offering heavy odds againg a certain freighter cgptain lifting her ship?’

The gambler swallowed. His face had gone grey-white, like dirty snow. “| take bets on anything
people are willing to bet on. Why did you bet that she would make it?’

The Professor smiled alittle. “Let’ s just say the proposition intrigued me. Who was gunning for
her?’

“I don't have anything to say about that.”
“Scruples, Morven?’ asked the Professor. “Y ou amaze me.”

Something small and glittering and knifelike appeared in his hand where the needler had been.
Beka saw Morven flinch and close hiseyes.

“| seeyou recognize thislittleitem,” said the Professor. “ A relic of the war, like Tarnekep's
blaster there-but a good deal harder to come by. Now, once again: who placed the death mark on
Captain Rossdlin-Metadi 7’

Morven swallowed again, and wet hislips. “All | heard for surewasthat Suivi Mercantile Trust
was holding the funds.”

“That'snot enough, I'm afraid,” said the Professor. “Tell me more.”

Heturned the small bright object so thet it caught the light. The gambler flinched again.

“I cantell you who killed the Domina”

“Old news,” said the Professor. “ The blaster man was a psychotic second-generation
Entiboran-in-exile named Samos L erekan, with agrudge against the Republic in generd and Perada
Rossdinin particular.”

Heleaned forward and laid the small object againgt the side of Morven’s neck. “1 was hoping



you'’ d have something better for me.”

The gambler seemed to stop breathing for asecond. “I can tell you who switched Clyndagyt for
the regular antiseptic at the Council Medica Center,” he said carefully. “But that won't do you any
good.”

“I'm curious,” said the Professor. “ Tdl me anyway.”
“BeivanVosehil.”

“Beivan,” said the Professor, withdrawing the smal bright object alittle. The gambler’ seyes
strained sidelong with his efforts to see the weapon-or whatever it was-in the other man’s hand.

The Professor kept the object poised a hair away from the skin of Morven's neck. “Beivan,” he
said again. “ One of the best. And why won't my friend Beivan be able to help me out?’

“He had an accident.”
“| see,” said the Professor. “Wdll, then...”

Bekalistened with an odd empty feeling to the namesthat her father had given her hisshipto
find. It insulted the " Hammer somehow, she fdlt, to say that the ship was worth something as chegp and
easy asthis-threatening apudgy gambler in the back room of a spacers bar.

| can pay you back now, Dadda, she thought. | wish this felt like enough.

Maybe because the whole thing did fedl too easy, she had to look away from the little object that
wasn't aknife, and from the gambler’ s pallid, clammy face. Her gaze wandered to Morven’ strained
cardsharp’s hands, and she blinked at an unexpected insght: that agood line of patter was the essence of
any con.

“Gilveet Rhos handled the eectronics” Morven said, but Bekawasn't listening anymore. She
had aready seen how the Professor rewarded answers by moving the small bright object afraction
farther away from the gambler’ s neck each time. By now, Morven' s babbling had gained him agood two
fingers worth of breathing space.

Beka drew adeep breath of her own and let it out carefully. 1f he makes a move at all, she
thought, keeping her eyes on his hands, he’ s going to make it now.

Morven ran agood game, she had to give him that. He kept the scared-witless routine going all
the way down to the end, when he gave hisright hand the twitch that would release a hand-blaster from
its hidden grav-clip, and she shot him for it.

The acrid aftergtink of afull-power blaster bolt filled the small closed room, overlaid with the
odor of cooked meat. Morven the gambler lay facedown on top of hislast hand of cards, with most of
his head burnt away.

The Professor picked up the hand-blaster from the tabletop where it had fallen, and held it out to
Beka. “Yours, | believe. .. my thanks, Tarnekep. | grow remissin my old age.”



Bekanodded, not trusting her voice much or her somach either, and took the little weapon. She
dipped it into the waistband of her Embrigan-style trousers, and was about to return the heavy blaster to
its holster when a hand reached up from the floor to make agrab for the far sde of the table.

The green tablecloth began diding, and the hand scrabbled blindly for abetter purchase. By the
time Ignaceu LeSoit had secured his grip on the table’' s edge and pulled himsdlf to hisfeet, Beka had
both blastersleveled and ready.

Shelooked at LeSoit’ s own recovered and half-aimed weapon and shook her head.

Beside her, the Professor chuckled. From the sound of clicking plastic, he was dready gathering
up hiswinningswith afine disregard for the mess on thetable. “I’ d take Tarnekep’ s advice, young man,
if I wereyou-he' sagentleman of few words, but what he hasto say isusudly decisve.”

LeSait’seyes moved from the large blaster to the smdler one, and then down to the gambler’s
body. After amoment he shook his head. “He' s not worth getting killed for.”

Reversing his blaster, he held it out across the table butt-first toward Beka. “Y ou could have
burned me, Tarnekep, but you didn’t . . . | owe you for that.”

Beka shook her head again. “Keep it,” she said, a sudden hoarseness making her voice sound
strange even to her own ears. “Nobody owes anybody anything anymore. We' re even.”

V1. galcen: northern uplands mandeyn: embrig spaceport

Commander Gil took the aircar up over the crowded buildings of Galcen Prime and turned
northward. Asthelittle craft sped toward the more sparsaly inhabited uplands, Gil stole another glance at
his deeping passenger and reflected on what little he knew about General Metadi’ s oldest son.

Ari Rosdin-Metadi. Born in the last, violent years of the war, when the Magelords bent their
entire might againgt his mother’ sworld. Sent to live among hisfather’ sdlies, the Sdvaurs of Maraghai, as
the Mageworlders battering of Entibor escaated into a steedily tightening siege.

Three yearsthat sSiege had lasted, under the pressure of the Magelords' ultimatum: either the
Domina Perada surrendered the Resistance Fleet, now aformidable weapon in the hands of her husband
the Generd, or she would see her planet turned into awasteland. No effort of the Resistance could break
the siege; and nothing the Mage ords did could bresk the Domina sresolve. But when the war at last
ended, with the Magelords destroyed and their ships grounded behind the border zone, Ari
Rossdin-Metadi came hometo Galcen, not to Entibor.

The boy must have been dready haf a Savaur by then, Gil reflected; he' d certainly spent more
time with the big, predatory saurians than he had with either of his parents. He d gone back to Maraghai
again as an adolescent, for an even longer stay, and thistime his Salvauran foster-father had made the
adoption officid. Gil wondered, briefly, what language the lieutenant thought in, when he found himsdlf
aone-and whether that, or something else, was responsible for the faint remoteness behind his eyes.

Theflight ended with the lieutenant till adeep. Gil brought the aircar down onto alevd, grassy



field near the Genera’ s house. More smdll craft were already lined up aong the edges of thefield,
together with an assortment of ground vehicles and hoverbikes.

“Hereweare” Gil sad.

The lieutenant blinked, then opened his eyesfully and glanced out at the cluttered field. “1 don't
believeit,” he murmured under his breath. “ Father must have invited every free-spacer on the planet.”

“It just looksthat way,” said Gil. “Mogt of them are still down portside.”

“Good place for them,” said Lieutenant Rossdlin-Metadi. He sighed. “Wadll, no point in putting it
off ...let'sgo.”

The house on the hilltop was big and sprawling, the residence of afamily that had been
comfortably well off, though not among Galcen’ s fabulous rich. The spoils of Jos Metadi’ s privateering
days had gone into its construction, but the wealth of House Rosselin had not-the Domina Perada had
thrown dl of her family’ simmense fortune into the war againgt the Mageworlds. Perhaps, Gil thought, she
hadn’t believed that she' d surviveto need it.

At the front door, Commander Gil paused and reached out ahand to pamthe ID plate. As
Generd Metadi’ saide, hewasin the building’ stemporary recognition files. But the door did open before
he could touch the black plastic square, and he knew the security system had recognized his companion.

Thefront hal of the Generd’ s house appeared to be empty. As Gil stepped forward, however, a
tawny-haired young man in abeige coveradl materidized out of nowhere. After amoment, Gil redlized
that the man had been waiting there dl along. What had seemed likeinvighility wasjust a sdlf-effacement
S0 complete as to be uncanny.

The young man and Lieutenant Rossdlin-Metadi regarded one another for amoment without
gpesking. Therewas adigtinct family resemblance between the two, mostly in the clean, arrogant
Rossdlin profile that had made the Domina Perada beloved of artists dl over the galaxy. Once again Gil
ran through hismental data base on the Generd’ sfamily. The young man in an apprentice Adept’ splain
garments would be Owen Rossdlin-Metadi, the middle child, born at the end of the Magewar when
Entibor was dready burnt out and lifeless. Not quite twelve months had separated this one from Beka

Born so near each other, Gil thought, those two must have been close.

Strangely enough, though, it was not Owen but Ari-who by Gil’ s reckoning had spent most of his
childhood and adolescence on distant Maraghai-who seemed the most affected by his sster’ s death. Ari
had the bruised, wary look of one who has experienced too many shocksin too brief atime; if his
brother felt asmilar pain, it was hidden far back behind the cool, measuring expression in the younger
man’shazel eyes.

Findly the lieutenant broke the silence. “Owen. | didn’t expect to find you playing door guard.”

The other shrugged. “1 do whatever Master Ransome asks me to. And somebody has to make
the holovid reporters go away.”

“Degth and damnation,” said Ari. “Have you been getting those up here?’



“They come and go,” Owen replied. “We ve only had three so far thisevening. | told them to
leave, and they left.”

Gil said nothing, but he suspected there had been moreto it than that. Ari’ s brother had thet air
about him, just as Errec Ransome had it-a stillness overlying something strange and possibly dangerous.
About Ransome there was no question; these days he was Master of the Adepts Guild, but during the
Magewar he' d made quite aname for himsdlf among the privateers of Innish-Kyl.

The Generd’ syounger son was amore puzzling case. Gil didn’t know much about him. For the
last ten years, Snce he' d turned fifteen, he' d been apprenticed to the Guild, spending most of histimein
their Retreat far back in the Galcenian mountains. Just the same, that elusive quality of danger wasthere.
The holovid reporters would have gone away without question, if Owen Rossdin-Metadi had told them
to.

Ari, however, didn’t seem impressed. The big lieutenant only shook his head and stepped past
hisyounger brother into the main part of the house,

Time to find the General, Gil thought, and report.

He nodded palitely at the lieutenant’ s brother, and moved out of the soundproofed entry way
into aconfusion of smedlsand noises. The big room downstairs was full of men and women-and ahandful
of assorted dienswhose sexes Gil didn't fed qualified to guess-all talking at oncein at least three
languages and adozen or more different accents, from pure Galcenian to unadulterated Portside. In one
corner acouple of junior officersfrom Prime Base played double tammani with an ederly womanin
Entiboran court dress and adiamond tiara; in another, ayoung lady Gil recognized as Councillor Vannell
Oldigaard’ s granddaughter flirted tearfully with amuscular free-spacer who' d somehow madeit up from
the port.

Theair was dim and hazy, and heavy with the smells of perspiration and spilled beer. Gil looked
about for the Generd, and findly spotted him: atall figurein dark civilian clothes, leaning againgt thewall
inacorner of the crowded room and regarding the procedings with a sardonic eye.

Gil made hisway through the crowd to the Generd’ s side. “Mission accomplished, sir,” he said.
“I picked your son up at the Base, no problems. Isthere anything else you need meto do?’

The General shook hishead. “Not a the moment. Take it easy for the rest of the evening.
Congder yoursdf off duty.”

“Yes, dr,” said Gil dubioudy, and went off to the long table laden with kegs of beer and bottles
of other potables.

Ari RossHin-Metadi was dready there, pouring himself aglass of the rough local vintage. Bad
idea, Gil commented to himself. Uplands wine was harsh, flinty stuff-far better distilled into brandy than
drunk-and the commander didn’t think a man just out of accelerated hedling had any business going near
it. But Lieutenant Rossdin-Metadi didn’t look like someone who would gppreciate helpful suggestions.

Make that one more thing | have to watch out for, Gil thought, resigned. If he managesto
kill himself or start a fight or something, the General won’'t remember | was on liberty.

Lieutenant Rossdin-Metadi wasn't the only person who' d decided to drink now and worry



about a hangover tomorrow. By thistime quite afew of the guests were more than alittle drunk, and
some of them were Snging.

“Now stand to your glasses steady-
The galaxy’ s nothing but lies.
So here’sto our friends dead already,
And here’ sto the next one who dies.”

Gil regarded the vocaists with displeasure. He knew the song, of course-just about everybody in
the Space Force did-but he' d been hoping to get through the night without having to ligen to it.

| should have known better , he thought. The ballad was a staple of occasionslike this, when
the mortdity of flesh and the fdlibility of machines preyed heavily on the mind.

But Gil had read the accident report on Beka Rossdlin-Metadi’ s crashed lifepod, and asthe
sngers moved on to another verse, he found the morbid images too accurate for comfort.

“Take the carbon rods out of my kidneys,
Take the navicomp out of my brain,
Take the hyperdrive switch from my larynx,
And assemble my starship again.”

Nothing had been lft of Jos Metadi’ s daughter but asmear of pulped flesh mixed with meta
fragments. Commander Gil had spent severd deepless nightstrying to forget the pictures the singers had
just cdlled back to mind.

The hell with it, he decided suddenly. If I crack under the strain of arranging a state funeral
and two wakes, the General will have to break in a new aide a year early. Can’'t have that.

He drew himself afoaming mug of beer from one of the kegs on the table, and began threading
hisway through the crowd to the door. Outside in the night air, his spirits began to improve dmost a
once. He settled himsalf on the front bumper of aconveniently parked hovercar, one of adozen or so
littering the grassin front of the house, and set about making the beer last awhile.

He had just finished draining the mug and was pondering, undecided, whether to go back in for
another one or stay outside in the warm spring night, when the front door of the house did open. A
familiar figure paused for amoment, slhouetted by the light, and stepped out.

The door closed again. The Generd moved away alittle from the lighted doorway and stood
looking up &t the sars.

Gil never saw the second shadowy form detach itsdf from the darkness and moveto the
Genera’ ssde. He only knew that it was suddenly there. Gil tensed, and for the first time regretted that
he' d never adopted the Generd’ swell-known habit of aways going armed.

But the voice that broke the silence was afamiliar one; the Master of the Adepts Guild waswell
known to the officers at Prime Base.

“Looking for the” Hammer?”



“Errec! Sneaking up on peoplelike that is going to get you shot someday. By me, if you're not
caeful.”

Gil heard the Adept’ s quiet laugh. “I’m not worried about it,” Ransome said. “If you were
planning to shoot me, you' d have done it along time ago. We need to talk about Beka.”

“I didn’t think you' d stay fooled for long,” said the Generd. “How’ d you guess?’

Master Ransome sounded impatient. “ My apprentice ssister, my best friend' s child-did you
think | wouldn't fed it if something like that had redlly happened?’

“| suppose not,” said Metadi. “Who e se knows about this?’

“Owen, | think-he and Beka were dways close-but heisn't saying anything, and I’m not going to
ask. Beka, of course, and whoever with her. You and me. No one else.”

“Beka s got someone with her?’ asked Metadi sharply.

“Yes” saidthe Adept. “But | can't see anything clearer than that. | want to know what tipped
you off-and don’t try to convince me you' ve started seeing visions at your age.”

Perched on the bumper of the hovercar, empty beer mug clutched in one swesting hand,
Commander Gil shut his eyes and shivered. He d thought Artat was cold, but that planet was nothing
next to the temperature of his blood right now. His somber-hued clothing, and the moonless night, had
kept him from being noticed so far-but the Adept Master, so rumorsran, could seein the dark. And this
was not a conversation the Generd’ s aide was meant to overhesr.

“I looked at that wreck, Errec,” General Metadi said. “Not just the pictures and reports. And
that ship wasn't Warhammer.”

“You' resure?’

“Y ou can bet onit. They’ d found a piece of the main control panel-not much, but enough. |
couldn’t find any of therewiring | did on the * Hammer -and believe me, | did plenty, between the
secondary gun controls and the combat override. But theredl kicker isthe engines”

“Specid modifications?”

“You'd better believeit. That freighter on Artat had the old Gyfferan Hypermaster
engines-standard for the class, so nobody was surprised. But the first thing | did after | got the ' Hammer
, as soon as| had the cash for adown payment, | had Sunrise Shipyardsrip out her old engines and put
inthe big Hyper King Extras. And just to make certain that particular card stayed hidden up my deeve, |
bribed the yard’ s manager to keep al the work off-the-record.”

“So that’ s how she got her legs,” murmured the Adept. “1 dwayswondered. Y ou decided to let
the ID stand?’

“Somebody went to alot of trouble to makeit look like the ' Hammer and her captain had
vanished from the space-lanes,” said Metadi. “1 didn’t want to disoblige them. If Beka had to set up
something like that, she needs dl the cover she can get. Only onething worriesme.”



“What' sthet?’

“Rigging acrashisn't impossible-l can figure out two or three ways she might have doneit, and
anold Libra-classfreighter isn't hard to come by if you're not particular-but | can only think of one way
to come up with matching tissue samples.”

“Replication?’ asked the Adept.
The Genera nodded. “And | haven't heard of anybody working that sort of trick in years.”
“Mageworldstechnology? Y ou wouldn’'t.”

“It used to be around,” said the Generd. “More than some people want to et on. But even back
then, it cost. And the peoplewho usedit . . .”

“I see,” said the Adept. “ It appears your daughter has decided to keep some dangerous
company.”

“She knowswhat she' sdoing-1 hope,” said the Generd. “Buit | tell you onething: if | liveto see
this mess cleared up, she’ sgoing to be glad she' s gotten too big to spank.” He stretched, and added,
“Right now, though, it's up to her. What do you say we go indgde and and show those young pups what a
proper wake looks like?’

Gil watched them go ingde. When his chronometer showed that another thirty minutes had
passed, heleft his seat on the hovercar’ s bumper and followed.

He had no doubt that he' d just survived the most dangerous few minutes of hislife. The Master
of the Adepts Guild was a peaceful and gently spoken man, these days, but he’ d been something far
different in his youth, when he' d fought the Magel ords as Jos Metadi’ s copilot during the worst years of
the war. And nobody-then or now-had ever accused General Metadi of being either peaceful or gently

spoken.

Gil knew with acold certainty that if either man ever learned that he' d overheard their
conversation, the Space Force would be short one commander before the echo died.

For Ari Rosselin-Metadi, Beka s wake had been going on for what seemed like forever. He'd
been meticuloudy polite to everyone he' d encountered, from his father’ saide to Beka s old schoolmate
Jlly Oldigaard, but the ar of unredlity about the proceedings refused to go away. It dl felt likeaparty in
aparticularly bad dream-a continuation, somehow, of the nightmare he' d been trapped in snce his
mother’ s death. One of these days, he supposed, the nightmare would stop, and he could wake up and
dart hurting.

His head ached, right now, from the wine and from the presence of too many people and from
the lingering aftereffects of his bout with mescalomide poisoning. A hyper-space journey in a Space
Force courier ship didn’'t count as bed rest, and he knew it. He' d held himsdlf together so far the best he
could, but the sounds of the wake had started blurring into an indistinct rumble, and the edges of his
vison wereturning fuzzy.



I’ ve got to get some fresh air, he thought. Before | pass out and embarrass everybody.

He left the room asinconspicuoudly as possible, and found the back stairs up to the rooftop
terrace. That part of the house had been shut off for tonight’ swake, of course, but the domestic
computers still recognized him as family and opened the doors for him to pass. He wondered, briefly, if
anyone had erased his mother’ sand sister’ s ID scans from the household data bank-or did the house
wait, unknowing, for Beka and the Dominato come home, quarreling as usud but ill dive, from aday
spent together in downtown Prime?

They were too much alike, he thought, as he walked out onto the upper terrace. Mother
wanted Beka to have the kind of life that the war took away from her-which Mother probably
wouldn’t have enjoyed all that much herself-and Beka wouldn’t take it.

The night above the terrace was starry, without amoon, and the scent of evening-blooming
flowers drifted on the night breeze. From here, the sound of the wake was indistinguishable from the
noises of any other party. He sat down on the ledge surrounding the terrace, and looked out over the
Upland Hills.

“Y ou shouldn't be here.” His brother Owen seemed to materidize out of the shadows beside
him. “Y ou look like you' re about to fold up and go under.”

“I'll bedl right.”

“Most people who' ve just come out of ahealing pod have the good senseto stay in bed for a
while afterward.” Owen paused. “ And somebody who' s being hunted by Magel ords shouldn’t wander
around making himsdlf an easy target.”

Ari glanced at his brother. “Who told you about that?’

Owen looked back at him camly-Owen was always cam, so calm that Ari wondered sometimes
if hisyounger brother even noticed thereal world at al. “Whatever the Magd ords do interests the Guild.”

“That wasn't what | asked,” said Ari. “1 want to know how you found out about something that’s
classified so secret I'm not even supposed to think about it in public.”

“Stuff like that dwaysfindsitsway to the Guild eventudly,” said Owen. “Master Ransome gets
four or five messages every week from public-spirited soulswho think they’ ve seen aMagedord in thelr
back garden.”

“And he shows dl those reportsto you.”

Owen nodded. “ Somebody has to check out the rumors.”

“I wouldn't call chasing Magelords ajob for the Guild’ soldest living apprentice,” Ari said. His
voice had an edgeto it, both from the growing ache inside his skull and from the sting of redizing that the
Guild' sreport had probably come straight from Llannat Hyfid.

Hisbrother didn’t riseto theinsult. “ * An gpprentice can stand where an Adept cannot.” ”

“Isthat dl you velearned in the past ten years?’ asked Ari. “How to quote proverbs?’



“No,” said Owen. “Not quite.” He paused again, his hazel eyes going distant as he contemplated
something Ari couldn’'t see. “But | have learned how to let go of what | can't help anymore. . . and you
need to do that, | think.”

“Spare meyour advice,” growled Ari, nettled. “1f you’ d been abit less generous with your
adviceto Beka, shemight il bedive”

Not even that accusation could ruffle Owen's perpetua calm. The apprentice Adept only shook
his head and said, “Y ou know better than that.”

“If you say s0,” Ari said. “But we both know you helped her get that first berth out of Galcen.
Didn’'t you even try to talk her out of going?’

“Only long enough to see that she'd go whether | helped her or not,” Owen said. “So | did my
best to make certain she got afair start, and then . . . ” He shrugged. “Like | said, you let go of what you
can't change. Y ou need to do the same thing-go downstairs to bed, and don't think about Beka
anymore. Nothing you do tonight is going to help her where she' sgone.”

The morning sun over Embrig gave the streets of the port awatery yellow light, but no warmth.
Beka hunched her shouldersinside the long coat, and wished she were dready back on the ' Hammer
-currently the Pride of Mandeyn, with a set of papersto proveit.

Sofar, at least, Embrig Security didn’t seem to be chasing anybody. Either the Lily’ s manager
figured that acheating gambler was no lossto society, or Ignaceu LeSoit had waited alot longer than the
ten minutes he' d promised before officialy recovering from the stun-bolt and discovering what had
happened. The manager hadn’t been inclined to argue with Tarnekep Portree when he cashed in the
Professor’ s collection of chips on the way out, either; the former Armsmaster to House Rossdlin would
be leaving the planet richer by over a hundred thousand credits, aswell as by ahandful of names.

| ought to feel better about this, Bekathought: I’m out from under the death mark, I’ ve got
a good lead on the bastards who killed Mother and wanted to kill me.. . . | really should be happy
right now.

She wasn't, though-and the fedling that she ought to be only added to her increasing bad temper.

“You can'timagine how glad I'll be,” she said moodily, asthey turned the corner into the
Freddisgatt Allee, “to get off of thislump of dirt and out into clean space again. | till have some debtsto

pay.

The Professor shook his head. “Y ou told me you bought your ship for the promise of names, my
lady, and now you have them. Beka Rossdlin-Metadi may have died on Artat, but there’ s no need for
Tarnekep Portree to keegp on living. Y ou can adopt aless uncomfortable persona, if you like, and go
look elsewherefor acargo.”

Beka stopped dead in the middle of the Allee. “Shut up,” she said, “and listen to mefor a
chenge”

The Professor didn’t say anything, so shewent on.



“All my life)” shesaid, and asmal corner of her mind was shocked by the bitternessin her voice,
“I"ve been explaining to people what | want to do, and then listening to them explain back to mewhy |
can'tdoit, until I've just about had it with explanations. So I'll tell you this once, and that’ sit: names
aren’'t enough. I’'m going to track down the bastard who arranged for Mother’ s death, and I’'m going to
bring him home to Galcen with aribbon tied around his neck. And that’s how I’m going to pay for my
ship”

“Thenwill you alow meto help you?’ the Professor asked after amoment had dipped by.

“Why should 17" she demanded. “What does any of this have to do with you?’

“Cdl it an old man’ s gesture of gpology, Captain,” he said, with amelancholy smile. “I was. . .
tired, after the Magewar ended, and sickened by the loss of Entibor. | told mysdlf that my oath was no
longer binding, and | 1&ft the remnants of House Rossdlin to their own devices.”

“Which got my mother killed, isthat what you' re saying?’

He bowed hishead in assent. “1f | hadn’t abandoned my respongbilitiesfor so long, her enemies
might never have dared . . . but it’ stoo late to remedy that. Not too late, though, for making them regret
it-and at my age, Captain, it might be a good ideato begin such aproject by finding ayounger partner
with an gptitude for the trade.”

“Meaning me?’ she asked.

“You havethereflexesfor it,” he said, “ and something of the temperament, not to mention a
pilot’sskillsand aship like no other. The rest” -he shrugged-“istraining and practice.”

“I see,” she said. “Maybe we could work out a compromise. Y ou need a partner. | need a
copilot and agunner if I’m going to push my trade routes out into the frontier worlds-and one or two of
those names Morven spilled had an outplanets ring to them. How are you on starship gunnery,
Professor?’

“| used to be quite good,” he said. “ Of course, that was awar or two ago, and I’ m sadly out of
practice”

“You're hired anyway,” shesad. “Let’ sget the hell out of town.”

Part Two

|. pleyver: flatlands portcity

Beka Rossdin-Metadi rapped her knuckles against the clear plastic window in the Pleyyeran
branch office of General Ddlivery-*open thirty-three hours aday, organic sapient on duty guaranteed.”
The two chronometers on the far wall read 1824 Standard and 2520 L ocal, and the day clerk was
drowsing in her chair, with her feet up on the bulk-mail bin and her back to the door.



If she’' s sapient, thought Beka, I'll eat my pilot’s license.

After atwelve-hour stretch of tough real space navigation through the Web, as starpilots called
the Pleyver system’ sfluctuating magnetic fields, Bekadidn't fed inclined toward sympathy for the bored
and planetbound. Even with Warhammer securely docked in orbit up at High Station, her tenson and
exhaustion had yet to disspate.

Once her business on-planet was taken care of, though, she had hopes. Commercid shuttles
lifted regularly for High Station from the surface port, which meant that she and the Professor could relax
in Fatlandsfor afew hours after they’ d finished their dirtside business.

Not that the high life in this town is anything to write home about. If the Prof hadn’t
gotten word that Flatlands Investment, Ltd. has some stuff in their data banks that we ought to
sneak a peek at, I’ d have taken the ' Hammer straight on to Innish-Kyl. | hope whatever’sin there
isworthit . ... With no cargo to pick up or deliver, we're going to have to eat the docking fees.

Bekarapped on the barrier again, louder. The day clerk unplugged her earphones-from the tinny
music that drifted across the comm link to the outer office, she hadn’t been using them to monitor Genera
Ddivery’ s data net-and turned her chair around.

“Name?’ the clerk asked, looking up for the first time a her customer. The pupils of her eyes
widened, and after a couple of seconds she wet her lips and added, “ Sir.”

“Tarnekep Portree,” said Beka. Sheignored the clerk’ s hesitation. Tarnekep' sface, with itsred
plastic patch covering the entire | eft eye socket from brow to cheekbone, could unnerve people
sometimes. The fact that Tarnekep' sangular, thin-lipped features (eye patch and dyed brown hair
excepted) were aso her own was something that Bekatried not to think about too often.

“Tarnekep Portree,” she repeated, “ captain, Pride of Mandeyn. Any messagesfor me or my
ship?’

The clerk blinked and came out of her momentary trance. “I can’t check until you enter your
password, Sir.”

Beka picked up the stylus on its plastic |eash and scrawled a sequence of letters and numberson
the counter’ s datapad. The line of script glowed for asecond as the office comps matched handwriting
and pressure patterns against her samples on record. The datapad beeped.

“Will that do?’
The clerk dropped her eyesto the insgde comp screens. “ Searching now, sir.”

After amoment she shook her head. “Nothing up on the bulletin board or in the private message
files ar.”

“Try thebulk mail.”

The clerk turned her chair around and burrowed through the bin full of cartons and envelopes.
“Nothing that | can-wait aminute, how about this?” She held up athin envelope. “Marked ‘Hold for
Pride of Mandeyn,” no return address.”



“That’ll bemine.”

The clerk put the envelope into the security lock and cycled it through. Beka picked up the stiff
envelope and pried at the sedl with one close-trimmed fingernail. No luck; she shrugged, and drew out
the knife she dways carried these days, a double-edged blade in aforearm sheath. The ruffled cuff of her
white spidersilk shirt fell back over her wrist as she dit open the envel ope and pulled out the thin sheet of

paper inside.
She eased the dagger back out of sight up her deeve and scanned the paper, frowning:

Re your last message: Gilvest Rhos, fredance eectronics expert, out of drculation past Standard
year. Current status unknown. Break; new subject. If you need a bolthole sometime, the Space Force
Medicd Station and Recruitment Center in Flatlands has its own shuttle pad. The officer in charge is
reliable and discrest.

“I need to send areply,” she said, folding the paper and jamming it into atrouser pocket.
“Where syour keyboard?’

The clerk nodded toward a pull-out shelf set into onewall of the little office. Beka activated the
keyboard, punched in a series of access codes and a single sentence of text-Message received; info
noted-and sgned off again.

“How much do | oweyou?’

“Twenty . .. wait aminute. There' samessage for you now. Must have been flagged when you
signed on. Make that twenty-five, with aprintout. Do you want it charged to your account?’

“No, I'll pay cash.” Beka shoved across two twenty-credit chits, and took the sheet of flimsy
and her change. For a second, she thought the brief message might be word of a cargo-even though none
of the Pride' s usual contacts had known about her side trip to Pleyver-but the printout made no mention
of freight charges or shipping dates.

Captain Portree, sheread, our firm desiresto retain your services on a matter of grave
import. Our representative will meet you in Florrie' s Palace at 2100 Standard.

“Damn,” shemuttered. “ TheregoestheRand R.”

Shewas il frowning as she left the Generd Delivery office and headed back toward the shuttle
dock to link up with the Professor. The appointment a Florrie's came uncomfortably soon after the
hours when she and the Professor intended to be rummaging through FIL’ s computer system. But we
can't afford to ignore the invitation . . . We’ve put too much effort into giving Tarnekep the sort
of reputation that gets him mysterious offers like this one.

Outside at the shuttle dock, she paused to lean on arailing overlooking the landing zone half a
mile away. Another of the regular shuttles had just come down and let off its passengers. After afew
minutes, the Professor came out of the the dock office to join her. She turned away from the activity on
the pad.

“All s=t?’



“ %_"

They headed for the archesleading into the tunndls of the Flatlands trangport grid. The Professor,
asusud, walked a discreet few steps behind and to her right. From that position he could guard her
back; and while neither of them would interfere with the other’ sfield of fire, they remained close enough
together for conversation.

“Anything turn up in theway of acargo?’ she asked asthey came out of the tunnel onto the
platform for the inbound trangtway. “ Or do we haveto lift empty?’

Another, unexpected voice cut across the Professor’ s reply. “ Spacer-hey, spacer. Could you
help me out with acouple of credits? Just a couple of credits, and I'll tell you something you want to
know.”

The voice had the wheedling tones of a dirtside panhandler, and the pitch was an old standby.
Bekaturned.

Her brother Owen stood half-in, haf-out of the shadows at the end of the transit platform.

Bekalooked a him for amoment, saying nothing. She hadn’t seen Owen since the night after her
coming-of-age party eight years ago, when they’ d gone down to the port quarter in Galcen Prime and
found her ajunior pilot’s berth on the Sdh. He d been an apprentice in the Guild for three years then,
amost ready to take an Adept’ s vows athough seemingly in no hurry to do so. She wondered if he'd
ever taken them; he’ d never spoken of the matter in their occasiond brief exchanges of correspondence.
He certainly didn’t look much like an Adept; even eight years ago he d possessed the knack of making
himself, a need, into an unnoticed fixture of the local landscape, and at the moment he looked like a

spaceport bum.

And what do | look like to him? shewondered. Does he see hislittle sister, or does he see
Captain Tarnekep Portree?

Or would hetell me there’s no difference?

Shedidn't likethat ideaat dl. Living ingde Tarnekep’ s skin for so many months had aready
brought the Mandeynan gunfighter’ s persondity too close to her own comfort. The last thing she wanted
to hear wasthat she’ d pulled Tarnekep out of hersdf inthefirst place.

Shekept her eyeson her brother. “ All right, spacer-start talking.”

Owen nodded. “ Y ou're looking for the portside office of Flatlands Investment, Ltd. Isthat
right?’

Startled, Bekaforced hersalf to maintain Tarnekep Portree’ s cool regard. There was no point,
she knew, intrying to figure out how her brother had come by hisinformation.

He'd say he had a dream, or a feeling, or something.

And it might even be true. Or maybe Master Ransome eavesdrops on the same messages
the Professor does.



“What if | am looking for them?’ she asked.
“Then you shouldn't go theretonight.”

She stiffened and |ooked down her nose at him. “I don’t even know you, spacer,” she said, very
much in Tarnekep' s voice. “Who the hdll are you to say what | should and shouldn’t do?’

“Gently, Tarnekep,” murmured the Professor. “ Gently. The young man wishes you well. Our
appointment can be as easily kept by one as by two-wait for me at Florri€’'s, Captain, and I’ Il handle our
busnessat FIL alone”

“No,” shesadflatly. “I take my own risks.”

“Not thistime,” said Owen. Her brother paused, asif weighing how much he ought to say next.
“There s more going on here than you know, or than | can tell you. | have avisit of my ownto pay FIL.”

“Ah,” said Beka. Guild business, she thought, but knew better than to say it out loud. “1 need
theinformation FIL hasinitscomputers,” shetold Owen. “| was counting on getting it out of there
tonight.”

“I think | can guesswhat you're after,” said her brother. “I can get it for you if you let me.”
Shedill didn’t like theidea. “How will you know what’ simportant and what isn't?’

“We can rely on the young man’sjudgment, | think,” the Professor cut in. “If I'm wrong, another
chance can always be found, or can be made.”

Bekamade up her mind. “You'vegot it,” shetold Owen. “I’ll be having dinner a FHorrie's”

“At Florrie's,” echoed her brother. He stepped back into the shadows as a glidepod did up to
the platform, and then he was gone.

Florrie' s Palace was what the Professor in one of his primmer moods would have referred to as
ahouse of ill repute: the biggest, busiest, most red-plush-and-gilt-trim-bedecked whorehouse in Flatlands
Portcity. Upgtairs, the Pdlace’ s employees plied their specialized arts. Downgtairs, however, the
Portcity’ sfinest chef supervised arestaurant crew whose expertise made respectabl e hoteliers weep with
envy.

So you might as well relax and enjoy your dinner, Bekatold herself. And remember to
thank your brother for the favor someday. You wouldn’t have had time for a meal like this if
Owen hadn’t shown up.

At the dinner’ send, Beka poured the last of the wine into the crystal goblets and leaned back in
her chair.

“Thisisgood . . . I'm glad we got the chance to relax and take some of the edge off things.” She
gave atired sigh. “That Web gpproach isabad one. My father claims he madeit in six hours once, but |
wouldn’t liketo try. And | wish whoever’s meeting us knew enough to let apilot get somerest after arun



likethet.”

“The message you received sounds like someoneis hiring for a professond assgnment,” said the
Professor. “We can’t afford not to show interest.”

“I’m amerchant-captain,” complained Beka. “How did | get mysdlf into somebody’ sfilesasa
hired killer onthe sde?’ She held up one hand to stop the Professor before he could speak. “Never
mind, | already know who to thank. And our contact’s about to show up.”

The contact-aflorid, beefy type-plopped himsdf down at their table without invitation. “Y ou
boys enjoying yourselves?’

Bekaturned Tarnekep Portree s piebad gaze-one eye bright blue and the other ablank patch of
red one-way optical plastic-onto the newcomer, and watched him wilt alittle under that unspesking
regard.

“I’'m Captain Portreg,” she said, after the silence had drawn out long enough. “Y ou sent a
message about ajob?”’

“Suredid,” said the contact, recovering his enthusiasm. “We ve heard dl kinds of good things
about you-ared pro, isthe word-and I’ ve got a sweet dedl lined up for you.”

The Prof’ s rumor-machines certainly have been busy, Bekathought. She smiled, and let their
contact swest for afew moments. “Indeed,” she said finaly, without inflection. “What exactly isyour
ded? And who are‘we' 7’

“Thisisn't the best placeto talk,” said the contact. “Why don’t you come along upstairs?’

Bekadrained the last of the wine, and set down the empty glass. A stray drop did down the stem
to stain the white tablecloth. She pushed back her chair, stood, and was obscurely pleased to find that
shewastaller than the stranger by ahead or more.

“Let’'sgo,” shesad. “Comeon, Professor.”
“No,” said the contact hurriedly. “My principa wishesto dea with Captain Portree dlone.”

Beka glanced over at her copilot. He looked concerned-he' d told her many times, during the
past few months of training and practice, that splitting up ateam was not agood idea. But the meeting
upstairs sounded important, maybe even bigger than the data banks at FIL, and she couldn’t afford to let
the chance go by.

“Good enough,” she said to the beefy type. “ Professor, you wait here. Buy yoursalf some more
wine-I’ [l be back to hep you finish the next bottle.”

She followed the contact up the Palace’ s broad curving staircase to abank of lifts on the second
level. Thelift took them up to a penthouse office: plush-carpeted, wood-panel ed, and soundproof. A
closed door set into the paneling behind the desk |ed to somewhere deeper within the office complex.

A quick, automatic count showed her six men lounging about the room. One or two had the
dab-jawed look of hirelings who only thought when the boss told them to think, but the others had the



quick, dangerous air of freelance operatives. Few of them carried blasters openly, but she knew that
gppearances meant nothing.

The banker or lawyer or whatever who rose from behind the desk had a smile like aholovid
hero. “Well, Captain Portree-it’sa pleasure to see you in the flesh at last.”

He held out his hand, and Bekamet it with hers. The holovid hero’ s grip turned out to be firmer
than she' d anticipated, but that was al right. Hours of work at Warhammer’s control’s, or helping the
dockworkers shift cargo, had put more strength into her own long fingers than most peopl e expected,
whether from Beka Rossdin-Metadi or Tarnekep Portree.

“The pleasureisdl mine, Gentlesir,” shesaid. “How can | be of assstance?’

The holovid hero sat down again and waved her to achair opposite. “To be quite candid, a
certain young officer in the Space Force has recently come to our attention.”

Bekaleaned back in her chair, and placed her fingertips together. The dandy’ s ruffles cascading
over her wrigsin afroth of pure white spidersilk hid the hilt of the dagger, but her right hand knew in
snew and bone the quick, smooth motion that would bring it into view like asnake striking.

“An entanglement of that kind is likely to draw more attention than the average,” she said doud.
“| suppose you' re prepared to set the price accordingly.”

“Weare, indeed,” said the holovid hero, with asmilethat dazzled. “My principas have
authorized meto offer you five hundred thousand-half in advance, and the other half upon fulfillment of
the contract.”

Oily bastard, Bekathought, and smiled back at him over her steepled hands.

“Excdlent,” shesad. “ And the name, Gentlesr?’

“Ari Rosdin-Metadi,” hesaid. “ A Medicd Service officer, and aman impossible to mistake
once you have his description. Unfortunatdly, the lieutenant has proved difficult for my principasto ded
with unaided.”

Ari, you big idiot, thought Beka, still smiling across her hands at the man behind the desk. What
have you gotten into?

“| takeit you want him dedlt with more or less permanently, then,” she said.

“Permanently,” agreed the other. “Y ou’ d have to use the utmost discretion, of course, because of
the, ah, previousincident.”

Bekaforced hersdlf to keep her voicelevel and disinterested. “Don’t worry. Blaster-work in full
view of the entire Grand Council and thelady’ shusband isn't my style.”

“That whole affair should have been better-managed,” said the holovid hero. “V osebil was good
enough to change the antiseptic at the Medical Center, and smart enough to subcontract out to the best.
He could have poisoned the Dominaany day of the week with less publicity.”



“The way the holovids plastered thet affair dl over the civilized gdaxy, I’d have said * publicity’
wasthewholeidea”

“Trust me, Captain Portree. Publicity isthe last thing that Dahl& Dahl arelooking for. We were
not pleased with Gentlesir Vosebil’ s handling of hisassgnment.” The holovid hero's sculpted lips
narrowed in disdain. “We hope, Captain, that you can manage something less flamboyant for the
Rossdlin-Metadi contract.”

Beka sfingers ached where she pressed them together. Only a few more minutes of this, she
promised herself. Then you can be sick to your stomach in decent privacy.

“My methods are my own choice,” she said. “ Or hire adifferent man to do your killing for you.”

“No, no,” said the banker-or-whatever, smiling yet again, al flashing white teeth and practiced
sincerity. “We makeit arule not to dictate to our professiond contractors. The choice of techniquesis
entirely at your own pleasure.”

“That' s better.”

“Then you'll take the contract, Captain Portree?’

Shenodded. “I'll tekeit.”

The man from Dahl& Dahl rose and held out his hand for the ritual handclasp that would sedl the
bargain.

Beka stood up and reached across the desk to return the grip. Don't flinch, girl. You're
Tarnekep Portree, and you’ ve done a lot wor se than shaking hands with a smoothfaced, smiling
son of a bitch who just hired you to kill your own brother.

The man from Dahl& Dahl was saying something, and she forced hersdf to keep on listening.

“WEe |l send you the background materid and theinitia payment through the Genera Delivery
drop by thirty-three hundred, Captain Portree, and it’ s been a pleasure doing business with you.”

Bekalet go hishand. “ That' sit, then.”
“Onemorething...”
She paused, tensing. “Y es?”’

“Therewill be an additiond payment, of course, equal to that we have dready agreed on-but
firg, thereis someone esefor you to kill.”

Oh, damn, she thought. How am | going to get out of this one without blowing Tarnekep’s
entire reputation sky-high? They’re going to drag in some poor idiot they’ ve already decided
needs to be dead, and solve three problems for the price of one-check me out, and get rid of the
idiot, and give themselves a crime they can put into the data net with my name on it any time they
get tired of working with me. Damn, damn, damn.



The Professor, shefdt certain, could handle such an execution without a qualm. Whoever these
people had on hand for sacrifice was marked for death dready, and a full-power blaster bolt was quick
and merciful compared to some of the things an ingenious mind could devise.

But the Prof’ s been doing this for more yearsthan I’ ve been alive, and I' m still new. |
don't know . . .

Then the door behind the desk opened, and her uncertainty became a purely academic matter.
Two more men emerged from the inner chamber, dragging her brother Owen between them.

“Kill thisman for us,” said the lawyer, or whatever heredly was. “Now.”

She couldn't tell if Owen was unconscious, or just deeply drugged; he hung limp in the grasp of
his captors, and his head drooped too low for her to see hisface. He still wore the dirty coverall he'd
worn at the port. She looked away from her brother, and gave the lawyer her best Tarnekep sneer.

“Where the hell’ sthe chdlenge in something like this?” she demanded. “ Any schoolkid could do
thejob.”

“You'rebeing paid,” said the man from Dahl& Dahl. Heleaned back in hischair. “ Cal it asign of
good faith.”

The two men propped Owen up againgt the wall. Bereft of support, he did down and collapsed
inadgtting position on the floor, his chin resting on his chest. The two men backed away. They were wdll
trained; neither one crossed between Beka and her designated victim.

Slowly, she pulled her blaster, and pointed it at the Sumped form of her brother. She could fed!
the other occupants of the room watching her, waiting to seeif the notorious Captain Tarnekep Portree
could perform as advertised.

“Take care,” said the holovid hero. “We don't want any accidents.”

Bekaglanced in hisdirection. The handsome lawyer or whatever he redlly was wore an
expression of anticipation-bright-eyed and wet-lipped. No matter what happened next, this one was
going to enjoy watchingiit.

“Accidents, hdll,” snarled Beka. Her right foot lashed out in amove the Professor had taught her,
catching the nearest of Owen’ stwo guards in the kneecap. He gave a grunt of pain and collapsed. Beka
twisted around and shot his companion in the gut. “I’m doing this on purpose.”

The sound of the blaster echoed in the closed room. She saw Owen push himsdlf to hisfest,
sumbling alittle but definitely not unconscious, and she tossed him her blaster as he came up.

Without waiting to seeif he caught it, she yanked out her double-edge blade from itsforearm
sheath and launched herself acrossthe lawyer’ sdesk in alow, flat dive. A blaster bolt heated up the air
behind her. The man from Dahl& Dahl was standing up and reaching for something as she came at him;
she dashed the knife across his throat.

Blood from the cut artery sprayed everywhere. She dropped behind the desk as another blaster
bolt seared the polished wood. More blastersfired, the bolts passing close overhead. Then, suddenly,



the room was quiet again. Only two men remained standing, one by the wall-her brother-and, by the
door through which she had entered, the Professor.

“| took the liberty of following you upgtairs,” the Professor said calmly, reholstering his blaster.
“When | heard firing, | made what haste | could to lend assistance.”

Beka pulled hersdf up to her feet. There was blood on her knife, and more blood covering the
ruffled front of her shirt; she stood for amoment, uncertain, then wiped the blade clean against her deeve.

She put the knife back in its sheath and turned to her brother. Owen stood leaning against the
wood panding, with the blaster she' d thrown him hanging loosely from one hand.

“Areyoudl right?’ shesad.

He shook his head asif to clear it. “Well enough.” He pushed himself away from thewall and
held out the blagter. “Here. Y ou'll need thisbeforelong.”

“You don't sound al that well.” Shetook the blaster, checked the charge, and did the weapon
into its holster. “What happened?”’

“I'll befing” hesaid. “It wasatrap. | knew that from the beginning, of course, but | thought it
wasfor you.” He gave afaint, shaky laugh. “1 waswrong. But they waited a bit too long to spring it-1
found what you were looking for.”

Owen fumbled in a pocket of hiscoverdl. “They missed it when they searched me. | wasamost
al the way under by then, but | held together long enough to make sure of that.”

He held out aplagtic disk no bigger than agaming chip. “Takeit,” hesaid. “It’ sgot everything
you wanted.”

“Thanks,” said Beka. She pocketed the datachip. “Y ou coming with usto High Station?’

Her brother shook his head. “No. | have some unfinished businessto take care of first. But if you
can draw away the people with blasters”

“ “The people with blagters? Who the hell are they?’

“Better if you don't know,” he said. “I can get away from them, though, if | don’t have to worry
about getting my head blown off a the sametime.”

She bit her lip. “If | didn’t owe you abig onefor getting me that berthonthe Sdh . . . dl right.
Give me and the Prof five minutes. I’ Il make certain they spot usleaving by the front door.”
[1. pleyver: spaceforce medical station
Lieutenant commander Nyls Jessan ran ahand through his straight blond hair and turned off the

desk comp with a satisfied sigh. “ Another day, another eight-point-six-five credits. Everything taken care
of in back, Namron?’



“All secure, Commander.”
“How about that spacer off the Siellar Cloud?

“Sent him home at el ghteen-thirty with capsules and aprescription, Sir,” said Namron. “Unless
somebody rings our doorbell during the night, we' re empty.”

Jessan pushed his chair away from the desk and leaned back to look at Namron. Seen from that
angle, with the light of the setting sun glinting off arow of service medals that went back to the Magewar,
the petty officer made an impressive sight. Jessan wondered yet again whether Space Force had assigned
the older man to Pleyver with an eye toward offsetting his own distinctly unheroic gppearance.

But looking like arecruiting poster cometo life didn’t stop Namron from being an efficient
corpsman aswell as good company with hislimits. Jessan leaned his chair even further back, and
propped his boots up on the edge of the desk.

“If I had thechoice,” hesaid, “I’ d put the clinic on an outpatient-only basisindefinitely. Right
now, if we have amedical disaster bad enough to fill dl the beds, | don’t know where we' Il find the staff
to handleit.”

Namron nodded. “ Any word on when Space Force is going to send us afew more people?’

“They’'re ill trying to work out the dlowanceligt,” said Jessan. “But even areservist would
help.” He sighed, and contemplated the toes of his boots with dissatisfaction. “I'll put through the request
for more personnd again in the morning. Maybe somebody will reed it thistime.”

“Likethey did the one for the hedling pods?’
Jessan gave atheatrica shudder. “Don’t remind me about that,” he said.

Theclinic's accelerated healing setup had been scheduled to arrive viathe Space Force shuttle
from High Station six months ago. So far, the supply shipments had included any number of improbable
items, but the pods remained unddlivered.

He stretched and yawned. “ Oh, well. Timeto pack it in and get some deep, just in case the
dawn flight comesin at midnight again.”

Namron shook his head indulgently. “The pilot hasn't been hatched who likesto show up in town
after the bars are closed.”

“Let’shear it for Hatlands and its exciting nightlife,” said Jessan, with amarked lack of
enthusasm. Pleyveransliked to think of their planet’ s only spaceport as awide-open den of iniquity, but
the Portcity’ stawdry fleshpots held few attractions for anative of Khesat. As Jessan had written to Ari
Rossdin-Metadi shortly after arriving on-planet and taking stock of the situation, “ Flatlands is the sort of
place that gives decadence abad name.”

Footsteps from the back of the clinic heralded the arrival of Clerk/Comptech Second Class
Peytewith afolder of printout flimsies. “ Comps and comm links al secure, Commander. Got anything
esefor me?’



Jessan reached up an arm and snagged the folder. “ Nothing before the supply shuttle gets here.
Check with Petty Officer Namron before you turnin.”

“Roger out, Doc.” Peyte disgppeared again into the back of the clinic.

Jessan riffled through the printouts, trying to decide whether taking them to his quarterswould
redly put him ahead of tomorrow’ sworkload, or only keep him from getting to deep.

Without warning, the buzzer at the clinic’ sfront door broke the late-hours quiet.

“So much for arestful evening,” Jessan said with asigh. He swung hisfeet back down to the
floor and brought his chair upright. Across the room, Namron was aready toggling the clinic door open.

Two men-one dight and grey-haired, the other tall and much younger, his narrow face disfigured
by an ugly red eye patch-waited on the threshold with blastersin their hands. The pands had barely
reached full dilation before the pair shoved past Namron and flattened themsalves againgt the wallsto
ether sde of the entry. The younger man dapped the toggle switch with hisfree hand.

Mandeynan, thought Jessan, taking in the man’ s ruffled shirt and queued-back brown hair. His
heavy blagter, and the dried blood gtiffening the front of his expensgve shirt, said something more: this
particular Mandeynan was dangerous, and aready in bad trouble.

The door shut with aclick. Jessan cameto hisfeet. “ Do you need medicd ass stance?”’

The older man’sleft arm hung motionlessin the way that spelled “broken” to atrained eye, but
he shook hishead. “No time. Do you have acomm link here?’

“Of course,” said Jessan.
“Get onit, then,” said the Mandeynan. * Call Space Force, and tell them to comein heavy.”

Jessan looked from the grey-haired gentleman to the beardless dandy in the bloodstained shirt.
“Mind tdling mewhat’ sgoing on firg?’

“Later,” snapped the Mandeynan. He edged over to one of the front room’ stall, narrow

windows and peered out at the darkening street, blaster at the ready. “Make that cdl while you still have
the chance-they’ Il be here any minute now.”
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The Mandeynan gave Jessan an angry glance. “Damniit, will you stop asking questions and make
that cal?’ Ashe spoke, ablaster bolt flashed into the interior of the office, melting a curly-edged hole
through the window-pane next to the Mandeynan’ s head and scorching the materia of the far wall.

The older man shook hishead. “Too late, I'm afraid.”

The Mandeynan fired twice out the broken window. “We re not dead yet, Professor. For the last
time, Commander-where do you keep the comm room in this place?’

That accent’ s pure Galcenian, thought Jessan. He' s more than just Mandeynan, no matter



how he dresses.
“Through the door to the back and make aright,” he said. “Who are you people?’

“I'm Tarnekep,” the young man said, and snapped another shot out the window. “And that’ sthe
Professor.”

The Mandeynan fired one more time, and sprinted for the ulterior of the clinic. Then Jessan heard
amuffled whump from somewhere outside, and al the lights went ouit.

“What the hell’?” came a shout from deeper inside the building. Peyte, that would be, seeing one
of his beloved comps go down.

Tarnekep' s voice came from near the back door. “ Just how many people arein here?’
“Three,” said Jessan. “Me and Namron, and that was Peyte you heard in the back.”
“Where' s your wegpons locker?’

“This” said Jessan, feding hisurbanity sarting to wear thin, “isawak-in clinic and recruiting
center. We don't have aweapons locker.”

His eyeswere adjudting to the twilight filtering in from the street. A bar of light from ahand-torch
swept across the room as Peyte walked into the office.

“Hey, Doc! Welost power!”
“Turn that off!” sngpped Jessan and Namron together.

Peyte turned the light off, so that only the grey light from outside remained, and asked in plaintive
tones, “What' s going on around here, Doc?’

“Vigtors,” said Jessan. “ That's Tarnekep there by you. He wants to use the comm setup. Go
show him how.”

“Whatever you say, Doc. C'mon, you.”

The two men vanished into the back. After amoment, Peyte' svoice said, “Damn. Therdlaysare
(]Jt_”

Tarnekep' s voice said something brief and nasty. So he dresses like a Mandeynan, thought
Jessan, and talks like a Galcen-born aristocrat . . . and swears like a spacer in back-alley
Gyfferan. Not your usual mix, at all.

Peyte and Tarnekep regppeared. “ Somebody’ s taken out our communications,” said the
comptech.

“I heard,” said Jessan. He looked over to where the Mandeynan' s pale face made alighter blur
againg thetwilight. “What' s going on here, anyhow?’



“Our ship’sdocked up at High Station,” said the Mandeynan. “And the locals have closed the
commercid shuttle port.”

Jessan shook his head. “If Security’ safter you, | can’t do anything to help.”

Tarnekep snorted. “Do Security Enforcersfire into Space Force ingtd lations without talking
fird-even on Pleyver?’

Jessan knew that the Mandeynan was right, which meant the men shooting at them were
somebody’ s private troops. And in that case, hethought, | can’t solve my problems by handing these
two over to the folks outside.

The Professor’ s quiet voice cut into the conversation. “1f need be, Commander, Captain Portree
and | will surrender oursalves into Space Force custody.”

“No,” Jessan told him. “ Consider yourselves under Space Force protection instead. You
wouldn’'t bethe first spacersto bite off more trouble dirtside than they could handle. And let’ swait until
Security getsinto the act before we start talking about surrender. Peytel”

113 S‘ rl?!
“Isthe comm st in the hovercar back in working order?’

“Fixed it yesterday, Doc. Y ou want me to make a dash for it and get acdl patched through to
High Sation?’

“I’d better do that part,” said Namron. “Those guys out there don’'t seem too particular who
they’ re shooting at, and your coverdl’sgoing to look like civwiesin adim light. That goesfor you, too,
Commander.”

Jessan had to agree. Hisworking uniform, like Peyte's, lacked flash-but Namron’ s glittering
gplendor, meant to impress potential recruits, would mark the petty officer as Space Force from the
moment he cameinto view.

“Get the patch through to High Station,” he said. “ Tell them we' ve got a bit of trouble down here
with somebody’ s private army, and ask them to send the shuttle down stat. Then get in touch with locdl
Security.”

“Ya S'r!u

Namron saluted and headed for the door. The Professor toggled the panels open and Namron
stepped through, the last of the fading light reflecting from the heavy gold braid of hisdressuniform.
Seconds | ater, ablaster bolt came zinging out of awindow across the street. The scarlet beam caught
Namron in the chest, just above hisimpressive row of service ribbons.

The petty officer staggered backward and fell againgt the building’ s outer wall to the left of the
door. A second later he twitched and tried to rise.

Jessan ran for the doorway. “He' sdive,” the Khesatan called over his shoulder to Peyte. “Go
get ashock set.”



“Sure, Doc,” said Peyte. “I'll beright with you.” The clerk/comptech vanished into the back.

As soon as Jessan reached the door, he dropped to hisbelly and crawled the last few feet
toward the injured man. He grabbed Namron’ s right arm, but neither hisfirst nor his second try got him
enough leverage to move the man insde. A blaster bolt scorched alineinto the pavement ahead of him as
heinched himsdf farther out.

Suddenly, along-legged figure sprinted past him. It was the Mandeynan. Without saying aword,
the youth ran forward, took hold of Namron'sleft shoulder, and heaved the bigger man sdeways. Jessan
caught Namron under the armpits and started dragging the petty officer indde. He heard the high whine
of ablaster going off nearby. Then he wasinsde with his patient, and the door was cycling closed.

The petty officer groaned-under the circumstances, a beautiful noise. Peyte reentered the room, a
medica kit in hishand.

“Let’sget Namron bedded down,” said Jessan. “1 don't know how long it’ s going to be before
we can get him out of here and into ahealing pod.”

As hefinished spesking, awhiteflash lit up the entire front row of windows, and the building
rocked with an explosion.

Peyte stared out at the Street. “ Those bastards blew up the hovercar!”

Moments later, the room’ s remaining unbroken windows bulged and deformed inward, then
shattered onto the floor. Dark shapesfilled the window frames, clambering in and firing blasters as they
came. Tarnekep and the Professor fired back until the room was filled with crossing streamers of colored
fire. Assuddenly asit had begun, the assault ended, leaving behind aonly adeafening slenceand a
couple of bodies on the floor.

Funny, thought Jessan, straightening up from where he' d flung himsalf across Namron when the
glassstarted flying. You' d have thought there' d been more of them, from the racket they made
comingin.

Now all he could hear was a scrabbling sound. He looked, and saw one of the bodies moving,
trying to crawl toward ablaster lying on the tiles. Tarnekep must have caught the same faint noise; before
Jessan could shout awarning, the Mandeynan turned away from the windows and swung one boot in a
short, fast arc that connected with the crawling man’ s head. Jessan heard a snapping noise, and the body
lay Htill. Tarnekep stooped for the wegpon and stuck it into the waistband of histrousers.

“Anyone hurt?” the Professor asked.

“I'mfing” said Tarnekep. “But we can’t hold thisroom. Not with al these damned windows.”

“True. Arethere any other waysinto the building, Commander?’

“No more windows,” Jessan said, working over Namron as he spoke. “Two doors, and the
cargo bay intherear.”

“Then | suggest wefal back.”



A blaster bolt flashed into the room as the Professor spoke, searing the plast-block of the
opposite wall. Jessan took that as ahint and began crawling backward, dragging Namron aong with him.
The other two followed.

Peyte, shaken but unflappable, brought the pillows and blankets into the comm section. The
self-powered emergency glows on the control panel had cut in when the power died. By their dim
luminescence, Jessan and the comptech bedded Namron down among the equipment-warming him,
raising hislegs, and putting a pressure bandage over the blaster wound in hisside.

“Movethat desk in front of the door for abarrier,” said the Professor. “We re going to see more
fighting before the night’ sover.”

Jessan nodded at Peyte. The clerk/comptech took up one end of the desk and said, “ Seems
quiet enough right now.”

“It'll get noisy again,” said Tarnekep shortly from the desk’ s other end. When the table had been
moved into place, the Mandeynan wiped the swest off his face with one bloodstained deeve and asked,
“Where can we cover the other doors?’

“The corridor makesaT branch alittle way back from here,” said Jessan. “Y ou can watch both
doorsfrom there. And the stairs and eevator from lower stores come up just around the corner.”

Tarnekep nodded. He took the spare blaster from the waistband of histrousers and handed it to
Jessan. “ Do you know how to work one of these?’

“Thismay only bethe Medical branch,” hesaid, “but it' s till the Space Force. Yes, I'm
qudified.”

“Then you and Peyte go back and hold the rear doors while the Professor and | keep them out
of thefront.”

Jessan took the blaster and stood up. “ Just who are those people out there?” he asked, checking
the charge on the wegpon. Haf-full-it could be worse. “ Assuming | makeit through the night, having their
names is going to make writing the report awholelot easier.”

“If I told you,” said Tarnekep with athin smile, “they’ d probably want to kill you, too.”

“Namron didn’t know their names, and it didn’'t help him abit.”

The two strangers were slent; Tarnekep bit hislip. After amoment, Peyte said, “ They can't just
St out there and shoot at usal night.”

“No, Peyte,” said Jessan wearily, “they’ re probably going to come inside so they can shoot at us
even better. Everybody elseinthe didtrict is closed up, remember, and it’salong time until morning.”

“Sorry, Doc.” Peyte sounded crestfallen, the way he usualy did whenever his knowledge of
people didn’t match his handiness with robots and computers.

“Don’t worry about it,” said Jessan. “Come on-looks like we get to guard the back doors.”



He and Peyte walked toward the rear. With the power down and the air ckculation off, the
corridor smelled of dust and anesthetics. The medica odor gave Jessan an idea.

“Wait aminute,” he said, asthey passed one of the treetment rooms, and ducked inside.
Working mostly by fed, he picked up three small cylinders of oxygen and alarge bottle of antiseptic.
Armsfull, he hurried back out.

Peyte looked at him curioudy. “What' re you going to do with those, Doc?’
“Give somebody asurprise.”

Jessan piled up hisloot near the far door and retired with Peyte to the crossing. He settled down
on thetilefloor, leaning back againgt the plagt-block wall and stretching hislong legs out in front of him.
A few feet away, he could hear Peyte doing the same.

“Rest whileyou can,” he said to the clerk/comptech. “I’ll take first watch.”

“Areyou kidding, Doc? 1 joined the Space Force for excitement, and dl I’ ve done so far islook
up theright formsfor sgning underage semisentients. Do you think arepair crew’ sgoing to be aong
soon to fix the lights?’

Jessan shrugged. “1 don't know. A crew will probably come out as soon as the Power Service
notices a break in the net-but how many crews have to turn up missing before Power givesin and ydlls
for Security?’

“Inthis neighborhood?’ asked Peyte. “At least adozen.”
Silence for afew moments, then Peyte spoke up again.

“Who are those two guys, anyway? That one with the eye patch-there’ s something funny about

him.
“A number of funny things, if | don’t missmy guess”

“Yeah. | wasright next to him, trying to work the comms-and Doc, that’ s not his blood he' s got
al over him.”

“I didn’t think it was,” said Jessan. He frowned alittle. There was anoise-or had he imagined
it>down at the end of the hall.

Firing broke out again in the front room. The bolts of energy flowing into the front officelit the
wholeclinic asfar back astherear corridorsin an auroraof multicolored light. The sound of the blasters
amost drowned out ahollow booming at the far door. Never mind the sound-and-light show, Jessan
said to himsdlf, asthe door fell inward and half a dozen attackers surged forward into the hall. You ’ve
got trouble of your own back here.

Hetook careful aim-Just like a target range, nothing to worry about-and fired into the stuff
he' d left piled up at that end of the corridor. The bolt ruptured at least one of the oxygen cylinders, and
the sideshock broke the bottle of antiseptic wide open. Hammable liquid mingled with pure oxygen
escaping from the ruptured cylinder, and the resulting firebdl rolled up and down the hdl in both



directions before it faded.

“My, my,” said Jessan, with some satisfaction, asthe celling gave way and buried the back door
under aheap of rubble. “ That was impressve.”

From the front, Tarnekep' srather bresthlessvoice called, “Y ou two al right back there?”

“We refine. They won't be trying that door again, either. How are you two doing?’

“Making it. Do you have amoment to come play medic?’

“It' swhat they pay mefor.”

Jessan handed hisblagter to Peyte. “If anything triesto get in from the outside, shoot it.”

“Got you, Doc.”

Jessan ran toward the front. The table still stood across the inner door, and aquick check
reassured him that Namron' s condition hadn’t changed, but the throat-clawing aftersmell of ablaster fight
hung undissipated in the stagnant air. Tarnekep sagged exhausted against onewall, and the Professor sat
at the comm station, checking his blaster one-handed with intense concentration. Jessan looked over at
Tarnekep, and the younger man made atired gesture in the Professor’ sdirection.

“Right,” said Jessan. “Let’s see about you, then-* Professor,” did you say to cal you?’

“I didn't,” said the grey-haired man. “But it suffices.”

“Then ‘Professor’ itis,” agreed Jessan. “Tarnekep . . . if you could be so kind asto bring over
one of the extrablankets, | canrigading for thisarm. There' s no accel erated-healing setup here, I'm
afraid, and until the power comes back on there' s no way to mend the bone for you, either. If you like,
though, | can give you something for the discomfort.”
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Under the cover of the cheerful babble, he examined the injured arm. More than once, the skin
and muscles under hisfingers tensed in reaction to what must have been considerable pain, but the
grey-haired man didn’t make a sound. So he wasn't surprised, when he' d finished, to see the Professor
shake hishead.

“Not now, Commander. Perhaps when thisisover.”

Jessan took the blanket that Tarnekep held out to him, and began fashioning ading. “How did
you do thisto yoursdf, if the answer is't too embarrassing to repest?”

“| dived into agutter abit too hard,” said the Professor. “I’'m afraid that city fighting isagamefor
theyoung.”

“Everybody to their own amusements,” said Jessan. “Now, thisisgoing to hurt abit . . . there.
Mind telling mewhat thefussisal about, whilewe' re at it?’



But it was Tarnekep, not the Professor, who answered. “A friend gave us your name.”
“Niceof him.”

“Thesmdll army out therewasn't our idega,” said Tarnekep. “The origind plan wasto spend a
quiet night in the clinic playing double tammani, and snesk out in the morning with your usud shuttle
traffic.”

“There sasupply run coming in at dawn,” said Jessan. “We can leave town with the empty

boxes.
“rwWe?

“We,” Jessan said firmly. “I don’t fancy staying behind and explaining to dl these people just
where the two of you went. Asfar asthey’ re concerned, high orbit strikes me as an ided negotiating
digance”

He gave afina twitch and pat to the improvised ding, and stood back. “Now, if you gentlesirs
will excuse me, | think I’d better rgjoin Peytein the rear corridor.”

Beka slegs trembled with exhaustion and the adrendine surge of thefirefight. She propped
herself against the support of the comm-room wall, and watched as the blond lieutenant commander
mede his exit.

He stooped over the wounded man again on the way out, and said something light and
cheerful-sounding in reply to athready question, but the set of his shoulders as he headed out into the
corridor gave hisvoicethelie. Shebit her lip hard.

Damn you, Owen. Do you realize just how much your getaway is costing?

The Professor dtill sat in the comm chair where he' d collgpsed at the end of the last bit of fighting.
His back was as stubborn-straight as ever-but his eyes were shut and hisface looked grey and haggard
inthe hdf-light of the emergency glows. You can put that one on the tab, too, Owen, she thought
bitterly. * City-fighting is a game for the young’ -and knocking somebody out of the way of a blaster
bolt is a game for romantic idiots, not for old men with brittle bones.

She cursed, and dammed her fist against the wall. Then she put the scraped knucklesinto her
mouth to suck away the fresh blood on them.

At the sound of flesh hitting plast-block, the Professor opened his eyes and brought his blaster to
the ready. “Trouble, Captain?’

Shetook her hand down again, flexing fingersthat ached from gripping ablaster. “ That wasjust
me, Professor. They’re till quiet out front.”

“So | thought. And from the sound of things, our medical acquaintance has taken care of the
back way for awhile. A resourceful young man. . . afriend?’



She gave aweary chuckle. “He doesn’'t even know me. And | didn’t know about the clinic until
thisafternoon.”

The Professor looked thoughtful. “| takeit you heard from your father.”

“A letter a themail drop. Some interesting stuff, and the word about this place-in case | needed
abolthole sometime, he said.” She shook her head. “He certainly caled that oneright.”

Jessan returned to the intersection, where Peyte made ashadowy, vigilant shapein the
blue-green twilight. The Khesatan settled down in his old position againgt thewall and asked, “All quiet
back here?

“Likeatomb, sir,” said Peyte. “How’s Namron?’

“Holding on.” Jessan looked down the hallway toward the pile of rubble. “With that way
blocked, they’ll try the other door next.”

“Not the cargo bay?’

“No. The outside door down there is blast-armored against launch. It d take alaser cannon to
get through there.”

Peyte was slent for amoment. Then he said, “Y ou know, Doc, we might be better off downin

thebay.”

Jessan thought about it. “There d only be the one door to worry about . . . give me the blagter,
and go back up front. Tell Tarnekep | want to talk with him.”

“Right, Doc.”

Peyte headed up the corridor. Jessan leaned back against the wall, blaster in hand, to wait on
developments. After afew minutes he heard footsteps coming from up front-not Peyte' sfamiliar tread,
but aquick, light stride that had to bel ong to the longer-legged, more dightly built Tarnekep.

The footsteps hated afew feet away. Jessan looked back and saw the tall Mandeynan standing
for asecond in dim silhouette againgt the light of the glows, before he moved closer to thewall and
became only averticd shadow.

“Peyte said you wanted to talk with me.” The voice wasn't promising.

“That sright. | think we ought to go down below into the cargo bay.”

“That'swhat Peyte said.”

“Y ou have some trouble with that?” Jessan kept his own voice as neutral as possible. Already

during histour of duty in Flatlands he’ d had to talk ablaster awvay from ablind-drunk and homicidal
spacer, and he was beginning to think of that night as agarden party compared to this one.



“The Professor doesn't like the idea of leaving the front office unguarded.”

Jessan caught the phrasing. “And you?’

“I canlivewith it. How closeisthe cargo bay to the shuttle pad?’

“Just the other side of the blast doors.”

Silencefor amoment, then, “Y our man Namron. Can he take being shifted that far?’

“If it comes down to a choice between moving him or letting him collect another blaster bolt-"
began Jessan. He stopped. “Damn,” he said quietly, as the remaining undamaged door into the upper
building tore free of its hinges and dammed onto the floor of the hall.

Massed blagter firelit up the passage. Jessan dropped to a prone position and started squeezing
off shotsfrom the shelter of the corner. If we didn’t have to discuss everything in committee we' d be
down in the cargo bay right now.

“Firing blind’ s not going to do any good against so many,” said Tarnekep from behind him.
“Cover mel”

The lean figure sprang past him into the intersection and ran for thefar wall.

Jessan squirmed far enough forward to see the broken door and began firing asfast as he could
pressthe stud. At the sametime, out of the corner of his eye, he saw the Mandeynan send three quick
bolts down title hall in the course of his dash across the gap. Only one of the shots ended with the harsh
sound of amiss againgt plast-block.

He' s good, conceded Jessan, il firing. But what in the name of all that’s sane and normal is
he doing now?

Tarnekep had paused for only afew seconds on the far side. Now the Mandeynan stepped
away from the sheltering wall into the center of the junction, turned half right, and brought hisblaster up a
arm’slength like an old-style dudist. Then he began to fire amed shotsinto the broken doorway at a
dow, ddliberate rate.

He isinsane, thought Jessan, asthe blaster fire from down the hall limned the Mandeynan's
unmoving, upright figurein alurid hao of light. Nobody in their right mind takes chances like that.

Jessan’ s own fire was continuous by now. He had the stud pressed down hard in its socket, and
was depending on the blaster’ s feedback regulator to keep the weapon from going on overload. Beams
of energy played around the far end of the hdl like hallucinatory party streamers. Jessan couldn’t tell if he
was hitting anything or not, but he hoped that the congtant fire might keep the other sde from taking time
toam.

Still Tarnekep stood in the center of the hallway, aming bolt after steady bolt. With each shot,
the fire from outside d ackened, until there was slence.

Tarnekep lowered his blaster. Jessan waited amoment.



When no renewed firing lit up the air, he stood up and faced the shadowy gunfighter.

“Right now, Portree, | could make out agood case for locking you up in a padded room.” The
brief, intensefirefight had left his professona manner in shreds and he knew it, but he was past caring. “If
you get yoursdf killed, where does that leave the rest of us?’

“I didn’t get killed,” said Tarnekep, then turned and stalked back toward the comm room
without another word.

Jessan shook his head dowly, and did aside the readout cover plate to check the charge on his
blaster. The little glowing numbers showed the weapon’s energy leve alot closer to flat than he liked.
“The Academy target-shooting team was never likethis,” he muttered, and resumed his watch down the
hall.

Bekagot asfar asthe comm-room door before her legs buckled under her. A grab for the
doorjamb stopped her from crumpling to thetilesin the middle of the corridor.

She made it to thewall, diding quietly down that instead, and sat there, head between her knees,
until the black fog cleared out of her skull. She’' d dmost fainted once dready, back where the halways
crossed, when fatigue had dammed into her like ahigh-G lift-off as soon asthe firing stopped. Pride
alone had kept her back straight and her voi ce steady |ong enough to get past the lieutenant commander
without collapsing; she was surprised that she' d made it this much farther.

Be honest. You're surprised that you're still alive.

She pushed herself back onto her feet, hanging on to the doorjamb again for support, and took a
couple of deep breaths. Tired . . . she'd never been sotired . . . threading the Web for twelve hours
straight, and then al this. She knew that if she collgpsed a second time she wouldn't be able to get up
again until she' d dept hersdf out.

Keep moving, my girl. Onward and upward.

Shoving away from the wall, she straightened her shoulders and strode into the comm room with
afair imitation of Tarnekep'susua arrogance. The Professor was il Sitting in the control chair, but the
clammy grey look that had frightened her into yelling for the medic was gone. Petty Officer Namron
didn’t look any better, but he didn’t look much worse either. She supposed that would have to do.

The desk till lay acrossthe outer door, and the young comptech-Peyte, that was his name-kept
watch at the improvised barricade. He looked round as she came in; so did the Professor, who would
normally have risen to hisfeet like the stickler for proper behavior that he was.

“Timeto pull back,” she said. “I’ ve looked, and there’ s a chance we can get down into the cargo

bay.”
The Professor nodded toward Namron. “What about him?”

“We retaking him with us” She looked at Peyte. “Y ou take hisright side, I'll take the left. WE
haveto leave the bedding here.”



“Right,” said the clerk/comptech, standing up. Beka switched her blaster to her left hand and
followed Peyte over to the corner where Namron lay in the shelter of the heavy hyperspace comm setup.
Hewas pale, but conscious.

“Thisisn't going to be pleasant,” shetold him. “But it besats staying behind to get shot at.”

Namron blinked, and shook his head from side to side on the pillow. “ Just leave me one of the
blastersand I'll do fine,” he said faintly. “Y ou don't have to-”

“Don't argue,” shesad. “You can't spend Hostile Fire Pay if you don’'t stay diveto collect it.
Ready, Peyte?’

“Reedy.”
Together they picked up Namron, Peyte supporting him on one side and Beka on the other.

“Let’'sgo,” shesaid, and they started off down the hall like some awkward, six-legged beast, with the
Professor hanging behind to cover therear.

Jessan heard the thump and shuffle of footsteps approaching from up front-Peyte and Tarnekep,
supporting Namron between them. “ Any trouble back here?” asked Tarnekep, when the little procession
had drawn even with the junction.

“Not a peep.”

“Wadll,” said the Mandeynan, “either they’ re waiting for us down below, or they’re not. Isyour
cargo lift tied in to the main power lines?’

Jessan nodded. “We Il haveto usethe auxiliary stairs.”

“Lifts, stairs, doorsall over .. . if | didn’t know better, I’d say you people wanted to makethis
place easy to get into.”

“Well, asamatter of fact-" Jessan caught the irony just a second too late and stopped, shaking
his head in disgust. The Mandeynan gave a brief snort of laughter. Peyte snickered.

“Gentlesirs.” The Professor sounded patient but tired. “ Commander-are these back stairs
normaly kept locked?’

“Of course. Theré salot in here worth stedling.”
“Thenyou'll haveto lead theway. Tarnekep and | aren’t keyed to your locks.”
“Come on, then,” said Jessan. “Easy with Namron, now.”

Blaster at the ready, Jessan stepped around the corner. He more than half expected to get his
hair parted by an energy beam as soon as he appeared in the hall, but nothing happened.

The stairswere hafway down the hall. Beyond them, at the far end, the outside door yawned



blackly into the night. Jessan covered the distance in adozen quick strides, the others hurrying behind him
with no attempt at quiet. Once at the Stairway door, he switched his blaster to hisleft hand long enough
to pamthe 1D plate. Thelock clicked open, and Jessan gave silent thanks to the designer who' d thought
to make the auxiliary door panels self-powered.

Sdf-power didn’t run to working a dide mechanism, though. Like most auxiliaries, this door was
mounted on hinges instead. He shoved the door hard, and had his blaster pointed down the unlit stairwell
before the swinging panel dammed againg theingdewall.

Nothing happened. “ Just like aholovid hero,” he muttered, feding abit Slly.
“Shut up, damnyou,” said Tarnekep' svoicein hisear. “And get on in there.”

Pinched a nerve, did I? thought Jessan, stepping through the door and standing asideto let the
two men carrying Namron come past, with the Professor on their hedls. | wonder how.

He shut the door behind the older man, and locked it. “Peyte,” he said into the solid darkness,
“do you Hill havethat hand torch?’

“Just amoment, Doc.”

There were scuffling sounds, agrunt of pain from Namron and amuffled “ Sorry!” from Peyte,
and the torch came on. Its actinic glow made the faces of the little crowd standing together on the
upstairslanding look drained and colorless-not, Jessan suspected, that even north light on agood day
could have made much difference at the moment.

But Peyte was grinning like an idiot, and Jessan found himsdlf grinning back. “What the hell,” he
said out loud. “If | wanted aquiet life I’ d have studied flower arranging and ornamenta tree-sculpture.
Let’sgo on down.”

The cargo bay, when they findly reached it, proved to be as empty of life asthe sairwell. The
light from Peyte' s hand torch played over stacks of crates and boxes to the massive blast doors at the far
end.

“Nobody home,” said Jessan. The words echoed in the high-ceilinged chamber.

The Professor looked somber. “They’ |l redlize soon enough that we' ve abandoned the upper
floors”

Jessan locked the lower stairway door. “We have awhile yet. Peyte, you and Tarnekep get
Namron settled by the back door. That' Il be our way out when the shuttle comesin, and I’m damned if |
want to see him dragged any farther than | haveto.”

“What about blankets, Doc?’ the clerk/comptech asked. “ Thisfloor’ s going to be colder than a
Magelord' s heart.”

“Wait aminuteand I’ ll find you something,” said Jessan, craning his neck to scan the roomful of
shipping containers. Where.. . . ah, there.

He headed over to the crate he' d spotted and started working the lid off. “Herewe are,” he said



over his shoulder. “Good-quality reclaimed synthetic, therma weave, preserves body heat down to some
incredible temperature below zero, dlowsfor the free evaporation of swest, does everything but function
like ahealing pod-which iswhat those mishegotten paper-pushersin Supply swore on their mother’s
graves these blankets were going to be.”

He came back to the group with astack of blanketsin Space Force basic beige, and with
Peyte' s ass stance soon had Namron bedded down as snugly as circumstances allowed. The Professor
watched the proceedings with an expression of polite interest, but Tarnekep prowled back and forth
among the stacks of boxes like athin, patch-eyed ghost. Jessan recognized from experience the
compulsve activity of someone who must either keep moving or collapse.

“Commander.” The Professor spoke quietly, hiseyeson thetdl, restlessfigurein the
bloodstained shirt. “1 am concerned about the stairwell.”

Sairwell, my foot, thought Jessan. Aloud, he said, “They’ll haveto cut through the doors top
and bottom to get to us-we' |l have warning. And with luck they won't come around the back. Too much
chance of getting burned if the dawn shuttle comesin early.”

“With luck,” said the Professor, gtill watching Tarnekep prowl among the boxes. “Without it . . .

He shrugged his uninjured shoulder. “ One does what one can. Y our improvisation in the upper
halway comesto mind-do you have supplies for something smilar down here?’

“I’'m afraid not,” said Jessan. * Except for what’ sin the trestment rooms, the chemicasaredl in
the flammableslocker. Safety regs.”

“Very proper,” said the Professor, but his expression was grim.
Jessan hesitated for amoment. What he was contemplating now would probably get Supply so
angry with him that he’ d never seethe hedling podsat dl. The hell with that, hetold himsdf. Right now

you’re not likely to see morning if you don’t do something about it.

“L ook in those boxes nearest the blast doors-that’ s the emergency suppliesfor an aircar we
don’t even haveyet. If there sanything in there that looks useful, haul it out. Take Peyte with you to do
the heavy stuff; that arm has got to be giving you hell.”

The Professor moved off without protest in the direction of the blast doors, summoning Peyteto
follow with anod. Jessan sat down on the cold concrete next to Namron to check the pressure bandage;
as heworked, he could hear the sound of boxes being ripped open, mingled with a stream of chatter
from theirrepressible Peyte.

“Monofilament-scalpe blades-yo! Look what | found here!”

“What' sthat?’ The voice asking the question was Tarnekep's; it sounded like the gunfighter’s
prowlings about the cargo bay had brought him back to the doors again.

“Survivd Kit, Aircar, One Each.”

1] &?’



“So theré' s an emergency transmitter in here someplace.”
“Digitout,” said Tarnekep. “Maybe we can raise somebody after all. Commander!”
Jessan gave Namron afinal quick once-over and roseto hisfeet. “What' sthe problem?’

“Help me shove some boxes around. We need to clear out fields of fire around the stairs and lift
entrance.”

The dightly built Mandeynan was stronger than he looked; he and Jessan moved boxes until
they’ d emptied out nearly thefirst third of the bay and had thrown up some quick-and-dirty barricades,
one set facing the stair and lift doors across the open space, and the second about halfway back to the
far wall.

Jessan heaved a shipping carton marked “ Boxes 120 Lint-Free Wipes, Disposable-100 Count”
onto acrate stenciled “ Table, Folding, Metal-Property Republic Space Force Medical Corps,” and
asked, atrifle breathlesdy, “What' sthe plan behind dll this, anyway?’

“We need covered lines of retreat,” said Tarnekep, panting.

The Professor looked around from holding the hand torch for Peyte. The clerk/comptech was
elbows-deep in an open crate.

“If we can’t hold them up front,” the older man explained, “we' |l need to fall back to the
secondary position. If we can’'t hold them there, we fdl back to the door. Thenit’seach for himsdlf out
the back, or fight to thelast manin here.”

“Damnation and hellfire!” Peyte came up from the packing crate empty-handed except for a
plastic-laminated printed sheet.

“What' swrong?’ asked Jessan.

“Thetransmitters power sources are shipped separately. But we do have complete instructions
for ingdling them.”

Tarnekep muttered something that Jessan didn’t quite catch, and then asked, “ Commander-any
chance that the power sources are here?’

“WEe re dealing with the Supply Department,” he said. “ There sa chance of finding amost
anything. But with al the comps down, | wouldn’t make bets on locating those power sources tonight.
Anything dse ussful inthebox?’

“Sofar-" began the Professor.

A yep from Peyte interrupted him. “Hey! Here' s something, Doc-take alook.”

Jessan came over and read the label on the carton. “ Emergency rations, including stimulant tabs.
‘Use of thismedication by personsin aduty status strictly forbidden except under emergency conditions.’

" Helooked from one grey, dust-and-sweat streaked face to the next. “Fine. By the power vested in me
by the Grand Council of the Republic, | hereby declare this an emergency. Share out the food and fluids,



and everybody take one of those pills.”

The solid rations tasted even worse than space rations usudly did, and the liquids tasted like the
body fluids they were supposed to replace, but they did their job. Jessan found himsdlf fedling, if not
optimistic, at least somewhat more steady. Once the stimulant tabs kick in, we'll really be on top of
theworld . . . probably just in time for the party.

Tarnekep finished his share of the rations; Jessan was relieved to see some color regppearing in
the narrow features. The Mandeynan swallowed off the stimutab with the last of the liquid and |ooked
over a Peyte and the Professor. “ Anything esein there?’

“Fare launcher and flares,” said Peyte. “I’ m taking those.”
Tarnekep held up ahand for silence. “Noisesin the stairwell.””

“Places, everyone,” said the Professor. “I’ll cover thelift door. Commander, you take the
flank-shoot down the length of the front wall toward the stairwell door. Peyte, stay here with Tarnekep.
When they break through, put amultistar cluster behind them. | want them backlit and usin shadow.”

Jessan moved off to hisleft for the position the Professor had indicated, behind a pile of boxes at
the stairwell end of the bay. The grey-haired man had vanished somewhere off to the right, and Jessan
caught aglimpse of thetop of Tarnekep's head over the boxesin the center before he heard the
Mandeynan snap, “Put out your light!”

The hinges of the stairway door glowed a bright orange-red for amoment against the darkness,
and then the door fdll forward into the cargo bay.

“Herethey come!” the Mandeynan’ s voice shouted over the crash of thefaling door. “Fire,
damnyou!”

Jessan heard adull whump! as Peytefired the flare launcher. A glowing red stresk shot in aflat
arc across the cleared-out space and into the open door. Brilliant white light poured out of the doorway
from the burning flare, and reflected on clouds of thick white smoke. The attackers-black shapes against
the light-ran forward through the smoke and glare.

Jessan fired into the packed figures before they could spread out. More streaks of blagter fire
zinged in from behind the barricades where the Professor and Tarnekep lay hidden.

The attackers were no douches either-they fired asthey came. So many of them, thought
Jessan. Who the hell can throw this many into a private war?

Then the blaster bolts were coming in hisdirection aswell, and he didn’t dare look any longer.

He could only take quick snap shotsin what he knew was the direction of the opening-a group of three,
duck, aburst of five, duck, while the attackers kept on coming.

V. pleyver: spaceforce medical station

Beka saw the hinges of the door glow red. “Here they come!” she shouted as the door fell
inward. The clerk/comptech beside her hadn’t moved. “Fire, damn you!”



Theflare launcher went off with a whump, and the attackers charged in through smoke and
blazing light.

You' ve only got a little time before their eyes adjust, Bekathought. Make the most of it.

She heard the clerk/comptech shout awarning as she stood up for aclear line of sight on the
attackers' point man. A blaster bolt burned into the stack of boxeswith a sound like water hitting hot
metal. Sheignored it and fired, smiling with satisfaction as she saw the bolt connect.

Got you, you bastard! Sheamed and fired again.

A harsh grating noise broke her concentration. She looked to the right and saw thelift doors
opening. They must have climbed down the shaft, she thought. Peyte fired off another flare toward the
new sound, and the blaster beams that had been coming from the Professor’ s position switched from the
dair door to thelift entrance.

Peyte sflare exploded into deep crimson flame. Over by the stairway door, meanwhile, hisfirst
star was guttering out. The white light faded and died. Seconds later five attackers burst out of the smoke
infront of the barricade, looming enormous againgt the bloodred light of the second flare.

They' reright on top of us! Beka shot the first one, and then another, but the other three kept
coming. Shetook aim at the closest, and fired again.

Nothing happened.
No charge. You've had it, my girl.

She threw the useless wegpon full force a the nearest of her assailants. The heavy blagter hit him
squarely in the forehead, and he went down. She heard the sound of the flare launcher going off again
beside her. The star hit one of the two remaining men in the belly. He screamed-a high, rising note that
got indgde her skull and wouldn’t stop-and began to roll on thefloor.

Bekadrew her knife and braced hersdlf asthe last man leaped over the barricade and tackled
her. He was almost as big as her brother Ari, and had momentum on his side. She went down backward
with him on top, and barely remembered to fall the way the Professor had taught her.

Shefet amusclein her leg twist anyway as she hit the concrete, with the big man landing on top
of her & full length.

“What the hell’?” she heard him grunt, on anote of surprise. “Thisone sabitch!”
She shoved the dagger home between hisribs.

His heavy body went limp, pressing her down on the floor. She cursed in every language she
knew, and haf-pushed, haf-squirmed her way ouit.

The clerk/comptech was gtaring at her. Bekathought for amoment that he' d heard the dead
man’slast words, and felt asurge of blind panic. Then she followed his eyes down to the bloody knife
she' d pulled from the man’ s Sde as she wiggled free, and understood.



She gave Peyte what she hoped was a reassuring smile. The young man flinched. She shrugged.
The hell with it, then.

She stood the rest of the way up and took a deep breath. The lieutenant commander would have
to hear her from up in the front, and the Professor from wherever he had moved to since he' d fired last.

“Fall back!” she shouted. “ Fall back!”

Tarnekep' s voice came to Jessan over the sound of blaster fire. “Fall back! Fall back!”

About time, Jessan thought, and headed for the second pile of boxes. He was thefirst one there;
amoment later, by thefaint light till glowing off theinterior wall, he could see Peyte coming, with
Tarnekep limping aongside half-supported by the clerk/comptech’s shoul der.

“Areyou hurt?” he asked, as soon asthey got close enough.

“No,” said Peyte. “Just atwisted leg-not too bad. One of the bastards got over the barricade
and jumped him.”

“Let me have alook,” said Jessan. He went down on one knee and reached out to make an
examingation by touch in the near-dark.

Tarnekep pulled away in amove that had hisbad leg dmost buckling, and the dying light glinted
off aknife blade in the Mandeynan’ s hand.

“Y ou keep your damned hands off of me!”

Jessan drew his hand back and stood up dowly. “ That' sfresh blood,” he said, in ascam and
even avoice as he could manage. “Y ours?’

“Of coursenot.”

But the knife didn’t go away, and Jessan watched the Mandeynan' stense facefor a
stretched-out moment before another voice said, “ Gently, Tarnekep. The young man meant no harm.”

Tarnekep gave along sigh, and Jessan saw the lean frame relax. The four of them leaned against
the packing crates while the last light from the star-flares faded and died.

Muffled sounds came from the darkness toward the front of the bay. “How’ sthe charge in your
blaster, Commander?’ the Professor asked.

“Damn near flat, I’m afraid.”

“Thenyou' Il need to make every shot count. But still-better to shoot as though you have dl the
chargein theworld, than to let them know you' re running out. Tarnekep?’

“I ran dry up front,” said the gunfighter.



“Stay out of it unlessthey overrun us. Peyte-how many more flares do you have?’
“We re down to the last one.”

“Saveit, then.”

More noises drifted toward them from the forward part of the cargo bay.

“Commander,” murmured the Professor, “if you would be so good as to throw out a piece of
your spare change. . .”

Jessan fumbled in his pocket for atenth-credit bit, and tossed it out over the cratesin the
direction of the rustling noises. The coin hit the concrete with ahigh, metdlic chink, and a blaster beam
lanced out at the sound.

The Professor fired at the source of the bolt. By the brief light of the shot, Jessan saw aman fall
to the floor-dead or cowering, he couldn’t say.

Another beam flashed up through the stacks of boxes. Jessan fired back, with no result that he
could see. Thefiring speeded up and began to work itsway closer, shot by shot. He and the Professor
were soon returning to fire dternately between them, and there was no time | eft to wonder about results.

“My compliments,” said the Professor, when the interchange dackened for amoment. “For a
medic, you shoot well.”

“You've guessed my guilty secret,” said Jessan. “I was on the Academy target team, the year we
went to the Galactic finds. But believe me-" Two beams passed close above his head, and he threw
himsalf against the boxes. “-I made ahabit of standing at the other end of the range back then.”

“It'sonly amatter of time before they rush us,” said Tarnekep’ s voice out of the darkness near
hisear.

“You'rejust saying that to cheer me up,” replied Jessan under his breath. “I’d hate to
think-what’ sthat noise?’

A pausefollowed. The Professor traded blaster bolts with someone unseen out in the darkened
bay, and the faint sound grew steadily louder.

“Light orbit-to-atmosphere cargo craft, putting down on jets,” said Tarnekep, with more emotion
in his cool voice than Jessan had heard dl evening. “Y our shuttl€' scoming.”

“Right,” said Jessan. “| don’t know about the two of you-but when the Midnight Specid pulls
out, the Space Forceisgoing to beoniit.”

“Youwon't get any argument from us, Commander,” said the Professor. “Timeto fal back to
the doors. Peyte, if you would be so good asto lend Tarnekep your shoulder again and move on out
ahmj_n

“No trouble”



“Excdlent.”
Jessan heard the clerk/comptech and the Mandeynan moving off at alimp-and-shuffle.

“Commander, you and | will have to cover therear. | anticipate arush as soon as our friends
hear the shuttle and redlize we' re leaving.”

“We can adways hope they’re deaf and stupid,” said Jessan. And then, as at least five blaster
beamslit up theair in front of him from positions uncomfortably close-“No, | guessthey’re not. Let’s get

m‘ r.g.”
“Wait for acount of five, then move back,” said the Professor, fading off into the darkness.

“Right,” said Jessan, to the air where the older man had been a second earlier. He directed a
beam of his own into the darkness and began a subvocal count.

One...two...fireagain... three...damn, that cameclose! ... four ... standing here
lighting myself up Ilke a holosign at mldnlght I must be crazy . . . five, and move!

A blaster fired from behind him-the Professor, that would be, taking up the job of providing
cover. Jessan loped past him toward the doors, counting as he went. On five, he stopped running and
began firing to another count, until once again the Professor’ s blaster lit up the darkness.,

A long-legged man in no particular hurry could crossthe clinic’s cargo bay from lift doorsto blast
doorsin alittle over a Standard minute, and run it in less. In objective time, Jessan redlized, their
legpfrogging journey back to the auxiliary door couldn’t be taking much longer-which fails to explain,
he thought, caroming off ametal crate he d forgotten was in the way and swearing in High Khesatan,

Gd cenian, and Nammerinish backwater-talk al at once, why enough time’s gone by since we started
for hell to freeze over and all my hair to go grey.

Hefound the back wall by running into it, and was so grateful for its presence that he didn’t
bother to swear thistime. He only sagged against the reinforced plast-block, bresthing hard, until he
could ask, “Arewedl here?

“All present or accounted for, Doc,” said Peyte, “And Namron’ sstill with us”

“Had it easy,” camethe petty officer’ sfaint voice from thefloor. “ Only had to lie here and watch
the fireworks. Must have been . . . fun up front.”

“A laughaminute,” Jessan assured him.
“Tarnekep,” said the Professor, “you have good ears. Has our taxi landed?’

“She'sdown,” said the Mandeynan. “But |et’ s give them awhile longer to open up and lower the
ramp.”

“Can you wak onthat leg?’ Jessan asked.

He heard the gunfighter laugh, abit shakily. “The questionis, can | runonit?’



“Adrendine samarvelousthing,” said Jessan. “Run now, pay later-but | think you' d better take
my blaster and |et Peyte and me carry Namron.”

Whatever Tarnekep might have said was cut short by awhoop from Peyte. “Here they come,
Doc!”

Jessan dapped his blagter into the Mandeynan’ s lean, sinewy hand, then bent with Peyte to
scoop up Namron, one of them under each of the petty officer’ sarms.

They backed up to the auxiliary door, and Jessan reached around to dap the ID plate. He heard
the locks click over, and threw his shoulder against the opening lever. The door swung open. He and
Peyte half-backed, haf-fell with Namron out onto the gpron around the shuttle pad. Tarnekep and the
Professor followed, firing back into the darkened bay.

“Son of abitch!” Peyte yelled, as ablaster beam flashed past them out of the bay. The bolt came
30 close that Jessan could see Peyte sindignant expression by its light. The clerk/comptech lifted hisflare
launcher and fired their last flare back into the doorway.

“Come on,” said Jessan to the comptech. With Namron hanging limp between them, they turned
and ran awkwardly toward the shuttle. The supply craft sat door open and ramp down in the center of
the landing pad. Its pilot and flight engineer stood together at the top of the ramp, paralyzed by the scene.

Jessan had to admit the sight was spectacular. Sizzling rays of red, green, and blue-white came
from the auxiliary door and from both sides of the pad, filling the air around the shuttle with a brilliant,
deadly interlace of colored fire. By the intermittent, strobe-effect light, he could see the Professor and
Tarnekep running on either sde of him and Peyte, and firing asthey ran.

“Space Forcel” Jessan shouted at the shuttle crew over the whine of the blasters. “We' re Space
Forcel Let usin!”

One of the two figures on the ramp moved to do something-raise the ramp, toggle on the force
field, duck out of the way, Jessan never knew. From out of the darkness came the ugly snarl of a
crew-served energy gun, and one of the colored beams threading the darkness with light went into the
doorway and brought down pilot and engineer together. One of the figuresfell forward off the ramp onto
the pad, and the next flash of light showed his head a blackened lump. The other staggered asthe bolt hit,
grabbed the frame of the door, and sank backward into the darkness as Tarnekep and the Professor
reached the top of the ramp.

The one on the ground’ s dead for sure, Jessan told himsdlf, as he and Peyte dragged Namron
the last few steps over the threshold. The oneinside . . . get the door shut first, and then take a look.

He hit the Raise Ramp button as soon as his boots touched the deckplates. Out of the corner of
his eye he saw Tarnekep dam down the Close Door lever with adoubled fist and vanish in the direction
of the cockpit controls.

“Thisone s4till breathing,” said Peyte, from the floor.

“Great. Let’ sget her and Namron strapped down in the passenger compartment.”

They carried first Namron and then the shuttle crew member back into the passenger/cargo area.



Namron looked like hell, but he was till dive-barring accidents, he' d probably makeit to draw his
pension after dl. The shuttle crew member had caught the sideshock from the heavy beam that had killed
her partner; her burns were nasty but not fatal.

“Watch those straps!”

“Sorry, Doc.”

No time now to pick out cloth fromskin . .. give her a general-purpose antibiotic and a
painkiller, and sort things out when we get to High Sation.

“Passmethefirg-aid kit.”
“| don’'t see one, Doc.”
“You're standing on it, that’ swhy-passit over.”

He d finished taking care of the two casudties and was about to strap in for lift-off himsaf when
the Professor reappeared. “ Commander-could you come forward, please?’

“These two need me here.”

“Do you know the passwords and procedure to get us into the Space Force docks on High
Sation?’

“Yes” said Jessan. “But-"
“Then these two need you more where you can get a the comm pand.”

He' s got a point, Jessan admitted to himsdf. “All right, I'm coming. Peyte, the casudtiesare dl
yours. Squawk if anything changes.”

“Right, Doc. Be seain’ you.”

Jessan followed the Professor forward. The older man took the fold-down seet at the right rear
of the cabin, which left only the copilot’ s seat to the right of Tarnekep. Jessan did in and strapped down.

“How'sit going?’

“Shut up,” said Tarnekep, without looking away from the control pand. “I’ ve never flown one of
these before.”

It might have been thefirgt time he’ d seen the controls, but the Mandeynan was doing a preflight
run-up without benefit of checklist just the same. Space Force would have lifted the certification of any
pilot who got caught cutting so many corners-if any Space Force pilot had dared totry it inthefirst
place-but Tarnekep carried it out with an impression of competence that Jessan found oddly familiar.

Now where havel . . . never mind. He knows what he’s doing, so let him be.

The medic looked away from Tarnekep' sintent profile-with no eye patch visble, the sharply cut



features didn’t look so much vicious as plain dead-tired-and watched the external scan screensinstead.

Hewasn't encouraged by what he saw. Peyte slast flare had torched off the cartonsinsde the
bay. The flickering red light illuminated teams of men at work out on the pad. One group wastrying to
burn through the shuttle’ s hull by means of concentrated blaster fire on asingle point. Another group was
busy at the airlock door with atorch. A third group was doing something just out of Sight of the scan,
down around the landing legs. Somehow, the fact that exactly what they were up to wasn’t visible made
Jessan more nervous than the activities of al the others put together.

Tarnekep finished his check-and-flip of the mgor systems and looked up at the scans. “Fry, you
sons of bitches,” he said, and hit the jets.

Sudden acceleration pressed Jessan back into his seat-far too much boost for a craft with
casudties on board. Just as he was about to protest, Tarnekep cut the power, flipped the craft onto its
back, and began arapid sidedip. Then, just as suddenly, the Mandeynan hit the boosters and headed for
orhit.

| haven't had aride like thissince | left Nammerin, thought Jessan. And a good thing, too.
He cleared histhroat and asked quietly, “What was that trick in honor of 7’

“In casethey fired off aheat seeker,” Tarnekep muttered, till intent on the controls.

“Oh,” said Jessan, and abandoned the subject.

The shuttle exited the atmosphere in a pop-up, and then went into aflat diveto orbit, gaining
speed dl the while. Tarnekep was muttering under his breath. “No sign of High Station-must be farsde
right now. Commander-what’ s the frequency for Space Force Control ?’

“Onefifty-gx point two,” he answered. “Why?’

“Get onit, and tdl them that we' re coming in.” The Mandeynan didn’t wait for areply, but went
back to muttering over the console readouts. “Where the hell isHigh Station . . . ah, there' sthe bastard.
Herewego.”

The long fingers played over the shuttle' s controls. With atouch of the lateral jets, the craft was
falling around the planet along anew and fractionally different orbit.

Jessan pulled his atention away from Tarnekep' sdisturbingly familiar piloting to pick up the
shuttle’ sexterna comm link. He keyed in the Space Force restricted channel.

“High Station Pad, High Station Pad, thisisMedica Station Pleyver actud, over.”
“Roger Medical Station, go,” replied the tinny voice of the comm link.
How do | put this? he wondered. Oh, well-details now, explain later.

“Pad, I’'mintrouble. | have casudties on board. Request you call dirtside Security and ask them
to investigate the Site of the former Space Force Medica Station. Over.”



Silence from the comm link.
“Do we have a problem?’ asked Tarnekep.

“Shouldn’'t have,” said Jessan. “Right now, they’ Il be matching my call against my voicefileto see
if 'mredly me”

The comm link spoke up again. “Med Station, thisis High Station Pad. Request you authenticate.
Over.”

“Pad,” Jessan said again, “thisisMed Station Pleyver. | authenticate one-five-seven. Request
you authenticate. Over.”

“| authenticate three-five-two,” said the comm link. “Commander, areyou al right? Over.”
“I'mfine” said Jessan, “but I’ ve got four casudties”
The Professor’ s quiet voice came from behind him. “Two casudties-we won't be staying.”

“Correction, two casudlties, and there' s been an attack on the clinic. Recommend you go to
Gengrd Quarters. Over.”

“We are going to Generd Quartersat thistime,” said the comm link. “ Awaiting your report, out.”
Thelink clicked off.

Jessan gave adeep sgh. “And that should get ushome safe. . . but | hate to think of the
paperwork.”

Tarnekep laughed briefly. “1f you don't like paperwork, you' re working for the wrong firm.” A
pause, and then, asthe massive artificial moon came up over the rim of the planet, “ There sheis:
Pleyver' s better half.”

High Station Pleyver had been one of thefirst of the orbiting communities built in the economic
boom that followed the end of the Magewar. By now the enormous, gaudy globe housed everything from
spacedocksto luxury hotels, and had only historical tiesto the world below. Most of thetime, in fact, the
planet and itslate-born satellite competed for the lucrative spacing trade.

Tarnekep looked at the station, and then at the console readouts. He did calculationsin his
head-if he did any at al-and fired the aft and latera jets. The shuttle skidded obediently into amatching
orbit for the approach.

It was amaneuver held at ahigher speed than Jessan had ever seen, and done with casual,
amost unconscious ease. He' d only known one other pilot who worked with such effortless
assurance-and hisfriend Ari had gotten both his technique and his reflexes from the Magewar’ s most
famous garpilot.

“If I didn’t know better,” Jessan said aoud, “from theway you fly thisship I’ d say your last
name ought to be Metadi.”

The quiet in the shuttle cockpit congedled into a profound stillness. Jessan felt acold sensation



growing in the pit of hisstomach. | think I’ ve just said something very stupid. Next to him, without
looking away from the forward screens, Tarnekep drew the blaster he' d taken from Jessan earlier and
pointed it at the medic’s head.

“I meant that as acompliment, you know,” Jessan said, holding himself perfectly ill. “The
suggestion wasonly figuretive.”

The muzzle of the blaster didn’t waver. On the other hand, he was till dive, which counted for
something. Jessan looked more closdly at the pale, intense profile of the man on his|eft.

Ari Rossdlin-Metadi, who was bigger than just about anybody, would stand at least afoot taller
than the Mandeynan, with a massiveness of bone and muscle lacking in the dim and wiry Tarnekep. In
both men, though, the arrogant line of nose and chin could have come off any Eritiboran coin ever
struck-which let out any chance that the gunfighter might have been one of the Generd’ s youthful
indiscretions come home to roost.

Ari’sonly brother is an apprentice Adept back on Galcen, | remember him saying so-and
whatever this one may be, he's certainly no Adept. That leaves. . . no, that’simpossible.

Jessan looked again. The Mandeynan’ s accent-pure aristocratic Gal cenian, mixed with Gyfferan
whenever he swore or talked piloting-could have been Ari’s; but Tarnekep’ svoice was alight, clear
tenor, ingtead of Ari Rossdin-Metadi’ s rumbling bass. And the gunfighter’ sloose Mandeynan shirt, with
its elaborate cravat and ruffled cuffs, masked the lines of the torso and hid the betraying structures of
neck and wrist.

Wrong. It's not impossible. If it were impossible, she wouldn’t be pointing a blaster at your
head right now.

“BekaRosdin-Metadi,” he said. “1 sent your brother a Card of Grief when | learned of your
desth.”

Shedidn’t say anything. The shuttle held on its course for the High Station Pad, and what he
could see of the pilot’ sface was as closed and unreadable as before.

Hefdt no surprise, only akind of inevitability, when he heard the Professor speak up behind him.
“Commander,” said the soft, polite voice, in an accent he recognized too late as prewar Court Entiboran,
“I'm afraid you' ll be coming with us”

V. pleyver: high station nammerin: space force medical station

The passenger liner Gravity' s Rainbow, four days out of Galcen and the deekest commercia
ship in the Red Shift Line, did into the spacedock at High Station and began discharging passengers. For
most of the elderly trippers and too-wed thy young people coming down the ramp, Pleyver was only the
first slopover on Rainbow’ s Outplanets Adventure Tour. Commander Jervas Gil, however, had cometo
High Station on business.

He turned his back on the Rainbow and her tour group and headed for High Station’ s Customs



and Immigration checkpoint. The carrybag in hisleft hand held enough changes of uniform to last him for
two weeks, and the digpatch folder tucked under hisright arm contained aletter.

Gil knew the letter by heart. It began: “FROM: COMMANDING OFFICER, REPUBLIC
SPACE FORCE. TO: COMMANDER JERVASGIL, RSF, 7872-0016. SUBJECT:
INVESTIGATION/I. YOU ARE HEREBY DIRECTED TO TRAVEL BY THE FIRST AVAILABLE
MEANSTO PLEYVER, THERE TO INVESTIGATE THE CIRCUMSTANCES SURROUNDING
THE LOSS OF SPACE FORCE MEDICAL CLINIC AND RECRUITING COMMAND ON
THATWORLD. ...

Therest of theletter directed him to present hisfindings of fact, hisopinions, and his
recommendationsto his commanding officer within twelve days. Since the commanding officer in this
case was Generd Jos Metadi, whatever Gil decided to recommend was guaranteed attention at the very
highest levels

Highest levels. . . right, he thought, as the Customs and Immigration man looked &t his
passport and hisorders. If I’d known two years ago what it was going to be like up here on the
‘highest levels,” I’d have gone down on my knees to my detailer and asked for ordersto a Reserve
Force Retrofit Stores Ship instead . . .

He' d been in his office back at Prime Basg, drafting the Generd’ stestimony for the upcoming
session with the Council’ s Appropriations Committee, when Metadi had comein and tossed afolder of
message flimses onto his desk.

“How’d you like afew days away from politics, Commander?’

“If you can spare me, Sr.”

“I can write my own speeches for aweek or two,” said the Generd, “and you look like aman
who could use abreak.”

“Frankly, sr,” Gil told him, closing down the testimony file on the desk comp, “1 could.”

The Genera nodded at the folder full of messages. “Wadll, thiswill giveit to you if anything can.
How do you fed about Pleyver thistime of year?’

“I've dready started packing,” said Gil. He began keying in a search of the port complex’ s data
base for vessals outbound toward the Pleyveran system. The news from Hatlands Portcity had been the
talk of Prime Base dl morning, ever since the first message had come in from the Supply Detachment on
High Station. “What' sthe latest on that mess?’

“Nothing good,” said the Generdl. “ One dead, one missing, two till in hedling pods-and dl they
can seefrom upstairsis apile of smoking rocks where the clinic used to be.”

“That’s bad.”

“Damned gtraight it sbad. | want to know who did it, and | want to know why. Go out there,
Commander, and find out just what the hell did happen.”

“I'll get right oniit, gr,” said Gil. “ Any other indructions?’



“It'sdl inthefolder,” Metadi told him. “1f anybody bothersto ask, you can tell them you're
acting for me persondly-that might get you aword or two extraout of some of the old-timers, even these
days. Don't try it on thelocd law, though. For dl | know, they’ ve ill got awarrant out for mein
Flatlands Portcity.”

“A warrant,” said Gil, without much surprise. Most histories of the Magewar claimed that before
the start of his privateering days, Jos Metadi had been an independent merchant captain. A few of the
less laudatory texts, however, went so far asto point out that such a designation often covered agreat
dedl of questionable activity. “If it’snot abreach of etiquette, Sr-what for?’

“Not much,” said the General. “Thelast time | put in there-a couple of years before the
Resistance recruited me, it would have been-one of the locals decided he didn’t like my number two
gunner. The gunner got mad and punched him out, and that would have been the end of it, except that the
big guy with a blaster at the other end of the bar turned out to be the locd’ s bodyguard. Onething led to
another, and then weran like hell for the spacedocks and I eft town in ahurry. Wound up threading the
Web in something like six hoursinstead of twelve, because somebody dirtside whistled up asquad of
Security fightersto chase usall theway to hyper. And | haven't been back to Pleyver since.”

“Probably wise, sr,” murmured Gil. “ Six hours through the Web?”

“Well,” said the Generd, “1 used to round it down to Six in those days for bragging purposes, but
from high orbit to hyperspace jump it was probably closer to seven. I’ ve turned respectable since then,”
Metadi finished, “so I'll say it was Six-and-a-half.”

Sx or seven, Gil thought, remembering the conversation as High Station’ slift system took him
from the commercia docksto Space Force s section of the orbiting structure, if hereally did it, I'm
impressed.

Gil had taken advantage of professiona courtesy, and observed the Rainbow' s red space
progress through the Web from the liner’ s bridge: twelve hours of what he recognized astricky piloting
even in the hands of an expert. Give me a courier ship running empty, and | might try doing it in
eight-point-five. . . but seven’sright out. And asfor six. . .

Gil shook his head.

Thelift opened, and he stepped out in front of apair of armor-glass doors marked with the
Space Force crest.

Time to get to work.

Halfway through second lunch shift at the Space Force Medica Station on Nammerin, Llannat
Hyfid checked her chronometer and frowned.

Bors Keotkyra caught the motion and looked up from his bowl! of nut-butter soup. “What's
wrong?’

“If Ari’sworking through lunch again-”



She paused, looking across the tables toward the door of the mess dome. She' d thought for a
moment . . . yes. A familiar pattern was making itsdlf felt among the varied presencesin and around the
crowded building. She relaxed and smiled alittlein relief. “1t' sdl right. Here he comes.”

Bors gave her anervouslook that didn’t change when the doors of the mess hall opened and Ari
wakedin.

Llannat suppressed asigh. She knew that expression. It was the reason Adepts took greet care
not to make the rest of the civilized galaxy nervous-whether over outworn tales of dark sorcery or the
real fear of abuse of power. For that same reason, the Guild forbade its fully-trained Adeptsto hold rank
in the Space Force, dthough till dllowing them to serve.

Llannat herself had never planned to wind up in such an awkward position, doing an officer’s
work without an officer’ s placein the chain of command, but when Ensgn Hyfid' s latent sensitivity to the
currents of power had unexpectedly ceased to be latent and became impossible to ignore, her superiors
had sent her to the Adeptsfor basic instruction. They hadn’t thought that Master Ransome would go
further, offering her an apprenticeship in the Guild-but he had, and she had accepted.

So what do | get for all my hard work? shethought. Stared at like | had two heads because
| knew who was on the other side of that door.

“Good morning, Ari,” she said doud, tilting her head back to ook the big lieutenant in the eye. “I
thought for awhile we weren't going to have the pleasure of your company.”

Ari put down histray on the table across from her and pulled out the chair. “| was packing
crash-traumakitsfor Emergency,” he said, sitting down. “ They’ ve got the sterilizers back on line again,
S0 we spent the morning playing catch-up.”

He started to work on aplate of steamed gubbstucker. Once you got used to the texture-which
admittedly took some doing-the fibrous root had aflavor not unlike good Maraghite mud edl. After afew
mouthfuls, he stopped chewing long enough to ask, “Any hot gossip?’

Llannat shook her head. “ Not today-sorry.”

It didn’t take a Adept to guesswhat Ari had really been asking about. Nyls Jessan had been
stationed on Nammerin before getting the nod to start up the new Space Force clinic on Pleyver, and the
whole gtaff had been hit hard by the news from High Station. Ari, though, wastaking it harder than most.

Bors Keotkyra made another try at conversation. “Hey, Ari. Did you catch last night’ s episode
of ‘ Spaceways Patrol’ 7’

Ari shook hishead. “1 wasworking late over in the |solation dome.”

“Y ou should have seen it. | thought Serina s dresswas going to fdl right off her thistime.”

LIannat tried not to wince. Bors had agood heart and he wastrying hisbest, evenif his methods
did lack subtlety. “Y ou guysthink Serina sdressisgoing to fal off her every time,” shesad. “Haven't
you ever heard of glue?’

Borsgrinned. “Not for that.”



“I missed the show last night myself,” she said, “but I'm planning to catch the late rerun when |
come off watch this evening. Black Brok’ s about to take over the galaxy again, and | want to watch.”
Sheturned to Ari. “How about you?’

“No, thanks,” said the Galcenian. “1 wasthinking of spending time studying up for the requas. |
haven't cracked amicro text sincel got out of school.”

“Y eah-you were too busy doing micro.” Borstook up the familiar complaint. “ That’ sthe thing
about those exams. They're danted againgt al us people out here working a medicine instead of sitting
home memorizingit.”

The comm link on the wall gave its usua blink-and-beep to get the room’ s attention, followed by
athree-tone sequence. Ari shoved back his chair and stood up.

“Death and damnation. | can’t even get aquiet lunch around here.”

Llannat watched, frowning, as he went over to the link and punched the Respond button. The
sound of Ari’ssgna sequence had sent awave of foreboding washing over her, but the fedling refused to
verbalizeitsdf or resolveinto anything specific. “Vigtor for you, Sir, over in Outpatient,” said the
crackling metdlic voice over thelink.

“Roger, I'll bethere, out.”
Ari was aready halfway to the door by thetimethe link clicked off.

“Don’t let them throw my food away,” he said over his shoulder ashe went out. “I’ll be back as
soon as | take care of this”

The door shut behind him. After a couple of seconds Borssaid, “Do you think the big guy’sdll
right?’

“What do you mean?’ Llannat asked. Her sense of disquiet deepened.
“He s pushing himsdf awful hard. And it’ slike pulling teeth to get him to talk these days.”

“Look, Keotkyra,” she said patiently, “the man’ s seen his mother assassinated and his sister
killed in amessy spaceship wreck, he’ sdoing atour of duty on a planet where somebody’ s dready tried
onceto kill him, and now he' sfound out that hisbest friend ismissing in action. Just becauseaman’'s
built like abrick wall doesn't mean heisone.”

“Hey, Jessan was my friend, too,” protested Bors. “What | meant is, I’m worried about Ari.
He' d probably punch me out for saying so, but he ought to have somebody looking after him.”

Llannat glanced over at her tablemate. “Don’'t swest it, Keotkyra,” shetold him. “ Somebody
probably is”

Ari walked past the centra lab and pharmacy domes toward the field hospita’ s outpatient wing.
The day was shaping up to be anice one by loca standards, with just enough light rainfal to make the



compound sforcefield glow afaint pink overhead. The ssorms of high summer were till monthsin the
future, and the winter floods had subsided to nothing but a soggy memory. There hadn’t even been an
earthquake lately.

Inside the Outpatient dome, Esuatec had the desk watch. “I just got a strange one,” shetold him.
“Sad he had to talk to you persondly, and then he couldn’t wait. Left a present for you, though.”

“A present?’

Esuatec nodded. “A pair of dice.” She dropped the white cubesinto Ari’shand. “I didn’t know
you gambled.”

“I don't,” hesaid. “Wasthat dl?’
“No, there was amessage, too: ‘ The same as before.” Mean anything to you?’
“Absolutely nothing,” said Ari. “ And for thisI’m missing lunch. What did the guy look like?’

“Little bitty spacer type. Not alocd.”

“One of ours?’ asked Ari. RSF Corisydron had been on maneuversin the Nammerin system for
aweek now, and they’ d seen one or two crew membersin Outpatient already.

But Esuatec shook her head. “Not Space Force, no.”
“Could you recognize himif you saw him agan?’

“Only if he waswearing the same clothes,” said Esuatec. “Helooked just like everybody dsg, if
you know what | mean.”

“I know,” said Ari. “If he comes back, St on himif you haveto, but don't let him leavetill | get
here. Seeyou later, ' Tec-| want to get back and finish my lunch before mold startsto grow oniit.”

“Got you covered, Ari. Later.”

Ashe d expected, his plate of steamed gubbstucker was cold by the time he got back. The mess
hall was empty except for Llannat Hyfid, till nursing acup of cha'a The Adept had been agood friend
when he needed one, over the past few months, and she’ d plainly been waiting for him today.

“What happened in Outpatient?’ she asked as he sat down.

“Nothing.”

“Yousurearen't acting likeit.”

“I'mpuzzled,” said Ari. “That'sall.”

He turned his hand over and spilled the dice onto the table. They came to rest against the napkin

dispenser, showing athree and atwo. Moodily, he scooped them up and threw them again. “ So tell
me-does ‘ The same as before’ mean anything to you?’



“By itself? No.” Her dark eyesfollowed the dice as he picked them up and tossed them again.
“WI,V?!

He shook his head. “No reason.”
“What' sthe trouble? Maybe | can help.”

The kindness undid him. His eyes blurred and histhroat tightened. “ Nothing is ever the same as
before. Nothing.”

“Ari,” said LlIannat’ s soft voice from across the table, “there’ sno such thing asluck or chance.”
He shook hishead. “I don’t want to talk about philosophy right now, thank you.”

“I'm not talking about philosophy, I’ m talking about those dice. They’ ve been turning up fives
ever snceyou started throwing them.”

Ari blinked and threw the dice again-watching them, thistime. “Three and two. Four and one.
Three and two.” He scooped up the little cubes and clenched hisfist around them. “It’ s the Quincunx. It
hasto be.”

“Just what we needed,” said Llannat. “1 still have nightmares about the last time.”

“Sodol, believe me. | thought we were dead for sure.”

“If it hadn’t been for you, we would be.”

“| could say the same thing about you,” he said. “We were both lucky, | guess.”

“Now you're talking philosophy,” shetold him. “Bedieve me, there’ sno such thing asluck.
Everything has a purpose.”

“All right, then. Y ou tell me what the message meant.”

“Let me hold thedice”

Ari hadn’'t expected her to take up the chdlenge; he kept forgetting that LIannat Hyfid was an
Adept aswell asamedic. He handed the dice over anyway. She put the little ivory cubes between her
palms and closed her eyes. After aminute or so, she spoke.

“The same place, the same people, the same time, the same trouble.”

“Clear asditch water,” he said.

“They wanted it to make sense to you, and nobody else,” shetold him, opening her eyes. “What
werethefirg thingsthat cameinto your head?’

“Munngrala s curio shop,” he said without hesitation. “ The Quincunx. Midnight. Andmy .. .”"
The silence stretched out too long.



“Y our what?’

“I was about to say ‘my sister,” but they couldn’t mean that. There' sno way they could have
known. So it’s probably intended to mean akilling.”

“Thereyou haveit,” shesad. “A warning-or asummons.”
“A summons, | think,” said Ari. He tapped the pips on the dice with one blunt fingertip. “Five
dots. . . Five Points Imports. Therest of it doesn’'t matter, since they couldn’t count on me finding an

Adept to read the patterns.”

“Then take thewarning as a gift,” she said. “Now that you know there’ s danger, are you ill
goingin?’

“| don't seethat | have achoice”

“There sawaysachoice” shesaid. “But | promised | wasn't going to talk philosophy. Do you
want abackup?’

“No thanks,” he said. He scooped the pair of dice off the tabletop and put them into his shirt
pocket. “Helping me out before almost got you and Jessan killed. If trouble slooking for me again, this
timel’mtheonly oneit’sgoingto get.”

V1. pleyver: high station nammerin: namport; central

Three days after hisarriva a High Station, Commander Gil shoved his chair back against the
officewall and looked at the blank screen of his desk comp in disgust. Only a polite regard for the tender
senshilities of the clerk/comptech the station had assigned to him as arunner, secretary, and clerk kept

him from tearing hishair out in handfuls.

But I'm serioudly tempted, he thought. Everything | check comes up zeroes-and the General
isn't likely to take * Sr, | haven't the faintest idea’ as an acceptable report.

Gil 9ghed. “All right. Let’ stakeit again from thetop.”

“Bringing up the timetable now, Sir,” said the clerk-comptech, and Gil watched the familiar data
moving inadow scroll up the screen of the desk comp.

Item: two Strangers enter clinic. Time approximately 2200.
Item: Flatlands power grid goes down in thellx-3 sector. Time 2209.27.

Item: Certainly adozen, possbly as many as ahundred, unknowns attack the clinic from at least
two directions at once. Time gpproximately 2215.

“Stop,” sad Gil.

The scrolling hdted, and Gil exhaded weerily. “Before we go any farther, let’ s take another ook
at that pair of mysterious strangers.”



“Datadisk two,” said the clerk, feeding the dice of plastic into the comp. “ Classified filesfrom
Space Force Intelligence; unsworn statements of Clerk/Comptech Second Class Peyte, Portmaster
Sharvedt, and Dock Complex Loading Boss Bevan Cemliah; supporting datafrom Far Station Pleyver
and Embrig Security on Mandeyn.”

“And awholelot of good it doesus,” finished Gil, asthefirg file came up: text on one sde of the
screen, and on the other ablurred image lifted from one of the port complex’ s security cameras. The
grainy flatpic showed ayoung man caught in the act of looking back over one shoulder a something
behind him, giving agood angle on the eye patch, the long queued-back hair, and the immeacul ate ruffled
shirt that-if CC2 Peyte' s observations could be trusted-was shortly to be soaked with blood.

“Tarnekep Portree,” said Gil. “Captain, Pride of Mandeyn. By dl accounts at least asvicious as
he looks. Rumored to work as a hired killer more or lessfor the fun of it. But no hard facts or even solid
gossip; only thing the Central Crimina Data Net could turn up wasa‘Wanted for Questioning’ from
Mandeyn, about eight Standard months back. Somebody shot agambler’ s face off, and Embrig
Security’ smildly curious about it. And that, my friend, isit for Captain Portree: possibly one of the
galaxy’ smgor hard cases, possibly not. Next file.”

Anather flatpic from port security filled the screen. Thistime the picture showed adight,
grey-haired man whose face reminded Gil of hisold mathematicsingtructor.

“Gunner/copilot on Pride of Mandeyn. Called * Professor,” which isn’t surprising. No record on
him anywhereat dl, whichis”

“Maybethe ‘ Professor’ identity isanew one, Sir,” suggested the clerk.
“I'll buy that,” said Gil. “Not that it gets us any further a the moment . . . next file.”

The statement of Portmaster Sharvedlt began its progress up the comp screen: arriva time and
crew ligt for the Libra-classfreighter Pride of Mandeyn, Tarnekep Portree commanding;
information-backed up by the Port Accounting Office-that the Pride had paid, in cash, High Station’s
docking feefor athree-day stay . . . “didn’t bitch about it elther, the way most of those independents
do”; further information that six hours and forty-nine minutes later the Pride had |eft High Station without
filing amovement report or asking for arefund . . . “and I’ ve seen independents forget to file before, but
thisisthefirs time |’ ve ever seen one leave early without screaming for his money back.”

Gil leaned forward. “ Put the next bit on audio-there' s some stuff | want to hear again.”

“Switching to audio playback, ir,” said the clerk, and Gil heard his own voice coming out of the
desk comp’ s on-board speaker:

“Do you recall anything else unusual about that evening, Portmaster Sharveelt?”
“No, not really, Commander. Things were pretty tame down at our end. Didn’t even have

any of the dirtside commercial shuttles coming up. We usually get four a night from Flatlands, but
that night we didn’t get anything at all between the twenty-one-thirty and the zero-eight-hundred.

“Does that sort of thing happen often?”



“Not at all. Maybe the bosses dirtside are crooked, but the shuttle operators arereal
spacers. I’ ve been here since High Sation was nothing but an orbital platform, and they ve had
maybe one or two flights canceled in an average month-a few more during the spring storms. But
three shuttles in one night-no, never.”

Gil sgnaed to stop the audio. “ Thisjob isturning my brainsto dudge. | should have caught that
part thefirst time. Make anew entry in the timetable file: * Twenty-one-thirty to zero-eight-hundred,
commercid shuttlesremoved from service” ” Heleaned back, smiling for thefirst timein severd hours.
“I think we refindly starting to get ahandle on thisthing. Isthere any cha aaround the office?’

“No, sr, but Requisition Processing, down the hall, hasagalley urn set up. If you like, | could-"
“Fetch some? Please do. | can handle the comp while you' re gone, no trouble.”

The clerk headed out the door. Gil dragged his chair back up to the keyboard and punched up
the next file: the unsworn statement of Dock Complex Loading Boss Cemliah, who' d been overseeing a
post-off-load ingpection at dock #237 when the Pride lifted from #238. Gil toggled on the audio
playback and let the loading boss s hoarse tonesfill thelittle office.

“l saw three men come onto the dock, walking fast, just before she lifted . . . They all
looked kind of rocky, if you ask me. The one with the eye patch had blood all over him and was
limping pretty bad, and the old guy had hisarminading . . . Yeah, oneof 'emwasatall manina
Soace Force uniform-nah, | couldn’t tell you hisrank . . . How the hell am | supposed to know if
he was going along willingly? He wasn't screaming and kicking, if that’s what you want to know.
| got a job to do, Commander-I can’t check out everything funny-looking that goes down between
here and the storage bays.”

Cemliah had been an unpleasant sort, Gil reflected, but at least the loading boss' s statement had
cleared up the mystery of Lieutenant Commander Jessan’ s disappearance. Wherever the Khesatan
medic was a the moment, he d left High Station on board Pride of Mandeyn.

The Pride hersdlf could be any place in the galaxy by now. She’ d gone into hyperspace just
beyond Far Station, the manned beacon platform that marked the outer edge of the Web and Pleyver's
closest jJump point. Par’ stime-tick, correlated with departure information from the High Station docks,
gavethe Libra-classfreighter’ stime for the Web run as sx hours and twenty-one minutes.

Commander Gil wondered briefly what the General would have to say when he read that bit.
Depending on which of Metadi’ s stories you chose to believe, Tarnekep Portree had managed to trim the
former privateer’ sunofficia record by anywhere from nine minutesto half an hour.

That was hot piloting, any way you looked at it, hot and more than alittle desperate. Gil
remembered the Generd, in the office on Gal cen: “ Somebody dirtside whistled up asquad of Security
fightersto chase usal theway to hyper.”

“Somebody dirtsde,” said Gil doud, as the door did open and closed again behind the clerk and
ahotpot of cha'a.

ugr?l

“WEe' ve been taking thisfrom the wrong end dl dong. Pack a spare set of skivvieswe regoing



down to Hatlands”

Ari left the hospitd aircar in alot on the outskirts of Namport and went on foot to the seedy
digtrict where G. Munngralla had kept his shop. With RSF Corisydron back in Nammerin orbit for the
weekend, and the Strip full of liberty parties bent on fun and mayhem, he had no desire to emphasize his
connection with the Space Force presence on-planet.

To the same end, before leaving base, he' d traded his uniform for afree-gpacer’ s ouitfit of shirt,
trousers, and boots. And if anybody who saw him was going to remember a Selvaur-sized human
packing aheavy blaster, and never mind what clothes he was wearing-well, they’ d have to spot him first.
Llannat Hyfid might have been able to pick him out as he moved from shadow to shadow, but nobody
elsein Namport tonight waslikely to have her combination of an Adept’ s talent and an upbringing on the
sparsely settled world of Maraghai.

Ari had been fostered on Maraghai himsdlf, and when Ferrdacorr son of Rrillikkik sworeto raise
afriend sson like hisown, the Sdvaur did exactly that. By thetime Ari eft for the Academy, he'd made
his Long Hunt in the high-country ridgeswith therest of hisagemates, and could move through
underbrush with no more noise than a passing thought. When he reached the vacant |ot where Five Points
Imports had stood, he knew that he hadn’t been followed.

In the months since explosion and fire had gutted Munngrala s shop, plume-grass and creeper
vines had moved in and taken over the rubble-filled lot. Ari leaned against the brick wall of the building
next door, letting its shadow hide him while he watched the grass stalks nodding in the warm, humid
breeze. One patch of grass dipped its feathery blossoms against the wind; he marked the position and
kept on waiting.

When aquarter-hour’ svigil brought nobody elseto thelot, Ari decided that the rendezvous
might not be atrap after dl. Just the same, he pulled hisfather’ s blaster from its holster before he spoke.

“Over here”
13 D(x:?’

“Over here,” he said again, and watched the grass bend and rise as the other made hisway
across thelot by way of the weed-covered perimeter.

Thelittle man emerged from the overgrowth at Ari’ selbow. “Y ou the big medic?’
“Look a me,” said Ari. “Take agood guess. Isthere amessage?”’

“You got apair of dice?’

“yYes”

“Givethemtome”

Ari dropped the dice into the other man’s pam. “Here you are. What' sthe word?’



The little spacer pocketed the dice. “Two parts. First thing-from now on out, you' re amember of
the Brotherhood. Munngrala stood sponsor for you, because you helped him when he needed it.”

“Thanks” sad Ari.

| think, he added to himsdlf. Hewasn't sure what his superiorsin the Medica Service would say
if they found out one of their junior officers was amember of the gdaxy’ sbiggest crimina guild-but he
didn’t for amoment suppose he' d like to read their commentsin hisfitnessreport.

Hisfather the General, on the other hand, was certain to find the whole idea hilarious.

“Y ou mentioned two things,” said Ari. “What’ sthe second?’

“A warning,” said the little man. “ Our friendsin the profession say that someon€e' s put out a
contract on you.”

First poison, then a Magelord, and now a hired assassin, thought Ari. What did | do to
deserve all this? “Do you know who they’ re getting for the job?’

The little man shrugged. “ Someone named Portree-a Mandeynan with an eye patch. We didn't
hear anything more. If you need to, though, you can cdl on the Brotherhood for help.”

“How?

“Y ou know how to find the five-spot aready,” said the spacer. “ Tell them you' ve traveled along
way for the sake of aproper word. That should get you whatever you need.”

“Thanks” said Ari again.

“Livewdl,” said the other, and vanished back into the shadows.

Ari wasin the CO'sofficefirg thing the next morning, so early that the commanding officer’ s pet
sand snake still dozed on its bed of heat-bricksin front of the office safe. At Ari’ sfootstep on the
threshold, it uncoiled afoot or so of its mottled length and raised its head to give him an unblinking amber
dare.

“Just me,” said Ari, smiling as the heavy wedge-shaped head subsided onto the bricks. He and
the sand snake were old acquaintances by now. In another moment the CO emerged from the inner
office, asteaming mug in one hand and the first of the day’ s message printouts in the other.

“Ah, Rossdlin-Metadi. What bringsyou in here so early?’

“Something | found out last night, Sir. | think you ought to know about it.”

The CO added the printouts to the snowdrift of flimsies dready covering his desk. “ Something
you found out,” he said. “And what’ sthat?’

“Well,” said Ari, choosing hiswords carefully. “Y ou remember the people who helped uswith



the Rogan’ s epidemic?’

The CO nodded. “I remember them-with gratitude, | might add. The latest word from Supply is
that we might see thefirst shipment of tholovine sometime next month.”

“Next month,” Ari said. “Does Supply livein the same galaxy astherest of us, sir?’

“They clamto,” said the CO. “But I’ ve heard otherwise. Anyhow, Rosselin-Metadi-what do
you hear from your friends?’

“They say I ve got acontract out on me.”

“l see,” said the CO, after asecond or so of slence. “Did they happen to say why?’
“Because | make such adamned good target, | guess. . . No sir, no reason.”

The CO looked sympathetic. “Is there anything you want me to do about it?’

“No, gr. | didn’t get anything solid. Only thewarning.”

“Wadll, write up what you heard, and leave it on my desk when you' refinished. That way, if
anything does happen to you, we'll have aplaceto Sart.”

“No problem.”

“Good,” said the CO, nudging the sand snake with the toe of his boot. The snake uncoiled and
flowed off in thedirection of theinner office. “Ancther thing, Rossdin-Metadi.”

“Yes, ar?’

“That blagter of yours-1 don’t careif it does make you look like Black Brok the Terror of the
Spaceways. As of right now, you wesar it wherever you go.”

After getting hiswarning from the Quincunx, Ari spent the next two weeks looking over his
shoulder and jumping at shadows. Nothing out of the ordinary happened, though, and eventually things
like staying away from windows and not turning his back on the door became everyday behavior for him,
the way the heavy blaster and its holster became just another part of hisuniform.

Hewasin the Pharmacy dome one afternoon, finishing up the monthly controlled-substances
inventory, when the wall comm link sounded his tone sequence.

“Rosdin-Metadi here”

“Hey, Ari-thisis Digpatching. We just got one from afarmer out in the boonies. Lookslike a
housecal.”

“Why me?1’m not on for another two days.”



Digpatching sounded amused. “He says he' sgot addlirious Selvaur on his hands. And sincewe
haven't got asquad of commandos and a professiond interpreter-”

“Y ou decided to send meinstead.”
“Hey, ‘only the best for thosewe serve,’ right?’
“Right,” said Ari, Sighing. * * Spaceways and away,’ then.”

He closed up the controlled-substances locker and headed for the station’ s hangar bay, stopping
in at Weather for the current report (“light rain, chance of fog™) and at Control for the coordinates of the
farm.

“It's off at zero-two-zero-five-five-one-zero-zero on the other sde of the Divide,” said the
comptech on duty. “That' s going to be right on the sunset line by the time you get there, and pure hell to
come back fromiif it sabad case.”

“I’'m betting it’ sfungoid fever,” said Ari. “We ve seen acouple of cases the past week or s0, and
it drivesthe Sdvaursright out of their skulls”

He went on out to the aircar and gave it a quick walk-around. When he came back to his starting
point, he saw that he wasn’t alone any longer. Llannat Hyfid leaned against the cockpit door, dressed in
her usud off-duty clothes-aplain black coveral, with the Adept’ s staff dung across her shoulders by its
lecther thong.

“I didn’'t know you wereon cdl,” hesaid.

“I’'m not for acouple of days. But you'rein for along trip, and | thought I'd seeif you wanted
company.”

“I could usetherdlief pilot,” he admitted. “Especidly if | end up bringing addirious Selvaur back
to base after dark. Did you let anyone know you were coming?’

“You can cal it inoncewe re on our way,” shesaid. “But let’ s get going-you don’t want to lose
any time”

“Another one of your fedings?’ he asked, opening the door and climbing into the pilot’ s seat.

Llannat followed. Shelaid the staff down on the aircar floor and began strapped in for takeoff.
“Something likethat,” she said.

Thetrip out wasn't bad at al. The mountains east of Namport loomed adark green under the
mist, and the grey clouds had thinned enough to dlow some watery sunshineto light up the peaks. Once
the aircar crossed over the Divider Range, the big water-grain farms of the central wetlands spread out
from horizon to horizon in regular squares of pale yellow-green, latticed with silvery drainage canads and
blotched with stands of massve, soil-holding grrch trees.

In the copilot’ s seat next to Ari, Llannat sat without talking. She had aknack of making her



slence seem restful, and he wondered if it came from her Adept’ straining. Or maybe it was part of the
basic modd, like dark eyes and akind heart, or long black hair that dways had afew shorter strands
curling loose from its regulation up-off-the-collar style.

Right now, she sat with her eyes closed and her hands lightly clasped in her |gp-meditating, or
perhapsjust catching up on some deep. Ari smiled in her generd direction, and let the physica pleasure
he dways got from flying mix with the calm of her presence, putting him more a peace with himsdf than
he'd felt in weeks.

Thearcar droned on toward 02055100. The sun wasfaling down the sky behind them asthey
approached the landing zone. The control pandl beeped, and areadout started blinking.

“There sthe beacon,” said Llannat, opening her eyes and coming back to the here-and-now so
smoothly Ari decided she hadn’t been deeping after dl.

“Right,” hesaid. “Let'sgoin.”

Thefarm’ slanding pad was one of the raised concrete strips common qut here in the wetlands.
Oncetheaircar had settled to rest inside the markers, Ari powered down the engines and squinted out of
the cockpit window at the empty landscape.

“Talk about the back of beyond,” he said. “I thought the upcountry settlements were bad, but at
least they usudly send out awelcoming committee whenever Medica shows up intown.”

Llannat bent to retrieve the emergency carry pack from its place behind the copilot’ s seat, and
began giving the contents a quick checkover. “ Thislooks like one of those big machine-worked
operations. The farmer’ s probably with his partner.”

“How are we supposed to find them?’ grumbled Ari. “A dowsing rod?’

“Go that way,” said LIannat, without lifting her eyes from the kit. She pointed toward the eastern
horizon.

Ari followed the line of her gesture to where the ridge of a steep-pitched tile roof showed over
the green of the sprouting grain paddies. He looked back at the Adept. Her head was still bent over the
open kit, and he could hear her counting ampules of medication under her bregath.

“All right,” he said. “That way itis. Thekit okay?’
“Jud fine”

They |eft the aircar-Ari with the carry pack, and Llannat with her staff-and climbed down a
rusting metal ladder to the surface. Ari promptly sank three inchesinto the mud. He pulled one boot free
of the black ooze with a heavy sucking noise, and LIannat giggled.

Ari made aface. “Vidt scenic Nammerin, whereit rains twelve days out of every eeven. Come
on, let’sget dogging.”

They started out along the raised earthen track between the water-gram paddies. The dup-dupp
of their bootsin the thick mud sounded loud againgt the |ate-afternoon stillness.



Ari heard the far-off ramble of farm machinery, and nearby in one of the grain paddiesa
drum-lizard throated out its deep, resonant chunkachunk, chunkachunk. Nothing else besidestheir
footsteps disturbed the quiet at all.

Their shadows stretched out ahead of them as they approached the house, a deep-eaved stone
building in apaved yard. “ The place looks deserted,” said Avi.

“Thefarmer'singde,” said Llannat. “1 can senseit.” Her voice sounded strained. Ari wondered if
the uncanny lack of noise and activity made her as uneasy asit was making him.

“I hope | was right about this being fungoid fever,” hesaid. “If | waswrong and it'sa psycho
case, who knowswhat we'll find.”

LIannat nodded without speaking, and undung her staff.

Ari shifted the emergency kit to hisleft hand and drew the blaster from its holster. The door of
the stone house was a hinged job of cured grrch wood-hard asiron, and dmost as heavy. Ari pounded
on the dull black wood with the butt of his blaster until the whole yard echoed, but no one answered.

“Try theknob,” said Llannat.

Ari glanced over at the Adept. Her dark face had atight, unhappy look to it, and her knuckles
were bloodless on the hand that gripped her staff.

“You haveahand free” hesaid. “Youtry it.”

Hewatched, blaster at the ready, as she worked the knob with her left hand, and gave the door
ashove. It swung open.

They waited in tense silence for afew seconds. Nothing came out through the door-and asfar as
Ari could see or hear, nothing moved inside.
VII. nammerin: central wetlands galcen: primebase

They entered the farmhouse together. LIannat kept behind him and to theright, Ari noticed, well
out of theway of his blaster and with plenty of maneuvering room for two-handed work with a staff.

Ari blinked in the dimness, and the vague interior shapes resolved into typical farmhouse
furnishings: atable and benches made out of rough-hewn wood, ared brick floor covered by arug
braided from dried water-grain stalks. Cheap flatpix and a Nammerin Grain Cooperative Standard/Local
Integrated Calendar made spots of color on the drab stonewalls.

But ill no noise. Noneat all.

Llannat’ sleft hand closed on hisright wrigt. “Ari,” she said, her voice hardly morethan a
whisper, “there’ s somebody behind us”

Hetried to turn and bring the blaster to bear, but the hand on hiswrist suddenly had more than
physica strength behind it. His brother Owen had thrown him againgt awall thefirst and only timethey’d



ever fought, when Ari had reached dmost hisfull adult strength and his brother had been dl of fifteen. Ari
didn’t doubt that LIannat Hyfid could do something Smilar if she chose.

“Ari, no,” shesaid. “He s had ablaster on us since we camein the door.”
“Quitetrue, Migtress,” said avoice behind them. “And very wise”

Thelanguage was Galcenian, but the accent was not. Court Entiboran? Ari thought
increduloudy as the speaker continued.

“Please put up the blagter, Lieutenant-and the staff, too, Mistress-and walk into the next room.
There' s somebody there who wishesto talk with you.”

Ari and Llannat walked ahead of the unseen speaker, going through the large common room to
the door of asmall tacked-on annex that housed the farm’s comm set and power generator. A
red-faced, heavyset farmer sat at the far end of the room, near the comm. To Ari, he didn’t look much
like aman worried to distraction over asick partner.

Come on, Rosselin-Metadi. You quit believing in that delirious Selvaur all the way back out
in the courtyard.

“Sothey got you,” said the farmer, sounding more disgusted than anything else.
They? thought Ari, and redlized for thefirst time that the farmer was't the only person in the
room. A dim, fair-haired man in spacer’ swork clothesleaned againgt the right-hand wall, his blaster

trained on the farmer. The man had his face turned away-the better, Ari supposed, to keep an eyeon his
prisoner-but something about that lean build and careless posture nagged for recognition.

Ari made alow growling noise deep in histhroat, a noise that Ferrdacorr would have recognized
asathoroughly obscene comment on the whole situation. At the sound, the fair-haired man haf-turned
toward the door.

“| don't believe,” he said, amiling, “that | really want to know what that means.”

“You're supposed to be missing in action,” Ari said before he thought, and then realized how
stupid it sounded. Death and damnation, Rosselin-Metadi-couldn’t you come up with anything
better than that?

“| don’'t quite know how to tell you this,” said Jessan, “but as of now, so are you.”

Ari doubled hisright hand into afist. “ Jessan, if thisis somekind of joke-”

The Khesatan medic shook his head. “We don't have time for jokes. Captain Portreeiswaiting.”

Ari looked at Jessan’ s bland and guileless face, and felt achill run down his spine. “ Someone’s
put out a contract on you,” the Quincunx man had said.

No. I’'m not going to believe that the friend who helped me get out of that fight at
Munngralla’sisworking with someone who’ s been hired to kill me. There has to be another
answer.



Hisfist unclenched, dowly. “All right,” hesaid. “Let’'sgo.”

Next to him, he heard LIannat let out her bresth in what sounded like asigh of rdlief. Jessan
looked past them both, directing asilent question toward the stranger they still hadn’t seen. After a
second the Khesatan nodded, and turned back toward the farmer.

“I redly do gpologizefor dl this,” he said, and fired.

Ari watched, wordless, asthe farmer crumpled over and did out of hischair onto the floor.
Jessan stepped carefully around the man’ s unconscious body to the comm set.

Behind Ari, the soft Entiboran voice spoke again. “Y ou would have done better to use heavy
stun. Once he recovers, he will undoubtedly report our presence on planet.”

Jessan had the access plate open now, and was groping inside the unit. “1 don’t exactly worship
every dot and commain the healer’ soath,” he said without looking around, “but | did sweer to it, after
al. And that farmer’ satextbook example of a candidate for stun-shock syndrome: overworked,
overweight, and not as young as he used to be.”

The Khesatan medic came back out of the comm unit with the resonator in one hand. “I’m sorry,
Professor, but I’'m not risking it. | don’t want to get into an argument I’ m probably going to lose, but
thereitis.”

“I won't ask you to break an oath,” said the stranger’ s voice. “But haste is now imperétive.
Lieutenant Rossdlin-Metadi-Mistress-if you would precedeus. .. 7’

Ari turned around, and got hisfirst glimpse of the stranger asthe dight, grey-haired gentleman
stood asideto let them pass. The blaster the man till held trained on them looked, in the dim interior
light, like acustom-modified Ogre Mark VI-aheavy wegpon, and one Ari felt inclined to take serioudly.

“Which way do we go once we' re outside?’ he asked.
“Eadt,” said the Entiboran. “ Toward the trees.”

“I'm afraid,” added Jessan, coming forward from the rear of the room, “that it’s going to be a bit
of ahike”

Whatever else might have happened, Ari reflected, hisfriend’ s penchant for understatement
hadn’t changed. The setting sun made a blaze of scarlet at their backs by the time the four of them had
dogged their way across a couple of grain paddiesto the stand of towering grrch trees east of the farm.
“Into thewoods?’ he asked.

“That'sright,” said Jessan. “It’snot much farther.”
Under the trees, adarkness like night dready prevailed. Ari heard once again the farm machinery

that he’ d noticed from far off during the walk to the farmhouse. Now, though, he recognized the deep
trembling in the air and in the earth underfoot as the noise of heavy-duty nullgravs, running on high.



Those things sound big enough to hold up a spaceship, he thought, and then remembered
Jessan’ swords. “ Captain Portreeiswaiting.”

Hewasn't surprised to break out of the woods into a clearing where the grey underbelly of a
hovering spacecraft hid al but a scrap of twilit ky. Below, everything was in black shadow where the
ship’sbulk blocked off the light. All he could see was an open passenger door and an extended ramp, its
end severa feet above the muddy ground.

Good move, he conceded, with anod of respect to the unseen Captain Portree. Anybody who
tried to land here would sink.

Jessan grabbed the ramp and scrambled aboard. Ari turned to Llannat. “ *A long trip,” ” he
quoted. “I ought to have known right then . . . Do you need a hand up?’

The Adept shook her head. “I’'m dl right.” She leaped, and stood |ooking down at him from end
of theramp. Ari shook his head. Catching the edge of the ramp in both hands, he swung himsdlf up onto
the strip of metal, then turned and, with afatalistic shrug, extended ahand to the Professor. The
grey-haired gentleman accepted his help with cam dignity, like an aristocrat being handed aboard his
private yacht for aplessure cruise.

“Pleasefollow Lieutenant Commander Jessan forward while | close up for lift,” said the older
man. “We haven't agreat dedl of timeto spare”

With Llannat once again keeping station dightly behind him and to hisright, Ari followed Jessan
along anarrow, curving corridor. The metal deckplates rang with the sound of their booted feet, and the
note they struck had an oddly familiar resonance.

Helooked again at the bulkhead panels. They only confirmed his growing suspicion. Thiswasno
brand-new craft, but one that carried the scars and stains of hard use. And he could name every scratch.

“Llanna,” he said, low-voiced, “1 know this ship.”
Shenodded. “I could tell. How much trouble arewein?”’

“I' wish | knew,” he said, asthey reached the common room. “Right now, | don’t know what's
goingon.”

As he spoke, the grey-haired gentleman hurried through the common room in the direction of the
cockpit. “Strapin, dl,” said Jessan. “We re going to lift in acouple of minutes.”

Ari found aseat on the acceleration couch and began working the safety webbing with easy
familiarity. Jessan and Llannat took longer; the Adept was ill closing the last of the fastenerswhen she
looked over at the Khesatan and said, “1sn't it about time you told us what' s happening?’

“The captain will explain everything, | promise, just as soon aswe get out of here. But let metell
you,” Jessan finished with aquick grin, “you two got off easy compared to the way | wasrecruited.”

“We heard about that,” said Ari. “Therumors, that is.”

“Itwas. . . interesting,” said Jessan.



“I'll bet it was. What' sthe name of this ship?’

Jessan’ sgrey eyes met his, wide-open and innocent. “ She' sthe Free Trader Pride of Mandeyn,
Suivi regidry.”

“Her red name, Jessan!”
The blond medic shook hishead. “1 think | ought to let the captain tell you that.”
“I’'mlooking forward to meeting this captain of yours,” Ari growled.

The ship’sinternal comm system gave a premonitory crackle, and atinny, distorted voice
announced, “ Stand by for lift-off.”

The background thrum of the enginesrose in adeafening crescendo, and Ari felt himsalf pressed
back againgt the cushions by the steady pressure of thelift.

Beka Rossdlin-Metadi looked over at her copilot as Warhammer |eft Nammerin's atmosphere
behind. “How did it go, Professor?’

“As Lieutenant Commander Jessan predicted,” said the Entiboran. “With one unfortunate
exception. Y our brother did not answer the call alone.”

Beka shrugged. “ Those are the breaks. What did you do with the extra?’

“She came with us, my lady.”

Shehit her lip. “ Damn it, Professor-1 wanted to keep thisafamily affair. I’ d counted on Ari being
able to square things on his end once he knew the score, but we' re probably aready in the data net for

kidnapping Jessan. If we start making a habit of snatching Space Force medics, not even my father is
going to be able to get usout of it.”

“Understood, my lady.”

Her copilot sounded dmost gpologetic. Bekasighed. “All right, Professor. What isit you aren’t
tdlingme?’

“Our passenger isan Adept, my lady.”

“An Adept,” said Beka. Her mouth felt sour. “Lovely. Asif my brother Owen hadn’t gotten us
into enough trouble aready. How the hell did an Adept get mixed up in al this?’

“What her relationship isto Lieutenant Rosselin-Metadi,” said the Professor, “1 do not know. But
she appearsto fed acommitment toward his persona safety, and | am not such afool asto test the
strength and mutudity of that commitment under pressure.”

“Sowe vegot Ari’ sgirlfriend dong for theride,” Bekasaid. “ That should make for an interesting
trip. . . oh, damn.” The eectronic detector pand had started blinking red. “ Someone’ s scanning us.”



She watched, chewing her lower lip, as ship’s memory worked on amatchup for the scanner
pattern. What came up wasn't good. “ A Space Force cruiser-probably the same one we spotted on our
way in. What' sthe odds he' Il |et us pass without asking awkward questions?”

“Not good, I'm afraid,” said the Professor. “He' sdropping off fighters.”

“| seethem,” said Beka, asthe externa comm began to scratch and crackle with the sound of a
local broad-frequency signd. “ Sounds like they want to talk a bit first, though.”

“Freighter lifting from Nammerin,” crackled the comm link, “thisisRSF Corisydron. Cometo
neutral power and zero your guns, over.”

Bekalooked over at her copilot and raised one eyebrow. The Professor shook his head. She
nodded, and turned her attention back to the control panel. Sensors showed that the cruiser had dropped
off atota of six fighter craft, and was now accelerating on amatching course with Warhammer.

“Unknown freighter, unknown freighter, heave to. Stand by to be boarded, over.”

She had Corisydron onvisua now, abright blob of light getting bigger every second. At any
moment, the blob would resolve into the long, deadly triangle of a ship-of-war. She couldn’t seethe
much smaller fighter craft yet, but the sensors could pick them up just fine, coming in three up top and
three below. Somebody’ staking usreal serioudly.

“Professor, time to man the guns.”

“Onmy way,” saild Warhammer’ s gunner/copilot, and Ieft the cockpit at arun.

“Unknown freighter, unknown freighter. Thisisyour find warning. Cut power. Over.”

Bluefire lanced through space across Warhammer’s bow.

“Shidds, full,” Bekawhispered to hersdlf, and suited the action to the word. Then, over the
internd link to the guns, “ Professor, are you there?’

“In place, my lady.”

“Under the circumstances, let’ smakeit ‘Captain,’ ” shesad. “Listen, now. | havedl the guns
ganged to your panel. | don’t want you to hit anyone-just scare the pants off them. Got that?”

“Understood, Captain.”
“Onmy sgnd, then.”

The externa comm crackled again. “ Unknown freighter, unknown freighter, have your personnel
move forward. | am about to destroy your engines.”

“Like bloody hell you' re going to destroy my engines,” muttered Beka. She grabbed the external
comm. “RSF Corisydron, be advised that on my ship | tell my people where to stand!”

She shoved Warhammer’ s throttle to full forward and cut hard right.



“Professor-now!”

Commander Gil had seen worse days than this one, hisfirst back at Prime Base on Galcen, but
not lately. He' d gotten in from Pleyver at the end of the base’ sregular working day, and Metadi had
been waiting for him.

“Wdl, Commander?’ the General had asked.

“I’ve got everything from Pleyver, Sr,” said Gil. “But I’ m sill waiting for acouple of reportsfrom
Inteligence”

Which wastrue, asfar asit went. What rankled was that after two weeks he didn’'t have any firm
conclusionsto report.

Except that the clinic’s a pile of rubble, which we knew; and Lieutenant Commander
Jessan is missing, which we also knew; and the dirtside establishment on Pleyver isin this up to
their fat necks, which might surprise some people but | don’t think a moderately reformed
ex-privateer is going to be one of them.

“Don’'t look for miraclesfrom Intelligence,” said the Generd. “ Y ou're not likely to seeany. I'll
read your report tomorrow-maybe something will have turned up by then.”

With that, the Generd had departed for hisaircar and the roomy, sprawling house in the northern
uplands where he lived done these days, and Commander Gil had headed-by way of ashower, a shave,
and achange of uniformin lieu of amed-for hisown smdler office and an dl-night job of writing.

He poured himsdf a cup of cold cha afrom the office urn and carried it over to hisdesk. The
stack of datadisks and printout flimsies hadn’t vanished while he was away. Draining the cup and setting
it aside, helaid out his notes on his desk and began shuffling them. He was till shuffling when the office
comm link buzzed.

“Commanding Generd’ s Office, Commander Gil spesking; thisisnot asecureling may | help
you?" herecited, hismind gtill on the dips of paper with their scribbled jottings.

“Isthe Genera there? He' s needed in Command Control a once.”
“Sorry. HE son hisway home. Il patch you through to hisaircar.”

Gil punched the button to complete the connection, then stood and stretched. He' |l expect me at
CC when he getsthere, so | might aswell go now and find out what’ s up.

Command Control, when Gil arrived, looked the same as aways-dim red lights, winking comp
displays, and hushed activity-but he hadn’t felt so much tension in the air since the time a spaceliner had
suffered explosive decompression on its jump-run off Peygatai. Rescue efforts on that one had been a
bitch; if the trouble now was even half as bad, thiswas going to be one of the nights when the Space
Force earned its pay.

That’ s interesting, he thought, as the big holodisplay monitor in the center of Command Control



winked into life. They' re lighting up the main battle tank. That particular digplay meant only onething:
somebody out therein the civilized galaxy was doing some shooting, and the Space Force was planning
to shoot back.

A comptech worked at one of the tank terminds, keying in ayellow sun and a ten-planet system.
In the tank, the fourth planet out began to blink. That would be where the action was. Gil looked at the
nearest comp for information.

The readout identified the blinking planet as Nammerin. Where have | heard of that place
recently? Gil wondered, before remembering that Nammerin had been the missing Lieutenant
Commander Jessan'slast duty station before Pleyver. Close by the planet, atiny bluetriangleand a
swarm of blue dots marked RSF Corisydron and six of her fighter craft. Thelonered dot in the swarm
would be the unknown/hostile vessd.

At the watch officer’ s command, the display in the battle tank enlarged to show only Nammerin
and its moons, instead of the entire star system. Gil saw that the Cory was using the classic setup for
blocking ajump to hyper. Right now, the Cory’ sfighters were swarming the unknown, trying to prevent
the hogtile ship from maneuvering. Meanwhile the Cory herself would Sit on the unknown’s projected
jump point, and let the fighters keep the hostile craft from finding another point for aslong asit took to
disable her.

Thetactic worked most of thetime, but not always. As Gil watched the battle tank, now being
updated in red time by datalink from the cruiser, he saw the unknown moving ahead faster than the
Cory’ sfighters.

He pursed hislipsin asoundlesswhistle. Whoever that guy is, he must have hell’ s own power
plant.

“Corisydron reports her fighters under fire,” announced the duty comm tech.
“Roger. Passto Corisydron, Condition Red, Weapons Free,” called the watch officer.

Gil strode over to the log comp to catch up on what had led to this point: Scanning the entries, he
saw that the Cory, responding to a planetside distress call relayed through the Space Force Medica
Station, had reported an unknown contact.

What' s this? Probabl e kidnapping of two Space Force officers by the unknown . . .
Mistress Llannat Hyfid and Lieutenant Ari Rosselin-Metadi. Damn. Not again.

So far, Commander Gil had been enjoying the Situation more than not. Asthe Generd himsdlf
had said during the spaceliner mess, somebody who couldn’t appreciate agood disaster had no business
being in thar line of work. Now, though, the nervous, adrenaline-rush excitement went out of him likeair
out of apunctured balloon.

He advanced the log screen. First contact- Libra-class freighter, not responding to signas. A shot
acrossthe freighter’ sbow. Then, at the point where Gil had walked in, the fighters' return fire and her

increase in speed.

Gil stared at the comp screen. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see the blue lights blocking
and surrounding the red one in the main battle tank, as the red dot side-dipped out of yet another of the



fighters' trapping patterns.

A Libra-class freighter. Same as Warhammer. Same as Pride of Mandeyn. Those ships
haven’t been made for almost a hundred years; and now I’ ve run into three of them. And each
one faster than the stats allow.

A cold sensation started in the pit of Gil’ s somach, and began spreading outward. The
commander was hearing avoice in hismind-General Metadi’ s voice, spesking to Master Errec Ransome
on aspring night eight months or more ago: 1 had Sunrise Shipyards rip out the old engines and put
in the big Hyper King Extras.”

A second later, the comptech working the battle-tank termina let out aydl. “We hit him!”

VII1. nammerin near space
galcen: prime base

Bekalooked ahead out of Warhammer’s cockpit window. The big cruiser was il hanging
there, just thisside of the Hammer’ s jump point on her current course. At least the shields were holding.
So far, the fighters hadn’t been able to close therange.

Timeto figure a new jump, Bekatold hersdf. Try for a point barely astern of him. That’s
hardest for him to move to cover, and my course change’ll be so small he might not detect it right
away.

She heard ahammering sound on the Warhammer’ s starboard quarter. On the control pandl, a
warning light flashed tolife.

“Damn,” she said, under her breath. One of the fighters had scored a hit, in spite of the really
spectacular light show the Professor was putting on. “ Another good idea shot to hell.”

She reversed thrust to put the Warhammer into a sudden dowdown. All six of the fighters sped
past, jets glowing. Bekabrought the Warhammer back to full forward, throwing in some up vector to
keep the fighters bunched on the " Hammer’ s ventral side. That way, they’ d foul their own ranges, and
have to waste time and power in avoiding collisons.

Besides, thiswas't the way the drill was supposed to go-maybe the pilots would outrun their
own training. Her father dways said that most fighter pilots were crazy kids ill young enough to think
they wereimmorta. The Republic hadn’t seen any seriousfighting since the Magewar; none of these
pilots werelikely to be combat veterans.

Not that I’ m a combat veteran either, Bekareminded hersdf, but I’ ve heard all of Dadda’s
stories. Twice.

Ahead of her, Corisydron moved to block the new jump point.

Son of a bitch figures the jump faster than I do. I’m going to have to get a computer
upgrade next chance | get.



She caught hersdlf estimating just how far back a comp system fast enough to outthink a cruiser
would set Warhammer’ s numbered account on Suivi Point, and began to laugh. Later, girl, later.

Now the fighterswere coming in again, grouped in two wedges. One fighter began to fater and
dow, and atrall of reflected sunlight started forming behind the limping craft-the doughed-off lining of its
j€ets, condensing in space’ s endless cold.

He' s down hard with engine problems, she thought. Only five to go-and | can’t shoot them.
Or I'll never be able to go home again.

She put Warhammer onto anew course for yet another jump point beyond and astern of the
cruiser. Closer and closer sheran, until finaly the huge vessel began to turn-but away from Warhammer,
not toward her.

Bekafrowned. What' s this?

Stll frowning, she began thefind tick-down for the run to jump. The cruiser finished itslong,
looping turn, and began acce erating again on aconvergent course. The fighters continued to swarm on
Warhammer’ s ventra sde, firing but doing no real damage at the longer range with their light weapons.

She checked the sensor readouts. Not only had Corisydron paradleled Warhammer’s course;
the Space Force vessal had a so matched speeds with the freighter. Good thing we' re inside the
minimum range of his guns-and the fighters don’t dare shoot us for fear of hitting him.

But he's so close, hisfield isinterfering with my jump. | can’t jump with him so near, |
can't turn without colliding with the little guys-time to see who' s the fastest. She pushed the throttle
lever forward again.

Suddenly, warning lights blazed on al over the panel. Alarms began hooting and beeping.
Warhammer’ s controls vibrated under her hands, and she could fed the whole frame of the spacecraft
garting to buck and tremble around her.

“Damn,” she said doud, over therising howl of the freighter’ soversized engines. “The bastard's
got atractor beam on me.”

“He smaneuvering again,” said the comptech at the tank termina. “And he' sfast.”

Gil walked over to the watch officer. “Has he hit us?’

“Not yet.”

Gil took adeep breath. “All right,” he said to the watch officer. “1 am ready to relieve you.”

The watch officer stared. “What do you mean? Thisis my watch!”

Gil met the other man’ sincredulous gaze. The maneuversin the main tank were shaping up asthe

nicest little space battle Command Control had seen in years-in the watch officer’ s shoes, Gil wouldn't
have wanted to let go of it, either. So here | am, about to cycle a perfectly good career out the



airlock. Life's a bitch.

He pushed down the urge to leave the whole thing in the watch officer’ s eager hands and asked,
ingtead, “Commander, what’ syour lineal number?’

“Seven eight seven two, zero zero two three,” replied the watch officer, in something closeto a
sal.

“My number is seven eight seven two, zero zero one six. I’'m senior to you, and I’ m taking the
watch.”

“| protest!”

“Fine. Send aletter to the Board.” Gil raised hisvoiceto carry into the farthest reaches of the
gpace. “In Control, thisis Commander Gil. | have the watch.”

The man he' d relieved snapped “Log that!” at the duty comptech. Gil ignored them both and
walked over to the battle comm-Space Force s highest-priority, highest-security communications system.

“Give methe comm.”

The petty officer gave him the handset. Gil keyed it and waited for the double beep of the crypto
synchronizing.

“Corisydron, thisis Space Force Control. Condition White, Weapons Tight. Break off at once,
return to base. Acknowledge. Over.”

“Dropped synch, over,” adistorted, faraway voice replied.

Gil’slipstightened. The CO of the Cory wasn't any more eager to let go of this one than the
watch officer here on Galcen had been. That “dropped synch” was apolite way of asking if the speaker
on the other end till had dl his syngpsesfiring in order.

“Thisis Space Force Control,” he repeated. “Break off at once. Return to base. Acknowledge.
Over.”

A long pause from the Cory, and then, “Will comply. Out.”

Up inthe main battle tank, the blue triangle and the smdller blue pips peded avay from the
unknown. The red dot sped on, holding astraight-line accelerating course, then flickered ouit.

He's jumped.

Gil let out hisbreath in along, shaky sigh. Behind him, he heard the swoosh-snick of the door
diding open and closing again, and then the Generd’ s unmistakable voice.

“Issomebody going to tell mejust what' s going on here?’

Gil turned to the officer he had summarily relieved. “ Y ou have the watch.”



By now, the junior commander had choked himsdlf nearly purple with suppressed rage. “Why,
you-! Sir, he-!”

The Genera cut him off with agesture, and kept his eyesfixed on Gil. “I suppose you have an
explanaion for dl this”

“Yes dr,” sad Gil.
Metadi’ svoice was quiet, dmost gentle. “Would you like to share it with us, Commander?’

Gil findly found his own voice. “ Perhgps we' d better go into your office, first . .. ”

With the dazzle of the jump gtill hanging before her eyes, Beka punched in a hyperspace course
for the safe haven of the Professor’ s asteroid base, then leaned back in the pilot’ s seat with asigh.

Time to go aft and straighten things out with Ari, shethought.

But her knees didn’t want to hold her up, and what had started as atrembling in her fingers grew
into a case of the shakes that went through her entire body.

You're amazing, shetold hersdf. A real classic. You can pilot anything with engines, you
can hold your own in a knife fight against a man three times your size-and the very thought of
walking up to your brother and saying “ Hi there, I’'malive’ takes all the strength out of your
knees.

She put her hands over her face-Tarnekep Portree s face, with the queued-back hair and the red
plastic eye patch-and kept them there until the shaking stopped. Then she took a deep breath, wrapped
Tarnekep' s arrogance around her like a protective cloak, and got to her feet.

“All right, big brother,” she said softly, settling Tarnekep’ sknifein its sheath and Tarnekep's
blagter initsholger, “herel come.”

In Warhammer’ s common room, Nyls Jessan felt the fleeting wave of disorientation asthe
freighter jumped into hyperspace, and let himsdlf relax.

“Maybe | should have used heavy stun, after al,” he said as he undid the safety webbing. “Oh,
well-I suppose even being an interplanetary desperado takes practice.”

Ari gave him adark look. “Next time you drag me away from work to watch a space battle,
Jessan, | expect better seats.”

“I'll try to oblige,” he said. * Ari, there' s something you ought to know before-”
“No,” sad Ari. “I want to hear this Captain Portree of yoursexplain it to me himself.”

Jessan flinched. Thisis a fine time to remember that you’ ve never seen the big guy get



really angry . . . and Ari is not the son of person who's likely to find Tarnekep Portree amusing.
Not at all.

He glanced over at Llannat. The Adept shook her head and gave ahelpless shrug. The
common-room door did open.

Warhammer’ s cgptain sood on the threshold, surveying the three passengers with adisdainful,
bicolored gaze.

Ari roseto hisfeet. In the cramped space of the ’Hammer’s common room, he looked gigantic,
and Jessan redlized with asinking fedling that for once the big medic was making absolutely no attempt to
play down his size and strength.

He doesn’t recognize her, thought Jessan unhappily. Now there really will be hell to pay.

“Captain Portreg,” Ari said, cold and carefully polite. “Or so | assume.”

Bekafavored her brother with atight-lipped, crooked smile. “That’ swhat they call me,” she
agreed.

She crossed her arms and leaned one shoulder against the bulkhead with an air of casual
arrogance. “And I’ d say you' re that Lieutenant Rosselin-Metadi | keep hearing about.” She shook her
head. “Y ou really ought to be more careful about answering emergency comm cals.”

“Infuture,” said Ari, “1 will be.” The deep, even voice never atered-but Jessan could hear the
anger init just the same. “How did you come into possession of this ship, Captain?’

Beka shrugged one shoulder. “Let’ ssay | bought her.”

Bloody-minded little bitch, thought Jessan, with a sense of despair. Can’'t you see thisisn’'t
thetime...?

“Let’'ssay you didn't.” Ari had taken a step forward. That much closer to Bekaand the
doorway, helooked even bigger. “Thisisn't Pride of Mandeyn-we both know that, so there’ s no point
in pretending. 1t's Warhammer , that was supposed to have crashed onto the |ce Flats outside Port Artat
eight Standard months ago.”

Hetook another step closer to the doorway. “What did you do to my sister, Captain Portree?’
This has gone far enough, Jessan thought. “Ari,” he said. “Don’t be too-”

Bekaglanced in hisdirection for thefirst time. “ Stay out of this. It' s between Lieutenant
Rossdin-Metadi and me.”

Jessan swallowed, feding abit sck. Thisisall my fault. She really did expect him to know
her-after | figured out her secret, she must have been certain her own brother could do the same.
But Ari just isn’t flexible enough when it comes to looking at some things. . .

Beka had aready turned back to her brother without waiting for areply. “ Concerned about your
dger, are you-Lieutenant Rosselin-Metadi ?’



Ari clenched one hand into amassivefig. “Portreg, if you' ve hurt her-”
One corner of Beka s mouth quirked upward. “ Suppose | killed her? Than what, Lieutenant?’
“Then you' re adead man, Captain.”

The smile Beka gave her brother could have been either wistful or vicious. On Tarnekep
Portree’ sface, Jessan had to admit, the two would look the same anyway. She shook her head, till
gmiling.

“For somebody so devoted to hissister, Ari, you' re damned unobservant. What happened-too
much time in the Space Force wipe out everything Ferrda taught you?’

Ari just stood looking at her.

Beka s half-smile twisted and turned nasty. “Y ou’ re supposed to be glad to see me,
remember?-not acting like I’m about as wel come as a plague of boils.”

After along moment Ari found hisvoice. *Y ou’ ve redly outdone yoursdf thistime, | haveto
admit that. Kidnapping, flying under false registration, firing on a Space Force vessd in the lawful
performance of its duties-there' s absolutely no way I’ m going to be able to get you out of thisone.”

Beka slip curled. “I don't recall asking you to, big brother.”

“No,” sad Ari. Hisface was bone-white, and Jessan redized unhappily that his friend was even
angrier now than he had been before. “ Asking for help would mean showing abit of sensefor achange.
Tel me something, would you-when you pull these crazy stunts of yours, don't you ever, even once,
think about what you might be doing to the rest of us?’

Bekadrew asharp breath. If someone had shoved aknife into her, Jessan thought, she might
have made a sound like that.

“‘Therest of us’ ” shesaid, her lips pulling back from her teethinasnarl. “All | ever wanted
from the rest of you wasto be |eft the hell done-do you realy want to hear just how much luck I’ ve had
withthat?’

Jessan stood up abruptly. “1’ ve had about all of thisthat | can stand. Ari-Beka”

“Shut up, Jessan,” said Ari, without bothering to look around.

“Oh, yes” said Beka. “Mustn’'t have interruptions while little Sster is getting scolded.”

Jessan looked from one pae and angry face to the other, and wondered if brother and sister
knew how much aike they looked right now. Well, | wish themjoy of it.

“I'mgoing,” hesad. “Llannat?’
The Adept’ s dark face had gone the color of adirty bedsheet, but she shook her head. No, said

her voice, somewhere near the back of his skull. He jumped, and the voice continued. Somebody has to
stay and make sure nobody gets killed.



“Better you than me,” he murmured, and headed for the door. It opened to let him through, and
shut after him on the sound of risng voices.

Jessan walked forward to the cockpit. He wasn't surprised to find the Professor there, dumped
inthe copilot’s chair, looking out at the swirling pseudosubstance of hyperspace.

“How are they doing back there?’ the Professor asked without looking around.
“They’ re having afight. What are you doing up here?’

“Staying out of it.”

“Y ou knew they’ d have one?’

“Let’ssay | expected something in that line.” The older man turned to face him. “Do you have
any shlings, Commander?’

Jessan shook hishead. “No, I'm afraid | don't.”

“And they let you off Khesat?’ asked the Professor, with an expression of mild, surprise. “The
gdaxy has certainly changed since | wasyoung.”

Jessan gave aweary laugh. “Not that much, Professor. My crowd' s a cadet branch, and there's
plenty of cousins|eft over to take up the dack. Not to change the subject or anything-but how long have
we got before we come out of hyper?’

“About four days. W€ ll be on autopilot the whole way.”

Over on the control panels, the status light representing the door to the captain’s quarterslit
briefly asthe door opened and shut.

“Waell,” said Jessan, “it lookslike round oneis over. Shall we go back and aid the wounded?’

Only Llannat was il in Warhammer’ s common room when they got there. Jessan raised an
eyebrow at her. “What, no bodies?’

“I cycled them dl out the airlock.”
“That bad?’
“Not quite-but it was touch and go for amoment or two.”

Jessan could hear the Professor busy in thetiny galley nook. Good idea. We could all use
something hot and nourishing right now, and that’s a fact.

“What happened?’ he asked.
“Wadl . .. onceyou left, the argument turned mean.”

“Turned mean?’



“You heard it herefirgt,” she said. “Finished when Beka dammed into the captain’s cabin and Ari
stomped off aft somewhere.”

“Oh, dear,” said Jessan, subsiding into one of the seats by the messtable. “Not an auspicious
beginning.”

“They’ll comearound,” Llannat said. “Y ou have to be reasonably fond of somebody in thefirst
place, to light into them like that.”

“ Adept’ swisdom?’
She shook her head. “ Five brothers and sisters back home on Maraghai.”

The Professor emerged from the gdlley with asteaming tray in each hand and athird tray
bal anced across his forearms. “ Then you' Il understand, Mistress, how it came about that when the
captain saw aneed to expand the crew of Warhammer, she turned first to her brother.”

Llannat reached up and took the third tray from its precarious baance point. “Mmm, fresh cha a
... thank you, Professor. She ought to have given him some warning, first-he' d just gotten used to the
ideathat she was dead. The whole thing with the crash on Artat happened while hewas in accelerated
hedling, you know. He went straight from the pod onto a courier ship bound for Galcen, but by the time
he got there everything was over but the wake.”

“He never mentioned that in hisletters,” said Jessan. The Professor had set the two remaining
trays down on the battered surface of the messtable. Jessan reached out and pulled one of them over in
front of hisown place. “But then, Ari wouldn't.”

“We d have liked to be more tactful,” said the Professor to Llannat. “But time was working
agang us”
“Count your blessings,” Jessan added. “1 got brought along at blaster-point . . . not that | blame

you, Professor. Under the circumstances, I” d probably have shot me out of hand.”

Llannat gave him an gppraising look over the rim of her mug of cha a * Said the wrong thing at
the wrong time, did you?’

“I"d had along night.”

“Don’'t wedl, sometimes.” Llannat took along swallow of the cha a, then cradled the cup in her
hands. “But what if Ari doesn't agree to go along with hissster? What then?”

“Don’'t worry,” said Jessan. “When he finds out what she’ sgot in mind, you won't be able to
gophim.”

The tractor beam had rattled afew pieces|oosein the’Hammer’ s engine room-nothing
dangerous, but stuff that ought to be taken care of while somebody remembered, before it got worse.
Blinding rage had brought Ari to that part of the ship in thefirst place; once theworst of the anger had
drained out of him, he went looking for asynch-meter.



Hefound onein the first spot he checked, in the cramped, out-of-the-way compartment where
toolsfor the’Hammer’s internal repair work had aways been kept. Then he went back to the engine
room to work off the rest of histemper in bringing the hyperspatia reference block back into line.

He' d been at it for agood while when he heard quick, light footsteps on the deckplates behind
him. He swiveled around on his hedls and |ooked up. “What are you doing down here?’

His sster dropped down to Sit on the deck beside him. “Y ou stolemy line,” she said. “| cameto
see about taking care of the damage, but it lookslike you beat metoit.”

“I was down here anyway,” he said. He tightened down the last bolt on the access plate with
particular care. “That eye patch,” he said, without looking back around. “Do you redly need to wear it?’

She chuckled. “Don’t you like the effect?”

“No.” One-way lenseslike that usudly covered prosthetic repair work too extensive to disguise
any other way. “If you don’t need the blasted thing, could you please takeit off?’

“It redly does bother you?” She sounded surprised. “Even though you' reamedic and all that?’
“Eventhough’mamedic and dl that.”

“Funny-it doesn’'t bother Jessan.”

“Jessan’ snot your brother, damniit!”

Bekamade anoise that was dmost agiggle. Ari turned back around, and found her looking a
him out of apair of plainly functiona blue eyes. She grinned.

“See?’ shesad. “Two. But | have to wear the patch whenever there' sachance | might be going
dirtsde”

“I understand,” he said. “ But-why, Bee? Not just the eye patch, but all of it.”

She drew her knees up and linked her arms around them. “Well, you know how Dadda turned
the ' Hammer over to mein exchange for any information | could pick up about the people who killed
Mother.”

Ari nodded. “He gave methe genera outline. | thought he was looking for an excuseto giveyou
Warhammer without getting the registry papers thrown back in hisface.”

“He doesn't work that way,” said Beka. “Neither do I. Anyhow-there | was with the ’Hammer,
and doing just fine, thank you. Low-bulk, high-speed stuff mostly; there’ s good money in that these days.
And then somebody put out a contract on me.”

“That can redly ruin your day,” Ari agreed.
“You'renot kidding. If the Professor hadn't stepped in and lent ahand, I’ d be dead right now

for real. But werigged a nice piece of theater instead, and | wound up as Tarnekep Portree, merchant
captain and part-time paid n.



“You haven't redly-”
She shook her head. “Not for money.”

That leaves a lot of ground uncovered, Ari thought. He looked over a Beka. She was hugging
her updrawn kneestightly and gazing into the middle distance, somewhere on the other Sde of the far
bulkhead.

“What redlly happened back on Pleyver?’ he asked.

“I made some people mad enough to chase us dl the way across Flatlands. And after we' d gone
to ground port-side at the Space Force Clinic, the sons of bitches sent in aprivate army.” She smiled
briefly. “Y our friend Jessan’ sgot acool head in acriss. Too sharp-eyed for his own good, though; he
gpotted me for your Sster just as| was bringing the shuttle into High Station.”

“Soyou invited him dong for theride.”

“Moreor less. HE sacool one, likel said; told uswe could ether trust him with everything or
cycle him out the airlock, but nothing else was going to work for more than afew hours. So we decided
totrust him.”

“I’'m more interested in why Jessan decided to trust you,” said Ari. “Mind telling mejust what it
wasyou saidto him?’

“Samething I’'m going to tell you,” shereplied. “1 know who had Mother assassinated, and I’'m
going to track the bastard down and kill him. Want to come dong?’

Part Three

|. asteroid base

Four days after lifting from Nammerin, Warhammer emerged from hyperspace. By tacit consent,
the subject of Beka sintentions hadn’t been brought up again during the otherwise uneventful trip.
There' d be time enough for councils of war, Ari supposed, once the "Hammer arrived wherever his
ggter and her mysterious copilot had in mind.

For hisown part, he supposed that he could work with Bee and not wind up throttling her. Just
remember that she’s the captain, hetold himsdf, and it’s her ship. If you cared about that sort of
thing, you' d have become a line officer, not gone into the Medical Service.

The sgh of the ship’s hydraulic systemstaking the strain of planetfall brought him back to the
present. The "Hammer settled down onto the landing surface. A minute or so later, Ari heard the noise
of the ramp being lowered. Across the common room, Jessan unstrapped and stood up.

“Wemight aswell gooninsde,” the Khesatan said to Llannat and Ari. “Y our sister and the
Professor are going to be awhile shutting down the ship. Y ou know how star-pilots are.”

Ari sood and stretched. 1 know that their brains don’t function under natura gravity, which



describes my sigter pretty well most of thetime. Y ou’ ve been here before?’

“Only once, for afew hours,” said Jessan. “But | know how to get in.”

Together, the three of them went out the "Hammer’ s main passenger door and down the ramp.
Thefreighter stood on her landing legsin the middle of an enclosed docking bay. Ari looked around at
the assortment of spacecraft parked under the bay’ s echoing dome like so many hovercars, and whistled.

“Impressive, isT't it?” said Jessan.

Ari nodded. “I know collectors on Galcen who' d pawn their grandmother’ sjewel ry for some of
thisstuff.”

“Small-time” said Llannat beside him. “I know historianswho' d hock the old lady hersdlf for
nothing more than a chance to prowl around in here for an hour or two. That’saMagebuilt scoutcraft
over here, just for starters.”

So it was-meteor-pocked and ugly and, asfar as Ari had ever heard, uniquein the civilized
gaaxy. Not even the Adepts ever captured one of those, hethought uneasly.

“Let’'sgetonin,” said Jessan. “It’ s chilly out here-we reinsde an asteroid, or something that
does adamned good imitation of one. Y ou two must be freezing.”

“Don'’t hurry on my account,” said Llannat. “It'sbeen dmost ayear Sncethelast timel shivered,
and I’'m enjoying the sensation.”

“Samehere,” Ari said, but he knew that atropic-weight uniform wouldn’t keep out the cold
forever. When Jessan started off toward one side of the docking bay, he followed. He wasn't surprised
when a section of rough-cut rock wall turned out to be a concedled door opening onto asmall
antechamber and alarger room beyond. “What about the main door over that way?’

“Don't try it. That one only lookslike adoor.”

“What isit, then?” asked Ari, asthe diding pand snicked shut again behind them.

“A burglar darm,” said Jessan. “Or so your sigter tellsme. Y ou wake up when the burglar starts
screaming.”

Llannat looked curious. “Y ou bdieve that?’
“Implicitly,” Jessan assured her.

“Probably wise,” said the Adept, her dark face unreadable. Before Ari could spesk, her
expression changed, and she hurried past him and Jessan into the main room.

“Hey, Ari!” she caled back over her shoulder. “Y ou should see the setup in herel”

“Sickbay,” Jessan explained asthey followed Llannat into the immacul ate tile-and-metal room.
“About asfar as| got last time. We had to stop here for some quick repair work on the other two.”



“Anything bad?’

“Nothing they couldn’t have handled without me,” said Jessan. “Beka had atorn ligament in her
leg, and the Professor had a broken arm-child’ s play for asetup like this. | wish I’d had some of this gear
back on Pleyver.”

“I wishwe had it on Nammerin,” said Ari. “ That bone-mender’ sthe latest model from
InterMedical Industries. We ve got aflatpic of it stuck onto the old onein Emergency, so we can pretend
alittle sometimes.”

“I'll tell you something interesting, though,” said Llannat. “ Everything new in hereisredly new,
nothing older than a couple of Standard years, and the highest quality that money can buy. But dl the
other stuff, thelittle thingsthat don't lose their potency or become obsolete-they go back to the
Magewar, at least. What does that suggest to you?’

“That our friend the Professor has been in businessfor along, long time,” said Jessan, with a
shrug. “But five minutesin his company will tel you the samething.”

“Y ou can read moreinto it than that,” Ari told him. “Wedl can. There sno need to go around it
on tiptoe-two years ago something caused the owner of thisvery professond sickbay to refurbish it and
restock it with enough gear to handle asmall war. And two years ago somebody killed my mother.”

“Who wasthe last Dominaof living Entibor,” said Llannat, soft-voiced. “ And the Professor is
Entiboran.”

Ari thought about that for amoment. “It would explain afew things,” he said. “ Jessan, I'm
suddenly very curious about the rest of this place. What elseishere?’

“The door’ sright over that way,” Jessan said. “Let’sgo.”

After the scrubbed-clean familiarity of the medica bay, entering the next room waslike stepping
through adoorway into another world. And that’s not just a phrase, thought Ari, hating frozenin the
doorway. It’sthe truth.

He couldn’t move. Hefdt afraid to step onto the exquisite parquetry of the wooden floor. The
delicate openwork carving on the long central table and the surrounding chairs made him fed large and
clumsy, the way fragile or beautiful objects dways did-an intruder in aworld that was much smdler than
it should be, and far too easily broken.

“There' smore,” Jessan said. “Look outside the windows.”

“I amlooking,” said Ari quietly. “1 seeit.”

The windows, tal and casemented, made the room’ sfar wall into acurtain of glass. Beyond
them, the sun wasrisng over awide vista of forested hills, flooding the whole room with aruddy light.
Morning migt filled the valleys between the evergreens, and from somewhere outside the chamber came
the sound of birds. One darted past the windows as Ari watched, a scarlet streak appearing and
vanishing againg the dark green of the woods.

“Wherearewe?’ Llannat asked. Her voice, dways gentle, now hardly rose above awhisper.



“Entibor,” murmured Ari. “Y ears ago, while it was dive.”

“One of the private roomsin the Summer Palace,” said Jessan. “Buit this-did you ever seesuch a
high-qudity holovid?’ He reached over to the wall, and flipped a switch.

Ari blinked. The table and chairs wavered, and became stark, heavy-duty piecesin plain metd,
the sort of thing you couldn’t break if you tried. Where the rows of windows had been, he saw open
archways leading off down shadowy passages.

“Thefurniture,” said Llannat after amoment, “has got to be redl thistime. Nobody would ever
mekethemsalvesanilluson that ugly.”

Ari had to agree. Without the holovid, the room and its furniture reminded him of the Namport
Detention Center. “Can we have the Palace back?’

“Sure,” said Jessan. He toggled the switch on again, and the dawnlit chamber regppeared. “1'd
rather wait herefor the others, anyway. | know there’ s degping quarters down one of the hals, but that’s
it-and | wouldn't want to wander around donein here. No telling what you might find.”

Ari sat down on one of the chairs. Even knowing what it really was, he half-expected thefrail,
pretty thing to crumple under hisweight. Outside the windows, the sun rose higher over the Entiboran
hills

“Red-time holographic smulation,” said Jessan, taking aseat at the far end of thetable.
“Whoever did the programming was an artist. Y ou could probably watch it for days and not get an exact

repeat.”
“The Professor programmed it himsdlf,” said Llannat. “ From memory, after Entibor waslog.”

Ari turned his head, and saw the Adept standing just behind his right shoulder. She was watching
the changing holographic landscape, and her eyeslooked sad. He didn’t ask her how she' d known about
the room’ s programming. Being an Adept, she' d probably pulled the knowledge out of the air somehow.
Instead, he ran a hand along the cool metal tabletop that |ooked like carved blond wood, and said,
“Mother wasjust the opposite. She never let anything Entiboran into the house at dl if she could helpit.”

The room’s outer door did open again before Llannat could answer him. Beka entered, followed
closaly by the Professor.

“Now do we find out what you’ ve got planned?’ Ari asked.

“WEell talk about it tomorrow over breakfast,” Bekareplied. “Nobody’ s committing themselves
to anything until we' ve dl gotten some deep.”

Ari spent the period of rest surrounded by more luxury than he d thought existed outside the
Central Worlds. The bathroom attached to his degping quarters was, by itsdf, athing of wonder-black
marble and tile, with asunken tub that looked long enough to swim lgpsin. After two yearson
Nammerin, he admitted as he lowered himself into the eaming water, and four days on the’ Hammer,
it would take far less than thisto impress me.



He stretched out at full length in the tub and soaked until hisfingertips began to wrinkle. Sonics
might get you antiseptic enough to meet hospita standard, but they still couldn’t make you fed clean. And
the public bathhouses in downtown Namport, besides being strictly off limits to Space Force personnd,
were in genera good placesto lose your wallet while picking up an eclectic assortment of the local
diseases.

Enjoy it whileit lasts, hetold himsdf. Whatever Beka’' s got in mind is almost certainly not
going to be this much fun.

He ducked under the surface to rinse the sogp out of his hair, then stood and let the water run off
his body. Stepping out of the tub, he wrapped himsdf in anubbly bath towe roughly the size of alanding
pad and returned to the bedroom.

Four of the bath towels might have stretched to make a coverlet for the bed itsdlf, an enormous
expanse of mattress between swagged-back velvet curtains. It 1ooks like a holoset for “ Spaceways
Patrol,” hethought. All that’smissing is Snister Serina in a glued-on gown.

He shook his head regretfully over the omission and did between the cool spidersilk sheets. The
room lights dowly dimmed. Ari burrowed his head into the large feather pillow and fell adeep.

Light awakened him, streaming into the room from a source outside something that looked like a
window but probably wasn't. Semitransparent glassweave curtains gave ahazy impression of manicured
lawns and formal gardens stretching out beyond the leaded panes. He sat up in bed and looked around
the room.

A dark, silent figure stood motionlessin an adcove near the door. Ari tensed, then let out his
breath in explosiverelief. What hel d taken at first for an intruder was only some sort of robot, vaguely
human inits genera outlines, its black-enameled body surmounted by an ovoid of dark plastic. A red
light flashed briefly within the sable depths of the mechanism’ sfeatureless mask.

“Good morning, sir.” Despite the machine' s outward appearance, the synthesized voice was
pleasant and well modulated. “1 trust you dept well. | shal fetch your clothing while you bathe, sir.”

“Right,” said Ari, rolling out of the wide bed. The carpet felt springy and cool under his bare fest,
like freshly mown grass. When he emerged from the bathroom some time later, the bed had been made,
and the robot had laid out a handsome suit of burgundy cloth.

Hefrowned & the garments. “Where smy uniform?’

“Being cleaned and repaired, Sir. Do you requireit?’

“No,” Ari replied. “I don't suppose !’ Il be needing it for awhile. But can’t you find something
that won't make me look like the bouncer in ahigh-classbar?’

“Something more subdued, then,” said the robot. “If you would be so kind asto wait amoment .

The robot picked up the pile of cloth and |eft the room with it, returning a minute later with
another armload of fabric that turned out to be an otherwise identica suit in aquiet shade of forest green.



Ari wasn't at al surprised when the garments turned out to fit him perfectly. He sealed the last
fastener and turned back to the robot. “ Tell me-can aman find acup of cha’ a somewhere hereabouts?’

“The others are waiting in the bregkfast nook, gr.”

“Lead on,” said Ari. He followed the robot down a passageway to a sweeping staircase, and
from there to a bal cony overl ooking something that looked for al the galaxy likeawaterfdl ina
woodland glade. A milk white durnebeast drank, head bent, from the pool some thirty feet below. The
dim, long-legged creature looked up as he appeared, then fled into the undergrowth.

Out on the bal cony, three more members of the Hammer’ s crew sat together around a
glass-topped breakfast table. Beka gtill wore Tarnekep Portree’ s clothing, but she' d I eft off the red
plagtic eye patch and had done something to her long hair to turn the single braid back to itsfamiliar
yellow. The others had clearly taken at least partia advantage of the valet robots' services. The
Professor had switched from his free-gpacer’ s ouitfit to aplain white shirt and black trousers cut in the old
Entiboran style, and Nyls Jessan carried off a pae blue Khesatan lounging robe with an air of having just
arrived from an early-morning session of birdsong and flute music.

Ari did into one of the empty chairs and began filling his plate with shirred eggs and dices of
grilled meset. “Where sLlannat?’ he asked.

Beka shrugged. “ Still adeep, | suppose. What does the robot assigned to Mistress Hyfid have to
say?

The valet robot that had escorted Ari to breakfast paused for amoment before responding. “My
series-mate reports that Mistress Hyfid dressed and left her chamber some time ago.”

“Then she ought to have gotten here by now,” said Ari.

“Maybe not,” said Jessan. He turned to the robot. “Did Mistress Hyfid have an escort when she
left?”

Another pause. “ Sherefused one, Sir.”
“Thereyou haveit,” said Jessan. “ She'slogt.”

The Professor shook hishead. “An Adept? Unlikely. Mistress Hyfid is undoubtedly going about
her own business-but what it is, | wouldn't venture to guess.”

After anight full of confused and disturbing dreams about the gentle-voiced Professor, with his
illusory windows onto an Entibor long dead, LIannat Hyfid had awakened to aroom flooded with
light-and to the knowledge that she needed to make up her mind before she went any further.

All right, she demanded of the universe, asthe shower room’ s multiple jets and sprays of water
duiced the night sweet off her body. Here | am. Now what do | do?

Shedidn’t get an answer. She never did, when shetried to push things that way. The prompting
she' d gotten unasked on Nammerin had been so strong that she' d pulled away from aconversationin



midsentence to make adash for the hospital airfield, but that inner sureness had |eft her as soon asthe
"Hammer lifted out of atmosphere and headed for hyperspace.

Sheturned off the shower room, twisted her long hair up into its customary out-of-the-way knot,
and padded back into the deeping chamber to get dressed. The robot had brought her aset of formal
Adept’ s blacks while she showered: trousers and tunic and a clean white shirt, laid out in proper order on
the new-made bed.

“I wish,” she said, as she fastened the high collar of the black broadcloth tunic, “that whatever's
pushing me around would tell mewhere’m heading.”

“| don’t understand, Mistress,” said the robot.
“Never mind,” shesaid. “1 wastaking to mysdf.”

It was close enough for truth, she supposed. The robot seemed to think so, anyhow. It hesitated
asecond before asking, “Would you care for bregkfast, Mistress?’

She shrugged. “Why not?’
“If youwould follow me, then....”
“No,” shesad. “I'll find my own way. Thank you.”

The robot made demurring noises. She said no a second time, more forcefully; the robot gave up
and rolled away, till clicking with disgpprovd.

She sighed, and went out into the passage.

It looks like the decision is all yours, shetold hersdlf. If you say you want out of whatever
they re planning, they’ll honor the request. The Professor’s old-fashioned enough to understand
an Adept wanting to keep her hands clean, and Captain Rosselin-Metadi wishes you hadn’t come
along in the first place. And those two are the ones who count.

Shedidn’t need the machine to tell her that breakfast was down the hallway and to the left. The
rich, eye-opening aromaof fresh-brewed cha areached her nose even more ditinctly than the mingled
auraof the’Hammer’ s crew came to her other senses. She swallowed once, and headed in the opposite
direction.

“Mistress Hyfid' s absence need not delay us any longer,” said the Professor. “ The robot can
record and replay as needed. So-my lady?’

“Right,” said Beka. “ The latest bit started with aletter from Dadda. I’ d set up amail drop
through Genera Delivery on Pleyver not too long after the Prof and | rigged that crash outside Port Artat,
s0 | thought it was time to make aside trip to Flatlands and check it out. There was amessage
confirming something I’ d asked about, and he told me about the new Space Force clinicin Flatlands. The
officer in charge, he said, was discreet and reliable.”



“Considering the source,” Jessan said, pouring more cha ainto the trand ucent porcelain cups,
“I"'m flattered.”

“Aswell you should be,” said the Professor. “Pray continue, my lady.”

“Right,” said Beka. “Besides the word about the clinic, Dadda passed dong what he' d learned:
Gilveet Rhos, the man who did the eectronics work when they killed Mother, hasn’t beenin circulation
sncethen. It sounded like somebody wasn't happy with the way that job went down, which tallieswith
what out late friend on Pleyver had to say.”

“Which friend wasthat?" asked Ari. The only Pleyveran he could name offhand was Tarvest,
and the councillor had gtill been adive and making long-winded speeches the day before the ’Hammer hit
Nammerin.

“The one who was hiring meto kill you, big brother,” said Beka, with a crooked smile. “He
never did givemehisname. . . but he certainly was generous with everybody dse's”

Something about her expression sent acold finger tracing down the back of Ari’ s neck. “What
did you do to him, Bee?’

“Nothing more than he deserved,” she said. “Owen wasin Flatlands-Guild business, | think; he
was doing a passable imitation of a spaceport bum-and the bad guys caught him. | don’t know how, and
| didn’t ask. But I"d just finished shaking hands on the origina deal when acouple of goons dragged
Owen into the room, and the head man wanted me to do him, too.”

She paused. “ So | shot agoon and cut the head man’ sthroat, and after that things got violent.”

There was amoment of silence. Ari didn’t doubt that his Sster had done everything she
described-lying had never been one of Bee' s particular vices-but he was damned if he’ d give her the
satisfaction of knowing that she' d shocked him. When hewasfairly certain he could match Beka's
offhand manner, he asked, “What happened to Owen?”’

Bekalooked worried, “1 don’t know. He stayed in Hatlands-unfinished business, he said. But he
needed somebody to draw away the hired guns, which ishow the Prof and | wound up ruining your
friend Jessan’ sevening.”

“Believe me,” murmured Jessan, “the night had its moments.”

Beka cast aquick glance sidelong at the Khesatan, but Jessan’ s bland face was an noncommittal
asever. With only afaint-and uncharacteristic-pinknessin her pae cheeksto show that the exchange had
taken place, Ari’ssister went on.

“After everything fell gpart,” she said, “we were, wdll, busy for awhile. But later on, | had some
timeto think. And the longer | thought, the more the affair on Pleyver sarted to smdll likeasetup. Likea
whole damned series of setups, in feet, al the way back to the start.”

Ari st hisknife and fork aside; the conversation had killing his appetite along time ago. “A
stup? How?’

Bekaleaned back and steepled her hands, tapping the fingertipstogether. “ Try thison for Size,



big brother. Somebody wants to smash Dahl& Dahl and the Suivi lobby so hard thereisn’t even adamp
spot |eft on the pavement afterward.”

“It'sconceivable,” the Professor commented. “ The Dahls of Galcen are apowerful clan-asare
their Suivi cousns”

“Powerful,” said Jessan, “but not well-loved.” The Khesatan surveyed the breakfadt table' sarray
of jams and preserves, took a spoonful of something clear and green, and began spreading it ona
torn-off bit of fresh bread. “ Power and popularity,” he continued, “don’t usualy go hand-in-hand. Y our
mother the Dominawas a notable exception to therule.”

“And that’ swhy someonekilled her,” said Beka.

She picked up the silver butter knife from the side of her plate and frowned at it for amoment.
Then she changed her grip in asingle quick, blurred motion, and started turning the blade first one way
and then another.

“I'show I'd doit,” shewent on, her blue eyesfollowing the glint of the breakfast nook’s
artificid daylight on the polished metd, “if | wanted to make somebody squirm and bleed.”

“What do you mean?’ Ari growled.

Hissigter smiled-not at him, but at the edge of the knife. “Work it out for yoursdf. First, you get
debates going hot and heavy in the Grand Council over Suivi Point.”

“Tarveet of Pleyver,” sad Ari, remembering. “Heintroduced the origind Expulsion Bill. Mother
cut it to ribbons on the Council floor.”

“The dug-eating idiot deserved it,” said Beka, and went on. “ Step two-assass nate the bel oved
public figure who happens to be the most passionate voice against expulsion. And step three-make
certain your killers get caught, to lay the blame on Dahl& Dahl.”

She tossed the knife from hand to hand for afew seconds, then flicked it out to take up a pat of
butter from the crystal dish. “But they didn’t count on Dadda,” she finished. “And their nwound
up too dead to interrogate.”

Ari scowled into the depths of hischa a “Why would anybody believe that Suivi Point wanted
to get kicked out of the Republic?’

“In order to gain freedom of action,” said the Professor, who' d been listening to Bekawith grave
approvd, like an ingtructor in keyboard and the voice at afavorite student’ s graduation recitd. “And a
release from the congtraint of law.”

“That would make sense to most people, you have to admit,” said Jessan. “Y our mother was
hitting the * how can we control them if we expd them’ note pretty hard in her speeches.”

Ari growled an obscenity under his breath in the Forest Speech-alanguage he' d dways found
more satisfying than Gal cenian for such purposes.

“Y ouwon't get any argument on that from me,” said Beka. “But think about it, Ari. If I'mright,



and the origina plan was a putup job, then so was everything else.”

[I. asteroid base: theinner depths

The inner tunnels of the asteroid base ran deep. The Professor had taken over the upper layers
for hisholovid-enhanced complex of luxurious chambers, but over haf of the base' s volume lay empty
and unused.

Llannat Hyfid had sensed the structure’ s tremendous size as soon as she' d stepped out of
Warhammer onto the floor of the docking bay. Something about the asteroid smelled familiar, too-an
acrid-sweet odor somewhere between engine coolant and rotting mest, one that wasn't there a all if she
made hersdf close down her sensitivity to the currents of power and rely on her nose alone. The smdll
had crept into her dreams, making her restless and uneasy in the huge bed, when back at the Nammerin
Medica Station she’ d dept untroubled on a standard-issue cot and mattress less than a quarter the size.

Now, as she moved downward out of the inhabited sections of the asteroid, the unpleasant
nonsmell grew even stronger. However the Professor had come into possession of this place, she
reflected, he' d scoured it most thoroughly afterward . . . but afull squad of cleaning robots couldn’t get
rid of astink that was only there for an Adept to notice.

Back on Maraghai, the Selvaurs dways claimed that trouble had abad smell to it, and perhaps
because of her upbringing she had anose for such things. The practice yard of the Adepts Retreat on
Gdcen, for instance: its hard-packed earth had aways smelled faintly of blood to her, ardlic of the
daughter done there in the opening days of the war, when the Magel ords had attacked the Guild' sinmost
citadel and nearly brought it down. She' d gotten used to the smell in time, but most of the other
apprentices never even noticed it.

There’ d been aclass of new students busy in theyard at staif practice on the day shetook her
Adept’ svows, dl oblivious of any lingering impressions from the past. One of the senior apprenticeswas
coaching them. As she drew nearer, she recognized Owen Rossdlin-Metadi-Master Ransome' s personal
student and, some said, his most trusted aide. Owen looked around from correcting one apprentice’ s
faulty stance, took in her new suit of formal blacks and the staff, and began to smile.

Congratulationg!

His*“voice’ camethrough strong and clear, even at that distance, and she knew that her own
Thank you was amumble by comparison.

He gestured in the direction of a shady spot over to one side of the yard. Have time to chat
before you go?

Qre.

Just wait a minute, then, while | get them started on the next bit.

Sheleaned against the practice-yard wall and watched as he matched up the new studentsfor
two-person drill. LIannat wondered about Owen sometimes. He' d been a senior apprenticeand a

teacher when shefirst came to the Retreat, he was a senior apprentice and a teacher now that she was
leaving-and if her training had taught her anything at al, it was how to recognize somebody aready



working on alevel shewasn't ever going to reach.
He left the apprentices sparring with their staves and came over to join her in the shade.
“Congratulations,” he said again. “'Y ou look good.”

She wiggled her shouldersingde the tiff new garments. “I fed like somebody’ s about to come
aong and write me up for impersonating an Adept.”

“Don'tworry,” hetold her. “You'll get used to it. Where are you going now that you' re finished
here?’

Shegrinned a him, and whistled a scrap of an old melody.

“ ‘Back into space again’ 7’

She nodded. “1 could have gotten waivered out, | suppose, but | like being amedic.”
“And you don't like being an Adept?’

“I'likeit,” shesad. “I just don’t think I'm ever going to fed easy withit.”

“| don’'t know anyone who does,” he said. “It’ s better that way, | think-alwaysto be alittle
unessy with power.”

Shelooked at him curioudy. “Isthat why you' re still an gpprentice after dl thistime? Because
you're. .. uneasy?’

“Uneasy?’ he asked, sartled. “No. Not that.”

He paused, and then seemed to make up his mind about something. “ Taking Adept’ s vows with
your whole heart isn't just amatter of speaking thewords,” he said findly. “When you say the words and
mean them, the experience changes you-or you change yourself, if you' d sooner look at it that way. And
sometimes Master Ransome findsit useful to have an agent on hand whose aurawon't show those
changes to anyone who knows how to look.”

“l see” shesaid. “1 don't fed particularly changed.”

“It' sthere, dl right,” hetold her. “Master Ransome wouldn’t have et you go if you weren't
ready. Where' s the Space Force sending you, anyway?’

“Nammerin,” shesaid. “ Almost like going home. Lots of Selvaurs, lots of big trees”
“Lotsof rain,” said Owen. “My brother Ari’son Nammerin these days.”

“That, too.”

He gave her ameasuring look. “Isthat how it is, then?’

“That’show it is. Master Ransome sees trouble brewing on Nammerin, with your brother at the



heart of it. So he did whatever it is he doesto arrange these things, and I’ m off to keep an eye on the
gtuation.”

She got adifferent look thistime, amost a humorous one. Owen didn’t explain the joke, though,
but said only, “Y ou'll have your work cut out for you-Ari’ s not the type to appreciate having a

bodyguard.”

“With any luck, he'll never need one.”
Owen laughed under hisbreeth. “Don't tel meyou gill believein luck.”

Llannat sighed. That was something €l se she’ d be leaving behind her for good, and she was going
to missit. “No,” she admitted. “Not any longer.”

Owen never had explained why he found the idea of an Adept bodyguard for his brother
amusing, either. Enlightenment on that score needed to wait until Nammerin, when she' d walked into the
staff lounge one afternoon and heard Nyls Jessan telling some tal tale about the CO's pet sand snake.. . .
anice enough beast, and one that didn’t deserve the problemsit had in adapting to the humid climate.

“Come on, Jessan,” she' d said as she came through the door, “tell us another one.”

And then the lounge' s other occupant stood up from the battered, lumpy couch-and kept on
gtanding, until heloomed up like one of the Greet Trees of Maragha under the ceiling struts of the
converted storage dome.

“Gentldlady . . . Migtress.”

The big man’'s deep, Gal cenian-accented voice didn’t ssumble on either title, and the bow of
respect he made, while abit unnerving coming from someone his size, had none of the clumsinessshe'd

expected.

Someone' s taught him how to move, she thought, oblivious of Jessan muttering introductionsin
her ear. Adept? No, he’ s got lieutenant’ s bars.

Besdes, hisaurashowed none of an Adept’ s amost ungtable brilliance. Strong, she thought.
Strong and rocksteady-solid . . . why does he make me think of home?

“I'm from Maraghai,” she said, while her mind worked on sorting out the confused impressions.
“Andthe‘Migress bit makes me uncomfortable.”

The big man surprised her again. Hisrather guarded expression changed to agenuine smile, and
then she waslistening to the rumbling bass notes of alanguage she hadn’t heard in years, least of al from
ahuman throat.

*Do you understand the Forest Speech?

Humans from Maraghai were arare breed, especidly in the Space Force. Caught in the glow of
meeting somebody € sewho' d grown up under the Big Trees, it took her several minutesto make the



connection between the lieutenant and Owen’ s brother on Nammerin. Then she had to struggle to keep
her face from showing her dishdief and her mouth from saying anything stupid.

Master Ransome thinks a man like this needs a bodyguard? Lords of life-what sort of
trouble can he bein?

But she’ d had to wait for the answer until the next night, when a pleasant medl at the Greentrees
Lounge in Namport had ended with awild aircar ride and afight to the death in ajungle clearing. The
heavy, rotting nonsmell had filled the air again that evening-asit did now, even when the passage that
she' d been following dead-ended abruptly in ablank wall.

Under her feet, though, she could still sense the lower reaches of the base beneath. This can’t be
the end of the line, she thought. There has to be something more. She closed her eyes, and let the
darknessintensify her awareness of buried passages extending coreward.

Over thisway a step, she thought, suiting the action to thewords. And another, and one more
. here.

She stamped on the floor with the hedl of one sturdy, standard-issue boot. The sound rang
hollow. She opened her eyes, and looked. No seams, just solid concrete.

LIannat propped her staff against thewall and knelt on the floor. Then she put both hands flat
againgt the concrete and opened hersdlf to whatever insight the materia had to offer. After asecond, she
lifted her hands again.

There' s some strong patter n-working in place here. Nobody gets any further who can’t
find the key.

Shetook adeep breath, and let it out dowly. Finding away through the barrier was going to take
aprobe deeper than she' d ever tried before, one reaching down into the e ementary particles of matter,
and shedidn’t know if she had the resourcesto carry it off. If shefailed, she might die down here,
merged so completely with the material she was probing that she couldn’t pull free.

Evenif shedidn’t fail, she'd be working so close to her limits that she might come unbound from
the physica world atogether and becomelost in the Void. Existing outside of place or time, the Void
touched dl placesand al times equaly, and the power that filled the rest of the universe had no meaning
there. An Adept who overstretched her abilities might fall into that bleak dimension and be drained of
energy before she could find the way home.

Llannat squared her shoulders. Time to find out if you're more than just a medic in an Adept
suit. One by one she lowered the barriers between her essentia self and the outside world, until nothing
remained to stop her from sinking into the dab of concrete beneath her hands.

Vertigo threatened to overwhem her as her mind opened up. Shefdt aflash of panic-Trapped
inside the stone forever! -and then steadied, reaching for the pattern of the substance around her. When
the universe settled down again, she could fed subtle differences within the surrounding material. Long
ago, sheredized, someone had hidden points of instability within the flooring to mark the door to the
other sde: adoor closed against the weak and the timid, but open to anyone bold enough to search for
thekey.



Llannat pulled back into herself, breathing hard from the effort, but smiling. Now that she'd felt
the markers the way she had, finding them a second time would be easy, like looking at pebbles on the
bottom of apool.

And then-she picked up her staff and rested it across her knees-and then, you just dlip right
onthrough. ..

She kndlt on alanding at the top of ameta staircase spiraling down some kind of accesstube.
Therotting smell filled her nogtrils, mixed now with the scents of wet earth and moldering vegetation.
When she stood, the floor of the upper passage made a ceiling close above her head. The dim,
sourcelesslighting of the base' s upper reaches was gone, leaving her in akind of visible darkness.

She stared down the twisting metal staircase, making her way by fed, one hand grasping her staff
and the other the sair rail. As she descended, the darkness grew less profound, until she could ook
down on thick rain forest far below her.

Wheream|? What am | seeing?

She kept on climbing down the staircase, gripping the handrail even tighter than before. The wet
jungle-fed wasintheair al around her now, and the narrow metd treads felt dick and treacherous
undernegth the soles of her boots.

Once you' ve started, she reminded hersdf, you can’'t go back. You have to go on through,
or elsebelost.

She heard a high whine from the sky beyond. An aircar camein on alow approach, streaking
over the forest canopy to land with asudden braking blast in asmall open area. Space Force Medica
Service inggniacaught the hazy starlight for a second as the cargo door of the aircar did back.

Two figures-onetall and fair, the other taller and scaly-skinned-left the aircar and headed off into
thejungle. After that, the clearing lay slent; nothinginit moved a al.

Llannat felt her breath catch in her throat. | remember this. | was there. She kept on climbing
down. She reached the end of the staircase, and stepped off the bottom tread onto the damp,
leaf-covered earth.

She started across the open ground toward the open door of the downed craft. The stink of evil
welled up around her, amost choking her, but she couldn’t stop. There was something important that she
had to do here, something that she’ d been sent to accomplish. She saw amovement against the
blackness of the aircar’ s cargo bay, and spoke to the moving shape.

“Adept,” shesad. “Give me Ari Rosselin-Metadi.”

“Lieutenant Rossdin-Metadi isn't mineto give anybody,” came the reply. The words were brave,
but LIannat read another message in the currents of power she sensed interweaving in the darkened
forest. Thislittle oneis afraid. She stands between me and what | have to do-and she expectsto
die.



Llannat shook her head at such foolishness. But she was ready to be merciful, within the limits of
her business here.

“Let us abandon playing with words,” she said. “What mattersisthat nobody is hereto guard a
dying man but you-and who can say, afterward, whether help that comestoo late might have arrived in
time? Stand aside.”

“No.”
“Then on your own head beit, Adept.”

Llannat called forth power, drawing on the strength of the night, and the air about her shonea
deep crimson. The smdl figure facing her called up power in turn. Againgt the aura svivid green the other
showed up clearly, and asudden redlization made anger rise up in LIannat like aburning tide.

She's taken my staff! thought Llannat. How thelittle stranger had doneit, and left her with a
shortened rod fit only for one-handed use, Llannat didn’t know-but I’ m going to make the bitch sorry
she ever dared to call herself an Adept.

Llannat tried afew dementary moveswith her shorter saff to test the other’ squality. Even
working with an unfamiliar wegpon, she found the little Adept sadly lacking, clumsy in her attacks and
dow with her blocks.

What are they turning loose from the Retreat these days? sheraged inwardly asthey fought.
This one shouldn’t be allowed out without a keeper.

Sheturned an ill-timed combination of blowswith ease, and pressed forward withasmple
attack of her own-beginner’ smoves, fit for playing with such anovice. The strange Adept’ straining
sufficed to let her stop most of the blows and evade the rest, but not even Master Ransome’ s expert
teaching had brought her far enough to last much longer.

Llannat laughed aloud. “Y ou' re overmatched, Mistress.” On the last word, she launched a series
of feints at the stranger.

“I'm ill dive,” camethe breathlessreply. “Y ou have to win thisfight. | only need to keep from
losing it too soon.”

In spite of the bold words, the Adept was gasping for air. LIannat hersdlf felt strong and fresh,
and il able to draw on the power that surrounded them both.

I’ ve given this little one chance after chance, she thought. Now it’ s time to end the game.

She stepped forward, whipping her staff into a series of blows. Power shone around her, making
ahaze of blurry red againgt the night. The other Adept blocked, and blocked again. But now Llannat
fought in earnest, forcing her weaker opponent back step by step-and then a quick move sent the other
stumbling backward. The young stranger, already overbaanced, lost her footing on the dippery ground
and went down on her back. Theimpact knocked her staff from her hand.

Llannat took astep forward. On the ground in front of the aircar’ s open cargo door, the stranger
was dready clambering, weaponless, to her feet.



Poor fool. She still hopes to delay me, even if it’s only for the moment it takes to smash
her down.

Llannat put aside the temptation to give the little stranger afew seconds more of life, and lifted
her gaff for thekilling blow.

Therewasasamdl likelightning, and a hot flower of light blossomed from the dark interior of the
arcar. The bolt of energy caught her in the chest, hard and burning, and she was flying backward, with
the world tilting up behind her.

Shefdl back to the ground, through it, and cameto rest in abright chamber, surrounded by
figures wearing black robes and masks like her own.

“Did you succeed?’

The voice was degp and dow, with an unfamiliar accent.

“I'don’t...know..." Thepain of the blaster wound in her chest was blurring her vison. The
black-robed figures towered over her. “He was poisoned . . . asyou ordered . . . but he had an Adept
withhim...”

“An Adept!” came avoice from the circle. “How much does Ransome know?’

“Enough to make him wary, it seems” said the first man. “Very well; we can wait. Someone else
can do our work for us-you know the ones| mean.”

Llannat heard a harsh laugh of agreement from somewherein thecircle, and athird voice said,
“That’ sright-let them take somerisks for achange.”

The room was going black before her eyes, and the pain of the blaster burn in her chest was
taking over the universe. She could fed her blood running out of her, and her lifewith it, as she struggled
to draw in enough air to speak.

“But. . . what about me? Can't you do something ... 7’

“You haveapoint.” It wasthe voice of the first speaker, the stranger in the circle. “ Failure must
awaysdraw itsreward.”

Helifted aglver knifein the blackness above her. She saw the glittering blade growing larger,

dashing down-the pain when it hit swallowed up thelittle hurt of the blaster burn like asinkhole
swallowing apebble, and she couldn’t hold on to life any longer, but sghed out her bresth and et it go.

Llannat woke.
Or was | ever adeep? she wondered.

Theair smeled clean around her-till and dusty, yes, but free of the rotting stench of evil. She
was Sitting cross-legged on astone floor, with her staff lying across her lap.



Onething that hadn’t changed was the darkness. She called forth power, and was satisfied when
theair lit up with itsfamiliar green glow.

I’'mstill myself. What happened wasn’t real. True, | think, but not real.

She looked about her. She wasn't lone. Owen Rossdlin-Metadi sat cross-legged on the floor
across from her. He gtill wore his plain gpprentice’ s coveral, adrab garment that could belong equdly to
afarmhand or to a spaceport mechanic. A staff lay across hislap, and his eyes were closed.

Llannat blinked. She recognized the room-its rough stone walls could only belong to one of the
oldest chambersin the Galcenian Retreat. But she d never been aone with Owen Rossdin-Metadi in any
of those rooms.

Another dream? she wondered, and stood, as quietly as only an Adept can.

Silent as she had been, Owen must have heard her rising to go-without opening his eyes, he lifted
his hand and gestured at her to stop. Then his hand fell back to hislap and he sat motionless once more.

“You'renot dreaming,” he said, hiseyes till closed. “Or remembering. When the time comes,
look for me here.”

She gtared at him, confused. “What do you mean, ‘when the time comes? ” she asked. “And
where is here? The asteroid? The Retreat? Somewhere se?’

Owen'’sface didn’t change. With his hands motionless on the staff in hislap, and his eyes shut, he
might have been aholovid frozen in midframe, except that he spoke.

“When you know why your second question has no answer,” he said, “then you'll know that the
time hascome.”

Llannat was gtill puzzling over his meaning when he opened his eyes. His pupils widened when he
saw her waiting, dmost asif he’ d been unaware of speaking to her amoment before.

He stood up. “Let’ sfind away out of here,” he said, and gestured toward the door of the
chamber. “The path | need to takeisin thisdirection, | think.”

Shefollowed him out into the hallway, and closed the door behind her. The power she had
summoned earlier cast aflickering green light on the sonewalls, and she saw more doors opening off the
corridor to her left and right. She couldn’t tell where they might lead to-all of them looked dikein the
leaping, twisted shadows.

“What did you mean,” she asked again, “to look for you here when the time comes?’
He shook hishead. “Did | say that? | don’t know yet what | meant, either . . . but | will know
when the time comes, and so will you.” He paused, and put his hand on one of the doors. “I have

somewhereto go now. Don't follow me until you' re certain that you should.”

He pushed the door open as he spoke, and was through into an unlighted space before Llannat
could say anything more.



The door siwung closed and vanished, and the stone corridor vanished dong with it. Thefaint
green light remained, but it illuminated only a cramped space, no wider than shewastall and perhaps
twice aslong, enclosed on dl sdes by smooth walls, with no hint of adoor or other opening.

Shelet her ingtinct turn her toward one end of the room. Then she walked forward, not breaking
stride as she came to thewall. Her physica being blended with the apparent obstacl e-she passed
through-and LIannat found herself once again in the corridor above the hidden stairway.

She reached out with her fedings. The marks hidden in the concrete beneeth her were till there.

Doors, she thought. Hidden from anyone who lacks the strength and insight to use them.
Thisis a strange place, and no mistake.

She walked forward and out, toward the upper reaches of the Professor’ s asteroid.

“A put-up job,” Ari repeated. He glanced across the breakfast table at his sster. Bee must have
thought more about this than she lets on. She's actually starting to make sense.

“Careto get specific?’ he asked.

“Well,” said Beka, “whoever the bad guys are, Dadda shot their main plan right out of the air.
Not long after that, | got the "Hammer and started asking questions. So then our mysterious somebodies
got nasty-maybe they wanted to send awarning to Dadda, so that he' d keep out of things.”

Ari grimaced. “They don't know him very well, do they?’
“Not everybody has had the privilege,” said the Professor quietly. “ Pray continue, my lady.”

“I was knocking around the outplanets by then,” Bekawent on, “so they decided to kill me and
lay afasetrail pointing back to Dahl& Dahl. They fed fake information to agambler on Mandeyn who
was making book on my odds of getting off-planet in one piece, and he would have spilled hisgutsto
anybody who leaned on him alittle. But somebody killed him over a crooked card game before he could
talk to anyone who mattered.”

“Somebody,” said Ari. “Any ideawho?’
“Me” sad hissder.

She paused amoment, asif waiting for him to chalenge her, and then continued. “ So our friends
decided to try again with you as the target, and some humorous soul in their organization had aredly
bright idea: give the Rossdlin-Metadi contract to Captain Tarnekep Portree. That way you' d get yours
for sopping whatever they were up to on Nammerin with that Rogan’ s epidemic-oh, yes, Jessan told me
about that-and getting wrung out and hung up to dry by Space Force Intelligence would be just about
what Portree deserved for wrecking things back on Mandeyn.”

Ari thought about it for awhile. “If you'reright,” he said dowly, “then somebody’ s been playing
al of us-even Mother-like so many game pieces. Nobody doesthat to my family if | can helpit.
Whatever it takes, Bee, I'm with you.”



“Thanks,” said Beka. “Wewon't be working blind, either; Owen dipped me a hot datachip
before we split up on Pleyver, and the comps here have been making it dance and sing. We ve got aline
on two or three different groups who might want Dahl& Dahl out of the picture-so now we go out
hunting.”

She looked over a Jessan. “Thisisn't your quarrel, Commander. Y ou don’'t have to consider
yourself held here at blaster-point any longer.”

Jessan ran aforefinger around the rim of hisempty cup. “Am | being invited to leave, Captain?’
Beka shook her head, but didn’t meet hiseyes. “No.”
“Then by al means count mein,” said Jessan. The Khesatan’ swords were light asusud, but his

expression, for once, was not. “If the Space Force isn't happy with me afterward-well, | can dways
resign my commission and go back hometo Khesat.”

“I don’t think you'll need to do anything quitethat drastic,” said afamiliar voice from the
darway.

Llannat Hyfid came down the last few stepsto the bal cony. With an emotion that he couldn’t put
anameto, Ari saw that she waswearing an Adept’ sformal blacks, something she’ d never doneon
Nammerin.

“Where have you been?’ he asked as she dipped into the empty seet. “Y ou damn near missed
breskfast.”

“That'sdl right, aslong asthere' scha'a,” she said, and added, “1’ ve been exploring. Professor,
you have an unusua setup here. Did you know it was Magebuilt?’

The grey-haired Entiboran inclined hisheed. “I did, Misiress. But that waslong ago . . . five
centuriesand more.”

Ari poured acup of the now-cool cha aand passed it to Llannat. She drained it in one swallow
and hddit out again.

“More, please. . . ahh, thank you, Ari. Time doesn’t mean much to the Magelords. Thisyear,
next year, ahundred years from now . . . they make long plans.”

She set the cup down inits saucer and turned to face Beka. “Y ou’ Il need an Adept whereyou're
going, Captain Rosselin-Metadi. Will | do?’
[11. ovredis: house of marchen bres

| know how I’ m going to die, thought Commander Gil. They' re going to find me bored stiff
at a garden party, with a polite smile frozen on my face and a too-small glass of wine in my hand.

Though it was high summer in the southern hemisphere of Ovredis, the day was pleasant and
cool. Gil steered hisrented Silver Streak hovercar up the long, curving drive toward the country house of
Marchen Bres, head of the Ovredis Bankers Guild, and tried to convince himsdlf that he' d been lucky.



Back at Prime Basg, after he’ d taken control of the space battle over Nammerin away from the
watch officer and let the unknown Libra-classfreighter dip away into hyper, Gil had thought for afew
unpleasant seconds that he really was done for. The door of Metadi’ s office had clicked shut behind his
hedls, and the Generd himsdlf sood therelooking a him with acold light in hiseyesthat Gil didn't like at
dl.

“Talk fast, Commander,” the Generd invited.
Gil complied.

To hisrdlief, the chilly, measuring look eased off as soon as he mentioned Pride of Mandeyn. By
the time he got around to identifying the Pride asthe mystery freighter over Nammerin, the Genera’s
expression had shifted to one of wintry approva.

The hard part had been explaining his conviction that both the Pride and the unknown werein
fact the old Warhammer , without admitting to having overheard the Generd’ s private conversation with
Errec Ransome. Gil scraped through that one by dint of fast talking and blurred logic, and concluded with
adetailed comparison between a holocube likeness of the Generd’ s daughter a her coming-of-age party
and the Security flatpic of Tarnekep Portree, for which he made up most of the key points as he went

dong.

Finaly heran out of ideasfor improvisation, and finished by saying, “ Sir, my report can't include
any of that, and | can’'t prove aword of it. But I’'m morally certain that’ sthe way it happened.”

“I think | have to agree with you, Commander,” said Metadi gravely. “Have you discussed your
conclusonswith anyone other than me?’

“No, gr.”
“Don’'t. My compliments, by theway, on an excellent piece of work.”

“Thank you, Sr,” said Gil. He wasn't going to ask for clarification on that comment, he decided,
not now or eve.

The Genera sat down at hisdesk with afeint Sgh. “It' sat timeslikethis” hesaid, “that | redly
wish | could have some unbiased advice. What do you think | should do with you?’

“Accept my resignation?’

“Wouldn't work,” said Metadi. “There d be too much talk. No, Commander, | think the best
thing to do isclassify al thelog entriesfor tonight, and let everybody in Control think it was one of

Intdligence slittle ploys”

“And what do we let Inteligence think, Sr?’

“If they come around asking,” said the Generd, “I’ll just point out that the third victim
‘kidnapped’ by our mystery freighter was an Adept. Then I'll tell them they’ re welcometo ask the
Madter of the Guild for moreinformetion any timethey fed likeit.”

Gil blinked. “But the Guild doesn’t run intelligence operations, Sr-do they?’



For asecond Gil wondered if he had finally managed to go too far-but the Generd only gave him
aquizzica look and said, “Commander, that’ s one of the questions I’ m careful not to ask. Now, about
that report of yours”

“Yes dr,” sad Gil with relief. “1'll have the hard copy ready by morning, but to sum it up: asfar
asthe Pleyveran affair goes, and leaving Lieutenant Commander Jessan’ s whereabouts out of the
discussion, the Pride' s crew don’t seem to have been thevillains of the piece at all.”

“You're sure of that?’

“We have an eyewitness for most of the night’sevents” Gil said. “Heingststhat the conflict
involved the clinic staff plusthe two strangers on one side, and an undetermined but large number of
unknown attackers on the other.”

The Genera looked thoughtful. “No ideawho the attackers might have been?’
“Somebody’ s private army, sir,” Gil said. “Y ou know how Pleyver is”

“I know how it used to be,” said the Generd, “and | hadn’t heard of it changing much. Anything
dse?

Gil shook his head. “Not much, sir. All I got when | went dirtside was the runaround. To hear the
local authoritiestalk, there wasn't even atraffic jam in that sector on the night in question.”

“Don't sound so offended, Commander,” said Metadi. “A good con job’sawork of art. How'd
they explain away the rubble?’

“ ‘Explosion in the flammables locker due to improper storage of volatile substances,” ”
Gil. “But they forgot to sand away the blaster pocks.”

quoted

“What about casudties? How’ d they explain those?’

“Thereweren't any,” Gil said. “Not officidly. Unofficialy, our eyewitness putsthe killed and
injured in the dozens. And even alowing for hisyouth and inexperience, I'm ill inclined to put the actud
number around twenty.”

“It must have been quiteanight,” said the Generd. “Any ideawhat arted it?’

“No, gr,” Gil said. “Thetrouble seemsto have begun in adining establishment in the Portcity. But
beyond the fact that the incident was both brief and violent . . . ” Gil shrugged. “Nothing, sir.”

“And no ideawho sent in the private troops?’
Gil hestated. “No, Sr”

Metadi raised a skeptical eyebrow. “ All right, Commander,” said the Generd. “What else are
you moraly certain of, even if you can’t prove aword?’

Gil took the plunge. “We can eliminate most of the local bosses right away. They wouldn’t take
on the Space Force in thefirst place. If they did, they’ d lose what little goodwill they’ ve got with the rest



of the Republic. That leaves uslooking at the off-world combines. They could risk losing oneworld
without betting their entire bankroll.”

The Generd |ooked thoughtful. “Y ou' re talking big fish there, Commander-Dahl& Dahl, Suivi
Mercantile, the Five Families Group-folkslike that.”

“Exactly, gr,” Gil said. “With its power base safe off Pleyver, acombine might undertake aloca
operation if the stakes were high enough.”

“Makes sense” the Generd said. “ Do you have enough to haul somebody in for questioning?’
“No, gr,” said Gil, with regret. “ Just having power isn’'t an actionable offense.”

“Sometimes | think it ought to be.” The Generd sat for amoment looking &t the flatpic of
Tarnekep Portree displayed on the desk comp. Finally he turned around again. “As of now,
Commander, you're on specia assignment. Find out who was behind that attack, and get what you need
on them-I don’t care how, so long as what you get holds up in court.”

Armed with that sweeping authorization, Gil had spent the remainder of the night making an
electronic tour of the Republic’ s data bases. Some time near dawn, he found what he was |ooking for:
the Pleyveran tax records for the “ entertainment complex” known as Florrie' s Pdace, which listed the
owner of record as Hatlands Investment, Ltd. Working back through a chain of several intermediaries,
Gil came at last to aname that made his eyebrows go up.

“Wdl, well,” he said to himself. He closed down the file and punched up a code on the desktop
commlink.

“ Space Force Intdligence, External Operations, Lieutenant Miya spesking.”

“Miya, thisis Gil. How soon can you people get onto Rolny and plant some surveillance on the
head of the D’ Caer Combine?’

“How heavy?’ Miyaasked.

“Heavy,” sad Gil. “If hetaksin hisdeep, | want atranscript in the morning.”

“Hold on.” A minute or so passed; then Miya s voice came on again. “ Rolny’ satough nut to
crack. Analysis showswe ve got afifty percent chance of losing any operative we send thereto put in
the equipment, fifty percent for loang whoever monitorsit onceit’sin place. That'sa
seventy-five-percent probability of coming up dry before we even start, with no second chances.”

“Any way to bring that down some?’

“Just aminute.” Another pause, and then, “We might be ableto pull it off under a couple of
conditions. According to projections, the chance of failure goes down to twenty percent if the head man
isn't homewhile we re wiring the place for sound.”

“Isthat acceptable to your people?’

“It'sno summer picnic,” said Miya. “But we ve handled worse.”



“Fine. Is he planning to be off-planet any time soon?’

“Hard to tell,” Miyasaid. “He goes back and forth alot between Rolny and hisbranch
operations on Ovredis, but his schedule€ s unpredictable.”

“I'm from Ovredis,” Commander Gil said. “But you probably knew that aready.”

“Opened up your file a the sametimel did his,” agreed Miya. “And if you could bein place on
Ovredisto tell uswhen D’ Caer getsthere and when he leaves, and maybe delay him alittle. . .”

Two weeks later, Gil brought the Silver Streak hovercar to a stop under the portico of the Bres
estate. Keeping an eye on the comings and goings of the head of the D’ Caer Combine had so far been a
matter of watching a series of reception halls and office buildings in the daytime and astring of casinos
and pleasure complexes at night. Today, however, promised to be something different. Ebenra D’ Caer
had promised the head of the Bankers Guild that he would, faithfully, attend the garden party this
afternoon.

A footman opened the driver’ sside door of the hovercar with aflourish. Gil left the vehicle
floating on its nullgravs and stepped out onto the driveway, gravel crunching under his mirror-polished
boots. He nodded at the footman, who did into the seat Gil had just vacated. The craft purred off to the

parking bays.

Gil headed for the broad marble stairs leading up to the double doors of the entrance hall.
Pausing on the top step, he straightened his uniform jacket and brushed a speck of imaginary lint from the
gold braid at the shoulder. Under cover of the motion, he took the opportunity for aquick scan of the
grounds.

Now, what do we have here? Duty footmen out front; young couples flirting in the topiary
orchard; a bunch of chauffeurs and menservants lounging around back by the parking
bays-swapping gossip about their employers, if | know the type. Damn, but that one’ s big; he
probably doubles as a bodyguard when the boss is on the road.

Gil climbed the steps and went in. As he stepped over the threshold of Marchen Bres's country
edtate, the doorman bellowed above the chatter that filled the atrium.

“The Right Honorable Jervas Gil, Baronet D’ Rugier!”

Heads turned here and there among the fashionably overdressed people crowding the atrium’s
ornamenta garden. Gil reminded himself that he wasn't on Galcen any longer. Back here on Ovredis, the
local nobility still counted for something, especidly with the wed thy but untitled mercantile familieswho
actudly ruled the planet.

After one quick glance at his dress uniform, however, the fashionable people turned back to their
conversations. Gil knew what they were thinking, and smiled to himsdlf.

That’ s right-good family but no money to speak of. Having the right ancestors got me into
the gentry, and having no money got me into government service.



At leadt, though, the nineteenth baronet hadn’t fallen so low asto depend on the buffet tables of
the Bankers Guild for hismeds. Gil’ s Space Force dress uniform, with the shoulder loop of gold braid
that marked him as a high-ranking officer’ s persona aide, served to make that much abundantly clear.
Besides, if Gil had chosen to attend the party in mufti, the occasion would have demanded that the
nineteenth baronet dressin amanner befitting his station-and Gil’ sold court-forma clothes, unworn since
hislast home leave, had grown distressingly snug in the waist.

Too much high life on Galcen, Gil thought. And too much time behind a desk. | need to get
out into space again, soon.

He nodded amiably at afriend of hissister’s, secure in the knowledge that for years he hadn’t
been connected with a party like thisin anything besides an officia capacity. He got a perverse pleasure,
infact, out of knowing that he wasn't in charge of thisone. Some other poor slob has to worry about
running out of canapes and insulting the guest of honor.

A brightly costumed waiter-the height of vulgar ostentation, but Marchen Bresdidn’t have
breeding, only money-passed by with atray of glassesfilled with something pink and sparkling. Gil
snagged aglasswith the ease of long practice and continued his stroll through the atrium, Spping as he
went.

Wide arches opened off the atrium on three Sdes. Gil made hisway through the central arch into
along passage. At the far end, beyond a narrow cross-corridor, glass doors opened onto the formal
gardens behind the house. To hisright, beyond a scarlet ribbon stretched between carved marble newe
posts, asweeping staircase led to the private rooms above. Off to hisleft, in the Grand Balroom, music
and the drone of voices poured out together on the air, like honey with fliesinit.

Gil hestated amoment between a stroll through the gardens for pleasure s sake, and one through
the ballroom for duty. No shirking, hetold himsdlf, and turned left into the ballroom.

All right, Commander, time to circulate. Listen to the gossip. See who's here. Find one of
those little cakes with the nut toppings. . .

Gil insnuated himsdf into the crush. At once, the babble of adozen conversations assaulted his
ears.

“ ... dear Marchen hired one of the very top stage designersto plan thewest view . . .
Interworld Data up twenty pointsby closing LastDay . . . that stand of trees around the ruined castle.. . .
in three volumes, with an index, too boring for words, | assureyou . . . hired ahermit to live on the
grounds, just to add an air of mystery ...”

The commander drifted away in the direction of the buffet tables. The things | do for the
galaxy. Today could turn out to be even longer than | thought.

He kept an ear turned toward the chattering voices just the same, while heloaded up aplate
from the buffet-nut toppings didn’t seem to bein vogue this season, worse luck, but this made the fifth
afternoon in arow he' d been confronted by pink sugar icing and candied flower petals-and he was
rewarded for his perseverance.

‘... Sapne”



He couldn’t place the voice. The Size of the crowd made such judgments difficult. But the
planet’ s name caught his ear; it wasn't the sort of place he’ d have supposed this crowd thought about
very often.

The speaker’ s unseen companion seemed to agree. “But Sapne doesn’t even have enough
population left to qudify as an independent world anymore.”

“One doesn't need peoplein order to be noble, my dear,” said thefirst voice. “ The ancestor of
the House of Sapne-in-Exile was on hisown Grand Tour when the Plagues hit-the duke told me so just
yesterday-and he married off-world to found the present line.”

Who' ve probably never been within half a sector of Sapne, thought Gil. After morethana
year on Gacen, he knew the type. The civilized galaxy was cluttered with them-ousted royalty, deposed
presidents-for-life, former chairmen of planetary boards-and sooner or later they al showed up on the
Republic's capitd planet. Funny, though . . . | haven't spotted anybody so far who looked quite that
spectacularly useless. | must be losing my touch.

He wandered back out into the atrium with his plate of finger foods and took station against one
wall, the better to keep awatch for visiting royalty and other objects of interest.

I’m going to sarve, thought Beka, smiling in her best regad manner as she held out ahand for the
head of the Ovredis Bankers Guild to kiss. I’ ve been living on pink cakes and little pale sandwiches
for a solid month. | wonder what they’ re feeding the lowlife out back?

She hated these parties. The tight deeves and fitted bodices of this year’ s fashionable gowns |eft

her with no convenient place to hide aknife. The sheath Strapped to her upper thigh, just below where
the kirt flared outward into afilmy cloud of pae green, gave her some comfort, but not much.

And nowhereto carry ablaster at all . . . | fedl like I’'mwalking around naked.

She swallowed alaugh. I’ m getting as bad as Dadda.

“Is something wrong, Y our Highness?’

She shook her head at Marchen Bres. “No, gentlesir. A momentary spasm, only . . . ahereditary
affliction, I'mafraid.” She amiled a him again. “Fortunately it’ s not a serious one, though it skind of you
toask.”

The banker positively glowed.

Right about now, shethought, if | asked himfor a million in cash he’d hand it over and not
ask for collateral.

She' d never thought they could carry it off, back when the Professor had laid out his planson
board Crystal World, thetiny but extravagantly appointed pleasure yacht he' d brought out of mothbdls
for the occasion.

“Sapne?’ she' d asked. “ Sapne? Professor, nobody isfrom Sgpne. That whole damned planet’s



nothing but abunch of ruinsand afew mud huts. The locals wear fur loincloths and trade colored rocks
to each other for flat beer. I've been there,” shefinished. “I know.”

“Wewill bethe Royd House of Sapne-in-Exile,” the Professor repeated. “ An off-world branch
of thefamily.”

“It'Il work,” said Jessan. “ There saready two Kings of Sgpne and a Sapnish Pretender running
around. The way planetary royalty intermarried in the old days back before the Magewar, a Rossdlin of
Entibor’ s probably got as good aclaim as anybody € se anyhow.”

“You'll notice the Rosselins never bothered to assert one,” Ari grumbled. They were gathered
on Crystal World’ s observation deck; like everything else about the little yacht, it was an exquisite
miniature, and Beka s brother had been moving for three days now with exaggerated care, asthough he
expected to break something the moment he let down his guard. The caution had not improved his

temper.

The Professor ignored him. *'Y ou, my lady, will be the Princess Berran, and Lieutenant
Commander Jessan will be her brother, the Crown Prince Jamil. And Mistress Hyfid, if she agrees, will
be Her Highness' s companion-chaperone, the better to further theillusion.”

Llannat looked abstracted-Beka was reminded of somebody trying to remember the date of the
last solstice by counting the weeks backward-and then nodded. “I can handleit.”

“Handlewhat?’ Bekaasked.

“Keegping usfrom being recognized,” said the Adept. “The easest way iswithasingle
wide-range illusion-language, for instance. None of us know Sapnish, but give me some tapesto listen to
for afew daysand | can manage to convince everybody elsethat we' re speaking it. It'snot infallible, but
it'll work better than fancy disguises”

“Y ou don't have to worry about me,” Jessan said. “1 can fake the accent when you' re not
around.”

“Excdlent,” said the Professor.

Ari looked suspicious. “And what am | supposed to be doing while the rest of you are enjoying
the high life on Ovredis? Parking the hovercar?’

“Asamatter of fact . . . ” said the Professor.

Ari regarded the Entiboran in silence for amoment, and then started to chuckle. “Why not?’” he
said. “Bee, I'll bet you twenty credits the food’ s better down in the servants quarters.”

And so far, he' s been winning, Bekathought, doing the gracious-smile bit again as Marchen
Bres bowed himself away. Where the hell is Jessan, though? He was supposed to meet the rest of us
here, and | haven't seen him yet.

The doorman’ s stentorian tones broke into her worries. “His Roya Highness Jamil, Crown
Prince of Sapne!”



About time, thought Beka, haf-turning to glance toward the door.

Lieutenant Commander Nyls Jessan strode into the atrium, flinging off hislight summer cloak and
tossing the swirl of purple satin over his shoulder to the doorman without turning his head or breaking
step. Beka s eyes narrowed. The Khesatan medic had thrown the cloak aside with even more bravura
than usud, and hiswhole bearing projected sdlf-satisfaction.

He's got something hot.

V. ovredis: house of marchen bres

Gil located the Princess of Sgpne without much trouble, once he knew what he was looking for.
Thetdl girl infrosty green wore aplain metal circlet around hair dready twisted high up on her head ina
shimmering, pae-ydlow crown, but what first caught his eye was her tillness. Therest of thethrongin
the atrium milled about, collecting in groups and splitting up again, but the girl in green Stayed in one spot,
with agrey-haired avuncular gentleman keeping watch on her |eft hand and a sable-gowned duenna
hovering on her right. Marchen’ s party guests cameto her, it was clear, and not the other way around.

She wasn't bad-looking, ether, in a thaw-me-out ice-maidenish sort of way. Marchen Bres got
two smiles out of her while Gil watched, and went off looking like aman ready to sal company secrets
just to get another one. Time to circulate a bit more, Gil told himself. Maybe | can find somebody
who’ll introduce an overworked baronet living on his Space Force pay to a planetary princess.

He stood away from the wall, and was making ready to ditch his now-empty plate when he
heard the doorman’ s voice echoing across the indoor garden.

“His Royd Highness Jamil, Crown Prince of Sapnel”

The Princess turned her head sharply, looking back over one shoulder toward the door-and Gil
froze. He st his plate down on apassing waiter’ stray with a nerveless hand, while hismind played back
first one picture and then another: Beka Rosselin-Metadi, age seventeen, looking out at the camerafrom
the holocube on Generd Metadi’ s desk, her hair the same moonlit blond and her dressthe same light
green . .. and Captain Tarnekep Portree, age unknown and habits unsavory, caught by a Security
camerain the act of glancing back over his shoulder with just that air of damn-your-eyes arrogance.

“Good afternoon, sister dear. How' sthe party?”’
“Boring,” said Beka

Jessan smiled and gave her a brotherly kiss on the cheek. “ D’ Caer’ son hisway here now,” he
murmured.

Bekafdt awarm glow that had nothing to do with the kiss. Finally, she thought.
That night of al-out war back on Pleyver had been abad mistake on the part of the other side-or

failing to win it had been, which amounted to the same thing. And while Tarnekep Portree and his copilot
didn’t have accessto the socid circlestraveled in by the rich and regd, the Roya House of



Sapne-in-Exile turned out to be another story.
“Isour driver ready?’ she asked.

Jessan amiled, and tapped the comm link built into one mother-of-pearl cuff button. “He awaits
our departure, dear sster-but we can’t leave just yet, I'm afraid. | promised agood friend an
introductionto my lovely sbling.”

Bekalooked down her nose at him. “That was atrifle presumptuous of you, wasn't it, Jamil ?’
Sheturned to the Professor. “ Uncle-must 17?7’

“I'm afraid so, my dear, if Jamil has promised.” The Entiboran gave Jessan alook of faint
disapprova. “Y ou shouldn't be so free with your sister’ s company, Y our Highness. Dare we hope that
thistime, at least, your friend isagentleman of good family, and not another of the loca merchants?’

“A very rich merchant, Uncle,” Jessan said. “And very lucky at cards.”
“Oh, Jamil,” wailed Beka softly, “you can't have gambled away dl your pocket money again!”

Jessan gave her and the Professor ascapegrace grin. “ ’Fraid so, Berran. And the news got
round after Uncle stopped my alowance the last time-he wouldn’t take my note-of-hand.”

The Professor’ sfaint disgpprova changed to astern frown. “Do you mean to tell me, Y our
Highness, that you made your sister the object of a public wager?’

“Caught, by the gods!” said Jessan, with areckless laugh. He looked over at Llannat, standing by
in her modest black gown. “Tell me, Cousin Lanawill you have meif they cast me out?’

Llannat only sniffed. Too wrapped up in her illusion weaving to do anything else, Beka
supposed. Well, thanks to her, everybody elsein the roomis getting the impression of a royal
family spat-in Sapnish.

The Professor was doing agood job of it on hisend, too. “Y our Highness, you have
overstepped the bounds of what is permissible, even for onein your privileged position. We leave for
home as soon asthis affair is concluded.”

“Oh, Uncle,” Beka pleaded, “must we? Homeisso dreary.”

“I'm afraid we must, my dear,” the Professor said. “If your brother will not learn responsbility on
his own, he must be taught. We will keep the promise which he so rashly madein your name, and then
make our farewdls.”

Jessan laughed a second time and chucked her under the chin. “ Cheer up, sster mine.. .. my
friend Ebenra s charming aswell asrich. Y ou might even enjoy his company, if you can get away from
Uncle and Cousin Lanalong enough to appreciateit.” He bowed and kissed hishand a them dll. “I’ m off
to the punch bowl, dear hearts-collect me when it'stime to leave in disgrace.”

The man’ s wasted as a medic, Bekathought, smiling after him. He should have gone on the
stage.



Commander Gil leaned his shoulders againgt the atrium wall. Right now, frankly, he could usethe
support, and never mind the cultivated air of negligent idleness he' d been trying to convey earlier. So
Beka Rosselin-Metadi is Tarnekep Portree is-the Princess of Sapne. Let’s have another 1ook at the
rest of them, why don’t we, Jervas?

He let his gaze move from one member of the Sapnish party to the next. After that first revelation,
the rest was easy. The grey-haired gentleman, for instance, could only be the copilot of Pride of
Mandeyn, the one known around the spaceports as the Professor. And asfor Crown Prince Jamil-if that
wasn't Nyls Jessan playing royalty asif to the manner born, then Gil was never going to trust a Space
Force D fileflatpic again. He gave adight smile and an inward chuckle. | could solve the mystery of
the vanishing medical station right now if | wanted to, just by asking.

The chaperone, though-that rather plain, unremarkable face didn’t belong to anybody involved in
the Pleyver affair. But the Pride had snatched an Adept off Nammerin aong with Lieutenant
Rossdin-Metadi, and Midtress Llannat Hyfid was asmal, dark woman not unlike the princess s duenna.
Very like, in fact. Gil thought about Generad Metadi and the questions he was careful not to ask, and
hurried on to the next topic.

If the Adept iswith Captain Portree . . . ah, Beka Rosselin-Metadi, then Ari
Rosselin-Metadi must be somewher e hereabouts aswell, and | haven’t seen him. He'd certainly
stand out in this crowd-right. That big chauffeur out by the parking bay. No wonder he looked so
familiar.

Gil accepted another glass of the sparkling pink stuff from apassing waiter, and sood spping it
while he watched the Sapnish contingent over the wafer-thin crystal rim. The family seemed to be having
abit of atiff right now-Funny, thought Gil, | know who they are, but they’ re speaking a language |
don’'t understand. For all I know, it might even be Sapnish.

Hetook another swallow of the pink-and-sparkly, wishing that his conscience would let him
switch to something stronger. What he' d seen went along way toward explaining some of the mysteries
he' d encountered latdly, but left him staring a an even bigger one-just what were the General’ s daughter
and her grab-bag crew up to on Ovredis?

As he dipped hisdrink and mulled the question over, the doorman’ s voice boomed out yet again.
“Gentlesr Ebenra D’ Cagr!”

A gtir and ahum went through the crowd in the atrium, and al eyes, even those of the Sgpnish
contingent, turned toward the door. Gil wasn't surprised. The head of the D’ Caer Combine might be
only acommon Gentlesir, and not even a Guildhead like Marchen Bres, but he till counted for more than
al theloca nobility and imported royalty put together.

D’ Caer hadn’t changed much since thelast time Gil had chanced into his orbit, during ahome
leave nine or ten Standard years before. He was till tall and hatchet-faced, he till dressed with the same
insulting plainnessfor office work and socia occasions dike, and he il traveled with a bodyguard even
taller and broader in the shoulders than he was himsdif.

| wonder if he stills feels up young ladies at parties? wondered Gil-who' d been amazed, on



that long-ago leave, by the thingsagirl would tell an older brother who could be reliably sworn to
SEcrecy.

Right now, Beka Rossdlin-Metadi was looking across the atrium at D’ Caer with asmilethat for
some reason made Gil remember CC2 Peyte sreport on the fight in the cargo bay-and the comptech’s
description of Tarnekep Portree, white shirtfront soaked from neck to waist in somebody else’ sblood,
ganding in the line of fire and smiling as hetook aim.

Whatever she’s holding against D’ Caer, thought Gil, it’s got to be something wor se than
roving hands on the dance floor. Bad enough to get help from her brother, and fromthe CO of a
Space Force Sation, and from an Adept. Not to mention General Metadi’ s tacit approval . . . and
maybe Master Ransome’' s as well.

Commander Gil could only think of one offense that warranted dl that. “Damn,” he muttered
aloud to the dregs of his punch. “What am | supposed to do now?’

He s here, thought Beka. A chill of anticipation ran down her back as she looked over toward
the door, and she smiled in spite of hersdlf.

She amiled again at the Sight of Jessan ambling back through the atrium, brushing cake crumbs off
his fingertips with anapkin as he came. Jessan paused, gazed languidly around the room, and then started
toward D’ Caer with acheerful cry.

D’ Caer bowed, and Jessan did the “stand up, friend” routine with the hand that held the napkin.
The older man straightened, and his dark eyesflicked about the room. The head of the D’ Caer family
had a hungry-predator look to him that made Beka wish for amoment that she’ d cometo the party as
Captain Portree instead of the Princess of Sapne. Tarnekep knew how to deal with typeslike that, but
the Princess Berran . . . | wish that knife was easier to get to.

His gaze hit on her, and took in her circlet and her little entourage. Sheforced hersdf to give him
acourteous “have | met you?” smilein response. He turned to Jessan, and said something or other.
Cdling in hisdebts, probably.

Y es, that wasiit; here they both came. Gracious, my girl, Bekareminded herself. Act gracious.
And don’t mess things up this time!

“Sgter dear,” said Jessan, with amischievous smile, “alow me to make known to you my good
friend Gentlesir Ebenra D’ Caer, of the Rolny D’ Caers. Ebenra, thisismy sster, Her Roya Highness
Princess Berran of Sapne.”

“Y our Highness,” murmured D’ Caer, making abow even lower than Marchen Bres sashe
kissed the hand she held out to him.

“Gentlesir D’ Ceer,” she said, as demurely as she could manage, and looked up a him from
under her eyelashes while blessing the years-ago schoolmate who' d showed her how.

| can’t remember the last time | thought about Jilly. She’ll never know her eyelash trick
finally did me some good.



It appeared to work as advertised, too. D’ Caer showed no intention of moving on to the buffet
tables or joining any of the other groups scattered al about. Instead, he made innocuous small talk with
Jessan and the Professor and glanced from time to timein her direction-nothing she would call offensive,
but probably heady stuff for a sheltered princess. She made apoint of catching his eye the next time he
looked over at her that way, and then she did the eyelash bit again. The effect was even better the
second time around.

Thank you, Jilly Oldigaard-1"ve got him hooked. Now to maneuver him off alone-but how
isa sweet little innocent thing like Berran going to manage that? And right under the noses of her
uncle and her chaperone, too!

Asif on an ungpoken signd, Llannat Hyfid sagged againgt Beka sright sde with agentle moan.
“Oh, dear, Your Highness.. . .”

Beka dipped an arm around the shorter woman to support her. The Adept had gone pale under
her dark skin, and tiny drops of swesat beaded her forehead.

“Coudin Lanal” Bekaexclamed. “What'swrong? Areyou ill?’

Llannat’ sdrooping eydidslifted. “I fed . . . unwell, Y our Highness. Theroomissohot...” The
eye on the sde of the Adept’ s face away from Ebenra D’ Caer closed, and then opened again, even as
her faint voice went on, “Does Y our Highnessthink it could have been the shellfish salad?”’

D’ Caer gave aharsh laugh. “It’ s possible, by heaven, aslong as Bres keeps on trying to serve it
out of season.”

“Damned incongderate of him, | call it,” said Jessan. “Cousin Lana, light of my life, let metake
you away from these crowdsto recover yoursdlf.”

The Khesatan held out hisarm, and Llannat took it with another little Sgh. “Y our Highness
shouldn’'tgoonso. .. but if you sigter isableto spareme. . . | do fedd most peculiar.”

The two faded off into the greenery of the atrium garden, leaving Beka a one between the
Professor and Ebenra D’ Caer.

“Your Grace,” D’ Caer was saying, “I’ ve long hoped for the chance to pay my respectsto your
niece. If | could presumeto ask the favor of astroll about the atrium in her company?’

The man certainly knows how to take advantage of an opening, Bekathought.

At her |eft, the Professor was going grave and protective again. “I’m afraid that with her
companion taken ll-"

There'smy cue. “Please, dear Uncle?’

Her “uncle’” managed to gppear indulgent and concerned at the sametime. 1 don’t know what
your mother would say, Y our Highness.”

“I'msure,” said D’ Caer, “that anoble and kind-hearted lady such as she must be would say that
no harm could possibly come of it.”



The Professor smiled a Beka. “Very well, dear child-but only in the downgtairs rooms, mind
you, and don’t stray out onto the grounds. It wouldn’t be seemly without your cousin.”

“Yes, Uncle,” Bekasaid as shetook the arm D’ Caer held out to her. “Wewon't be long, |
promise”

Not long at all, she thought happily, now that we’ ve got him.

At his post againgt the atrium wall, Gil nursed aong yet another glass of the sparkling pink
punch-something put together, he suspected, from arecipe labeled “ suitable for maiden aunts and Space
Force commanders’-and watched the Sapnish royaty weaving their net around Ebenra D’ Caer.

Right now the Princess of Sgpne, ashy blush coloring her cheeks, wasflirting with D’ Caer like a
schoolgirl. Knowing what he knew about Beka Rossdlin-Metadi, Gil was't sure whether the sight made
him want to laugh or gave him the cold shivers.

| wish | knew what they plan to do with him, Gil thought. Then I’ d know whether | ought to
stop it, or just stand back and watch the fun.

Without warning, the Princess's companion put ahand to her forehead, swayed, and collapsed
againg her roya mistress. Good move, thought Gil, after the colloguy thet followed resulted in the
Crown Prince Jamil leading the drooping chaperone out of the atrium. Let’ s see what happens next.

He watched as D’ Caer spoke with the grey-haired gentleman. The Princess said something on a
note of entreaty; the grey-haired gentleman seemed to waver; D’ Caer spoke again, and it was settled.
The older man withdrew, and the Princesstook D’ Caer’sarm with asmile.

He works fast, thought Gil, frowning. And so do they. Neither Lieutenant Jessan nor the Adept
had regppeared, and the man called the Professor had effaced himsdlf as soon as D’ Caer strolled off
with the Princess. Whatever they' re planning, it’s going to happen soon.

D’ Caer and the Princess made a couple of turns about the atrium. D’ Caer, Gil noticed, was
doing most of the talking. After the two had made their second circuit, Gil saw D’ Caer say something to
the Princess that made her drop her eyesto hide some emotion or other-modest confusion, one might
say, but somehow Gil doubted it. She made alittle gesture of one dim hand toward the halway, and
murmured something that made D’ Caer |ook like a hungry man who' d just smelled supper cooking. The
two of them headed, not rapidly but with purposeful steps, down the long hall.

Timeto circulate again, Commander, Gil said to himsdlf. This could get interesting. He
moved away from the wall and wandered down the hallway after them, glass of punch in hand.

By thetime Gil rounded the corner into the cross-corridor, the Princess and D’ Caer had dmost
reached the door of the last room aong. With acurt gesture, D’ Caer waved off his ever-present

bodyguard.

He' s still the same charmer he' s always been, thought Gil, as the Princess disappeared
through the door-a delicate antique hung on carefully restored hinges-that her escort opened for her.
Doesn't want witnesses.



The door started swinging closed behind the pair of them, apparently of its own valition.
Now they’ ve got him, thought Gil.

Hewasn't the only onethinking. D’ Caer’ s bodyguard hadn’t gone farther than the intersection of
the two corridors when the door swung shut, and he was evidently brighter than most of the breed. The
man’ s eyes widened as the significance of that quiet closure came hometo him. He started down the
hallway toward the suspicious door.

“Right you are,” muttered Gil, and moved out on an intercept course. In afew long strides, he
drew even with D’ Caer’ s man, and then took one more step into a crashing collision that involved both
the bodyguard and a passing waiter.

The three men went sprawling onto the marble floor-an effect that had required some last-minute
contortions on Gil’ s part, but with which he found himsef inordinately pleased. The wave of pink punch
that drenched them all was a happy accident, but one that Gil intended to give due thanks for someday
when thiswas over.

“Oh, my dear sr!” he exclamed, hel ping the bodyguard to rise. “Oh, my very dear sir ... !”

Jessan had hisarms around D’ Caer and was lowering him to the floor as the man’slegs
crumpled under him. The Khesatan looked at the lump beginning to form under D’ Caer’ sright ear.

“Amazing,” he said under hisbreeth, “exactly how useful afirg-rate medical education can be.”

Bekalooked up from straightening her gown. “Let’ s get him out of here before his bodyguard
showsup.”

“Asyou will, dear sgter.”

The two picked up D’ Caer’ slimp body between them and walked him, toes dragging, to the
window that looked out onto the garden. Ari, impressive in his chauffeur’ s uniform, sood waiting outside
the open casement.

“Marchen’ s head gardener is going to fal on his pruning shears when he seeswhat your big feet
have doneto hisflord borders,” Jessan said.

Ari looked at Jessan and shook his head. “Y ou’d make small talk at your own funera.” He took
D’ Caer’slimp form and lifted it at shoulders and knees. “ Got him. See you out front in five minutes.”

Jessan closed and locked the window, then crossed the room, opening a hand holoprojector as
he did so. Heflicked on the expensive toy. The far sde of the room wavered like concrete on ahot day
and changed into afacamile of itsalf-quite hiding, he was pleased to note, the redity behind it, including
Beka Rossdin-Metadi in apale green gown.

“A very high qudity holovid,” he murmured in satisfaction, and joined Beka behind the
projection. With the illusion in place the room appeared empty, and the ribboned-off doorway to the
back stairs stood open invitingly on thefar sde.



From where Jessan stood, he could watch through the projection as the door opened and
D’ Caer’ s bodyguard stepped in. The big man was red-faced and hislivery wasin disarray. He looked as
if he'd dept in his clothes and then given them for washing and pressing to an enthusiastic but untrained
laundry maid. Jessan gifled asmile-the laundry maid had apparently used sparkling pink punch for
cleaning fluid aswell.

| wonder who we can thank for that? he thought. It doesn’t seem quite the Professor’s
style, somehow, or Llannat’s either.

The bodyguard crossed the room to the window and checked that it was fastened from inside.
From there he went to the stairway, stepped ddlicately over the scarlet restraining ribbon, and
disappeared in the direction of the upper floors.

As soon as he was out of sight, Jessan clicked off the holoprojector.
“Come, Berran,” he said. “Our uncleiswaiting.”

Shetook hisarm. He opened the door, and the two of them walked out, sde by side. The
Professor was standing with Llannat in the atrium.

“Uncle, | am weary,” Jessan announced. “ Shdl we away?’

From Marchen Bres' s reception-room window, a Space Force commander in arumpled and
punch-stained dress uniform watched the Sgpnish party emerge onto the grave driveway.

The big chauffeur-plainly Ari Rossdlin-Metadi in livery-stood waiting beside the gleaming
hovercar, braced a atiffer attention than he’ d probably assumed since he left the Academy. He handed
up first the Princess Berran and her companion, next the Crown Prince Jamil, and findly His Grace the
Duke. Then he rounded the vehicle and did into the driver’ s seat. With arising whine, the hovercar
dashed away down the drive.

At thewindow, Commander Gil raised histoo-small glass of winein aslent toast.

V. hyperspacetranst asteroid base

Even in hyperspace, the observation deck on Crystal World offered aview of stars-not the real
ones, of course, but more of the Professor’ s holographic smulations.

You have to admit it, Ari thought. The man’s an artist.

As soon as Crystal World had left Ovredis orbit and made her jump, Ari had brought the cha a
pot and a stack of cups from the galley up to the forward dorsal section of thelittle yacht. Here, a
quarter-sphere of spaceworthy armor-glass replaced everything but the rear bulkhead and the deck, and
asmulated starscape twinkled outside.

He could have taken his cha ato the dining salon, atiny masterpiece of etched glassand
slvered-sted filigree work, but the smalness of the room made him fedl cramped at the sametime asits



fussiness made him restless. On the observation deck, at least, he didn’t fed asthough his head was
aways about to crash into the crystal chandeliers.

Ignoring the assortment of wrought-metal chairs, he seated himself on the carpeted deck where
he could use one of the sturdier-looking hassocks as a backrest. A moment later, the door in the rear
bulkhead did aside. He looked around.

“Hdlo, LIannat,” he said asthe Adept stepped clear of the doors and let them dide shut again
behind her. She'd logt no timein returning to her usua clothing, and “Cousin Lana’ had apparently gone
into the closet right dong with her collection of demure black dresses.

Ari waved ahand at the collection of furniture scattered about the green-carpeted observation
deck asif on amanicured lawn. “Have a seat someplace. Want some cha a7’

She amiled. “ So that’ swhat | heard calling my name out here. Did you bring an extracup?’

“I brought awhole stack of them,” Ari said. He poured her some of the steaming drink. “Therest
of the gang' s probably going to show up fairly soon.”

Llannat took the cup and saucer and sat down in achair next to Ari. “How’ s our passenger?’

Ari shrugged. “You'll have to ask Jessan. He took over that end of things once we got D’ Caer
tucked away.”

“Crew berthing?’ she asked.
“That’sright.”
“Where are you going to bunk, then?’

The doorway opened as she spoke, and Jessan walked in. “ Ari’ sin stateroom three, with me,”
sad the Khesatan. “But if hetalksin hisdegp | swear I'm going to throw him out here with some pillows
and ablanket.”

Ari laughed. “Y ou and who else?’

Jessan picked out achair within easy reach of the cha a-pot, straightened the cushion alittle, and
sat down. “Thereisthat,” he admitted, pouring himself acup. “Maybe I'll just move out here mysdif. |
have to check on D’ Caer’ s condition every few hours anyway, if we re going to keep him under dl the
way to base.”

“Y ou don't have to handle the whole job yoursdlf, just because you' re fedling guilty about living it
up while Ari and | waited on you hand and foot,” Llannat said. “We |l take our shifts, too.”

“Now, that’sanideal can approve of, Mistress Hyfid,” said Beka. She came up the steep metal
garway from the Crystal World' s bridge, located below the observation deck in the yacht’ s forward
ventral section. The Professor followed close a her heds. “With three medics tending him round the
clock, D’ Caer can't clam hedidn’t get quality attention.”

She poured hersdlf acup of cha aand carried it over to a chair-and-hassock set that offered a



good view of the rest of the deck. Like Llannat, she' d taken the time to change her clothes, and once
again wore Tarnekep Portree’ s Mandeynan-style clothing. Her yellow hair wastied back from her face
with one of Portree’ s black velvet ribbons, and of Princess Berran, only afew smudges of makeup
remained.

The Professor, not surprisingly, looked much the same as he had before: an elderly gentleman
with agreat deal of money and quigt, if abit old-fashioned, good taste. Ari and the rest of the group on
the observation deck watched in a sudden stillness as he filled a cup at the cha a pot and sat down.

The Entiboran looked around thelittle group. “ Captain,” he said, “ Mistress Hyfid, Lieutenant
Commander Jessan, Lieutenant Rossdlin-Metadi-the time has come for us to decide what to do with
Gentlesr EbenraD’ Caer.”

“Y ou know what | want to do with him, Professor,” said Beka. She stretched her long legs out
on the hassock in front of her and regarded the polished toes of her boots with an expression that Ari
found more than alittle unsettling. “And | hadn’t heard that it was avoting proposition.”

“No, my lady,” the Professor said. “But our advice, if you wishit, isat your disposd.”

“Quitethe diplomat, aren’'t you, ‘Uncle 7’ Bekasaid. “But you'reright, | suppose. .. sowho'll
go first? How about you, Ari? Y ou look like you' rejust bursting with thingsyou' d like to say to me.”

Ari counted to ten, dowly. You knew she might get like this, he reminded himsdlf. You thought
you could handleit, remember?

Aloud, he said only, “Go easy, Bee. You don’t know for certain yet if he'squilty.”
“Do you serioudy think heisn't?” she demanded.

Before he could think of anything elseto say, LIannat’ s gentle voice spoke up from the chair
beside him. “We haven’t got proof.”

Jessan looked across at the Adept with a curious expression. “ The comps back at the asteroid
put hisguilt at ninety per cent probable,” he said. “Isn’'t that enough?’

Llannat shook her head. “Not for aprivate trid and execution.”

An uncomfortable silence followed. She had, Adept-like, put her finger on the problem. Jessan
had never taken his eyes away from LIannat during the interchange, and when he spoke again hisvoice
was low and unwontedly sober.

“What if D’ Caer confesses?’

Bekagave ashort laugh. “Him?'Y ou’ ve got to be kidding.”

Jessan glanced over at her as she spoke, and shook his head. “We ve dready got him doped to
the gillsjust vary the dose alittle, and he'll answer anything.”

“It'snot quite that smple,” said the Professor, “ but the suggestion has meit.”



Ari shook hishead. “No. No chemicals.”

Bekafixed him with acold blue stare. “| don’t care what sort of philosophical objectionsyou
picked up from your scaly buddies on Maraghai. Thisisno timeto get particular.”

He shook his head again. “If you want aconfesson that badly, | can awaystry reasoning with
him.”

She cocked her head. “ Reasoning, big brother?’
“Strenuoudy, if necessary.”

They gazed at one another across the observation deck, and Beka began to smile. “ Sounds good
tome”

“But indegant,” the Professor said. “ Confessions gained in that manner ways have ataint to
them.”

The grey-haired Entiboran looked directly at LIannat, and there was along pause before he
spoke again. “Y ou could help us get the proof, Mistress Hyfid, if you would.”

Ari expected to hear an angry denia from the Adept. Instead, she looked down at her hands and
answered without raising her eyes. “No Adept has been trained as an interrogator since the end of the
war.”

“I have some smadl skill intheart,” the Professor said. “With your assstance, | think we can get
the confirmation we need without doing violenceto D’ Caer’ s person.”

There was another drawn-out silence before Llannat said, “Or to hismind?’
Beka dammed her empty cup down on the glass-topped side table at her elbow with aviolence
that threatened to break cup and tabletop both. “Damnation takeit, Mistress Hyfid! What the hell else do

you want?’

“Gently, my lady,” said the Professor. “Mistress Hyfid and | understand one another, | believe.”
Helooked back again at Llannat. “1 give you my word, Mistress. Neither invasion nor compulsion.”

“Andwhat if D’ Caer does admit hisguilt?’ Bekaasked hotly. “Then what am | supposed to do?
Give him shuttle fare and send him home?’

Nobody else spoke, and Llannat was looking back down at her hands again. Findly, the Adept
lifted her head and met Beka s chdlenging gaze.

“Captain Rosdin-Metadi,” she sad, “if Ebenra D’ Caer condemns himsdlf out of his own mouth
and of hisown volition, then you can do whatever you want with him and | won't lift ahand to stop you.”

Someone was knocking at the door . . .



EbenraD’ Caer let fall the arm that he’ d did around the Princess of Sapne' s shoulders. His
bodyguard stuck his head into the room.

“Y our pardon, sir, but there' sacall for you.”

D’ Caer scowled. “Can't you seethat I'm busy?’
“It’ simportant.”

“Oh, very well.”

He turned back to Princess Berran. “ Excuse me, Y our Highness, but I’ll haveto leave you alone
here for amoment.”

She amiled at him. Her blue eyes were bright and eager in spite of the modest blush that pinkened
her pale cheeks. “I understand, Gentlesir D’ Caer-but hurry back. Unclewill scold me dreadfully if I'm
gonetoo long.”

He kissed her hand. “I live for your smile, Y our Highness,” he said, and followed the bodyguard
out.

The hdlway and arium of Marchen Bres s country estate buzzed with the sound of socigble
chatter. The bodyguard walked ahead, making a path through the crush of party-goers as the two men
made their way to aquiet alcove off the maui atrium.

D’ Caer followed his bodyguard into the alcove. The guard pressed a stud set into the
wainscoting, and the back wall did aside to reved a secure comm-Imk console, itsred “call waiting” light
flashing on and off. D’ Caer picked up the handset and the light went out.

“Get away at once,” arough voice whispered over thelink. “ They know everything.”
“What do you mean?’ he demanded. “Who are you?’

The rough voice didn’t answer, but hurried on, sounding breathless and afraid.  Space Force
Intelligence knows about the Council nation. They’ ve sent aman to Ovredisto arrest you.”

D’ Caer looked out into the main room. A Space Force commander lounged against the far wall,
resplendent in hisdress blues. He hasn’t moved since | camein. Is he the one?

The commander glanced to left and right. D’ Caer followed the glances. Now that he knew what
to look for, he could count half adozen muscular young men with military haircuts dispersed in key
positions around the room.

A chill ran down D’ Caer’ s spine. He set the handset back down without looking at it, and forced
himsdlf to gaze about the atrium with acasud air. After all, he reminded himsdf, thisisn’t the worst
scrape you' ve ever beenin.

Wait . . . therewas the Princess again, standing just outsde the acove. He'd al but forgotten
about that interrupted bit of diversion.



Hefrowned. “Y ou shouldn’'t have come here, Y our Highness.”
“I was bored, gtting dl done,” shesaid. “So | camelooking for you.”

He had no time now for royd fluffbrains, no matter how entertainingly innocent; he was about to
send her back to her uncle when an idea struck him, and he smiled.

He stepped up to her and took her arm. *“ Then we can go together, Y our Highness.”
Her blue eyes widened. “Oh, but | couldn’t do that-Uncle would be so very angry!”

D’ Caer pressed his other hand againgt her waist, then tilted it up to show her atiny hand-blaster.
“Weregoing.”

Thefine blue vein in her throat legped with the sudden race of her pulse, but she made no
resistance as he guided her firmly through the press of bodies to the front door.

“Summon your vehicle” he whispered.

The Princess of Sapnetilted her head. The doorman said afew words over the in-house comm
circuit to the parking bays, where the ranks of hovercars waited with their chauffeurs.

Theroyd family’ s hovercar was waiting when they reached the bottom of the steps. The driver, a
huge man in Sapnish livery, legped out to open the rear door and stand besideiit.

“Notricks, Your Highness,” D’ Caer whispered inthe girl’ sear. “Or | will hurt you. Badly.”

The girl gasped and bit her lip. D’ Caer could fed her whole body trembling againgt him asthey
climbed into the hovercar’ s private rear compartment.

“The spaceport, and hurry,” he commanded the driver.

The chauffeur inclined his head and shut the door behind them, then took his place behind the
controls. The hovercar purred forward. D’ Caer watched the countryside flowing smoothly past the
windows for amoment, and then turned to the Princess.

“Ah, wdl,” he said, and shifted the miniature blaster over to his other hand. “No reason why the
moment should be wasted. Shall we resume where we l€eft off, my dear?”

The Princess shook her head wordlessly, and shrank against the seat back in a useless attempt at
evason. D’ Caer contemplated the fearful young woman for amoment. Then, still smiling, he reached out
with hisfree hand to cup one of her breasts, firm and warm under the fabric of her gown.

“It sagood thing,” Jessan said, “that you made Bekaleave off her knifefor thislittle charade.
Otherwise we' d have to wash Gentlesir Ebenra D’ Caer out of that hovercar with ahose.”

“She'swell in control of herself,” the Professor replied, without looking up from the control pane
of the asteroid base’ s main holoprojector.



“You hope,” said Jessan.

He stood watching at the Professor’ s shoulder, one hand tapping out arestless rhythm on the
pand’ s edge while the older man created an unrolling landscape around the mock-up hovercar shell.
Llannat Hyfid sat cross-legged on the cement floor of the projection room at some distance from them
both, asmall figurein Adept’ s black, eyes closed and featuresimmobile as she held D’ Caer in the
beglamoured state that made him more susceptible to the Professor’ s holographic illusions.

“Stll,” the Entiboran conceded, as the overhead monitor showed D’ Caer’ s hand diding down
below Beka swaigt, “it might be wise to abridge the ‘trip to the port’” sequence. | doubt that he'll notice.”

The hovercar whirred through the spaceport gates, flashed arrogantly past the commercia craft
on itsway to the private docking bays, and pulled up with awhine of nullgravs at the entrance ramp of a
yacht painted in the blue and silver of the Roya House of Sapne. The driver pulled the side door open.

“Here so soon?’ asked D’ Caer. Briefly, he considered compelling the Princess to board the
yacht with him, as acombination of insurance and entertainment for the journey, but something about the
look of the huge chauffeur stopped him.

Loyal family retainer to the core, that one, hethought. If | tried to abduct Her Royal
Slliness, he’d pound me into the pavement before he noticed I’ d shot him dead. Asitis, I'll bein
hyper space by the time he’' s done calming her hysterics.

“Thank you for the loan of the yacht, my dear,” he said ingtead. “ Thiswill only take alittlewhile.”

He gave the Princess afarewdll kissthat she bore with only afaint whimpering noisein her throat,
and then did out of the hovercar. “Good-bye, Y our Highness.”

He strolled up the boarding ramp and shut the hatch behind him.

“Hightime,” Jessan muttered, as Bekaand Ari climbed out of the mock-up hovercar and headed
over toward thelift doors. Behind them, the appearance of the “ spaceport” shifted and changed. The
only partsthat remained were those visble from the windows of Crystal World, docked back in the
agteroid base' s chilly, echoing bay.

Readouts flickered on the console screens. “ There s his lift-off now,” said the Professor.

The Entiboran touched a sequence of keys on the console control pand. The ship pulled down
under heavy tractor beams, imitating the acceleration of launch, and the holoprojections outside the
windows showed Ovredis dwindling avay.

“I hope he enjoysthetrip,” Jessan said absently, most of his attention on the monitors that
showed Bekaand Ari’ s progress across the floor of the bay. Beka seemed mostly disgusted-she wore
the expression of someone who'sjust found adead insect at the bottom of the cha a pot-but the look on
Ari’ s face made the Khesatan shake his head.



Somehow | don’t think Beka was the one on the edge of breaking back there.

The big medic had himsdf under control, though, by the time he and his sister stepped out of the
lift into the projection room and came up to the control pand. “How did it go?’ he asked.

Jessan shrugged. “ Y ou'll have to ask the Professor. But it looked good from out front.”
“It damned well better have,” Bekasaid. “ Asfar as|’m concerned, the only question left is

whether | give him to Dadda for a solstice present or cycle him out of an airlock with aspace suit and
haf an hour of ar.”

“Perhaps we shouldn’t be so hasty, my lady,” the Professor said. A new light on the console had
begun to flash. * Our friend wants to make along-distance comm call through the planet’ s orbiting link
dations”

“Interesting,” said Jessan. “Arewe ableto oblige him?”

The Professor smiled. “ Fortunately, we are prepared for the eventudity. At the moment, the
comm linkson Crystal World connect only to this pand.”

The flashing red light changed to yellow as the Professor picked up ahandset, and the speaker
crackled. “Thisis EbenraD’ Caer on Ovredis,” said ascratchy voice. “1 want to talk to Nivome.”

Nivome, thought Jessan. | knew this felt too easy.

“I'm sorry, ar,” the Professor said. A readout panel beside the handset showed two wave
patterns superimposed, indicating adistorter in operation at the Professor' send of thelink. “Nivomeisn't
talking to anyone.”

“He |l tak to me” said the scratchy voice. “Get him.”

“If youing, Sir.”

Theimitation of an offended family servant had Jessan suppressing alaugh in spite of himsdlf.
Then the Professor switched off the comm link and turned to the others.

“Gentlesr D’ Caer can stay in suspensefor afew minutes,” he said. “Meanwhile, we have
trouble”

Bekabit her lower lip and regarded the monitor views of Crystal World with an expression that
made her look more like Tarnekep Portree than the Princess of Sapne. Next to her, Ari shook his head
in frustration and scowled at the comm set.

“Who'sthis Nivome?’' he asked.

“Likethe Professor said-trouble,” Jessan answered. “If he swho | think he is-and the name’ s not
all that common-he heads the Five Families of Rolny and makes D’ Caer look like a pauper. Ownsa
couple of planets outright, that sort of thing. | met him afew times, back home on Khesat.”

“Excdlent,” sad the Professor, hisface brightening. “ Can you imitate hisvoice?’



“Not very wel.”

“Do the best you can, Commander. It salong way from Ovredisto Rolny, and our friend won't
be surprised to find himself contending with interference on the hyper-space relays.”

“Indeed.” Jessan reached for the handset. “I'll provide Nivome for you, then-but you' d better
makethat ‘ heavy interference.” ”

“lon storms, | think, in the Arcari sector,” the Professor murmured, bending over the control
panel once more. “Over to you, Commander.”

Jessan closed hiseyesfor asecond, calling up everything he could remember about Nivome's
gpeech patterns from ahandful of long-ago casud mestings. Just a touch of the accent should do the
trick for something this short. And don’t worry about timbre and pitch. The Professor’sion
storms can handle that. All right, then-here we go.

“Rolny here” he said over the comm link. “ D’ Caer, this had better be important.”

“Itis. Space Forceisonto us.”

“Cadm yoursdf, D’ Caer,” said Jessan. “What isthere for them to find out?’

“Y ou know damn well what!” snarled D’ Caer’ svoice over thelink. “And if they know |
arranged the Domina s assassination, how much do you want to bet they don’t know who put me up to
it-and why?’

Out of his own mouth, Jessan thought with satisfaction. And willingly, too.

The Khesatan glanced over at Llannat, still deep in her trance. He wondered if the Adept knew
what Beka had endured to fulfill her part of that bargain the two women had struck back aboard Crystal
World.

“Areyou sure about dl this?” he said to D’ Caer over the comm link by way of encouragemen.

“It'strue,” the scratchy voice replied. “ There was a Space Force man here to arrest me, but |
got clear. Y ou' d better do the same.”

Time for atouch of panic, Jessan decided. “Y ou can’t show up here, D’ Caer!”
“What kind of fool do you think | am?1 won't go near Darvell. Just watch yoursdif.”

Damn, thought Jessan. If Nivome' s holed up on Darvell then nothing can touch him. That
place isworse than Rolny.

“I can handle thingson my end,” he said over the link. “Isthere anything e se you want to tell
me?’

“Nothing. Out.”

Thelink dlicked off.



“Now that,” said the Professor, “was certainly informative. My congratul ations, Commander, on
an inspired performance.”

“One manages,” Jessan said. “What next?’

“The’Hammer and | are going to Darvell,” Bekasaid. “ Anybody who wants to come aong,
can-but I'm going regardless.”

“And 1, my lady,” said the Professor. “Lieutenant Rossdin-Metadi ?”’
Ari ignored him. *Y ou know I'm with you, Bee”
“Ari,” shesad, “you don’'t know what Darvell islike. It' s not even part of the Republic.”

The big medic shook his head and growled one of his Selvauran oaths deep in histhroat. “1 told
you once aready-I"m coming along. How about you, Jessan?’

“Of course,” hesaid. Darvell. Now | know I’ ve gone crazy. “1 wouldn't missit for dl the
worlds”

“Thanks,” Bekasaid. “All three of you. | suppose we can ask Mistress Hyfid when she comes
out of her trance.”

“Areyou taking volunteersfor something?’ came avoice, faint but clear, from acrossthe
projection room.

Jessan turned his head, and saw Llannat getting stiffly to her feet. The Adept looked like agood
candidate for a hot bath, a solid meal, and twelve hours of deep, but her step was firm enough as she
came up to join the others at the console.

“WEe re planning to go visit Darvell and get ourselveskilled,” Ari explained. The prospect didn’t
seem to be bothering him much. “Want to come dong?’

“You'redl crazy,” Llannat said. “Am | invited?’

The Professor made the Adept aformal bow. “Y our presence, Mistress, would do our campaign
great honor.”

She amiled at the Entiboran. “Then how could | refuse?’
The console beeped.
“Hyperspace jump caculaions coming in from Crystal World,” Bekasaid. “ Professor?’

“Let’'sseewhere hewantsto go,” said the Entiboran. In slence, they watched the numbers scroll
up the consol e screen. Bekawas thefirst to speak.

“I'll be damned,” she said, asthe Professor keyed in more commands, and the star-rush of
hyperspace entry appeared in holoprojected glory before the cockpit windows of Crystal World. “The
son of abitch thinks he' s jumping for the Mageworlds!”



V1. asteroid base
Ari’ s deep voice broke the resulting silence. “ The Mageworlds. Beg, are you sure?’

Jessan turned from the cockpit screen to see the big medic looking at the captain with afrown. In
response, Beka pointed to the screen.

“The coordinates are right there, big brother,” she said. “Work out the course for yoursdlf if you
don't believe me.”

“I believeyou, | believeyou,” said Ari. “But the Mageworlds. . . damn. Why can't things be
samplefor achange?’

Jessan shrugged. “ The galaxy hatesyou?’ He turned to Beka. “What do we do now, Captain?’

“D0o?" Sheregarded the rest of them with abright, challenging gaze. “ Asfar as|’m concerned,
Warhammer has an gppointment on Darvell. All D’ Cagr’ sdoneis raise the question of timing.
Professor-your opinion?’

“That firgt things comefirgt, my lady,” said the Entiboran, gentle-voiced asdways. * Gentlesir
D’ Caer can keep indefinitely-my robots are equally proficient as valets and asjailors-but Nivomethe
Rolny owes your House a debt that islong overdue.”

Ari nodded. “I agree.”

“Don't worry,” said Beka. “We |l seethat Nivome pays up. But I’ ve got a bad feeling about that
Mageworldsjump.” She glanced over toward Llannat. “Mistress Hyfid, if anybody in the civilized galaxy
knows about the Magelords, it's an Adept. What do you say?’

LIannat glanced around from the monitor she' d been frowning at while the otherstalked. “What?
Oh, D’ Caer.” She shook her head. “D’ Caer’ snot aMagelord. The smell’snot on him.”

Bekadared at her. “Damn it, wejust saw-"
“Let mefinish, Captan!”

Beka s eyebrows went up for amoment, and then, to Jessan’ s surprise, Ari’ ssister chuckled.
“Sinceyou put it that way, Midtress. .. goon.”

Llannat nodded, but her eyes had aready gone back to theimage of Crystal World onthe
monitor screen. She kept on watching it as she spoke.

“What we just saw, Captain, meansthat we' ve got native-born citizens of the Republicin direct
contact with the Mageworlds.” Shelifted her eyes from the screen, and her expression was sober.
“Anybody carefor atry at reading the future? It shouldn’t take an Adept for thisone.”

Jessan felt cold. “ Speaking asa Adept,” he said, “how much breathing space do you think the
Republic' sgot?”



Llannat gave him ablesk smile. “Let metdl you something about seeing the future, Jessan-most
of thetimeit’ s about as useful as getting anonymous notes in your mailbox. Y ou want prophecies
whistled up to order, go to afortune-teller or pull dips of paper out of ahat.”

“In other words,” Bekasaid, “you don’t know.”

The Adept sighed. “ Even Master Ransome' s prediictions are obscure, Captain, and I’m nowhere
near in hisleague. But | know what the Selvaurswould say.”

“What' sthat, Mistress?’
“ “Hunt while you can. The weather may change tomorrow.’ ”
“Got you,” said Beka “That'sit, then. But let’ s get D’ Caer tucked away first.”

Jessan heard the click of comp keys on the pandl next to him as the Professor entered yet
another set of commandsinto the projection room’ s control console.

“Thegasin Crystal World' s intruder-immobilization sysemswill take effect soon,” said the
Entiboran. “ After that, the robots can fetch D’ Caer out of the yacht and convey him to the
maximum-security cells”

Ari looked curious. “ This place has some of those?’
“Of course,” the Professor said. “ One never knows when such things may come in handy.”

“Fine)” said Beka. “Y ou know what’ s here, Professor, and what we' re likely to need. How soon
canwelift?

The Professor thought in silence for amoment. “ Allowing for dinner and afull night of rest before
lift-off-if we start working immediately, Captain, we can lift within a Standard day.”

“Thenlet’ smove, gentles,” said Beka. “We re hitting Darvell, and our prisoner can Sit here until
we come hometo collect him.”

If we come home, thought Jessan, but he knew better than to say that doud.

Ari stood in the center of the asteroid base’ s well-stocked and up-to-date sickbay, surrounded
by the "Hammer’ s firg-aid chest, the emergency kit from the Nammerin Medical Station’saircar, and a
collection of sturdy boxes and cartons. Behind him, the door to the docking bay snicked open, and he
turned.

His sister entered, dressed in a coverall and spaceboots, and carrying a pocket comp. She
hadn’t yet taken the time to get back into her Tarnekep rig, for which Ari felt thankful. Bekawas enough
of ahandful under ordinary circumstances, but wearing the face and affecting the style of her highly
unpleasant Mandeynan ater ego made dl her natural tendencies even worse.

She stopped just inside the door, and looked at the array of boxes. “Are you planning to pack



out the whole sickbay?’

“Asmuchof itas| can,” hesaid. “I’ d take the bone-mender and the healing pod, if | thought the
"Hammer had hookupsfor them.”

“She' san armed freighter, not ahospita ship,” said Beka. She glanced about the room again,
and shook her head. “Well, you' re the medic.”

“I'll number the boxesin order of priority,” he promised. “How are things going on your end?’
“The Prof istuning up the eectronic cloaking gear on Defiant now.”

“Mmph,” Ari said, pulling boxes of sprain tape and plain bandages down off the shelf in front of
him and making alayer of them in the bottom of the nearest carton. He looked from the loaded shelvesto
the empty boxes. “I wish | knew just how much cubic was going to be freeinthe ’"Hammer’s hold . . .
How did an Entiboran gentleman like the Professor wind up owning a Magebuilt ship?”

His sster punched a code into the comp. “I never asked,” shesaid. “1 figureit’ s hisown business
what he did back in the old days.”

“Evenif it included trading with the Mageworlds? That’ s treason, you know.”

Bekalooked exasperated. “My word, Ari, but you can be stuffy sometimes! Hewasa
confidential agent of House Rosselin for years before the war even started; if he picked up aMagebuilt
scoutship it’s probably because he needed one.”

She paused, and her expression changed to something Ari would have pegged as fond tolerance,
if he'd thought for amoment that Bee had it in her to be tolerant of anything.

“Begdes,” shewent on, “the Prof may or may not have been afriend of the Republic’ s-if he had
to choose between House Rossdlin and the rest of the galaxy, | don't think he' d give the galaxy a second
thought-but he' s certainly been agood friend to me.”

Ari frowned. “If he ssuch agood friend, why is he letting you go charging off into trouble on
Davdl?

The sickbay doors opened again, and Jessan entered-just in time, it seemed, to catch Ari’slast
remark. The Khesatan laughed. “ Royaty, my good man, can do whatever it pleases,” hesaid in hisbest
Sapnish accent, “and it s not the place of aloyad family retainer to argue. Or so our friend the Professor
seemsto think.”

“Letitlie, Nyls” said Beka

But the look she gave the fair-haired medic wasn't nearly as chilly as Ari would have expected,
knowing just how much his sister hated any reminder of her roya antecedents. House Rosselin had
reckoned inheritance in the femae line, and dl the gdlaxy knew it. Calling the six-year-old Beka " sweet
little Domina’ was what had bought Tarveet of Pleyver that garden dug in hisdinner sdlad, and Bee
didn’t seem to have mellowed any on the subject since then.

Right now, though, she and Jessan were looking at each other in silence, and Ari was at alossto



interpret either expresson. Neither hisfriend nor his sister gppeared inclined to spesk first; Ari sSighed,
coughed to gain Jessan'’ s attention, and asked, “What brings you in here?’

“The hoverded you sent for,” said Jessan. “It’ s outside waiting to get loaded.”

“That'sright, Ari,” said Beka. “Fill as many boxes as you want to. They won't take up more than
acorner of thehold.”

“Thanks,” muttered Ari. He turned to Jessan. “How’ sthe tune-up going?’

“Likeacharm,” said the Khesatan. “We can dip into Darvelline space by the back door and
never be noticed.”

“Why dl the extrabother?” Ari asked hissigter. “Why not just go in as Pride of Mandeyn on a
norma run?’

Beka shook her head. “No way we can be the Pride for thistrip. What we Il be doing is nothing
a dl like the way a merchant does business-especialy on Darvell.”

“Y ou’ ve been there before?’ Ari asked.

“No,” shesaid. “I never needed to go out of the Republic to find acargo. But I’ ve heard some
rea horror ories.”

“What kind of horror stories?” Jessan inquired, looking interested. “ Blood sacrifices at the dark
of the moon? Cannibas dancing in the streets? Carnivorous flora?’

“Y ou' ve seen too many episodes of * Spaceways Petrol,” ” Ari told him. “ All right, Bee, enlighten
us. What' s Darvell supposed to be like?’

“It'sso cam and law-abiding it’sunnatura,” said Beka. “ Everybody’ s numbered off asthey
land, and outside the port compound it’ s strictly ‘ no spacersalowed.” Y ou either stay on your ship, or
you bunk in one of the government dormitoriesinsde thefence.”

“What about the rest of the world?’ he asked.

“Who knows?’ Bekasaid. “Lots of people immigrate to Darvell, and you don't hear of anybody
leaving. But it’sno place for afree-trader to do business. Everything works through a government
middleman-no chanceto talk to thelocals and strike your own bargains-and the port captains and
consignment inspectors are supposed to be above reproach.”

“What does that mean?’ asked Ari.

Bekalooked grim. “Nobody has ever bribed one.”

Ari thought about that for awhile. “You'reright,” he said finaly. “ That does sound frightening.”

Dinner that night turned out to be asilent and edgy affair. Ari didn't find lack of appetitea



problem-not after hours of hard work punctuated only by short breaks for cha aand sandwiches-but he
gtill excused himself from the table as soon as he could.

Nobody e se was showing any tendency to linger over dessert either, which helped. Hedidn’t get
any arguments when he made his good-nightsto the rest of the ’Hammer’ s crew and went back to his
room. It wasn't until he'd pulled the sheet up over him and kneaded the pillow into an acceptable state of
yiddingnessthat he redized he' d sarted reverting to the hunting lessons of his adolescence on Maraghai.

*Seep well, youngling,* Ferrdacorr had told him again and again. * Once you' re on the blood
trail, you can’'t stop because you're tired.*

Yawning, Ari wondered what hisfather’ s old friend would have said about this particular hunt.
He decided that the Salvaur would probably have approved. The Master of Darvell-powerful, cunning,
and apredator in his own right-made a quarry worthy of anyone' s hunting. And the Lords of the Forest
didn’t think much of thethin-skins' habit of handing over the dirty work to paid help like Security and the
Space Force.

At least this time, thought Ari, | get to carry a blaster.

On the Long Hunt, the solitary expedition that by Selvaur tradition had made him into afull adult
member of the clan, things had been different. One by one, on Midsummer Night, he and his agemates
had set out from theriver-valey settlement, heading into the mountainsto stalk the carnivores of the high
dopes. Great predators like the cliffdragon, the darkstalker, and the muscular, lean-bodied sigrikka
were the only beasts on Maraghai that could match the strength and ferocity of afull-grown Selvaur.
Taking such aprey by strength and skill aone would prove that the blood of the Forest Lords had not
runthin.

Therefore, as custom decreed, the youths had gone into the mountai ns unarmed. Some of the
Old Ones had proposed that Ari be alowed ahunting knife, to make up for the lack of serviceableteeth
and claws, but Ferrdacorr had turned down the concession. If hisfriend Jos Metadi’ s thin-skinned cub
wanted to come into the clan, let him do it according to the rules.

By their own rights, though, neither Ferrda nor the Old Ones had been unreasonable. Since it
wasn't Ari’ sfault that he' d been born without athick scaly hide, they hadn’t forbidden warm clothing and
good stout boots. By thethird fruitlessweek of his hunt, he was feding grateful for even that smal
indulgence. Selvaur youths had gotten trapped in the high ranges by the coming of winter before, and
while most of them lived through the experience to make their hunt again, even a Sdvaur could freeze if
the weether got cold enough.

If I do have to winter over in the mountains, Ari thought, Stting on a pile of sun-warmed
rocksthat gave agood view of the deep, tree-filled valley below him, at least I’ll have a jacket
between me and the cold until something better doesn’t run fast enough.

Hetook abite of his breakfagt-a cliffmouse that had failed to dodge a thrown rock-and
pondered future courses of action while he chewed. Suppose you do have to winter over? You
haven’'t had any trouble keeping yourself fed so far-it’s only the big ones that seem to have taken
themselves someplace else. Find yourself a snug little cave somewhere, get a steady fire going . . .
you could probably make it through until spring.

Hetore off another mouthful of the uncooked meat. Only one problem. If you don’t come back



before the snow falls, Ferrda’s going to feel honor-bound to let Mother and Father know about it
... and Father might be willing to let things ride until the thaw, but Mother never would. There’'d
be rescue teams all over the place before you could sneeze, and Ferrda would never live it down.

He couldn’t cut his hunt short and go back empty-handed, for the same reason. But in three
weeks on this side of the mountains he hadn’t turned up track or sign of anything larger than arock hog,
and it was beginning to look like he might have to change his hunting grounds. If another cub had been
hunting the same range, the two of them together might well have driven off al the other predators.

Soif | do go over the mountains, I’d better head out today so I’ll have a fighting chance of
finding something and getting back home before-

A digtant cry, borne up to him on the wind from the valey below, stopped him in midthought. He
knew that sound, high-pitched and angry like aripsaw chewing through green wood. Somewhere down
among those trees, a sigrikka had finished a successful galk.

Maybe | could-he began to think, but then more noises came up from below: a Selvaur’ sfighting
roar, cut off short, and once again that ripsaw yowl.

Ari dropped the bloody remains of his breskfast and started downhill into the valley. One of the
Forest Lords wasin deep trouble, and not even the Long Hunt took precedence over that.

Hefound the injured Salvaur more by luck than anything € se, luck and the sharp hearing thet let
him make a good guess at the direction from which the sounds had come. Once he reached the valley
floor, though, smell and not sound guided him the rest of the way. Compared to a Forest Lord he had no
sense of smell at dl, but even athin-skin’ s nose was keen enough to pick up the sweset, heavy scent of
hot blood on the clean mountain air.

Moving asfast as he could without making aracket that would arouse the whole forest, Ari
followed the smell upwind, his ears straining for any sound that might help him in the search. When he
heard one, he didn’t likeit.

I’ ve never heard a grown Selvaur whimpering like that, he thought moving faster. Only sick
little ones. . . the babies and the younglings. And when they cry that way, you don’t waste time
sending for a medic, you put them in the settlement aircar and go looking for one.

He garted running, and the hell with the noise. The smell of blood filled his nogtrils, and he knew
he was nearly there. Another two strides, and he dmost tripped over Issgrillikk-his agemate, friend, and
foster-cousin-twisted around himself in pain at the base of one of the Great Trees, his claws gouging up
the rough, grey-brown bark and tearing long white streaks into the inner wood.

“Isgrillikk!” Ari dropped down to hisknees at the foot of the tree, and called to his cousin again.
“Isgrillikk!”

He choked on the name as he saw how the sigrikka had laid his agemate open from crotch to
breastbone with asingle dashing blow, leaving the contents of the body cavity to spill out onto the
moss-covered ground and taint the air al around with the smell of death. It didn’t even finish the kill,
thought Ari. It had all the timein the world to do it, and it didn’t even bother.

“Isrillikk!” he called again. Thistime, the pain-clouded eyes showed recognition, and hiscousin



sad *Ari Rosselin-Metadi* in afeeble growl.

It waslike a Sdvaur, to bring out hisfull formal name a atimelikethis; Ari svallowed alaugh
that was mostly a sob and said, *What happened, | ssgrillikk?*

*| wastracking . . . sigrikka. Didn’t know . . . it wastracking me. | never even ... smelledit
com-nnnghrrr!* The sentence ended in awordless cry of pain, as Issgril-likk’ s claws dug deep furrows
into the wood of the tree. When the spasm ended, Isgrillikk looked at him again. *Ari ... 1 need ... *

The Selvaur’ svoicefaled him then, but hiseyes still held Ari’s, and Ferrdacorr’ sthin-skinned
fogterling knew what his cousin and agemate required of him.

Evenif | could carry himasfar as the settlements, Ari thought heplesdy, he' d die before we
got there. He' s dying now-but it’stoo slow. The rock hogs don’t care whether or not their food is
still breathing, aslong asit doesn’t fight.

Helooked down at his hands-big, heavy hands, clenched so hard that under the dirt of three
weeks' hunting the knuckles showed white. Strong hands, for athin-skin.

At hisknees, Isgrillikk whimpered in pain, as he had done before his agemate showed up and
pride had made him stop. Even pride wasn't helping now. Ari heard the sound and swallowed hard.

*Forgive me, cousin,* he said, and struck with al his strength.

Ferrdacorr had taught his foster-child thoroughly and well. One blow was all it took, and then Ari
pressed hisforehead againgt the rough bark of the Great Tree, and cried like an unblooded child. But
even while he wept, some part of hismind he hadn’t known existed kept asking why a hunting beast
would have left awounded prey dive when there was ample timeto finish off thekill.

When a darkstalker goes rogue and begins attacking the settlements, the Forest Lords
stake out a fanghornto draw itin. . . theway Issgrillikk drew you in . . . live bait to trap a
predator hunting in another’srange. . .

His brother Owen would have said that he took his warning from the currents of power that held
the universe together. But Owen didn’t need to hear the padding of heavy paws on soft loam, or to smell
the meat-eater scent asthe wind shifted-and Ari knew better than to claim a sengtivity he didn’t possess.
Only Ferrdacorr’ straining and his own sharp ears kept him from following down the road 1ssgrillikk had
already taken. He spun around and set his back to the tree, just asthe sigrikka roared and began its
charge.

Ari knew better than to run; the sigrikka had hunted running animasdl itslife. Hisonly chance
lay inletting the predator closein, and then keeping out of the way of those sharp, gut-dashing clawslong
enough to make hisown kill. A fighting cry toreitsway out of histhroat, and he pushed himself avay
from the Great Tree to meet the sigrikka’s charge.

The sigrikka dammed into him like a pressor beam coming on at full power, and the weight and
momentum of the charging anima pushed him backward. He let himsdlf topple over, wrapping hislegs
around the sigrikka’ s body and locking his anklestight as hefdll, so that hisbelly was pressed againgt
the beast’ swhen they hit the ground.



Over and over they rolled on the bloodstained earth, gripped together by the pressure of Ari’s
legs. The sigrikka’s claws raked at his back and ribs, shredded his clothing and lacerated the flesh
beneath. Hot amber eyes glared into hisface, and long teeth flashed asthe sigrikka made atry for his
throdt.

He snarled like an anima himsdlf. * Try to rip me up, will you? We' |l see about that!*

Hejammed his|eft forearm sdewaysinto the predator’ s gaping mouth, and pressed back.
Powerful jaws closed, and the sigrikka’ s teeth pierced hisleather jacket and sank into the muscle
benesth like so many white-hot knives.

Enraged by the pain, he snarled again. * Bite me, will you? Stalk my cousin and use him for bait,
will you? No morel*

He braced hisright arm againgt the back of the sigrikka’ s neck and pushed hard into it with his
left, forcing the animal’ s head up and backward. The sigrikka tried to jerk free, but found itsalf trapped
by its own teeth, set deep in the muscle of Ari’ sforearm. Ari gritted his teeth on renewed pain asthe
sigrikka fought to tear itself loose, and failed.

*Now-you pay-for Issgrillikk!* he choked out, and put al the strength of his broad shoulders
into arelentless pressure that levered the sigrikka’ s head further and further back, until a snapping sound
came from insde the beast’ s neck, and its muscular body twitched and then lay ill.

VIl. asteroid base

Nyles Jessan made another restless circuit of his deegping quarters, pausing to watch the sunset
outs de the wide picture window. The window had been producing vistas of Khesat for him ever snce he
had taken up residence, and the sun tonight had been setting for a couple of Standard hours over the
fountains and flowers of a Khesatan water garden.

Asadways, he spared amoment to admire the Professor’ s artistry. The garden view didn’t have
the amost painful redity of the room from the Summer Paace, but as a courtesy done for aguest it was
impressive: the leriola blossoms floating on the long rectangular moon pool opened as he watched, while
the upper edge of the sun did below the faraway horizon.

He turned away from the window and began roaming again. He wasn't in the mood for amoon
viewing tonight, even if the moons and their reflections had beenredl.

Thelittle holoprojector he' d carried as Crown Prince Jamil lay on the bedside table next to a
porceain vase holding aset of Khesatan reed flutes. Stretching himsalf out full length on the bedspread,
he picked up the projector and turned on the last act of By Honor Betrayed. Thistime, though, the
grandeur and magesty of the classic dramafailed to move him. When he redized that he hadn’t followed
two consecutive lines of the Farewd | Soliloquy, he punched the Off button and killed the projection.

He sat up on the rumpled bedspread and-for lack of any other occupation-began pulling reed
flutes out of the vase. They’ d been produced by the Professor’ s robots out of synthetic reeds, and only
one of the lot appeared playable. He tried a note or two, found the tone adequate, and went on into the
first bars of ahalf-remembered practice piece.



But even thefifth Mixolydian Etude failed to have the same soporific effect it had possessed in his
boyhood. He shoved the flute back into the vase with the others, stood up, and began prowling the room
once more.

Hiseyefdl on the sable form of one of the Professor’ s robots, standing in its niche by the door.
Like askilled organic servant, the robot wouldn't speak until spoken to, or act unlessit saw aneed.

“Tell me” hesaid, and saw aflash of crimson light behind the robot’ s blank mask asthe
mechanism blinked into life. “What would you do if you couldn’t deep?’

“I redly couldn’t say, Sir,” said therobot. “But if | may make an observation-"
“By dl means”

“I would say then, gir, that you are experiencing an excess of energy. Were you arobot like
myself, | would recommend that you discharge it in some manner.”

“Well,” said Jessan, “I’m not arobot, but the suggestion has merit. Y ou know the facilities here
better than | do-isthere anything specid that you’ d recommend to an organic sentient looking for
something in the energy-discharging line?’

“Asamatter of fact, gr, there’ sa section of the base | believe you would find extremely
interesting in that regard.”

“Isthere?’ asked Jessan. “Then lead on.”

In the darkness of hisroom, Ari lay awake in the huge bed. All his earlier degpinesshad
vanished, as he should have known it would. Thinking about the Long Hunt might bring the comfort of
knowing that short of death, few thingsin athin-skinned galaxy could stop one of the Lords of the
Forest-but the comfort, like the knowledge, always had a price tag attached.

The sigrikka he’ d killed had turned out to be the biggest one ever brought down by a cub on the
Long Hunt. Ferrda still had the polished jawbone, fangsintact, hanging on the wall in aplace of honor.
Ari carried hisown memorabiliawith him everywhere. The white scars on hisleft arm and along hisribs
had shocked his mother into silence the first time she saw them-but Ari took pridein his hard-earned
right to call himsalf amember of Ferrda s clan, and he' d never thought of having the marks erased.

The hunt itsalf, though, he avoided thinking about as much as he could. HE' d never been ableto
put his memoriesinto compartments, the way some people seemed to. Always, the fedling of Issgrillikk
going from life to death under his blow spread out to color the whole episode with the darkness of grief
and regret.

Ari flopped over onto hisback and stared at the celling. Why can’t | ever remember just the
good parts? Even now, thinking of what he' d had to do for Issgrillikk made him fed the same
dow-burning, helpless rage that had broken the sigrikka’ s neck and then torn free the carnivore' s
jawbone for proof of thekill.

At least that time he' d known the target and the reason for hisanger-and if the sigrikka’ s deeth



hadn’t changed anything, nevertheless some kind of balance had been reached by it that would et him
deep at night. The only other time he' d felt as bad asthat had been after his mother died, and the anger
then had been adark and frightening thing.

It hadn’'t gone away, either. It only waited, quiescent, for afew days or weeks or monthsat a
gretch, until something happened to stir it to life again, and he fdt himsdlf tenaing to strike out blindly at
the firgt person who gave him areason. Not the least of his motivesfor joining Bekain her campaign had
been the chance to drown that anger in blood and be done with it.

And I’'m supposed to be the quiet, respectable one, he thought, with ahumorless amile. If
people only knew.

The carpet in LlIannat’ s room was dark green, and soft aswood moss. In the center of the room
the Adept sat cross-legged, her eyes unfocused, her breathing dow and even. Deep in meditation, she
sensed the currents of power moving through the asteroid base, and traced their luminous patterns with a
clarity she had seldom before attained outside the halls of the Retreat. At length she perceived another
presence that mirrored hers-and knew that somewhere on the asteroid base, amind prepared itself for
tomorrow in meditations like her own.

I’mnot alone here after all, she thought, coming out of the trance. Sheroseto her feet, picked
up her staff, and set out through the shadowed corridors toward the Entiboran room.

A pde, cold light was flooding the long chamber when she arrived, giving abluish cast to the
wainscoted walls. Outside the row of toll windows, afull moon wasrisng over the Entiboran hills. At the
table, the Professor sat gazing out at the landscape he had created, bleak moonlight shadowing the folds
of hiswhite shirt and touching hisgrey hair with slver. A crystal decanter filled with dark liquid stood
among matching glasseson atray at hiselbow. Onefull glass, untouched, rested on the tablein front of
him, and hisfingers curled lightly around the fragile stem.

As she stepped into the room, he turned hisface toward her. “ Y ou' re awake late, Mistress
Hyfid.”

“I| was meditating,” she said. “It seemed necessary.”
“Soitis Midress.” He gestured toward the decanter. “Will you join me?’

“I’d beddighted,” she said, taking achair a hisright hand. “Y ou' re awake late yoursdlf. It's
going to be along day tomorrow, and along trip after that.”

“And it' sbeen many years ance | wasyoung?’ he asked gently, pouring liquid from the crystal
decanter into one of the glasses. Despite the shadows, she could see him smiling alittle as he spoke.
“True enough, Mistress. But I'll last out thetrip to Darvell, never fear.”

She took the glass he handed to her and sipped at the contents, afiery distillate that made the
Uplands Reserve she' d tasted on Nammerin seem crude by comparison. “ And then?’

He shrugged. “Asyou said yoursdf, Mistress, reading the future is an uncertain thing. Doesthe
brandy apped to you?’



“Like satin and knives” shesad. “Entiboran?’

“Yes. | picked up adozen bottles of it in the year | swore fedlty to House Rossdlin, and thisisthe
legt.”

She swallowed amouthful of the fragrant, burning drink and watched a cloud glide past theface
of the moon. The room dimmed, and then filled again with faint grey light. They sat in sllencefor afew
minutes, until finally shelooked away from the window and voiced the thought that had been in her mind
since she began her evening’ s meditations.

“Darvdl givesme avery bad feding, Professor.”

“You'dbeafoal if it didn't, Mistress. The Master of Darvell isaman to be reckoned with.” The
Professor’ sgrey eyes, paein the moonlight, met hers. “My lady wants him dead because of what he's
done-but you, | think, see what he may yet do.”

She nodded, dowly. “1 get the Magesmdll in my nose whenever | think about him.”

“There streason at work in the galaxy,” said the Professor. “ Schemes within schemes. It wasn't
chance, you know, that brought an Adept into my lady’ s crew.”

“I'm afraid you haven't got anybody heroic here” she said with arueful smile. “I’'m barely
far-to-middling with a staff on my good days, and the only Mage | ever met in the flesh was nearly the
desth of me.”

“The gadaxy hasdways had al the heroesit needed,” said the Professor. “If it’s produced a
Mistress Hyfid along the way, | d say that it probably needs her aswell.”

He looked out the window for amoment, and LIannat waited in slence until he turned back
toward her and spoke again.

“All fighting isamatter of training and practice,” he sad, “and I’ ve used enough weagponsin my
time to know that robots and holograms make poor substitutes for aliving opponent.” He pushed back
his chair and stood up. “If a match between friends would amuse you, | could oblige.”

He gestured, and the shadows appeared to solidify and take shape within hishand. LIannat
dared asthe moonlight glimmered off the Silver fittings of an ebony staff that hadn’t been there amoment
before.

| should have known, she thought, and rose to her feet.

“Madter,” she said, and bowed.

He shook hishead. “No. | forswore sorcery long ago, when | gave my oath to House Rossdlin.
‘Professor’ will do aswell asany other name.”

Her voice came out in a harsh whisper. “ Adepts don’t practice sorcery.”

“No,” agreed the Professor. “ Adepts don’t.”



“Then that Magebuilt scoutship in the docking bay-"
“Wasdwaysmine Yes”

She stood looking a him for along time, while the night clouds chased each other acrossthe
Entiboran sky. “Why?’ shesaid at last.

Hisface, what she could see of it in the dim light, was sad. “What does it matter? The Magelords
would flay mefor atraitor, if they knew | ill lived after dl thistime-but | found aworld and away of life
deserving of loydty, and gave my oath gladly to them both.”

“Theword of aMage?’ she asked.

“My word,” he said. “Which isasomewhat different matter. House Rossdlin has had no cause to
regret accepting that oath from me-nor will it, while | live. Doesthat satisfy you, Mistress?’

Shelooked at him, adight, grey-haired figure sanding alone in aroom full of memories, and
inclined her head. “ Amply, Professor . . . and | would be honored by a match between friends.”

Jessan turned and fired, then turned again and flung himsdlf onto the ground. The aircar passed
low overhead, firing asit came. Herolled, and fired up at its belly.

A long trail of smoke streamed out behind the aircar, but the vehicle kept on going and started up
into aloop. At the top of theloop, it rolled upright to head back the way it had come, and went into a
thirty-degree dive sraight in at Jessan' shiding place, with al its bow gunsfiring.

A blaster against an armored aircar, thought Jessan. | must be crazy. Weapon at the ready,
he crouched on the cracked and tilted pavement behind a broken wall while the bulk of the aircar grew
steadily larger againgt the dull red of the sky.

The armored craft loomed huge above him. He saw asingle burst of light, brighter than any he
had ever seen, and the aircar vanished. The sounds of battle grew dim, then stopped altogether, and the
red sky faded to black.

The lights came back up again. Jessan blinked at the bare white room and lowered the mock
blaster il ready in his hand. From somewhere overhead, a disembodied voice said, “Final score, four
hundred sixty-seven of six hundred possible in two thousand, nine hundred and sixty moves. Thisgives
you the overdl rating of Walking Wounded. Would you liketo play again?’

Jessan shook hishead. “No,” hereplied. “1 think I'll try to find apot of hot sulg instead.” He put
the weapon back onto the rack, toggled open the door, and went out.

Outsde the game room, the dim lighting of the base' s night prevailed. He walked down the hall
and took the turning that led to asmall after-hours galley. The galey was no more than awide spot in the
passageway, but it was brightly lighted, with adining booth, asnack dispenser, and adrink machine
gporting arow of tenidentical, unlabeled buttons.

“Somehow,” he murmured to himsdlf, “1 don't think much of my chances of getting hot sulg out



of thisbox.”

“I make them athousand twenty-four to one againgt,” said afamiliar voice behind him.

He haf-turned, and saw Beka diding into the other side of the booth. Looks like | wasn’'t the
only one awake after all, hethought. “ Are you telling me that every combination produces adifferent
drink?’

“I don't know,” shesaid. 1 haven't tried the whol e thousand-odd to make sure. But so far,
they’ ve al been different-and some of them are damned weird, let metell you. But | do know the combo
that nets cha a Want some?”’

“Sure” hesad. “And thanks.”

He cradled the resultant mug of steaming cha abetween his hands. During loca night, adigtinct
chill tended to settle over the mostly empty base. “It'slate,” he said. “ And you'll be piloting tomorrow.
What are you gtill doing up?’

“I couldn’t deep,” shesaid. “So | decided to take awalk and do somethinking.” She sipped at
her own mug of cha a, and haf-amiled at him through the steam. “What’ s your excuse?’

“I wasjust over in the game room having ago at Degthworld,” he said. “ The Professor’ sgot a
better version here than any commercia onel’ ve ever played, but | till get nailed in the same place every
time. | know the solution’ s got something to do with the pair of operatickets, but | can’t figure out how
to get past the door with the combination lock.”

“Violenceign't an ansver?’

“When | try violence, | get caught even quicker. But | have anideafor thenexttimel play ...”

Helapsed into silence. Beka sipped her cha afor awhile, then did back the chair and stood.
“Areyou planning to open Deathworld back up?’

“Not right now.”
“Liketowak around abit?’

He looked up from hischa a “Why not?’ he said, after amoment. He put his mug down onto
the table and stood up. “Lead on, Captain.”

Ari gavethe pillow adisgusted punch and sat up in bed. “The hdl withiit.”

A red light blinked in the darkness, marking where the valet robot stood at rest by the door.
“Yes 9r?’

“Isanybody ese ill awake?’

Morelights blinked, and Ari caught the feint sound of eectronic beepings asthe robot and its



saries-mates conferred. “ Yes, r.”

“Good,” said Ari, swinging hislegs over the side of the bed onto the carpet. “ Therewouldn’t be
anight-robe of some sort around, would there?’

“One moment, Sir,” the robot said, and trundled over into the closet. It came out again with apair
of soft shoes and a dark robe in the same thick-piled fabric as the enormous bath towels. “Will this do?’

“Admirably, and thank you.” Ari stood up, belted the robe around him, and did hisfeet into the
shoes. “Can you tdl mewherel can find whoever’ sup?’

“I"'m not sure, Sir,” the robot said. “Lieutenant-Commander Jessan left his chambers sometime
ago for the game room. But according to the gaming log, the commander played only one round of
Deathworld and then closed the room down.”

“So he's4till up,” said Ari. “MaybeI’ll run into him. What about the others?’

More blinking and beeping. “ They appear to be wakeful aswell, sr. Captain Rossdlin-Metadi,
for example, has been sghted in severa locations by the maintenance units.”

“ And the Professor?’

“I can't say, Sir,” the vaet said. “He left ingtructions that he was not to be disturbed under any
circumstances short of athreeat to the physica security of the base.”

Ari shrugged. The Entiboran wouldn’t have made a very good late-night companion anyhow.
“And what do your series-matestell you about Mistress Hyfid?’

“I'm afraid, gr, that sheisno longer in her room, and therefore she must have lft it-though her
vaet did not see her leave.”

“Tdl him not to overload his circuitsworrying about it,” Ari said. “ She' san Adept. That meansif
shedidn’t want anyone to notice her, they wouldn’t. Someday let metell you about my younger brother
who waksthrough forcefidds”

After apause, therobot said, “1 thank you for the advice, Sr. In addition, Mistress Hyfid,
wherever she may infact be, hastaken her staff with her.”

“She'san Adept,” said Ari. “ She probably deeps with the damned thing.”

He started for the door. “If you could show me the way asfar asthat game room you mentioned,
| can probably handle the rest. From what you tell me, I’ m bound to find somebody awake somewhere.”

Hiswanderings with Beka, Jessan redlized, had brought him into a portion of the base that he
didn’t recogni ze. Beka seemed familiar with it, though, and the K hesatan was content to follow her lead.
She strode dong the dim passages without speaking, her hands shoved into the pockets of her quilted
jacket, its collar turned up againgt the chill. Finally, she gave him asideways glance he couldn’t interpret.



“What are you doing here, anyway?’ she asked. “1 know why the Professor iswith me, and |
know what brings Ari into it-and Mistress Hyfid is an Adept, which means she has her own reasons for
everything. But thisisn’t even your quarrel, and you' ve turned down the chance to get out of it twice

dready.”
“Wdl,” hesad, “for onething, they burned down my clinic.”

She looked away from him, toward thefloor. “ That was my fault,” she said. “And I’'m sorry-not
that ‘sorry’ isgoing to do you much good.”

“What else could you have done?’ he asked. “Besides, rendering aid to distressed spacersisin
the Medicd Service charter. Read thefine print if you don't believe me.”

“I believeyou,” shesaid. “I’'m ill sorry. Y ou were proud of that place, weren't you?’
“I never thought about it much,” he said. “But | suppose| was.”

She gave a soft laugh. “Nyls Jessan holding down a paying job. What would they say on Khesat
if they knew?’

“The Professor’ sbeen telling tales, | see”

“Comeon,” shesaid. “I grew up with gdactic palitics. Maybe there’ s more than one family with
aname like yours-but there’ s only onefamily that counts.”

“Damn,” hesaid. “My secret’ s discovered.How did | manage to give the game avay?’

She amiled a him. “Tell me every Space Force medic hasthe roya bloodlinesfor the civilized
galaxy onthetip of histongue, and I’ll cdll you aliar to your face. And Crown Prince Jamil was too good
to be anything but real. Which of your relativeswas he, anyway?’

“Now that,” he said, “would betdling.”

“So why aren’t you doing something like that yoursdf right now-losing afew hundred credits at
cards between teatime and dinner, instead of getting ready to go get daughtered?’

He shrugged. “Because | got so good at cards that nobody would play with me, and the rest
bores me out of my mind. Why didn’t you stay on Galcen and play Dominaof Lost Entibor for the rest of
your life?’

The humor went out of her face as he watched. “ Because | spent seventeen years watching my
mother die by inches every time she had to put on her damned tiaraand be a prop for idiotsto play sick
little nostalgic games around. And | wasn't going to let them do that to me. So | left.”

“Onthefirg freighter out of Galcen?”’

“Something likethat,” she said.

She had stopped walking, and stood with one hand reaching out toward the lockplate of adoor
indistinguishable from any of the others dong that stretch of corridor. “I had my pilot’ slicense-l got it the



day | came of age, and the examiner knew better than to ask how I’ d aready managed to practice
without being legdly old enough-and | was good. Once people stopped asking questions about my name
and let me show what | could do, | never had any trouble finding ajob.”

Bekadtill hadn’t pdmed the lockplate. She seemed uncertain about something, which wasn't like
her at al. Jessan raised an eyebrow. “What' s on the other side-more holoprojections? Or pit traps and
deadfd|s?’

She shook her head. “I'll show you, if you're curious.”

“Always” hesad. “My fata flaw-next to talking to much, of course.”

She gave him aquick glance, and pamed the lock. The door did open.

They entered adim, unfurnished room. A few large cushions lay scattered about, and the floor
itself felt springy under Jessan’ sfeet. In the far corner he spotted a pile of blankets, negtly folded.

“Your room?’ he guessed.

She nodded.

“It'snot much like the others.”

“I don't like fake scenery,” she sad. “But watch.”

She pressed awall plate near her hand, and dl the lights went out, leaving theroom in totd,
cavernous blackness. He heard alow humming noise-and then the celling split from sdeto Sde, like
massive jaws opening to let inthe stars.

The gap opened wider and wider asthewallsrolled down, until the floor floated on the starry
void like atiny square of light. Jessan heard a distant keening like a high wind, and a cold breeze stirred
hishair. Ventilation systems, hetold himself, but he shivered anyway.

“Thisused to be the observation deck, | think,” said Beka. “But | deep here when the
"Hammer’ s docked.”

“I can seewhy,” Jessan said. “It’ s beautiful.”

“It'sdl | ever wanted,” she said. “My own ship, and the freedom of the stars, with nothing to
hold meback . . . damnit, Nyls, why does everything aways have to cost so much?’

Something in her voice drew his eyes away from the glory blazing above them both. He saw the
Slvery tracks of tears on her pale cheeks, and shook hishead. “1 don't know,” he said. “It just does.”

He reached out a hand to touch her shoulder, and found that she was trembling. “I’m sorry,” he
sad. “l wish | could help.”

She put her hand up to grasp hiswrist. “Then don't go. Please.”

He bent his head and kissed her, and stood back alittle, waiting.



She looked at him for amoment, her lean, angular features as unreadable as ever. Then he felt
thewarmth of her hands on either side of hisface as she drew hislips back againto hers.

VI1IIl. asteroid base

In the Entiboran room, Llannat stepped away from the table and leaned her staff against her
chair. “Just amoment. Formal blacksweren't redlly designed to practicein.”

Shetook off the jacket and hung it over the back of her chair, so that she stood dressed like her
opponent in shirt and trousers alone. Then sheretrieved her staff and came to guard, holding the weapon
two-handed at the horizontal before her.

Greenfireflickered to lifein the air about her, but she was careful not to draw more power into
hersdlf than befitted a match between friends. Working with al the energy at one' sdisposa had aletha
beauty that could dazzle onlookers-she’ d seen Master Ransome and Ari’ s brother, Owen, spar that way
once or twice, for the edification of students at the Retregt-but a match like that demanded control far
beyond her own.

A few feet away from her, the Professor also picked up his staff. The silver and ebony rod was
much shorter than hers, and plainly meant for one-handed use. He held it loosdly, dmost casudly, but the
power of hisauraflowed about him in streamers of deep violet againgt in the moonlight.

“Shdl we begin?’ he asked.

Llannat nodded, and waited for the Professor to come to the guard position in histurn. The shift
to guard never came. Insteed, the former Mage ord moved without warning, striking for the left sde of
her head with his ebony staff.

Llannat blocked high and to the I ft.

The Professor must have anticipated the classic reply. He dropped the tip of his ebony rod to
pass below her block, and his attack came back in toward her right cheek.

She shifted her block to theright. The Professor, gill holding the rod in that loose-looking
one-hand grip, let it return to vertical. His next attack threatened her unprotected abdomen. In response,
she pushed her gtaff straight forward and down againgt his, but the Professor neither stepped backward
nor extended his attack. Instead, he spun his weapon outward with aquick twist of hiswrist.

Theviolet auraaround him flared high, and LIannat felt her weapon snatched from her hands. The
flickering green light of her own summoning vanished as her saff clattered againgt the oppositewall.

The Professor crossed over to the falen staff, picked it up, and handed it back to Llannat. “ Shall
wetry agan?’

She drew a deep breath, and took position. “I’'m ready.”

Once more, the Professor stood with the ebony rod held loosdly at his side. The other hand
rested lightly on hiship. “Begin,” he said.



For along time, neither of them moved. Power flickered around them in aglowing nimbus of
green and violet. At last the Professor attacked, the end of his short staff flashing toward Llannat’ s left
gdeinawhigling blur.

She blocked. The staves touched; then, somehow, the Professor’ s ebony rod was coming in
toward her other flank. She blocked again, the two wegpons kissed in aflare of green and violet
light-and the Professor’ s staff flashed over to dtrike at the left Side of her face.

Llannat blocked | ft.

Thistime, though, there was no moment of contact with the other weapon. Instead, shefelt the
ebony gaff tap lightly first againgt her |eft leg, and then againgt her right. Too late, she dropped her guard
downward to counter the blows-and fdlt the light contact a third time on the sde of her neck.

“Youwin,” shesaid, lowering her aff. “I’'m dead.”

The Professor stepped back, and bowed to her in salute. “Mistress, attack me. | shall do no
more than defend mysdlf.”

“Right,” said Llannat, and siwung her staff down toward the Professor’ s head.

He blocked it with ease. She followed with aquick series of blowsfrom either end of her staff.
They filled the air with the whistling of their passage, but the Professor met them dl without shifting his
stance. Only hisright hand and his extended arm moved at al, catching and deflecting each stroke asiit
came,

At length, Llannat took a step back and regarded the Professor. He appeared calm and
unruffled. Her own forehead and neck ran with sweet, even in the chill of the base’ s night, and her breath
camein shallow gasps.

“Migtress,” inquired the soft voice, with itsincongruous Entiboran accent, “where is your guard?’

Llannat took in her stance. Shewas out of line, and badly extended. She shook her head, and
came back into position.

“Choosealineand guard it,” said the Professor. “I can’t attack you through aclosed line.” He
emphasized his point with a series of dashing attacksto Llannat’ sright Sde-dl of them faling, without any
movement of her own, onto the staff she carried. “But try to guard al, and you guard none. Now-what
line do you guard?’

“My right flank.”

“Wrong!”

The Professor swung harder than before, and this time the strength of hisblow pushed Llannat’s
daff away beforeit, so that she felt the sting of hisblow againgt her ribs. “What line do you guard?’

Llannat shifted her grip, so that she held her staff tightly in front of her. “My head.”

“Aganwrong!” The Professor’ s weapon circled low, and the end tapped her leg just above the



knee. “Y our head is not in danger. What line do you guard?’

Llannat felt ahot rush of blood to her face-anger? humiliation?and struck out with one end of
her staff at the Professor’ s neck. “ You tdl me.”

The Professor caught the blow and allowed her staff to dide down his as he stepped forward.
Now, with the staves caught between them, the young Adept and the grey-haired Magelord stood heart
to heart in the long, moonlit hall.

“Guard against anger, Mistress,” he said, low-voiced. “It' sawaste of energy, and it insultsthe
power you bear.”

Thistime she knew that the heat under her skin was embarrassment, because she' d managed to
forget the first thing anybody had ever told her about the Adept’ s art.

“Don’t ever lose your temper when you' re working with power,” she remembered Master
Ransome saying to agroup of new gpprentices that had included a confused young ensign from the
Medicd Service. “ Somebody adways gets hurt.”

Now the Professor nodded over their crossed staves. 1 see you remember.”
Without warning, he stepped back, and resumed his one-handed guard position.

I’ ve seen that guard before, thought Llannat. Not at the Retrest, she was sure-she'd have
remembered something likethat, if it had ever shown up during those long hours of drill in the practice
yard.

Not at the Retreat, no, but twice since, once in a clearing on Nammerin and a second time here
on this asteroid, when she had been deep in her visionary trance. Whoever she had been that time, she
hersdalf had used that same short wegpon, the same stance and grip.

This one's power isweak, she could remember her adversary/sdlf thinking. She doesn't really
believe.

But the frightened and unbelieving young Adept sent by Master Ransome to guard Ari
Rossdlin-Metadi had stayed at her post just the same-and Ari’ s blaster bolt had cut down the Mage as
heraised hisarm for thekilling blow.

Now, stlanding in the moonlight of an Entibor that never was, she smiled with sudden
understanding. There’s no such thing as luck or chance . . . and there' s power in everyone, even a
seven-foot Gal cenian who claims to be about as sensitive as a brick, or a Space Force medic from
a border planet where there hasn’t been an Adept born for as far back as the Forest Lords can
remember . . .

Theinsight flooded through her like arush of light, and for abrief, dizzying second she could fedl
the universeitsdlf, surrounding her and within her at the sametime.

“I think you begin to understand,” the Professor said. “Now shall we spar in earnest?’

Once more, Llannat took aguard position, thistime with her staff held vertical by her right side,



and waited. Still buoyed up by her moment of redlization, she sensed the Professor’ s blow coming at her
asecond or more before his staff began to move. Her own staff turned with his as he tried to come under
her guard.

Ther aurasflared high around them, surges of green and violet mingling in patterns of fire against
the dark. Rather than step back, she lunged with the end of her staff, forcing the Professor to give
ground. When he tried to beat her weapon aside, she dropped thetip so that he contacted only air.

“You see” hesaid. “You' ve learned one important lesson. Now let me teach you another.”

The Professor whirled to the right, ducking under her blow and stabbing upward. She gave
ground rather than take a hit to the arm, and felt her sense of onenesswith the universe dipping avay
under the pressure of theimmediate.

The Professor seemed to fed it dipping, too. He redoubled his attack. Once more, the unfamiliar
rhythms of hisfighting style began to dance around her Adept-trained blocks.

Llannat stepped back, and opened hersdlf to power. The sensation of including and being
included in the bright oneness that was the universe flowed out of its cramped little corner of memory and
filled her asit had before.

It doesn’'t go away after all, shethought. It’s always there if you look for it.

She turned her awareness outward again, and was surprised to see that she was attacking,
moving in hard with fagt, arcing swings that started back behind the shoulder. The Professor was dipping
each blow, his staff redirecting the force of each smashing stroke outward and away from him, but he
was giving ground just the same.

Llannat pressed her attack, forcing the Professor backward step by step until his shoulders
touched the far wall. She closed her eyesfor amoment. When she opened them again, the Professor
stood pressed againgt the wainscoting, pinned by the light but unwavering pressure of the center of her
daff againg the flesh of histhroat.

The Entiboran Magelord smiled. “Now, Migtress, | yidd.”

If everybody’ s awake, thought Ari, diding into the booth in the after-hours gdley, you sure
couldn’t proveit by me.

So far the breakfast nook, the main dining area, and the game room had al turned up empty. If
there hadn’t been two haf-empty mugs of cha atill warm on thetablein front of him, Ari might have
begun to suspect that the valet robot and its cohorts had been mistaken.

He stabbed afew buttons at random on the drink machine. A mug did into position under the
spout to receive astream of blueliquid. Hot sulg, he guessed, from thelook of it, and an experimental
sp proved him right. He tried to remember what buttons he! d pushed-Jessan might be interested, since
his friend was always claiming he hadn’t been able to find good sulg since he' d left Khesat.

Ari gave up experimentation after hisfirst try at arepeat garnered him abowl of something black



and dudgy that smelled like it ought to be repairing potholesin alanding pad. Instead, he sat watching
steam rise off the azure surface of the sulg. His sdf-inflicted insomniastill hadn't left him, and he toyed
with theidea of going back to the game room and having ago a one of the smulations himsdlf. 1t' s not
real, but it passes the time.

Another of the Professor’ s robots came up to the table and began clearing away the two
haf-empty mugs.

“Wait aminute-can you tell me how long those have been here?” asked Ari.

“I redlly can't say, Sir,” said the robot. “1 was last by about a Standard hour ago.”
“And they weren't herethen?’

“That’s correct, Sir.”

Ari looked again at the two mugs. Both of them held straight black cha' a.

One of them' s likely to be Jessan’s, hethought. Thisis the first place anybody would hit
after the game room, and he drinks his cha’a black. The Professor’ s incommunicado somewhere,
and Llannat drinks her cha’a with sugar and milk when she can get them.. . . which leaves Bee.

“Y ou can go on with your cleanup,” hetold the robot. “ And take the sulg and that black stuff
withyou.”

“Yes, dr,” sad therobot, and trundled off.

Air watched it disgppear into the darkness beyond the bright lights of thelittle galey. So hissister
and Jessan were off nightwalking somewhere . . . hetried to decide just how he felt about that, and
redized he wasn't certain.

Their problem, not mine, hetold himsdlf, standing up again. Seems like Llannat’ s the only one
not accounted for. I’ll take one more look around; if she doesn’t turn up she’s probably gone back
to bed, and | can spend the rest of the night in the game room practicing up to get killed.

Heleft thelittle galley behind, and headed for the only part of the base known to him that he ill
hadn’t checked: the Sickbay and the docking area. Llannat was amedic, after all, besidesbeing an
Adept. She could have decided to double-check for anything useful the on-load might have left behind.

Hewas till acorner or so away from the Entiboran room and the entrance to the sickbay when
he heard the noise: afaint, high hum at the topmost end of his hearing, mixed with thewhistle of parting
air and the crack and tap of wood on wood. He halted, frozen, in the darkness, and felt the hair rise on
the back of his neck.

He' d heard sounds like that before, in a clearing on Nammerin, and he knew what they meant.
He gtill dreamed about that night sometimes: the heavy wet-mulch smell of the rain forest, the poisoned
blood pounding in his ears, and outside the downed aircar power surging and flaring in auroras againgt
the dark astwo staves met and parted and met again. Llannat Hyfid had fought for hislife that night, and
the Adept was-he had thought-the only person now on the asteroid base who carried a staff and knew
how to fight with one.



D’ Caer? Ari wondered. Escaped?
He began adow stalk down the passageway toward the sound of the fight.

As soon as he rounded the corner he saw them, a changing pattern of light framed by one of the
tall archwaysthat led into the Entiboran room. The reverse side of the room'’ s elaborate hol oprojection
gave him aview partialy obscured by greenery and the spaces between the tall windows, but theillusory
moonlight flooding thelong chamber showed the two moving figures clearly enough. The light that played
about them-vivid green and deep, amost indigo violet-was al he needed to seetherest.

For amoment he tensed, weighing how best to move in wegponless on aduel where both
fighters were armed with more than just the staves they bore. Then he saw that the dudlists were Llannat
and the Professor, and that they both wore the dark trousers and loose white shirt that made up a part of
an Adept’ sformd blacks. In the clear emerad light of her power, Llannat’ s face wore an expression that
Ari knew al too well; he' d seen it before on his brother’ s face back on Galcen, when Owen sparred with
Master Errec Ransome for pleasure’ s sake.

The two Adepts fought down the length of the room, the Professor wielding an unfamiliar, shorter
gtaff in an odd one-handed style, and LIannat using the traditional two-handed grip. The auras around her
and the Professor grew brighter, until the whole room shone with dancing streamers of colored light.

LIannat swung her weapon in sweeping figure-eight loops. By the intense, unnaturd light, Ari
could see how the sweat that dampened her shirt had plastered the white fabric to her torso, and how the
muscles of her back and shoulders worked to put power behind the blows. The Professor deflected each
stroke with easy grace, wasting no motion as he parried, and the violet light around him rivaled in
brightnessthe medic’ s corona of vivid green. . . but he il gave ground.

The younger Adept pushed her opponent farther and farther across the room. Then, without
warning, all movement stopped. The Professor had his shoulders pressed to thewall. Llannat stood
facing him, her saff laid across the Entiboran’ s throat and her whole body poised to pressthe last blow
home.

The Professor said something-he actualy appeared to be laughing, for thefirst time since Ari had
met him-and lowered hiswegpon. LIannat’ s aurafaded a second later, and the candlesin the chandelier
overhead flamed into sudden fantasmagoricd life as the two Adepts embraced.

Ari turned away. He was not, he told himself, such an inexperienced fool that he would mistake
honest comradeship for ahighly unlikely passion. He and Issgrillikk had clasped each other by the
shouldersin much the same fashion often enough, after ahard-fought bout at hand-to-hand under
Ferrdacorr’ swatchful eye.

But ill, he found himsdlf unwilling to wetch any longer. “ Power knows its own,” he
remembered his brother saying once, and like most of the things his brother said, it had turned out to be
true. Aslong asthere were Adeptsin the galaxy, Llannat Hyfid wasn't going to need anything else.
Certainly not the friendship of a powerless Gacenian medic, even one who' d been fostered on Maragha.

The gameroom had lost what little apped it had held for Ari inthefirst place, and he made his
way back through the darkened hallways to his bedchamber. His valet robot was till there when he got
back. Itslights blinked as the door snicked shut, but like agood servant it asked no questions. Ari threw
himself onto the bed without bothering to remove his night-robe, and pushed the button that brought the



room lightsupto“dim.”
After awhile hesaid, “Do you think you could find me adrink to help me get to degp?’
“Of course, sir. What would you prefer?’
“| don’'t care,” Ari said. “Whatever’ s handy, aslong asit’s strong.”

“Understood, sir,” said therobot. It trundled out the door, and returned shortly with a heavy
cut-glasstumbler on aglver tray. A deegp amber liquid filled the tumbler to within an inch of therim.

“Thanks,” Ari said, picking up the tumbler. He took acareful swallow, and then set to work
finishingthered.

“That wasgood,” he said afew minutes later, contemplating the thick bottom of the empty
tumbler. “But I’m not deepy just yet. | think I'll try another round.”

Harsh light streamed in through the glassweave curtains and beat againgt Ari’ s protesting eyes.
Somewhere outside his skull, a maniac was playing revellle on the door buzzer while the robot
announced, in dulcet tones, “Y our clothing isready, Sir. My series-mates report that the others are
aready avake.”

“All right, dl right.” He sat on the edge of the bed for aminute and then stood up, swaying a
little. “Death and damnation . . . open the door and let whoever the hell that is come on in so they’ll shut

up.”

Ari ssumbled off in what he hoped was the direction of the bathroom, the rumpled night-robe
flapping around him. He emerged several minutes later, dressed in the garments that ablessedly silent
robot had handed him one piece a atime, and found Nyls Jessan sitting in the chair by the window.

The Khesatan, dressed for the upcoming journey in afree-spacer’ sloose shirt and trousers, was
amiling alittle as he looked out at the holoprojected garden. He haf-turned at the sound of footsteps, and
his eyeswidened. “My word, Ari-what hit you?’

“About aliter of something or other that one of the Professor’ s robots found for me,” Ari told his
friend. “ And for space’ s sake, Nyls, have some respect for the dead.”

“Y ou got drunk?’
Ari nodded, and wished he hadn’t. “It took some work, but I managed.”
“Why would you want to do that?’

“It seemed like agood ideaat thetime.” Ari turned to the valet robot. “Where sthe blaster |
brought with me?’

“Right here, ar.”



Ari blinked at the wegpon and holster the valet robot held out in one mechanica hand. “Ah, yes.
.. | seeit. Thank you.” He belted on the blaster and turned to Jessan. “Y ou said the others were

wating?’
The Khesatan smiled. “No, | didn’t. And you forgot your boots.”

Ari sat back down on the edge of the bed with a curse. “Where is everybody?’ he asked, ashe
pulled on first one boot and then the other. “ Still having breskfast?’

“Llannat was drinking cha athelast | saw her,” said Jessan, “and the Professor was making a
fina check on something or other. Bekawent back to get into her Tarnekep gear, and | drew the short
Sraw.”

Ari glowered a him. “There snothing like friends-thank the universefor small favors.” He stood
up again. “Now, shal we go?’

Jessan rose lithely from hischair. “ Of course.”

In the docking bay, Warhammer and Defiant waited side by side on the deckplates. Even
through his headache, Ari could hear the low hum of the active engines, and sense areadinessin theair
that hadn’t been there before.

“Still the same matchup?’ he asked Jessan.

“That’sright. Y ou and LIannat with Bekain the 'Hammer , and mein Defiant to help watch the
autopilot and bring the Professor cups of hot cha a during the tough parts.”

Ari grunted. “ Sounds like a hard ass gnment-think you can handleit?’
“I'll push mysdlf,” the Khesatan assured him. “ Good morning, Professor.”
“Good morning, Commander.”

The grey-haired Entiboran stood next to the lowered ramp of the Magebuilt scoutship. He still
wore the black trousers and white shirt he'd worn when Ari had last seen him. The short, black and silver
staff he now carried tucked under hisbelt. Ari saw Jessan’s eyebrowsrise at the sight of it, but the
Khesatan didn’t say anything beyond “ Are the captain and Mistress Hyfid here yet?’

“Migtress Hyfid is already aboard the’ Hammer,” said the Entiboran. “ And Captain Portreeis
ariving now.”

Ari looked back the way they had come, and saw the sickbay doors closing behind afigure he
hadn’t seen since that first meeting off Nammerin.

Long brown hair queued back and tied off with black velvet ribbons; white spidersilk shirt
frothing into pure lace a the neckcloth and the ruffled cuffs; heavy government-surplus blaster bol stered
low and strapped down onto one thigh-from up close, Tarnekep Portree looked like nothing so much as
afoppish piece of very rough trade. Ari searched the features of that androgynous but extremely



menacing young gentleman for some trace of his sster Beka, and found none there.

“Good morning, Professor,” said Tarnekep. The Mandeynan’ s gaze flicked over to the other two
men in the docking bay. “Ari . .. Jessan.”

“Morning,” said Ari.
Jessan only nodded.

A corner of Tarnekep's mouth turned up for a second in what might have been asmile. “Is

everything ready?’
“Since yesterday evening, Captain,” said the Professor.
“Thenlet’sgo. If everything works, I'll seeyou on Darvell.”
“And what if something doesn't work?” Jessan’ svoice had anoteinit Ari couldn’'t quite place.
“If something doesn’t?” Tarnekep shrugged. “Then thisisit, | suppose.”
“Likehdl itis” sad Jessan harshly.

Ari gtared-the words and tone were a sharp contrast to Jessan’ s usud flow of light chatter-and
was till staring when hisfriend took a sudden step forward and grabbed Portree by the shoulders.

“Get yoursdlf killed ontheway in,” the Khesatan said, “and | swear I'll never forgive you.”

He pulled Tarnekep toward him into a hard embrace and a prolonged, almost desperate kiss.
After what seemed to Ari an unconscionably long time, the two figures broke gpart. Jessan turned and
strode up Defiant’ s ramp without looking back.

Tarnekep watched him go. Then-<till wearing that maddening half-smile-the Mandeynan nodded
to the Professor.

“Waell, we're off,” he said, and started for Warhammer at a brisk pace that was almost arun.
Ari caught up with himin acouple of long steps. “Wasthat |ast bit redlly necessary?” he growled.

The single bright blue eye and that unnerving eye patch looked at him for afew secondsfrom a
thin-featured and deadly face, and then Beka chuckled.

“No, it wasn't necessary . . . but it surewas fun. Come on, big brother. Let’sgo set Darvell on
fire”



Part Four

I. darvel: northern hemisphere
High over the Darvelline system, so high that the centrd star and all its planets were only brighter
spots againgt the backdrop of the galaxy, the substance of rea space atered for asecond as
Warhammer popped out of hyper.

“Thereitis,” Bekasad, regarding the starfield before her with satisfaction. “ Are we getting
anything on the sensors?”’

“Defiant entered real space about a second behind us,” replied Ari from the copilot’s sedt.

“We should be getting her on visua soon . . . ah, there she comes.” Beka smiled as one of the
specks of light outside the cockpit window grew into the distant shape of the Magebuilt scout. “ Are we

heering anything?’
“The Professor sent us a quick-burst message on atight beam as soon as he came through.”
“Play it back.”
Avri toggled the audio-replay switch. “Replaying now.”

“Emission Control Alpha,” said the console spesker. “Activating cloaking. Follow me close. See
you on the ground.”

Thetransmission broke off short on the last syllable.

“Arewegoing to reply?’ asked Ari.

“No,” Bekasad. “Hewon't be expecting it. Besides, somebody might hear us.”
“Thisfar out?

“You never cantdl,” shesad. “Darvell hasits own fleet. Who knows how far out they make a
habit of ligening?’

Beyond the cockpit window, Defiant wavered and faded from view. Only ablurred and
distorted patch of sarfield remained to mark the scoutship’s position.

“There shegoes,” Ari said. “All our sensor screensread clear.”

Bekanodded, without taking her eyes away from the cockpit window. “ Good. Then so should
everybody esg's”

Out againgt the starfield, the faint blurry patch began to move toward the planetary system. Beka
pushed the "Hammer to the left and down, adding forward vector as she did so in order to bring the
freighter closer to Defiant’ s position. When the distortion covered ninety degrees of her field of view



forward, she dowed the "Hammer again to match speeds with the scoutship.

“And that’sdl thereistoit,” shesaid. “Aslong aswe keep the same distance, we can share
Defiant’ s cloak and sneak right in behind her.”

“It'sgoing to be along dow snesk at thisrate,” said Ari. “And hard to do on visud aone.”
She smiled. “Don’'t worry, big brother. Between uswe can handleit.”

Ari muttered something under his breeth in the Selvaur speech he' d learned from Ferrdacorr. The
comment-what Beka could catch of it-sounded unflattering; sheignored him and flipped on the
"Hammer’ s internd comm.,

“Let’ sseehow therest of the ship isdoing. Mistress Hyfid, iseverything dl right back aft?’

“Everything'sjust fine, Captain Rossdlin-Metadi,” came the reply from the common room.
“Smooth as spidersilk.”

“Good,” said Beka. “Let’ shopeit dl staysthat way . . . gotten any anonymous notes lately?’
She heard afaint laugh. “Not even a picture postcube, Captain. Sorry.”

“Don't be,” said Beka. “I just love surprises. For now, Migtress, if you want to see what we're
going to be up againg, you can flip down the bulkhead viewer.”

She nodded toward Ari as she spoke. Out of the corner of her eye she saw him begin punching
in the codes that would trandate the sensor datato avisual signa and feed it to the common-room
screen.

Eventhisfar up, the Darvell syslem made a spectacular sight: planets and moons and ayelow
dwarf sun, flung out againgt interstellar night like jewels on black velvet. But asthe "Hammer and
Defiant drew closer, the picture changed. Dim, half-seen shapes of cargo carriers appeared, shuttling
among the system’ s uninhabited planetsto pick up raw materiasfor Darvell’ sring of massive orbiting
factories. Along anarrow corridor guarded by heavy warships, freighters moved to and from then jump
pointsin regular array. Morefighting craft orbited the planet itsalf. A thick layer of satdllitescircled
benesath the patrolling warships-weather and power and communications satellitesin familiar domestic
configurations, but aso the darker shapes of spy-eyes and weapons platforms.

The Master of Darvell took no chances.

On board the "Hammer , Bekatook the conn for the final approach. As her brother had
predicted, the run-in to Darvell had been along one-three Standard days at low speed, with close
maneuvering the whole way. She and Ari had stood aternating watches, four hours on and four hours off,

during the real space passage.

Defiant, normally aone-man craft, had aso carried adouble crew for this run. Nyls Jessan had
never mentioned before that he knew hisway around a spaceship’ s controls, but Beka hadn’t been
surprised to learn that he did.

“I'mqudlified,” he' d protested, during that last dinner back at the asteroid base. “That' s all.”



“Likeyou'reonly ‘qudified with ablaster?’ she had asked him, remembering his cool accuracy
back in the firefights on Pleyver.

He had the grace to look gpologetic. “Inthis case, Captain, dl ‘quaified meansisthat I'vegot a
license’

“A licenseis more than Migtress Hyfid' sgot,” shetold him. “Y ou’ re crewing on Defiant.”

Beka hadn’t expected, at the time, to miss having the Khesatan around for the hyperspace

trangt. Better get used to missing him, shetold herself. Remember, you have to give him back to the
Space Force when thisis over.

Stifling asigh that threatened to turn into ayawn, she shook her head impatiently and squinted at
the control pand readouts. Thislow-ve ocity, follow-the-leader approach was hard enough asit was.
She didn’'t need thoughts like that to distract her.

Defiant led them in dow and easy, making planetfal just before dawn in the mountains of
Davdl’ s northern hemisphere. Beka put the  Hammer down on the other side of the smdll clearing afew
minuteslater. The Defiant’ s éectronic cloak made awavery dome of visud distortion over the two
ships-somewhat attenuated, by comparison with the invishility the field generated in deep space, but
good enough to disguise their presence from orbita spies.

Thebit of sky visible overhead had gone from dull grey to pink by the time she finished shutting
down the’Hammer. The Professor’ s ship, aone-man craft not meant to carry cargo, had taken less
time. When she came down the "Hammer’ s ramp with Ari and LIannat close behind, the Entiboran and
Jessan were waiting.

Jessan’ s glance went to the others for asecond, and then came back to her. “Y ou look like you
haven't dept inaweek.”

Bekafound hersdlf a place to stand that would alow her to lean back against the 'Hammer’s
comforting bulk, then crossed her arms and grinned at him. “ Hattery gets you nowhere, my friend. | got
my beauty deep four hours ago-can't you tell?’

“Not redly.”

“I can,” growled Ari. “ Shewoke me up to get it.”

Bekaignored him and turned toward the Professor. “\What happens next?’

“Wewait,” said the Entiboran. “If the locals mount asystematic air search at full daylight, we'll
know for certain that somebody spotted us coming in.”

“Andif they don’'t start searching?’
“Thelack of any obvious activity will not, unfortunately, prove that the contrary istrue.”
“Now that,” said Jessan, “iswhat | cdl redly helpful.”

Beka snickered, and swallowed another yawn. “ Serioudy, people,” she said, “one of us needsto



head into town and pick up someinformation.”

She heard LIannat sigh. “1’m the only person here who doesn’t need awhole day of deep to be
functiond. I'll go.”

“Sign me up, too,” Jessan said. “All | did on theway in was stand by while the Professor handled
thetricky stuff.”

Bekalooked from the Khesatan to Mistress Hyfid and back, blinking her eyes against her own
fatigue. One or the other of them, or maybe both, was lying about being rested. Just the same, without
local knowledge we'll all be stuck, and the Professor and | are about to drop. Shelooked at her
brother for asecond, and gave an inward shake of her head. Ari probably had another solid week of
work left in him-but unless everybody on Darvell was agiant, her brother was guaranteed to stand out in
acrowd.

“All right,” she said to the volunteers. “ Y ou two haveit.”

After histrip aboard Defiant, Jessan found himsalf enjoying the hike downd ope to the nearest
road. Theair had a clean, resnoustang to it, another welcome change from life aboard ship, and he had
to suppress an urge to whistle as he strolled dong. Thisis no time to be feeling cheerful , he reminded
himsdf. Soying is serious work.

All the same, he couldn’t help smiling. After afew minutes, he became aware of Llannat’ seyes
on him, and turned the smilein her direction.

The Adept gave him acuriouslook. “Y ou're on top of the galaxy thismorning.”
“Sorry,” hesad. 1t comes from being out in the open.”
“Y ou-the outdoor type? Tell me another, Jessan.”

He laughed. “Making a hyperspace trangit as the second body in aone-man scout will do that to
you.”

They waked on. About loca noon, they emerged from the trees and picked up a
steep-shouldered road that followed the curve of avaley between two peaks. Up on the wooded
mountainside, the air had begun to fed amost warm, but here a brisk wind blew through Jessan’ s hair
and made him grateful for the jacket he’ d pulled out of hislocker.

Llannat, for her part, had ended up wearing ablack sweater from Beka s old collection of
dirtsde gear. “1 don't care whether it fitsor not,” the Adept had told the captain, “so long asit’swarm.”
And warm it certainly was, not to mention somewhat snug around the chest. LIannat was considerably
shorter than Beka Rossdin-Metadi, but the Adept couldn’t have passed for maeeveninadim light.

“The town should be downhill from here,” Llannat said after amoment’ s consideration.

“Downhill itis, then,” agreed Jessan. “Let’sgo.”



The road maintained its genera downward trend, broken only by occasiona steep upgrades asit
wound through the foothills of the mountain range. Asthey neared the crest of one such hill, Jessan
became aware of alow, subterranean growling from somewhere, behind them-a sound not so much
heard as felt through the soles of the fedt.

“Heavy ground transport,” said Llannat, at the same moment. “Heading thisway.”

“Timeto blend back into the treesfor abit, | think,” said Jessan, stepping off the road.

Hefound himsdf apatch of ground in the shadow of atall conifer. Moments |l ater, the transport
crawled into view, engines roaring as they fought the upward dope. The vehicle s nullgravs whined under
the weight of bulging brown sacks piled high in the open-topped cargo compartment.

Jessan felt an ideaforming in hismind, and looked over at LIannat. From the expression on the
Adept’ sface, she' d dready been thinking the same thing.

“Assoon asit goes past,” she murmured. “One, two, three-”

They sprinted around behind the |aboring transport. Jessan jumped, and found a handhold on the
fird try-just aswdll, since asfar as he could tell Llannat wasn't using ahandhold at al. He scrambled
over thetop of the cargo compartment, and landed with alung-emptying thud on a dirt-covered fabric
bag that turned out to feel even knobbier than it looked.

“Oof,” he muttered. “What are we sharing aride with, anyhow?’

Llannat poked an experimenta finger at the bag she sat on. “Edible roots of somekind, I'd say.”

“Thanksfor reminding mewe didn’t wait around for breskfast.”

“Cultivate a philosophical outlook,” she recommended.

“I"d sooner cultivate ahot med. Oh, well-it'll give me something else to ook for when we hit
town.”

They made themsalves as comfortable as they could. Llannat curled up in acompact bundle, and
within moments her chest began to rise and fal in the dow, even rhythm of deep.

Jessan wondered, yawning, if dropping off that fast on amattressthis lumpy congtituted some
kind of galactic record, but couldn’t keep his own eyes open long enough to decide. The warm sun
shone down on the cargo compartment; the transport’ s engines grumbled in a deep, comforting
monotone; and the edible tubersin the sacks piled around and under him breathed out a not unpleasant
vegetable odor. He pillowed hishead on hisarm and dept.

He woke to the touch of ahand on hisforehead, and afamiliar voice speaking-amost
shouting-somewhereingde his skull.

We're coming up on a checkpoint. Hide.

He drew breath to ask aquestion, but the hand moved to cover his mouith.



Don’'t worry about me, said the voice again. Just get out of sight!

The transport was indeed dowing to a halt. He abandoned Llannat to her own devicesand
gtarted burrowing. As soon as he' d gotten himsalf well-hidden under what felt like a hundred pounds or
so of nourishing fibrous vegetables, he risked peering out through between two of the sacks. Llannat
wasn't anywherein sight.

“May | seeyour transportation request and vehiclelog, please?’ said an unfamiliar voiceina
bored monotone.

Sandard Gal cenian, thought Jessan. That takes care of the language problem, anyhow.
“Sure,” said another voice from the transport’ s cab. “Just asecond.. . . herethey are.”

“Hmmm . . . slamps from checkpoints BX-BY and BY -zero-two-seven dash zero-two-eight . . .
you're carrying garrutchy from District BX-one-four-three to Central Storage?’

“Thet’sright.”
“Wdll, everything looksin order. Il just do aquick visua, and then you can go on.”

Boot hedlsrang on asphdt, and Jessan shrank even deeper into the hiding place he’ d excavated.
Down among the sacks of garrutchy, loose dirt tickled his nogtrils, and he felt asudden overwheming
desireto sneeze. He quit bresthing instead.

The booted footsteps came around to the rear of the transport. Jessan heard the tailgate lower
partway, and felt the bags about him begin to shift. The guard must have noticed the movement, too-there
was an oath, and the tailgate dammed back up again. Under cover of the noise, Jessan exhaled and
gulped another lungful of air.

“Looksdl right,” said the guard’ s voice. Jessan heard the dull, irregular thudding of an officia

stamp being pounded down in dl the required locations on aset of formsin triplicate. Then theguard's
voice said, “Here you go now. Move dong,” and the transport’ s engines growled back into life.

Jessan waited until the noise was back up to its earlier level before squirming out from under the
bagsof garrutchy. Sometimein there, Llannat had regppeared aswell. The Adept was leaning back
againgt the Sde of the cargo compartment with her eyes closed.

“Welcome back,” he said. “Where d you go?’

She shook her head. “Nowhere. You just didn’t happen to look where | was. Timeto start
tidying up, | think-that checkpoint probably meanswe re getting close to town.”

Jessan began brushing the dirt off hisclothing. “Right. Y ou drop off fird, then.”

A few minutes later, the transport dowed to go through an intersection. Llannat got a secure grip
on the sde of the cargo compartment, then swung over and out of sight.

Now it’ s your turn, Jessan told himsdf. Think of it as another round of amateur
theatricals-and you’ ve got the part of a garrutchy grower in town for the weekend.



Theflight of fancy made him laugh alittle under his breath. He scrambled over the tailgate before
he could get stage fright, and lowered himsdf down to the pavement.

Bekawoke up with a start. What was that?

She levered hersdlf up on her elbows and listened, trying to catch again the anomaly that had
awakened her, but she heard nothing-no engineirregularities, no noises of impact on the hull, only adeep
and unnaturd slence.

Right. We're grounded. And the power’ s off.

She looked over at the glowing face of the chronometer bolted to the bulkhead next to the bunk,
where aturn of her head on the pillow could give her the time. Thirteen-thirty-point-five-one Standard.
Not a real useful piece of information.

She got up, stretching to work the kinks out of her back and shoulders, and dressed by the dim
blue light of the self-powered emergency glows. The question of personahad her chewing her lower lip
for amoment in front of the clothes locker; then she nodded to herself and pulled open the section that
held Tarnekep Portree s dirtsde outfits.

Better safe than sorry, shereflected, tying the high cravat with an ease gained over months of
practice. Beka Rosselin-Metadi is dead, and Darvell is no place for her to be spotted among the
living.

Shefitted the red eye patch into place and walked out through the silent ship.

Outsde, thelong golden light of |ate afternoon danted down through the tops of thetall trees.
Near the middle of the clearing, her brother sat next to asmall fire. A cookpot dangled from astick

above the flames, and Ari looked around from gtirring it as she came down the ”Hammer’s ramp. “So
you'reup.”

Sheyawned. “Moreor less. Did | deep dl day?’

“That' sright. The sun’s starting to go down.”

“Where severyone dse?’

“The Professor istill adegp,” her brother said. * Llannat and Jessan haven't come back yet, but |
think it'stoo early to worry. | wrestled our hoverbikes out of the cargo hold and then went
hunting-mostly to seeif anything Ferrdataught me stuck. Something must have, because we' ve got

dinner.”

“Why the outdoorsman routine?’ she asked, asthe savory smdll of game stew reached her
nogtrils.

“The Professor cut the power levels on both shipsto minimize energy leakage around the
masking field. That left the power too low to run the galleys. He says we won't be staying herelong

anyway.”



Ari tasted the stew, nodded to himself, and turned away from thefire. Bekafollowed the motion,
and saw a heavy blagter lying with its belt and holster near hisright hand.

“Isthat what you went hunting with?’ she asked.

Ari shook hishead. “No. If | shot something with that, there wouldn’t be enough left for the
stewpot. Besides, | never was any good with one of these things.”

He picked up the bolstered weapon by its belt and held it out toward her. “ Speaking of which-I
think that you' re the one who should have this”

Bekatook the belt, then pulled the blaster out of its holster and hefted it-not asweighty asthe
government-surplus models she' d been using lately, but heavier than the new Space Force standard
issue. “Gyfferan,” she said, after amoment. “Dadda s7°

“That' sright. He gave it to me when | l&ft the Academy. Said | might need it someday.”
“Everybody needs something,” Bekasaid. “Washeright?’

“What do you think?’ asked her brother. “ Sometimes | wonder about those hunches of his, let
metdl you.”

Bekagrinned. “ Trust an old starpilot. Y ou know what they say-Adepts have power, and pilots
haveluck.”

“ And what does that |eave the rest of us?’

Shelooked at him for amoment-damn near seven feet tall with hisboots off, and al of it muscle.
Not her style, but Jilly Oldigaard had daydreamed for weeks after the time he' d come homefor avigtin
his Academy uniform. “ The rest of us? Wdll, big brother-you may not have power, but you certainly do
have plenty of masstimes acceleration.”

“Very funny,” he growled. “Do you want the blaster or not?’
“I'll takeit, I'll takeit.”
She unbuckled the heavy leather belt that held her own sidearm and laid it aside, then strapped

on the Gyfferan weapon. Not surprisingly, the belt was far too large for her. It settled low on her hips,
sagging even lower on the wegpon side.

“Needswork,” she said. She caught aglimpse of Ari’sface. “Onelaugh and I'll kill you.”

[1. darvell: northern hemisphere

Hands in his pockets, Jessan strolled down the quiet, well-kept streets. Most of the people he
saw had on what looked like uniforms of some kind, but others wore the sort of casud civilian clothing
favored by free-spacers and others whose business took them from world to world; so far, he didn't fed
too conspicuous. He spotted an announcement kiosk on one corner, and sauntered over to check out the
monitors.



Plan of the day, said the heading on the largest screen. Jessan stepped closer and started to read.
“Excuseme, Sr. May | please see your identification?” said a soft voice behind him.
Jessan turned. A young man stood looking at him. The friendly expression on the watcher’s

clean-cut features didn’t offset the nightstick, the blaster, and the “Duty Guard” brassard around one
uniformed arm.

The Khesatan did his best to look innocent. “Isthere aproblem, sir?’

“All personnd are required to read and be familiar with the Plan of the Day prior to noon,” the
young man explained. “And it’ sway past fourteen hundred. May | seeyour ID?’

“Sure” said Jessan, reaching into the right inside pocket of hisjacket. He brought his hand out
again empty, and shook hishead. “Must bein the other one. .. I'll haveit for you in aminute.”

Hetried the left indde pocket and both the big zippered outer pockets, coming up empty each
time

“Y ou' re supposed to carry your 1D in your left top front shirt pocket when you'renot in
uniform,” the duty guard informed him helpfully. “Why don’t you look there?’

“Shirt pocket,” Jessan said. “Of course” Then, amoment later, “Oh, dear. | think | forgot to
transfer my card when | changed shirts.”

The duty guard looked dubious, and Jessan held hisbreath. Let it dlide, damn you.

But today wasn’t going to be hislucky day, it seemed. The duty guard shook hishead and
brought out asmall notebook. “I’'m afraid that I’ [l have to put you on report for feilureto carry required
documents. What' syour unit and section?’

“My unit and section?” echoed Jessan, gtaling for time while hetried to think. He saw aflicker of
movement out of the corner of hiseye, and then LIannat’ s black-clad figure seemed to materiaize next to
the duly guard.

“Excuseme, dr,” shesaid, in asoft, hesitant voice. “But can you help me?’

The duty guard looked down at her. “ Of course, miss. What' s the problem?”’

Llannat looked at the pavement. “1’m new here, and | think I’ m lost. They told meto turn right
and I’d seethe Mini-Mart, but | got all mixed up and now | don’'t know wherel am.” Shelifted her head
again, and gave the duty guard asmile. “ So, please, could you tell me how to find the Mini-Mart?’

“Of course, miss,” the young man began.

“You're so niceto help melikethis” exclaimed Llannat, with adeep sigh of relief-rather too
deep for realism, Jessan thought critically, but the guard appeared too fascinated by Llannat’s snug black

sweater to notice any minor flawsin the Adept’ s performance.

“Actudly, miss” the guard said, managing to look serious and hopeful at the sametime, “I’'m



afraid the directions from here might be kind of confusing. It'samost the end of my shift-why don’t | just
walk you there instead?’

“Oh, thank you!” Llannat exclaimed, treating the duty guard to another radiant smile.

Timeto leave our friend to Mistress Hyfid' s tender mercies, thought Jessan. Thisiswherel
say good-bye.

Hefaded out of sight around the corner and resumed his stroll down the street in the westering
light, taking care not to be seen reading any more signs. As he walked, he kept hearing Beka svoice,
back in the sickbay of the asteroid base: “ So calm and law-abiding it’ s unnatural .”

The captain had spoken truer than she knew. After rough, muddy Nammerin and gaudy,
wide-open Pleyver, Jessan found this Darvelline town amost eeriein its polished perfection. Everywhere
he looked aong the wide, Straight streets he saw nothing but order: carefully tended lawns and identical
three-story buildings, painted sparkling white under their red tile roofs and set well back from the spotless
sdewalks. Therewasn't ascrap of litter or garbage anywhere.

A building came up on hisright. Thelarge sign on thewall by the door proclaimed the structure' s
occupants to be the Housing and Transportation Section, Second Level. Local intelligence, he
reminded himsdlf. Time to get some. Jessan went in. The decor in the entrance foyer featured colorful
posters (lift with your legs, not with your back!, in orange holographic |ettering), a bulletin board
announcing a dance and assorted sporting events, and awall rack holding asdlection of hedlth and safety
pamphlets. A placard over the rack suggested take one, which meant that browsing was probably safe
and possibly even required.

Jessan flipped through the available offerings. After amoment’ s consideration, he pulled out
severd, including acopy of “Welcometo Darvell-Know Y our Rights and Duties.”

He tucked the pamphletsinto hisinside jacket pocket, and looked about the foyer again. Off to
his right, he spotted a door labe ed shipping/distribution-authorized personnd only in black stencil on
trand ucent plastic. Jessan ran ahand over hisbreeze-ruffled hair and straightened hisjacket. Then, after
amoment’ s pause, he palmed the lockplate.

If the door asks for a clearance, I’ m stuck. But if they just want to keep out sightseers. . .

The door pand did aside. Jessan walked in, and up to the young man seated at the nearest desk.

“Comm-codeligting,” he said, in hisbest “don’t ask questions, just do it” tone of voice.

The young man at the desk didn’t look up from the comp screen and the stack of invoicesin
front of him. “Officiad or commercid?’

“Offiad.”

Still without taking his eyes from the comp screen, the young man reached over to the shelf at his
right hand, pulled out adirectory, and handed it across. “Don’t take it out of the office.”

“Right,” Jessan said, and stood beside the desk while he thumbed through the fat volume. “It's
not in here,” he said pettishly, after afew minutes. “ Can | seethe commercid listings?’



“We don't keep those here,” the young man said. “ Try Statistics and Tariffs.”
“Thanks anyway,” Jessan said. “Y ou’ ve been very helpful.”

“You'rewedcome,” said the young man, eyes dill glued to the screen. He pulled another invoice
from the stack. “Have anice day.”

Once back out on the street, Jessan began to feel abit more sanguine about the whole idea of
intelligence gathering. The next building along bore the labe quality assurance branch, chief. furniture
ingpection. Jessan looked at the sign for amoment, shrugged, and entered. He walked past another
authorized personnd only sign into another office, whereasmal group of young men and womenin
uniform stood around a drink dispenser. One of the men looked up when Jessan camein. “May we help
you?’

“I"'m hunting for acommercid comm-code ligting.”

The young man frowned amoment, and then turned toward the woman whom Jessan had
already pegged as the senior in the crowd-a statuesgue blonde about the Khesatan’ s own age, with more
elaborate rank inggniathan the others, awider variety of colored patches and tabs on her uniform tunic,
and agenerd air of having been around the system for awhile.

“We got any of those, ma am?’ the young man asked.

She nodded. “ Sure do, Starky. Printing and Distribution dropped off awhole box just last week.
Gofetch Migter ... 7

“Jamil,” said the Khesatan hadtily.
“Miger Jamil one”

Starky hurried off, and the woman-Specidist One Griff, according to the nametag on her
uniform-asked, “Care for acup of uffa whileyou wait?’

1] Sjre_”
Griff pulled acup from arack on the wall and worked it under the spout of the dispenser. Red
liquid poured into the container. When the machine cut off, she handed Jessan the cup and asked,

“Where do you work?’

Hetook aswallow of the uffa. The hot drink had asharp, swestish flavor, plusthe familiar jolt of
amild simulant. “ Down a Housing and Transportation.”

“When do you people knock off for the day? We still have ten minutesto go.”
“We knock off a the sametime you do. | got sent to get one of the new codelists.”
The commercia comm list showed up then, in timeto save him from any further avkward

inquiries. He took the printout and began to thumb through it. A quick glance revealed that the twenty or
s0 pages of small print covered much more than asingle township.



“Thanks” he said aoud, folding the printout in haf twice and dipping it into one of the outer
pockets of hisjacket.

“No problem,” said Griff. “Y ou're new here, aren’'t you?’

Nobody in the group seemed upset by the possibility, so Jessan ordered his heart down out of
his larynx and back into the position his old Anatomy of the Vertebrate Sentientstext said it ought to
occupy. “That'sright. How' d you guess?’

“I know most of the peopledown at H and T, and I’ d remember seeing you,” Griff said. “I’ll bet
you're staying over in the forty-block quarters, too.”

“Right again,” said Jessan, trying not to sound nervous. The Specidist One had a speculative
look in her eyethat hedidn’t like. Maybe “ forty-block™ isatrick question. Fine time to think of
that. And me without even a blaster.

But it seemed that Griff had something other than Operationd Security in mind. “Don’'t worry,”
shetold him. “Darvel’sared friendly place. You'll get to know peoplefast. Infact-" Shesmiled a him,
and the speculative ook got even more speculative. “-after knock-off we' real going over to the
get-acquainted mixer Civic Affairsis putting on. Want to come aong?’

Jessan smiled back, amost dizzy with relief. There' s all kinds of ways to intelligence-gather.
And once we're at the mixer, | can vanish on my way to the punch bowl.

“Sure” hesad.

Bekawhirled around, bringing the Gyfferan blaster up from her sdeto thefiring position asshe
turned. She pressed the stud, and a thin beam of light-the weapon’ s “tracer” setting-flashed acrossthe
clearing toward a new-cut blaze on a conifer opposite.

“Stll abit low, my lady,” said the Professor’ s voice behind her.

She dropped her arm and turned back toward Defiant, the blaster in her right hand pointing
once more at the ground. “I’ m used to something with abit more weight. But it’ Il do when thetime
comes.”

“Neverthdess” the Professor said, “practice. The time may come sooner than you think.”

The grey-haired Entiboran came on down Defiant’ s ramp. For thefirst time, Beka got agood
look at the short ebony staff tucked under hisbet. He' d had it back in the docking bay on the asteroid,
she remembered, but other things had claimed her attention at the time, and she d filed away the black
and slver rod as something to think about later.

Well, now it’s later. Shelooked for aminute at the staff, and shook her head. “ Are things going
to be that bad?’

Ari had been tasting a spoonful of the game stew. He lifted his head as she spoke, and she saw
him look from her to the Professor and back again. He nodded in the generd direction of the staff. “Y ou



knew?’

“No,” shetold him. “But | can’t say it surprisessme.” She turned back to the Professor. “Well?’
she asked.

The Entiboran smiled. “ There comes atime, my lady, when one ceases to worry abouit attracting
unwanted attention.”

Something ran down her spine onlittleicy feet, and she shivered. But try as she might, she
couldn’t read anything in the Professor’ s grey eyes except what might have been affection, assuming that
her copilot was capable of the emotion.

Ari’ s deep voice broke the uncomfortable sllence. “If nobody besides me clams any of this stew

Sheforced hersdlf to relax. “Big brother, if you take the whole dinner for yoursdf and leave the
rest of usto break our teeth on unheated spacerations, I’ [l use you for target practice instead of that tree
over there. And | won't leave the beam on ‘tracer,’ either.”

“Then go get some bowls and spoons from the galley,” he said. “ Because this suff’ s done.”

Therest of the awkwardness died in the bustle of fetching utensils, dishing out the savory chunks
of meat, and settling down for the medl.

“Good food,” said Beka, aplate or so of stew later. “Who taught you to cook-Ferrda?’
“Mostly,” said her brother.
“How’ d you like apermanent job in the ' Hammer’s gdley?’

Ari shook hishead. “ Sorry, | just signed on for one cruise. And speaking of things like that-now
that we' ve madeit thisfar, what' sthe plan?’ He gave her adubiouslook. “Y ou do have aplan, don't
you?’

Shecouldn't resst. “No, | don't haveaplan.” Shelet the pause drag out long enough for Ari to
gart turning red, then nodded toward the Professor. “He does, though.”

Ari turned with elaborate patience to her copilot. “ Speaking as my sister’ stactician,” he said,
“can you tel me how we re going to handle this?’

The Professor sat with both hands around a cup of cha afrom the salf-heating pot he’ d brought
out of Defiant’s gdley. “Much depends,” he said, “ upon the intelligence Mistress Hyfid and Lieutenant
Commander Jessan bring with them when they return. Roughly, the planisthis Nivome the Rolny
maintains avast hunting preserve in the heart of Darvell’ s capital city. So much isgenerd knowledge
acrossthecivilized gdaxy. In fact, invitationsto join the Rolny for aweekend of shooting wuxen are
highly prized in certain circles of the Republic.”

“I"'m sure everybody has awonderful time,” Ari said. “ But what does that have to do with us?
The ‘House of Sepne’ act’ s gone stale by now.”



Beka shook her head. “Y ou shouldn’t have dept through breakfast before we |eft base. Thistime
we re doing a sraightforward smash-and-grab.”

“Inthe middle of the capitd city?’

“That' sthe importance of the hunting preserve,” said the Professor. “ Security istight at Rolny
Lodge-but Nivome' s other resdenceis not called the Citadel for compliment’ s sake alone.”

After dinner, slencefell over the clearing. Ari shied small pebbles one at atime across the open
ground at a patch of light-colored moss. Bekaworked over the leather belt of the Gyfferan blaster, first
messuring it off againgt her old belt, then punching a series of new holeswith the point of her knife. The
Professor, meanwhile, had settled back against a convenient boulder and, asfar as Beka could tell from
looking at him, had goneto deep.

Let himrest, shetold hersdlf as she worked the knife point through the thick leather. That
approach laid you out flat for a solid day afterward, even with a copilot to share everything but
the worst parts-and you 're till young.

Ari had caught her quick glance over a the ederly Entiboran. “Fond of him, are you?’

She put abit more pressure behind the knife and felt the leather give under the point. Another
push, and thetip of the knife popped through on the other side of the belt like atiny meta fang. She
twisted the knifeto enlargethe hole alittle.

“| suppose s0,” she said, after awhiles* Somewhat.”

Ari looked disapproving. “Hard as nalls, aren’t you, Bee?”

“That’ sright,” she said. She measured the new belt against the old one again, and began work on
asecond hole.

“So where does Jessan fit into your scheme of things? Light amusement?’

Shelad the leather belt down on the ground and looked across at him, balancing the knifein her
right hand. “I’d say it’snone of your damned business”

Ari shied another pebble at the patch of moss. It hit dead-on, like dl the others had. “He' smy
friend, and you' remy sigter. I’d say that makesit my business.”

Shedrew her lipsback from her teeth. “Think again. Or shdl | start asking questions about your
Adept girlfriend?’

“MidressHyfid is not my ‘Adept girlfriend'!”
“Then what the hell was she doing out in civvieswith you on an emergency cal?’
Ari reddened. “ She came along as a courtesy to amedicd colleague.”

“Right,” said Beka. “And I’m the Princess of Sgpne.”



“Gently, my lady,” said the Professor’ s quiet voice. “ Gently, Lieutenant. Squabbling will not bring
your friends home any sooner.”

Morning came. Somewhere beyond the combination of fog and low-lying clouds hanging over
the mountainside, the sun had presumably risen as usud. In the clearing, Beka hunched her shoulders
insde Tarnekep Portree’ s Mandeynan long-coat and poked at abowl of congealing water-grain
porridge with her spoon. The hole stayed behind when she withdrew the utensll, like an impression in wet
concrete. She scowled at the brownish glop, and looked over at her brother.

Ari sat next to the tiny campfire, his only concession to the dawn chill alight jacket over hisloose
shirt, working hisway stolidly through a second helping of porridge. Bekawatched him for afew
moments, but when hetilted the bowl to scrape out the last few thickening spoonfuls she felt her patience

snap.
“Damnit, Ari, doesn’t anything ever affect your appetite?’

Helooked up. “If you can show me how skipping breakfast isgoing to help, I'll skip breskfast
and lunch both. Otherwise, there sno point in sarving.”

“Oh, thehdl withiit,” shesaid in disgust, shoving away her bowl and standing up. “Finish mine,
too, if you're going to be so damned practica.”

She stalked over to the tree she’ d used for target practice the night before, and stood leaning
againg it with one hand and jabbing her dagger into the soft wood with the other.

“You'll just haveto clean the sgp off the blade later,” Ari said.

Shedidn’t turn around. “I’'m not worried abouit it,” she said, working the blade |oose and
damming it back into the tree trunk. “I’ ve cleaned off worse stuff than this by now.”

Ari didn’'t answer. After afew seconds sheyielded to curiosity and turned back around to see
what waswrong. “Ari?’

Her brother sat without moving, his head tilted alittle to one side. “ Shh.” After afew breaths, he
added, in an amost inaudible murmur, “ Someone s coming.”

She switched the knife to her left hand, and let her right hand fall to touch the comforting
presence of the Gyfferan blaster. Over by thefire, Ari roseto hisfeet in one smooth, soundless motion.

Now she could hear footsteps, too-and, incongruoudly, the delicate opening bars of Klif’ sFifth
Mixolydian Etude, its whistled notes pitched clear and true.

Only Jessan, she thought, biting down hard on a shaky laugh. She fdt hersdlf starting to tremble
al over; it took al the salf-control she had to pull Portree’ slace-trimmed handkerchief out of her right
deeve and concentrate on wiping the resin off the blade of her dagger.

“Anybody home?’ caled Mistress Hyfid' s soft dto voice.



“Just us,” Ari replied, in acurt monotone. “Y ou made enough noise coming up here to scare off
dl thegameinthedigrict.”

“That was more or lesstheidea,” said asecond voice. “We didn’'t want to get blasted out of the
bushes before we could identify oursaves.”

With careful, precise motions, Beka tucked the sticky handkerchief into her coat pocket, did the
dagger into its forearm sheeth, and alowed hersdlf to look over at the new arrivas. Nyls Jessan stood
watching her through the morning fog, hisjacket collar turned up and droplets of moisture beading his
hair. Their eyes met; he came forward, smiling, from the mist-shrouded underbrush, and held out his
hands.

She crossed the ground between them in a haf-dozen strides. “Y ou nearly got blasted anyway,
you Khesatan idiot,” shetold him. “My big brother over there can hear the grass growing. If we hadn’t
been watching for you ever since last night-”

She stopped hard on the last word while her voice was still under control, and clutched his hands
instead. Jessan’ slong fingers closed around hers, and she felt her trembling ease off and stop.

“We couldn’t get away until past midnight,” Llannat Hyfid was explaining to Ari. “ And after that
we had to walk most of the way back.”

“Most?’ Bekaasked, without letting go of Jessan’s hands.

The Khesatan didn’t show any inclination to let go ether. “We stole rides on ground transports
for part of theway,” hesad, ill amiling at her. “Easer.”

“And fagter,” said Llannat. “WEe ve got some interesting stuff for the Professor. In the
meantime-what’ sfor breskfast?’

Jessan and the Adept had put away a couple of bowls of cold porridge each by thetime the
Professor emerged from Defiant and joined the group at the campfire. He carried the self-heating cha a
pot in one hand and a bunch of mugsin the other. From her place acrossthe fire from Beka, Llannat
Hyfid gave the Entiboran asmilethat lit up her entire face.

“You'realifesaver, Professor-we || even forgive you for deeping in and missing our return.”

“I was meditating,” said the Professor, setting the cha a pot down on aflat rock and laying out
the mugs around it with as much care asif they had been tranducent porcelain instead of cheap plastic.
“To quote an Adept of my acquaintance, ‘It seemed necessary.’ ”

“Now that we'reall here,” Beka said asthe mugs of cha’awent round, “just what did you
manage to bring back?’

“I'm afraid it doesn’t look like much,” Jessan said. He began unzipping his jacket pockets and
pulling out pamphlets, leaflets, and sheets of folded paper. Bekareached out and picked up one of the
gaudier ones.



“ *Seven Tested Tips For Hoverbike Safety’ 7 she asked.
“Y ou never know what might comein handy,” said Jessan. “ Try the one under it, though.”

“ *Welcometo Darvell,” ” sheread off the cover. “With ablown-in flatpic of Our Beloved
Leader, suitablefor framing . . . that’ smorelikeit.”

“Hedill lookslike hedid thelast timel met him,” Jessan said. “A bit greyer and jowlier, but the
same old Nivome and no mistake.”

“Now that,” said the Professor, as heriffled through the collection, “is gratifying intelligence.
What else have you brought back?’

“A commerciad comm-codelisting,” Jessan said, “a Child' s First History of Darvell-with
maps-and alot of firsthand observation that someone may well find interesting once we get back. Quite a
place, this planet.”

“What do you mean?’ Ari asked. Bekajumped alittle; it was thefirst thing her brother had said
since the Professor showed up with thecha a

“Thewhole placeis regulation-happy,” Llannat said. “1D cardsto get into the stores, ID cardsto
make your purchase, ID cardsto get out again . . . you get the general idea.”

“If you think the Space Force likes red tape,” Jessan added, “then you should see this place. Or
maybe not-1 nearly got hauled off just for reading the Plan of the Day at the wrong time. A guard spotted
me acting suspicious and wanted to write me up for failure to carry my 1D card in the proper pocket. |
thought I’ d had it until LIannat came aong and managed to change hismind.”

Curious, Bekalooked over the rim of her mug at the Adept. “1 thought you had ethical
convictions about-what was it, Mistress Hyfid, ‘invason and compulsion’ ?”’

The Adept lowered her eyeswith afaint smile. “ Take my word for it, Captain-the method | used
wasn't the kind they teach up at the Retreat.”

Over beyond Jessan, Beka could hear Ari choking on amouthful of cha'a. She stared for a
moment at the small woman and then began to grin.

“I think, Mistress Hyfid-"
“That's‘Llannat, ” said the Adept. “Please.”

“Llannat, then,” said Beka, till grinning, while Ari glowered dark-browed at them both. “1 think
we' re going to be friends after al.”

[11. darvel: darplex; rolny lodge

It'samazing, Ari thought aweek later, as he made hisway through the tidy streets near Darplex
Spaceport, what you can do with maps and a comm-code listing.



The child's history book Llannat had picked up-purchased for her, she said, by the overly
impressionable guard in the course of acourtesy tour-had located them on the planet’ s surface. Working
from the maps in the back, Beka and the Professor had been able to plot a hoverbike course to Darplex
that skirted the settlements and the main roads. Once they’ d dipped into Darplex proper, setting up shop
in adesarted warehouse had been smplicity itself. The neatly stenciled authorized personnel only sign
Jessan had added to the front door was enough to keep out law-abiding Darvellines.

But thered find of that first day’ s expedition had been Jessan’s commercid comm-code listing.
The little directory hadn’t covered the entire planet, but it did cover Darplex and the surrounding
adminigtrative digtrict, of which the samdl foothill town had been an outlying part.

Ari had been flipping through the directory’ s pages that morning by the campfire, while therising
sun burned the fog off the mountainsde and his sster and Llannat Hyfid grinned at each other likea
coupleof idiots. A bit unnerved by their sudden accord, he had given the columns of fine print in the
comm-code listing more attention than he might have otherwise,

“Licensed Egtablishments,” he had muttered under his bregth.

“Bars,” explained Jessan. “A it of well-deserved comfort for the hardworking members of the
upper pay-grades. At leadt, that’ swhat it saysin the guidebook.”

“I see” Ari said. That explained some of the names-the Upper Eight Inn, the Six-Up Uffa Shop,
and innumerable Top Three Pubs, Restaurants, and Lounges. And.. . . “Hey, wait aminute.”

Bekalooked over at him, her face taking on the sharp-edged hunter’ s expression he'd cometo
associate with her Tarnekep persona. “ Find something interesting, big brother?”

“Maybe,” he said. “There sonly one Five anything in thiswholelisting.”

“"Fve” sad Llannat. “What was Munngrala s shop in Namport caled, Ari?‘ Five Points
Imports 7’

Jessan raised a skepticd eyebrow. “ The Quincunx, here on Darvell?”

The Professor looked thoughtful. “ That doesraise an interesting possibility. But eveniif the
egtablishment truly isaQuincunx front, that organization aways charges whatever the traffic will bear.
For anything we might require from them, the price would be very high indeed.”

Ari couldn’t help looking smug. “Not for amember.”

Beka stared. “ You?”

“That’sright,” he said. “ Courtesy of Munngrala,” he explained to Jessan and LIannat; and then,
to Beka, “A long sory. I'll tell you sometime.”

“You'd better,” she said. “But you know the recognition codes and everything?’
“Right again.”

“Inthat case,” the Professor said, looking as close to delighted as Ari had ever seen him get, “we



arein apostion to diminate severd intermediate steps and quite abit of cargo handling from the basic
plan-assuming, of course, that you are willing to contact the Quincunx on our behaf.”

“Sure” he had said. “Why not?’

Right now, though, as he strode along under the white glare of the nearby portside dock lights, he
could think of any number of reasonswhy not. Even in hismost nondescript set of civilian clothes, hefelt
about as inconspicuous as alanding beacon. Theride across Darplex on the public shuttle had been even
worse. He'd sat on ahard plastic seat between apair of fresh-faced, wholesome-looking Darvellines,
and forced himsdlf to read the uplifting sayings on the placards above the shuttle windows as a means of
Self-sedation.

“Training-Your Key to Advancement,” he quoted glumly to himsdf ashewaked dong. Beka
was right about this place. It s right out of a holovid horror show.

The Top Five Lounge shared athree-story building with the Paperwork Reduction Office (Port
Branch) on the top floor, and something at street leve that caled itself a Class Four Privilege Shop and
appeared to specidizein light household accessories. The main entrance did open as Ari came up,
revedling awide stairway leading to hinged glass doors off a second-floor landing.

If thisplace isn’t a front, thought Ari, I’ ve had it.

He climbed up the stairs, pushed open the door, and went in. No ID checker materidized. In
fact, the place looked deserted. Ahead of him, along corridor paneled in dark wood ended in an
archway leading to the left. The arch opened onto alarger room with along bar set againgt the far wall.
Beyond that room, through another archway, Ari could glimpse white-draped dining tables. But aside
from the man behind the front bar, the Top Five Lounge appeared empty.

It's early yet, thought Ari. Father always did say port-side never got really interesting until
after midnight.

He went up to the bar and took a seat. The bartender came over and asked, “What' Il it be?’
Here goes, thought Ari. “I’ ve traveled along way for the sake of a proper word.”

“Coming right up,” the bartender said without blinking, and began to mix adrink from the bottles
behind the bar.

Ari controlled agrimace as a splash of pink liquid from an unlabeled bottle was followed by a
gprinkling of green powder out of ajar with alabel he' d never seen before. | don’t believeit. I ve hit
on one of the local cocktails.

Still, Ari wasn't too surprised when aman did onto the stool beside him. Hedid fed asmall
twinge of suppressed astonishment at the sight of the man himself. Most humans who could match Ari for
height tended to be scrawny ectomorphic sorts, but the big Darveline gentleman in the well-cut evening
suit carried enough muscle on himto be Ari’ stwin.

“Good evening,” said the new arrival, whose discreet nametag read H. Estisk, Manager.
“How’ d you like to bring your drink back to the private office?” The manager turned to the bartender.
“No charge. It son me.”



Without waiting for another word, the manager turned and walked off. Ari scooped up his
just-delivered glass and followed him into an office that held adesk, two chairs, and ashdf full of order
books and supply catalogs. A haf-finished tumbler full of something reddish brown, over ice, siood on
one corner of the desk.

Estisk sat, and indicated the other chair to Ari. “Well, now,” the manager began. “What can we
do for you?’

Let’stry another check. “There arefivethings| need to Sart with, and more later.”

“Weded infivesof al sorts” the manager replied. “But you rethe first one of usto come
through in along time. Sorry about dl the mystery, but the barman’sonly alocal. | told hima‘ Proper
Word' was akind of drink, and said if anyone ever asked for oneto signa me.”

Ari sipped the concoction. It wasn't bad, if you didn’t look at the color for too long. “Thefirst
thing I'll need isfive ID cards, spaceport passes, and al the papersto allow me and four othersfree
travel inthecity. | didn’'t run into any spot checks on the way over here, but | think | got afew grey hairs
worrying about it.”

“No problem on the ID and travel papers-but | haveto tell you there are no spaceport passes.
Port accessis by persond recognition only.”

“That'sdl right,” Ari said. “When can | get the papersand ID?

“Come by my daytime shop,” Estisk said. “ That’ sthe tool-issue point in Building One-two-five
three-four, Outer Ring. If you can get there by nine tomorrow with flatpix of everybody you want acard
for, | can havethem for you by ten.”

“What'll it cot?’
The manager looked thoughtful. “ For a brother just enough to cover my own expenses. Do you
have any local cash, or would you liketo try barter? Theright off-world stuff can get you high prices

around here.”

I’ bet, thought Ari, remembering some of hisfather’ sfree-trading stories, but he shook his
head. “1 have cash.”

Edtisk smiled. “1 won't ask how you got it. In that case, the price istwenty marksfor each ID
and privilege card, and ten marksfor travel permits and quarters cards.”

“Right,” Ari said. “I’ll see you tomorrow, then, and bring the rest of my shopping list with me.”

“Excdlent,” said Estisk. The manager lifted hisglass. “Wdll, brother, here sto aprofitable
asociation for us both.”

A few dayslater, metal grated on metd asthe doors of Warehouse 307 did open and then shut
againwith aclang. Ari crawled far enough out of the aircar’ sengine pod to get aview of the
newcomers-his sster and the Professor, as he' d expected. Anybody e se would have drawn some sort



of reaction from Nyls Jessan and Llannat Hyfid, busy studying a holoplan of Rolny Lodge over a the
watch desk.

“Where' sAri?’ Beka asked.

“Right here,” he said, leaving the aircar completely and joining the others around the desk. “I
wanted to make certain our getaway vehicle was ready for asuborbital burn. Did you two find the stuff
you werelooking for?’

“Of course,” said the Professor. “Did you get the information from your contact?’
“I did,” Ari sad. “But you aren’'t going to likeit.”
“Just tell me” said hissgter, “and let medecideif | likeit or not.”

“All right,” hesaid. “The entire estate is surrounded by an immobilizer forcefield, and the
controls arein the gatehouse-behind the field, of course. Nobody getsin who isn’t on that day’ s access
lig.”

Bekabit her lip and frowned at the holoplan. “ Stocking the woods with hunter/killer robots
was't enough, wasit? Llannat, could you manage. . . 7’

The Adept shook Her head. “Not an immobilizer. Sorry.”

“Damn,” said Beka. “1 know it’s not your fault-but it’ d take Gilveet Rhos himsdlf to bring down
an immobilizer any other way. We may have to settle for an ambush after dl.”

The Professor gave them asmal half-amile. 1 think not. | taught Gilveet everything he knows. . .
but not everything | know. The force field won't give us any problems.” He pulled asmall grey box from
his shirt pocket and handed it out to Ari. “Here are your decoy transponders.”

“Thanks” Ari said. “Any troublefinding them?’

“Notroubleat dl,” Bekasad. “Transponders, ID, the aircar-that connection of yours does good
work. All right, Professor, let’ s go over the plan once more before we leave.”

“Very wdl, my lady,” said the Entiboran. “If you will al observe the holoplan-at first light, | will
take down a section of the force field here, to the northwest. Lieutenant Rosselin-Metadi and Mistress
Hyfid will go over thewdl of the hunting preserve and make their way to the house, neutralizing the
robots as they go. They will remain by the main house as lookouts and guards, sgnaling usthat theway is
Clear.”

Everybody nodded and looked solemn. The Professor continued. “ At dusk, Lieutenant
Commander Jessan will bring the aircar down the cleared corridor and up to the house. The captain and
| will accompany you on hover-bikes.”

The Professor pointed to one side of the main lodge. “Y ou will land the aircar here, next to the
dining area, where Nivome will be at hisevening medl. Therest of uswill ground our hoverbikes next to
thewall. The captain will place a collgpsor grenade againgt the side of the house and activateit.
Lieutenant Commander Jessan-"



“Right here,” said the Khesatan. “1 follow you so far.”

“Excdlent. You will have your blaster set to stun. When thewall goes, your only task will beto
take our target and immobilize him. Y our blaster, and yours alone, will be set to ‘stun.” Lieutenant
Rossdin-Metadi will enter the building, and pick up the Rolny while the captain and | provide covering
fire. As soon aswe have the Rolny in hand, we will retrest to the aircar, launch back to the ships, lift off
under cloaking, and enter hyperspace from the nearest jump point.”

“And then,” Beka said, with atwitch to her knife hand that brought the blade flashing out of its
forearm sheath and plunged it into the center of the holoplan, “we can think about planning something . . .
nice. . . for Gentlesr Nivomethe Rolny.”

Ari watched the air above the high sonewall. A pebble hung there, caught in the immobilizer
field and bardly visblein the grey light before dawn. Any minute now, he thought.

The pebble dropped.
Go.

Ari caught the top of thewall with both hands and swung himself up to lieaong it. He looked
back down at the deserted street, and saw Llannat draw herself together and jump.

She landed in acompact crouch afew feet away from him. Together, they surveyed the interior
of the hunting preserve. The ground inside was consderably lower than the street beyond the wall-too far
down, thought Ari, even for him to jump. About the Adept, he wasn't sure,

None of the hunting preserve' stall Darvelline conifers grew within reach of thewal. The Rolny’s
groundskeepers had seen to that. One tree, though, grew closer than therest. Ari smiled to himself and
drew hisfeet up under him. Gauging the distance, he leaped for the tree trunk.

He caught it, and did down until his boots hit a branch that felt solid enough to take him. Turning
back toward LIannat, he held out an arm in her direction. She nodded, and sprang forward and down
from her crouched position to catch his extended hand. For abrief and disquieting moment, he felt no
awareness of supporting her weight before she settled onto the branch beside him.

Without aword, he climbed down the conifer, and she followed. They lay ill in the underbrush
while the sun came over the horizon and the forest grew brighter around them. As soon asthey had
enough light to work with, Ari nodded to Llannat and stood up, undinging his heavy energy lance and
shrugging his backpack into position.

Using the skillsthat Ferrda had taught him, he faded from tree to tree until at least fifty yards
separated him from Llannat. He pulled a set of earphones out of the backpack and settled them onto his
head, placed the sun ahead and to hisleft and the wall to his back, and began to drift toward the house.

Morning wore on, and the air grew warmer. He kept up his gradud stalk through the woods of
the Rolny’ shunting preserve, aternating long periods of immobility in the cover of shadow or underbrush
with quick, slent crossings of open ground. Somewhere off to hisright, he knew that Llannat Hyfid was
doing much the same.



By the time the sun was nearing its zenith, he' d started to sweat. Good thing robots don’t have
noses, he thought. Unless they’ ve come up with a model that can run tests on the fly for particle
concentration in parts per million . . . let’snot think about that, shall we?

He heard a crackling in the underbrush. Not Llannat-the Adept hadn’t made a sound since the
hunt began. An animal?

His ears caught the faint squeak of metal on metal, and he tensed. Not an anima. First contact.

A black-painted security robot floated on its nullgravs across the sun-dappled ground between
the trees. The robot’ s sensor pod rotated as it moved. The Quincunx man had been right: thiswasn't one
of your call-the-guards robots, or even an immobilize-and-capture model. Thiswas atrue hunter/killer,
with blunt boxes of armor-piercing and anti-air modules showing under its sensor pod.

He heard aclicking sound from the far side of the glade.

That'll be Llannat, he thought, as the robot began floating toward the sound. His headset came
to life, interpreting the sgna the robot was sending.

“ThisisFY eght-six. Grid Posit seven three eight eight five five. Suspicious noise. Investigeting.”

Ari raised the energy lancein his hand, took aim at the base of the sensor/command pod, and
fired. A shower of sparksfell from the base of the sensor pod; the robot continued forward until atree
checked its progress.

Llannat stepped around from behind the tree and stood next to the robot. Ari took one of the
Professor’ slittle boxes out of his backpack, and punched FY 86 and 738855 into the command
transmitter he wore on one wrist. He caught Llannat’ s eye; she nodded, and switched the robot off ashe
switched the box on.

The robot sank to the ground. Over his headset, Ari heard the decoy’ stransmission: “Thisis FY
eight six. Grid Pogt seven three eight eight five five. Investigation complete. Situation normal. Resuming

petrol.”

One down, six to go.

Ari resumed his quiet walk toward the house.

Seven down, thought Llannat sometime later, asthe last of the hunter/killer robots sank to the
forest floor. And that’s all of them.

She looked back toward Ari, but he' d vanished once more among the trees. It was amazing, she
thought, how close the big Galcenian came to not being there a all. If she stretched out her avarenessto
catch the patterns of power at work in the hunting preserve, she could sense him-but only asaquiet,
dow-moving presence, like a Selvaur on the hunt.

She continued her own progress, effacing hersdf as Master Ransome' s gpprentice Owen
Rossdin-Metadi had taught her to do. Shewas good at it-not in Owen' s class, but good-and unlessthe



Rolny had an Adept-level sensitive working Security for him, nobody was going to noticeasmall, dmost
negligiblefigurein ablack coverall making her way from one patch of shadow to the next.

The hair rose on the back of her neck-threat, her Adept-trained senses whispered, menace-and
seconds later ahuman in camouflage clothing walked into her field of vison. Like Ari, he carried an
energy lance and acomm link, but he was noisy. His movements were those of acity dweller, untrained
for work in the deep woods, his footsteps and breathing echoed in the quiet of the hunting preserve.

Nobody mentioned live guards, she thought. Now what?

She cast about once again for Ari’ s presence. For amoment she couldn’t sense him anywhere,
and came close to panic. Then shefet afaint reflection of the familiar, rocksteady aura, and traced it to a
stand of berry bushes off to her l€ft.

Once she had him located, she could see him. His auraintensified suddenly-he’ d spotted her in
turn. Sheraised her eyebrows and projected strong inquiry.

Hewasn't as receptive as Jessan, who could pick up subvocals, but something seemed to get
through. He made a*“go on forward” gesture with one hand. She nodded and let hersalf become even
more inobtrusive than before, then dipped past the guard like an unheeded thought. When she |ooked
back at the berry bushes, Ari was gone.

Still self-effaced, she moved on toward their goa. The trees began to thin out; she could glimpse
bits of manicured lawn ahead, and then something grey and rectangular that turned out to be a concrete
blockhouse,

Her neck prickled again. That wasn’t on the plans.

The grass was clipped short around the blockhouse for a greater distance than aman could
cover inarush. Shelet her mind become till, until she had no more presence than a patch of shadow on
the landscape, then crossed the open areato flatten herself againgt the concrete wall. Ari joined her afew
seconds later.

Shelooked up a him. “I don't likethis” she murmured, backing the thread of sound with
subvocal projection. Aslong as he could hear anything at al, he should be keeping open enough for
meanings to get through-and his hearing, she knew, was acute. “1 think I'll go in and see what’ sthere.”

Without waiting for areply, she glanced around the corner of the blockhouse. A uniformed man
was gpproaching the squat concrete building from the direction of the Lodge. Good, she thought, and
drifted out shadow-fashion in acurving path that finished behind the newcomer. She closed into follow a
pace behind him, matching him step for step and motion for motion-becoming, as her masters had taught
her, a shadow indeed.

The man reached the blockhouse door, and tapped out a sequence of keypresses on the cipher
lock. The door did open. He stepped in, turning to look back the way he had come. Still ashadow, she
pivoted around and back with him.

Satisfied that al was clear, the man toggled the door shut after him and continued on down a
short corridor to a second, open door. Thistime, one of his shadows stayed behind.



From her position near the main entrance, LIannat watched the man enter what looked like some
sort of control room. She could glimpse security monitors and readout panels, plus another uniformed
Darvelline dready on watch. She moved up to the inner door and listened.

“How'sit going?’ she heard the newcomer say.

“No change. We know they’ re inside-the robots have been switched dicker than anything-but
they haven't reached the live guards yet. | just got done talking to post six, and he says nothing’ s gotten

Llannat peeked around the corner. The two men lounged at ease in front of abank of monitors
showing views of the house and grounds.

“What do you think’sgoing on?’ asked thefirst one.
The second shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe adrill of some sort.”

“I've never seen adrill likethis,” thefirst guard said dubioudy. “Especidly not with shoot-to-kill
orders”

“I don't maketherules” the second man sad. “I just follow them. What' s going on up at the

Lodge?”

“They’ re about ready to head out. He' s going to make for the Citadd.”

This sounds bad, thought Llannat, and risked looking further into the control room. From the
new angle, she could see what had been hidden before: 1D flatpix, five of them, blown up to lifesizeand
tacked to the wall above the monitors.

The Professor. Beka Rossdlin-Metadi. Nyls Jessan. Ari. And hersdlf.

V. darvdl: rolny lodge; darplex
Llannat stared at the row of pictured faces. We' ve been sold out.

The breath caught in her throat, almost choking her. Don’'t panic, shetold hersdf. Just get out
of sight before one of those guards turns around.

She faded back around the corner of the open door. Away from the evidence of betrayal, her
bresthing eased alittle. That’s better. Now get out of here and warn Ari.

She made her way down the short hall to the blockhouse entrance. When she got there, her heart
sank: the exit door was locked, with a cipher-lock keypad set into the wall next to the jamb.

What' s the odds, she asked hersdlf, that it’ s the same code to get out asto get in?
Shrugging, she punched in the sequence that had opened the door from the other side. The door

remained shut. No joy, she thought, with resignation-and then the door’ s numeric display started flashing
off and on. “Incorrect access code, report to key operator,” bleated the annunciator. “ Repeat, incorrect



access code, report to key operator.”
Oh, no. Now I'll have to do something redly fancy.

Llannat turned her back on the babbling cipher lock, ran forward afew stepsto get momentum,
and jumped for the calling.

Severa seconds later, one of the two guards came out of the monitor room and headed toward
the blockhouse door.

So thisiswhat the world looks like to a spider, thought LIannat, asthe guard waked down
the hall beneath her. The Adept held hersalf suspended above the hallway with her back snug against the
low ceiling, kept up by the pressure of her hands againgt the wall in front of her and the pressure of her
Space Force standard i ssue boots against the wall behind. From that precarious vantage point, she
watched the guard punch in a sequence of numbers on the keypad of the cipher lock. The annunciator’s
hammering voicefd| dlent.

The man turned and started back down the halway. Llannat’s muscles trembled with the effort of
maintaining her position, but she didn’t dare try floating on the currents of power while keeping herself
unseen. The most she could do wasto snegk in alittle help every few seconds. . . just enough to keep
her arms and legs from giving way, nothing anybody would notice.

The guard stopped and glanced upward.

LIannat forced her mind into the salf-effacing patterns of cam and tranquility. The ceiling, she
thought. All you noticeisthe ceiling.

The guard shook his head asif to clear it, and walked on forward until he was directly benesth
her. “Nothing down here,” he called toward the control room, “and the door’ slocked. What do you
think we ought to do?’

The voice from the control room sounded resigned. “ The way things are today, we don’t have
much choice. W€ Il haveto cal in aClass Two Contact Alert.”

| don't like the sound of that, thought Llannat. She relaxed the pressure of her hands and feet,
letting hersdf drop from the ceiling onto the shoulders of the unsuspecting guard. His knees buckled, and
he hit the concrete floor with Llannat on top of him. Sherolled with the fall, and drove the hedl of her
hand upward into his chin as soon as her arm came clear.

The guard went limp. LIannat cameto her feet in afighting crouch, gripping her staff with both
hands. She took a step into the next room.

Inside the control room, the second guard let out ayell and grabbed for his blaster. Llannat
struck out at him with her gtaff, aclumsy swashing stroke that neverthel ess connected with the guard' s
weapon. The bolt went wild as the heavy blaster flew through the air and clunked to the floor out of
reach.

Disarmed, the man stared at her. She fixed his eyes with her own and projected Don’t move!
with dl the power at her command. He stared for afew seconds longer, then spun around and reached
for aswitch on the main control panedl.



Enough! she thought, and swung the staff againgt his skull.

Ari lay on the close-mown ground next to the blockhouse wall. He il held the energy lancein
one hand, but he' d removed the bulky, now-usel ess earphones and stowed them in the backpack. From
time to time he inched forward to peer around the corner at the door through which Llannat had entered.

She' s been gone too long, he thought. Something’ s up.

Without warning, aburst of green light flashed around the edges of the doorway, and the pand's
grated halfway apart. Llannat’s head and shoulders appeared in the opening.

“Ari-get in herel We have big trouble!”

He scrambled to hisfeet and sprinted for the door, scraping sideways through the narrow
gperture. In the close atmosphere of the blockhouse he recognized the sharp smell of air ionized by a
blaster. A man lay flat on his back in the short passage, stirring like a deeper trying to wake. Ari strode
past him to the control room, and took in the banks of monitors, the row of flatpix posted on the wall,
and the body sprawled across the control pandl.

“Desth and damnation-what happened in here?’

“Y our precious contact sold usout,” she said. “We ve been walking into atrap thewholetime.”
“I can seethat,” said Ari. “Right now, we need some answers, quick.”

Llanna’ s eyeswent to the guard lying out in the halway. “1 don’t know if 1-”

Ari shook his head. “We haven't got time for the subtle stuff.” He shrugged off the backpack and
dung the energy lance out of the way across his shoulders. “Be ready to back me up.”

The Adept raised the blaster she' d taken from the unconscious guard and moved away afew
stepsto provide cover. Ari pulled his own blaster-one of Beka s old government-surplus moddls, but
good enough for aman who wasn't planning on making a career out of jobs like this-and stepped out
intothe hall.

He went down on one knee beside the guard. Taking the man’s earl obe between forefinger and
thumbnail, he gave the flesh asavage twist. The guard’ s eyes opened and focused on Ari’ sface. Ari
grabbed afistful of the man’s shirtfront and surged to hisfeet, pulling the smaller man along with him and
damming him up againd thewall.

The Darvelline' s boots dangled a good foot and a half above the floor. Ari shoved the muzzle of
his blagter into the man’ s belly just above the gleaming belt buckle.

“All right, you,” Ari said. “Tak. Where s Nivome?’

“Up at theLodge,” gasped the Darvelline. His eyeswent from Ari to LIannat and back again.
“Who are you guys?’



“Fool!” roared Ari. “Don’t you recognize Black Brok, Terror of the Spaceways, and his Sinister
Sidekick Serina?’ Behind him, he could hear Llannat stifling ahdf-hystericd giggle. Heignored her.
“Nivome'sin the Lodge-where?’

“Garage,” sad the guard. “ Getting ready to go.”

Ari gave the man a one-handed shake. The Darvellin€ s head swung forward and then hit the
wall with athud. “Go where?’

“Citadd.”
“He steling the truth, Brok,” Llannat said. “ Take alook at the monitors.”

Stll holding the Darveline at arm’ slength againgt thewall, Ari glanced into the control room. In
the farthest monitor to the left, he could make out the image of along, armored hovercar pulling out
through awide garage door. A pack of armed outridersin blast-res stant vests and helmets formed up
their hoverbikes on the vehicle asthe car moved forward.

“You're surethey’re heading for the Citaddl?” he asked.
She nodded. “1 heard these two talking about it earlier.”

“Then we ve got to dert the others before he getsthere,” said Ari. He shook the guard one more
time and let him drop. The Darvelline did to thefloor and didn't try to stand up again. “Let’'sgo.”

“Wait,” sad Llannat. Lifting the captured blaster, she put along burst of scarlet energy into the
guts of the control pand. She took out the monitor screens and the comm unit the same way. Last of al,
she blasted therogues gdlery of betraying flatpix into smoking tatters.

“Good idea,” Ari said.

The Adept gave him abrief smile asshejoined himin the hdl. “Thanks” she said. “I thought
you'd approve.” She held out the captured blaster. “Y ou’ d better take thisfor now-you' re better than |
am a that sort of thing.”

“Right,” said Ari. “Let’ sget out of here”

Holding ablaster in each hand, he turned to where the guard lay huddled against thewall. “1f you
vadueyour life,” hetold the Darvelline, “stay where you are. Come on, Serina-* Spaceways and Away'!”

Without looking to seeif Llannat followed, he headed out the door of the blockhouse and made
for the main Lodge. The Adept came up abreast of him after afew steps.

“ ‘Brok and Sering,” ” she said. In spite of everything, she sounded amused.

“It'sdl | could think of,” Ari said without breaking stride. He set agood fast pace as the two of
them headed for the nearest wing of the low, sprawling complex that was Rolny Lodge. So far, nobody
in the main house had reacted to their presence, but he didn’t know how long that bit of luck was going
tolagt.



All we' ve got going for us now is surprise, he thought, as they rounded the corner of the
house, and not much of that.

The plans had been right about one thing, at |east-the garage was right where it should be. The
long door through which the hovercar had made its exit earlier was diding down as Ari and Llannat
approached. Ari hit the ground and rolled through the narrowing gap.

He came out of the roll on his knees, firing both blasters. Mot of the coverdl-clad workers
insde the garage headed for shelter among the Lodge' s collection of aircars and hovercars. A few
hesitated-until Llannat charged straight at them, staff upraised and the air about her blazing up into a
coronaof bright green flame.

The unarmed mechanics and controllers scattered as the door at Ari’ s back finished its closing
cyclewith aclang. Hefired afew more boltsinto the recesses of the garage before he redlized that with
the exception of himsdf and LIannat, the parking bay was empty.

Next to him, the Adept stopped. The green aurathat had surrounded her flickered and died.
“Lookslikethey dl ran out the back.”

“Lookslike,” he agreed. “How about giving Beka and Jessan the bad news while we ve got the
chance?’

Llannat pulled the comm link out of the breast pocket of her jacket and switched it on. A high,
ear-piercing ululation rilled the empty bay. She winced and turned off the link.

“What wasthat?’ she asked.

“Nivome sgot ajammer going someplace on the estate,” said Ari. “ Set for our frequency. Just
one more thing our friend forgot to tell us. Come on, let’ s grab ourselves some transport and get out of
here”

LIannat opened her mouth to say something-what, he never knew. The shrill whooping of a
security darm filled the garage, and adisembodied voice near the celling began to recite, “Intruder Alert.
Intruder Alert. All hands man your intruder Sations.”

Thelightsin the parking bay went out.

“Damnit,” Ari sad. “They’ve cut the power.”

“Don’'t move,” said LlIannat’ svoice afew feet away. Secondslater, abdl of green light appeared
above her outstretched hand.

“Not bad,” Ari said. “Can you do something about the main door controls?’
She shook her head, “Not in the timewe ve got. | don’t even know where they are.”
“All right, then. We do it the hard way.”

Ari made hisway to asmal aircar closeto the rolling doors and opened the side hatch. Reaching
ingde, hefdt around on the control pand until he located the landing-light switch. Heflipped it on, and



powerful beams of white light shot out from the leading edges of the aircar’ s stubby wings.

He tossed the spare blaster ahead of him into the cockpit and followed it up with the energy
lance. Then he climbed in himsalf and started checking over the controls by the landing lights' reflected
glow.

Hefound the starter switch. “ Jump aboard,” hetold Llannat. “We releaving.”

He put the brakes full on, set thefud mix for full rich, and fired up the jets. The turbines whined
as heincreased throttle. The aircar began to dide forward despite the brakes.

“Ready to launch,” he said. “ Stand by!”
“Wait! I'm not strgpped in!”

“Then hold on!”

Ari released the brakes.

Theaircar jumped forward. With ashuddering jar, it hit the hangar doors and burst through. The
doorswrapped like atent across the nose of the craft, obscuring the windscreen. Blinded, Ari pushed the
arcar’ snose down to maintain ground contact, and felt the craft lurch to starboard as the wreckage of
the doorstore free.

His eyes burned as bright outdoor light flooded the small cockpit. Directly ahead, he saw the
outline of an armored gun position, itsturret swinging toward them as the gunner ingde brought his
weapon to bear.

HAri _11
“l ssehim.”

Ari pulled back afraction to gain atitude and then cut hard right, following the curve of the drive.
For a second or two, he thought the starboard wing was going to drag the ground-but the aircar came
around and leveled out just abovethe grave.

Not far ahead, manicured lawn gave way to the dense woods of the hunting park, and the drive
made a sharp left turn into the trees. Ari didn’t attempt to make the turn. He cut the jetsinstead, and
pulled the nose of the car straight up.

The arcar went into a steep climb, crashing through small branches on itsway skyward. Ve ocity
fel off rapidly; soon the aircar stdled and its nose began to fall.

Ari twisted to theleft in ahaf spiral, so that by the time the craft was pointing at the ground he
was lined up with the next leg of the drive. He increased thrust back to maximum and pulled the nose up.
Theaircar leveled out again heading down the drive, mere feet above the gravel.

“Very nice,” murmured Llannat. She sounded rather bregthless. “ But what do we do for an
encore?’



Hedidn't answer. The next corner, a hdf-right, was drawing nearer, and going straight up
wouldn’t work thistime. Thetracery of branches overhead had grown heavier; hefet like hewasflying
down atunndl.

So let’ stry sideways, he thought, and swung the tail around to put the aircar into askid. At the
last moment, he made a sharp right roll, so that the aircar was flying down the drive with its belly
foremodt.

Hefdt himsalf pressed down into the seat. Then lift took over and the aircar dowed. Herolled
the craft back to the horizontal, and they came out headed down the new direction. Judging by the way
the shrubbery flashed pagt, their speed had hardly diminished.

But shrubbery was't the only thing flashing past. Heavy blaster boltslit up the undergrowth
around them.

“Find the weapon controls!” he called over to LIannat above the roar of the engines and the
whine of energy fire. “Make them keep their heads down!”

“I think we' re unarmed.”
He reached down with hisright hand and picked up the energy lance. “Usethis.”

Hefdt the weapon taken from his grip, and seconds later heard the sound of shattering glass as
Llannat drove the lance butt-first through the window.

Good, he thought, as careful, unhurried energy-fire started up from the other sde of the aircar.
But just once I’ d like to do this in something that could shoot back.

Ahead of them on thelong drive, he saw asmdl group of figures: thetrailing e ements of the
caravan guarding Nivome. At the same time, the high outer wall of the estate came into view. Ari pushed
the throttle forward again, but thistime got no answering roar. The aircar’ s engines had aready reached
maximum thrust.

All the same, the aircar gained rapidly on the large black hovercar and its group of outriders. The
last two hoverbike ridersin the column skidded to astop and laid their bikes down in the dirt
perpendicular to the road. They stretched out prone behind their bikes and began firing their blasters
toward the oncoming aircar.

Few of the shots hit, and even fewer managed to inflict damage. Either they’ re bad shots, Ari
thought, or we' ve got them really scared.

He could hear Llannat returning the fire with the energy lance. Shewas't connecting elther that
he could see, but the lance' s powerful bolts of energy tore up clods of earth dl around the pair of
outriders, and filled the air with smoke and dirt. Already shaken, and with their aim obscured, thetwo
riders ducked involuntarily as Ari brought the aircar thundering over their heads.

The leading bikesin the flying wedge had cleared the gate, and the hovercar was approaching it.
Ari chuckled to himsdf.

“What'sso funny?’



“Y ou can own awhole planet, but you can't bribe the laws of physics,” hesaid. “We re going to
close with him before he makesit through.”

The long black hovercar flashed through the gate and out onto the city streets of Darplex, with
theaircar only feet behind it and scarcely higher above the ground. Behind them, the gatekeeper brought
the force fidld up again: too late by asplit second to catch the aircar, but in plenty of time to shut off the
rest of the cavacade.

Ari cut the aircar |eft, then right, out into the open, and brought the copilot’ s side of the aircar
pardld to the hovercar. From the corner of hiseye he could see LIannat on her kneesin the other sedt,
leaning out the broken window to take aim.

“Go ahead!” he shouted. “ Shoot!”
The Adept fired aburst from the energy lance.

She hit the car, but the armored vehicle showed no damage. Around it, the remaining outriders
werefiring asthey rode. One beam drilled ahole through the aircar’ s port cargo door, and the rush of air
across the opening set up an eerie keening sound inside the cockpit.

Llannat leaned even further out the window and fired another burst. She seemed to be getting the
hang of the unfamiliar wegpon-thistime, one of the hoverbikes exploded into flames and tumbled over
and over, sending therider flying through the air.

Ari cut right again, putting them directly above the hovercar. He dropped. The bottom of the
arcraft hit the roof of the hovercar with athump.

He lifted, then dropped again. Once more he smashed into the top of the car. Then ahollow
boom shook the air in front of them, and abrilliant light filled the cockpit.

Ari looked up. There was a shadow againgt the sun. It grew larger and became an atmaospheric
fighter craft. He saw atwinkling along the wings of the fighter, and aseries of explosionsrocked the
atmosphere around the unarmed aircar.

He pulled back and |eft on the control yoke, climbing out of the line of fire so that the fighter's
next burst exploded around the hovercar itsdf. The strange pilot realized his error and turned to dive
toward Ari.

A second fighter flashed into view, firing asit came. Llannat leaned out the window with the
energy lance and fired aburst in that direction.

“Hold on!” ydled Ari. “We regoing up!”

He pulled back sharply on the yoke, pulling the aircar into aloop. When the car wasinverted at
the top of the loop, he flipped upright again and nosed down into a shalow dive to gain speed. Now the
two fighters were below him, but aready snarling upward.

He glanced over at Llannat. The Adept was still there, firing out the broken window at the
cockpit of the nearest fighter. He had no ideawhat she’ d used for ahandhold during the turn. Asfar as
he could tdll, she’ d never put on the safety webbing.



“What do we do now?’ she asked, dtill firing.

Never underestimate an Adept, he thought. LIannat’ s ability to stay aboard during the
aerobatics of the past few minutes had findly given him something that passed for anidea.

“You'll haveto go find the others and tell them what' s happening,” he said aloud.
“How?’

“You'll see)” hesaid. “ Get back into the cargo bay, and dide the door open. Leave the lance and
the comm link up herewith me.”

“Anything you say.”

She headed back toward the cargo bay. Ari pushed the aircar into a steep dive and began to
gpira toward the ground.

He pulled out near street level. Tdl buildings made blurry grey stregksto ether sde, and the air
was bright with mingled energy fire and projectile explosives as the two fighters came astern of him and
darted firing.

Hebegan to jink thelittle aircar about at full throttle, just above the rooftops-pulling up a bit,
rolling to anew dtitude, and then pushing down again. The two fighter pilotsdidn’t much likefollowing
hissmaller craft through the urban maze, but athough he drew ahead, he couldn’t shake them.

Never mind, he thought, and held his course away from central Darplex toward the crowded,
utilitarian structures of the warehouse digtrict. Soon.

A few seconds | ater, he found what he was looking for. In the sections of Darplex bordering on
the spaceport compound, moving the Rolny’ sfreight to market took precedence over landscaping. Here,
the narrow streets went beneath, not over, the more important cargo lines. The mouth of one such
underpass opened up ahead, and he shot into it without hesitation.

The energy fire from behind him stopped abruptly.

“Llannat!” he shouted, in sudden dimness. “ Jump!”

V. darvel: downtown dar plex; the citade
“I wonder how the others are making out,” said Jessan.

Beka picked up the red opticd-plastic eye patch from the table and fitted it into place. “ Ari
learned how to hunt from the Selvaurson Maraghai,” she said. “And LIannat’ san Adept. They'll do

okay.”

Jessan brought his blaster up and took aim at the playing card taped to the far wall of the
abandoned warehouse. A red tracer beam flashed across the intervening space. “ Three out of five. . . |
hopeyou'reright.” He aimed and fired again.



“Four out of 9x,” Bekasaid, taking her knife from the table and dipping it into its forearm shegth.
“You'regetting thefed of it, | think. Of courseI’mright.”

The Khesatan took another shot at the card. “Five out of seven. I'll quit while’m ahead.” He
lowered the blaster, frowned at it amoment, and then dipped it into its holster. “ The red question, of
course, is how much the stun-bolt attenuates with distance.”

Beka s own blaster belt hung on the back of the warehouse' s only chair, next to the black velvet
Mandeynan long-coat Tarnekep Portree would be wearing against the late-afternoon chill. She picked up
the blaster rig and strapped it on.

“Those modeswill giveyou afull stun out to thelimit of their effectiverange,” she said, bending
over to tie the leather thong that kept the holster snug against her thigh. “They don’t have the accuracy of
an Ogre Mark Six, or even a Space Force Standard, but when it comes to pouring energy out the
muzzle, you can't beat them with astick.”

“So why did you switch?’

“I learned onaMark Six,” she said, Sraightening up again. “Thisone, infact.”

Tarnekep Portree’ s Mandeynan cravat-along strip of white spidersilk and delicate lace-lay on
the table along with acomm link, agold and topaz stickpin, and the hand-sized disk of grey plastic that
was the collapsor grenade. She picked up the piece of cloth and started to wrap it around her neck.

Jessan came closer. “Here. Let me help you with that.”

She shook her head. “1 don'tneed . . .”

“I' know you don't,” he said. His hands were dready busy arranging the strip of materid. “Let me
help anyway.”

She stopped arguing. Jessan gave the cravat afinal tuck, fastened the foldsin place with the
topaz stickpin, and then stepped back a pace to survey his handiwork. Hetilted his head alittle to one
ddelikean art critic gppraigng the latest item in afashionable g lery.

“Wel?7’ Bekasad.

“I"d call the generd effect epicene but nasty.” The corners of his mouth turned up in awry smile.
“Actudly, | rather likeit.”

Thetipsof hisfingers, their touch warm in the chill of the empty warehouse, Htill rested on the
sde of her throat. She smiled back at him in spite of herself.

“And what does that say about you?’

He gave a soft laugh. “Didn’'t anybody ever tell you that on Khesat decadence is considered one
of the higher art forms?’

She thought about it amoment, while his hand moved from her neck to trace the line of her
cheekbone just below the red plagtic eye patch. “No,” she said finally. “Nobody ever did.”



“Wdl, it strue,” he said, and kissed her.

Hislipswere warm against her own, like the touch of hishand on her face. She leaned against
him, opening her mouth to his-and pulled away, swearing under her breeth, at the sound of afirst
hammering on the warehouse door.

The hammering steadied into a pattern: three quick, two dow, three quick. The recognition code.

“Damn,” she muttered again, moving away from Jessan and dapping the door switch. “If that's
Ari Il kill him mysdlf for hislousy timing.”

But it wasn't Ari. When the doors parted, Llannat Hyfid stood in the gap-her staff in her hand,
her breath coming in ragged gasps, and her black coverdl dirt-stained and disarrayed.

“Nivome sonto us,” she said, before Beka could speak. “He' s heading for the Citadd. And
Ari’ sup there dodging fightersin an unarmed aircar.”

Bekagrabbed the black long-coat and pulled it on. With quick, automatic gestures she shrugged
the heavy velvet into place across her shoulders and shook out the lace cuffs of her loose white shirt.

“Y ou two take the aircar and look for Ari,” she said, snatching up the comm link and the
collapsor grenade and shoving them into the long-coat’ s capacious pockets. 1 have to go after the
Professor. Vector usin on the Rolny as soon asyou’ ve got himin view.”

She mounted one of the wailing hoverbikes as she spoke, cut in the nullgravs with abackkick of
one booted hed, and switched on the engines.

“Get out of theway!” she shouted at the Adept over the bike' s high-pitched humming, and
released the brakes.

Llannat was gone, and the end of the tunnel was coming.

Out with the sky above him, Ari pulled up, then cut |eft between two blocky grey buildings. The
heavier, more powerful fighters might have the advantage in the open air, but down in the canyons of the
city the prize would go to the better pilot.

Ari hdf-amiled. If | can't outfly this pair of dirtsiders, hethought, I'll leave the family,
change my name, and take up farming.

A near-missrocked the aircar, and Ari veered |eft to duck behind atal building. Workers
looked up from desks and tables to stare out the windows at him as he flashed past.

High above the Streets, the two fighters circled like frustrated birds of prey, waiting for himto
break clear. Ari wondered for amoment at the promptness with which the atmospheric craft had shown
up. That promptness argued a high degree of training on the part of Darvell’ s planetary defenses-training,
and possibly atimely warning passed on by the manager of the Top Five Lounge.

That last thought had arightness about it that appealed to Ari. He smiled again.



He was certain, now, of what he should do: first, lurethe air cover away from Nivome and the
Citadd, and then get to the Quincunx man. He knew what sort of sentence the Brotherhood would pass
on someone who used their name and their password to bait atrap, but it waslikely to bealong time
indeed before the Quincunx could get aworking agent onto Darvell to take care of the problem.

But that didn’t matter. As Ferrdacorr had taught him long ago, some things you had to take care
of yoursdf.

The warehouse echoed to the sound of Beka s departure, and Jessan watched unmoving asthe
hoverbike roared out of sight. The last he saw of itsrider was afluttering of black velvet on the wind-the
open long-coat and the black-ribboned queue of light brown hair, streaming out together behind the
captain as sherode.

Good luck, Beka, thought Jessan, and then shook his head. By the time Llannat had finished
gasping out her bad news, Beka Rossdin-Metadi had all but vanished. Only Tarnekep Portree
remained- Tarnekep, who had walked into the fire of adozen blasters for the sake of aclear shot at his
enemies,

Jessan shook his head again, and shivered. He felt ahand touch his arm, and looked around.

“We can't stand here waiting,” Llannat said. “ Ari’ sin trouble too, remember?’

He drew adeep breath. “1 remember. Go on and get intheaircar. I'll pilot.”

The blaster made an unfamiliar weight on his hip as he climbed up and did behind the controls.
Like hisfriend Ari, hewasn't accustomed to going about armed. Everything changes, he reflected as he
fired up the aircar’ sengines. Even that.

On the other side of the cockpit, Llannat was aready strapped into the copilot’ s seat. Jessan
brought the aircar forward through the warehouse doors in ascream of turbines, and lifted free as soon
asthey were clear. The ground fell away and the warehouse district spread out beneath them, an aeria
vigaof chunky grey buildingsin aclose-set network of narrow streets, with the rails and pylons of the
cargo trangt system stretching out over everything.

“Get on thecomm,” he said to Llannat. “ Seeif you canraise Ari.”

He heard the sound of LIannat disengaging the comm link from the copilot’ s side of the console,
and then her steady dto voice saying, “Ari, Ari-where are you? Comein, Ari.”

The speaker returned only slence. Jessan took his attention away from the aircar’ s control
console long enough to glance over at Llannat. The Adept looked unhappy.

She' s got more on her mind than just the comm link, Jessan thought. Aloud, he asked, “What
happened back there?’

“Wewaked into atrap.”

“And out agan?’



She gave ahumorlesslaugh. “Guess again. Weflew.”

“Ah,” said Jessan. “Whose aircar did you sted 7’

“Oneof theRalny’'s”

“Any casudties?’

“Two dead.”

Jessan whidtled. “Already? Ari isn't messing around.”

“Ari didn't kill them,” Llannat said. “1 did.”

“Would you mind repeating that?’ asked Jessan. “| thought | heard you say that you killed them.”
“That’sright.”

The Adepts were fighters, back in the Magewar , Jessan reminded himsdlf. It looks like they
still are.

Silencefilled the cockpit for afew moments. LIannat seemed to have given up on the comm link
as abad job. Then Jessan heard her draw a sharp breath.

“Look,” shesad. “Over there”

He glanced away from the controls and followed her pointing finger toward the horizon, wherea
snarl of fighter craft circled like carrion birds above a column of black smoke.

“Somebody’s crashed,” he said. “Canyou tell if-"
“No,” she sad. “He-goes away-when he'shunting.”

“Right,” Jessan said. If Ari’s Quincunx contact had played them fase, the big Ga cenian would
certainly be hunting now. If hewas dill dive.

Bekaleaned the hoverbike into another turn. How long, she wondered-how long had it been for
the Professor, waiting for Ari to sgna from Rolny Lodge, before Nivome' s Security troops decided to
end the charade and move in? She bit her lip in frustration, and fed more power to the hoverbike' s

engines

From up ahead came the zing of a blagter, and afew seconds later an ambulance rushed past her
in the opposite direction, its Sren keening. Relief surged through her, and she laughed doud into the
wind. Small-armsfire and casualties-the Prof’ s still in there fighting!

The sound of energy weapons grew louder. She rounded another corner and saw aclot of
emergency vehiclesin the street ahead, parked behind atemporary barrier marked security zone-do not
enter. Beyond the barrier, Security enforcers crouched for cover around corners and behind walls, firing



down the street ahead of them. The enforcers had their heads well down, and with good reason-red fire
flashed back at the Security men as she bore down on the barrier.

She marked the source of the fire with atight smile, and took her right hand off the bike's
controlsto free her own Mark VI from its holster. The Security barrier rose up front of her. She pulled
back one-handed on the hoverbike' s control bars and jumped the barricade, firing her blagter into the
nearest group of enforcers as she came up and over.

One of the bolts took aman in the back before he could turn. He fell facedown onto the
pavement. Some of the others dewed around, warned by hisfal or by the noise of the onrushing
hoverbike. One or two fired-but they’ d crowded themsel ves when they took cover from the blaster-fire
up ahead, and the shots went wide.

Too bad, thought Beka, without sympathy. She dodged her bike through the security lines,
skidding from side to sde and firing as she came.

Then shewas past them, and saw the muzzle of ablaster poking around a door jamb over on the
right-hand wall. A bolt zipped down the street toward a second Security barricade set up at the far
corner.

Bekalet out ayell. That was the Professor in the doorway, and no mistake. He turned toward
her and brought his blaster up to bear. She yelled again and he changed his aim to fire down the street
behind her. She pulled to the right and bore down on the dight, grey-haired figure.

The Entiboran held out a bent arm-his|eft-and fired again down toward the security barrier with
the blaster in hisright. Beka veered as close to the wall as she dared, and extended her own right arm,
also bent at the elbow.

“Grab on!” she shouted.
Don't drop your blaster, now, she reminded hersdlf, and then their arms interlocked.

She came close to losing the wegpon just the same. At the speed she was going, even the
Professor’ slight weight was aimaost enough to pull her sdeways off the bike. Then the Professor swung
himsealf up onto the pillion seat, and she wasfiring her blaster at the Security enforcers ahead asthe bike
swept them both away toward the far barrier.

The sound of her blaster became a two-note chord as the Professor added hisfire to hers. With
most of her own attention given to steering the bike, she knew that she wasn't accomplishing much
hersalf beyond putting out an impressve amount of sound and light. A sudden falling-off in thefire from
up ahead told her that the Professor was making an impression of an entirely different kind.

The barricade loomed ahead of them. No way | can jump this one, thought Beka. Not
carrying double.

“Hold tight!” she shouted to the Professor, and crashed through it instead. Then, with the barrier
apile of broken wood and plastic behind her, she gave the hoverbike' s engine full power and
concentrated on getting as far away from the scene as possible.

Severa minutes later, she and the Professor were cruising down awide parkway at little more



than the speed of the surrounding traffic. Even carrying double, the bike moved nimbly among the
hovercars and nullgrav transports. Far behind them, sirenswailed as the Security enforcers who'd been
at the barricades gave chase-but the same traffic that masked the hoverbike' s progressimpeded the ones
who followed.

We must have hit the noon rush hour, thought Beka. She felt the Professor tap her on the
shoulder. “Captain!” he shouted over the wind and the engines. “Where to?’

“The Citaddl!” she yelled back. “We have ajob to finish.”

The sounds of the chase behind them had faded almost to nothing, and her quick glance over her
shoulder had shown the pursuit far away, dmost out of sight. But now, from close behind and to their
right, the sound of alone Security sren cut through the rumble of traffic.

Damn it, thought Beka, | didn’t come all the way to Darvell to get arrested for speeding!

But the Professor was tapping her on the shoulder again. “He saone-get hisbike!”

Bekanodded. A few moments later, another quick glance to the rear showed the approach of a
singlerider on ahoverbike with Security markings. She held her own course for amoment longer, and
then pretended to see the other vehicle sflashing amber nosdight for thefirst time.

The Security rider came up on her left and drew even with her. He gestured for her to pull over.
She hit the thrust reversers and cut hard right instead. Therear of her bike skidded left and dammed into
the side of the Security vehicle.

Jarred by the impact, the rider lost his grip. Bekathrew herself sdeways and seized the control
bars of hisbike. She swung her body across the gap between the two vehicles, kicking out with her legs
and knocking the Security rider from his seet. The first hoverbike, controlled now by the Professor,
pulled away out of danger. Bekalanded in the saddle of the Security bike in time to watch the enforcer
hit the pavement and roll out of Sght under an oncoming hovercar.

She looked back over her shoulder one more time. The Security enforcers from the barricades
weredtill far behind, but starting to make headway through the downtown traffic. It wouldn’t be long
before somebody thought to call agenerd aert and get al nonessentia vehicles off the streets of Darplex.

If we're still out here by then, Bekathought, we' re sunk.

Letting go theright control bar, she reached into her pocket, pulled out the comm link, and keyed
it on. “Jessan,” she said into the pickup. “Comein, Jessan.”

She heard awhine and a crackle, and then avoice. “ Jessan here. Who's calling?’
“Portree. Do you have thetarget in sght?’

“Better than that-I have you and the target both. Turn right at the next corner.”
“Thanks. Any word from Ari?’

A pause. Then: “Nothing.”



Her eyes stung for amoment, and she blinked hard. It' s this damned wind. Blast it, Ari, why
did | ever want to take you with me to Darvell?

She swallowed. “The big guy can take care of himself,” she said into the pickup. Her voice
sounded tight and hard-Tarnekep’ s voice, not her own. “ See you do the same, do you hear me? Portree

She clicked off the comm link and shoved it back into her pocket in time to grab both control
barsfor the approaching corner. She rounded it without dacking speed, hedling over so far into theturn
that her bike lay out dmost flat on its Side. Over on the other bike, the Professor did the same without a
word.

“Take care, Tarnekep,” murmured Jessan-but he was speaking to adead link, and he knew it.

He handed LIannat the pickup and put the aircar into a steep left bank. The move gave him a
good view of the ground below, and of the four broad boulevards that divided Darplex into quadrants.
Where the boulevards met at point zero-zero, afestureless black ziggurat rose up from the earth like a
mountain.

“The Citadd?’ asked Llannat.

“Just like the Satrap’ s Palace on Jedahaa V,” Jessan said. “ Only bigger and in worse taste.”

Down below, apack of outriders and along black hovercar headed at speed up one of the
broad streets leading to the black ziggurat. Up another-awide parkway lined with heroic statuary-two
hoverbikes dodged in and out through downtown traffic. About six blocks behind them followed a
moving knot of bikes and hovercars, al with flashing amber lights.

“Security,” said Llannat, from the copilot’ s seet. “ And gaining fast.”

“Not for long,” Jessan said. As he spoke, he reached out a hand to the console and switched on
the targeting compuiter.

“Y ou're planning to usethe guns?’ Llannat asked. She didn’t sound disapproving, Jessan noted.
Jugt thoughtful.

“That'sright,” he said. He pushed the aircar into adive. “I’m not in Ari’ s class, but-"
“But you havealicense,” finished LIannat.

“That'sright,” said Jessan, his eyes on the targeting computer asthe aircar screamed downward.
“And | might even be ableto pull us out of this before we hit the pavement.”

Losing the pursuit hadn’t taken long. The game of follow-the-leader had ended in acorridor so
narrow Ari took thelittle aircar through it standing on one wing. Thefighters had tried the sametrick, and
acolumn of black smoke on the distant horizon marked how well they had succeeded. Ari grounded the



stolen aircar near the workshop that had been his Quincunx contact’ s daytime address, and |ooked
around.

A sign met hiseyes: landing zone reserved for leve nine and above. That brought asmile.
Whatever Nivome' s private aircar might or might not be, it undoubtedly had dl the right tags and stickers
to roost undisturbed in this particular spot.

He picked up the comm link Llannat had left behind, then laid it down on the copilot’ s seat with a
shake of his head. What he had to do next would go better without interruptions.

He climbed out of the aircar, stretched his shoulders, and made hisway without conspicuous
haste to the tool-issue point in Building 125-34, Outer Ring. Ason hisearlier vigits, the front room was

empty when he entered. A buzz-plate on the wall over the big workbench had a sgn underneath reading,
touch oncefor service.

Ari pamed the buzzer. After afew seconds, H. Estisk emerged from the storeroom in the back,
wearing his daytime uniform and asmile.

“Welcome again, brother. What else can | do for you?’

“Two thingstoday,” said Ari, smiling back. A Sdlvaur would have taken note of the canine teeth
the smile revedled, and walked warily-but Estisk wasn't one of the Forest Lords, though hewasbig
enough for one. “Let’ s start with aweapons suite for a Gosy One-twenty-eight aircar.”

Estisk looked thoughtful. “ Tough to do on short notice.”

“How about some bolt-on air-to-air wegpons?’ asked Ari. “I’'min abit of ahurry.”

“Nothing here,” Estisk said. “But | can get some by tonight. Now, about the second thing-”

“New plansfor the Rolny Lodge grounds,” Ari said, stepping closer. “Thered ones, thistime.”

Estisk didn't blink or change expression, but a blaster appeared asif from nowherein the big
Davdline sright hand.

Ari cuffed it away. “Fight.”

Edtisk didn’t even seem to notice that the blaster was gone. With one fluid motion, he aimed afist
at Ari’sjaw.

The swing connected, but Ferrdacorr had never pulled his punchesin training. Ari rode with the
blow and twisted under it. He grabbed Estisk’ s arm and helped the Darveline into a classic shoulder
throw.

Estisk, too, must have had good teachers. Hitting the floor should have stunned the big man, but
he went with the throw rather than resisting it as an amateur might, and rolled to hisfeet in abaanced
guard postion.

Ari smiled again. He drew hisblaster dowly, watching the other man al the while, and threw the
wegpon aside.



*Howl at the moon and die, traitor,* he said in the Forest Speech, and lunged forward to grip
the other man by thewrigt.

Estisk dipped the hold, following his escape with aleg sweep to the back of Ari’sknee. Ari went
down, rolling under atable to avoid the smashing downward kick that skinned past hisribs, and came
back to hisfeet.

Edtisk vaulted the table to face him. The two men stood unmoving for afew seconds, taking each
other’ smeasure. Ari guessed that he might have an inch or two on the Darvelline in height and reach, but
Estisk had a broader chest and carried more musclein his shoulders and upper arms. Now the Darvelline
used that muscle to good advantage in aseries of closed-fisted blows, right and left, to Ari’ s chest.

Ari blocked and dipped the blows with hisarms. Remember what Ferrda taught you, he
thought. Let the other guy tire himself out before you strike.

The out-of-rhythm blow that smashed into the side of his skull came as acomplete surprise,
rocking his head back and flashing a bright whitelight in front of hiseyes. But Ferrda straining held. Ari
counterpunched and landed a heavy blow to the other man’ sribs under his extended arm, so hard that
his opponent gasped for breath.

Ari shook hishead to clear thefog away. Asit lifted, something dark and formless stirred inside
him and cameto life, and he recognized the anger that had never redly Ieft him since hismother died. This
time, hewelcomed it, and let it grow.

“Come on and fight me-brother,” he said, smiling again at his opponent across the little space of
ground that separated them. “ Thisis going to be good.”

V1. darvdl: darplex; the citadel

“What do you mean,” demanded Llannat, “you think you can pull out before we hit the
pavement?’

“Reax,” Jessan said, hiseyes on the atimeter. 1t worked fine in the smulator.” The ground was
very close now. Only three more seconds, he promised himsdf. Two. One. Now.

Heleveled out ahundred feet above the surface of the avenue. The Street lay empty beneath him.
All the everyday traffic had pulled over by now, or turned off onto side streets. But the gang of Security
bikes and hovercars was coming in his direction and putting on speed.

He nosed the aircar into another, shalower dive. Thistime, he kept his attention on the targeting
computer. When the cross hairs met the cluster of smdll blips and started flashing red, he felt with his
thumb for the firing button set into the control yoke, and pressed it dl the way down.

Streams of colored fire shot out from beneath the air-car’ swings-Energy guns, he thought, very
nice-and carved long smoking pitsinto the road ahead of the Security enforcers. He kept on firing asthe
arcar passed over the oncoming vehicles, and then pulled up into a steep climb. A quick glance over his
shoulder showed him aflaming tangle of men and metd in the road below.

“Not bad for afirst try,” he said doud. He felt irrationally cheerful. “Let’sgo seeif we can dow



downthe Rolny.”

“I don't think so,” Llannat said. “Look.” He glanced in her direction for thefirst time since he' d
said good-bye to Beka over the dead comm link. The telltales on the Adept’ s Side of the instrument
pand were blinking red.

“Just when | was gtarting to have fun,” he complained. “ Find me agood spot to set down, will
you?”

“Off to port,” Llannat said a once. “Behind those trees.”

Helooked out the cockpit window. “Near the building?’

“Left of thet. Inthedley.”

“Got you.”

Jessan pulled left and began to nose down. Landing proved to be trickier than he' d thought,
mostly because the aircar’ s control panel locked up during the last few feet of the approach. Still, he
managed to set the craft down with severd yardsto spare before the alley ended in astonewall.

“A bit bumpy,” said LIannat, unstrapping.

“Everybody’sacritic,” hesaid. “You don't likeit, you try it next time.”

“Thank you very much,” the Adept said, “but no. Let’ s get out and start troubleshooting.”

Beka Rossdlin-Metadi laughed under her breath asthe aircar swooped down and past her. That
has to be Jessan, she thought, listening to the energy gunsripping up the pavement. Showing up in

style.

She put the Khesatan put of her mind. They'd havetimefor that later, if later cameat dl. For
now, the Citadel loomed ahead of her, so big and close she' d have needed to tilt her head backward to
seethetop, and Nivome' s caval cade was coming into view on the intersecting boulevard.

“My lady!” shouted the Professor over the noise of the bikes. *Y our siren!”

Sren? shewondered, and remembered that she was riding a stolen Security vehicle. She found
the switches, and brought both the siren and the amber nosdlight on-line.

The siren’ smechanica wailing crescendoed in her ears. She gave the throttle another twist
forward. The avenue down which sherode gtill had haf a dozen blocksto run before ending in atraffic
circle around the base of the Citaddl, but the huge structure rose up in front of her like awall of black
marble, blocking more and more of her vison as she drew closer.

Getting out of here’ s going to be wor se than getting in, shethought. | hope Jessan stays
handy with the air support.



Shewas at thetraffic circle now, with the Professor gtill keeping position on her right. Together
they leaned into the turn, swooping along toward the point where Nivome and his escort would enter the
circlefrom the intersecting road.

The Rolny and his men were closing fast. She dacked off alittle on the power to the hoverbike,
not wanting to beet the Rolny and his guards to the meetpoint and have them behind her on the circle.

We're going to catch Nivome after all, she thought. Just barely, but we're going to catch
him.

So far, the Professor’ s notion of using siren and lights had paid off. The outriders hadn’t taken
adarm at what they must be tagging as downtown Security enforcers showing up to join the cavalcade. A
few seconds later, Nivome' s hovercar and its flying wedge of guards shot onto the traffic circle only a
few lengths ahead of Beka and the Professor.

“Now, my lady!”

Bekapulled her Mark VI from its holster with ayell, and gunned the hoverbike' sengine. The
vehicle surged forward benegath her, and then she and her partner hit the rear of the Rolny’ s caval cade at

full speed.

She fired three times and connected twice before the guards realized that their reinforcements
were shooting at them, and began shooting back. All around her, hoverbikes veered and skidded out of
control under their killed or wounded riders. She counted more than two guards down-many more-and
yelled again. The Professor, as usud, hadn’t missed.

She kept on firing, pressing her hoverbike forward through the milling pack, ducking closeto the
control bars as energy bolts began to zip over her head. Not al of Nivome' s outriders were trying to
misstheir buddies; one bolt singed the hair on her neck, and hit aman beyond.

Nivome, shetold hersdf, dtill firing-picking targets now, not like the haf-random shooting she d
done to keep heads down back at the barricade. The important thing is getting a clear shot at
Nivome.

Blasters whined and spat above the roar of engines. She and the Professor were in the middle of
the pack now, riding with it, coming nearer and nearer to the long black hovercar.

You aren’t getting away from me, Nivome. You killed my mother, but you didn’t quite kill
me. That was your big mistake, Nivome, because now I’ m coming after you.

The hovercar veered |left. She followed, drawing closer to the target-and realized, too late, that
the entire caval cade had turned off the traffic circle and was speeding down the Citadd’ s entry ramp.

Heavy doors at the foot of the Citadel yawned open. The hovercar and its attendant swarm
entered, bearing Beka and the Professor with them, and the blast doors closed behind them all.

“Wdl, well, well,” said Jessan, and wriggled out from under the grounded aircar.



He brought out hisfind, asmdl cylinder with hosefittings on either end, and showed it to the
Adept. “Tell me-what do you make of this?’

Llannat poked at it with onefinger. “It says‘Filter’ onit. What' s the trouble?’
“1t’' sthe source of the leak in our contral lines, that’ swhat’ sthe trouble. And look at this-”

Jessan worked agrimy fingernail under one end plate, and levered off the bit of plastic. Llannat
picked it up and turned it over in her hand a couple of times, her frown degpening.

“I'm no mechanic,” shesaid at last. “But thislookswrong.”
“Givethe Adept five points,” Jessan sad. “That’ snot afilter at dl.”
“Sowha isit?’

He shrugged. “Looks morelike aninertid switch than anything ese. | think it was put thereto
sense a high-gee maneuver and bresk the vacuum line.”

“Sabotage,” the Adept said. “Can you fix it?’

He shrugged again. “1 think so. Giventime.” He turned back toward the aircar. “And | don't
know how much of that we' ve got. Il get busy. Y ou stay out here and keep watch.”

“Surethi-"

The Adept’ s voice cut off in midword. He spun back around in time to catch her as her knees
folded. She sagged in his grip for afew seconds; then the faintness seemed to pass, and she shrugged his
hands away.

“What' swrong?’ he asked.

“Sorcery,” shesaid. “Magework and dark sorcery. And | can’t find Beka and the Professor at
al”

The blast doors crashed shuit.

There’ s no way I’ m going to get out of this one, thought Beka, asthe Rolny’ s hovercar came
to astop. But Nivome buysiit first.

She cut engine power to the bike, and raised her blaster for ashot at the windows of the
hovercar. A beam of red light burned a hole through the cuff of her long-coat, and another beam passed
by her head s0 close she could smell the charged air. She stood up in the bike' s stirrups for a better aim,
and fired.

The bolt from the Mark VI hit the passenger-seat window of the hovercar and dissipated in a
gplash of crimson light.



“Force screen! Y ou bastard!”
“My lady! Down!”

The Professor jerked on the hem of her long-coat, pulling her off the hoverbike and onto the
floor. She hit the concrete in time to see two red bolts and a green one flashing through the space where
she had stood.

She scrambled up to her knees under cover of her still-hovering bike. Next to her, the Professor
crouched, firing around his own vehicle as more energy bolts whined and zipped overhead.

Suddenly, the noise of the blasters began to fal off and die, giving way to alow hissng sound.
She looked up and saw thick white vapor issuing from unseen openings al about the entry bay. One
curling tendril of mist touched agroup of the Security men. They choked and fell forward.

Intruder gas, thought Beka. Only one chance |eft.

Thefog rolled closer. She dropped her blaster and groped in her coat pocket for the collapsor
grenade. If | can just set the detonator before that stuff getsus. . . and if a collapsor’ s any good in
an open space. . .

Her fingers closed on the disk of the collapsor. She pulled it out and began to enter the arming
sequence. Nivome' s hovercar was out of sight, hidden in the fog. Don’t breathe, shetold hersdf. Just
get the code set, and everything will be all right.

The Professor’ s hand closed on her wrist before she could complete the sequence. “No, my

lady.”
She gtared, unbelieving, asthe device in her hand cycled back to zero.

Beside her, the Entiboran rose to hisfeet. The white fog touched him and writhed about him. Her
own chest burned with the effort not to draw breath, and she waited, despairing, for her partner to
stagger and fdl. Instead, he raised an empty hand and caled out, “ Enough!”

The fog hated, then billowed and dispersed asif torn by ahigh wind. The lightsin the entry bay
flickered and went out. In the sllent dark, the long black car hovered on its nullgravs inside a nimbus of
light, a coronadischarge of pale orangefirethat crackled outward to the floor and walls.

The heavy vehiclelifted toward the ceiling, pitching and yawing asit rose. What am | seeing?
Beka thought, remembering at last to breathe. At her elbow, the Professor stood with one hand upraised,
the play of unworldly light on hisfeatures changing her Entiboran copilot into something disturbing and
unfamiliar.

What is he doing?

Out in the center of the bay, the hovercar was il rising. Sowly, it began to rotate around its
verticd axis. The meta side pands curled away from the frame, and the doors peeled open afraction at a
time. With aslent exploson, al the glassin the windows flew outward in asparkling cloud.

Nothing remained now of the still-rotating hovercar but its frame and engine. Three men clung to



the seatsingde the twigting frame-onein the driver’ s position, and two in what had once been the
passenger compartment. One of those two she did not know; but the other-

Nivome, she thought, and raised her blagter to fire.

The Rolny’s companion lifted a black-gloved hand, and the two men in the back of the hovercar
vanished.

The hovercar hung suspended in midair amoment longer. Then the Professor closed hisfist and
brought hisarm back down to his side. The hovercar crashed to the floor and started burning. Silence
filled the entry bay.

Beka shoved the collapsor grenade back into her pocket, retrieved her abandoned Mark VI,
and pushed hersdlf up onto her feet. She cast an uneasy glance over at the burning wreckage before
turning to the Professor.

“What now?’ she asked.

He pulled the ebony staff from under hisbdt. “We take them in their hiding place,” hesaid. “Are
you with me, girl?’

Bekastared at her copilot. He' s never spoken to me that way before-it’ s always been
‘Captain,” or ‘my lady,” with him. Whatever hejust did . . . changed him.

And saved my life. Again.

“I’'mwith you,” she said to her partner. “Let'sgo.”

Ari and Egtisk circled each other amid the wreckage of the tool-issue point in 125-34 Outer
Ring. Ari’smuscles burned, and hisleft eye didn’t want to focus. Across from him, Estisk was bleeding
fredy from the nose, and seemed to be favoring hisright foot when he moved.

Ari brought the edge of his hand down against the other man’ s collarbone. Estisk grunted in pain,
but the bone didn’t break, and the Darvelline retdiated with an elbow striketo Ari’sbelly.

Panting, Ari fdll back, but not quite far enough. Estisk wrapped one arm around Ari’ s neck and
began damming the other figt into hisribslike ahammer.

Ari grabbed for the hand on his shoulder, caught it, and twisted under. Estisk turned with him-it
wasturn, or go down with adidocated shoulder. Asthe Darvelline came round, Ari let go and lashed out
with akick that took the other man in the right kidney.

Egtisk sumbled forward into the half-demolished workbench and caught himself on the table
edge. Ari stood his ground, waiting. Slowly, Estisk pushed himsdlf back around to stand with his hands
braced againgt the bench behind him.

Ari eyed the sagging Darvdline. Isn’t he ever going to go down? That kick would have put
most guys into the healing pod for a week.



Without warning, Estisk launched himsdf forward, swinging atwelve-inch length of pipe snatched
up from the workbench. Ingtinctively, Ari blocked up and out. The impact made hisleft hand and wrist
go numb, but the pipe crashed onto his forearm instead of his skull.

Before Estisk could pull the pipe back for another swing, Ari reached over with hisright hand,
grabbed the other man’ swrist, and bent arm and pipe backward together toward Estisk’ sright ear. At
the sametime, his nerveless|eft hand lay in the crook of Estisk’ sright elbow, pulling down. Between the
two, either the arm would break, or Estisk would yield to the pressure and fall onto his back.

And then-what was it Ferrda used to say? * Jump on his head until he stops moving*? Ari
laughed alittle between his clenched teeth. Sounds like a good idea to me.

But Estisk il had alot of power in his barrd-like chest. The hand holding the pipe reached his
ear, went alittle farther back, and then stayed there.

Ari pushed harder.

A crashing pain exploded in Ari’ sright Sde-Estisk had dropped the pipe from hisright hand to
his|eft, then smashed it upward into Ari’ sfloating ribs.

Ari let go hishold on Estisk’ sarm and fell back. A kick came from out of nowhere toward his
chest. He caught the ankle and heaved upward.

The Darveline hit the ground hard, and rolled upright.

Ari tared, feding asharp pain in his side with every indrawn breath. What the hell does it take
to keep this bastard down?

Estisk smiled through bloody lips, and gestured to Ari to come closer. “ Come on, then-brother. |
thought you wanted to fight.”

Llannat pushed hersdf away from the Side of the aircar. Jessan was busy under the belly of the
craft; she couldn’t see him, but she could hear him talking himslf through the repairsin High Khesatan.
From the few words she could catch, the repair job looked like taking awhile.

But time was running out. She didn’t worry about the fighter craft till circling overheed, or the
srens howling in the streets. She could hide two people and one small aircar from asearch like that. But
the Mage-smell hung intheair like the reek of a daughterhouse, heavy and growing closer.

Time. She had to buy time for Jessan and the others.

You're as ready now as you ever will be, shethought. Quit stalling and show Master
Ransome he didn’t make a mistake when he gave you a staff and called you an Adept.

She left the aircar behind and walked down to the point where the long alley branched out into
two wider streets. Stepping into the center of the junction, she lifted her staff overhead in both hands,
holding it high againgt the deep blue of Darvell’ s midafternoon sky.



Magelords! she shouted with wordlessintensity. Magelords-here is an Adept! Come to me!

She heard arustling in the dley ahead of her. A masked figure stepped out from among the
stacks of shipping crates. The newcomer held ashort, dark staff in one black-gloved hand.

“Soit'strue” hesaid. “We have an Adept in our midst.”

“A very young and foolish Adept,” added avoiceto Llannat’ sright. She resisted the urge to turn
her head for aglimpse of the speaker.

“How long hasit been,” the new voice went on, “since an Adept was rash enough to walk openly
on the greets of Darvell?’

“Longer than ether of you would know,” athird voice said, and another tall, black-robed figure
came forward out of the shadowsin the dley to her left. “Not sincethe wars, at least. But | remember.”

Likethefirst speaker, the newcomer wore black robes and mask, and held a short black staff in
the Magestyle one-handed grip. Holding her own staff two-handed before her, Llannat turned haf-right,
bringing the second, hitherto unseen speaker into view. This one, too, was robed and masked in black.

Three of them, shethought. | never expected to face this many. But many or few, she ill
knew better than to let them choose their own time and manner of attack. She threw a sudden blow
toward the rightmost of the three, taking his saff againgt hers while the green fire of her power flared up
toilluminatethe air around her.

The man she had targeted spun to divert her blow. She turned with him, putting al three of the
blackrobesin front of her as she had intended, with their backs to the grounded aircar. Beyond them, in
the cul-de-sac, Jessan was for the moment inaudible aswell asinvisible.

Good, she thought. She d pulled the hunters away from him for alittlewhile at least. Let him
finish the repair work. Then | can break away from whoever’ s |eft and we can both get out of
here.

Then thetimefor thinking was past. The blackrobe to her right, the nearest of her three
opponents, attacked with a backhanded blow to her leg, trying to pull her out of line and give hisfellows
an opening. Llannat dropped thetip of her staff and alowed hisblow to dide off it. When he withdrew,
shefollowed with an attack of her own, aiming the butt of her staff at his solar plexus.

Heturned to avoid the thrust, and the enemy on LIannat’ sleft attacked in the moment when she
stood extended. She stepped backward, turning to meet and block the stroke.

So far, her staff had served her well. But staffwork aone couldn’t help her now. Just as she had
done back on the Professor’ s asteroid, she drew a deep breath and opened herself to the universe.

Strength came to her-not the rush of well-being she had known before, but acam, steady
certainty. Using both ends of her staff, she threw three blowsin quick succession at the man on her right,
aiming for the head, the leg, and the head again. Her opponent stumbled back a pace; she feinted toward
the man in the center, then came back to press down the right-hand blackrobe' s weapon with the center
of her gaff.



If she pushed the blackrobe’ s ebony rod down far enough, she could shove the center of her
gaff up into histhroat and take him out of the fight. But before she could complete her move, shefdt the
patterns of power shifting around her. The opponent on her far left was making ready his own assaullt.

She whipped her saff under the right-hand blackrobe' s defense, bringing it up and leftward in
time to block the new attack, and then countered with ablow of her own that diverted at the last moment
to smash againgt the biceps of her central opponent. He cried out in pain, and his staff dropped to the
ground with theloss of strength in his hand.

“First touch to you, Adept,” said the tall Magelord, the latecomer to the crossroads, asthe
wounded man fell back a pace and went down on hiskneesin pain, grasping hisinjured arm with his
good hand. “ Shdl we go on?’

Llannat said nothing.

The two unwounded men circled her dowly to left and right. Thetal one swept his staff upward;
she turned, dropping to one knee as his blow came smashing down, and swung her own staff in aflat arc
into his digphragm. He crumpled forward.

The patterns of power changed again as he fell. She pulled her staff back toward her and brought
the center up over her head into ahorizonta block. Wood struck against wood as she caught and
stopped ablow from behind.

She somersaulted backward, forcing the only Magelord till standing to leap over her or be
knocked down. He jumped; sherolled to her feet, pivoting into aguard position as he hit the ground and
spun to face her. He lunged. Sheturned alittle to let the ebony rod go past her, and whipped the butt of
her own staff forward and up into his masked face.

The wood caught him below the jaw, shattering the plastic mask and the bone and flesh benegth.
He went down, clutching hisface, and the blood ran out between his black-gloved fingers.

Of the three who had come out to answer her challenge, now only the one she had first wounded
remained-oddly fitting, she supposed, since he had also been the first to appear. He had regained hisfeet,
and held his gtaff in hisgood hand.

Llannat cameto guard position with her staff before her. Her opponent let hisarm fdl to hisside.
Llannat stayed in guard, having learned from an expert how fast that one-hand grip could move the short
rod up and into action. The Mage gave afaint laugh.

“You vedonewell so far, Adept,” he said. “Can you do aswell with this?’

He gestured, and she felt ahand close on her throat.

“ Adepts understand the structure of the universe,” said the other’ s mocking voice. “But we
Mageords contral it.”

The grip on her throat tightened. Illusion! sheinsisted, and threw herself open to the flow of
power. The unseen hand loosened its stranglehold and fell away.

“Very good-for an Adept,” said the Mage. “But we ve only just begun.”



VII. darvel: darplex; the citadel thevoid

Llannat screamed as the currents of power, around her warped and twisted. Dark sorcery pulled
at her, dragging her someplace she couldn’t see, couldn’t understand. She fought back in the only way
she could, struggling to ride the flow of the currents even as the sorcerer kinked and knotted them.

The wrenching and pulling came to a peak and stopped. LIannat opened her eyes and |ooked
around.

Theadley, and everything in it, had vanished. She and the Mage stood in a place of grey mist; no
zenith, no horizon, no ground underfoot. The creature that ranged itself alongside her adversary seemed
to be made out of mist as well-darker and more solid than the rest of this place, but just as featureless
and shifting.

Thething lashed out at her with awhiplike extension of its body. LIannat blocked. The shadowy
flail disspated as her staff hit it, but aready another pseudopod was coiling out to strike her on the side
of the head.

The scalding, unexpected pain dmost blinded her. She counterattacked by reflex, her staff
passing through the arm asif through mist. The agony receded, leaving her light-headed and dow. She
took along step backward and away from the hovering cresture.

The Mage swung his short ebony staff up into awhirling strike againgt her ribs. She knocked the
wegpon aside, but her counterattack dissolved in searing pain when another of the shadow-cregture’' s
misty arms looped out and curled around her torso. She cried out and twisted away.

“The creaturefollowsyou,” said the Mage. 1 willed it so-and herein the Void, what | will
becomeswhat isred.”

Llannat took one more step backward, and came to guard. She had to fight now; she had no
choice. Already she could fed the emptiness of the VVoid sapping her energy, as the place would
ultimately drain the energy from any living thing that traveled throughit, but the Mage' s creature made
meatters even worse. Her body ached wherever the pseudopods had touched, and energy flowed out
from those touches like blood from awound.

She gripped her staff tighter, and ran in toward the Mage. He met her with his own staff upraised.
She beat on it with al the strength of both arms, and his guard came down.

She gtarted the blow that would smash his skull, and aborted it asthe Mage' s creature flung out
another pseudopod. She ducked under the whip of grey-black fog, but even the near-miss |eft her
dinging dl over.

| can’'t afford to take hits from that thing, LIannat thought. She blocked against another flailing
extrusion and dissolved it into grey rags, blocked a blow from the other staff, and dodged the stroke of a
third pseudopod almost as an afterthought. But | can’t touch its master unless| do.

She steded hersdf to make another assault. But something new touched her awareness, and she
held back.



More Magel ords? she wondered, dodging and parrying by reflex. But the auras she' d caught
didn't fed like Mages at al, and shefelt asurge of renewed hope. If | can just get tothem. . .ina
place like this, even neutrals count as friendly.

Llannat broke away and ran.

Ahead of her, emerging from the mit, she could make out three figures: aman and awoman,
guiding athird person between them. The man paused, with the distinctive stillness of one who readsthe
patterns and currents of power, and halted his two companions with agesture.

A glance over her shoulder showed Llannat that the Mage had started running aso, narrowing
the gap between them. His creature drifted with him, apace or so ahead.

Llannat ran faster, expending energy at arecklessrate. She could fed the VVoid drawing more
life-force out of her with every breeth, but if she didn’t reach the strangers and find help, none of that
would matter anyhow.

Something grey and snaky curled down over her shoulder in alazy looping motion. She dropped
and rolled away from the pseudopod' s caress, but two more ropes of living mist whipped out and caught
her by waist and ankle as she came up.

Pain-blinded, she struck out at the shadow-creature’ s body. The misty substance thinned alittle,
but not enough. Before she could strike again, athird pseudopod lashed out and caught her right arm by
thewrigt.

Her gtaff fell from her hands. Then, suddenly, two of the strangers stood over her.

One, thewoman, carried aMagelord’ s short ebony staff, but wore an Adept’ sformal black. The
man with her was dressed like amechanic or aspacehand in aworn grey coveral-but he bore the staff of
an Adept, and his aura shone with the blinding white of a captured star.

They're Adepts! she thought, exultant, even asthe man called to her, “ Get back!”

She staggered away, and felt hersdf faling. Somebody caught and supported her-the third
granger, unarmed and holding away from the melee. LIannat got aflegting impression of someone
unknown but somehow not unknown, muffled to the eyesin ahooded cloak of heavy white wool.

Afriend, at least, shethought. But | know the others. | know them both.

The male Adept faced the Mage, their fight swirling before her asif they were partnersina
deadly dance. Owen Rossdlin-Metadi had till been an gpprentice the last time she' d seen him, but there
was no migtaking that aura, or the fluid economy of histechnique. And the woman-shorter than Owen,
and darker-whose staff kept the shadow-creature and its pseudopods at bay . . . Llannat had seen her
before, too.

Every time | passa mirror, shethought. But she’solder than | am. . . and Owen'’s different
too, somehow . . . .

“Don’t worry, child,” the stranger said. “ L eave the Mage and his pet to them. It’ stime you went
back. Ari needsyou.”



The stranger’ s voice was comforting, and oddly familiar. Llannat relaxed againgt the rough fabric
of thewoolen cloak, and her eyes closed. She thought that she felt ahand stroking her hair . . . and then
there was sunlight beating down on her face and hard ground under her back.

“Llannat,” avoicewascdling in her ear. “Llannat, we have to go now, Wake up, Llannat. Please
wake up.”

Ari drew his breath in through histeeth. He felt another jab of pain from his cracked rib, and
ignored it. He d taken worse from the sigrikka he d killed on his Long Hunt, and the sigrikka hadn't
smiled and called him “brother,” ether.

He growled in histhroat, awordless sound of disgust. He'd been fighting like athin-skin dl
along, when this smooth-voiced betrayer didn’t deserve that much consideration.

*That doesit,* Ari said in the Forest Speech, and took a step forward. * I’ m through with
play-fighting. Now I’'m going to kill you.*

Hetook another step, and Estisk drovein apunch at him. Thistime, Ari didn't wastetime
blocking it. Helet it smash into him, ignoring the pain, and kept on moving forward.

Estisk punched him a second time, and athird. Then Ari wasinside the Darvellin€ sreach and
grabbing the false Quincunx man by the collar with hisleft hand. The Darvelline struggled, fightingto dip
the hold. Ari twisted the handful of fabric tighter and dammed hisright fist into the other man’s somach
with dl the strength of his back and shoulders.

Then, likea sigrikka in akilling fury, he shook Estisk twice with neck-snapping force and flung
the Darveline away from him into the front door of the tool-issue point. The wooden panel burst outward
under the impact.

Ari went out between the hanging splinters. Estisk lay on his back in the sireet, dazed and
blinking.

Ari reached down and pulled the Darvelline upright. “ On your feet, you bastard.”

Estisk swayed, but stayed up. Ari’ s cracked lips curved into agrin.

“Good,” he said, knotting his handstogether like aclub. “I’m not done with you yet.”

On the last word, he brought hislocked fists up from his hips, smashing them against the side of
the other man’ s head with an impact that split the skin over hisknuckles and lifted the Darvelline clear off
the ground. Estisk staggered, going down on one knee for a second, and hauled himself back upright.

Ari swung his clenched fists up from the other sde. Thistime he heard bone crack asthey
connected. Again the Darvelline ssumbled backward, but still he refused to go down.

Again and again, Ari pounded the other man, driving him step by step across the street. Not until
Estisk reached the far sde of the road, and his heels met the curb, did the big Darvellinefall at last and lie
garing upward with eyesthat did not blink.



| don’t think | like this, thought Beka.

The Professor held the short ebony staff in front of him. A glowing red aura surrounded him and
reflected off the polished wals of the echoing reception chamber. Bekafollowed, blaster in hand, feding
superfluous-as she had felt ever since those last momentsin the entry bay, when the Professor had run
past the wreckage of the hovercar to adoor she’ d never even spotted, and opened it with one touch of
hisgaff.

He d taken the stairway beyond at arun, and she had followed him through a maze of
corridors-dl of them empty and lightless through what Beka uncomfortably thought might be the
Professor’ s sorcery.

Thisis the man who saved your neck back on Mandeyn, she reminded hersdlf. The one who
broke his armfor you in Flatlands Portcity. He's on your side.

They kept on, dways moving upward: up stairs, up ladders, up ramps, through rooms and dong
corridors. Nothing and nobody came out to stop them, but she till felt watched and followed by eyes
she couldn’t see. From time to time the Professor would pause, point without explanation to a particular
tilein thefloor, then legp over it. Or he would throw an object through adoor before entering it himself.
Shefollowed hislead-jumping where he jumped, pausing where he paused-and il her feding of
Wrongness grew.

They made it asfar asalarge reception chamber somewherein the Citadd’ s upper reaches.
There they stopped. Now the Professor stood in the center of the hall, turning first one way and then
another. The scarlet glow that surrounded him made shadows move in the cornerslikeliving things.

He' s looking for something, Bekathought. And | think he's found it.

The grey-haired Entiboran-or whatever he redly was-raised hisleft hand. A circle of greenish
flame sprang up from the floor in front of him. He said something, too low for Bekato catch the words,
and ablack shape appeared insde thefiery circle, shifting and elongating to become a black-robed
figure. A mask hid itsfeatures, but it carried ashort, sllver-bound staff like the Professor’s own.

More sorcery, shethought. Now | know | don’t like this.

The Professor lowered his upraised hand. The circle of witchfire died, but the figure in black
remained. Beka s copilot walked forward into the shadowy form. It solidified, taking on outline and detail
asthe Professor’ swhite shirt and black trousers|ost resolution, until the two were one.

“So you' ve come back at last.”

Bekawhirled toward the unfamiliar voice, her blaster coming up in her hand, but the black-robed
man standing at the far end of the hall never even gave her alook. She recognized the second man from
the Rolny’ s hovercar as he continued, “1 told them that if | waited long enough, you would return.”

“Half athousand years,” the Professor said, “isalong timeto wait.”

“Not to avenge treason.”



“| suppose not,” the Professor said. Beka couldn’t see his face behind the immobile features of
the molded plastic mask, but the familiar voice sounded weary, and alittle sad. “Well, now | am here”

“True,” said the stranger. Helifted his staff. A pae red-orange glow surrounded him, in contrast
with the Professor’ s deeper scarlet aura. “ Guard yoursdf, traitor.”

The Professor brought his staff up into what Beka supposed was a guard of some sort. “And you
do the same, my friend.”

“No friend of yours,” the stranger said. “ Keep that word for the ones you serve.”

“Asyou will,” the Professor said. His staff whipped out at the stranger in afiery blur.

The other’ s staff caught and stopped it only inches from his neck. Then Beka, watching, saw a
passage-at-arms such as she had never seen before-a fast-moving fight of advances and retreats,
stamping feet and swirling black robes. The glowing auras wove a colored tapestry in the air about the
two men asthey fought, and arcing streamers of colored fire crackled like smdl lightning bolts, making
the high-cellinged reception room resound with their echoes. But the Professor was smdller than his
adversary, and more dightly built; little by little the stranger seemed to gain the upper hand.

Beka gripped the Mark V1 blaster so hard her fingers ached, watching her copilot’s blows come
dower and dower while hisblocks and counters made it with lessand lesstime to spare.

| wish Owen could see this. Or Llannat. Maybe they' d be able to make sense of what's
going on. | certainly can't.

She bit her lip, and concentrated on keeping the Mark V1 trained on the stranger.

An opening came that she couldn’t see, and the stranger lunged. His staff struck the Professor full
in the torso. The crimson auradied, and her copilot dumped to the floor in a puddie of black robes.

Bekaraised her blaster and took aim.

A hand fell on her wrigt, pressing the weapon downward. “ Gently, Tarnekep,” murmured a
familiar voice besde her. “Waich.”

Out in the center of the floor, the stranger bent over the falen form. He removed the mask that
covered the dead man’ sface, and recoiled upward with acry.

Bekafet the weight leave her arm. The Professor stepped forward and away from her, still
dressed in the shirt and trousers he' d been wearing when al this started, his staff ready in hishand. The
stranger saw the movement and turned.

“Surprised?’ asked the Professor. “ Y ou shouldn’t be. Y ou spent al your strength and passioniin
fighting yoursdlf.”

The stranger gave aharsh laugh. “Y ou dwayswere good at illusions; that much hasn't changed.
But don't worry. | fill have enough strength left for you.”

The Professor raised his staff. Hisauraflared up in ablaze of red, far degper and brighter than



the stranger’s.
“Weworked in the same Circleonce,” her copilot said to the stranger. “Y ou can il yield.”

“Y ou betrayed our Circle!” shouted the other. “With you as First, we could have had the galaxy .
.. and now look at us. Bodyguardsfor the likes of Nivome the Rolny!”

“An honorable profession,” said the Professor, “if you choose to make it so. Once more-do you
yidd?

“No!” cried the stranger, and struck out.

The Professor beat the other’ s staff aside, and lunged for his head. The other blocked, and the
two men sprang apart.

If the fighting Beka had seen before had been deadly and beautiful, what she watched now had a

vicious eegance that made the previous exchange look like a back-street brawl. Shelet her blaster fdl to
her sde-the combat was moving too fast for her to keep the weapon trained.

Attack built upon attack, counterattack followed parry at a pace that never dackened. Both men
were moving easily, and neither had been hurt; it seemed to Beka that the two of them might well keep
up their dud forever, while the Citadd waited in some kind of suspended animation for them to finish.

Suddenly the fighting stopped. The two men froze, facing each other in guard. At last, the
stranger lowered his aff. “Y ou havewon,” hesaid. 1 admit defeat.”

The Professor lowered his own wegpon aswell. “ Stay, then, and fight beside me again for old
times sake.”

He tucked the staff back under his belt while he spoke. And as he did, the stranger raised his
weapon and swung on the older man.

Beka cried out. Her blaster was down at her Side, and the Professor, damn him, wasright in the
line of fire. But her copilot ducked under the staff asin camein, and caught the stranger by the shoulder
with hisleft hand. With the other, he embraced hisfoe.

Shefinished her sidestep and took aim, then lowered the blaster without firing. The Professor
pulled away hisright hand to reved abloody knife.

The black-robed body sagged forward. The Professor caught the stranger as hefell, and the two
men sank together to their knees. Tongues of pae green witchfire flickered about them both asthe
Professor cradled the other in hisarms.

At length Bekawalked forward. “ Professor, we have to go. We have thingsto do.”

The Professor looked up. “What? Oh, yes.”

“We haveto go,” shesaid. “Now. We haveto find Nivome.”

“Nivome.”



“Y ou remember,” she said urgently. “Hekilled my mother.”

“I remember,” said the Professor. His face was older than she had ever seenit-old, and tired.
“Nivome has little enough time l€ft, child; give him amoment more. Thisman wasmy friend, once.”

“I heard,” she said. “Do whatever you haveto.”
She stood by, watching, as the Professor laid out the other man on the floor, folding the
black-gloved hands around the ebony staff. The dying witchfire clung to the body, outlining it in eerie

light, even after the Professor rose to hisfeet.

“That way,” he said. He pulled his own staff free of his belt, and pointed to an archway at the
other end of the hall. “1t' s not much farther.”

The aura surrounding her copilot was deegp purple now; it gave only the faintest of illumination,
and theair dl about them was chill. Beka shivered ingde her black velvet long-coat as she and her
copilot walked together through the archway into yet another corridor.

Once outside the reception hall, the Professor shook off whatever emotion had been holding him
initsgrip. He strode dong at arapid pace, looking to right and |eft asif searching for something. He
began to speak doud as he waked, athing he hadn’t done earlier.

“Along thisway. Third turning, then up. Down the hal. Door on theleft. Two rooms. . .”

He stopped.

Bekalooked at her copilot. His foot was touching afloor tile that had somehow sunk a
quarter-inch below the level of the rest. Above that tile, amechanica spear had thrust out of thewall on
hisright, and the bloodied metal tip protruded from his side. He looked back at her over one shoulder.

“My lady, | am sorry. | had hoped to be with you until thefinish.” He glanced down at the spear,
and alook of confusion passed across his features. “Oh, dear. | seem to have ruined my shirt.”

The staff dropped from his hand. The violet auradied, and the hallway was eft in total darkness.
She couldn’t see anything. “ Professor?’

Nobody answered.

“Professor!”

She grabbed blindly for hisarm. It was limp and unresponding-no life there. Shewas doneinthe
heart of the Citadel, and the pitch-black darkness pressed around he.

Then the black ziggurat cameto life like agiant waking. She heard the hum of dectronics, loud
after the long silence, asthe light pand s returned; then awhirring started, and the automatic cameras
mounted at intervas dong the ceiling switched on and began to track.

But shedidn’t care; she didn’t care about any of it. She grabbed up the Professor’ sfallen staff
even though Tarnekep Portree had no use for such things, then raised her blaster and shot out the nearest



spy-eye before it could come to bear.
“Third turning, then left,” she muitered.
Gently, Tarnekep, the voice of memory whispered in her mind.
“Gently, hell!” she snarled, and blasted another spy-eye as she ran forward. “If | see them, they
die”
VIII. darvel: darplex; the citade

Jessan did shut the access plate and crawled out from under the aircar. “Wdl, Llannat, | think
that just about doesit . . . Llannat?’

No answer. The alley was quiet. Jessan looked around. A black-clad body lay facedown in the
dley ahead.

“Oh, no.”

He ran forward to the junction, skidding down onto his knees by the body. It wasn't Llannat.
The unknown wore black robesinstead of the Adept’ s plain black coveral, and someone had smashed
inhisface. A molded mask of black plastic hid what was | eft of hisfeatures. A short ebony staff lay on
the pavement next to the unknown’ s body.

Jessan checked for a pulse: none. Not surprising-the poor bastard probably choked on his
own blood.

He sat back on his heels and |ooked around. Another blackrobe lay nearby, as dead asthe fird.

Sowly, Jessan stood up. “Llannat!” he caled out. “Llannat!”

Nobody answered. He looked down the main alley toward the street-nothing. No bodies, no
tracks, no blood. He drew hisblaster. Holding it at the ready, he ran down the other aley to the next
fork and checked to right and to left.

The right-hand aley dead-ended in a ground-transport loading dock, its doors down and locked.
In the other direction, he could see a hint of green somewhere beyond the alley’ s mouth. He turned I ft.

He stopped where the dley opened out into the main road. The greenery turned out to belong to
alittle park acrossthe street. Inside the park, two black-clad figures sprawled on the close-trimmed
grass, surrounded by asmall knot of people. One of the bodies wore black robes like the first two-but
the other-

Jessan reholstered his blaster and strolled across the street to the edge of the crowd.

“Let methrough,” hesaid. “Let methrough. I'm amedic.”

He kept on walking forward as he spoke, and the circle parted. The smaler of the two bodies
was Llannat Hyfid, dl right. He knelt and put a hand to her neck. Her pulse was thin and weak, but it



wasthere,

She'salive. | don't see her staff anywhere, though. He checked the second body: no pulse,
no anything. Dead. Time to get out of here, | think.

“Anybody see what happened?’ he asked the crowd in generd.

“Therewasn't anybody thereat al,” said avoice from the back somewhere. “Then dl of a
sudden, there they were.”

“Yeah,” said another voice. “Likethey fell out of the sky or something.”

Interesting . . . but not what 1’d call useful. We still have to make it to the aircar before
Security gets here.

He bent over and put his mouth next to the Adept’' s ear.

“Llannat,” he caled softly. “Llannat, we have to go now. Wake up, Llannat. Please wake up.”
Her eydidsflickered alittle, and her lips moved. Jessan bent closer.

“Ari?’ she asked.

“It'sJessan,” hesaid. “Wake up. We Il go find Ari. Wake up. Ari needsyou.”

Her pulse grew stronger, and her breathing deepened. She began to stir.

“Get back, everyone,” Jessan ordered. “ Give her air.”

The crowd moved back alittle. He did hisarms under Llannat’ s knees and shoulders, and stood
up.

“Hey, wait aminute,” someone said. “Y ou shouldn’t move her.”

Jessan sighed. There's always somebody. “I haveto get her to the hospital,” he said. “My
vehicle sover that way.”

A shadow glided over the grass as he spoke. He glanced up, and saw an aircar with Security
markings circling to make another pass.

“NOBODY MOVE,” bellowed avoice from the sky. “STAY WHERE YOU ARE OR | WILL
OPEN FIRE.”

Jessan looked at the aley-only a street’ swidth away, but too far to run while carrying another.
He kept on walking.

“HALT OR | SHOQOT.”

Jessan froze in midstreet.



Maybe | can break for the alley once they ’ve grounded, he thought, without much optimism.
“Put medown,” said afaint voice. “I canwalk.”

“You're probably lying,” he muttered, lowering the Adept to her feet. “But what choice have we
got?’

He put one hand on his blaster, and the other around LIannat’ s shoulders. “The dley, on three”
Theaircar circled over them again. “DROP Y OUR WEAPONS.”
“One...two...three!”

They dashed for the dley. Jessan supported Llannat as much as he could. He hated to think what
reserves of energy the Adept must be drawing on to match his pace.

Overhead, the Security aircar whipped around in atight turn and started firing down at them.
Jessan drew his blaster and fired back, il running.

Energy bolts chewed up the pavement to either side of them asthe aircar passed by overhead
and climbed away, trailing black smoke from a hit to its underbelly. The aircar made arollover at the top
of itsloop and headed back toward them for another run.

I’ ve been here before, thought Jessan, staggering into the aley with Llannat in tow. In the
Professor’s gameroom. And | didn’t like the way it ended.

They plastered themselves against the wall as the Security aircar made a second pass, then
stumbled on down the dley to their own craft.

“Blagt,” said Jessan, panting. “We can't take off with our nose against the dead end like that.
Fed up to helping meturn thisboat in place?’

“Notime” Llannat said.

“Blagt,” Jessan said again. The Adept wasright: he could hear Srens converging on the areafrom
al directions.

“Getinthearcar anyway,” Llannat said.

“But we don't have room for takeoff!” he protested, helping the Adept into the cockpit ahead of
him as he spoke.

“Don’'t worry. Switch on the engineswhen you think it’stime.”
“When |-right.”
Llannat closed her eyes and placed both hands on the aircar’ sinstrument panel. The console

dtarted to vibrate, and its readouts and telltales blinked from green to amber to red to green again. A
moment longer, and thewhole arcar began to shake. Then, dowly, it lifted straight up.



Energy fire came down the dley from behind them.
| think it stime.

Jessan hit the main engineignition switch. At the same ingtant, he fed forward power. The craft
began to move through the air, building speed until true lift took over.

He put the aircar into aclimb and looked over at Llannat.
“Now what?’ he asked.

The Adept had collapsed back into the copilot’s seat. Her face was mottled and her jacket was
soaked with sweat. She didn’t open her eyes as she spoke. “ Set course for Warhammer.”

“What about Beka and the Professor?” he demanded. “What about Art, if it comesto that? Y ou
were worried enough about him five minutes ago.”

“Wecan't help them here. Please, Jessan ...~

Almogt angrily, he punched the "Hammer’ s coordinatesinto the aircar’ slittle on-board
navicomp. “All right. We re heading home.”

He pushed the throttle al the way forward and banked the aircar into aturn. The Citadd,
looming black and featurel ess on the horizon, did from the cockpit’ s front windows around toward the
Sde as he added, “But we don't lift from Darvell without the captain.”

Llannat didn’t respond. The Citadel disappeared from the side window, and reappeared in the
rear monitor. In thetiny screen, thetip of the black ziggurat blazed for a second with aburst of brilliant
light. Heavy smoke followed, billowing out to hang over the Citadd like alow-flying cloud.

“Now that looksinteresting,” Jessan said. “Check it out, Llannat-Llannat?’

He glanced over at the Adept. | ought to have my license revoked, he thought. Labored
breathing, shivering, cold sweat-she needs to be flat on a hospital cot, not running around
Darplex levitating aircars.

“What we want now,” he said doud, “isthe autopilot. Get this bird headed for home, and | can
forget about playing daredevil flier and go back to taking care of casudties.”

He reached out to lock in the automatic controls, but his hand never got there. Alarms began
pipping al over the console instead, and seconds later colored light boiled in the ar outside the cockpit
windows.

Fighters, thought Jessan. He cut right to ruin the other pilot’ sfiring solution, then left to regain
track. | wish | were better at this.

“Upthedairs,” the Professor had said.



Bekatook the metal staircase two steps at atime, the Mark V1 ready in her hand. Something
moved on the upper landing, and shefired.

Beka Rossdin-Metadi sometimes missed; Tarnekep Portree never did. The hunter/killer robot
disintegrated in ashower of white sparks and fragments of hot metal, and Beka kept on running.

She reached the landing. The door out to the corridor began diding open. Shefired into the gap
asit widened, then took the door in alow dive, firing again as she came up.

A man lay inthe halway, historso amess of bone and seared mesat. A second Security guard
crouched in the shelter of his partner’ sbody. He fired, and the blaster bolt whined over her head into the
now-closing doorway.

She held her fire. The security man haf-rose to get a second shot at her; she pressed down the
firing stud on the Mark VI and held it there. When she released it, the second man was as dead asthe
fird.

Something rolled under her hand as she pushed away from the floor and stood up: the first
guard' s blaster. She tucked the Professor’ s staff out of the way under her belt, and picked up the blaster
with her free hand.

More movement-hunter/killers, floating into action at either end of the hall. Shefired both
blasters. One robot exploded and the other went wild, caroming off the walls and firing at random.

“‘Downthehdl, ” sherecited, like an incantation. “ ‘Door on theleft.” ”

A half-dozen strides, and the door was in front of her. She took out the lockplate just asthe
Professor had taught her, with a precision burst from her right-hand blaster. The doors started to dide

apart.

She brought the two blasters up waist-high, and stood in the open doorway firing at everything
that moved. She didn’t stop until the room was lill.

Bekawent insde. Dead men and burnt-out security monitors were everywhere. The room
amelled of blagter fire and burning electronics. A mobile fire-extinguisher unit emerged from its cubbyhole
and began scuttling about amid the corpses, spraying the smoking comp units with inert gas. She watched
it work for a second, and then shot it aswell.

“Let the damned place burn,” she muttered, looking about at the wreckage. “ ‘ Two rooms. ..’

The sgn onthefar door read, smply, director. Shewalked up to it and shot out the lockplate.
The door did open.

A man sat behind a massive desk on the far Side of the room, in front of an alegoricd tapestry
representing the Sundering of the Galaxy. “Y ou didn’'t need to do that,” he said. “ The door wasn't
locked.”

Unlessdl theflatpix and Jessan’s memory were lying, thiswas Nivome the Rolny. Shetook a
step into the room and looked about. Nivome kept his hands flat on his desk.



“Ah,” hesad. “ Tarnekep Portree. I’ ve heard of you. Infact, I’ ve developed more than a casua
interest, ever since you were spotted on-planet.”

Go ahead and talk, she thought, still checking out the room. Her blasters never wavered from
their target. See how much good it does you.

“For thelast year or more, Captain Portree,” Nivome continued, “you’ ve delighted in interfering
with our plans. May | ask why?Who could possibly be paying you enough?’

She had the holoprojector spotted now, and shot it out by way of answer. Nivome and the desk
both vanished.

The tapestry remained; she took amoment to set her right-hand blaster to low stun, then strode
up to thewall hanging and yanked it aside. She wasn't surprised to see another door behind it.

Pulling aside the tapestry must have sent some kind of signal, because this door opened before
she could eventouchiit. A blaster bolt flashed out, taking her low in theright side.

Bekafired back, right-handed, and the man who had shot her crumpled. Shelooked at the
unconscious body.

It was Nivomefor redl, thistime. Except for the two of them, the room was empty. She walked
over and prodded the Rolny’ s motionless form with the toe of her boot.

“I ought to kill you right now, you son of abitch. But | want to give you to someonefor a
present.”

She tucked the spare blaster into the waistband of her trousers. The movement hurt; she felt
blood starting to seep out of the wound in her Sde as the cauterizing effect of the blaster bolt wore off.

She pulled Tarnekep Portree’ s lace-trimmed handkerchief out of her coat deeve and stuffed the
delicate fabric in between the wound and her shirt to stop the bleeding. Her fingers came away red and
gticky. Shelooked a them, and the redity of the Situation hit her at last.

There’sno way | can possibly get out of here.

Bekathumbed her blaster setting back to full, and pointed the weapon a Nivome. Then she
lowered it again.

No, not yet. There's still one move they might not be expecting. But | can’t do it alone.

She switched the blaster to her other hand and reached into the pocket of her long-coat. She
found the comm link, and keyed it on.

“Ari,” shesad. “Ari, thisisBee. I'min trouble. Please get me out.”

Ari shifted positionsin the pilot’ s seet of hisstolen aircar, trying to find someway to Sit that didn't
make his cracked rib hurt even worse.



Blinking hard, he checked the instruments again. He was having trouble seeing out of hisleft eye,
and the read-outs kept blurring when he tried to bring them into focus. Level flight . . . good attitude . .
. low altitude. . . no contacts on the scope.. . .

“Ari,” said avoice from somewherein the cockpit. “Ari, thisisBee. I'min trouble. Please get me
aJt_”

“Dammit, Bee,” he muttered. “Y ou always pull these crazy stunts, and then expect meto take
care of you.”

Hisjaw hurt and his head felt thick. Something was wrong. Hewas donein the aircar-that wasit.
He shouldn’t be listening to asister who was't there, and who sounded scared.

“Ari!l” camethecdl again, through theringing in hisears. “Ari, are you there?’

The voice seemed to be coming from right beside him. He turned his head that way, grimacing as
several more sets of muscles protested the move, and squinted at the copilot’s seat. Nobody there.
Maybe | am crazy.

Then the afternoon light shone through the cockpit window and glinted off something small and
metallic lying on the seat cushions: the comm link he! d left there when he went into Building 125-34 to
ettle accounts with Estisk. He picked up the comm link and keyed it on.

“Beka, thisisAri. Whereareyou?’

“I’'minthe Citadd, at the top. Come get me?’

She was scared, he realized-scared or angry, or maybe both. “ Sure thing, Bee. How do | find
you?”

He heard his sgter laughing over the comm link, and the sound made the hairs on his neck stand
on end.

“Watch for my sgnd, big brother. You can't missit.”
Thelink clicked off. Ari turned the aircar and headed for the Citadd.

Nobody bothered him. The aircar’ s built-in identification devices must be sgnding that it had
permission to enter that airgpace-one of the advantages to stealing the head man’ s persona runabouit.

He put the aircar into aclimb, bringing it up to the dtitude of the black ziggurat’ s upper levels.
Suddenly, he saw aflash. Onewall on the topmost floor crumpled outward, faling down and away like
an avalanche. A cloud of thick black smoke hung in the air for afew seconds before beginning to drift on
thewind.

“You'reright, Bee” hesaid doud. “I couldn’'t missit.”

He toggled the side cargo door open, and turned the aircar into the smoke.



Beka clicked off the comm link and stuffed it back into her pocket. She pulled out the collapsor
and peded off thefilm covering the device' s adhesive surface.

Dot right the first time, shetold hersdlf, pressing the flat disk hard against what she hoped
wasan outsdewal. Onetryisall you get.

She dided the collapsor up to maximum power, then set the timer and entered the arming
sequence. The glowing red numbers on the readout started their march down to detonation. She hadn'’t

dlowed hersdf much leeway; reinforcements would be showing up any minute now, and none of them
would befor her.

You'll die before | do, shethought, looking at the Rolny’ s unconscious form. But maybe-if I'm
lucky-not just yet.

She crouched by his head and dapped him across the face with her free hand, back and forth
until he grunted and started to come out of his stun.

His eyes blinked open; she made certain that the first thing he saw was the muzzle of her blaster.
She kept it trained on him as she stood.

“Get up,” shesad. “Weregoing for alittlewak.”

Nivome staggered to hisfeet. “Whatever they’ re paying you, I'll doubleit.”

“There snot that much money in the universe,” shetold him. With asudden motion, she grabbed
Nivome swrist in her left hand, twisting his arm up between his shoulder blades. She pressed the muzzle
of her blagter into the small of his back.

“Walk,” she ordered.

The Rolny walked. Together, they moved out through the false office and the security room, and
into the corridor.

Bekaflattened hersdf againgt the wdll, holding Nivome in front of her likeashied. Down the hdl,
someone peeked around a half-open door, and seconds later ablaster bolt sizzled against the wall by her
head.

“Don’'t shoot, you idiot!” Nivome shouted. “It' smel”

“Very smart,” said Beka, sending areturn beam down the hallway. “Y ou may just live past today
afterdl.”

But | wouldn't bet the family silver on it, if | were you, she thought, waiting for the sound of
the collapsor. Only a few seconds left to go.

The grenade went off with asound like amountain blowing itsdlf apart. She wrenched Nivome
back around, and shoved him ahead of her through the doorway.

The shock of the collapsor blast had thrown the diding doors apart al the way back to the rear
office. Where the wall had been was now acloud of dense smoke. . . but the cloud was shot through



with sunlight, and from somewhere outside she could hear the sound of an aircar’ sengines.

Still pushing Nivome before her, Bekawent forward toward the light.

I X. darvdll: the citadd; darvell near space

Beka pushed Nivome torward the gap the collapsor had made in thewall of the Citadel. The
floor ended an inch beyond the toes of her boots, and she didn’t like to think about how far below her
the ground might be. Somewhere out in the smoke, the aircar purred closer.

She gtill had her prisoner in the come-along grip. He was too groggy from the stun-bolt to protest
much, even if the blagter pressed againgt his spine had |eft him any choice.

“If I pushed you right now,” she said, just in case, “you’ d fall along way down before you
bounced.”

The Rolny didn’t reply. Sometime in the past couple of minutes, he' d apparently decided that
Tarnekep Portree was too crazy to reason with.

Funny thing about that, thought Beka, as the gpproaching aircar gradually becamevisible
through the smoke. He' sright.

Theaircar flew past the side of the building, close enough for her to see that the cargo door
gaped open. Then the craft veered off into the smoke and came circling back toward the Citadel to make
another pass.

The drone of its engines changed to aragged growl asthe pilot reduced speed.
“Not so dow,” shemuittered. “You'll loselift.”

Theaircar cameinclose. .. closer . . . if thewal had ill been there, the aircar’ sright wingtip
would have broken againgt it. The open cargo door yawned like a cave-mouth, only yards away and
drawing nearer every second. She could see the leap she' d have to make, severa feet out and along
step down if she missed.

If | were an Adept, shethought, I’d just grab hold of the currents of the universe, and hitch
aride on over. But I’m not an Adept, so-

“You'd better hope I’m lucky,” she said to Nivome, and pushed him ahead of her asshe
jumped.

Bekafelt aolit second of weightless panic. Then shewasfdling hard againgt thefar wall of the
cargo compartment as Ari banked the aircar left. Nivome landed under her; she till had hisarm up in the
come-along. She thumbed the blaster in her other hand back down a notch to Heavy, put the muzzle
behind his ear, and shot him again. He went limp and did down onto the aircar’ s decking.

Behind her, the cargo door dammed shut with a clang. She scrambled over and dogged it down,
then clambered forward and collapsed into the copilot’s seet.



Ari looked around from the controls. “ Strap in, baby sister. Where do you want to go?’

She gtared at him. A bruised and bleeding gash marked the right side of hisjaw, hisleft eye had
puffed almost shut, and his hands on the control yoke were red-knuckled and swollen.

“What the hell happened to you?’ she asked.

“I gotinafight,” hesad. “Where sthe Professor? Still taking care of thingsin the cargo
compartment?’

“That’ s Nivome back there.” She leaned her head back against the seat cushions. Her right side
was hurting her now; it felt like someone had shoved aburning torch into it. “ The Professor won't be
coming.”

“Dead?’ Ari asked.

She closed her eyes. “That’ sright.”

“I'msorry, Bee”

“The hell with sorry,” she said. “Where' s Jessan?’

She heard her brother sigh. “I don’t know.”

“Dammit, Ari, | told him and LIannat to take the aircar up and go looking for you-don’t Sit there
saying you don't know where heigl”

“All right. I won't. Now tell me where you want to go.”

“Set a course back for Warhammer,” she said without opening her eyes. “They’d head thereif
anything went wrong.”

Thearcar droned on in sllence for afew minutes. Her side throbbed in rhythm with the engines.
Ari exclamed something under his breath. She dragged her eyes open again.

“What isit, big brother?’

“Look up ahead,” he said. “I think we' ve found them.”

She pushed herself away from the seat back and |ooked out the front window. Y es, there was
the aircar that should have been their getaway craft. One of the Darvelline atmospheric fighterswas on its

tail, getting lined up for afiring pass.

Dodge him, you Khesatan idiot-dodge him! Frantic, she searched the copilot’ s side of the
console for wegpon controls. “Bloody hdll, Ari-aren’t there any guns on this damned ground-hugging
boat of yours?’

Ari pulled the aircar up and added throttle. “ Don’t worry about it.”



She bit down hard on her lower lip, and watched in silence as Ari began to sneak up on the
Darvdline fighter from behind. Another moment, and he wasin tight beside the Darvdline, flying with his
left wing under theright wing of thefighter.

Ari put the aircar into ahard bank, and the left wing tilted up to strike the underside of thewing
aboveit. Thefighter flipped down into avertica spin.

“Not bad,” she said asthe Darvelline spirded earthward.
Her brother looked pleased with himsdlf. “I told you not to worry.”
Jessan’ svoice came over the comm link. “Isthat the Terror of the Spaceways back there?’

“None other,” said Ari. “Get on the deck-we have to switch to your aircar. Thison€e' s just about
hadit.”

“No trouble. Taking it down.”

A minute or S0 later, Bekafelt the aircar settling to the ground. She unstrapped the safety
webbing. The movement pulled a the wound in her sde, making her head spin.

How much blood have | 1ost? she wondered. Just let me get Warhammer into hyper space
before | go under, that’s all | ask.

She pushed open the cockpit door on her side and started climbing out. “Y ou get Nivome,” she
told Ari over her shoulder. “Damned if I'll carry the bastard.”

She heard Ari muttering under his breath and then his footsteps clunked back toward the cargo
compartment.

She leaned her forehead againgt the side of the aircar. How long have we got before somebody
€l se shows up to shoot at us? The Professor would have known . . . the Professor . . . damn you,
Nivome, | hope your Citadel burnsto the ground.

“WEe ve got to stop mesting like this” said afamiliar voice at her elbow.

“Jessan!” she exclaimed, turning.

He embraced her, hard; she hugged him back, harder, in spite of what that did to the painin her
sde. He must have noticed something, though, because he let go and stepped away to look at her.

“If 1 ask whose blood that ison your shirt,” he said, “will you pull aknife on me again?’
She shook her head. “No. It'sall mine, thistime.”
“Bad?

“It'Il keep until we make the jump,” she said, and turned back toward the cargo compartment.
“Ari!” shecaled. “Have you got our passenger yet?’



The door clanked open behind her. “I have him, Bee,” said her brother, emerging with Nivome
dung over his shoulderslike arolled-up rug.

“Good.” She moved away from the side of the aircar, heading for the armed craft Jessan had set
down not far off. “Let’ s get out of here before the law shows up.”

Minutes |ater, the getaway aircar lifted with Ari at the controls. Beka sat beside him in the
copilot’ s seet that had held LIannat Hyfid not long before.

She didn’t know what was wrong with the Adept, only that she was out even colder than
Nivome. Ari and Jessan had argued diagnoses the whole time they’ d been strapping LIannat into one of
the fold-down cotsin the back, and Beka had gotten the impression that they didn’'t know either.

“Massveinterna bleeding?’ she’' d heard Jessan wondering doud at one point. “Or isthis some
weird Adept thing they didn’t teach us about in class? You tdl me what’s norma for somebody who
pops out of nowhere and moves aircars around just by thinking about it hard enough. . . ”

The console readouts were blinking; she glanced at them, then at the screensfor confirmation.

“WEe ve picked up atail,” she said aoud.

“How many?’ asked Ari, from the pilot’ s sedt.

“Just one, o far. Can you lose him?’

“| can do better than that,” Ari said. “Watch.”

He banked hard |eft and put the aircar into adive. Beka saw a Darvelline fighter below them and
climbing. Their energy gunswent off with azinging whistle, and the fighter exploded.

“Got you!” crowed Ari astheir own aircar rocked in the turbulence.
“Big brother, you amaze me sometimes.”

“Compared to everything else I’ ve done today,” Ari said, “that was so easy it ought to beillegal.
Now thered fun sarts.”

He banked again to anew heading, tilted the aircar’ snose up, did the throttles al the way

forward, and flipped on the thrust inducers. The roar of the engines changed to a high, tooth-aching
whine, and inertia pressed Beka down into the seat cushions. Her side hurt; she could fed it bleeding

again.

Ari cut the engines back to minimum throttle. The pressure on her chest and her wounded side
disappeared asthe aircar went into free-fall.

She heard ayell from the cargo compartment. “Lords of Life, what are you two doing up there?’
“Taking the quickest way home,” she yelled back. “We vejust gone balistic.”

“Coming into final approach,” Ari said. “So far, so good.”



Beka shook her head. “Too good, big brother. It shouldn’t be this easy.”

Dazzling white light filled the front window as she spoke. She shut her eyes.

“Massve energy strike,” said Ari’s degp voice next to her. “Right about where our calculated
landing place should have been. Somebody must have figured out we had a spaceship hidden
somewhere, and decided to take it out before we could get his boss on board.”

Decided to take it out. My ship. Just like that. She pulled the knife out of her deeve, and
started to unstrap.

“Bee, whet the hell-”
“If the”Hammer isgone, I'm not waiting any longer. The Rolny buysit right now.”

Next to her, Ari chuckled. “Relax and strap back in. | deliberately overshot when | plotted this
thing. There was awhole mountain peak between that blast and the "Hammer.”

“Daddawould be proud of you,” she said, diding the knife back. “Uh-oh . . . more contacts on
the scope. Big ones, low and dow, matching course.”

“Troop carriers,” Ari said. “They’ll wait until we set down, then try to run arescue.”
“Burnthem.”

Her brother shook his head. “No good-they’ d just send more. Groundside' s probably tracking
usfrom one of those spy satdliteswe saw on theway in.”

“Damn.” Shehit her lip, and watched the winking points of light on the scope. “Ari, you packed
thefirg-aid kit for thisaircar. Did you throw in anything strong enough to bring someone out of heavy
suninabig hurry?’

She saw him frown. “1t’ staking a chance on turning his brainsto scrambled eggs.”

“l don't carewhat he thinkswith,” shesaid. “Just so he can walk.”

She turned her head and shouted back into the cargo compartment. “Jessan! Crack open the
first-aid kit and bring the prisoner round! Ari, set usdown alittle way outside Defiant’ s cloaking field.”

“Got you, Bee. Going down.”

By thetime Ari got the aircar grounded, the troop carriers were closing. Beka could see one of
them from the cockpit window, hovering on high-step nullgravs not ahundred yards away. She
unstrapped the safety webbing and stood up, grimacing as the motion pulled at her wounded side.

“Get LlIannat,” she said to her brother. “ Jessan!”

“Captan?’

“Status on the prisoner.”



“Hell wak.”

“Good.” Shewasin the cargo bay by the time she finished speaking, and saw that the Khesatan
had been as good as hisword. He had Nivome on hisfeet and semiconscious, hands bound behind him
with tape out of the firgt-aid kit.

Her brother aready had Llannat out of the other cot.

The Adept looked like a child cuddled next to Ari’ s broad chest. Bekatried to reconcile the
picture with Jessan’ s comment about moving aircars around by force of will, and had no luck.

“Shedill withus?’
“Inand out,” Jessan said. “ She keeps waking up and looking for something that isn't here.”
“Her gaff, youidiot,” growled Ari. “Y ou don't think sheleft it behind on purpose, do you?’

Bekapulled the Professor’ s staff out from under her belt, and gaveit to her brother. “Here. Give
her thisif she asksagain. It'snot the same, but maybeit'll help. And | sure haven't got any usefor it.”

Ari looked unhappy. “Bee, you don’'t have to-”

Sheignored him. “All right. We re going out the cargo door and heading for the ship. Ari, you're
in the middle with Llannat. Jessan, get out your blaster and bring up therear.”

She undogged the door and did it open. Then she pulled her knife. “The Rolny and | are going
firdt, just to make a nice show and impress the dirtside troopies.” She twisted Nivome' s bound hands up
behind him, and put the point of the knife at the juncture of histhroat and jaw. “Wak, you.”

Nivome obeyed. Outside, she could see another troop carrier hovering not far from thefirst.
Foot soldiersin blast armor had aready formed up into a skirmish line outside the vehicles. At the sight of
Nivome, they held their fire.

She pitched her voiceto carry. “Y ou know who I’ ve got here. One funny move, and | art
cutting pieces off of him. | want an armed spacecraft and safe conduct into hyperspace, and | want them
now!”

She crossed the few yards of open ground between the grounded aircar and the treeswith her
dagger’ s point nuzzling the Rolny’ sthroat every step of the way. She didn’t dare look back to see
whether Ari and Jessan had followed her-not until she’ d marched Nivome well into the woods, and
passed with him through the area of visud distortion that marked the edge of the cloaking field.

Only after she' d confirmed that the ’Hammer and Defiant till waited for them unmolested did
shelet hersdlf look around. Ari wasthere, holding Llannat and looking grim, and Jessan, reholstering his
blagter. The Khesatan gave her an encouraging smile.

“Y ou menaced them most convincingly, Captain.”

“It helpsif you meanit,” shesad. “If we'relucky, they’ll waste sometimetrying to talk usinto
coming out of the woods with our hands up. Let’s get on board and lift ship.”



She watched as Jessan, the only member of the party with afree hand, punched the security
codesinto the’Hammer’ s entry pandl. “1 hate to leave Defiant for those bastards to take apart,” she
sad, “but it'sgoing to take al of usjust to get the "Hammer up and into hyper.”

The ramp came down. She prodded Nivome up it with thetip of her knife.

“Everybody aboard. Ari, you strap Llannat down for lift-off and then start warming up the
engines. I'll be up to the cockpit as soon as Jessan and | get Dadda s birthday present secured
bel owdecks.”

Ari headed forward, still carrying Llannat. Bekathumbed the ramp closed.

“Cover him,” she said to Jessan, and stepped away from Nivome to open one of the’Hammer’s
cargo holds. She gestured toward the opening with the point of her dagger. “Y ou-Nivome-get in there.”

The Rolny obeyed. She dogged the airtight hatch back into place and straightened up again. This
time she couldn’t help the stifled noise she made asthe hole in her Sde opened and bled afresh. Again,
Jessan reached out a hand. She moved away.

“It' [l keep until we make hyper, | tell you,” she said, throwing the compartment’ s external lock
switch as she spoke. “Let’ s get forward.”

In the cockpit, Ari was bending over the copilot’s couch and fastening the safety webbing across
Llannat’ s unconscious form. Beka checked the control pand (Automatics well advanced on the lift
sequence) and the view outside the cockpit (Still no troopersin the clearing) beforeturning to her
brother.

“What do you think you' re doing?’

“Y ou know a better-cushioned place to strap someonein for lift-off?” He straightened, and gave
her an appraising look. “Y ou’ d better take agun and let me lift ship, Bee-you look like they forgot to
bury you.”

She shook her head. “Like hdl you' re flying my ship. Y ou go shoot.”

“Bee, you're hurt bad and you know it. If you passout we'redl in trouble.”

She felt her temper rising, and held on to the back of the pilot’ s seat with both hands. Gently,
shetold hersdf. Gently. “Listento me, Ari. You're hdl on wingsin atmospheric craft. | admitit. But | fly

gpaceshipsfor aliving, and you don't.”

“She'sright, Ari,” said Jessan.

“Damnit, Nyls, look at her!”

“I know,” said the Khesatan. “I know. Just pass methe first-aid box. Now, Captain, if you'd let
metakeyour coat . . . good. . . you Sit there and finish running down the checklist, and I'll see about
doing apatch-and-go job that' |l hold you together until we make hyperspace.”

Shetook the pilot’ s seat and started flipping switches, only haf-aware of Jessan till murmuring



to himsdf as he cut away the blood-stiffened fabric of her shirt and probed the blaster wound with skilled
fingers

“Lookslikeit missed dl themgjor organs. . . but it isanasty one, no two ways about that.
Straight into the healing pod as soon as we get home, and no argument . . . lend me ahand here, Ari?. ..
thanks. There. That pressure bandage ought to keep the bleeding under control-let me get you some
fluids before welift.”

She shook her head and pointed out the window. Darvelline troopers, several squads of them,
burgt into the clearing and Sarted firing.

“Notime” shesad. “Get to battle stations-I’m lifting in thirty seconds whether you'rein place or

Jessan counted under his breath as he and Ari ran &ft for the guns.

“ ... twenty, twenty-one, twenty-two . . . ” The captain had been generous with her estimate.
On “twenty-threg” hefelt the "Hammer’ s forward nullgravstilting the ship’s nose upward, and on
“twenty-five’ the acceleration hit.

Hemadeit the last few feet to the Number Two gun position in an uphill fight againgt gravity. He
found the Arm switch after amoment’ s panicky search, pushing it left-handed while hisright hand
worked the straps on the safety webbing.

Something exploded, down below. The white flash filled the gun bubble, and after the light faded
he could see an angry red ball mushrooming upward toward them.

“What went off dirtsde?’ he called over theinternal comm as he settled the headset into place.

He heard Beka s unsteady laugh. “That was Defiant blowing hersdlf to pieces. | guessthe
Professor didn’t want anybody else messing around with her, ether.”

Outside the gun bubble, the sky was going from blue to black. A few stars came out, and a
brighter disk-shaped spot appeared against them.

Satellite, Jessan thought. Over the headset, he heard Ari’ s voice muttering something about
gratuitous violence, and then Number One gun fired.

“Keep doing that and they’ Il spot us as hostile for sure,” Jessan said.
“If they don't already have usdown ashogtile,” came Ari’ sreply, “then they never will.”

What the hell, Jessan thought, and picked out a satellite of hisown to shoot at. | could use the
practice.

A beam of energy streaked forward past the bridge from the dorsa gun bubble. Trigger-happy



lunatics, thought Beka, asthe ’Hammer emerged from atmosphere. They’ re not going to hit a
damned thing at that range.

She brought the acceleration up as high as she dared-Don’t want my gunners blacking out on
me-and divided the rest of her attention between the sensor readouts and the real space vista out the
cockpit windows. Neither view |ooked encouraging. On the control panel, the ’Hammer’ s sensors were
showing multiple transmissions on frequencies usualy used by fire control and homing mechanisms. And
outsde, the sky wasfull of tracking devices, most of them pointed straight t her.

Time for the jammers, she thought, and flipped the newest addition to the array of switcheson
the control panel. That’s one more thing | owe you, Professor.

Another touch, and airtight doors throughout the ship sighed closed. She rotated the ' Hammer
about her axis onceto look for aclear route out, found aline that had fewer shipsaong it than the rest,
and sat the navicomps to work checking for ajump point.

“Don’'t get picky on menow,” she muttered. “ Just put mein the gdaxy someplace. | can find my
ownway home.”

The guns hammered out aquick burgt, and aflash of light erupted nearby, “Where the hell did he
come from?’ she demanded, as shrill pippings from the control panel warned of lock-on. She switched
on the ’Hammer’ s range gate pull-off transmitter in an attempt to divert any missleshomingin, and
checked the sensor readouts again.

“Damn,” she muttered. “Damn, damn, damn.. . . ” One of the satellites below was spinning,
bringing its weagponsto bear.

A bolt of fire streaked out, and within seconds the blackness of space around the ' Hammer
turned into awire cage of crossing beams. She increased velocity and changed course again, gasping as
theforce tore at the wound in her side.

Another darm dhrilled in her ears: loss of internal pressure in the forward cargo hold. The
bulkheads can hold it. She dapped the Siren off.

A ship the Size of a Space Force cruiser cameinto visual range behind and benegth her, dropping
off one-man fightersasit came. Look at the good side, shetold hersdf, increasing the velocity again.
You made it past the orbital stuff.

The cruiser wasfaling behind now, dwindling out of visua-the ' Hammer’ s outs zed engines had
donethetrick again. “That' sagirl!” Bekacrooned to her ship. “Fastest pair of legsinthegalaxy . . . oh,
damn!”

The’Hammer’ s guns begt out their staccato rhythms, and more silent explosionslit up the
blackness. Another cruiser had Ieft its picket duty to come up ahead of her.

She checked the navicomps. “ Come on, come on! Give me ajump point, will you?’

But the“working” lightskept on flashing. All this twisting and dodging keeps changing the
equations. | need to get clear of these warships and take a straight run.



She cut hard left and spiraled again to get clear of the warship in front of her. Energy bolts traced
across the’Hammer’ s ventral surface asafighter sped by. Fire from her own gunsfollowed him ashe
ran.

“You'redoing good,” she caled over the internal comm to the gun bubbles. “ Just keep them off
mewhilel head for jump.”

Nyls Jessan dewed Number Two gun around to take aim at another incoming fighter.

“I hear you, Captain,” he said to Beka over the headset, and to himsdlf, Keep cool. Pretend it’s
a simulation. Hefired, and thefighter blew up.

“Not bad,” Ari said through the earphones.

Jessan fired again. A miss, thistime. “1’ll have you know that I’ m agraduate of the Space Force
Gunnery Familiarization Program.”

He heard the sound of Number Onefiring, and then Ari’svoice again. “'Y ou mean the course that
teaches medics how not to accidentally blow up the guys on their own sde?’

“That'sthe one”

Something out there beyond the armor-glass exploded in a dazzle of white light. Jessan fired
blind, letting the targeting computer swing the gun position around for him.,

If it moves, it’s hostile. Smplifies things a lot.

He heard anoise like athunderclap-Lords of Life, that was close! -and felt the " Hammer
shudder. Over the headset, he caught Ari muttering something in the Forest Speech that the big Galcenian
saved for serious curaing. Something must have gone wrong.

A second later, he redlized just how wrong.

The sound of the engines had stopped.

Now we're really in trouble, thought Beka. A hit aft from one of the fighters screaming by had
prompted the engine-room damage-control systemsto take over and cut power. The ’Hammer kept on
moving forward with her speed intact, but the readouts on the cockpit control pand showed that the ship
was no longer accelerating.

Using the real space engines now would mean a chance of burning them out. On most ships, DC
systems couldn’t be reset until repairs were made, anyway. But the ’Hammer isn’t most ships, thought
Beka. And we'll never make it up to jump speed like this.

She reached up above her head and cut in the overrides.



The”Hammer surged to the side before picking up her forward acceleration again. Beka
frowned: the engines were a bit skewed.

“Jump speed,” shetold the ship. “That'sdl | ask.”

Another warship showed in the forward screen, coming up fast toward visud range. She
checked its position.

Hell. It s sitting right on our jump point. She cut and spun left and downward to find another
point. Give me roomto run and | won't care about the calculations-1’ll jump blind if I have to, just
let me get velocity!

The maneuver flashed more darm lights from the engine readouts. Tube One was fluttering on the
edge of burnout aready. Another Darvelline fighter zipped past, shooting asit went. The power-level
indicators for the ' Hammer’ s weapons bobbled in reply.

At least we're till shooting back.

The starboard engine went out, then cut back in at half-thrust. She bit her lip in frustration, and
cut power in the port engine to keep from spinning out of control with the off-center push. Once more,
the acceleration readout dowed.

She bit her lip again, harder. | have to do something. The engines aren’t good for more than
a few seconds longer, and I’m nowhere near up to jump speed.

Any time now, she knew, one of the Darvelline cruisers would come dongside, match speeds,
and pull Warhammer into adocking bay with tractor beams. Then they’d cut through the hull, there' d be
abrief fight on board the "Hammer , and everything would be over.

But they won't get me alive. Or Nivome. She shifted alittlein her seat-even that small
movement made her wound throb-and patted the blaster at her side. * He hasllittle enough time,” the
Prof said. He just didn’t tell me | wouldn’t have any more than Nivome did.

“Well makeit.”
Beka gtartled. The voice had come from the copilot’ s seat. She glanced over at the Adept.
Llannat’s eyes were still closed and she sounded bone-weary, but she looked nowhere near as closeto

death as she had only afew minutes before.

“Well makeit,” Llannat repeated. “I met mysdf, and | wasolder.” The Adept exhaded onalong
breath, and her features relaxed into the smoothness of deep.

Wonderful, thought Beka. At least | know it can be done.

She looked out the cockpit window at the stars. The ideataking shape in her mind made her skin
prickle. I think I am crazy. But they can’'t block that jump point, for sure. Now all | need isthe
velocity.

Beka spun the’Hammer around on itsvertical axis, and fired the engines one moretime.



The readouts flickered and went red. She pushed the throttles farther. The frame of the ship
began to shake and vibrate, but the control panel showed acceleration picking up.

Morethrottle. The rear sensors started coming up with garbage-shards of metd, that would be,
doughing off the engines. All around her, the ship Sarted to make a strange, dmost subaudible noise, one
no spacer should ever haveto listen to: the sound of real space engines destroying themselves from the
indgdeout.

Bekafdt like crying. Instead, she looked at the velocity readout. Y es, there it was, an increase
that was more than the crippled engines could account for.

She looked ahead. It was going to be close. But dready the central star of the Darvelline system
was taking up more and more space in the cockpit window. No warship would sit on her jump point this
time

“Beel” shouted her brother’ svoice over theinternal comm. “Bee! What the hell do you think
you'redoing?’

She laughed aoud. “ Just one more crazy stunt, big brother-maybe the last one ever. Put the guns
on automatic and come on up front for theride.”

By thetime Ari’ s heavy footsteps and Jessan'’ s lighter ones sounded on the cockpit deckplates,
she' d dready blacked out the windows againgt the Darvelline sun’ sincreasing light. “ Can't do that for the
bubbles,” she said without turning her head away from the velocity indicator. “ Gunnerslike their visuds
too much. But anybody who' s till with us now is only following along to watch usfry.”

“Just what are you doing, Bee?’ her brother growled from somewhere close behind her.

“I’m getting an asss from gravity,” shetold him. “We're doing atight parabolaaround the sun.
Either we make it to jump speed before we burn up, or we don't.”

“Where are we jumping to?’ That was Jessan, on his knees beside her; the Khesatan was
aready busy changing the bandage he' d put on her just before lift.

Glad somebody besides Llannat thinks 1’1l be around long enough to need it, she thought,
and shrugged one shoulder. “We || know when we get there.”

Jessan finished changing the bandage and stood up. “What if you' ve miscal culated?’

Bekaturned her head just long enough to look at him. “Then I’'m sorry | dragged you dongto a
family party,” shesad. “But what the hell-it wasfun whileit lasted.”

She turned back to the velocity readouts. Another five seconds. . . three seconds. . . one
second . . . now! Shereached out her arm for the hyperdrive enable.

“And whatever happens, Nivome the Rolny isdead.”



epilogue: innish-kyl: waycr oss

Commander Gil leaned his chair back againgt thewal and listened to theice mdlting in his
tumbler of Galcenian brandy.

At leadt, the cantina s barkeep had claimed that the pale amber fluid was Gal cenian brandy;
aong with hisdrink, Gil was nurang adark suspicion that the liquor had never come nearer to the
galaxy’ s capital than aholding vat in amiddle-planet distillery. Gil’s companion had opted for theloca
wine instead-but then, Jos Metadi had been drinking that vintage since well before the Magewar ended.

Gil shook histumbler to hurry up thedilution alittle, and smiled in spite of himsdlf. | have to
admit, thistour of duty hasn’t been dull. Artat, Pleyver, Ovredis, and now Innish-Kyl . . . where
next, | wonder?

This particular outing had started afew days ago, with amessage Gil had brought into the
Generd’soffice a Prime Base on Galcen.

“Reday from the merchantman Blue Sun, out of Ophel-persond to you, Sir.”

The Genera had looked curious. Ophel was a privately owned planet that fell into the Republic’'s
sphere of influence, but the Ophelans had some interesting neighbors, and the rumors coming out of that
sector had been even more confusing than usud latdly.

“What do they say?’

“It'sabit of an odd one,” said Gil. He quoted by memory from the printout flimsy he held in one
hand. “No names, just Y ou sold me something awhile back. Want the fina payment? Same place as
before. We Il wait for you.” ”

“Do they mention adate?’

“Yes, dr,” Gil said. “A week from today, Standard.”

“Wait for me, hell,” the Generd said. “I'll betherefirg.”

Gil suppressed asigh. “ Excuse me, sir-but where, exactly, is‘there’ 7’

Metadi didn’t answer. He was dready clearing his desk by the brute-force method, glancing at
each item and tossing it into either the main drawer or the waste-disposal unit.

“Get ashipready,” he sad, il sorting. “And tell the pilot to take sometime off. Thiswill just be
meflying.”

“Alone?”

The General paused, the folder in his hand suspended between the drawer and the disposal unit.
He gave Gil along look. “Take some leave if you want to, and come along as copilot. You' ve earned it.”

He hadn’t explained any further, though; and so far, Gil had found himself no more enlightened



than before.

After aflight to Waycross, of al places, at the Generd’ s habitual speed of faster-than-safe,
they’ d docked the little unmarked craft in one of the bays, changed into civvies, and headed for the Blue
Sun Cantina

The establishment’ s name made Gil’ s eyebrows go up abit-Freighter out of Ophel, did they
say? At least, hereflected, he and the Genera were properly dressed for a spaceport rendezvous:
civilian clothing and conced ed wegpons.

Just what armaments the Generd had tucked away under his dark jacket Gil wasn't sure, but he
knew for certain Metadi would be packing something. The commander himsdf had taken to carrying a
hand-blaster up one deeve ever Snce Beka Rossdin-Metadi’ swake. The figure waiting in the shadows
that night had turned out to be a friend-next time, though, they might not be so lucky.

What' s good for the General is good for the aide, Gil reflected, taking a cautious Sip of the
brandy. | never did think much of going after the villains armed with nothing but an empty beer
mug.

The security pand by the cantina doorway beeped once. Along with most of the other
customers, Gil let hisgazetravel in that direction. Well, now, he thought. What have we here?

The new arriva paused for amoment in thedim interior light. A samdlish, dark womaninaplan
black coveral, she drew speculative looks from the cantina sregulars: Not a spacer, Gil could dmost
hear them thinking, and not a hooker, so what’s a respectable dirtsider doing up there at the bar?

Then the speculative glances hit the black and silver staff tucked into the belt of her coverall, and
did away into the corners of the room.

The General chuckled. *Y ou don't push an Adept.”
“What in theworld is she doing here, though?’ Gil wondered aoud.
“Shelll tdl usif shewantsto,” said the Generdl.

And in fact, the Adept was heading for their table. As she drew nearer, Gil felt another piece of
the puzzle clicking into place: he' d last seen this particular Adept on Ovredis, playing duennato royalty.

She did into the empty seat at the table, and looked from Gil to the General and back again.
“Good evening, gentlesirs”

The Genera nodded. “Good evening, Mistress. Mind telling me what brings you to aplacelike
this?’

“I have amessage,” the Adept said. “ * Crystal World, Bay One-three-eight.” ”
“That'sit?’

It was the Adept’ sturn to nod. “That’ sit. Shipboard’ s sefer, if you know what | mean.”



Metadi smiled at her. “1 was playing this game before your captain was born, Migtress. Finish
your beer and let’sgo.”

The Adept’ sdark skin darkened a bit more. “We can go right now,” she said, pushing the mug
away. “I"ve had worse beer than this, but not lately.”

The walk to the docking bays didn’t take long; the narrow aleyways of portside Waycross were
amost deserted in the afternoon hest. In the stark, yellow-white glare of Innish-Kyl’ s sun, the exquisite
little blue and silver yacht in Bay 138 looked to Gil like a spacer’ sidea of abad joke.

The General seemed to think so, too. His brows drew together in afrown, and he followed in
slence as the Adept led them up into the spaceyacht by the crew door.

Belowdecks, though, Crystal World was dl business-compact, powerful, and discreetly armed.
The General’ s scowl began to clear asthey passed through Crew Berthing, and by thetimethey’d
ascended the steep metal stairs from the bridge and emerged onto the observation deck, he was amost
gmiling.

The observation deck gave an illusion of spaciousnessthat the lower portion of the ship had
lacked. Holoprojections on three sides of the carpeted area showed aforma garden extending into
parkland in the misty distance. White-metd lawn furniture with green plush cushions completed the effect.
Lieutenant Ari Rossdlin-Metadi roseto hisfeet from alow hassock asthey entered, hismassive height a
jarring note againg the ddlicate formdity of the surroundings.

The Genera regarded the young man for amoment. “It' s good to see you again in one piece,” he
sad findly. “Mind tdling me what thisbit of fancy work is doing in aworking spaceport?’

Lieutenant Rosselin-Metadi and the Adept looked at each other. “It’ salong story,” the woman
said after apause.

“Inthat case,” said the Generd, strolling over to take a seat in one of the wrought-metal chairs,
“the two of you had better get started on it.”

“Beka. .. Captan...wakeup.”

She pressed her faceinto the pillow and shook her head. “ Too tired.”
“Our vistorsare here.”

She st bolt upright. “ Already?’

Her head spun. She felt Nyls Jessan dipping an arm around her shoulders, and leaned for a
moment againg his unobtrusive support.

“Damn,” she said. “That gpproach |eft me in worse shape than running the Web out of Pleyver.”

“Y ou weren't fresh out of the healing pod when you ran the Web, either,” the Khesatan said.
“We should have stayed at the base another week so you could get somerest.”



Beka shook her head. “No. | want to get this over with.”

She straightened up again, and felt his hand tighten briefly on her bare shoulder before relaxing
and |etting go.

“I'll have plenty of time on my handswhilethe’Hammer isintheyards” she continued, pushing
hersdf up from the narrow bunk in the captain’ s quarters on Crystal World. She stood afew seconds

with her feet braced apart on the deckplates; then, satisfied that her legswould hold her, she crossed the
tiny cabin to the clotheslocker.

She pulled out garments one a atime, tossing each item over onto the bunk until she'd
assembled acomplete set of dirtside clothing.

“You said ‘vigtors,’ " she commented as she pulled on the trousers. “Who' sthe extra?’
“An ade, lookslike, or maybe a bodyguard.”
She snorted. “ Since when did Dadda have a bodyguard?’

Jessan picked up the loose white shirt from the bunk and held it up for her likeavaet. “An aide,
then. Llannat sayshe' sdl right.”

Ashe spoke, he eased firgt her right arm and then her left into the full deeves of the Mandeynan
shirt. Beka accepted his help without argument. For one thing, the new skin and regenerated flesh in her
right side were gill tender, and apt to protest at stretching or abrupt movement. For another . . .

Don't think about what you can’'t help. You knew from the start it was going to finish this
way.

“Daddawouldn’'t bring him dong if hewas't dl right,” she said, looking away from Jessan and
concentrating hard on tucking her shirttailsinto the waistband of her trousers. Thet finished, she picked
up the cravat and began tying it. “Where did you put them?’

“On the observation deck. Ari and Llannat are keeping them entertained while you get ready.”

“I canimagine,” she said. She sat down on the bunk and reached for Tarnekep Portree s high,
polished boots.

Jessan took them away from her before she could bend over to pull them on.
“I'll dothat for you,” hesaid. “ Y ou'll overdressthe new muscleif you try to do it yoursdlf.”

The Khesatan knelt down and started working the tight-fitting boots onto her feet and up over
her calves. He was deft and gentle about it; she sat looking down at his bent head and bit her lip to keep

from saying anything supid.

You thought losing the Professor was bad enough-shows how much you know, doesn’t it,
girl?

Jessan finished with the second boot and roseto hisfeet. “Areyou dl right?’ he asked.



“I’'mfine,” she said, wondering what she’ d done that he had noticed.

Standing up, shetook her blaster rig off its hook and strapped it on. The knife and its leather
sheath, of course, hadn’t left her arm in the first place. Jessan stood by the cabin door watching her, his
grey eyestroubled.

She bit her lip again and reached out for the red plagtic eye patch. Then she drew back her hand.
She' d gotten into this as Beka Rossalin-Metadi, not Tarnekep Portree, and that was the way she was
going to get out again-“maybe not quite the same as before,” she admitted, under her breath. “ But then,
whois?’

“Who indeed?’ inquired Jessan. The Khesatan bowed, and held out an armin his best
Crown-Prince-of -Sapne manner. “Come, my lady. Y our family awaits.”

“ ... s0Beepointed Warhammer at the sun, and jumped us as soon as gravity pulled the ship

up to speed.”

Some people, Commander Gil reflected, could make even mel odrama sound routine and
prosaic. Lieutenant Rossalin-Metadi clearly worked hard to beincluded in that category. Histale of the
"Hammer’ s adventures had enough holesin it to make alace curtain, and the big medic hadn’t even tried
to disguise the gaps.

The Generd only smiled. “Areyou surethat’ sal?’

Lieutenant Rosselin-Metadi shrugged. “What e seisthereto tell? We popped out of hyper in
open space. There’ smore of that around than anything else, so you can't even say we were especidly
lucky. And the rest was easy.”

“Don’'t believe him,” said a Khesatan-accented voice from the metd stairway. “Quadlificationin
field surgery isno help a al when it comesto repairing starship engines.”

“Whatever works, Commander,” said the Generdl. “How’ sthe patient?’

“Stll in Intensive Care a Sunrise Shipyards on Gyffer.” Thereply came not from Lieutenant
Commander Nyls Jessan, but from the remaining member of Crystal World's complement, the one who
was coming up the stairway a step or two behind the Khesatan. “But she' [l makeit.”

Beka Rossdlin-Metadi stepped out onto the observation deck. The General’ s daughter appeared

paler and thinner than Gil remembered her, either as Tarnekep Portree or the Princess Berran of Sapne.
But that’ s not surprising, Gil told himsdlf, if even half of what her brother says happened istrue.

Beka sat down in the deck’ sremaining empty chair, and Lieutenant Commander Jessan settled
himself cross-legged on the carpet not too far away. The General smiled again.

“Sunrise, en?’ he asked. “They ill do custom upgrades?’

His daughter nodded. “1’m having some done on the * Hammer whilethey’ refixing the engines.
Computers, mostly, and some wesgpons-control stuff.”



Lieutenant Rosselin-Metadi stared at his sster. “ Computers-wegpons-Bee, what in heaven's
name are you planning now?’

“Don’t worry about it, big brother,” she said. “Y ou don’t need to know.”
The medic reddened. Beka sat watching him with a challenging expression.

| wouldn't touch a line like that with a pressor beam, thought Commander Gil; but the
lieutenant seemed made of stronger stuff. Gil heard him draw breath between histeeth for areply.

The Generd suppressed another smile. “Down, both of you.” Then helooked hard at Beka
“Mind tdling your father what you' ve got planned?’

Bekaglanced over at Llannat Hyfid. “Did you tell him about D’ Caer?’
“He knows about the Mageworlds jump,” the Adept said.

“Not therest of it?’

The Generd turned to the big lieutenant.

“What ‘rest of it, son?’

“I was getting to that,” he protested.

“If you and Bee keep on squabbling,” the Generd told him bluntly, “we |l get to it sometime next
week.”

Lieutenant Rossdlin-Metadi looked affronted-an impressive sight, but one his father ignored.
Instead, Metadi let his gaze rest first on the Adept and then on the Khesatan officer Sitting cross-legged
on the deck. Findly, he made his choice and nodded at Jessan.

“Finish the story for us, Commander. Therest of you keep quiet and let him talk.”

The captain of the Crystal World opened her mouth to say something. Her father silenced her
with aquick glance.

“That meansyou too, Bekamy girl. All right, Commander-report.”

Jessan straightened. “ Y es, Sir. The repair work we did after coming out of hyper from Darvell
only brought back enough engine function for one jump, so we picked the planet with the best shipyards.
We made it to Gyffer just before dl the sysems went down hard, and put the Hammer intheyardsand
the captain in the hospital. As soon as the captain came out of the healing pod, we chartered avessd for
the trip back to base.”

“About that base, Commander-"
“It’' sdisguised as an asteroid somewhere, Sir,” said the Khesatan, with abland expression, “but

I’'m afraid | don’t have the foggiest notion of the coordinates. The captain indgsted on punching in the
navicomp datahersdf.”



“Understood,” the Genera said. “I’ d have done the same thing in her position. Go on.”

“Yes, well-we d left for Darvell with Gentlesir D’ Caer stashed in Maximum Security. When we
got back, hewasn't there. If al the robots and sensors and intruder-dert systems are telling the truth,
then nobody broke in to get him, and nobody knowswhen he left.”

“I see,” the Generd said. “And what does your Adept have to say about that?’

“Magework,” the Adept said at once, “ Sir. They got aline on D’ Caer somehow, and pulled him
out before he could talk.”

The General leaned back in his chair and gazed out at the smulated |andscape beyond the
observation-deck windows. “ So the bastard' s still kicking around the galaxy.”

“It' spossible,” said the Adept dubioudy. “But the Magelords don't take kindly to failure-and
Ebenra D’ Caer failed them at every turn but thefirst.”

“Want to clarify that alittle bit for us, Mistress?’

But it was the Generd’ s daughter who answered, the lace cuff on her Mandeynan shirt falling
away from her wrist as sheticked off her statements one by one. “ Suivi Point hasn't been thrown out of
the Republic,” shesaid. “Dahl& Dahl are ill as powerful asthey ever were. And the Mageworlds
involvement isn't a secret anymore.”

“Space Force Intelligenceisn't totally incompetent,” the Generd said. “\We ve been getting
reports of increased activity in that quarter for quite awhile. Nothing this solid, though . . . and getting the
Senateto listen to an old generd’ s suspicionsis next to impossible these days. But if Darvell’ s been
supplying war materid to the Mageworlds, the paliticians will haveto listen for achange.”

“They’Il want hard proof,” the Genera’ s daughter pointed out. “\Which meansyou need
somebody out there whereit’ sall happening.”

Her brother surged to hisfeet. Standing, he towered over everybody and everything else on the
observation deck, and his voice, when he spoke, was a controlled roar. “ The Mageworlds? Bee, you're

crazy!”

Commander Gil-already busy cdculating which of Darvell’ sregular trading partners could be
counted on to answer discreet inquiries-tended to agree, and thanked heaven that his own sisters had
never shown any desireto leave Ovredis. But Jos Metadi only shook his head.

“No, son,” the Generd said. “ Y our Sister isn't crazy. Her mother used to get the same look in her
eye whenever she decided it was up to her to save the galaxy.” Heturned to Beka. “Am | right, girl?’

“Tarnekep Portree samerchant captain,” she answered, aflush of bright color coming into the
pale skin over her high cheekbones. “Why shouldn’t he work the Mageworldsif hewantsto? Asfor his
other profession-word of these things gets out. Nobody is ever going to believe that theraid on Darvell
was a private grudge match. | expect that Captain Portree is going to get some very interesting offers
over the next couple of years.”

“I wouldn't be abit surprised,” agreed the Generd dryly. “So your mind’ s made up?’



She nodded.

“Thelast timewe struck abargain,” said her father, “all | asked for was a couple of names. By
thetime | got them, you' d left atrail of dead bodies and missing persons across five systems, blown the
top off the strongest private fortress in the known galaxy, and damn near flown Warhammer through the
middle of asun. I’'m afraid to ask you for anything else.”

Beka s chin went up afraction higher. “Who' s asking anybody anything? 1’ m going to try my
luck around the Mageworldsfor awhile, that’sdl.”

“Then I'll take whatever intelligence you can dig up, my girl, because | have afeding thegdaxy’s
going to need it one of these days.” The Generd’ s expression hardened alittle. “While you' re out there,
keep an ear open for word of D’ Caer. If he'sdive, he ill owesthe family one.”

“My pleasure,” Bekasaid. “I'll seethat he paysup.”
The General roseto hisfeet and extended a hand toward his daughter. “Done, then?’

Bekarose dso, but kept her hand at her side. “Not quite yet. There' sabit of leftover business
from our last ded that we haveto take care of first.”

Now the Adept was on her feet aswell, her dark features flushed with agitation. “ Captain, you
can't just-”

Beka sfists clenched. “Dammit, Mistress, don’t tell mewhat | can and can’'t do!”

The Adept met Beka s angry blue gaze without flinching. Time stretched out interminably asthe
two women faced one another in silence. Then Gil saw the captain’s clenched fistss dowly relax.

In acalmer tone, Bekawent on, “We al agreed, remember? Thisoneisfor Daddato decide.”
“I don't think I like the sound of that,” the Genera said. “What ‘ bit of business 7’

“It' d be easier to show you,” Bekasaid. She started for the diding doors at the rear of the
observation deck. “Just come thisway.”

Lieutenant Rosselin-Metadi and the Adept remained behind-partnersin disapprova, Gil
suspected-but everybody €l se trooped adong as the Genera’ s daughter led the way down anarrow,
exquisitely paneled corridor. She didn’t take them for before halting to palm alockplate set into the
bulkhead. A gilt and ivory pand did aside, and she stepped through the doorway. One by one, the others
followed.

Like the hdlway they’ d left, the stateroom wastiny, but eegant in its design and appointments.
Ontwo wadls, mirrorsin artful positions reflected the room'’ s furnishingsin such away asto stretch its
apparent sze, and on the unmirrored walls Gil saw blank holoprojection windows. For adifferent
passenger, the captain of Crystal World Blight have let the ship’s computer run landscapeslike the one
up on the observation deck. But not for this passenger, thought Gil.

Hands caught tight in metal binders, Nivome the Rolny lay on spidersilk sheetsin the middle of
the bed, and stared out ahead of him at nothing. Not even the appearance of the Genera brought any



reaction to the Rolny’ s grizzled, jowly festures.
Metadi frowned. “1 can see your Adept friend’ s problem. What happened?’

“I sowed him in the hold while we made our run to jump,” his daughter said. “ And we lost our
pressure down there from a hit we took. | think the oxygen deprivation got to him.”

The Genera glanced over a Jessan; the Khesatan shrugged. “ That' sapossbility. Then again, it
could be stun-shock syndrome, or it could be that his mind snapped under the stress and he' s blocking
out redity.”

“Whatever you say,” the General said. “You'rethe medic.” He turned back to Beka. “Wadll,
girl-you've got him. What do you want to do with him?’

Bekalooked at Nivomefor along time. At lagt, she shook her head. “If I’ d seen him like this
right after we came out of hyperspace, I’ d have told the gang to cycle him out the airlock and get it over
with. But | didn’t, and they didn’t, so I’'m sticking to the origind plan.”

She pulled her blaster out of its holster, and handed it butt-first to the Generd. “He sdl yours.”
| don’t believe I’ m watching this, thought Gil.

Metadi took the blaster. He checked the weapon over and brought it up to point at the bound
form of Nivomethe Rolny.

Something-the talk, the blaster, the crowd in the little stateroom-had finally gotten through to the
man on the bed. His eyesfocused on the muzzle of the Mark V1, and then on the face aboveit. Gil saw
the Rolny’ s eyes go wide with fear and recognition.

Metadi smiled. “ That' sright, Nivome, it sme. Y ou should have stuck to hunting wuxen and left
my family done.” He thumbed the blaster’ s safety over to Off.

Inthetiny space, the click of the toggle-switch flipping over sounded louder than an explosion.
Nivome closed his eyes and whimpered. Gil felt sick.

The Generd looked down at Nivome for amoment longer. “ The hdll withit,” he said suddenly,
and lowered hisarm. “ Shooting' s too good for him. Take the binders off, and drop himin the dley out
back of the Blue Sun. Thentip off local Security that they’ ve got an incompetent vagrant cluttering up the
Street.”

The Generd’ s daughter looked at her father for amoment. Her lips began to curve upward.
“And the Master of Darvell can spend therest of hislifein a public menta-heath ward. Dadda, | like

your syle”

“Good,” said the Generd curtly, handing her back the blagter. “Seeto it, then.” Heturned on his
hedl and |eft the stateroom without another word.

Beka stood looking down at the blaster in her hand. For afew seconds Gil thought she was
going to shoot the Rolny anyway. He wondered if he should try to stop her if shedid.



But she gave Nivome one more disgusted ook and shoved the Mark VI back into its holster.
“Y ou heard the man-he goes out back of the cantina.”

“Right,” Gil said. Heturned to Jessan. “ Commander, you and | are going to haveto do the
drunken-buddy routine through the back streetsfor this one.”

“Let me get the binders off him first,” Bekasaid. “Thelock’ s keyed to my thumbprint.”

She took a step to the head of the bed, and reached out to key the binders open. Gil heard the
faint snap of the metd parting, and then dl hedll broke loose in the crowded room. Somehow, Nivome
had the Mark VI-Grabbed it when she undid the binders, Gil thought-and was bringing it up to fire.
But Beka Rossdin-Metadi was the Generd’ s daughter in more ways than one. Light flashed off
something steely and wicked-looking that appeared in ablur out of her left deeve, and she drovethe
dagger in toward the Rolny’ s guit.

Two weeksin ahedling pod, however, make poor conditioning for aclose-in fight. Nivome
seized Beka sknifewrigt asit came forward. She blocked out and upward with her |eft forearm, and the
Mark VI went off like alightning bolt and scorched the mother-of-pearl frame of the nearest mirror.

Nivomewas aready coming up off the bed, pushing the Generd’ s daughter over backward
under hisweight. Gil felt hisown grip closing on something smal and deadly, and realized that he/ d
flicked his concedled hand-blaster out of its grav-clip without even thinking.

Heraised it and took aim, but the struggling bodies were too close together. Before he could
move to get a clearer shot, another figure vaulted over the bed and onto the Rolny’ s back: Lieutenant
Commander Nyls Jessan, wrapping abent arm around Nivome' sthroat, pulling the heavier man
backward and up.

Sill too close, damn it, thought Gil, trying again to aim into the knot of bodies. Another second
crawled by, and the Khesatan’ s attack pulled Nivome back afew more inches. The Rolny fought to
bring the heavy blaster into line for another shot. Gil fired, and Nivomefell dead on top of the Generd’s
daughter, drilled neatly in the temple by the energy beam.

The whole episode had taken about five seconds from start to finish. The sound of blaster-fire
had scarcely died before the Genera reentered the room at arun, his own wesapon drawn. Lieutenant
Rossdin-Metadi and Mistress Hyfid came charging in close on hishedls.

The General made his blaster disappear again. “ All right, what happened?’

One glance at Beka and Jessan convinced Gil that he wasn't going to get any help from that
quarter. The Khesatan, oblivious of the corpse a hisfeet, was holding Bekain atight embrace and
murmuring digointed phrases under his breath. She, in her turn, stood shaking againgt him, her face
buried in his shoulder and the long knife forgotten in her hand.

Resigned, Gil caught the Generd’ s eye and nodded toward the body. “ Shot whiletrying to
escape, Sir.”

“Smplifiesthingsabit,” agreed Metadi. “Looks like | owe you, Commander. If there’sanything |
can do-”



Gil did hishand-blaster back into its grav-clip. “ Take me off the cocktail-party circuit before |
drown in wesk punch?’

The Generd amiled. “I think | can swing that one. Y our tour on Galcen’samost up anyway: how
do you fed about being bumped up one rank, and getting your choice of ships?’

“I'll takeit,” Gil said. “What' sthe catch?’

“The catch,” Metadi told him, “isthat you'll be commodore of the Mageworldsfleet. Trouble's
brewing out there, and | want aman on the spot who knows how to make the right decisonin ahurry.”

“That'sjust finefor you, Dadda,” said Beka Rosselin-Metadi, pulling away from Jessan’ s grip
and damming her knife into its sheath. “ But now that the Space Force has taken care of everything, why
don’t al of you go back home to Galcen Prime and let me get my ship the hell out of Waycross?’

“Because everything isn't taken care of,” Jessan told her. “Not yet.”

The General raised an eyebrow. “How’ sthat, Commander?’

“I'm resigning my commission,” said the Khesatan. * Effectiveimmediately.”

In the doorway, Ari Rossdlin-Metadi stared, dumbfounded. “What-? Nyls, have you lost your
mind?’

“Probably,” Jessan said. “It doesn't matter.”
Beka caught her lower lip between her teeth. “I don’t understand.”

“You can't runthe’ Hammer in the Mageworlds without a copilot,” Jessan explained. “And the
Professor isgone. So unless you' ve got somebody else lined up for thejob .. .~

“Y ou mean you' re not going back to the Space Force?’ asked Beka
“No,” hesaid, and kissed her again.

Sometimelater, the Generd cleared histhroat. “Well, Commander-if you' re convinced that my
daughter isworth more than apromising career in the Medica Service, I'm certainly not going to hold it

agang you.”

Still keeping one arm around the General’ s daughter, Jessan inclined his head-very much, Gil
thought, in the manner of the Crown Prince of Sapne. “ Thank you, Sir.”

“Y ou're welcome, Commander,” said the Generd. “But I’m not going to accept your resignation,
ether.”

Bekadtiffened. “Daddal”

Metadi ignored her. “Consider yoursdlf transferred to Space Force Intelligence,” hetold Jessan.
“Your first assignment is detached duty with Warhammer on the Mageworlds border. I'll take care of al

the paperwork.”



Bekawas |ooking at the Generd asif he had promised her aluxury tour on the pride of the Red
Shift Lineinstead of ahard tint of dirty, dangerouswork with little prospect of thanks at the end of it. Gil
winced dightly-he knew on whose desk the paper would ultimately fall-but he couldn’t realy bring
himsdlf to begrudge the effort.



