Part One
Soldier

One

Ontheground, Star 475A
Missiontime. 3.5 planet days and counting

Jela crouched in the dubious shade of aboulder at the top of the rise he/d been climbing for haf a
day. Taler rock columns on either sde glared light down at him, but at least hel ped keep the persistent,
drying wind and flying grit from hislipsand face.

At the forward side of the boulder, down aconsiderably steeper dope than the one held just
climbed, should be theriver valey held been aming to intersect ever since held piloted his damned
vessd to the desolate surface four days before.

Overhead and behind him the sky was going from day-blue to dusk-purple while—on that
forward side of the boulder—the local sun was still afew degrees above the horizon, bright over what
once had been aragged coastline.

In theory he should be watching his back; in theory at least one of hisguns should bein his
hand. Instead, he used both hands to adjust his cap, and then to dip the sand-lenses off. He used them
asamirror, briefly, and confirmed that his face was not yet in danger of blistering from the sun's
radiation or thewind's caress.

Sighing, he replaced the lenses, and craned his head a bit to study the mica-flecked sandstone
he sheltered againgt, and the scarring of centuries of unnatural winds and wegther. The purpling sky
remained clear, asit had been al day, and al the previous days—no clouds, no birds, no contrails, no
arcraft, no threats save the featurdess brilliance of the sar; no friends, no enemy spirding in for thekill,
no sounds but the whisper of the dry, pitiless, planetary breeze.

So certain was he that he wasin no danger that the rescue trangponder in his pocket was
broadcasting on three frequencies...

He sighed again. Without an enemy—or afriend—it would take along timeto diein the arid
breeze.

Friends. Wéll, there was hope of friends, or comrades at least, for he'd drawn off the attacking
enemy with areflexive head-on counterattack that should not have worked—unless the atacking ship
was actudly crewed rather than autonomous. Hed fired, the enemy had fired, his mother ship had
fired.... and amid the brawl and the brangle his light-duty vessel had been holed multiple times, not with
beams, but with fast moving debris.

Both the enemy and the Trident had taken high speed runsto the transition points, leaving Jelato
nurse hiswounded craft into orbit and then spiral down to the surface and attempt alanding, dutifully
watching for the enemy he was certain was well fled.

There was no enemy here, no enemy other than a planet and a system succumbing to the same
malaise that had overtaken a hundred other systems and a hundred dozen planetsin this sector alone.
Sheriekas!

Sheriekas. They'd been human once, at least as human as he was—and even if his genes had
been selected and cultivated and arranged, he was arguably as human as anyone who didn't bear aBatch
tattoo on both arms—but they'd willfully broken away, continuing with their destructive experiments and
their ...constructs... while they offered up agrand promise of afuture they had no intention of sharing.

They'd named themsealves after their own dead planet, which they'd destroyed early onin their
quest for transformation—for superiority. In their way, they were brilliant: Conquering disease after
disease, adjusting body-typesto planets, increasing life-gpans... They'd been driven to achieve
perfection, he supposed, having once known a dancer who had destroyed hersdlf in the same quest,
though she hadn't had the meansto take entire star syslems with her.

And the sheriekas—they achieved what his dancer had not. To hear them tell it, they werethe



evolved human; the perfected species. Along the way, they'd created other beings to accomplish their will
and their whims. And then they'd turned their dtered understanding back aong the way they had come,
looked on the imperfect species from which they had shaped themsalves—and decided to give evolution
ahand.

So they had returned from wherever it was they had gone, sowing world-eaters, robot armor,
and destruction asthey came....

It had been abig war—the First Phase, they called it, fought well before histime-and the
after-effects spread over generations. That those refusing theinitial offer of sheriekas guidance had
supposed they'd won the war rather than a battle meant... It meant that Jelawas here, fighting a battle
centuries|later... and that there was no pretense from the enemy, now, of benevolent oversight.

Jelablinked againgt the glare, pulling his mind back from itsramble. Therewas ared danger,
with your Generdig, of feeding them so much info they got lost in their own thoughts, and never came out
agan.

He couldn't afford that—not here. Not yet. He had time, he had duty. All he needed to do was
get off this planet, back to abase and...

Histimer shook slently against hiswrist. Water.

Heleaned into the warm boulder and dug into the | eft leg pouch, fingers counting over the sealed
bulbs. Ten. That meant that there were dill ten in the right leg pouch. He dways drew first from the lft,
ever ancethe fight where heldd broken hisright leg.

The leg ached in sympathy with the thought, as it sometimes did, and M. Jda Granthor's Guard,
Generdig, finished hiswater, uncurled himself, stretched, and danced severd fight movesto bring up his
attention level. Feding considerably refreshed—his was aresilient Strain—he moved around the boul der,
heading down.

Behind him, his shadow was flung back across aday's walk or more as he strode across the
ridge, but there was no one there to notice.

* k%

From orbit it had seemed clear that something... unusual... had been at work on the world, and
that agood ded of time and energy had been spent in this, thelast of theriver valeyslikely to have
retained life under the ondaught of meteor-storms and radiation bursts. After concluding that his vessel
would not in fact leave the surface in its current state, theréd been little left to do but sit and hope—or
explore the structures on either side of the river. Being a Generalis—and an M—hé'd naturally opted for
exploration.

Moments after stepping around the boulder and moving on hisway, he realized that, somehow,
he was not exactly where he thought he should be. He was not overlooking the valley that led to the tip of
the former river delta, but wasinstead on therim of aside valley.

Curiogity drove him to check his position againgt the satellite sensors—and he sighed. Gone, or
down to three and dl but one on the wrong side of the planet at the moment. They hadn't had time to get
the thingsinto stationary orbits.

"Can't triangulate without atriangle...”

The breeze took hisvoice along with it and rewarded him amoment later with an echo.

Helaughed mirthlesdy. Well, at least that ranging system worked. It was, das, asystem held
never learned to use, though he'd been told that on certain worlds the experts could say asong acrossa
snowy mountain range and tell, from the echoes, distance aswell asthe safety of anice pack.

Ice pack. Now there was a dangerous thought! Truth was that thisworld used to have anice
pack, but what it had now for dl its trouble were two meteor scarred polar regions and a star with so
dangeroudy and preternaturaly active a surface that it could be a candidate for anovain amillion years
or 0. His ship's geologist had speculated that in the height of planetary winter—five hundred or so loca
days hence, when the planet was nearly athird more distant from its star-there might be enough cold to
accumulate awater snow to some significant depth—say as deep as his boots—on the northern plains
and cap.

Checking the magnetic compassfor north he saw anervoudy twittering display asthefield



fluctuated, and he wondered if thered be another round of ghostly e ectric coronaslighting the night sky.

As hewalked across the rocky ridge, anger built. Within historical record—perhaps as recently
astwo thousand Common Y ears-this world has been a candidate for open air colonization. In the
meantime? In the meantime the sheriekas conceived and mounted abombardment of the inner system,
Setting robots to work in the outer debris clouds and targeting both the star and thisworld.

Kill. Destroy. Make life, human, animal, any—al ready improbable enough-impossible...

The sheriekas did thiswherever they could, asif lifeitsdf was anathema. Overt sgns of
sheriekas action were an indication that a planet or a system held something worthwhile...

And s0 here was Jd a—perhaps the first human to set foot on the planet, perhaps the last—trying
to understand what was here that so needed destroying, what was here that the sheriekas hated enough
to focustheir considerable destructive energies upon.

It wasn't useful to be angry at the enemy when the enemy wasn't to hand. He Sighed, called to
mind the breathing exercises and exercised, dutifully. Eventudly, he was rewarded with cdm, and his
pace smoothed out of the inefficient angry stride to a proper soldier's ground-esting lope.

Suddenly hewalked in near darkness, then out again as the defile hed entered widened. Intime
of snow or rain this would have been a dangerous place. It was as convenient awakway as any, now
that the plantswere killed off or gone subsurface, now that the animds, if there had been any, werelong
extinct.

After sometime hefound himsalf morein the dark than otherwise, saw the start of aflickering
glow in the sky to the north, and stopped his march to take stock. Underfoot was windblown silt. Soft
enough to deep on.

Heran through hisration list mentally, pulled out a night-pack, selected hiswater, and camped on
the spot. Overhead the sky flickered green fire until well after he went to deep.

The footing had become treacherous and Jela ha f-regretted his decision to travel with light-pack.
The dangle-cord he carried was barely three times his height and it might have been easer to get through
the more canyon-like terrain with the long rope. On the other hand, he was moving faster than he would
have with the full pack, and he/d have had no more rations anyway ...

Now that he was below the ridges rather than walking them he found the grit and breeze not
quite so bad, though the occasiona eddy of wind might still scour hisface with its burden. Too, not being
congtantly in the direct rays of theloca star helped, though that might be a problem again asit
approached mid-day. For the moment, though, he was making time, and was in pretty good shape.

Rations now. Rations were becoming an issue. It was true that his rations were designed to let
him work longer on less, and it was equaly truethat he'd been designed—or at |least gene-selected—to
get by on lessfood than most people ate, and to be more efficient in his use of water. Unfortunately, it
was also true that he did require some food, some water, some deep, and some shelter—or he, like
most people in smilarly deprived circumstances, would die.

Bad design, that dying bit, he thought—Dbut no, that was what the sheriekas had thought to
conquer—and perhaps had conquered. No one seemed to know that for sure. Meanwhile,
he—Generalist Jela—had been designed with human care, and he approved of much of the design. He
could see and hear better than average, for instance, hisreaction times were fast and refined—and he
wasfar stronger for his Sze than dmost anyone.

It wasthislast bit of design work that had got hisleg broken, despiteit, too, being stronger than
average. Hejust couldn't hold the weight of six large men oniit a once. Hed gone over thet fight in his
mind many times, and with severd fighting ingructors. HeEd done everything right—just sometimes, no
matter what, you were going to lose.

He was rambling again. Deliberately, he brought his attention back to thejob at hand. The next
moment or two would bring him to the mouth of the canyon and into the valley proper; soon he should
have sight of the structures held spotted on his recon runs.

The posshility that they were flood control devices had been suggested by the ship's geologists,
aswdl astheideathat they were "cabinets' for some kind of energy generating stations that needed to be



ableto survive both flood and ice. Dams—for water conservation? Even the idea that they were the
remains of housing had been suggested...

His stomach grumbled, protesting the lack of wake-up rations. He figured he'd be hungry for
awhile. No reason to break that next pack open quite yet. He dogged on, cap shading his eyes, watching
for thefirst Sgn of the—

There! There was onel

It was silted in, of course, and beyond it another—but the form of it, the details of it, the Stubs—

He ran—ahundred paces or so it was to the nearest—put his hand on it—

Laughed then, and shook his head.

And laughed some more, because he didn't want to cry....

Two

Onthe ground, Star 475A
Mission time: 9 planet days and counting

The trees had been magnificent. Their crowns must have reached above the canyon rim in spots,
and together they may have shaded the valey below from the direct light of the local star. An entire
ecosystem had no doubt depended upon them. No wonder the ship's geologists had thought them
congtructs from orbit....

What remained was gtill impressive. The base diameter of the downed trunk he touched was
eadly six or seven times his own height and he hesitated to guess how long aboard might have been
sawn fromitslength.

The shadow caught his atention then aslight began filling the areaiin earnest.

It wastime to move downstream. If there was water |eft at dl, it would most likely be @t the
ancient headwaters—too far by daysfor him to reach—or downstream. Downstream, he might makein
timefor it to matter.

He walked, because held chosen to explore, and explore he would. At night, he stopped when
his augmented vision blurred, camping where he sood. He went to short rations, cut them in hdf, and in
haf again, stinting on water as much as he dared. So far, the rescue transponder had guided no oneto his
position—friend or foe.

So, hewalked, and he strove to be dert, spending part of the time analyzing his surroundings,
part watching the sky, and part in an on-going argument with himself—an argument he waslosing.

"Not going to do it, | bet. They can't make me!™

"Will, can.”

"Wont, can't."

The argument concerned the growing fashion among the newer troops of putting their ID markers
on their face. Fashion was something he didn't dedl with al that much, and besides, hefdlt that a
commander should be making these kinds of decisions, not atroop. And yet, he had to own it was
convenient to be ableto tell at aglance which unit, rank, and specidty defined a particular soldier.

"Shouldn't!"

Hed said thisloudly—definitively—just before Tree Number Sixty-four, and it waswhile using
the base of that tree as shade—and checking the angle of itsfal—that the position locator in his pocket
chuckled briefly.

He grabbed the unit, watching the power-light—but there, that was silly. Unlessthingsimproved
pretty soon the unit's power would outlast him by quite some number of years. After dl, it had been three
days—four?—since heéd last heard that sound....

Live now, the sensor showed him to be somewhat closer to the pre-marked god than he had
expected; the map roughed in by the origind orbital photos showed that hed managed to miss an early



valey entrance—likely by refusing to walk quite asboldly as he might have into the teeth of the gritty
breeze—and had thus saved himsdlf ahaf-day or more of trudging down amuch longer hillside.

The big question was becoming "saved” for what? There were no sgnsof lifethat was il dive;
nor of water. The trees—

Maybe the trees were worth the walk, after dl. There was atheory growing in his head—that
he'd comein part looking for great works, and he'd found great works. In the days he'd been walking
with the trees he/d found evidence of purpose far beyond the probability of happy accident.

For one thing, in places—not random places but specific kinds of places—the trees had fallen
across the ancient watercourse, high ground to high ground, just where there was no marching forward to
the ocean on that bank. They seemed to have preferred the left bank—uwhich was generdly wider, when
it existed at al—and they sometimes seemed to have rested from their march and made asmall grove,
while a other timesthey'd hurried, stringing along line of solitary trees.

Too, they were getting smdler. It saddened him, but the later trees... Sgh.

Soppy thinking. He didn't have dated evidence. For al he factualy knew, thefirst tree he had
encountered was the youngest, not the eldest. And yet he persisted in believing that the trees had
marched from the high ground down to the sea, and with purpose. And what other purpose could they
have but to live—and by continuing to live fight the purpose of the sheriekas?

"Aslong asthereislifeinthe Spird Arm, especidly intdligent, organized life, the sheriekas will
not easily reach their god!" The memory-voicerang in hisears, for the moment obscuring the sound of
thewind.

That had been... who had it been, after all?

Song-woman.

Right.

Jelaclosed hiseyes, saw the small troop of them standing on a hilltop like so many ancient
savages, Snging, Snging, Snging.

He'd been part of asurvey team then, too, hisvery firgt, and held laughed at their belief that they
were fighting some space-borne invader by standing there singing, singing in the light and long into the
night.

In the morning there had been three fewer of the sngers, and word eventualy came down from
the frontier that three sheriekas world-eaters had Smply vanished from tracking—gone, poof!

Thetimer on hisarm went off. He reached for awater bulb.... and stopped before his hand got
closeto the pocket. Not yet. Hed been waiting alittle bit longer of late, and longer il if he could. There
wasn't awholelot of water left and he'd stopped counting. That he wasin the valley helped, sincethe
cutting wind—though noisier—was much lessin evidence here among the fdlen trees at river height.

But held been thinking about something....

Trees.

That wasit. Like the singers, the trees had helped hold off the sheriekas, he was sure of it. But
why then had the sheriekas not taken the planet and the star system, the trees being dead? Why did they
skulk about the edge of the system, rather than occupying the place, or blowing up the star, asthey had
become so fond of doing the last decade or two?

The singer-woman and her ilk were every hit as needed aswas hisilk, if they could sing or pray
or startle the enemy to astanddtill. Thetrees, too, if they were on their own inimical to the scourge. The
trees. Why if the trees, without human help or human thought-had fought the sheriekas to astanddtill he
should have them—he should take a piece for cloning, plant them throughout the Arm and—

He sat, suddenly, not noticing that he landed on rock. There was something here to be thought
on. If worse came to worse, which it rapidly was, he would need to write this down, or record it, so that
the troop could seethisnew dly inits proper light.

Before writing or recording anything, he reached to the left leg pouch and took hold of the water
container. Beneath, in the next down, was one more. And then of course there was hisright leg, with its
water....

He gently squeezed adrop or two onto hisfingersfirg, carefully rubbing them together, then



wiping his upper lip and clearing some of the grit away from his nose. Then he sipped.

As he sipped, he thought.

There had to be a connection between the trees, the pattern of their flight, and the attack from
which the sheriekas had withdrawn. Almost, he had it, that idea of his. Almaost. Well. It would come.

One more sp for the moment. One more right now for the soldier.

He sighed so gently alover stting beside him might have missed it.

So hewas asoldier. In various places humans saw the fighting and withdrew, saw the fighting
and played the warring parties against each other, fought as these trees had fought to draw every bit of
water from the dying world, fought to hide and survive and perhaps outlast the madness of the battle.

In the end, the powers-that-were had permitted the experiments to resume. To fight augmented
humans, one needed specia humans. Not quite as adjusted and modified, perhaps, asthe sheriekas or
their manufactured alies, and perhaps lacking the power to sing away the death of worlds, but fighters
who were more efficient, stronger, and often faster.

Did he survive thisworld and a dozen more held not live the life nor die the desth of an ordinary
citizen.

Retire? Quit?

"Not me!" His voice echoed weirdly againgt the grating of the wind. He sighed, louder thistime,
seded the partia bulb and replaced it in its pocket. Then, he staggered—truly staggered—to hisfest.

He centered himsdlf, felt the energy rise—somewhat, somewhat—danced a step or two, did the
dtretch routine, settled.

Thingsto do. He had thingsto do. With or without hisID on hisface, he was M. Jda Granthor's
Guard, a Generdigt in the fight to save life-as-it-was. Who could ask more? He laughed and the vdley
gave hislaugh back to him. Heartened, he followed the march of the trees.

He'd managed to wake, which hetook for agood thing, and he managed to recall his name,
which was something, too. Eventualy he bullied hisway through atwo-day old partid ration pack,
knowing there weren't many moreleft at al, at dl, not at dl, and glanced at hislocation sensor.

The map there seemed clearer and hislocation more certain. There were ill just three satellites
working instead of theideal seven, but they were working hard—and al on this sde of the planet at the
moment, by happy accident, building exactly the kind of database a Generdist would love to own.

The trees he'd been following for the last—however long it had been—now were downright
skinny, asif they'd been striving for height at the expense of girth, but that was only Six or eight times his
own patry height rather than a hundred times or two. Some of them were misshapen, short things, asif
they'd tried to become bushes. He tried to use one as a bridge from the right bank back to the left, as he
had done several times during his hike, and it broke beneath his boots, both frightening and surprisng him
sncethiswasthefirst such bridge that had failed him.

Hed landed in the silted river channel, not too much worse for the fal, knowing he was at the
delta hed been aiming for since hefirst stepped put of hislander....

He climbed, dowly, onto the firmer soil of the bank, blinking his eyes againgt the scene.

Had he the water to spare he would have cried then. He'd come through the last bend of what
had been amighty river; before him the channd led out into the dusty, gritty, Speckled plain of what had
been avast and shallow salt sea. Here and there were great outcrops of boulders and cliffs, and when he
turned around he could seethe digtant hills.

There were afew more trees ahead of him, lying neatly in arow asif each had fdlen forward
exactly asfar asit could, and anew one had sprouted right there and—

Therewas nothing else.

Wind.

Rock.

Grit.

Three thousand two hundred and seventy-five of the trees then, since he'd started
counting—maybe one or two more or less as held walked some nights until he could see nothing.



"Finishthejob, soldier.”

Hewasthe only oneto hear the order, so it must be histo carry out.

Duitifully, he walked those few steps more, to seeit to completion. To honor the campaign,
well-planned and well-fought, which had nonetheless ended in defest.

After, he knew, held need to find a shaded spot down in the dead channdl. Above it hedd build a
carn, set histranspondersto full power and put them on top—and then heéld settlein with hislast sip or
two of water to wait. The hill wasn't all that bad to ook at, and he'd be comforted by the presence of
fallen comrades. It was a better desth than most he had seen.

Reverently, Jela stepped over the last tree—like so many othersit had fallen acrosstheriver,
acrossthe channd. It was hardly thicker than his arm, and had scarcely reached the other side of what
had been a skinny riverlet, whereits meager crown lay in atangle over arock large enough to cast a
shadow.

His boot brushed the tree, snagged in asmdl branch, and hefell forward, barely catching himself,
the shock of thelanding leaving a bright flash of sun againgt paerock dancing in hisheed, and a
green-tinged after-image indgde his eyelids, strange counterpoint to the speckled brown and dun of the
ex-seashore.

He closed hiseyestightly. Heard the sound of the wind, heard the rattling in the branches that il
graced the dead trunk, felt the sun.

| could stay here, hethought, just like this, sleep, perhaps not wake—

He opened his eyes despite the thought, caught movement across the way, keeping timewith the
best of the wind.

There at the root of the rock, just beyond the meager crown of the downed tree, was a spot of
green. A leaf—and another.

Alive.

Three

Onthe ground, Star 475A
Misson time: 14 planet days and counting

Duty was astrange thing to think of in this moment, for he was giddy with ajoy totaly beyond
reason, and he knew it. He felt as he had when hed come back to the troop hall after serving seventeen
daysin detention for his sngle-handed fight againgt the squad from Recon. He cameinto the hal to
absolute silence. No one spoke to him, no one said anything. He'd been so sure he'd be sent off—

And there on hisbunk was his persona unit flag—wrapped around the haft of it were green and
blue ribbons of exactly the shade Recon preferred. When he had it in hishands and held it up and looked
out a them, they cheered him.

And that's how he fdt, looking across at the green life dancing in the wind—as if dozens stood
about it, cheering.

And then, there was duty.

Though the tree was dive, and mostly green, some of the leaves were browning, and hisfirst
thought wasto give it water.

Of course, he didn't have enough water to rescueit, redly, just as he didn't have enough rations
to rescue him. But he gave it water, anyway—the last of the partiad, and afourth of anew bulb, the same
ashedrank himsdif.

Duty made him wonder if the tree was poisonous.

It was a scrawny thing, barely haf his height, with afine fuzzy bark about it. Perhgps he could
suck on afew of the leaves.

There was something e se, among those leaves, and he knew not if he should consider it fruit or
nut. He knew not if he should et it, for surely anything that could live in this environment was—



Waswhat? He wasliving in thisenvironment, after dl. For atime.

The fist-szed pod was high on the treg, itsweight bending the dim branch on which it grew, and
he saw the thing now as yet another soldier carrying out its duty. All of the trees hed walked beside had
marched down to the river and then down to the sea, each with the goal of moving forward, each after
the other bearing the duty of taking that seed-pod, high up in the last tree thisworld waslikely to see, as
far forward as possible.

Duty it wasthat made the little tree grow that pod....

And duty told him that this tree was far more important than he was. It and its kin had preserved
aworld for centuries, asthe report held carefully written and repeated into voice record told those who
would follow.

At this point, even with the tree withering in spots, it would—like the satdllite sensor he
carried—outlast him. Duty dictated that he should help keep it dive, it being life and he being sworn, in
essence, to help thingslive.

He sat down, findly, for sanding was taking itstoll on him, and leaned againgt the rock where he
could touch thetreg, lightly. Hewastired, for al that it was not yet noon, but he had shade—green
shade—and could use arest.

If only his pick-up would come. Hed grab the tree up in a heartbeat, and take it away, for there
was nothing to keep it here, or him. HEd take it someplace where water was certain. Someplace with
good light and good food, and dancing girls. He was partia to dancers and to pil ots—people who knew
how to move, and when. They'd have agreat time, him and the tree, and there'd be room for adozen
more trees—and why not?—dozens of dancers...

Hefell adeep then, or passed out, and dreamed a dream of storms and floods and treeslying
across swollen rivers and faling in the depths of snow, and of landers coming down from the sky, unable
to rise again-and behind it al both asense of urgency and a sense of possibility. He dreamed of his dozen
dancers, too, recdling names and lust.

* k%

He woke with the smell of food in his nogtrils, and a clear sense that hed made adecision. He
opened his eyes and saw the leavesrattling in the breeze.

He knew he'd die soon, but if he drank the last of hiswater and then—rather than going to
shelter in acave or ahole—arranged himsdlf to die here, beside the tree, so he'd not be alone, it was
likely that hisfluids and remains would nourish the tree for sometime, and that would be the best use of
what duty he had |eft to him.

And then maybe, just maybe, that seed pod would sprout, and the soldier born of it might have
the chance to be found and taken away, to continue the fight.

Food. The smdll of fruit. He eaten the last partia rations—when? A day ago? A year? And the
amell of the pod so closeleft him hungry,

Guiltily, he got to hisfeet and moved afew steps away from the tree.

No, he couldn't. It would have been onething if he'd found the pod beside the tree, with no
chance of it growing, no rainy season to hope for at thislatitude any longer, no winter. But now, at best,
what could it do? Give him another hour? Or kill him outright?

He was hoping that his eyes deceived him, for the leaves around the pod |ooked browner now
than when held first spotted the tree. He didn't want it to be failing so quickly. He didn't want to seeit go
before hedid.

The tree moved dightly, and the leavesrattled abit in the breeze. There was a snap, sudden and
pure.

Aghast, Jeawatched the leaves flutter away as the pod tumbled to the sty soil.

The pod sat there for adozen of his accelerated heartbesats. 1t seemed to shiver in the breeze,
amost eagerly awaiting histouch, his mouth.

Jela pondered the sight, wondering how long such apod might be fresh, consdering how
useless—and how sensdless of duty—it would beto let it lie there unused and uneaten.

Hemoved carefully and bent to the pod, lifting it, cherishing it. Feding the sections of rind eager



and ready to pedl away in his hand, he wondered if he had waited too long, and was even now
hallucinating in the desert, about to eat a pebble found next to adry, dead stick.

He sniffed the pod and found an aroma promising vitamins and mineras and, somehow, cool
juicy refreshment.

He sduted the tree, and then, dragging from memory the various forms held learned, he bowed
toit, long and low.

"I honor you for the gift freely given, my friend. If | leave this place, you will go with me, | swear,
and | will deliver you into the hands of those who will seeyou askin, as| seeyou.” Then hisfingers
massaged the pod, and it split into several moist kernels.

With the fird taste, he knew he had done the right thing. With the second he recalled the joy of
rushing water and pring snow, and the promise of dancers.

And then, congdering the promise of dancersyet again, weighing the fragility of theinner kerndls,
Jela pushed aside the restraint which suggested he try to save one kernd out, just in case... and he
devoured the entirety.

* * %

The in-between place—the plane of existence between degp and consciousness—was aplace
Jdarardy visted. It generadly took drugs or acohal to get him there, and even achieving there herarely
stayed, as his optimized body sought either deep or wakefulness, the latter more than the former.

Hisdreams, dl too often, were aso optimized: explicit problem solving, pattern recognizing,
recapitulations of and improvements on things held actually done, or actualy attempted to do.

So thiswas unusud, thisfeding of being comfortably ensconced bel ow wakefulness. Odd in the
Security of it, though he had aright to betired, having laid out an arrow of rocks—actualy adouble row
and more of histracks and arow of the whitest sones—pointing to the tree and his fox-den nearby.

Perhaps it was completion he felt; he'd done the best he could, &l considered, and if he were
now to fal into the fullest degp and never wake it would not have been for lack of trying to do otherwise.
Certainly, he was not one who might cal to him ephemera magics and gossamer wingsto fly to the edge
of space and command a comet to carry him, cocooned, to a place where others of the sheriekas-bred
might find and thaw him...

That briefing came to him now, of how certain of the others created by the sheriekas as spies
and weapons were able to move things so easily to their wills... That such wererare, and as erratically
dispersed asthekiller things was to the good...

But there, the doze was both deeper and lighter now, and he had truly not meant to deep.

Not dream, hed nearly said, al the while hearing the wind and its acts: the dight rustle of leaves
near his head, the sound of gritty sand-bits rushing to fill an empty sea, perhaps an eegant thunderstorm
distantly giving impetus to waves on abeach and wings that best. Perhaps the distant tremble of air as
some flying thing cavorted...

Now here there was comfort, for there had been flying things once, of many sizes, and if they'd
fought amongst themselves at times, they'd done their work, too, moving seeds and pods about, taking
away loose branches, warning of fires and off-season floods, sharing ameasure of joy in the world until
they were vanquished by some short-term calamity beyond the thought of trees.

What an interesting idea...

In his mind's eye he soared with great wings above aworld populated by trees and quiet
cregtures, above seaswilling to carry rafts of the flood-swept for years, rafts where nests and young
might travel in the shade of those till green, growing, and accomplishing. Very nearly he could fed the
weight of such apair, anging and calling, perched in his crown at sunrise, answering the call of others
across the canyon, and those passing on rafted currents along the sometimes untrustworthy coastal
diffs...

No! He knew he had never had acrown of green, nor had creatures perching init! His mind took
that thought, rejected it asit might a bad element in adream, came back to the sounds, thingsthat he
might measure, rather than ones that might keep him comfortably immobile.

The sounds he was hearing were old sounds, echoed off of canyon wallslast week or last month



or last year or... or when?

If he'd been half adegp moments before, now he was one quarter adeep. Hismuscles ill
lounged, and hiseyes, but his ears recalled a distant mammalian heritage and would have twisted like
those of afox if they could... for there was something there, something that hadn't been there in the days
of hiswalk, or the nearer days of his hibernation—something he was hearing asif through atemplate.

He agreed with himself somewhere deep in the near-deep: atemplate. A template not of sight,
but of sound and vibration. An old template that shuffled amillion years of experience and separated the
sounds and shifted other templatesto form anearest match.

Flying thing.

Not afox's template though. Not usualy heard through ear, but through branches.

Flying thing.

He willed his eyes open, did Jda, who found his name then, and his duty, but hislids remained
closed, so he listened harder, for thiswas a template recently used, despite its age, and he must connect
it to the sound in the root and branches and—

Then there was thunder enough to open his eyes, and his earswere his, and to his wakeful mind
the pattern came: sonic boom.

He shed deep entirely then, and glanced at the tree, which had been shading him as best it might.

"Hying things, my friend? And dragons?' He laughed, to hear hisvoice sounding remarkably like
the dragons of the dream. "Dragons and now spaceships? What afine delirium you bring!"

Hiseye caught the line of asingle narrow contrail in the sky, floating with no obvious sign of an
attached craft. It looked like they were heading away from him—to the place held touched down. Else
they were headed in the other direction. Directly for him.

Sighing, Jelathe soldier reached for his sun shades, tapped the knife on hisbelt for comfort, and
drew the gun to be sure the barrel was not full of sand, nor the charge useless.

"Field of fire," he remarked to the tree, "favors both of us. If it isn't someone we know and they
can read the Signs, they'll have anideawhere |l am, so I'll bejust alittle bit someplace se. If they're
bright, they'll expect it, but hey, 1've got the rescue beacons on.

"You... I'm going to camouflage asbest | can.”

His handiwork, when admired from a distance, appeared to be another random pile of debris,
though histracks around it were hard to disguise entirely. He'd used his vest to sweep the more obvious
tracks into smudges, and | eft the beacon on. He took one transceiver, leaving all the other powered items
in the den, where they'd either not be noticed or, if detected, where they'd serve to convince anyone
oncoming that he was sensibly in the shade.

Hewas not exactly sensbly in the shade, though he had some of it. That wouldn't be aproblem
for much longer today, in any case, since the sun would soon be on the horizon.

His choice was a gully where the meandering of the stream bed had made a short-lived branch;
there, looking across at the tree, he laid out his pistol and his backup, and emptied his pockets of
anything that might weigh him down if he needed to movefast.

He laughed mirthlesdy, no doubt in hismind that he was running on adrendine and hope,
knowing too that his chance of moving with speed or stealth was pretty dim, thisfar into no rations.

It wasthen that hefdt the ship, asif large welcome wings were overhead. There was awhine of
the wind, and some dight hissng—remarkably like that of the CC-456s he/d known for decades.

It swept inlow over thetiny campsite, itswingsnot al that large-indeed the ship itsdlf was not dl
that largel—did ahdf-turn, displaying asingle black digit on each of its stubby maneuvering wings, then
another haf turn—incidentaly bringing the nose cannon to bear on the campsite. Then it hissed itsdlf
quietly into the empty ocean, and was till for very nearly eight full seconds, at which point Corpora
Kinto jumped out the open hatch, dipping on the shifting sand with an obscenity.

Four



Ontheground, Star 475A
Missontime: 14.5 planet days and counting

"That'san order, Jda. Prepare to embark.” Chief Pilot Contado's voice was getting quieter,
which was not agood sign.

"We're not done here." Jelas voice also got quieter. He was standing on top of hisden,
half-facing the tree, what waslft of hiskit packed into his pockets.

Contado stood beside the tree, towering over it, his permanent grimace accentuated by his
squinted eyesin the shadows of the low sun. He was pointedly ignoring Jelasinclusion of thetreein the
"we' of hisintent.

Around Jelawere the remains of the hasty moist med they'd given him, along with discarded
med-packs—they'd hit him with doses of vitamins, inhdants of stim, sublinguas of anti-virds—and three
empty water bulbs.

Sated in many ways, refreshed naturaly and artificidly, shaded by hisrescuers craft, Jeafelt
stronger than he had in days, and as stubborn as the trees he'd followed to the ocean of sand.

"I will takethetreewith me," he said, very quietly indeed.

"On board, dammit! Our launch window..." Thiswas said loudly—meaning Jela had made a
gan...

"That launch window is an arbitrary time chosen by the pilot. Y ou're working with guesses.
There's nothing yet on the sensors...”

"Troop, thisisnot abiologicasrun. I'm not..."

"Chief, thistree saved my life. It and its kin fought off the sheriekas for... who knows how long...
for dozens of centuries! There's no other reason | can think of that this system was|eft done for so long,
and why it'sgot so much attention now. We can't smply leaveit unprotected.”

From inside the ship—off-com but still clearly audible—came ICl-Ito's voice: "He wantsto
protect it, give him another gun and put himin charge. | told you it wasn't worth coming back for him..."

Therewas abrangle of voices from within the ship and then:

"Just moments to sundown, Chief. I've set acountdown, and Kinto's doing the pre-flightsin case
we need to boost directly to rendezvous.”

This new voice on the commswas Junior Pilot Tetran; and Jelabet himsdlf that in addition to the
pre-flights Kinto now owned either abruise or arun of make-work when they got back to base—or
both.

Chief Pilot Contado looked at the tree, and at Jela, and then at the ship and beyond, holding a
hand above his eyes.

"Chief, as abonus—I| mean as recompense for being shot down while saving both the
commander and the Trident, you can arrange it for me—" Jelamurmured.

Therewas agasp a that, that he should so blatantly claim such athing, but he pushed on, defiant.

"And | promised, when | aethefruit... | promised I'd saveitif | could! All | need, g, is..."

Contado cut him off with adash of the hand and adisdainful grunt.

"Troop, if youingst onit, it'syours. Y ou have until the ship liftsto take your souvenir. The
quartermaster will charge carrying fees againgt your account—I'll not have that thing dignified asa
specimen—and you'll report for traumatesting as soon aswe arrive at an gppropriate location."

"I'd prefer tolift in daylight!" came the junior pilot'svoice, merciless.

Jelabroke toward the tree, surviva knife and blanket out, hoping he didn't kill the fool thing
trying to saveit!

"Welift with or without you, Jela," said the Chief Filot, and thewind carried hisvoice esawhere,
unanswered.

Jelawas not agardener, nor atree surgeon, and if ever hed felt alack of training in hislifeit was
now, on hisknees on an dien planet, battle-knife in hand, facing the tree that had intentiondly saved his
life. His utility blanket waslaid out besideit, and he fully intended to wrap the treein that to carry it.



"Thank you," he said, bowing, and tried to recdl alifeésworth of haf-heard lore of those who
had tread the forests on other worlds.

And then, as there was absolutely nothing el se to do, he began to dig atrench with the knife,
cutting into the earth as he had been trained, recalling now the proper method of dicing through the outer
roots quickly. The training—how best to avoid entangling the blade, how to get under the over-roots so
that they might be preserved as camouflage or cover—came back, reinforced by the experience of
digging for hislife under fire.

He knew that he shouldn't take the tree entirely from the earth, that he needed to keep soil
around some of the roots—but how should he know how much?

Thedirt surprised him, being drier even than held been expecting. He trenched thefirgt circle
around the tree hurriedly, realized that the sandy soil wasn't likely to hold together anyway, and dug a
new trench barely three hand-spans away from the spindly trunk.

As he dug heredized he was taking to the tree, soothing it, asif it could understand—asif it
were achild, or apet.

What cheek | have, to tell the king of a planet to be calmwhile | dig it out of its safety!

Despite that, he continued to talk—perhaps for his own comfort, to assure himsdlf that what he
did wasright and correct.

"WEell get you out of here soon," he murmured. "Won't be long and you'll seethe dragon'seye
view...."

The breeze began to pick up, asit dwaysdid at dusk, and the scents that played across his nose
were those of sand and dirt and some sweetness he could not identify at first, until he redlized it wasthe
scent—the taste even—of the treg's gift he'd esten...

Another turn around the tree, and Jela's blade was much deeper, but digging toward the center.
The sounds from the ship were familiar enough, and they were the sounds of vents being closed, of the
testing of mechanical components, of checking readinessfor lift.

It was during the third turn around the tree that Jela could hear severd of the hatches closing; and
during that turn he redlized that much of what held thought wasaball of dirt wasin fact abulbous part of
the tregstap root. It was easily twelve times the diameter of the portion above the ground, and as he dug
away he could fed that it likely weighed more than the visble stalk above aswell.

Findly he reached beneath, found severa strong cord-like roots |leading deep into the bowels of
the planet. He hesitated, not knowing which life-lineswere critica, nor even knowing how to test—and in
that moment of hesitation he felt the tree shift asif someinner balast had moved. Then, with asharp
snap, the tree lurched and the roots he'd been concerned about were severed, his blade a hand-width or
more from the pot.

The full weight of tree and remaining roots descended into his hands, and he staggered, nearly
pulled down into the pit he'd dug.

With back-gtraining effort he gathered the tree to him, feeling the unexpected mass of that
head-sized bulb, shaped like some giant onion benegth his hands.

Now the sounds of ship generators revving cameto him, and he wrestled the tree out of the
ungiving ground and with a single motion wrapped it in the blanket and stood, moving at arun toward the
ship.

Corpora Kinto stood guard at the last open hatch, eyes studioudy on the hatch's status display,
hand on the emergency close button.

"He'sin" Kinto said to the air, and then the Chief Filot's voice came across the intercom. "Welift
on acount of twenty-four."

Kinto glared around the branches at Jeathen, and smiled an ugly smile.

"Even aHero shouldn't order a Chief Pilot about, Jela. | anticipate your trial!"

They lifted. Thelander crew had alowed him to strap the tree into the jump seet beside him; and
then they ignored him: Ignored his careful dusting of the leaves, his postioning of the plant whereit could
reap whatever feeble grace the ship'slights might bring it, ignored his use of camp-cup to dampen the



sandy roots... and they ignored histalking, for hiswordswere al for the tree. To Corpord Kinto, he had
nothing to say. Contado and Tetran being dutifully occupied at their stations, he—a passenger—should
not distract them with chatter. So he whispered good tidings and calm words to the tree, which was
departing not only its home world and its honorable dead, but the very soil that had nourished it.

Thetransfer to the Trident was awkward. He was |eft to negotiate himsalf and the tree through
thetransfer port, and emerging, arms full of trunk and branches, held been unable to properly
acknowledge the captain. Then, asapilot returning without his craft, there were the docking logsto sign,
certifying his ship lost due to enemy action, which duty he performed clumsily, tree propped on ahip, log
tipped at an unstable angle, while the quartermaster displayed an unlikely degree of interest in his
secondary screens.

None of hiswing met him, which he thought abad sign, and he'd been directed not to hisown
billet but to the pilot's lounge, escorted by the assistant quartermaster.

"l should go to my quarters, change uniforms, clean mysdf..."

Hisescort cut him off sharply.

"Troop, you're just about at the limit, you ought to know," she snapped. "Took the pilotsalot of
jawing to convince the captain to come back thisway long enough to pick up your sgnd. Besides,
there's no guarantee you've got quartersto go back to..."

That last sounded bad—worse than being at the limit of what would be officidly tolerated. He
was old friendswith the limit. No quarters, though—

With him up ahead in the corridor, there wasn't agood way to get alook at his escort'sface, to
seeif shewas having some fun with him, and just then they reached ajunction in the passageway and had
to make way for pilots wearing duty cards. Jelamanaged to hide hisface in the branches, pleased that
the youngsters—for they were both rookies—could not see his reaction to the gaudy tattoos they wore
on their faces. It was while looking away that he saw two of the hatchesin the passage dogged to yellow,
and another dogged to red.

"Took ahit?' he said over his shoulder asthey continued. "I thought—"

"Y our boat took most of it." Her voice was gentler now, asif she gave due respect to duty done,
and done wdll. "But there was still some pretty energetic debris, and abad shot from one of ours, too."

Jelagrimaced, partly from the news and partly from the exertion of carrying thetree. Hed have
sworn it had been much lighter when heid grabbed it out of the ground.

Forced to the Side of the passage once more by through traffic he leaned against the metal wall,
resting for amoment, until atap on the shoulder reminded him that he was on ship'sbusinessand not his
own.

Moving forward, he vaguely wondered which—if any—of his belongings might have survived,
but then let that thought go; he was here, and the tree was here, and that was more than he had aright to
expect, after dl.

They came at |ast to the pilotslounge. The hatch was uncharacteristically dogged—to green a
least!—but with ship'sair at risk it was only a common-sense precaution. He had time to note that his
wing'sinsgniawas pasted roughly to the door, then the assistant quartermaster reached past him to
rap—which was her right, after dl, to have alesser open for her from within.

The hatch sivung wide, an unexpected hand between his shoulders sent him through,
half-stumbling, and he looked, quick eyesraking past the scraggly leaves of thetree, taking in the sight of
empty helmets sitting with unsheathed blades beside them on atable, and five faces—familiar, srained,
concerned, watching him.

His knees shook. He locked them, refusing to fdl, but...

Sx? Sx gone?

Corpora Bicrait waswho gently took the tree from him, and Under Sergeant V ondahl who led
the sdlute.

With Jda, they numbered six—the smdlest number Command would recognize asawing.

And asluck would haveit, he was now eldest in troop, and senior in rank. He returned the salute



uncertainly, and sat heavily in the chair beside thetree. "Report,” he said, not at al wishing to hear the
tde.

Five

Trident
|solation Ward

The med tech was adamant, the while admitting Jelas basic understanding of the theory of
contagion.

Y es, many diseases could be spread—could have been spread already—by the mere passage
of an infected person, such as Jela, bearing an infectious object, such asthe tree, through the ship.

That Jela had been escorted by the assistant quartermaster, and welcomed into the temporary
wing wardroom was unfortunate. That no one had yet died of some hideous, unknown disease since his
return to the ship was not proof positive that no one would.

Moreto the point, severa standard protocols had been abused and the med tech wasvolublein
thelr liging.

Firgt and foremost, Jela should not have been permitted to land on the planet without a thorough
reeva uation of the biologica information from the old surveys.

Secondly, neither Jelanor the tree should have been permitted back into the pick-up ship without
disinfection.

Thirdly and most annoying to the tech, as Jelaread it, neither he nor the tree should be aboard
now without having been disinfected.

The tech knew the rules and had the ear of someone on staff; and that someone had been
gopropriately notified, dignified, and horrified.

And so it was that the second day of Jelas reign as Acting Wingleader was spent in an isolation
tunnel. The double-walled see-through chamber was inflated inside an ordinary infirmary room. Thetree,
within adouble-walled flex-glass cubicle, wasisolated al the more within that chamber while various
tesiswere done on thedirt it called its own. At least they'd seen the wisdom of leaving the tree where
Jela could watch it—if it turned blue or purple or became infested with bugsin its chamber hed be right
thereto seeit.

He hadn't pointed out to the med tech that no one knew exactly how long it might take a
scruffy-looking tree of unknown genusto exhibit Signs of parasitism, decay, or the like, but he had
managed to get the tech to agree to awatering system for the plant so it wouldn't give a"fa se positive”
that might have the fleet isolating the whole ship....

Luckily, the tech admitted the biotic sanctity of eectronic communications, so Jelassmdl
command was able at least to speak with him when required and otherwise keep his comm-screen active
with the news and goings-on of the group.

Things might have been busier had Corpora Bicraaso not been in isolation el sewhere, thisnews
brought and left by a smirking Kinto. The corporal had touched the tree, carried her Wingleader's
burden—as both proper and prudent!—after al. Bicrabeing the most organized of the remaining squad,
some important details were sure to be missed.

Jelawasinclined to consider Kinto afactor in theisolation aswell, snce he was known to bea
friend of the med tech. What use any of the fooraw could be to Kinto was amystery worth exploring at a
later date; for the moment Under Sergeant V ondahl was too busy overseeing the maintenance and repair
of the wing's shipsto spend time on a vital-records search.

The med tech seemed a busybody of the highest order. Jelas three sensor packs reported ably
to theroom's central console, but the tech remained in the room nonetheless. More, he constantly
checked Jelas rate of water intake and—

"Will you give me ten heartbeats to myself, Tech? Y ou've already got cameras, body sensors,



ar-intake gauges, and two measurements of my weight. Do you think I'll grow wings and leave you
behind if you don't check my color every tenth-shift?"

Most of Jelas attention was on his porta-comp, where he was following with interest the check
on Sergeant Risto's ship. Risto was one of the three who'd died when the primary passage had been laid
open to space while they were scrambling.

"Not likely," admitted the tech. "I don't think theré's anything in the literature about amore or less
standard human being able to fly—or even grow wings. The sheriekas are said to..."

Jelalooked up when the phrase wasn't finished.

"Aresaidto what?'

The tech looked down, rising blood staining sturdy cheeks a deegper brown. "I can't say. You
haven't been confirmed as Wingleader, and the information may be restricted to..."

Jelalooked on with interest as the tech mumbled words into silence, and turned to busy himsdlf
with adjusting various did s that didn't need adjusting.

Understanding blossomed.

"l see" Jdasaid. "Until I'm scanned, rescanned, sampled and shown to be free of disease and
healthy of mind—hah!—I might be an agent of them, magically cloned on the spot and released to
destroy the defenders from within." He took a breath, decided he was till irritated, and furthermore that
the tech had it coming, and continued.

"Will it ease your mind to know that | was one of the Generdists brought in to study the problem
of how to spot sheriekas and sheriekas-madein their human disguises? That would be, before they
sprout wings and—"

"Stop, Troop!"

Thiswasanew voice. An entirely new voice, from awoman hed never seen before. Her
uniform—

Jeladowly moved the keypad back, stood, and saluted.

"Commander, | have stopped.”

She snorted ddlicately.

"l hear, Troop. | hear."

She pointed at the med tech.

"Y ou may leave, Tech. Y our monitorswill warn you if therésaproblem.”

A quick saute from the tech, who nearly tripped in hishurry to leave the scene.

Asthe door sealed the commander sighed, none too gently.

"Wingleader." She said theword asif shetasted it, asif she tested it.

"Wingleader . Indeed, it would look good on your record, were that record reviewed but not
much inspected—I may alow it to stay. May."

She moved closer to thewall of hisenclosure, studying him with as much interest—and perhaps
even concern—as the med-tech had showed disinterest and disdain.

In histurn, Jela studied her: A woman so near his own height he barely needed to look up to
meet her eyes; strongly built, and in top shape. Not a Series soldier, but anatural human, her brown hair
threaded with grey.

She continued asiif there had been no pause for mutua evaluation.

"Wingleader... Yet, I'm not sureif that would be best for you, howsoever it might serve the
troop."

She peered through the inflatable, studying hisreaction.

"No comment, Troop Jea?'

"Wingleader has never been in my thoughts, Commander. It is an unexpectable accident...”

Shelaughed.

"Yes, | supposeitis. | have seen your record. Y ou dways seem to rise despite your best
effortd”

Jdadiffened...

"Stop, Troop. Relax. Understand that you are monitored here. You are on camera. You are



being tested for contagion of many sorts. There's no need to bait the tech. He's too ordinary to be worth
your trouble.

Jelastood, uncertain, aware that information was being passed rapidly, aware that levels of
command were being bypassed.

"Sit," the conmander said findly. "Please, St and do what you can for the moment. Astime
permits, wewill talk."

Jelawatched as her eyesfound the cameras, the sensors, the very monitorson hisleg. He sat,
more dowly than hed risen.

"Wewill talk where we might both be more comfortable. In afew days, when you will be quite
recovered from your trek. Wingleader."

She saluted asif that |ast word was both a conmand and a decision, and then she was gone.

* * %

The commander made no more gppearancesin Jeasisolation unit—aunit he'd begun to think of
asacd| after the third day schedule commenced in the vessal outsde hiswalls, and by the sart of the
sixth ship-day knew to be the truth, if not the intent.

He'd been in enough detaining cdllsin histimeto seethe smilarities: hewason hisjaller's
schedule, he exercised when they told him to, ate what they brought him, and dept during a portion of the
time after they turned the lights out on him.

He did have his porta-comp, which meant some conununication, after al, and he had received a
few vigitors, though held had more visitors in some lock-ups than he had here. Then, too, most often his
jal cdlshadn't had the luxury of hisvery own green plant.

It turned out that the "dien plant” was under every bit as much scrutiny as hewas—in fact it
appeared that many of the sensors he wore or was watched by were duplicated for the tree.

Perhaps the most frustrating thing was that though he could see the tree—and was under orders
to observeit and report any anomalies—he could not touch it, or talk to it, or comfort it in what must be
new and terrifying circumstances.

Shortly after the commander's visit, he gained an amusing rotation of wardersto replace the
solitary med-tech and his curious warnings—or, perhaps, threats.

What was amusing about the new set of keegperswasthat they each seemed guided by a printed
sheet. They neither saluted nor acknowledged him other than directing him for exercise or tests. They
aso wore medica gowns without emblem, name, rank, or number.

Wheat they did not wear were masks—thus baring the al-too-silly tattoos that were becoming the
rage—and making each asidentifiablein the long run asif they'd shouted out name, rank, birth creche,
and gene units...

For in fact, every one of the new keepers were of the accelerated, the vat-born, the selected, the
so-called "X Strain"—ableto work harder and longer on lessfood than even the efficient Ms. Too, they
had for the most part had smilar training, smilar ingtructors, amilar lives. They spoke amongst themsdlves
atruncated and canted artificial diaect, and appeared to lump any soldier but those of the latest vat runs
into asocid class of lesser outsiders.

Despite the disdain, and the tendency to seek only the company of their own kind, what had so
far eluded the designers of soldiers was the sought-after interchangesbility that would have made
them—the Y Strains and the X—in the image of some committee-envisioned super-fighter: Physicdly
perfect, identical, and above al amenable to command. It was the downfal of the M Series, so he had
heard it saild—they were too independent, too individua, much too prone to use their own judgement.
And much too often, Jdamight have added—ight.

S0, he found himself in the care of the proud yet ill-flawed X Strains, and held been annoyed in
the night to wake as some one of the guardians attempted to enter the room without disturbing him: They
wered| of the blood, dammit! Would he have assumed them so lax... well, yes. He might have.

"You of Versten's Flight have no regard for the deep of your brethren, en?' He called out in the
assumed dark of theinfirmary's night. Hisreward was anot unexpected flash of light asthe woman with a
red lance crossing a blue blade tattooed on her right cheek reacted, alas, predictably.



"Wingleader," she gasped.

Hed startled her—and if held been of amind he might just as easily have killed her—been
though the transparent enclosure and had his hands around her throat before she'd known he was awake.

"Wingleader," she said again, recovering her voice, if not her dignity. "The monitors must be
checked manudly from timeto time, and the cdibrations...."

"The cdlibrations may be made just as conveniently from aremote Sation,” he said, allowing his
voiceto digplay an edge. "It would be well if these things were done during ship's day, for who knows
what one who has been abandoned on anear lifeless world might do in the midst of being sartled
awake?'

"Wingleader, |..."

"Enough. Cdlibrate. | will deep again tonight, and some of tomorrow day aswell..." Which was
unlikely, so he owned to himself, but minor, ashe was no longer entirely on ship schedule.

Thiswas an oddity he considered too minor to concern med techs of any ilk, though interesting to
himself. It seemed he was keeping two clocks now. One was the ordinary ship-clock any space traveler
became accustomed to. The other... the other was the daily cycle of the planet he'd been stranded on,
though held kept planet-time for so few days he might still be expected to bein trangition-timing.

The X Strain tech finished a haf-hearted tour of the sensors, used her light to peer insgde his
cubicle and satisfy hersdlf that he was not green and leafy, and that the tree was. She left then, without a
word to him, leaving him wakeful.

And that, too, might have been her purpose.

Jelacrossed hisarms over his head, his thoughts on the planet of the trees, its sea, and other
things he could not possibly remember from the place. No doubt held been very close to total exhaustion
and on the verge of dementiawhen he'd been picked up. Perhaps the techs were right to be concerned,
after dl.

Because hewas apilot, and an M, with al that Series didike of being idle, he began to calculate.
He checked his new sense of time againgt the trip back to the mother-ship, knowing that the breeze
would about right now have been shifting to come at hisfaceif he stood on the hill over the empty sea.

That established, he calculated the entirety of hisjourney to his best recal—»brief time outbound,
to taking on the enemy vessdl, to near automeatic charting of course to the nearby planet, to the landing...
likely he spiked this or that Spy-sensor as he recaled the gruding and pitiless flight through that eventualy
life-saving amosphere—and then the walk. He recdled the walk vividly, recdled the valleys, treasured
the long trip the trees had undertaken from the side of a mountain to the ocean so far away ...

And that thought he put quickly away, tagging it mentally as a mention-to-none, a category that
by now seemed to include half of histhoughtsin any case.

Jela consulted the other clock in hishead, saw that it would soon betime for his breskfast, and
rose to do stretching exercises. When the techs entered, en masse as they did at the beginning of each of
his days, he'd be good for afull schedule of work, deepless haf-night or not.

The combat warning came before breakfast, and the trangtion warning overlaid it almost
ingtantly. Neither hisbunk nor his chair were attached to the deck within hisisolation unit—nor wasthe
tree secured. His orders were clear—he was to observe the tree until released to genera duties.

Jeayanked hisbunk againgt thewall of the wider room, ignoring the ripplesin the flex-glass, and
pushed the tree, still within its own cocoon and attached to its various umbilicals, into the corner thus
made. FHlinging himself againgt the bunk he hugged the tree's base through the flexible walls, interna clock
counting the bests until—

"Go, dammit! Go!"

Hisvoicerippled the flex-glasswalls, and that was dl the effect it had. The ship shuddered with
the familiar shrug of launching fighters... but no stand down from the transition warning followed. He did
the calcs out of habit, assuming anearby threet in the line of travel—why e selaunch now?

There was another kind of shudder in the ship now—this one lessfamiliar. Perhaps ajettisoning
of mines, or an unusua application of control jets?

Maneuvering was starting. The direction of up shifted dightly, and then again, and asif it hadn't



aready sounded, the trangtion buzzer went off again. He ought to be with hiswing! His duty—

He took abreath, and another, and did what he could to relax. Around him, the ship went
absolutely still asit dipped into trangtion. He wondered, then, and with an effort, how long breakfast
would be delayed, and how many pilots they'd left behind so that breskfast was an issue.

Breskfast failed to arrive, and it was nearing time for lunch. Jelaremained closeto thetree,
concerned that any moment might bring them into norma space with unwanted, deadly, motion. He was
gl stting beside the tree when the commander arrived, four hurried helpersin tow.

"Take your samples, quickly,” she ordered. She half-bowed, half-saluted Jela, who rose as
quickly ashe could.

"Wingleader, the medical department has been advised that they are no longer concerned with
the possibility that you have become infected by contact with your tree. Asthey assure me you show no
sgnsof physical abnormalities, other than those any M grade soldier might show at thispoint in his
career, we shall shortly have an opportunity to discuss the matter | spoke of earlier. Please, Wingleader,
prepare your computer for remova aswell."

Jelawent to the desk and snapped the unit together, watching with some rdlief asthe technicians
inserted ahosed connection to the outer lock of his chamber. In afew moments the structure sagged
around him and the outer flex-glass rippled as the technicians peded apart the sedl. A moment later and
the inner seal sighed open and two technicians strode in, heading toward the tree. Only one was
face-marked.

"Thetree? | may take that with me?" he asked the nearest tech—the unmarked one—but was
rewarded only with a half-formed shrug. He risked annoying the officer, whaose attention was focused on
amedica reader connected to the room's telemetry.

"Commander? The tree—I will take the tree with me aswell, | assume?’

Shedidn't look up from her study of the reader, her answer heavy with irony. "Y es—thetree, the
computer, your boots—whatever will make you comfortable, Wingleader!"

He nearly laughed; then wondered if held redlly put up that much of afusswhen they'd told him
to leave his boots outsde theisolation area. Y et asasoldier and a pilot he deserved certain politeness,
and he was as aware as they that his treatment had misused his station.

The commander was quick.

"You, Corpord. You will carry this computer, and wak with usto the Officer's Mess. Y ou,
Wingleader, may help the other tech asyou will, or carry the tree if you prefer, and we shal together
retire to the mess so that you may be fed.”

In the end Jela carried the tree, while one of the techs carried his boots and his computer; they
made a strange procession through a ship unnaturaly quiet, and it had taken a moment or two of
confusion to see everything placed when they arrived at the mess. At ladt, the techs were sent on their
way, and the Commander preceded him through the lunch line—open early, apparently for their
convenience.

"So, Wingleader Jea, we have arrived at aplace I'd hoped not to arrive at." He looked up from
hismed, startled, and she smiled amirthlesssmile.

"No, itisnot that | didike thefood onboard ship, asrumor might imply! Rather it isthat our hand
isforced—my hand isforced—and dl of thisripplesthings set in motion long before either of ustook our
firdt bregth.”

Jelathought for amoment, waited until he was sure an answer was required.

"Thisisawaysthe case with soldiers,” he said carefully. "From the colors of our flagsand
uniformsto the names of our unitsto the choice of worldswe must defend, none of it is beyond the
influence of what went before us. It isamatter of soldier'slore that we often die for the mistakes made
generations before.”

She was edting asif she, too, had been denied breakfast, but Jela saw that his remark had
sparked something, for she put her fruit down and took asip of her water, whileraising ahand to
emphasize...



"Which isthe problem | dedl with," she said, moving her hand dmost asif she wanted to break
into hand-talk; Jelafollowed her fingersfor amoment, but she resisted or elsefailed to find the
appropriate Sgns.

"Y ou will not quote meto any on board this ship, Wingleader, but we have only afew daysto
prepareyou. Firgt, | must ask if you have made any plansfor your retirement?' He nearly choked, hastily
swallowed bread in mid-chew.

"Commander, no, | have not," he admitted, stealing ahurried sip of juice. "I've dways thought |
would die on duty, else on penalty of someinfraction...”

"Indeed? Then you have paid no atention to the information from the bursar's office about time
due and funds due, of the rewards of taking up afarm?"

Helooked at her straight on, and then alowed hiseyestoroll.

"Commander, there's not much retirement alotted for an M. True, true, some of us have
retired—I've heard of three, | think, but it's not something | admire. | just spent severa daystoo many
watching astar set on adesert world—asight I'm assured is restful and worth seeking!—and found it far
from restful. | fret when I'm not busy. Y ou've seen my record! When I'midle | am as much an enemy of
the corpsasany..."

"No, Wingleader, | will not permit that statement. The truth isthat you are what you say. You
know you are an M; you would rather march in circlesfor daysin payment for having had your fun than
gt staring at awall doing absolutely nothing, and often you are better informed than your commanders,
for you deep very little and begrudge it besides.”

She paused, sipped her water, went on.

"Still, thereisin your record the information that you've taken your leaves on quite afew worlds,
you've managed to survive in situations that killed your creche mates, and you're avery quick study.
More, when you have been in command Stuations, you've done well until faced with dedling with the—Ilet
uscdl it the weight—of decisions made above your head.”

Jeapermitted himsdf ahand signd of acknowledgment, to go dong withasigh.

"l have very much been asoldier, Commander. Alas, some '‘above my head' have been raised to
different rules and understandings about soldiers, duty, and necessity.”

"A soldier'struth, plainly put." Thistime her hand did sgna agreement; it was as he had
supposed—whatever other training or duties sheld had, the commander was apilot.

She paused, pushed her plate away from her asif it were adistraction, and leaned toward him,
Spesking quietly.

"Wingleader, | have for you some choices. There are timesin asoldier'slifewhen choiceis
avalable, there are timeswhen it is preferable. So here, listen-up, are some choices. Alas—you have no
time but the time we it at this table to make up your mind. | will not say that | do not care which choice
you make, but | expect you will know."

Jelalistened, swore he could hear the sound of aledf, rattling in the breeze. Indeed, therewas a
breeze now—the ventilators were running at some speed, having come up unnoticed during their
conversation.

"Firgt, you may remain Wingleader of your small squadron. It islikely to be reassgned, given that
the duties of this vessd are soon to change, but it is arespectable position, in which you would do well,
to the benefit of the troop."

His hand-signa ed acknowledgment—information received in clear form.

"Next, rather than remain as Wingleader, you may accept assgnment to another squadron asa
pilot. Thischoice | suggest in case you expect the duties of Wingleader might wear on you over time.

Y ou would be placed in the available pilot pool and we would have no way to know what or where you
might be assigned, but you would have no responsibilities but those of a pilot, which are known to you
and, | think, not overwheming."

"Findly, you may take along-term temporary assgnment delivering avery nearly surplus vessd
to along term storage area, with appropriate adjustment of rank. Y ou would oversee the ddivery crew
and be respongible for seeing the vessdl properly shut down in case it must be redeployed. Y ou would



aso assigt inassessing local unit response readiness, from apilot's viewpoint, in areas you travel through,
to and from. In order to facilitate this you would undergo a short, specidized, dangerous, and highly
confidentid training. It will not be an easy assgnment.”

She stopped. L ooked expectant. Waited.

Jelahand-sgnded, check me— repeat the information.

Then hedid that thing, nearly word for word, out loud.

"Yes" sheagreed, "that's accurate.”

He waggled hisfingers—pilot hand-talk for feigned indecison—olled hiseyes, and began to
laugh. He waggled hisfingers harder and laughed harder, 'til tears cameto hiseyes...

"That funny?'

"Yes. Ohyes...." Finaly hewiped his eyes on anapkin.

"Commander, | have one question. May | take the tree with me?”

"With which choice?'

"If you make me Captain Jdaand have me deliver aship, may | takethe tree with me?" It was
her turn to do the pilot'swaggle of fingers.

"If thetreeison board this ship when you leave, it will be spaced, | assureyou. A captainis
permitted a mascot, after al.”

"May | know your name, Commander?"

"If you passthe training, Wingleader."

Six

Training Base
Misson Time: 34.5 days and counting

Jelacame awake in the night, the scent of sea-salt competing with that of wind-driven fresh
water, asif an eectrica storm fresh from the seahad burst upon the mountains behind, just before dawn.

A sense of energetic jubilation emanated from the youngers; a sense of restrained relief from the
elders upstream who knew that the combination of the early rain, risng sun, and the continued run of
fresh water from the hills would make this awonderful day for growing.

Behind that relief, an under note of melancholy drifted down from the true eders, for in their
youth, thiswould have been alikely morning for the flyersto come and tend those whose detached
branches or tangled seed-pods might cause difficulty later in the season. The seed-carriers, the
branch-tenders—they had been with the trees since the dawn of awareness—and had since vanished
from an awarenessthat yet grieved their loss.

Awake, Jda stood beside the tree, knowing that yes, it was just aout timefor "sunrise” ona
planet light years away from their current billeting, and knowing that in some fey fashion the tree had
managed to dream too loud, so he had become encompassed as well.

The chronometer on the wall was adamant. No matter what time the tree—or Jela, for that
matter—thought it was, the duty schedule indicated that breakfast, exercise, and classwork were ill
more than haf his deep-shift away. Alas, the schedule was obvioudy not designed for the convenience of
an M Series soldier, but to fit some administrator's concept of abusy day, or perhaps to answer
necessitiesamere M had no need to be aware of.

Schedule or no schedule, he was awake and likely to remain so. Sighing, Jela stretched and
worked with asmall weight set, the while trying to diminish the sadness he felt for the winged-things held
never seen, but whose touch was familiar and missed.

Despite the exercise, the sadness hung on, threatening to encompass the universe. He knew
better than to wallow, and hoped the tree did. But the tree might well still be in some in-between State of
itsown, and hefelt no desireto disturb it.



Drawing astim-drink from the small refrigerator, he broke the seal and stood sipping.

He'd spent the early evening reviewing troop strength charts, the attack patternsin the last wave
of the First Phase, the Siting of exigting garrisons, their commanders, and their loyalties; the trading
patterns and names of the mgjor companies and players...

Now, he sat at the computer, and began once again to go over the diagrams and intelligence...

Firgt, though they controlled agood bit of the galaxy, Command was split on how to proceed,
with agroup dlied largdly with the Inmost faction attempting to withdraw al forcesfromthe Arm, in
order to consolidate aline at the base.

Thisdangeroudy flawed plan had clearly been constructed by someone who had no sense of
dimension, and no understanding of the nature of the enemy. For every time the sheriekas had been
beaten back they'd surged forward again, each time coming closer to claiming the right to control man's
degtiny.

And now? Now the more observant of the High Commandersfelt the war was amost logt, that
the sheriekas were bare years away from being able to go wherever they wished, whenever they wished,
to command, endave, destroy ...

Destroy.

It appeared that the enemy had less and less desire to control mankind and more desireto just be
rid of it entirely. More, they seemed willing, or even eager, to destroy everything in existencein favor of
some future where the very quarks trembled at their name.

Theintelligence on thiswas spotty, though an M'sintuition knew it for truth.

Hisdrink done, Jela closed the intelligence data, and opened what had lately become his
most-accessed files. Hewasin afair way to becoming obsessed with the problem they'd set him—two
so-caled math ingructors hisintuition told him he was unlikely, after dl these days of duty, to see again.

Heflicked through his data, frowning. Missing space craft were one thing, missing planets
another. Both events were of course disturbing, though ordinary enough in auniverse where black holes
and novas and other such events were known; in a universe where the math—and hence the
wespons—existed that could destroy aworld with chain-reacted nucle or the casud accidenta flare of a
burping solar-storm.

But lately, some other events were unfolding, asif space were unfolding, or asif the space where
humanity lived among the arswas from timeto time... dissolving.

The word unfolding had come from the younger and quieter of the two ingtructors; and a sharp
disagreement had followed its utterance.

It quickly became apparent to Jelathat the disagreement was something more—and more
serious—than smple professond sniping. The eder and more voluble ingtructor believed that the
younger's unfolding was too smple amodd; that if certain late developments were mere unfolding, the
universe would smply get bigger—well, no, not bigger, not precisaly, but that it would acquire another
dimension, adimension of so little moment that it would take five to ten times the known life of the
universefor it to materialy affect the spin of something asinconsequentia as an eectron.

No, the operative phrase, according to the voluble one, as he scribbled on the situation
board—"Here! This isthe math we have to work from!"—was decrystallization.

The ingructor admitted that he had not the fina proofs, that the math they were working from
was the partial and not yet finished work of amathematician who had unfortunately come to the notice of
those who found his theories and equations anathema. The quiet instructor spoke of the mathematician as
one honorably dead in battle, and had turned to inscribe a series of equations that |ooked remarkably like
piloting forms onto the Situation board.

"The problem weface," he murmured, "isthat someone—and we must assume that someone
equas the Enemy—is experimenting with dismantling the universe.”

It was said so camly that it was only in retrospect that Jelafelt aflicker of dread.

The elder ingtructor tossed his pen from hand to hand pensively.

"Yes" hesad finaly, "that's a reasonable shorthand for the event, no matter what the full math
may describe. It's rather asif you were able to set up aforce field around a courier ship, attach it to a



sector of the universe, and trangtion—forever.”

"Good," sad the younger, finishing up his notations and standing back. "That description alows
usto use math that should be very familiar to our student.” He gave Jelaan uncomfortably earnest sare
before waving toward the situation board. "L et's suppose, for example, that you wanted to visit the
garison a Vinylhaven..."

Unsurprisingly, the math was quite accurate for the mass of the proposed courier ship; the
ingtructor then solved it for alocation deep in the heart of the galaxy, on aheading that Jela recognized.

"Now, what wéelll do for this| reran... trip..." the instructor murmured, asif talking to himself
more than hisincreasingly puzzled student, "is restate the mass of the ship, drop it out of the locus defined
by our standard five dimensons and into one defined by nine."

Hedid this, Jela checking the new equation on his pad...

"Now, thethingis—" theingtructor said, suddenly turning away from the board, "— no oneredly
wantsto go to Vinylhaven..."

Jelahad been thinking the same thing himsdlf, Vinylhaven being somewhét too close for comfort
to the remains of the ember of abrown giant...

"...because" theingtructor continued in his deceptively quiet voice, "it's not there."

Jedaflat out sared. " Not there?' he demanded, wondering now if dl of this had been some sort
of elaborate hoax to test the gullibility of intransgent Ms. "I've been there."

"Not lately,” the eder instructor said smply. "I have been—or, say, | have attempted to
go—within the last two Common Years. It is, as my colleague says, not there. Not the garrison world,
not the brown giant. While we can use the coordinates that formerly brought usto Vinylhaven, infact we
can only cometo the approximate vicinity, for pretty much everything out that way is gone. The nearest
known degtination we can raiseisthe yellow star threelight years away, which is till there, though it has
gonenova."

"Our guess,” the younger indructor said serioudly, "isthat a sphere—and thisisaguess; it may
well be amore complex shape—approximeating three-fourths of a cubic light year was—taken away. |
say the space was folded; my associate says the space—actually asmall portion of the universe—was
decrydtalized. Down to the photons and below, there is nothing. We can measure the event—are
messuring it—by finding the wave front of light."

He paused for amoment's serious study of the situation board and the equations elucidated there,
then looked back to Jela.

"Giventhefact that Vinylhavenisgone," he murmured, "let's cal cul ate the transport-can big
enough to hold the missing volume and mass...."

Thelesson was not lost on Jda. They did the math, severd times.

"Y our answer asto the power source?' the elder instructor asked Jela.

He sighed and pushed back from his pad, though his fingers still wandered lightly over the keys,
looking for asolution that made sense, granting the data...

"Losslesstota converson?' he offered.

"Condder the multiple spin-states, and the mass of the photons..." The younger, that

Jelasighed again. "Areyou sure there's not ablack hole? | mean...."

"Absolutely no sign of one," the elder answered, "and insufficient to have cleared the zone.
Loss-lesstota conversion fails, asfar aswere able to compute, if the mass actualy moves somewhere
else. Weretalking energy levels above those in a super-sized gaactic core black hole. With no trace.”

"Thenovayou mentioned?"

"Likely not coincidence," the eder conceded, "but not nearly enough power to causethis.
Perhaps there was | eakage and we smply don't know what to look for."

"Not natural,” Jdaperssted. "Y ou're sure? Not somerare, once-in-a-billion-year event?”

Thetwo instructors looked at each other and a message passed between them as surely asif
they'd used finger-talk.

The younger reached into a pocket, and withdrew a datastrip.

"Vinylhaven isthe saventh such event that we're sure of. We have been apprized of three more



snce. All inthe Arm. This datastrip contains a summation of the ten events and what we can deduce
about the physics, the geology, and the cosmology.”

Helaid the strip across Jdas pam. "Tomorrow, well want to seeif you've found a pattern.”

The elder ingtructor placed a second strip in Jelas hand.

"Background on the commanders and garrisons, native populations. The people..."

Dread nibbled at the edge of Jela's consciousness again, dread and sadness.

"Do you expect me to solvethis?' he asked.

They looked away, dmost as one. The elder looked back with asigh.

"No. Not solveit. But we want your help. We're looking for specia circumstances. For insight.
For hope. And you must know, Captain M, that your mission, when you leave here, will bein part to
keep the troops in place and fighting, whether there is hope or none. It's about al we can do right now."

* * %

However, the next day did not bring the mathematical pair back, nor the next severa beyond
that. Rather, Jdawasimmersed in an intense round of training on surviving smal-arms shoot-outs, of
choosing the right weapon, of avoiding detection, aswell as refreshers on ships, on engines and power
plants, on intra-system navigation, and more history of the First Phase.

So, he kept to the project in his so-called "off-time," eating over study flimses, exercisng with
computer screens and keyboards within reach, captured by the problem and hungry to se where the data
led him.

Hetried to understand the locations of the disappearances, drawing s mple maps of the missing
sections, and more maps, over time. Held tried analysis by local population or lack of it, since only four
of the now-missing locations had any population to spesk of. He analyzed by politica leanings of nearby
garrison commanders, by system discovery or occupation date, by the colors of the sars, even by the
alphabetica orders of the names of the stars or systems or planets.

The databases he had been given were large and flexible; but he strained them, joined them
together and drilled through them. He pondered and set the computer to pondering...

In the meantime: exercise, classes, exercise, reading, exercise, classes, exercise, research, deep.

Seep proved its own mystery for there was no doubt that he'd found a pattern to his wakefulness
that no longer matched atypical M's profile. Aslittle asthe average of the M Strain dept, he dept less.
And there were the dreams, usualy not so loud as to wake him, and behind them the conviction that he
could amost smell the water, hear the surf on the beach, recall the dragons hovering over the
world-forest, and know their names.

Thislast was the most perplexing—for he must assume that the dreams and wistful memories
werethetree's, channeed to him by amechanism he accepted without understanding—and how would
the tree know the names of beings who rode the air currents?

He permitted himself little time to explore these persond mysteries, however, with so glorious
and complex a problem before him.

It was the middle of the sixth day following his assignment to the task of the disappearances when
the elder of the two instructors regppeared, interrupting alanding sm. Jeawas alittle disturbed by this,
for the sin was decidedly trying to create unfavorable conditions and held yet to crash or hard-land—

"Captain,” theingructor said briskly. "Wewill be sharing aquick med with my colleague; our
schedules will no longer mesh with yours after today, and so we seek a summary from you. In no case,
by the way, will you divulge your andysis of the Situation to the common troops you will bevisiting as
part of your misson. Most will lack your training and gppreciation of nuance. Please follow me."

Though courteously enough phrased, it was an order, so Jelalocked the sm and followed the
ingtructor out of the connected rooms of his dormitory and tutoring hal, through aseries of corridorson
dark-time schedule.

They passed severd people, none of whom acknowledged them, and arrived in asmall cafeteria
asthe younger ingtructor hurried in from yet another corridor, carrying what appeared to be travel cases.

"We're s&t," he said to the elder. "When the interview is over, we go."



Jeasinterest was piqued: For many daysit had been asif the only concern of this place was him
and histraining. To see outsde necessity now so much inview...

"Please," the eder ingtructor said to Jea. "Sit and egt. We're outbound in short order.”

The medl was decidedly more ambitious than hedd been expecting, given the apparent imminence
of theingructors departure, and Jelafdl to with more enjoyment than he usudly found in dining hall food.
Theinitiad discussion was near commonplace—questions about which information held thought most
useful, which databases might aswell beleft out if the information were to be shared elsewhere...

Therewas, amazingly, rea coffeeto finish the med, which suggested hisingructorsto be

even more out of the ordinary than he'd thought. High-rank officers, then, or independent
specidists beyond the direct control of the military—

"And 80," theyounger said at last, "as you have had an extra bit of timein which to consder,
would you care to share with usyour analysis?

Eyebrows up, Jela glanced about the room, and the severa tables occupied by quiet-speaking
folk.

The elder ingtructor smiled. " Of the secrets here, thisis—like every secret here—the most
important.”

The younger moved ahand for atention.

"What we haveisaseries of potentidly cascading Stuations,”" he said serioudy. " Some discuss
thistype of event in terms of catastrophe. Things beyond our control and possibly beyond our ken have
been set in motion and will continue in motion. And we? We are in aprecarious spot, asif we stand on a
high ridge of sand capable of diding elther to theright or to the left.

"Themotion—let'scal it awind—may set off adide, or it may not. If thewind carries more
sand, the dide might go to theright. If the wind carries moisture, the dide may be delayed—or it may be
to theleft. If the winds gain strength dowly, an equilibrium may be reached for sometime. If thewinds,
they bluster—wel| then, we may have an avaanche—and gtill we are unsureif wewill dideleft or right.”

"So our words, heard or unheard,” the elder said after amoment, "do not move us from the
ridge. They may or may not permit usto jump in the most advantageous direction at the correct time.
And that we know the wind is blowing—it is of no moment. Thewind cares

Jela, from an impulse which felt oddly tree-like, saluted the instructors.

"Inthat case, yes, | have found patterns. Many of them. They perhaps point somewhere useful;
they raise questions | would pursue if my time were my own."

"Have some more coffee, my friend," suggested the elder, pouring as he spoke. Jela sipped
gppreciatively and placed the cup carefully on thetable.

"I would summarize thisway: the basc patterns of the settled worlds were such that trade
pesked at about the sametime for al of them. This makes some sense, after al, when one comparesthe
ebb and flow of gdactic economics and populations, and when one looks at what these worlds offered
for trade. None of them ever rose above mid-level—but they're dl somewhat removed from the most
profitable of the trade routes.

"The pattern of the unsettled worlds was that traffic to and from peaked at about the sametime
asthe settled worldsin question.” He paused to look at the instructors, seeing only serious attention in
their faces.

"These are mideading patterns,”" he continued. "Therés afar more interesting underlying
connection; and onefar, far older.

"Asnear as| could tdll, the star systemsin question were dl very nearly the same age. | mean this
with an accuracy | can't properly express. Though listed in some catalogs as having arange in birth of
severd millions of years, it appearsthat they may have been more closgly linked than that. My guess
would be that they were exactly the same age.”

Theingtructors sat asif entranced while Jela paused, picked up his cup, stared into it, trying to
put thoughts, fedings, intuitive legpsinto something gpproaching linear.

At last, he spped his coffee, sghed. Sipped again, and looked at them hard, one after the other.

"The trade patterns were merely an accident of trade and technology; | doubt that they were



anything more than asymptom.”

He spped again, till feding for the proper way totell it...

"|sotopic timonium,” he said, at last. "Each of the systems had been sources of an isotopic
timonium. The stars were known to retain afair amount, the planets orbiting them contained some, the
gas clouds beyond had it... I'm tempted to say a unique isotopic timonium—I can't, not having dl the
information to hand.

"The pattern | see most fully isthat the matter in dl of those systems was formed from the same
cataclysmic event. They shared birth, perhapsin the intergalactic collison that helped form the Arm.
Again, | can't—didn't have time—to do the retrograde orbital analys's, the spectrum comparisons, the
motion component cross-sections, the....”

He stopped himself. After dl, theingtructors didn't care what he hadn't done, but what he had.

"Uniqueisotopic timonium?" the younger instructor murmured. " This despite the distances from
esch other?"

"It'sthe pattern behind many of the other patterns,” Jela assured him, being confident on that
point at least. "I've lately seen literature which indicates that timonium was long considered to be an
impossible dement, semi-stable despite its atomic number, radiating in an unnatural spectrum... dl this
early conjecture was newsto me, since my education was practical rather than creetive.”

He shrugged.

"l can't guessdl of it. But, given aunique proto block or proto cloud formed in part into agalaxy
that collided with the one we now inhabit—we speak in billions of years now!—and thistimonium, which
has dl decayed a the sametime, so close asif it came from the same furnace.”

He sipped the last bit of coffeein his cup, saw the glance between the instructors from benesth
hooded eyes.

"The sheriekas," he murmured, dmost as quietly asthe younger indructor. "They use timonium
asif it were the commonest of metals. If anyone can find it at adistance, they can. If anyone knows how
to makeit act, or how to act on it at adistance, they can.”

A chimethen, and the instructors looked to chronographs and hastily rose.

"Destroy your working files," said the elder tutor, "and whatever hard copies you may have
made. Eventualy, of course, others may see the same thing, assuming they can accessthe information.”

Theyounger indructor Sghed audibly.

"Y ou have—given the information we brought together over our careers—duplicated our
thinking. Thisinformation has been shared only at the highest levels. Y our commanders understand and
act uponit; dl othersignoreit and deny it."

The dder ingtructor picked up atravel bag and looked pointedly at Jela.

"Do not doubt yourself,” he said sternly. "The particular crystal that we protect, that welive
within, isin danger. Y ou, Captain, are one of afew who know the depth of the danger, and one of the
fewer gtill who might do something about it. ™

Then, with amost unexpected flutter of pilot hand-talk, sgnaing, most urgent, most urgent,
most urgent he continued. "My studies show that there are universes entirely inimical to life. And there
are universes not inimica which yet have none...."

From without came the sudden snarl of an air-breathing engine. The speaker lost histrain of
thought in the noise and looked to hisfelow.

A second chime sounded, and amid a checking of pockets and carryabouts the instructors
sduted Jdaasif hewerean admird, and hurried off.

"Carry on, soldier," the quiet instructor said over his shoulder—and that was the last he heard or
saw of them.

He carried on. He saluted the empty space, poured the last of the coffee into his cup, and sat
with it cradled between hispams until it grew cold. Shaking himsdlf, herose, leaving ahint of adropin
the bottom of the hard-used cup, and returned to hisinterrupted sm.



Seven

Awaiting Transport

Jelastood quietly in the arid breeze, fascinated—or so it might have appeared to an
observer—by the pair of contrails crossing the cloudless blue-green sky on exactly the same heading,
one perhaps a hundred of Jela's cam breaths behind the other.

There was no way that aman without instruments could positively say which was higher, though
Jelafelt he knew. Theleader, he thought, would land and be on itsway to rotating its wheelsfor takeoff
before the second touched down. After all, that's what had happened when held landed here, many days
ago.

Y et the observer—and there was no smd|l chance that there was such, likely watching from a
cameraor sensor stand for one last bit of measurement, one last bit of information about this particular
candidate—the observer would have been wrong.

Far from being fascinated, M. Jela Granthor's Guard had pitched his mind as closeto adream
date as he might while continuing to stand upright at the edge of the runway, and was himsalf observing:
Listening to the keening echo of ancient, dead-and-gone flying things and concentrating on templ ates that
fel dmost visudly across his concentration. Thetree sat companionably by hisside, itstopmost leaves
moving in a pattern not entirely wind-driven.

Leaning againg the tregslightweight traveling pot was the small kit held been given on hisarriva
at the training grounds. Anything else he owned was € sewhere, perhaps not to be seen again. He hoped,
as he stood watching the contrails approach, that he'd soon be allowed his name back. Thetrainers had,
without fail, caled him Captain M, and while his name was nothing more than a quartermaster's joke, he
wasfond of it.

It could well bethat they had been told no better name for him. After all, the fact that hewas an
M wastherefor dl to see—and that hed been training for duties and activity somewhat ...above... those
assigned a corpord, was aso as clear asthe air here.

There.

With an amost audible snap the top branch fluttered and the template not quite before his eyes
became an odd cross, theimage haf asmall spacecraft and half adragon gliding serendly on stiff wings.

Jelds back-brain gpplauded the attempt to match this relatively new experience with an
unutterably ancient one, and to adjust that template on thefly, asit were.

The scary thing—and it was scary, on the face of it—was that the template continued to evolve,
asif the tree were able to reach into Jelas own store of memories and capture details it could never have
known of and for itsalf.

As he watched, the dragon's wings began to bulge at wing-root—but that was surely because
Jelaknew the craft on the way was an air-breather for much of the trip and would have engines buried
there. Too, the keening of mighty dragons was giving way to not one, but two sets of incoming jet
sounds, yet the approaching craft was till some moments beyond the range where any human ears might
actudly hear them.

He shivered then, did Jela, and let his attention return to the exact here and now that he breathed
in, letting the template fade from his thought. Thefirst craft was on find approach over the distant river
and the second was miaking its turn—and now the engine sounds hit him, waking atouch of nogtalgiafor
thefirgt time he'd flown an air-bresther.

There, the landing gear glinting, and there, the dight flare-out as amoment of ground-effect lift
floated the graceful plane a heartbeat above the cermacrete runway.

A beautifully light landing then, with hardly asound from the gear and barely asniff of dust, and
the underwhine ratcheting down quickly...

The fusdlage hatch opened and two people stood inside, oneto aside, asthe craft rolled to a
stop directly infront of him. The plane obligingly folded its gear to bring Jdawithin reach of the short
gep-ramp, and the two insde jumped the final knee height to hisside to help him up, each flashing a



sdute, despite the fact he had no insigniaon his near-colorless'skins.

One of the assstantstook hiskit, the other considered the tree for amoment, decided on the
proper way to hoi<t....

And that quickly was Jdawithin the plane, and the tree beside him, the only occupants of asmdll
if comfortable passenger cabin. The engines began revving, the plane started rising on its gear to take-off
height, and the assistants helped Jela snap into his belts.

Two more sautes and the ass stants stepped of f the plane, leaving the tree, taking the kit, and
closing the hatch against the sound and the breeze.

Onthewall before him wasthe flashing "Lift in Progress' sign, but held aready felt the plane's
gear lock and the motion of the completed turn. He settled in, envisioning—for the tree—what had just
occurred, and then relaxed as the craft hurtled down the runway and into the air. The small thwap of the
gear-doors closing mirrored ajolt of acceleration, and the nose rose.

Through the cabin's smal view port he caught aglance of the second craft, now landing. Likethis
one, it bore no markings.

"Well," he said conversationdly to thetree, "guess | get a new wardrobe when we get where
weregoing!"

He closed his eyes as the comfortable push of the ship'slift continued, indicating apilotin
something of ahurry.

Being neither pilot nor co-pilot, the best thing he might do for the troop at the moment was deep.
Which hedid, willingly.

Asusud hewoke quickly, finding the plane about him barely an instant after deciding to wake.
The afterimage of hisworking dream was areprise of his last meeting with the language team. Of dl the
work—ranging from new and surprisingly interesting methods of killing, to explosives, to studies of maths
far beyond those that he'd aspired to—it was the language work which had been anon-stop challenge.
And the dream left him with the impression that he till needed work, that his skillswere not quite
adequate for the task to hand.

It was then that the craft banked, and the door to the piloting chamber did open. A voice,
somewhat familiar, drifted back.

"Captain Jela, welcome. Please come forward and take the second seat.”

Jela unstrapped, pleased. He hated to be bored.

Theflight deck was exactly like the trainers they'd tested him on—no surprise. Nor wasthe
pilot'sface.

"Commander." He nodded as he strapped in. Her 'skins, like his, were without markings, he
Saw.

She nodded in return.

"Y our board will belivein afew moments. WEll hit the boost shortly—but there—see your
screen for details. Soon well rendezvous with a ship carrying your crew and you'll begin sineing on your
new command.”

"Your board islive, Captain," she said quite unnecessarily. "And, asyoull find in your info pack
when we arrive, | an Commander Ro Gayda. Welcometo thered war.”

Part Two
Smugglers
Eight

On Board Spiral Dance
Fddaiza Port



The cargo had been waiting, for awonder, and the |oading expeditious, for another. She was
scheduled to lift out in what passed for early tomorrow, hereabouts, which meant she had twenty-three
hours, ship-time, in which to please her fancy.

The last few ports had been something short of civilized, by even her sandards, so it happened
she had afancy.

She shut the board down asfar as she ever did, having long ago learned not to turn off al the
tell-tales and feeds, and never to put dl systemsin suspend, where she couldn't grab them out againina
hurry. With her outbound so soon, it redlly didn't make much sense to go through the extra half-shifts of
shutdown and boot-up, anyway.

While Dancer settled into doze, sheidly watched the loca port feed. Some familiar names
scrolled by—a bar she knew pretty well, or at least had known pretty well, and a couple jumping-jacks.

She considered the jacks and shook her head. She wastoo old to think of paper sheets as
anything but alast resort that'd leave her needing to do things right next port. The problem with running a
solo ship—and having areputation for liking it that way—was some folks figured you were always solo,
or €lse somebody whose interests weren't much in the public way. Mostly, she guessed, shefit that.

Not that she'd always run solo. Back when she'd been Garen's co-pilot and they'd done most of
their work in the Rim—there'd been some grand flings, back then. She sighed and shook her head again.

Waan't any use thinking about Garen, or about past lusts, either. Nothing good ever came out of
thinking about the past.

Now. Now what brain and body were united in wanting was atime to relax and deep
naked-to-naked, after a couple heavy duty squeezes, some teasing and some sharing.... Now waswhen
it was hard on a body to be solo.

Truth told, there'd been more choices, back when. She wasn't ever going to be a beauty, but she
was apilot, and she damn well came out for fun with plenty of money in apublic pocket so she didn't
have to hold out for somebody el se wanting to pay.

Back when, she didn't have the history of having killed a coupleidiots who'd tried to take her
ship; shedidn't have arecord of being fined and confined for taking on—in afair fight'—the entire
executive section of abattle cruiser and leaving them on hospital leave. Nor did she, then, know that this
one besat her co-pilot, and that one stole virgins, and that other one robbed the people he dept with,
every one.

And there she was, thinking about the past again. Brain meit, that's what it was. Happened when
you ran solo too long. Likely, the port copswould find her in her tower, gibbering and wailing, crying
over people long dead and vapor, like tears could ever right things.

She glanced back at the port feed, ill scrolling leisurdly through the various entertainment
options, reached out to tap akey and zoom in on one section.

Beautiful. Beautiful girls, beautiful boys, beautiful couples. And, the ad said, they ddlivered. She
could have one or apair brought right hereto her, hedth certificatesand dl.

The prospect of having acutelocal pro—even apair of cuteloca pros—on hand to talk to in the
middle of her night warmed her not at al.

She needed to get out, off-ship, away from meta walls and the sound of her own thoughts.
Away from the past.

A tap on the keyboard banished the port feed. Another put the lighting back to night-rest. She
stood and stretched to her full lean height, then headed for the hatch, snagging her kit-bag out of the
empty co-pilot'schair.

Firgt, food from something other than ship's store, maybe with amild stimulant, to keep the edge
on. After that—not ale, not today. Today, shed have wine. Good wine—or the best on offer. And that
food—nothing out of some grab-a-bite. No. She'd have plates, and linens, and pilots. Top of theline, all
the way. She could afford it today, which wasn't dways the case.

By the time she reached the edge of the field, shed amost convinced hersdf that shed havea
great time.

* * *



Finding aroom had been easy enough. The clerk at the Starlight Hotel was pleased to reduce her
credit chit by asignificant sum in return for aroom complete with awide bed, smooth sheets overlain
with aquilted coverlet dyed in graduated shades of blue. A deep-piled blue carpet covered the floor; and
the persond facilities boasted a single shower and a hand-finished porcelain tub wide enough to hold
two, this not being aworld which was exactly short on water.

She stowed her bag, had a quick shower, hesitated over maybe putting on something alittle
fancier than 'skins, decided that safety came first on Faldaiza, and headed out. The sweet smell of the
hotel sogps and cleansers clung to her, distracting until she forgot them in her search for therest of the
ligt, which had proved unexpectedly difficult to fulfill.

Thefirgt fancy eatery she gpproached advertised dl kinds of exotic and expensve
food-and-drinkables, but she caught the gleam of armor 'skins as she approached and decided against.
The next place, the woman holding the door acted like maybe pilot 'skins smelled bad, and the third
place was standing room only with aline out the door.

She was about to give up on food and move on to wine and companionship, when she happened
on The Alcoves.

It didn't look so fancy asthe others, but the menu scrolling over the door promised fresh
custom-made medls at not-ruinous prices, and alist of wines she recognized as on the top level of good.

She squared her shoulders and walked in.

The master of the dining room wore adeeveessforma tunic, the vibrant green tats of his Batch
glowed againgt the pale skin of hisforearms, short gloves and hosen, al shimmering with embedded
Smartstrands.

"Rilot," he said, with agratifyingly respectful bow of the head. "What service may thishumble
person be pleased to provide?'

"A med," shesaid, dipping agwint out of her public pocket. "Company, if apilot's asked.”

He palmed the coin deftly and consulted hislog.

"Thereis one guest who has requested the pleasure of sharing hismed with afdlow pilot, should
oneinquire. Happily, he has only recently achieved atable, so your meals may be coordinated.”

She felt something in her chest she hadn't known was knotted up ease alittle and redlized how
much she had wanted another face, another voice, another self across the table from her. Someone who
spoke the language of piloting, who knew what it was like to pour your lifeinto your ship....

Sheindined alittlefrom thewas.

"I would be pleased to accept an introduction to thispilot," shetold the master formadly, and
waited while he made anote in hislog with one hand and raised the other, the strands of the glove
glowing briefly.

From the curtain at his back, another Batcher gppeared, also in smart formals, the same
glow-green tats on her arms, her face an exact replica of the man's.

"This pilot joinsthe pilot seated in the Alcove of Singing Waters," the master said, and the waiter
bowed.

"If the pilot would consent to enter,” she murmured, and stepped back, sweeping the curtain
aside with atattooed ann.

She stepped into awide hallway floored in gold-threaded whitetiles. A subtle sound behind told
her that the curtain had fallen back into place, and she turned dightly as the attendant approached.

"If the pilot will follow thisunworthy one" the Batcher murmured and passed on, sllent in gilded
sandds.

Her boots made dightly more noise as she followed the Batcher, passing a coves at measured
distances. Across the entrance of each hung a curtain heavy with sound absorbing brocade.

She had counted eight such alcoves on her right hand. At the ninth, her guide paused and placed
her gloved pam againgt the drawn curtain.

Some signal must have been travel ed from the brocade to the strandsin the gloves and thence to
the attendant hersdlf, for she drew back the curtain dightly and made a bow.

"This one requests the guest's forbearance,” the Baicher said softly. "A pilot comesto share food



withapilat, if thisistill desred.”

In the hall and some steps behind, for decency's sake, she heard nothing from theroomin
response to this, but the answer must have been in the affirmative, for the attendant pulled the curtain
wider and beckoned.

"Pilat, if you please. The pilot welcomesyou.”

Shewent forward, walking easy, keeping her—specifically empty—hands out where they could
be seen. On the edge of the acove, she paused, Ietting the light outline her, giving the other pilot—and
hersdlf too, truth told—alast chance to have a change of requiremen.

The man seated in the lounger next to thewall of flowing water that apparently gave the dcoveits
namewas dark in the hair and lean in the face. From the breadth of his shoulders shejudged he'd top her
not-inconsiderable height, but when he stood up to do the polite, she found herself looking down into
eyes as black asthe empty space beyond the Rim. His 'skinswere dark, and it was hard to definitively
decide where the man ended and the dim room began.

"Filot," he said, and his voice was a clear tenor. "In peace, be welcome.”

There weren't many who would violate the terms of peaceful welcome, and if the small big man
was one, well—she had long ago learned to err on the Sde of mistrust.

So. "Pilat," she answered. "I'm pleased to share a peaceful interlude.”

Behind her, she heard the curtain fal. Anything that was said between them now would be
absorbed and erased by the brocades. Unless there were paid listeners, of course....

"The room sweeps clean,” the other pilot told her, reading the thought on her face, maybe—or
maybe just naturaly assuming sheld want to know and looking to save her the effort of scanning.

Asit happened, her 'skinswere on auto-scan and, lacking awarning tone, she decided to take
hisword for the conditions.

"That's good news," she said and came another step into the room. "I'm Cantra."

Welcome," he said again, and gestured toward the loungers by the water. "I'm Jela. | sent for a
bottle of wine, which should be here soon. Infact, | thought you must beit. No doubt the house will
provide another glass, if you'd care to share adrink before the meal?' He raised a broad, brown hand,
fingers spread.

"Y ou understand, | have aforgiving schedule, and set mysdlf the god of aleisurely med. If your
timeislimited..."

"I've got afew local hoursto burn,” she said. "Wine and arelax would be—something alot like
nothing I've had latdly."

He grinned at that, showing white, even teeth, and again indicated the loungers. "Have a set,
then, and listen to the sSinging waters, for if I'm not mistaken—" A gong sounded, softly, from the
brocaded ceiling.

"Enter!" Jelacalled, and the curtain parted for the female Batcher, bearing atray holding abottle
of wine and two glasses.

Cantrasat down and let the lounger cradle her body. Jela sought the chair opposite and the
attendant brought the wine to the table between them. She had the sedl off efficiently and poured amite
of pale gold into each glass, handing the first to Jela, the second to Cantra.

Passing the glass beneath her nose brought her arush of scent and agrowing conviction that she
wasin theright place.

She sipped: sharp citrusflavors burst on her tongue, followed by a single note of sweetness.

"I'm pleased,” Jela said to the attendant. "Pilot?"

"I'm—pleased,” shereplied, handing her glass back to the attendant with asmile. "And pleased
to havemore.”

Thiswas accomplished without undue fuss. Both pilots being accommodated, the attendant
bowed.

"This humble person exists to serve,” she said. "What may it please the pilotsto order from our
avallablefoods?' She placed her gloved hands together and drew them dowly open. In the space
between her pams, words formed—the house's menu.



Jelaordered leisurely, giving Cantratime to peruse the offerings and settle on the incredible
luxury of afresh green salad, non-vat fish steak, and fresh baked bread.

The attendant bowed, closed the menu and departed, silently dipping past the brocade curtain.

Cantrasipped her wine, reishing the flavors and the layers of taste. Acrossfrom her, the
man—~pilot Jda—he spped, too, cuddied deep in hislounger, forcefully projecting theimpresson of a
man relaxed, indolent, and dow.

She having projected just such impressions hersdf from time to time in the interests of not
frightening the grounders—maybe she was alittle too aware of what he was doing. It might have been
polite, not to notice. But it irritated her, to be treated like a know-nothing, and she brought her glass
down to rest againgt her knee.

"Y ou don't haveto go to dl that trouble for me," she said. "PFilot.”

There was a short space of charged silence, asif he weren't used to being called on hisdoings,
then anod—neither irritable nor gpologetic.

"Old habits," waswhat he said, and lifted his glassto sip with arespect that she registered as
real. The relaxation he showed now was properly tempered and much more restful to the both of them,
shewas sure.

They sat quiet for awhile then, each sipping, and | etting the water whisper its song down the wall
and disappear.

"Whereareyou in from, if it can betold, Pilot Cantra?"

"Chelbayne," she answered. Nothing to hide there, now that she was away, the cargo delivered
andthefeepad. "Y oursdf?'

"Solaintra”

Kind of an Inner world, was Solcintra, or near enough that somebody from the Rim might think it
not quite on the Ann, proper. A kind of has-been old settlein aquiet area where everyone traded with
neighbors, that was dl. Not a place shed normaly find hersdf. Still, you never knew.

"Anything specid?' she asked, and saw him shrug against the lounger's deep back. She hadn't
asked what kind of pilot he was, he might be anything from acruiseliner captain to afreight hauler toa
relief man. 'Course, his presence on Faldaiza Port kind of argued againgt the cruise liner.

"Therésamilitary unit garrisoned there," he was saying carefully over hisglass. "A good few
dozen ships attached to it. Mot of them seemed to bein twilight.”

Wi, and that was news, after al. Soldiers wereinevitable, in Cantras experience. Garrisoned
soldiers—they were something of an oddity. And even moreso, squatting down on a
not-especialy-prosperous world, trailing a buncha dozen deepy ships....

"And how did you find things a Chelbayne?' he asked, taking histurn, which was polite and his
right under peaceful welcome.

"Spooked," she said frankly. "Pilots doubling up on port. Rumors thicker'n star fields. Reported
sghtings of anything you like, including world-eaters, manipulators, and ancient pace probes showing up
with 'return to sender’ writ on the power panels.”

"Huh," he said, sounding intrigued in the way somebody would be by somebody else's craziness.
"Anything stand up to scrutiny?!

She shrugged in her turn, fegling the lounger move to accommodate the motion. "The probes|
heard about from somebody normally straight. On port for repair, she was, and looking to Sign anew
co-pilot. Could be shewas ground-crazy. My inclination isto discount al | heard, no matter who gave it
out. But maybe somebody really is collecting old space probes. Why not?

"Why not?" he echoed comfortably. " See any yourself on theway in?'

She snorted. "Not to recognize.”" She sipped the last of her glassand put it on thetable. "You
been on port awhile?

"A while" hedlowed, finishing his own glass and leaning out of the embrace of the lounger.
"Morewine?"

"Yes" shesad. And then, thinking that might have sounded too short, "Please.”

He poured, splitting what was |eft equally between the two glasses, handed hers over, then sat



back with his.

"Anything | should know, port-wise?' Cantraasked. "Don't want to be here past scheduled lift,
paying for amis-step.”

He was quiet—thinking—honestly thinking, was her sense, and not mum-ling. She sipped her
wine and waited.

"There seem to be some odd eements on the port,” he said dowly. "I'm not clear mysalf what
makes them odd, or if odd trandates into dangerous. Thelocds..." he paused to Sip hiswine gently. "The
locals may have caught some of that spooked feding from Chelbayne. Usud rules apply.”

The last was said without irony, and with enough emphasisto move him well out of the passenger
liner column on the pilot rating chart, asfar as she was concerned. That was with the usud rules being:
Watch your back, watch the shadows, and always expect trouble.

"That's something,” she acknowledged.

He nodded, seemed about to say something more, but the gong sounded again, and he called
"Enter," ingtead.

The Batcher attendant dipped into the room and bowed.

"Would it please the pilotsto recaeive their meds?'

Thefood and the discussion of the food having both come to satisfactory conclusions, Cantra
caled for athird bottle of wine. It came promptly, was poured, and the two of them again sat deep into
the loungers.

Cantrasighed, inert and content. The dinner talk, light on info asit had been, had finished
unknotting the tension in her chest. She wasin no hurry to move on; even theitch to find someoneto
share the upscale lodgings with had gone down a couple notches on the gottalli<t.

"S0," said Jeafrom the depths his chair, and sounding aslazy as she felt. "Where do you go from
here, if it can betold?"

That ran alittle close to the edge of what was covered by peaceful welcome. Still, she didn't
need to be specific asto when.

"Lifting out for the Rim," she said, which was bound to be true sometime.

"Heard there was some military action in the far-out recently,” he said, dow, like he was
measuring how much info to offer. "Maybe even aworld-eater sghted.”

She moved her shoulders, feding the chair give and reshape. "Rim's dways chancy,” she said.
"All sorts of weird driftsin from the Degps. Won't be thefirst time I've been out that far.”

"Ship shielding doesn't even give aworld-egter indigestion,” he pointed out, sounding sSincerein
his concern. "And ship beams arejust an interesting appetizer.”

"That'sright," she said, puzzled, but willing to play. "But a ship can run; aship can trangtion.
World-eaters are stupid, dow and confined to norma space.”

"You tak like you've had some experience there," Jea said, which was absolutely arequest for
more, and danced well outside the confidential's guaranteed under peaceful welcome.

Shetook her time having asip of wine, weighing the story and what might be got from it that she
took care not to say.

Intheend, it wasinertiaand afull belly that made the decison. She wasn't ready to move on just
yet, and there wasn't much, redlly, to be gained from the tde, setting aside piloting lore which this Jela,
with his big shoulders and noncommita eyes, surely had, either from experience of hisown or from
training. He was no fresh-jet, in her professond judgment. Still, if he wanted to heer it....

"Not anew tde" shesad, bringing her glassdown &t last.

"New tome," he countered, which was true enough—or so she hoped.

"Well, then." She settled her head againgt the chair and paused, letting the whisper of thefdling
water fill the silence for a heartbest, two...

"I was co-pilot, back when," she began. "The pilot had some business out on the Rim, so there
we were. Problem come up and we lifted in ahurry, ducking out afew klicksinto the Beyond." She
paused to have asip.



"That's some problem,” Jdasaid after her glass came down again, and she nearly laughed.

Y ou might alow it to be a problem when the cargo was wanted by the yard apes, who were dll
too ready to confiscate it and al the info there might bein ship'slog and the heads of pilot and co-pilot.

Y oumight alow it to be a problem that the client wasn't particularly forgiving of missing ddiveriesand
Garen having to make the call, was it better to lose the cargo out in the Deeps and maybe have a chance
to collect it later, risking the client's notable bad grace, or chance a board-and-search?

Sheld opted to dodge and jettison, adecision for which Cantradidn't fault her, though they never
did find it again, worse luck, and wound up working the debt off acraoss a dozen runs, the client having
been that peeved by the loss.

"It was aproblem of somesize" shetold Jda "Understanding that the pilot was out of the Rim,
origind—and didn't maybe respect Beyond like she ought. Anywise, were out there, beyond the Rim,
just meditating, and giving the problem time to brew down to alesser size, when an anomay shows up on
thefar-scans." She shrugged against the chair's embrace.

"A pilot'snot apilot unlessthey got acuriosity bump the size of asmall moon, so she and me, we
decideto go take alook.”

"Inthe Beyond?' His startlement seemed genuine. "How did you navigate?'

"Caught the Rim beacons on mid-scan and did the math on the fly,” she said, off-hand, like it was
notrick a al. Nor wasit, by then. By then, her and Garen had been out Deep considerable.

"So, we went on out to look," she resumed. "And we got avisua on something that looked to be
abad design decision on the part of the shipwright. Big, too. Not much ve ocity, spill spectrum showing
timonium, timonium, and for achange timonium. Tracking brain plotted its course and saw it hitting the
Rim at acertain point, in acertain number of Common Y ears.

"The pilot hailed it on generd band and | hit it with every scan we had." She sipped. He s,
dlent, waiting for therest of it.

"Well, it didn't answer the hail, o'course. And the scans bounced. I'm thinking it was the scans
got its attention, but it might've been the hall, after dl. It started to rotate and it Started to get hot.
Radiation scan screamed death-'n-doom. We figured we knew what we had by then, and the pilot was
of amind to turn it back into Beyond, whereit couldn't do much harm..

"Tumit?' That got hisattention.

"Right." Sheraised her hand, showing pam. " Say the pilot was afool, which I'm not saying she
didn't have her moments. Can't say for certain if that was one of them, though, because the truth is she
did turnit, playing easy mest, while| sat my board sweeting and feeding everything | dared into the
shidds, which were peding like old hull paint.”

"Sol'dthink.”

"We kept its attention until we was sureit was on course for Out-and-Away. Shields were just
about gone by then, and | was starting to fear for the navigation brain, not to say the biologics, when the
pilot decided we'd done what we could, and nipped usinto trangition.”

"Trangtion," he repeated. "Using what for reference points? If it can betold.”

"Had the Rim beacons on long-scan, like | mentioned,” shelied glibly. "Did the math on thefly."

"l—see." Hehad ago at hisglass, and she did the same, to finish, and put the empty on the table.

Sheld cometoo closeto adip, she thought, haf-irritated and half-regretful. Timeto be moving
on, before she got any stupider.

"l want to thank you," she said formally, and his Deeps-black gaze flicked to her face. "For your
companionship. Thetime was pleasant and informative. Now, | must take mysdlf off.”

She stood, leaving the embrace of the chair with apang. Paused for onelast listen of the Singing
water—and very nearly blinked asthe other pilot cameto hisfest.

"Asit happens, it'stimefor meto leave, too," he said blandly, and moved a hand toward the
curtained exit. "Please, Rilot. After you.”

Pilot Cantrawas an interesting case, Jela thought, following that lady down thetiled halway
toward the foyer and the front door. The tale about turning the world-eater had rung true, though there



had been, he had no doubt, a certain few tricky facts greased in the telling.

Shewasn't being easy tofile, either. HEd've said prosperous free trader, from the quality of the
'skins and the fact that she was egting a a subdued place on the high end of mid-range. On the other
hand, there was that story and the easy-seeming familiarity with the Rim—and beyond. According to his
congderable information, Rinuners had aflexible regard for such concepts aslaws, ownership, and what
might be called proscribed substances. Not that al Rirruners were necessarily pirates. Just that none of
the contributors to the reports he'd been force-fed had ever met one who technically wasnt.

Given that shewasn't at al who he'd been expecting—he'd been expecting Pilot Muran, who
was now some loca days overdue for their rendezvous—he counted himsdlf not unlucky inthe
encounter. She was a fine-looking woman—tadl, lithesome, and he didn't doubt, tough. Her wegpon was
quiet, but there for those who knew how to look—and he appreciated both the precaution and her
professondiam.

He'd entertained the notion that she might be somebody sent on by Muran, when he found
himsalf unable—and dismissed it when the meal took its course and shefailed to produce ether code
words or amessage from thetardy pilot.

That she was only apilot who had wanted company over her meal—that seemed certain, and he
made amental note to chew himsalf out proper for supposing that any pilot who would choose such a
restaurant would come complete with co-pilot, client, or companion. Getting civiliansinto soldier trouble,
that was bad.

Though there was no guarantee that there was or would be trouble, he thought, trying that notion
on for not thefirgt time. Muran being late—that could be explained by a couple things short of
catastrophe.

Muran not sending areason or areplacement—that couldn't. Jelasighed silently and owned to
himsdlf that he was worried.

Pilot Cantra had reached the curtain, swept it away with one long arm and stepped to aside,
holding the doorway clear for him.

"Filot," shesaid, and it could've been irony he heard in her voice, "after you."

He nodded and dipped past her, fingering coins out of his pocket as he approached the console.

Behind him, he heard the curtain go down. He ddliberately didn't turn, but finished counting the
price of themeal out into a pile, and afew more coins, into asecond, smdler pile, over which he held his
hand, fingers outspread.

"For the attendant,” he said to the master's raised eyebrow. "The service was excdllent and | am
grateful.”

The master's fee had come off the top when he had made hisinitid reservations. Jdahad made a
point of tipping the attendant on every vigt.

Nodding, the master gathered up the meal-price, thumbed his drawer open and deposited the
coins.

"This humble person is ddighted to hear that the pilot is pleased,” he said.

Jelafelt apresence a his side and looked up, expecting to see the female attendant. What he did
see, to his somewhat surprise, was Pilot Cantra, leaning forward to offer acredit chit. Y ellow, he noted,
being in the habit of noting such details. Whatever Pilot Cantrawas, she wasin fundstoday.

"The med wasfine, the company welcome,”" she said, her husky voice giving the forma wordsan
interesting texture.

"This humble person ddlightsin the pilot's pleasure,” the master assured her expressionlesdly,
running the chit through the consol€'s reader. There was a ping as the amount was deducted, and the chit
was passed back. Green now, Jela noticed, but still at amore than respectable level for apilot on
Faldaiza Port.

Cantrareceived her chit and did it away without giving it aglance. When her hand came out of
her pocket, she leaned over and put astack of coins next to Jelas stack. "For the attendant,” she said.
"She served well."

"The pilot's generosity isgratifying,” the master said and raised his hand. His Baich-sister dipped



around the edge of the curtain, and came forward until she was standing behind the console, facing Jea.

She was a compact woman, efficient-looking without being at dl lithe. She bowed, precisdly, and
gathered the coinsinto her gloved hands.

"Pilots. It isthe pleasure of this humble person to serve. Walk safely.”

Hefdt Rlot Cantra stiffen beside him and hoped he had masked his own shock more fully.

Turning, helooked up into the other pilot's eyes. They were green, he saw, which he hadn't been
sure of, in the dimness of the dining acove, and cam, despite her start of shock. " Shal we proceed,
Pilot?" he asked, expecting her to push past him and stride out into the port on her own. Which would
clarify onething or another.

But it appeared it was his hour for surprises.

"Why not?' Cantrasaid.

* * %

Outsde, the shadows were lengthening into the leisurdly local evening. Jdahung back a step,
intending to let the other pilot make thefirst move.

"I don't see anything worth worrying about,” she said easily, dawdling by his sde—just two
friends, finishing up achat sarted ingde over food and wine. "Y ou?"

"Not immediady,” he said with asmilefor the joke she hadn't made. "Maybe we should move
on, in casethey'rerunning late?!

"Good idea" Sheturned to theleft and he went aong, matching her long stride easily. "Now Il
ask you," shesaid, without looking at him. "Wasthe Batcher having alittle fun with us?'

It was an interesting question, dl things considered, and Jeladid consder it, dongside of acouple
other facts and oddities, among them the lack of Pilot Muran—and the presence of Pilot Cantra, who
might be an innocent civilian, or who might be something e se.

"No reason to believe shewas" he said dowly, not particularly liking the direction histhought
wastending, but |etting it have its head.

"Other question being," Cantra mused, and he approved the way she scanned the street as they
walked aong-eyes moving, checking high points, low, possible places of concealment. "Who'slikely to
be wanting to talk with you in aseriousway? | can think of some couple who might want to have acozy
chat with me, but nothing that can't wait."

There shouldn't, he thought, be anyone wanting to talk to him in any serious way, excepting the
absent Muran.

They'd set up the rendezvous carefully, that being how they did things. And they'd arranged for a
back up, just in case the primary went bad. He'd checked the back up, and needed to do so
agan—now, infact. All things considered.

He glanced a the woman beside him and found her watching him, green eyes—amused? Not
easy to scan at dl, was Pilot Cantra. And it cameto him that he'd better make sure of her, if he could.

"I'm after abit of noise and maybe something elseto drink,” he said. "Y ou?"

Sim eyebrows arched over those pretty green eyes, and he thought she might turn him down.
But—

"Sounds good,” she said eedlly.

"I know a place just acouple steps over there." He cocked his head to the left, and she moved a
dim, ringlesshand in the pilot'ssign for lead on.

Nine

Ontheground
Faldaiza Port

Pilot Jdas"place" abar-and-drinkery caling itsdf Filot's Choice, was consderably morethan a
couple steps, Situated asit wasin the shadow of the port tower. Giving the pilot hisdue, it wasn't apit,



nor showing any ‘jack spaces on offer. What it was, was full of pilots, loud voices, and something that
might've been music—in fact, wasmusic.

Therewas pair of bouncer-types checking ID at the door, which was a good thing by her way of
thinking, ‘causeit meant the local lowlifes weren't dlowed in—just them with proper Port clearance or
genuine pilot-class credentias.

Cantrashowed her ship'skey, and was gratified to see the hand maotion from the sharp-eyed man
requesting just abit more... and so she flashed the flat-pic with numbers and such on it. He didn't bother
to run-scan on it, though the machine was live—just gave her ahaf-saute and waved her into the dense
noise and rowdy dance-and-brew scent.

Apparently Jdawasin the same boat asfar aslooking legit on visua, which was a shame, 'cause
al she saw was him dipping his card into a semi-public pocket, the woman on that Sde signing out with a
respectful, "Thank you, Pilot!"—and till not a polite way to find out exactly what he was a pilot of. But
someinformation you just didn't ask if it didn't come voluntary.

They pushed on, just like they were together. The crowd motion stopped them for amoment, 'til
she could point out to Jeathe direction of the bar from her greeter height, which information he
acknowledged with equanimity.

Now they were further in, she could see a couple amost-nakeds on araised platform on the
opposite Sde of the room from the bar, dancing, they might've been. Looked interesting, whatever.

Shelet Jdabresk trail, which wasn't any problem at all for those shoulders, and directly joined
him at the bar proper, one foot on therail, waiting for the notice of the bartender.

"Therésaman here |l need to talk to," Jelasaid to her, hisvoice pitched to carry under the
genera hubbub. "It's probable hell have news, maybe make some sense of our friend's concern, if you'd
want to wait?"

Shegavehimasgmile. "I'll wait," she murmured, for hisearsonly. "Why not?"

"Good. Back soon." He was gone, moving quick and light through the crowd and she watched
him go, considering the wide shoulders and the dim hipswith asort of absent-minded admiration. Not
her usud sort, Pilot Jela, but awell-made man, regardiess.

"What'll it be, Pilot?' The bartender's prosaic question brought her back to the now and here.

"Ale" she said, knowing better than to ask for winein apilot's bar thisfar in to the shipyards.

"Coming up,” the ‘tender promised, and up it camein atimely manner. She smiled for the quick
service and did a couple carolis across the bar.

"Keep the change," she said. He gave her agrin and went away to tend to other customers.

Having de didn't mean having to drink it. Cantrakept the glass to hand, which was respectful of
the house and the 'tender, and turned her back against the bar, surveying the room for possibles.

Problem was, the room was alittle too full, alittle too loud. She wasn't jumpy, not that, but say
that the Batcher's warning had sharpened her edge. In the genera way of things, Batchers kept strictly to
this-humble-person. There was good reason for that, Batchers on most worldsin the Ann being not only
"biologic constructs' but property, bought and sold. What there wasn't any good reason for was a
Batcher to give clear warning to a couple o'strange pilots, or even to say more than the standard humble
gratitude.

Unless, shethought, and it wasn't athought that made her feel any smoother, the Batcher's owner
had ordered her to say what she had. And if that was so—

If that was 0, there were way too many unknownsin the equation. Amway, she thought, what's
it matter, warned trouble or unexpected? The usud rules applied.

She had to admit that, after the quiet time at The Alcoves she wasinclined to be abit more
aware of things, and if even so smal abreak from routine had energized her, that was a sign she needed
to get ared break soon. Like maybe right now. Sheld come off the ship looking for action, and it looked
like action might be all about, if she put her mind to it, and took alead from the dancers...

The couple on the platform was dow-dancing now, hip to hip and thigh to thigh. As she watched,
they separated and went to opposite edges, calling for volunteers from the crowd to come up and join
them.



This proposition was greeted with such enthusiasm that at first it seemed the bar's entire pilot
population would be up on the platform. The dancers, though, they were pros, and managed to keep
their company down to two each—oneto an ann. A couple of the chosen had drunk abit too much ae,
and the dancers had their work scheduled, keeping their dainty bare toes out from under boots.

Watching them, shefelt some hesat building in her belly and recalled hersdlf to the proposed task
ligt.

It'd be a shame to let the lodgings stand empty, she thought, and tried to bring hersdf into a
concentration on the available options.

Jelahadn't regppeared. It might, after all, be best if he didn't reappear, shoulders or no. Hed
been anot-entirdy-comfortable, if welcome, med-mate, but she wanted something alittle
less—controlled—for the bed-sport side of the evening. That little redhead, for instance. Cute, quick,
and not drunk yet, dancing dl by himself in avacant square of floor.

She watched him, feding her blood warm agreeably, and just about cussed when the music
ended.

The redhead stopped dancing, and looked around like maybe he didn't know what to do

Cantra pushed away from the bar and went over to introduce herself.

"Hewas here, sure," Ragil said. Most of his attention was on the stim-gtick hewasralling.
Command frowned on soldiers using non-regulation stimulants. Not that Ragil had cared much for that
particular reg when he was regular troop. Now that he was on the underside, he claimed the stim habit
gave him "verigmilitude’ in hisrole asbar owner. For dl Jdaknew, hewasright.

"So hewas here," he said now, working on holding histemper. "Whereishe now?' Ragil finished
the stick and brought it to hislips, drawing on it to Sart the thing burning. He looked up, broad face
worried.

"How do | know? 1 gave him your last, that you'd be at the prime spot an extra day, sametime,
same code." He drew on the stick, sighed out smoke. "Y ou're asking because he didn't connect?"

"Why else?' Jdasighed. "Somebody €l se did connect, though. Scan the floor?!

"Sure." Heleft the stick hanging out of the side of his mouth, tapped a code into the top of his
desk. "Center screen,” he said.

Jelasat carefully back in his chair—no upscae lounger here—and watched the dow pan of the
barroom. The stage was empty, the dancers down on the floor, circulating, collecting tips, no doubt, and
offers of companionship, after hours. The room was crowded and he sharpened hisfocus, in case he
missed her in the crowd.

"Busy," he commented.

"Damn placeisawaysbusy,” Ragil returned. "And it's not 'cause the drinks are chegp. Owe you
one, by theway. Y our idea of getting a couple dancersin here paid off." " Getting anything useful ?* Jda
asked absently, eyes on the screen.

"Who knowswhat's useful 7" Ragil countered. "Rumor, hearsay, and speculation, most of it. What
they do with it at the next level—how do | know? Heard one pilot the other day give as his opinion that
there's no enemy now, nor hasn't been for longer than you or me's been fighting. Command, see, needed
areason to increase the production of soldiers, so they sortainvented an enemy.”

"I've heard that one," Jasad. "What they never explain iswhy Command wants soldiers, if
therésno enemy.”

"Takeover the Arm?' Ragil asked.

"And hold it how?' He was beginning to think that Pilot Cantrahad |eft the bar without—

"Therel" he said. "Grab and grow the tall woman there next to the redhead.”

Ragil obligingly did this, and Pilot Cantra's strong-boned face filled the center screen. "Know
her?' Jelaasked.

The other took adeep drag on his stick while he considered theimage. "No," he said findly.
"Don't think | want to, either. What's your interest?"

"She cameto the primary, asked for amed-mate, if therewas apilot available.”



Ragil whigtled, soft and tuneless. " So—what? She's Muran's replacement?!

"Didn't say 0," Jdasad, dowly. "Didn't act anything but like apilot haf-crazy from running solo
and looking to have avoice that wasn't her own to listen to. Didn't make any play to stay close; | invited
her dlong. In case." He paused, thinking, among other things, of the Batch-grown's warning, which had
shocked Pilot Cantra—but for what reason? " She's ahard one to peg, and | won't say she's not fully
cagpable.”

"So she might be a beacon?"

"Might," hesaid, till not liking the idea—not that it made any difference what heliked, or ever
hed. "Might not.”

Ragil pitched the end of his gtim-gtick into the recycler, leaned forward and tapped a command
into his console. The grow-frame vanished as the camerawent real-time, keeping its eye on Pilot Cantra
and her friend.

"What're you going to do?" he asked.

Jeasighed. "Don't know."

* * %

The red-haired pilot's name was Danby and he wasn't disagreeableto letting her buy him an de.
She got the 'tender's attention and settled that, then they leaned on the bar, arm against arm, and did the
preiminaries

His ship was nice and legit—bel onged to the Parcil Trade Clan, from which there was nothing
more legit—and him fairly new-cometo first chair. They were on-port for three local days, of which this
was the evening of the second day. Trouble was, they ran watch-shifts on-board, instead of shutting
down and letting all crew loose a once, and he was due to take his turn at watching insde the next
couple hours.

"Theresa'jack down theroad, here," he said with abit of hopein hisvoice, tipping his head
toward the door.

Cantra consdered it—he was that cute, funny, too, in aby-the-law sorta way—then shook her
head.

"Got lodgings rented up-port,” she said, gpologetic, since there wasn't no use hurting hisfedings.
"Jugt infrom along run. Figured on along, dow night to make it seem worthwhile."

He looked wise and nodded. " Sometimes quick won't do it,” he agreed, not noticeably cast
down by her refusd. "Too bad we didn't meet up earlier.”

Across the room, the dancers came back on stage, and the music started up again, amost
overwhelmed by the hallering and whistles from the pilots on the floor. Danby put hishand on her am
and shelooked over to him, dow and careful, wondering if sheld migudged—

"Let'sdance,” hesad.

She blinked, and—hesitated, not having been much in the way of dancing lately. "1t'1l work out
some of the kinks, anyway," he urged.

She remembered, back when she'd been younger than Danby looked to be, dancing whole
leaves away. Back when, dancing had in fact worked out some of the kinks. She tried to remember
when sheld stopped—and why—then figured it didn't matter.

"Sure" she said, with asmile for hiswanting to help. "1t's been along time, though—fair
warning."

Floor space being at premium, closer in toward the platform, they hung back aong the edge of
the crowd and claimed themsdves arectangle of floor by the smple process of facing off and Sarting in.

Dancing came back pretty easy, once her muscles got over the shock. Danby jigged and
high-stepped and she copied him, letting her body get reacquainted with the notion.

"Doin' pretty good for somebody who doesn't remember how!" heydled in her ear—yelling
being the only way he could make himself heard in the general exuberance. "Try this!"

Hands on hips, he executed an intricate and rapid triple crossover, legs scissoring and boots
hardly seeming to touch the floor. He finished with ajump and aspin, and threw her agrin that was pure
dare-you.



She grinned back and put her hands on her hips, swaying with the music for afew bars, letting
the movement pattern seep through the pilot brain and down into the shoulders, ams, hips—

Her legs moved, boots besting out the count, then she was up and spinning, the room circling
'round her—the high-stepping dancers, pilots, samping; pilotsjigging in place; pilots leaning againgt the
bar; the ‘tender pouring aglass; two not-pilotsin armored 'skinswalking in from the street—

She saw what |ooked like some resistance from the doorman who'd ushered her through, but that
was guessing, since she kept moving, had to, with the momentum and—She touched floor, twisting back
toward the door before her feet were properly set. Her height gave her an advantage—she could seethe
door, just, over the heads of the combined pilots. The armored pair were insgde, now, hesitating—no.
Scanning the room.

Bounty hunters, she thought, or charity agents. Amounted to the same thing: Trouble.

She reached out and grabbed Danby's arm, hard. He blinked at her, pretty blue eyes going wary
and sharp. Likely he was abit pinched, though he kept it to himsdf if hewas.

"Trouble in the door," she growled into his ear, and felt him tense under her hand.

"What kind of trouble?' he asked, and she let him go, moving her shouldersin frustration.

"Can'ttdl,"” she muttered. "Might be bounty. Might be—" She stopped then because the two had
decided to make it easy on themselves.

Thefirg pulled her gun, amed at the calling and pulled the trigger. It was an explosive charge and
made abit of noise. Enough to put al the rest of the noise in the room into remission. On the platform, the
two dancers sank to their knees, arms around each other, faces hidden againgt shoulders.

Into the sudden silence, the second woman shouted, "We're looking for two people. We know
who they are, and we know they're here. Everybody just stay peaceful while we do awalk-through and
collect them, then you can go back to having fun.”

Bounty hunters, then. Cantrastifled asigh. It didn't advance commerce or do anything el se useful,
but she hated bounty hunters. Always had.

There was muttering, but nobody went for awegpon—wasn't any senseto it, being what the
second 'hunter had said was true. Unimpeded, they'd sort through the crowd, round up their prey and be
gone. All very efficient and no trouble for anybody, except the ones they'd been paid to collect.

Thefirst 'hunter started on the bar side of the room, the second on the dance platform side. The
dancersvisbly cringed when she walked pagt, but she never gave them aglance.

Thefirgt had finished with the bar sitters and was wading into the crowd of sullen pilots, her eyes
moving rapidly, her face intent—awoman who had a pattern in mind and whose only thought was a
match. She worked her way aong, dismissing everybody she passed—then her eyeslit on Danby and
got wider.

Cantratensed, remembering her weapon, riding quiet and accessible, and reminding herself
forcibly there was no profit to be had from putting hersalf between a’hunter and her bounty. She didn't
know Danby, she didn't owe him. But—

The 'hunter lunged, Cantrafelt her fingerstwitch toward her gun and killed the move—just asthe
'hunter's hand came around her wrist, snapping the bracel et tight.

Too late, she jerked back, swinging with her free fis—stupid, she snarled at hersalf—impeded
by the press of people. The hunter grabbed thefist asit skinned past her cheek, snapped abracelet onit,
too, twisted the two lead wiresinto asingle, and clipped the tail end into her belt. Then she reached out
and pulled Cantras gun from its quiet pocket.

She snarled, caught movement out of the corner of her eye, which was Danby coming in, and
made hersdf go limp.

"What the hell'sthis?" heyelled at the hunter. "She'saslegit as| am!”

Not quite, though it did warm her to hear him say it. She moved her head; caught hiseyeson
hers.

"Easy, PFilot. Don't want to be late to your watch.”

"Listento her," the 'hunter advised. "No differenceto meif | get somebody on ad-and-abet,
too."



He stepped back, bright lad, and threw Cantra alook. She made her face into something
representing calm, and nodded to him.

The crowd around had started to come back, and that could get dangerous on itsown, if she
wasn't careful. Wouldn't do to have him cdl in afriend or two and Start ariot on her account.

"It was fun—the dancing,” she said, letting him see that she was calm about it, and then the
'hunter jerked on the wire and she was moving, trying to keep her arms from being did ocated.

The second 'hunter came up, empty-handed. They exchanged a glance and wordlesdy turned
toward the door, Cantrain tow like awreck bound for salvage.

"Next time you pull agun in here somebody'll shoot you!" promised the woman who'd scanned
Jdain. The man was off to the Sde, asmdl calphoneto his ear, taking earnestly.

Outside, the 'hunters kept walking—and by necessity, Cantra, too—down the street proper, then
into asmaler one—aservice dley, maybe. Something was definitely out of true, Cantrathought. Leaving
aside the question of whether or not she deserved to be arrested, any bounty hunter worth her license
would not be dawdling in aleyways when she had a prize on the leash and payment due.

On the other hand, an dleyway was going to suit her purposes admirably. Thefact that they
hadn't searched her was interesting, but not particularly useful, with her hands bound like they were.

What was both interesting and useful was the fact that they'd used smartwire to bind and sedl her.
Made sense for them, o'course. Besides being industry standard, smartwire was—cdll it impossible—to
break, which was close enough to true, given the usua conditions under which bounty arrestswere
made. The other thing about smartwire wasthat it was—cdl it virtualy impossible—to escape. It only
rated a"virtualy" because afrequency existed which interfered with its process, briefly, dlowing the dert
captiveto dip free. Thewindow of freedom was smdll, smartwire being able to repair and reroute itself,
but it was there.

"Wheréesthe other one?' Thefirst 'hunter asked the second, who shrugged, plainly aggravated.

"Not there."

"Must've been there. He didn't leave.”

"That'swhy we sent Kaig to take care of the back room, wasn't it?"

Cantradmost sighed. Three of them, assuming Kaig survived his adventure to the back room,
which shedidn't consider likely, if the"other one’ wasPilot Jea, asit must be. Still, it wasn't any use
waiting to find out.

She brought her hands up, resting the bracelets againgt her breast, fingers folded together. She
jerked her chin, hitting the hidden toggle, felt aripplein the fabric of her 'skins...

The braceletsfell away. Cantra dodged back, dapping the seal on her thigh.

Thefirgt hunter yelled, bringing her noisy gun around. Cantra shot her in the eye, landing hard on
her shoulder on the dley floor, rolling for the scant cover of atrash bin, as the second 'hunter fired, fired,
fired—and stopped.

Cantra peered out from benesth the bin, hideaway at ready—two more darts | eft, which ought to
be enough if—

"Pilot Cantra?' The voice was familiar and not unexpected. "Pilot Jda?' shereplied.

"Yes" hesad, rueful, shethought. "Thefiddisours, Rlot."

Asit happened, she'd been wrong about Hunter Kalg's chances of survival. Hewas dive, twisted
up in hisown wire and sound adeep on thefloor.

"I'll send him on up to the next leve," the man named Ragil said, rolling adope stick one-handed
while hetaked to Pilot Jda. "Won't be much help in present conditions, though." He brought the stick up,
drawing on it hard to get it started, and glanced over to Cantra, where she had taken up alean againgt
the wall, the better to watch the room.

"Want one?" he asked.

"I'mfing" she said, forcefully agreegble.

"Oweyou," heingsted. "My people are supposed to keep the riff-raff out.”

"No favor in agtim-gtick for someone running on adrend high,”" she answered, till agreesble.



"I'mfine”

She got the right answer thistime. Ragil gave her alook and turned back to Jela, who was
working with the computer, idents from the three hunters on the table next to him. They were astudy,
Ragil and Jda, and Cantratook her time about studying them.

Ragil's hair was brown, which matched his eyes. And while he was another one built like a
war-runner, his shoulders weren't quite as broad as Jela's and he was about a head taller. Not natural
brothers, she'd decided. Not Batchers neither. Not, she thought, kin at al, though there was
something—undefinable and undeniable—that put one of them in forcible mind of the other.

Part of the similarity, she considered, was bearing—both were proud, tall-standing men.

Another part was age—or lack of specific age, other than the ever-dippery "adult"—»but that
could just mean they'd done alot of ship-time. Truth was, she didn't look her own years, quite, having
started in on ships at atender age.

The rest—might be they'd been shipmates once—they seemed to have that kind of understanding
between them. Neither one calling senior, both comfortable in their talents.

Shipmates, she decided, watching Ragil drag on his stick, eyes narrowed as he read Jdas
screen through the drifting smoke.

"That doesn't ook good,” he said. Jelagrunted, and sat back.

"What's not looking good, if you don't mind sharing?' she asked from her lean, and the pilot soun
his chair around to face her. He might've been worried, or he might not, for al the info she could read off
hisface.

"It happensthat our friends weren't necessarily registered,” he said, and she shrugged, which got
her abite from the bruised shoulder.

"Fredancers, isdl,” shesad.

"Not on Fdaiza" That was Ragil. "Fredlancers gottaregister for anon-resident license and get
listed in the public files, dong with thetext of their writs.”

She consdered that, then used her chin to point at the cards on the table. "What're they?"

Jdagrinned. "My money saysforged.”

She frowned. "Forged "hunter tickets—for what? I'm not wanting to pry into your private affairs,
Rilot, but | don't have any shamein telling you there ain't no bounty out on me—" for at least two
Common Years now, she added silently—"so even if they'd been registered, it'd be anillegdity to come
in and arrest arighteous citizen of the Spira Ann during a certified pursuit of happiness. Which iswhat
they done." Shetook abresth, looked from Jelas face to Ragil's, seeing identical expressions of placid
waiting.

"So when I'm saying fredancers" she said, just in case the brains behind those non-committal
eyes hadn't processed the thought. "I'm saying freelancers. | understand Faldaizals fedings regarding the
davetrade, but that don't mean those taken here need to be sold here.”

"Wadl," said Ragil, and took aheavy drag on his stick.

Jelatipped his head.

"That would fit," he alowed, "expect they knew who they were looking for—you."

"Andyou." Shesghed. "So—what?"

"So—the piece of newsyou don't have," Ragil said, "isthere's another pilot in the mix. Hewas
St to meet Jelathis evening, except he never showed. Me, | saw him—talked to him— no further out
than loca yesterday.”

Cantralooked at him, then back to Jela

"Hefel or got taken," she said, watching hisface, "and before hefiled hislast lift, he said
something that made you sound interesting to whoever was ligening.”

His mouth tightened, not asmile, she thought. "Who then came looking for me at the restaurant,
snce that was the arranged mest, but you'd already claimed the open invitation.”

"Putting me up high on theinteresting list, too. And the Batcher warned usto walk careful ‘cause
sheld seen the come-lately and thought he smelled bad." She sighed. "Well, at least that hangs together as
atae. Got any ideawho?'



"No."

"Not hdpful "

"l agree.”

She shifted againgt the wall. "What's the odds the Batcher knew the come-lately?"

"That'sanidea," Ragil said to Jela, who looked up a him.

"Right. I'll swing by on my way back."

"Back from where?' Cantraasked, thinking that she was glad of the dance with Danby, because
it looked like that was going to have to do it. Whoever wastrying to get Pilot Jelas attention had her
linked to him, which meant her place was on her ship—just as soon as she could get there.

"From your ship, I'dimagine," Jdasaid, serioudy. "l got you into this—whatever itis. Least | can
do isgive you backup to adefensible point.”

"Think | can't take care of mysdf?" She snapped at him, and he held hisbig hands up in front of
hisface, fingers spread.

"| think you can take care of yoursdlf just fine, Pilot Cantra,”" he said, and it was respect she
heard in hisvoice. "But I'll ask you to do the math. First time, they sent one—wethink. Thistimethey
sent three. Next timethey send six, or nine. Do | scan?”’

"If they send,” she countered. "Might bethreewas al they had. Might be they logt interest and
found something elseto do what's fun.”

"And might not," he answered, which he hadn't needed to do, her brain aready having said the
same.

She sghed and shoved away from the wall, fegling her recovered gun inits quiet pocket and the
needler with its depleted charge hidden back behind sedl.

"All right then,” she said, not in any way pleased by the ruination of her plans. "1 got my kit to get,
if you're wanting atour of the town. But before that, I'll come along with you to The Alcovesand see
what the newsisthere.

"Why not?' he said, and levered out of his chair. He had the cheek to smile at her, too.

Ten

On the Ground
Faldaiza Port

The Alcoves was closed, the door opaque, the menu over it dark.

"They never close," Jdasaid, and Cantrafelt ashiver Sart at the back of her neck.

"Maybe repairs?' she asked, but not like she believed it hersdlf, nor did the other pilot bother to
answe.

What he did do was step up to the door, put his big blunt fingers againgt it and push. Nothing
happened. Cantra could see the strain in his shoulders as he exerted more force. She looked up the street
and down—empty. So far, so lucky.

The door gave asmdl groan and began moving back on itstrack. Jela continued to exert
pressure until he had opened asmall gap. The foyer was dark, which fact dowed Jelanot at dl: He
sgueezed through the gap and became one with the darkness beyond.

Cantrasighed, tried to think generator failure, but her heart wasn'tiniit.

Shefollowed Jela, and sometime between passing over the threshold and coming to rest inside
the dark foyer, her gun did out of its quiet pocket and into her hand. The dark was too thick for her to
decipher much more than ablacker blot on the blackness to her Ieft, which might have been Pilot Jela,
breathing so quiet she couldn't hear it, which irritated her for some reason. Frowning, she touched
another sedl pocket and dipped one of the severd lightsticks out, snapping it inside her fist. Feeble bluish
light leaked between her fingers, enough for her to see the empty console and Jela approaching on
Sneek-feet, hisfar ann held down againgt hisside.



At the edge of the console he paused, looked—and moved on, his near hand rising to wave her
aong behind.

Shefollowed, not liking it, but not inclined to let him go on done. Hed put himsdlf out for her,
coming into the alley and taking care of the second hunter, for which act of lunatic generosity she owed
him. Even though she'd had the situation under control.

She paused, looked around the edge of the console—and wished she hadn't. The master of the
dining room was crumpled into an improbably small bal on the floor, hisforma tunic dyed with blood, a
wide ragged gash in histhroat.

Swallowing, she moved on, past the wadded up curtain, which had been ripped down from its
hanging over the doorway, and caught up with Jeajust ingde the hall.

The third room down was nasty—eight identical corpses displaying the remains of various
unsavory forms of persuasion. Two woreformals, while the rest, by their clothes, had been kitchen
workers. It waswdll-lit, unfortunately, and Cantradipped the lightstick into her public pocket.

Jeaswore, quietly and nestly. Cantraheld her peace, not thinking immediately of anything she
could usefully add to the motion.

"All Batchers," she said after he'd prowled abit and had a chance to work off some of his bad
mood. "No guests.”

"There are other rooms," he answered, and she sghed, jerking her head at the curtain. "So welll
check 'em out,” she said and after a heartbesat or two he brought his chin down, which she took for ‘will
do.' She swept the curtain back.

Mogt of the other rooms were found to be empty and intact, saving the one that held what had
once been awoman of some substance. A neat hole had been made in the center of her forehead; the
skin 'round the hole was just alittle burnt, which you'll get with your pin lasers.

Thistime, Jdadidn't say anything, just went down to aknee and started going through pockets,
quick and efficient. Seeing that he had the way of it and didn't need her help, Cantra set herself to guard
the hallway, the curtain hooked back just a bit, so he'd be able to hear if she shouted.

The hallway was dim and quiet—not much different than it had been earlier inthe day. If you
didn't know that one of the rooms held eight Batcher bodies, and the one behind her was occupied by—

There was anoise—a very smdl and stedlthy noise—from the left, where the hall ended at aflat
white wall, barely two dozen paces from Cantras position. She frowned, staring at the areaand finding
nothing to see, save the hdl and thewall.

Sheldd amost convinced hersdlf that the noise had come from behind, inside the room where Jda
was relieving the woman's body of care, when the sound came again, dightly louder thistime, and from
the same area

Carefully, shemoved forward, dipping the still-glowing lightstick out of her pocket, holding it high
in the hand not occupied by her weapon.

The section of hal she went through was certifiably vacant. The wall at the end was white and
blank. She went over to the left, where end wall met sdewall, lifted the lightstick high and began to
scrutinize the Stuation.

She hadn't got far dong in the scrutiny when the noise made itsalf heard again—well over to the
right and sounding a shade impatient. Cantramoved down-wall, light till high and illuminating nothing but
wall, flat, white, seamless, and—

Not entirely seamless.

It took aprofessiond’s eyeto seeit, but there it was—athin line dong the blank face of thewall,
shimmering alittlein thelightstick's blue glow.

The noise came again, just beyond thetip of her nose, a scratching sound—fingernails against
plazboard, maybe. Mice.

She marked the position of the line, dipped the 'stick away, unsealed another hidden pocket and
pulled out aring of utility zippers. Frowning, she fingered through the various options. Theringwasa
portable, o'course, amed with the most common polarizers. If this particular hidey hole were sedled with
anything out of the way, shed need the full kit from her ship. Still, it wasworth a—



"Pilot Cantra?' His voice was barely louder than his breath, warm against her ear. "What do you
have?"

"Stashroom,” she said, keeping her eyes on the line, fingers cons dering the merits of this zipper,
the next, athird...

"Think I've got away in," she said, weighing the third zipper in her hand. "Somebody insde, is
what | think." Her fingers decided in favor; and she nodded to hersdlf.

"Cover me." She dipped her gun into its pocket and activated her chosen tool, reaching up to run
the needle-nose down along the linein the wall. The zipper's path was marked by a gentle ped, asif the
skin of thewadl wereralling back from anincison.

Cantrakndt on the the floor, brought the tool down until its nose caught on the second line,
followed that one dong pardld to the floor, snagged on the third and went up again, the skin of the wall
rolling up in earnest now, amost as high as her waist. Big enough for someone to come out of, if they
were so minded. Big enough, absolutely, to shoot through. Big enough—

A body legpt through the opening, curling asit hit the floor and going immediately into a
somersault, showing aflash of green among ablur of paearms, pae hair, pdetunic.

Jela extended an improbably long arm, caught the Batcher by the back of the tunic and hauled
her—for it happened to be 'her’, Cantra saw—up, feet not quite making contact with the floor, which
didn't stop her from squirming and twisting.

Cantradid her wegpon free and pointed it. The Batcher stopped struggling and hung limp asa
drowned kitten in Jelas grasp.

"Filots" she gasped. "This humble personisgrateful for your aid.”

"Right,” Cantrasaid, and looked to Jela, giving him leave to ask what he would with the quirk of
an eyebrow.

He was slent for amoment, then spoke to the Batcher. ™Y ou gave uswarning earlier in the
evening, en?'

"Yes, Rlot," the Batcher said submissively, which could aseasly betruth or alietold in order to
placate him.

"Tdl me" JHasad, inexorably cam. "What you said, to warn us."

The Batcher hesitated, then raised her face, though she stopped short of actualy meeting Jeas
eyes.

"Walk safdly," she whispered.

"Why?" Cantra.asked, which might not've been the question Jela wanted the answer to next, but
which had damnall bugged her since it happened.

The Batcher licked her lips. "There were those who had taken the other pilot,” she whispered,
"as he was about to enter our establishment. | saw this. They were many, hewas one. | thought to warn
pilots that there was danger in the streets. The master—" Her voice caught. She took a hard breath and
hung her head again. "The master did not forbid this. The master said, hoodlumsin the streets are bad for

There was ashort silence, then Jdasaid. "'I'm going to put you on your feet. | expect you to
stand and answer the questionsthis pilot and | ask you. Try to run away and I'll shoot you intheleg. Am
| understood?"

"Filot, you are

"Good." He set her down. She stayed put, head hanging, gloved hands limp &t her sides.

"Tel uswhat happened here," Jdasad.

She swdlowed. "They came here during the dow hour. Uno, at the desk—he had time to hit the
emergency bell. Many of usran, but in the kitchen, they were prepping for the busy hours upcoming and
were caught. Also, the master—the master had been in the wine cellar and did not hear the bell. When
we came to thisfloor, they had aready killed Uno and captured the kitchen staff. The master told meto
runfor ad, and | did try—but they were at dll exits, even those not generally known. | came back and
they were—they had killed the master and left her. I—I hid mysdf inthewall, but I could not open the
secret door from theinside. And then you came.”



"l see" Jdasaid in atonethat conveyed that he might not actualy believe everything hed just
been told. "Do you know—"

Back toward the front of the building, there was a sound—alarge, unfriendly, sound.

"Y ou know away out?" Cantra snapped, not being in any way wishful of meeting the people who
had killed a pilot, eight Batchers and their owner—For what gain? she asked hersdlf, then put away that
wondering for another and less fraught moment.

"Filot," the Batcher said, "I do, if they are not deployed as before.”

"Go, then," Cantra snapped, over asecond noise, louder and lessfriendly than the first. "Well
follow."

The Batcher looked at JHa

"Y ou can move now," hetold her. "Lead usout of here.”

* * %

The Starlight Hotdl sat on its corner, dark walls showing glitters and swirls of slver and pae blue
deep insde, like looking out an observation port and seeing the starfield spread from one end of night to
the other. Cantrawas standing in the dim, recessed doorway of a closed dream shop. She'd been there
for sometime, just one shadow among many, watching the entrance to her lodgings. Jelaand the Batcher
were watching the back door, the Batcher having refused to be parted from the pair of them after they'd
shaken the dust of The Alcoves off their boots.

It was beginning to look like prudence wasits own reward. Whoever had her linked with Filot
Jelaonly had aface, not aname. And certainly not the location of the lodgings, rented only hours ago
with such high hopes. She gave hersalf a couple heartbeats for wistful consideration of those hopes, then
shrugged it al away. Staying dive was more important, as Garen used to say, than staying sane. Not that
Garen had been anything like sane, as far as Cantra had been able to observe. There was something
about the Rim that was unproductive of sanity. It wasthe weird seeping in from the Deepsthat did
it—that'd been Garen's theory. Cantraswas smpler: Rimmers made Rimmers crazy.

The past, again. Like she didn't have enough present to occupy her.

Shaking her head, she did out of the doorway and ambled down the walk, one eye on the
Starlight. People continued to enter and exit, and there were no signsat all of anybody waiting a stedlth.

Directly across from the front entrance, she paused, then quick-walked across the street when
the traffic thinned, and jogged up the wide steps. The door did open and she stepped jauntily into the
lobby, heading for the lift bank just beyond the desk.

Abruptly, she swung to the side and approached the desk, fingering aflan out of her public
pocket.

"Changethisfor me?' she asked, dipping the coin across the counter.

"Surdly," the clerk said, and counted out a certain number of gqwint and caralis. "Will there be
anything dse?'

The guard on thelift bank was|ooking at her. She watched him out of the corner of her eye as
she swept the coinsinto her pam, and saw hislips move dightly, asif hewastaking into an implanted
takie.

"That'sdl, I thank you," she said to the desk clerk. She dropped the coinsinto her public pocket,
turned and walked back toward the front door, not running, not hurrying, though she could fed the
guard's eyes boring into her back.

Out the door, walking calm, down the front Sairs, with alittlejog in the step, finaly dipping into
the crowd moving along the public way. At the corner of the building, sheleft the crowd and dodged into
the shadows, heading for the back entrance.

Very shortly thereafter, she was behind the generator shed, in conceament that was a bit thin for
three.

"Got it?' Jeaasked, though he must've seen she didntt.

"Abort," she said. "Watcher on the lift bank. He saw me and reported in. Nothing in the kit that
can't bereplaced." For aprice. "Now what?'

A amdl slence, then.



"My lodgings," Jdasad. "Then adrategic retrest.”

"If they're on me, they'reonyou," sheargued. "Timeto cut your |osses.”

"There's something a my lodgingsthat can't belogt,” he answered, and therewasanotein his
cam voicethat shedidn't find hersdlf ableto argue with. "Cover me?*

"l can dothat." Had to do it, he having performed that same service for her. She looked over to
the Batcher woman, silent and attentive by the edge of the shed.

"Timeto go home," Cantratold her. "Thisis more troublen you want."

"This humble person will remain in the company of the pilots,” the Batcher said—arepest of her
earlier communication on the subject.

"This humble person,” Cantrasaid, sharp, "belongs to whoever's come into being master. Which
ant nather of us”

The Batcher crossed her arms over her breast. " This humble person will remain in the company
of the pilots," she said, making three on the evening.

"It'sher life"" Jdasaid, risng up onto hisfeet.

Technicdly not true. On the other hand, as long as neither of them damaged, killed, or moved
her, the law had nothing to say to them.

"Makes no matter to me," Cantrasaid. "We better go, though, before unwel come company finds
ushere”

"Right," said Jdaand faded into the dark. "Follow me."

* * %

Jelas|odgings were back toward the shipyards, in aplain boxy building formed out of
cermacrete. The surface showed cracks and afew craters, which gave witnessto its age. Inside, Cantra
thought, it was probably more of the same—clean and spare. The showers would work, the beds would
be degpable; service and questions both minima. Transent housing, that was dl. Sheldd stayed in places
just likeit hersalf, more than once. She owned some surprise to find Jela quartered here, though. She had
him pegged a couple notches higher up the food chain.

In addition to the front door, the back door and two side doors, there were agood many giving
windows, al rigged out with safety nets. Three bridges connected the hostel at varying levelsto alarger
building next door, which on closer ingpection proved to be Hight Central, where those pilots who found
themselves to be respectable went to register the news of their being on-port, and whether they was
wishful of taking berth, or had a berth on offer. Thered be eatables and alocd info office; scribes,
brokers, moneychangers, shipwright, and honest folk of all stripe. She'd been intwo or threelike
establishments, over the course of her career.

Could be it made sense for Filot Jelato bide close to work and news of work. She hadn't asked
him where he was next-bound—and there was il that vexed question of what sort of pilot he might
be—having somehow received the impression that the answer would've been an uninformative shrug of
those wide shoulders.

Which line of thought did produce an interesting question: Where was Filot Jda going, once he
had recovered his unlosable? She had the Dancer, the Batcher had her master's home, which she'd see
sooner or later. But Jela? If he didn't have aberth, it was going to be hard going for him on Faldaiza Port.

Which concern was none of hers. Shewaswell out of it just as soon as the good pilot picked up
hiskit and was away. Which event she hoped would come about quickly.

"So," shesaid to Jea, who had been quietly and intently regarding the building from his place next
to her at the mouth of a convenient aley, the Batcher hovering behind them both. "How do you want to
play it?"

"I'd like you and our friend to wait here" he said dowly, like he was just now working out his
moves. "I'll go by the Central's bar and seeif any of my acquaintance can bear me company. Company
or solo, I'll goin by one of the bridges, and by-pass any Ieft to guard the lift bank, the desk or the
cal-clerk. Bridge accessislimited to those who have akey."

"They'll have set guards on the bridges, too," she pointed out.

"Likely, but not proven. I'm counting on the guard at the bridge being less able than those & the



more likely places.”

"Could get messy."

He grinned, not without humor. "It could, couldn't it?"

She gave him hisgrin back, and jerked her head at the building. "Coming out the same way?*

"Depends on how many they are and how they're deployed. Might have to go out awindow,
though I'd prefer not to. There are a couple of interior routes that would serve me better, and I'll aim for
one of them. What | want you to do is give me cover when you see me. If you don't see mein an hour,
then it's probable you won't and you're free to strike for your ship.”

That was cool and professiona. Shetipped an eyebrow at him. "Y ou got an ideawho's
respongblefor dl this, | think."

Thistimethe grin wasthinner. "'l have too many idess of who might be responsible. What | don't
have is areasonable way to filter them, and I'd rather not be used for target practice in the meantime.”

He sounded serioudy put-out by recent events, for which she blamed him not at al, being just a
little annoyed hersdf.

"We got a problem of scope,” she said, nonetheless. "Whoever's after having a chat

with us thought enough of themsdlvesto kill eight Batchers and afreewoman back a The
Alcoves, not to say your piloting brother. The reason they're after me is because of you, not the other
way around. If one of your ideasis more likely than another, I'd appreciate hearing it."

He sghed and pushed away from thewall. "If anything comesto me, I'll let you know," he said.
"Anhour. If I'mnot out, jet.”

Hefaded out of the dley. Cantra put a cautious eye around the edge of the conceding wal and
saw him aready well up thewalk, one of agroup of law-abiders moving purposefully toward Flight
Centrd.

She thought about swearing, and then didn't bother. Her curiosity bump was unrdieved, but shed
live. Once this business here was settled and she was back on Dancer, the game, whatever it was,
ceased to beimportant. Faldaizawasn't aregular stop, though it wasn't unknown, either. Whatever
ruckus she was currently enjoying the fruits of would die out completely between tomorrow'slift and the
next time she hit port.

She hoped.

Behind her, she was aware of the Batcher's quiet breathing.

"You," shesad, not gently.

"Filot?' The Batcher stepped forward to take Jelas place next to her.

"Y ou got aname?'

"Yes, Filot. Thishumble personiscaled Dulsey."

"Y ou heard what Pilot Jeasaid, Dulsey? He'sfiguring it to get dangerous hereabouts within the
hour. Now's your best moment to scoot aong home and make abow to the new master.”

"Thisworthless one heard what Pilot Jela said, and what you yoursdlf said,” Dulsey answered in
her inflectionless voice, "and understands that danger may soon walk among us. The new master will not
eadly forgive one who had been favored by the previous master and then dlowed her to bedain.”

"Huh." Cantra considered that, one eye on the street. Jelawas going up the stairsto Centrdl, his
shoulders silhouetted againgt the building's glow.

"If you get yoursdlf killed," she said to Dulsey. "It's nobody's fault but your own."

"Thishumble person isaware of that, Filot."

* * %

He began to worry about the time they stepped off the bridge into the third floor hall of the Guard
Shack, so called because it had been a garrison back in the First Phase, before the sheriekas had retired
to regroup.

He'd crossed the bridge in company with three pilots known to him from the Central's bar. Two
were port security, on rotation, the third agambler who spent most of her time dicing with new arrivals at
adiscreet back table. She was on easy terms with the cops, as she wasn't technically operating on-port,
and found Jelaachalenge, since he would neither dice with her nor bed her.



"There was alady asking for you at the bar today," she said as they approached the bridge.
"Shdl | bejedous?'

Jelagrinned. "More than enough of meto go around.”

She'd laughed, and the two cops, too. They al mounted the steps and started acrossto the
Guard Shack, the lighted deck throwing weird shadows ahead of them.

"What did shelook like" Jelawondered, "this lady?'

"Do you not know?" asked the gambler playfully. " Surely, she would not have come without
invitation. It was asorrowful woman, indeed, who heard that you had not been seen so far thisday.”

"There are so many, it'shard to keep track," Jela apologized, to the loud appreciation of the
cops. "Let mesee..." He feigned consdering thoughtfulness, then sngpped hisfingers. "It wasthe bad
lady with the long-eye and the demi-claws, I'll warrant. " He sighed wistfully. "It'stoo bad | missed her.
Shell punish me proper, the next time we meet.”

"| am certain that shewill," the gambler said cordidly. " And the moreso when shefindsyou've
been seeing another on the side, and she amere port tough, with agun on her hip and no more finesse
than to bellow your namein apublic place, asif she were cdling ahound to hed."

Jelaeyed her. "She did that? Not one of mine, then. My ladies are dways polite.”

"Even when they're punishing him," one cop told the other, to the loud ddlight of both.

"Did sheleave aname?' Jela asked the gambler under the cover of the cops laughter. "She did
not," the gambler answered, looking as serious as held ever seen her. " She did however state that she
wasthe envoy of one Pilot Muran.” Shelooked up into hisface, her being atiny thing. "Thisis bad news,
| see. Should | have given it earlier?”

He shrugged and manufactured arueful grin. "It wouldn't have changed anything.”

"Ah," she said wisgly, and then said nothing more.

By that time, they'd reached the end of the bridge. One port cop stepped forward and used his
key, he and his partner ducking benegth the gate asit started up. Jelaand the gambler passed through
next; he had to bend his head to clear the spiked ends, she walked, head high, beside him.

Hewas sure of hiswegpon, and of his companions. The one who had been set to watch for him
was about to have some trouble.

Except—there wasn't aguard. No one overt or covert watched the end of the bridge or the
hallway stretching away into the inhabited regions of the Guard Shack. His'skins likewisefailed to warn
of any mechanical snoopers.

"Y ou were expecting someone?’ the gambler asked, with the fine perception that assured her
successin her chosenfidd.

"I thought there might be someone here," he said dowly, and added, "...related to the lady who
missed me at the bar.”

"That would have been unfortunate,” the gambler said serioudy, and one of the copslooked over
her shoulder at them and paused, putting ahand out to stop her partner. "But perhaps not as unfortunate
asit could be. Where e se might they seek you?”

"Hisroom," said thefirgt cop, and looked to the gambler. "How ugly wasthat particular
customer?'

She considered, head tipped to one side. "Shewas inddicate," she said at last, "in the extreme.”

The cop dapped her partner on the ann. "'I'm going down and collect that money the pilot owes
me," shesaid. "Hesayshe'sgot it in hisroom and | believe him."

Her partner pursed hislips. "I don't like you going with him done," he said. "What if it'sa set-up?
I'll come dong and keep an eye on you.”

"Think you're my mother?" thefirst cop asked.

"Think I'm your partner,”" the second answered, which seemed to clinch the argument, for the first
cop shrugged and |ooked over to the gambler, who smiled brightly.

"Asthis may be the only opportunity | have to behold the good pilot's bed, | will of course
accompany you," she said gaily, and skipped forward, Jeatrailing behind, feding the hairs on the back of
his neck tirring.



"I met some of the lady's relatives earlier today, and seen their work more recently ill," he said,
asthefour of them continued down the hall toward his quarters. "They're nasty, they're doppy and they
Seem to be numerous.”

"Inwhich case," the gambler said. "We hold the advantages of pure heart, neatness and qudity.”

"Our duty," said the second cop, who might have been talking to his partner or to himsdf. "Our
duty isto enforce the peace.”

They followed the curve of the hdl and Jela stretched hislegs, taking the lead asthey came closer
to hisrooms. He wasn't redlly surprised to find the gambler kegping pace with him.

"This could get bad,” he said to her, softly. "Or it could be nothing.”

"Let usthen hopefor nothing," she murmured in return, "and carry |oaded wegpons.”

There was no one watching the door. His 'skins noted an anomaly as he approached the door,
key out. He paused, but no warning solidified. Sighing, he dipped hiskey out and went forward, thefirst
cop a hissde. The gambler continued down the hall and took up a position near thelifts. The second
cop moved back the way they had come, dipping into the convenient shadow of a drinks dispenser.

Jelaused hiskey, pushed the door open and went with it, moving fast and low, gun out and
amed—

At thetreein its pot next to the open window, precisely where he had left it that morning.

"Everything fine?" the cop asked from behind him, and he straightened up dowly, letting the rest
of the room seep into hisawareness. It looked dl right—hiskit rolled and ready where he had I€ft it, the
book he'd been reading last night on the table under the lamp, the bed astight and as shipshape as he had
madeit that very—

"Someone's been in," hetold the cop, frowning at the rumple on corner of the aggressively
smooth coverlet.

"They take anything?' she asked.

"Appearsnot." If they'd been after info, he had it on him. He didn't touch the sealed leg pocket
where hislog book rode, and frowned again at the rumpled cover. His'skinswere ill inssting on that
anomay. He moved across the room, stood to one side and yanked the privacy curtain back.

The 'fresher was empty. He sSighed, crossed the room, picked up the book, did it into the kit,
dung the kit over his shoulder and went to thetree.

"I'm leaving," he said. "I'm fedling exposed.” He hefted the tree—bowl and all. The tree had
found its new life good; it wasfull of leaves and the girth of itstrunk had increased. These thingsfilled Jda
with a sort of wondering joy, except when he had to carry it.

"Not conspicuous or anything," the cop commented. "Back dide?’

"I'm thinking that's best."

"Well escort,” the cop said. "Let medert—"

From the hall came the sound of abell, and then the gambler'slight, clear hail—followed by a
sngle shot. JHastumbled, fighting alifetime of training that would have him dropping the tree and running
forward. His duty—

Hisduty.

"Go!" snarled the cop. "I'll cover you!™

Kit over shoulder, arms circling pot, trunk pressed againgt his cheek, leavesrudtling in hisear,
Jelamoved.

Out the door he ran, spared a glance down the hall toward the lifts and saw the gambler ill in
her watching place. She gave him ajaunty salute. Something huddled on the floor beyond her—

Thelift bell rang.

"Go!" shouted the cop coming into the hall behind him, weapon at ready.

Jdawent.

At the mouth of the dley, Cantrastraightened out of her lean, eyes suddenly sharp on the pattern
of people moving aong the walkway between the Guard Shack and Flight Central.



"Hereit comes," she said to Dulsey. Sheturned her head and met apair of determined gray eyes.
"Last chance to shrug out of this and make your peace with the new master.”

"Thishumble person,” the Batcher said, like Cantra should've known shewould, "will remainin
the company of the pilots.”

"Haveit your ownway." Cantra Sghed and asked the next question anyway, though shewas
pretty sure she knew what the answer was going to be. "Y ou got awegpon?"

"The master found this one to be worthy," Dulsey said.

Cantralooked at her. "That mean yes?"'

"Yes, pilot," camethe stolid reply. "1 have awesgpon.”

"Good. Kegp it handy and you might live through this after dl.”

'Course, then sheld gtill have to face the new master, which Cantra understood dying to be
preferable to, and which Dulsey should've thought of before she went and hid in the stashroom instead of
getting her brain toasted d ongside the old magter, like afaithful Batcher ought to have.

Acrossthe street, more people were moving against pattern, taking up this and that spot of
cover; some others stopping in the shadow of the Guard Shack, small knots of friends, pausing to talk.

Cantra counted maybe fifteen, and chewed her lip. 'Cover’ was what the man had said hed
wanted—if and only when she saw him. Fifteen on the job, though—he might not've expected so many.
She consdered the numbers excessive, herself—and that was only the front door. Who knew how many
they had watching the back and the Sdes?

She did her gun out of its pocket and checked the charge. Good to go, not that she'd expected
elsawise. Always paid to check, though.

From across the street, 'round toward the back of the Guard Shack, there came aflash of red
light, followed by alow and drawn-out bo-00-00-0-m. The clusters and knots of chatting friends turned
and ran toward the sound, and the intermittent red flickering. The concealed watchers stayed concealed,
but the attention of most seemed to be on the commoation.

"Let'sgo," Cantrasaid to the Batcher and strolled out of the aley and down the street. When
they were across from Hight Central, she paused, waiting 'til traffic alowed, then ambled acrossthe
dreet.

Once across, she turned up toward the Guard Shack, then left the walk and angled between the
two buildings, her pace increasing. Overhead, the three bridges glowed with agolden light, illuminating
the empty passway.

Asthey neared the back of the building, sounds other than respectable street noise could be
heard. Some sounded remarkably like shots, otherslike people yelling. Cantra stretched her legs until she
was running lightly toward the commoation, gun in hand.

Just before she reached the corner of the Guard Shack, another low explosion disturbed the
peace, asmultaneous flare dying the walls and the passway red. More yelling made up for asudden
pause in the shooting.

Cantradodged closein to the wall, crouched and kept on. At the corner, she paused, and
keeping low, carefully eased out to have alook.

The back lot wasfull of smoky red light. Far down toward the other side of the building, the
illumination was eye-burning bright; asolid bar of flame from the edge of the building to the utility shed,
from the surface of the walk to the windows three levels up. Nearer to hand, trash bins and runabouts
loomed, their shapes wavering in the smoke.

And in the mid-distance, moving a speed, came a short wide-shouldered figure, massive arms
wrapped around abowl clutched 'gaingt his middle and over it al, something long and vegetative.

Cantraswore, briefly, and brought her gun up, acquiring the range behind the running figure,
about midway to thewall of flame. Anything longer was shooting at shadows, and pursuit was sureto
materialize just the ingtant the fastflame burned low enough to jump. Already, she could seefigures
through the flames, though they till reached high enough to discourage gymnastics.

The bulky runner came briskly on, despite the handicap of his burden; whether he was running
faster than the flames were dying, though



"Herel" she shouted, and he heard her—she knew he had because, incredibly, he picked up
speed, skidding 'round the corner so fast the plant he carried snapped like awhip and lost a couple
leaves.

"All thisfor avegetable?' sheydled a him.

"Well tak about it later!" he yelled back. "Go!"

Hetook hisown advice, leaves blowing in hiswake. Cantrawaved Dulsey after.

"Cover him," she snapped, and the Batcher flung herself down the gold-lit passway.

At the corner, Cantra dropped to one knee and turned her attention to the back trail.

The flames had thinned, though they were still more than sheld care to jump through, lacking a
compelling reason. Could be that the pursuit considered Pilot Jeajust that, for as she watched, three of
them came through the flames, arms folded over their faces, and hit the ground running.

Cantra dropped them—one, two, three—as soon as they came into range, and by that time, four
more were through and the flames weren't |ooking o threatening any more.

She repeated the first exercise, with smilar results, glanced over her shoulder and saw that the
passway behind her was clear. Duty done. Debt paid.

A peek 'round the corner showed that the fire had grown low enough to jump over. Timefor her
to start moving on her own behalf.

She got her feet under her—and ran.

Eleven

On the Ground
Faldaiza Port

When she was certain her back-track was clean, she set her course for the port proper, Dancer,
aclean-up, and awell-earned nap. She thought of the big tub in her abandoned hotel room and sighed. It
would've been nice to sit and soak, maybe another bottle of wine to hand and some interesting company
to shareit dl with.

Asit was, shed had interesting company right enough, and too much of the wrong kind of
excitement.

"Might aswell been working," she muttered to herself, checking her back-track again. Far asshe
could scan it-far as her 'skins could scan it, too-she was donein the world at present. Which suited. Port
was quiet anyhow, it being about five loca hours ahead of busy-timefor the daily paper-pushers and cits.
Not being stared at by the cits—"L ook, kids, there's one of those space pilots!"—suited, too.

She wished now that she'd had a chanceto get out of Pilot Jela the name of whoever hed
annoyed. Anybody who could field the number of players shed seen tonight likely had the meansto
operate e sawhere than Faldaiza. She could do without meeting them or theirs again on her next
set-down—or ever.

Once again, she checked her back. Still clean. Heartened, she continued on her way, keeping to
shadows when she could but not being fanatical about it. There wasn't any sense cdling attention to
hersdlf by being too sedthy. Extra caution, that would pass, pilots being who and what they were. Even
extrajumpy caution would pass, there being some pilotswho just naturaly did better on-ship than
on-ground.

Not that she particularly argued with that better-on-ship stuff. Once you got the hang of the
sound and vibrations, there wasn't anyplace you could be on aship and not have agood idea of what
was going.

Not like here, asaquick sample, where part of the listening was wasted on identifying high
sgueaky sounds she'd never heard before—could be birds, could be equipment—to identifying the deep,
low, shaking rumbles—might be light ground tremors, might be astorm coming in, might be
equipment—hell, might be some club-band practicing with their enviroboardd If she jacked the'skinsa



bit she might get some directionals and figure the noises out, but then sheld be standin' stock-4till to listen,
which would gain her attention she didn't want or need.

Could be she wasjust gettin' that tired, which ought to warn her not to run quite so closeto the
edge, alesson she thought she'd learned a dozen or two times over.

Sheld come into the shipyards some distance from her exit point, on the day-side, now closed up
tight for thelocal night—and was on the gpproach to Dancer's location, passing atrip of low
cermacrete buildings—cargo brokerage office, repair-and-parts shop, automated currency exchange,
and a grab-a-bite looking a degree scruffier than most.

Cantrasighed. Insde aloca hour, al going well, shedd be back on her ship. Safe, as the saying
went.

She strolled on past the grab-a-bite. Away near the center of the yard, she could just make out
thelines of her ship. Despite hersdlf, she smiled, and stretched her legs alittle more, feding the
cermacrete under her boots.

Her 'skinsgave ayell, audibleto her earsonly, but she was dready turning, hideaway diding into
her palm—and found hersdlf facing atoo-familiar socky woman with determined gray eyes, wearing a
pair of mechanic's coverals neither new nor clean, with conveniently long deeves, clipped tight at the
wrists, and "J.D. Wigams' stenciled on the breast. A work hood had been shoved up and back, hanging
carel ess-seeming over one shoulder.

"If the pilot would follow this—" There was a marked bresk-off and a sharp intake of breath. "If
the pilot would follow," she repeated, firmer thistime.

Cantrasighed, hideaway till enclosed in her fist. "No sensetoiit. I'm for my ship and alift out.

Y ou're on your own, except if you're wanting alast piece of advice, which is—don't startle people
who've got cause to carry protection.”

"l am grateful for theadvice," Dulsey said Solidly. "As| understand the transaction, advice
bal ances advice. So—my adviceto you: Take care not to walk into atrap, believing harm has lagged
behind you."

Cantrastared at her. ™Y ou reading me good numbers, Dulsey? If not, I'll make sure you never
have to face the new master.”

"The pilot isgenerous. | have seen evidence. That same evidenceis available to you. Follow me."
She turned and walked back toward the row of sullen shops, not looking back. Cantra sucked air deep
into her lungs and exhded, hard.

Then shefollowed Dulssy.

Down aong the shops, and back asmall aleyway, no more than seventy or eighty pacesfrom
where sheld been stopped, there was a small shop—"Wigams Synchro Repair and Service'—and she'd
been dl but dragged inside by Dulsey, past the sign showing the place wouldn't be open for business for
another couple hours.

Therewasn't any sign of forced entry, and Dulsey had carefully turned the mechanica lock
behind them before heading for the stairs beside the work bay. Cantra sighed gently. It looked like she
wasn't the only one around with proper tools and improper training.

She hadn't been particularly surprised to find it was Filot Jelaand his vegetative friend Dulsey had
led her to, and not particularly surprised to find him tting comfortably in adeep leather chair behind a
shiny red wood desk with awonderful view of the window on the top level office of Synchro Repair.
Thewindow in turn had awonderful view overlooking the port.

Jela hadn't bothered with a greeting, just pointed at the spy-glass Sitting on the sythn.wood work
table beside the big desk.

Cantraeased onto a stool and picked up the 'glass, finding it already set to sudy acircle round
Dancer's pogition. Not hard to find a ship, after dl; aquick search on her name run against the roster of
ships down during the last day loca would net the info fastest.

She sat for a heartbest, just staring down into the black surface, then put her hands on the
wake-ups.



The surface cleared, and she was looking at the yard, Dancer so close on her right hand she
could read the name and the numbers on the pitted sde. The view panned back, showing arange of
ships, and energy overlays on two of them.

"Get on the portmaster's bad side, holding weapons live on theyard,”" she commented.

Jeladidn't answer, except to say, "To the right about thirty degrees, if you might?'

Which she obediently did, and the view changed, displaying apiece of construction equipment
lazily moving behind adistant fencein its storage yard, like it was looking for a place to park.

"Up the magnification anotch.”

She shrugged...

Right. She had him figured now for some kind of security pro, so held notice what she might
miss. And she would have, too. Not construction equipment after all, the armored crawler was adark
wolf among the yard's more regulation equipment, staying a prudent distance back from the fence. The
energy overlay onthat flickered asit moved, asif it were shielded.

"Check the shipsagain.”

She drew aragged breath, did so, and the screen showed those ships and the energy overlays
gtill on high, then faded to black as she thumbed the power.

Eyes closed, she sighed, then spun the stool and glared a Jela.

"S07" she asked.

He shrugged his big shoulders, showing her empty pams.

"Didn't seem neighborly to let you walk into that,” he said, projecting a certain style of soothing
cam that she found particularly annoying.

She took another deep bresath.

"One," shesaid. "Likel said before—you don't need to go to al that trouble for me. Two. I'd
appreciate an explanation of what the pair of you think you're doing, snooping my ship.”

"Looking for alift out,” he said.

Cantrasnorted. "I don't take passengers.”

"Understood,” he said, still projecting calm, which was going to get his nose broke for him
sometime real soon. "Nobody expects you to take passengers. Hate ‘'em mysdlf. But nobody heresa
passenger. I'mwilling to Sit second. If you don't mind my saying it, Pilot, you were [ooking to be on the
wild sde of edgy when we met for dinner. Could be arun with some downtime built into it isjust what
you—and your ship—need.”

"I'm the judge of what me and my ship need,” Cantra snarled. "And what neither needsisto be
taking up aman whose friends are shyer than his enemies and a Batcher on the run from her owner.”

"Thishumble person,” Dulsey said, "isfully cgpable in cargo handling, communications, and
outsderepair. Also, this person hasreceived some smdl training in the preparation of foods, which the
pilot may find of use during the upcoming journey.”

Cantralooked at her.

"Repair, comm, and cargo?"

"Yes Alot.”

"What was you doing working in arestaurant?'

Dulsey looked aside. "The manufacture of our Pod was commissioned by Enclosed Hahitats,
which specidized in congtructing and maintaining research sations. When the cost of maintaining the
stations exceeded the contracted sums, the company failed. All assets were sold at auction, including the
worker pods. The master purchased those of our Pod who remained for The Alcoves."

"How many of your Pod're left now?" Cantraasked, though she didn't redly haveto.

"One." Dulsey whispered.

Right.

"That'stoo bad,” Cantrasaid. "Doesn't change that you're arunaway Batcher—or will be, pretty
soon—which puts you on a course to there being none of your pod left by—call it mid-day tomorrow,
locd."

"Thereis benefit to the pilot in accepting the assistance of Filot Jeaand this—and mysdlf.” There



was anote of panic in the Batcher's voice, despite the bravura of 'mysdlf', and the gray eyeswere wide.

Cantra cocked an eyebrow. "I'd argue opposite, mysealf, but there don't seem to be aneed just
now." She glanced over to Jela

"l need aroster, acomp, and atakie."

He pointed beyond her, at a stand next to the work table. "Lift the top of that. It'sal right there."

The name of the ship was Pretty Parcil . Cantra spent afew moments jinking with the feeds, not
wanting to be interrupted in her conversation, nor particularly needing the garage day-shift to take
delivery of trouble that wasn't theirs. Jdawatched her, silent in hisborrowed chair. He was ill
projecting cam, but held either eased up some or she was getting used to it.

Sdtisfied at last with her arrangements, she opened aline to the piloting station on Pretty Parcil.

There was aclick and avoice, sounding sterner and older than he had earlier in the day. " Parcil .
Pilot on deck.”

"Isthat Pilot Danby?"

A pause about wide enough to hold a blink, followed by a specifically non-committal ack on the
ID, then, "Pilot. What happened?' No more than that. Likely he wasn't donein the tower. That wasdl
right.

"Turned out to beamistake," shetold him. "I'm at liberty and mean to stay that way."

"Migtake?' Hewas a bright boy, and not too young to understand that there were mistakes—and
mistakes.

"l give you my word of honor,” for what it's worth, she added, sllently, "that there's no bounty
out onme."

She heard his sgh—or might be sheimagined it. "Good. What can | do for you, Pilot?"

"I'mwondering if you can confirm for me," she said. "I've got two ships on scan showing live
weapons. Don't want to think my scanner's gone bad, but..."

"I'll check," Danby said, and over the line there came the sound of various accesses being made,
then abit of slence....

"Nothing wrong with your scanner,” he said eventually. "Y ou protest to the portsnaster?”

"Not yet," she said, and Jdaleaned fonvard on his stoal, black eyes showing interest.

"I'm wondering," she said to Danby, "if aprotest from aParcil Family ship might get alittle extra
sngp into the belay order. I'm small trade, mysdlf. Just me and my co-pilat, likel told you..."

"Got it," hesad. "l canfilethat protest, Pilot. Stay on line?"

"Will do."

She heard him open a second line, and request the portsnaster's own ear for "First Filot, Parcil
Trade Clan Ship Pretty Parcil ." There was slence, then, which she'd expected, and—much sooner than
sheld hoped—his voice again.

"Portsnaster, weve just completed a security scan and have identified two vessals on-yard with
weaponslive." A pause, then acam recitation of the coords of both ships, and, "Yesmaam, | an filing
forma protest of these violations. | request that you issue a cease-and-desist to those vessdl's
immediately, to be enforced as necessary.”

Another short sllence, and arespectful, "Thank you, maam. We will monitor. Parcil out."

Cantrasmiled. Jela came of the chair and moved to the work table, doubtless to have alooksee
viathe spy-glass.

"Protest filed, Pilot." Danby was back with her. "The portmaster promises a shut-down inside the
locd hour.”

"Much obliged," she said, and meant it. "I'll get back to my prelims, then, and hope | won't have
to ask you to verify my long-scans."

"Weve been watching long," he said. "Pilot's Undernet has reports of pirate activity in-sector.
Faldaiza shows clear to out orbit. So far.”

"Obliged again," shesad. "If | catch anything suspicious on thelong, I'll passit on.” "I'll be here,"
he said. "Thanksfor the heads-up, Pilot. Good lift, fair journey."



"Fair journey, Pilot," she answered, just like she was aslegit as he was, and closed theline
before folding the desktop down.

Jelahad ahip hitched on the edge of the work table, black eyesintent on theimagein the
spy-glass.

"One's off-line," he said without looking up. " The portmaster doesn't like the Clans upset.”

"Makes sense to keep the money happy,” Cantrareturned, considering him. "What about that
amor?'

"Nothing lit,”"” he said, head il bent. "Might not be anything to do with usat dl."

"On the other hand, it might be," shefinished what he didn't say and sighed. "Man, whose ugly
Sdedid you get on?'

"Second one's down," he said, and looked up, hisface about as expressive as she'd expected.

"Am | getting an answer to that, Pilot? Seemsto me I'm owed.”

Hefrowned. "By my cdculations, we're even.”

"Not if you leave me open to more of the same, esawhere.” She felt her temper building and
took addiberately deep breath, trying to notch it back. Her temper wasn't her best feature, being enough
to sometimes scare her. She didn't figure it would scare the man across from her, though it might lose her
bargaining points.

"Thereason I'minit at al isbecause we had dinner together. Honest mistake—on both our
parts. | had no right to the particulars of your business up to the point my hands are ‘wired together and
I'm being hauled out of a public place on abogus bounty. At that point, you owed meinfo—and | ain't
been paid yet."

Helooked thoughtful. ™Y ou won't like the answer.”

She blinked. "So | won't like the answer," she said. "Plenty of answers out there | don't like."

Hesghed, lightly. "All right, then. The answer is, | don't know who'sinvolved, if they'reloca or
more—connected.”

"You'reright," Cantrasaid, after amoment. "l don't likeit. Do better, why not?"

He spread hishands. "Wish | could.”

Her temper flared. "Dammit, we got adouble-digit body count out of this night'swork, including
Dulsey's Batch, and you don't know who thinks you done 'em wrong?'

"That'sright," he said, imperturbable.

"It is possble that those who ultimately seek the pilot are off-world," Dulsey said surprisingly,
from her seat on a closed toolbox. "The ones who came to The Alcoves were local odd jobbers.”

Cantraspun on ahed tolook at her, sitting with her hands gripping her knees and her paeface
seeming to glow inthe dimness.

"How you figure off-world?"

Dulsey moved her head alittle from side to side. "Odd jobs are done for pay. Had the pilots paid
for protection againgt harm, then the local chapter would have split—half to fulfill the contract to
...discommode... the pilots; haf to ensure that the pilots were not in any way impeded.”

"They don't act on their own iswhat you're saying?'

"Pilat, that is correct.”

Cantralooked over at Jela

"Light any didsfor you?'

"Sorry."

She sighed, then shrugged, giving it up asahopeless case. "I'll watch my back. Business as
usua." She nodded to Jela. "Be seeing you, Rilot. Safelift.”

She was hafway to the door before she heard him say, "About that armor, Pilot Cantra...”

Red at the edge of her vision. She stopped, keeping her back toward the two of them, closed her
eyes, forced hersdlf to breathe in the pattern sheld been taught.

"Pilot?" Jeaagan. Sheignored him, breathing—just that—until the urge to mayhem had receded
to asafer, pink, distance.

Sheturned and met his space-black gaze straight on.



"It'sbeen what | count asalong day, Pilot Jela, and my good nature's starting to wear abit thin.
If you got info bearing on the safety of my ship and her pilot, shareit out short and swveet.”

"Theinfo's nothing specia,” he said, and she could hear acertain carein hisvoice, though he'd
given over the stringent projecting of cam. "Just areminder that ground-based armor can bring weapons
on-line faster than space-based.”

"By which you're meaning to tell methat armor there—" she nodded at the py-glass Sitting quiet
and dark on the workbench "— doesn't have to reved itsfedings until I'm risng without challenge.”

"That'sright."”

"| thank you for the reminder,” she said, feding the quiver starting in the roots of her bones, which
meant the last of the adrenaline had run its course. Too long aday, by al the counts that mattered. She
eyed the pilot before her, with histell-nothing face, hisbig shoulders and solid build.

"Military?" she asked, wondering how she hadn't quite managed to get him pinned down on that
ether.

"Not quite," he gave back, which was answer enough initsway.

"What do you want?"

"What | said—transport out, for me, the tree, and Dulsey. I'm good for co-pilot and, yes, | do
know the avoidsfor that class of armor.”

"Might be manned.”

He hitched a shoulder—qudified denid. "Not much room in those for personnel. Not to say
there couldn't be a couple of smallsrunning crew. In which case the assault's randomized, making avoids
more difficult, and less accurate, which asssts avoidance.”

"That afact?' Thisasked againgt arising shake. Shetried to make the follow-on sound stronger.
"That Suff can be evaded?'

"Experience showsit can.”

Cantra closed her eyes. The shaking was more pronounced, now. She was headed for a crash
and no mistake. Granted, she had more than enough Tempo in storesto keep her up and fully able for
some number of ship's days. Having flown that course more than once, she knew that dl the drug did
was put the time of the crash out, interest compounded hourly.

And, truth told, she didn't have room for downtime on thisleg—not now and not later. She had
cargo, she had a deadline— and there was no way she could justify taking anyone lawful aboard her
ship—nor trust anyone not.

Sheflicked alook at Dulsey, Stting frozen on her toolbox, and another at Jela, standing calm and
quiet, letting her think it through. What hisanswer might beif the product of her thought didn't match his
had-to's, she couldn't guess. And, after all, it was her ship.

She jerked her head toward the door.

"Right. Experience. Let'sgo."

There wasn't any way to tell how the ships and the armor gained their info, so there wasn't any
use going roundabout to the ramp of Pilot Cantras ship. Thusthe pilot ruled. Asit happened, Jdadidn't
disagree with her reasons or her decision. He was beginning to devel op some serious respect for Filot
Cantra, even though the day was beginning to visbly wear on her.

They marched in order—pilot first, himsdf and the tree next, Dulsey in her stolen coverdlsand
not-stolen gun covering the rear. It was interesting to note that they encountered no aimed lurkers or
outliers. Not so much as a panhandler impeded their progress. Jelawalked on, senses hyper-adert, and
revised his opinion regarding the likely involvement of the armor. It wasn't especidly good strategy to
depend on the equipment to the exclusion of soldiers on the ground. On the other hand, he hadn't seen
much good strategy in this op—jpresent company excluded.

Theair had cooled rapidly with the setting of thelocal star, however, o brisk wastheir march
that it was unnecessary for his'skinsto raise the temp. Above hishead, the tree's leaves were till despite
the breeze of their passage, allowing him to use hisearsto listen for possible enemy movement.

They cameto the ramp of the pilot's ship in good order. She mounted first, which was her right



ascaptain; long, light stride waking not awhisper from the metal deck. He followed, the tree cradled in
hisaims, and Dulsey came a his back, meta ringing under her deliberate steps.

The hatch began to dide back as Pilot Cantra reached the top of the ramp. She never paused,
crossing thelanding intwo of her strides and ducking through the gap into the lock beyond.

By the time Jda, bearing the extrainconvenience of the tree, reached the landing the hatch was
wide open, the lock beyond spilling pale blue light onto the decking. The plate over the door read Spiral
Dance. No home port.

He paused, waiting for Dulsey.

She reached his side, throwing him awide glance out of gray eyes. "Filot?"

Arms occupied with the tub holding the tree, he used his chin to point.

"The minute you crossinto that ship, abounty goesonyou,” he said.

"Yes, Pilot. This—I am aware of that," she answered and it might have been impatience he
heard. He hoped so.

"Y ou didn't discuss with Filot Cantrawhere you might like to be set down,” he continued. "There
aren't many worlds where those Batch-marks will go unnoticed.”

"l am aso aware of that, Filot. | thank you for your concern, but my immediate need isto depart
Fadaiza. Deeper plans—deeper plans await event.”

Two"I's" and a"my" in the same couple sentences, and nary a heditation before any of them. She
might, he thought, make it. Provided she could find some way to neutralize the Batch tats. There might
even beaway to do it, short of amputating the arms and regrowing. Hed never heard of any
undetectable method besides the amputations—acid baths only removed thefirst two or three layers of
skin, and left behind telltale burns; attempts to camouflage the tats with others, done by needle, were
doomed to failure.

"We should not," Dulsey said, "keep Pilot Cantrawaiting.”

"We should not," he agreed, and jerked his chin again at the open hatch. "After you.”

* k%

She hit the pilot's chair, hands already on the board, opening long eyes and short, dapping up
wide ears. Pilot voices began to murmur—groundside chatter, asit sounded. Nobody sounding frantic,
no tightnessin the banter. Good.

Her hands were gtarting to shake, and ahigh whine had started in her ears, damniit dl to the
Deeps. She thought about the stick of Tempo in the utility drawer. Left it there.

A racket from behind announced the imminent arrival of her crew, speaking of arrant supidity.
She pushed on a corner of the board; a hatch did silently open, revealing aminute control panel; snapped
three toggles from left to right, pressed the smdl orange stud. The hatch did shut, merging invisbly with
the metd surface.

Cantraspun her chair around to face the incoming.

Dulsey camefirgt, dipping her weagpon away into apocket of the coveral. Pilot Jela came next,
massive arms wrapped around a biggish pot, apparently not at al bothered by the leavestickling his ear
or the twigs gticking into his head. He took in the piloting room with one comprehensive black glance,
walked over to the point where the board met thewall on the far side of the co-pilot's station, bent and
st the pot gently on the decking. He dapped open aleg pouch, pulled out aroll of cargo twine and
pitched it to Dulsey, who caught it one-handed, and stood holding it, head cocked to one side.

"Securethat,” Jeasaid. Thewordsfell like an order on Cantrasringing ears.

Apparently it sounded that way to Dulsey, too. She dropped her eyes, mouth tightening. "PFilot,”
she murmured and walked over to do what she'd been told.

Jelaput himsdlf into the co-pilot's chair without any further discussion, his big hands deft on the
controls. Seat adjusted to his satisfaction, he pointed his eyes at the board, giving it the same
al-encompassing look held given the pilot's tower.

"We have ascheduled lift?" he asked. "PFilot?!

"Wedo," she answered, spinning back to face her screens. "WEIl be departing some earlier.”

He was opening co-pilot's eyes, his attention on the readouts;, touched a switch and brought the



chatter up amite,

"If werefile, we give warning of our intention to anyoneinterested,” he said, just offering the
info.

"That's 0," she agreed. "Which iswhy we're not refiling.” She eyed the reedouts—nothing
glowing that shouldn't be; and the armor just where and how they'd last seen it. The chatter was staying
peaceful, and long eyes brought her nothing but the serene turn of stars. She reached to her own
instruments and started the wake-up sequence.

"What we're going to do as soon as Dulsey has that damn' vegetable secured and gets herself
strapped down, isgrab us out and lift."

"Tree" Jdasaid, so quiet she could barely hear him over the chatter and the ringing. He sent her
aglance, lean face absolutely expressionless. "If we wait abit, we might lull whoever could be watching
into thinking well keep to thefiled lift.”

If we wait a bit, Cantrathought, feding the shakein her muscles, the pilot won't be fit to fly.

Shefixed himwith aglare. ™Y ou sign up as co-pilot on my ship?'

Black eyes blinked. Once. "Filat, | did.”

"That'swhat | thought, too. We go now. Filot's choice.”

Another blink, and areturn to the studious consideration of hisarea.

"Rilot," he sad, and there might or might not've been an edgeto hisvoice. Not that she gavea
demi-gwint ether way.

"Dulsey," she sngpped. "Can you take accderation?!

"Yes, Rilot," came the cool response. "More than you can.”

Now there was an assumption. Cantragrinned, fedling it more teeth than humor. Navigation
brain was awake. She st it to scanning for safe out-routes, and shot afast ook down-board. Dulsey
was finishing up with the cord and the vegetable. Tree. Whatever.

"Get yoursdlf strapped into the fold-out. Y ou got ten from my mark." Shetook abreath. "Mark.”

Suggested routes were coming in from navigation; she belatedly added the co-pilot to the report
list, copied the first batch manually and did aquick scroll. Beside her, Jelawas heard to make a sound
amounting to tsk. She shot him alook while her fingersinitiated engine wake-up.

"Prime thinkum," was dl he said, his big hands steady on the controls. "How do you want to run
it, Pilot?'

She glanced a the nav screen, scrolled through the new offerings, moved afinger and highlighted
aparticular course. It hung there, gleaming yellow, awaiting the co-pilot's consderation.

"We could do that," he said, and the screen showed a second highlight, blue, two choices further
down. "This one gives us more maneuvering room, in case anybody wantsto throw flowersat us."

She frowned at the suggested route, found it not inelegant. A little doppy if the armor kept to
itsdlf, but nothing to endanger. The portmaster was going to beirritated, but that was the portmaster's
lookout.

"Well tekeit," she said, and pressed the locking key. "'If we wake up the armor, first board goes
to you, since you got the experience and | don't, at which point I'll grab second.” Her hands moved,
Setting it up, except for thefina confirm, which was one key within easy reach. "If nobody careswere
leaving, saving the portmaster, I'll stay with her. Scans?'

"Scansclean,” hereplied.

"Dulssy, youin?'

"Yes Rlot."

"Ten," said Cantra and gave Dancer the office.

She flew like abomber pilot, did Cantra, and with as much regard for her passengers.

The acceleration didn't bother him, of course, and it seemed to not bother her a about the same
level, which was—amost asinteresting as anavy brain that based it smulations on lifts pre-filed and
stored in the centra port system. He did spare aquick glance at Dulsey, strapped down in the jump seet.
She looked to be adleep.



They were up for full seconds before Tower started howling. Neither the order nor the language
inwhich it was couched interested Filot Cantra, by hisreading of the side of her face.

More seconds. Tower continued to issue orders, and other voices came on-line quickly—pilots
on theyard, they were, some sdine with Tower, othersurging Spiral Dance to more speed, ill others
laying wagers on the various angles of the thing—elapsed time to orbit, probable fines, and the likelihood
of collecting them, number of years before Spird Dance dared raise Fldaiza again....

He rode his scans, seeing nothing hot behind them, on the fast-dwindling port, and was beginning
to consider that the armor had never beeninit at dl, that local talent wasn't going to trouble themsalvesto
pursue off-world, in fact, might be gpplauding their departure—when three bright spots blossomed on the
screen. Not energy wegpons—missiles!

"Troubleinthear!" Jeaspat, and reached hands toward a board not yet his.

In short order, just ahead of them, aglare of light, and then the port-ward scans lighting up at the
sameingant asthe ship's collison darm went off. Hetook it in, didn't swear. "Con coming your way."
Cantrasvoice wasfirm.

Another burst, and the pilot dapped the transfer button, swapping her board for his. His hands
moved, feeding in avoids, hoping the pattern he had in his head was going to be good enough.

"Threg," Pilot Cantra said meditatively. "And the man don't know who loveshim.”

Being engaged, he let the debate go, kicked the engine up another notch, and felt the ship surge
while screens one, three, and five showed explosions.

Though they were dtill in atmosphere he dgpped up the meteor shidlds, then played the controlsa
moment to check reaction time... et the ship spin about the long axis, the modest airfoilsworking just fine
at thisvelocity.

Tower came over the open comm, ordering the armor to cease and desist, which would do as
much good as ordering any other robot unit to do the same.

" Ships coming on line behind us," Cantrasaid quietly. "Main screens going up as soon aswe're
Clear."

Ships coming on line—that could be bad, or good, and in either case not on hisworry plate until
any of them actualy fired. He did the throttle up another notch, felt the instant responsein hisgut asthe
acceleration kicked in, and then quickly backed off power asthe collison darm went off again.

"Tiny!" waswhat Cantra said, and she was describing the munition struggling to change course,
to catch them...

Jeladammed the contral jets, bouncing the ship and occupants around ruthlesdy asthe missile
seemed to skitter along some unseen barrier. One final burst of acceleration now and the projectile did
helplesdy behind them.

Another cluster of bursts, below them now, and

"Shields up! Got usaship burs—"

Hefrowned at his screens, reached to the reset

"One armor gone," Cantrasaid. "Tower can't decide whether to be happy or not. ID..." An
audible in-drawn breath. " Pretty Parcil ."

"Not bad," Jdasad. "For acivilian."

She didn't say anything, loudly. He notched the engine back, reached to access for the next item
inthe navigation queue

"Nothing close, now," hesaid. "I think well do.”

Suddenly ablast of noise, internal, as Cantra brought the audio to the speakers. Jdasighed. So
much for aquiet departure. Ships calling for weapons, pilots demanding information, the locdl air defense
group issuing contradictory orders... and al thankfully behind them.

Cantranodded at him, with aquick hand sign that was thanks, in pilot hand-talk.

"I'll rig that up for auto-run,” she said, and the lights flickered under his hands—swap back. He
sighed to himsdlf, fiddled with the comm, checked the screens and said nothing. Her ship, her rules, her
cdl.

Pilot Cantrafed the sllence, fingers moving with deliberate purpose, locking in the auto-run. At



last, she sat back, unsnapped the shock straps, and leaned her head against the chair.

"Dulssy!" shecdled.

"PFilot?" Languid. Sounded like she'd been adeep, for true. Jelagrinned. Nerves spun out of stedl
thread. Sheld do, al right. Maybe.

"You rideaboard, Dulsey?'

"No, Rilot. | regret. The Batch-grown are not alowed to hold professiond license.” Cantra
sighed. "Replay what | asked you, Dulsey. | don't careif you got alicense, scan?”

Silence. Jdashot aglance over his shoulder. The Batcher woman was Sitting on the edge of the
jump-sest, straps pushed aside. She bit her lip.

"Rilot, | canrideaboard,” she said dowly. "But | am the verymost novice."

"Just S0 happensyoull have Pilot Jeaon first, and he's something better than that, as we've seen
demongtrated. Do what he tells you and you'll be ace.”

Sheturned her head and glared at Jela, who considered the lines etched in by her mouth and the
discernible trembling of her arms and her fingers, and forbore to bait her.

"And you'l ring me, if something comes up except aclear route and easy flying, isthat right, Pilot
Jda?'

"I'll dojust thet, Filot," he agreed, and touched the green button at the top of hisboard with a
light forefinger. "Thatll bethis?'

"That'sit." She reached to her instruments, assigned control back to him, and cameto her fet,
swaying dightly. "If you haveto vary for any reason, it better be good, and you'll be checking with me.
Right, Filot?'

"Right," he agreed, amiable as he knew how.

"I'm going to my quarters,” shesaid. "Chair'syours, Dulsey."

She took two deliberately steady steps toward the hatch, stopped, and turned to stare at the
tree.

Jelawatched her, not saying anything. She stood like awoman caught in afreeze-beam. He
snapped his webbing back, noiser than it needed to be.

Her glanceflicked to hisface, green eyeswide. "What is that?"

Hefdt the hairs shiver on the back of his neck and produced aamile.

"A tree, Pilot," hesaid, easy ashedared. "Just atree.”

Had she been in strength, she'd've asked him more, he could seethat. In her present state,
though, it was deep she needed, and she knew it. Questions later, he could see her decide, and she
jerked her chin down, once, letting it go.

"Orders. You ring me," she said again. "If anything shows odd."

"Aye, Filot," he returned, and the hatch snapped shut behind her.

Twelve

On Board Spiral Dance
Departing Fdaiza

Pilot Cantra's auto-run leaving no room for vary, nor any way short of physica tampering to take
the thing off-line and just fly the ship himsdlf, Jdaamused himsdf for atime by running Dulsey through a
series of board drills, the while keeping an eye on the screens and the scans.

Dulsey completed every pattern he called for with competence, but without flair, her pale face
displaying atense seriousness that eventudly brought to mind the fact that she had dso suffered along
day.

He gtretched in his chair, and waved ahand.

"You'll do," hesad, striving for atone of easy satisfaction. "Lean back and talk to me. Unlesswe
get pirates on the screens, we've got nothing to do until trangtion.”



She leaned back, tenson ebbing, leaving her serious and puzzled.

"What shall | talk about, Pilot?"

A Batch-grown question if ever held heard one. So perfectly Batch-grown, in fact, that he
suspected Dulsey of having fun with him—unless he looked stupid. Which, he conceded, was probably
the case.

"If its going to be up to meto choose thetopic,” he said, still genid and easy. "Then I'll ask you to
retrace your logic for me."

Her face tightened. "Which logic, Rlot?!

"The reasoning which brought you to assert to Pilot Cantra that the gentlefolk responsible for
making the latter part of our evening so entertaining were working for off-world interests.”

Dulsey frowned. "'l believe my reasoning islinear, Rlot.”

Outright irritation. Jelaraised ahand and waggled peacegble fingers.

"Grant that I'm having trouble with it," he said. "I can go aong with you, to apoint—the
abduction of my origina contact, the people following usto the bar, the guards on our rooms. But what |
can't figure is—why did they make the messwe found at The Alcoves? Loca forceswouldn't have a
reason, or theinitiative, to vary from orders—"

"Ah." For asplit-second, it seemed that Dulsey would actudly laugh. She managed to restrain
hersdlf, however, and spun her chair so she faced him.

"It issometimestrue that unrdated eventsrunin parale,” shesaid. "It isaso sometimestrue that
the paralldl-running events may share some components which makes it tempting to theorize a connection
which does nat, in redity, exist. Such isthe case with the events of the evening, and the pilot's puzzlement
may belain to rest by understanding that what appears, from his perspective as a shared component, to
be one mega-event, isin fact two unrelated occurrences.”

He considered her. "The business at The Alcoves had nothing to do with us, iswhat I'm hearing
"The pilot hears correctly,” Dulsey said. "Thefact isthat the—the master had long been an
...aficionado... of data. The pilot will have noted that the several acovesin which he dined were
data-mined. That the harvesting devices did not operate during the pilot's tenancies was a source of
amusement for the master, who pronounced the pilot avery able fellow.”

Heblinked. "I'm flattered.”

"The pilot displays appropriate respect for the master,” Dulsey said, and he could've sworn it was
irony he heard in her bland voice. "Unfortunately, there were others who were not so respectful, among
them her heir, who, though it is not the place of this humble person to say o, isnot an ablefellow. The
master's devices thereby harvested datawhich he would rather they had not, and she had begun the
process to have him disbarred from inheriting. As his debts are high and his prospects otherwise limited,
he took stepsto insure that the master's property passed to him intact.”

"With the exception of your Pod," Jdacommented. "I'd've thought you were vauable."

Dulsay shrugged. "The master had alowed us much, and we knew him for what he was. Though
we could not haveinitiated lega proceedings, nor even made acomplaint to a constable, yet he would
not have us. He knew the master armed some of us. He knew we had built the harvesting devices
and—other—apparatus, that we assembled the records and were often required to listen to them. We
were adanger to him, and best accounted for."

Jelatook amoment to consider the screens and the scans. Sighed.

"Inthat case, Dulsey, he can't afford to let you be unaccounted for."

Therewas ashort slence. "Filat, | believe you are correct. However, | also believe that there
exigs sgnificant opportunity to escape him.”

"Not likely. All hehasto doislet it out that the one missing from among the dead had agun.
Obvioudy, she'sthe culprit—a Batcher gone bad. He could even get off with offering amid-figure bounty
with agory likethat."

Dulsey closed her eyes, opened them, and stood up out of her chair.

"Would the pilot care for ahot snack?' she asked distantly.

youssy



He studied her face—closed—and her posture—tense; met her eyes and smiled.

"Sure, Dulsey. A hot snack would befine."

He spun his chair back to face the board, and pointed his eyes a the instruments, pilot-mind
primed to shout out at the first sign of a problem. That left agood bit of mind left on its own,
unfortunately, and he wastired, too. He took a bresth, centering himself, and put the part of him that
wasn't watching into adoze,

"Alot?"

He gtarted, grabbed alook at the instruments, then spun his chair to face Dulsey, standing with a
mug and abowl in her hands.

She stepped closer, offering both, and he took them, dotting the mug into the chair-anm holder
and snapping the bowl into the board-edge restraints. The bowl gave off a pleasantly spicy steam.

"Thank you," he said, meaning it. "Feed yoursdlf, too, right?"

"I've eaten,” she said, sounding irritated. "There is something that you must know."

Heraised hiseyebrows. "Go."

"Wearelockedin," she said, even moreirritated, to hisear. "The piloting room, and the hall
beyond that door—" she pointed at the interior hatch—"we are allowed. The second hatch, further down
the hall, islocked, and another door, across from the galey, is also locked.”

"That bothersyou, doesit?'

Dulsey frowned. "Doesit not bother you?'

He pulled the mug up and had asip. Tea, hot and sweet, just what atired pilot needed. He had
another sip, somewhat deeper, before looking back to her.

"Not particularly,” he said. "Pilot Cantradidn't exactly ask for our help, though she did redlize she
needed it. It only makes sense for her to lock us out of the places she doesn't think we need to get into.”
Another sip of tea—damn, that was good.

"Besides," hesaid to Dulsey'sangry eyes, "I'd rather be locked in the pilot's tower than out.”

"Thereisthat," she said after amoment, and went to the vacant chair. "'l will watch, Rlot, while
you edt."

Thirteen

Outbound, Faldaiza Nearspace
Approaching Trangition

Somewhere, far away, atwo-tone chime was going off. Cantrarolled onto her somach and
pulled the blanket over her head. Not that it would do a bit of good. Ilan would be by too soon to
enforce the wake-up call. Sheld heard that in other dormsit was possible to bribe the top girl for a
couple hours deep-in. Not Ilan, though. Oh, sheld take the bribe, al right—she wasn't afool, was she?
And then sheld write it up and hand it in to the Super and theréd be a short, intensely miserable time,
during which you learned to wonder what deep was, to have made you want more of it. And when you
werewe | and truly beyond thought, feging or—

Damn chime shouldvefinished its cycle by now. Might be an emergency drill. She struggled with
the thought, trying to call the various drill-tones to mind. Which processtipped her over the edge from
mostly adeep to mostly awake, whereupon she recognized the chime as her own aarm clock, which
sheld just managed to set before crashing into her bunk, 'skins, boots, and all.

There are strangers on my ship.

Recent memory got her eyes open and her legs over the side of the bunk, blanket diding to the
deck.

She sat there amoment, taking stock. Her head ached, her thoughts were fuzzy, her throat and
eyeswere dry, and her somach felt queasy. On the other hand, the down-deep shaking was gone, and
her ears heard clear, meaning that the darm wasirritating. All indl, afour hundred percent improvement



over her state of—she squinted across the room at the clock—three ship-hours ago.

Shewasin shapeto fly, if she had to—and she did. After abit of clean-up.

Sliding to her feet, she crossed the room and dapped the darm into silence, stripped off 'skins
and boots, dropped them into the decom drawer, and stepped into the sanitation closet.

She emerged dry cleaned and somewhat less queasy, opened her locker, and pulled on ship
clothes—a close-fitting sweater and pants—and a pair of ship dippers. The polished metal interior of the
locker showed fleeting reflections of atal, thin woman, her beige hair cut off blunt at thejaw line, her
eyes misty green under thin winged brows. Therest of the face was sharp—cheekbones, nose, and
chin—skin the uniform golden-tan prized in the higher class courtesans. The reflection moved with spare
economy, one motion flowing effortlesdy into the next—a dancer's grace. Or apilot's.

Cantradammed the door, picked up the fallen blanket, and began to put her bunk in order,
thoughts on the piloting room and the strangers aboard her ship.

No sense now second-guessing the line of logic that had led her to such folly in the first place.
Done was done. She had a situation which called for some care and some planning, neither one of which
she had been in shape to handle—and arguably till wasn't.

She owned that Jela had called the problem on Faldaiza Y ard accurately, and that he hadn't
stinted on his answer to it. He was a so the devil's own pilot—as good as the best she'd ever seen. What
he was doing without a ship was amystery—aworrisome mystery, if hetook it into his head that Dancer
suited him.

Well, she thought, tucking the blanket tight and reaching up for the webbing, if he took that
notion, hed haveto kill her to fulfill it. More than afew had filed that course and failed &t lift. Jdabeing a
better pilot than she was—he might manage the thing. In which case, her worrieswere over. Best she
could do was stay awake, stay on guard, and hope she got lucky if mattersfdl out that way.

Assuming that they didn't... She sighed. The cargo was expected by a certain someone, on a
certain date and time, there on Taliofi. The course was set in—she glanced at the clock—trangtion
coming up soon—and even with the early lift the schedule wasn't generous. So, Pilot Jela and Batcher
Dulsey were with her 'til then. After sheld collected her money, and delivered the goods—that was when
sheld lose them. If it cameto lifting without cargo—she could do that. Take on something at Kizimi,
maybe. Or Horetide—that was an ideg, in and of itself. She hadn't seen Qualeein aship'sage.

She finished with the webbing and stepped back from the bunk. Ditch Dulsey and Jdaat Tdliofi
and lift for Horetide. Asaplan, it was smple, straightforward and not too likely to go wrong. It might get
dicey if it came known she'd aided and abetted a runaway Batcher—but it was Taliofi they was bound
for, aport that "hunters wishful of living long tended to avoid.

In the meantime—another glance at the clock. Right. Timefor her to relieve her crew, who were
probably more than ready for their own naps. First, though...

She opened the locker once more, ignoring the flickering reflections, and pushed on acorner of
the right-hand wall. The conceded door did away and she considered the pattern of light-and-dark,
flicked two toggles, closed the hidden door and the public one and |eft the cabin at abrisk walk.

She made a short detour through the galey for a high-cd bar, found the tea caddy warm, poured
some of the contents into amug, and sipped. Strong and on the edge of too sweet. Perfect. Shefilled the
mug and carried it and the high-ca with her into the piloting chamber.

The door snapped open, reveding a scene of ship'stranquility, both pilots Sitting their boards,
attentive to the duty at hand.

Modtly.

Dulsey, derted by the sound of the door, spun her chair around, her face neutra to the point of
accusation.

Pilot Jea, now, he merdly lifted his eyesto the forward screen, tracking her reflection as she
came across the room.

"Filot,” he said, nice and palite.

"RFilot," she answered, in the same pitch and key. Sheincluded Dulsey in her nod. | gppreciate
the two of you keeping us on course while | had some down time." She hefted her mug with adight



smile. "l dso appreciatethetea.”

"You arewelcome, Pilot," Dulsey said softly. "If you like, | can make you some soup.”

"Not right now, thanks," Cantraanswered. "Right now, it'stimefor the shift to change. I'm rested
enough to fly her and the two of you have got to be on course for exhaustion yoursalves." She took
another step forward, and now Jela spun his chair, too, looking up at her out of black, ungiving eyes.

"We're coming up on trangition," he said, calm and easy on the surface, but showing tense
beneath it. Cantrafelt aflicker of sympathy for him, inclined her head and squared her shoulders.

"Sowe are. The board ismine, Pilot. Get some rest, the two of you."

"Where shdl werest, Pilot?' Dulsey snapped. "We are forbidden the ship, save thisroom and
thegdley.”

Cantratipped her head. "Don't like to be locked out of things, Dulsey?' She shrugged, flicked a
glanceto Jda; saw her ownimagein hiseyes. "I've reconfigured,” shetold him, trusting Dulsey would
follow hislead, and trusting that he wouldn't chose to make trouble now, if trouble was on hisflight plan.

"The quarters across from the galley are unlocked now. | suggest the two of you get somerest.”
She sared ddiberately into Dulsey's eyes and was mildly amused when the Batcher's glare did not fater.

"l strongly suggest that the two of you get somerest,” she said softly.

There might have been ahesitation. If S0, it wastoo brief for her to scan. Jedacameto hisfeet
and nodded, respectful.

"The shift changes, Pilot," he said formaly.

"Thank you," shereplied. "I'll seeyou on thefar sde of deep.”

A mesasuring black glance sept her face before Jela turned and moved toward the door with his
light, dmost mincing steps. The pand did aside as he approached. Stayed open as he turned.

"Dulsey?' hesaid, and it was clear from the tone that he could and would carry her, if she wanted
it that way.

For aheartbest it seemed as though Dulsey would stay stubbornly in her chair. She glared at
Cantra, who gave her asmile and sipped her tea. Goaded, she transferred the glareto Jela

And levered hersdlf out of the chair, walking heavily. At the door, she paused, like shed just
remembered something, turned and bowed deeply.

"Alot. Good shift.”

Almost, she returned the bow. Almost. In the event, she smply nodded, and watched the two of
them out the door.

When they were gone, she opened the secret hatch on the board and flicked atoggle, locking
hersdf in.

* k%

The door opened to his palm, revealing quarters not much smaller than standard transport
quarters. There were two hammaocks, one high, onelow, and compact sanitary facilities, including adry
cleaner. Floor space was at a premium, and he took up most of it.

Dulsey sidled in between him and the door. It shut as soon as she cleared the beam, emitting a
peevish-sounding sigh, and the status light went from green to red.

They werelocked in.

Jelakept the curse behind histeeth. Of course sheld lock them in, he thought. The same reasons
that had seen them confined to the tower and the galley applied.

Dulsey sghed, sharply, but surprisngly enough didn't say anything; just turned and considered the
cramped quarters, her face Batcher-bland.

"Y ou have any preference for high or low?" he asked when it seemed like she wasn't disposed to
speak or move on her own.

"If the pilot permits" she answered digtantly. "1 will take low."

"Makes no differenceto me," he said, remembering to keep his voice easy. "I've dept worse.”

"So havel," she said, and dipped past him, ralling into the hammock like a spacer, and yanking
the webbing tight.

He considered the top bunk—two pair of handholds were molded into the ship'swall by way of



aroute, and he used them, rolling into his hammock like a spacer, too, and pulled the webbing snug. He
looked around, finding it no more roomy at the top than the bottom, and located the sensor within an
easy sweep of his hand.

"Want meto dim thelights, Dulsey?*

Silence. Then the sound of a hard-drawn bresth.

"If the pilot would be so good.”

The pilot would. Hewaved his hand; lighting obligingly fell to night levels. He closed hiseyesand
deliberately relaxed, which should have triggered his deep process. Granthor knew, he was tired enough
to deep.

Despitethat, helay avake, listening at first to the smal sounds that Dulsey made, and, after her
breath had evened out into deep, his own thoughts as he moved, not into deep mode, but into
problem-solving.

While he hadn't minded limited access while he wasin the pilot's chair, he found he minded it
morethan alittle now. Easy enough for Filot Cantrato lock them both into thistiny cabin until she raised
her next port and handed them over to whatever passed for law localy. Easy enough, if he was of amind
to be morbid, for the pilot to evacuate the air from this same cabin and save hersdf any planetside
inconveniencea dl.

He wished he had a better reading on Pilot Cantra, truth be told. That she traded Gray—or even
Dark—was near enough to certain. No honest civilian pilot had reason to fly like she did—and that was
before taking into account her choice and number of weapons, her specialy-rigged 'skins, and her highly
interesting ship.

Bdancing dl that was the fact that she had held to peaceful welcome, and paid her share when it
came down to cover and be covered. In point of fact, she had been entirely well-behaved and civilized
right up to the time hodtilities were specificaly brought against her. At which point, she had acted
efficently and well.

Until shed hit the end of her energy dlotment, and held thought he was going to seeatdl, grim
woman fall faceflat to the deck. By his estimation, considering the muscle tremors, staggered breathing,
and devated adrend levels, she should have gone down. The fact that she hadn't was—interesting. As
wasthefact that ardatively short nap had returned her to functioning—if not optimum—Ilevels.

That she didn't trust strangers—alapsed military and arunaway Batcher—on her ship only
showed her good sense. That she would alow them to stay long on her ship—was unlikely.

Full circle. He wasn't problem-solving. He was worrying—he was that tired. Asif he needed
proof.

Fine. Thiscdled for measures.

He breathed, filling hislungsfully and then fully exhaing. Before hismind'seyerose an image of a
task screen, cluttered with tasks, and showing generous sections of red and yellow. With each inhae he
focused his attention on one section of the screen. With each exhale, he wiped that portion of the screen
away, leaving only blackness.

Half the screen cleared, he abruptly remembered something else. The tree. He'd gotten used to
having the tree by hissde while he dept, to protecting it, and imagining it protecting him.

Infact, he hadn't dept without the tree in the same room with him—since when? Since held
returned to the Trident. Not even when they'd put him in isolation.

Concern began to grow. He remembered...

The tree was dtill anchored in the piloting chamber, dong with someone who—

Moist greennessfilled his senses, soothing him, lulling him into—

Jeadent.

Fourteen

Spiral Dance



Trandtion

The high-cal bar was gone. Cantra checked her numbersfor trangtion, found nothing to adjust
and sat back in her chair, Sipping what was |eft of the tea.

She consdered opening the intercom into the guest quarters, and decided not. Jelaand Dulsey'd
aready had plenty of time doneto talk and go over plans, if plansthey had. If they were smart—and she
alowed both of them to be smart—they'd catch the naps shed recommended, maybe after taking alittle
mutua comfort.

Her somach clenched at the thought of mutual comfort and an unwelcome memory of Filot Jeas
wide shoulders and dim hipsflickered, which she was having none of .

"Three armor,” she reminded hersdlf loudly, and had another sip of tea, putting her attention
wholly on the screens and the scans.

It seemed that they'd gotten away clean, leaving aside the questions of who, how and why they
were being pursued. If the pursuers were outworld, like Dulsey thought, then there was the possibility of
awelcoming party at Taliofi. She didn't much like theideaof that, but sheliked lesstheidea of missing
the delivery deadline. An agreeable amount of hard coin came with meeting that deadline, and adedl of
grief she neither wanted nor would likely survive camewith alate delivery.

So, they went to Tdliofi, exercising due caution. The vulnerable moment would be at the end of
trangtion, when it would take the screens full seconds to come back online, and weapons only asfast as
the pilot understood the Situation.

It wasn't possible to trandate with the shields up, but it was possible, though risky, to go in with
weapons live—and emerge with those same wegpons il live and eager to answer the pilot's touch.

Prudence, as Garen would say, plotsthe course. Not that Garen had ever in her life acted with
what anybody sane'd call "prudence.” Of course, Garen hadn't necessarily been sane.

Cantrafinished her tea, dotted the empty cup and leaned to the board, ng the weapons
comp and inserting the gppropriate commands. Thetimer at the bottom of her forward screen reveded
that they would reach the trandation point in aquarter clock, which gave her timeto stretch, fetch more
tea, and—

A green flutter tickled the corner of her eye. She turned and |ooked down-board at Pilot Jelas
veg—tree, itsleaves moving in a pattern approximating the Dance of a Dozen Scarves, inspired no doubt
by theflow of air from the duct under which it sat.

Sighing, she came out of the chair, closed her eyesand did her stretches, the while seeing
shadows of leaves dancing on the inside of her eyelids. Tak about prudence. Last thing she needed was
for that pot to leave its moorings, if the trandation happened to be arough one, which, going in with the
wesponslive, it waslikely to be.

Stretches done, she moved down-board, and stood before the plant in question.

It wasn't much to look at, now that she had the leisure. It was congderably shorter than she was,
and its main trunk wasn't any thicker than aduding stick. Straight like aduding stick, too, until near the
top, where four dender twigs branched off on their own. The branches held agoodly number of green
leaves, and, nestled among them, what looked to be three fruits, encased in agreen rind. The whole thing
ameled—ypleasing, moist and minty.

None of which changed the fact that it was a stupid thing to have in a piloting room.

She shook herself and bent to the restraints, finding in short order that Dulsey had done ajob
which couldn't be improved upon, short of rigging up arestraining field or spacing the thing. Not that she
had timeto do ether.

Good enough would have to do, she thought, straightening and giving the tree one more hard
look before she went back to her chair, glaring at the screens as she und otted the cup.

Clear dl around, for awonder. She carried the cup with her to the gdley, filled it from the carafe,
snapped the lid down, and gave the little room afast once over, looking for things left loose.

More credit to Dulsey—everything was whereit belonged, the latches engaged on dl cabinets
and doors. She touched the carafe, making certain it was secured, and left the gdley. Inthe hal, she



flicked aglance to the door of the guest room. Red and yellow lights glowed steady, sgnding that not
one, but two, locks were engaged, Pilot Jda having impressed her as aman handy with atoolkit and
inventive besides.

'Course, the room hadn't been locked that couldn't be escaped, but Jela had also impressed her
as cool-headed, not to say sensible. There wasn't any useto himinirritating her right at present. Much
more productive to just take a ngp and bide histime, being sure that they'd outrun whoever wasn't after
him. No, the vulnerable moment with Jdawould be when Dancer was on Taliofi Port. She'd haveto be
dick in her ditching, which she was confident she could be. What wasn't known, of course, isif she could
be dick enough.

Wi, that was aworry for later. She turned and went back to the piloting chamber, dipping into
her seat and making the straps secure just asthe timer in the forward screen went to zero.

The weapons came up, the shields went down, the screens went gray, the timer reset itself and
began counting down from twelve.

..eleven..ten...

Soiral Dance shivered.

..nine...

..camed...

eght...seven...

..twisted like a Sendali contortionist. The straps tightened across Cantra's torso; at the far side of
the board Jelaslittle tree snapped abow, itsleavesin disarray.

.Sx.five..

...cdm again, but Cantrawasn't believingit...

..four...three...

Dancer twisted again, with feding. The pot containing Jelas tree thumped hard against the
bulkhead, despite the restraints. Cantra gasped as the straps pressed her into the chair... ...two...one...

Normal space.

Her hands moved, one for the weapons board, one for the scans and shields, ready, ready

The screens showed gars, al around; the scans showed clear, likewise. Theimage unfolding in
the navigation screen showed her course overlaying the pattern of stars, with an estimated time of arrival
at Taiofi just under twelve ship-hours. Ahead of schedule, thanksto the early lift. Still, shedidn't fed like
taking the scenic route. The quicker she got down—even at Taliofi—the better sheld fed.

She sighed, notched the weapons back to stand-by and scanned again, just being sure.

If there were any ships with hostile intent insde the considerable range of her eyes and ears, they
were both cloaked and cool—which made them watchers, dangerous in their own ways, but not needful
of her immediate attention.

A bluelight lit on the edge of the navigation screen. She touched it, and info flowed down the
screen, the short form of it al being that one and one-quarter ship hour's could be shaved off red-space
trangt to Tdliofi, if shewaswilling to fly likeaRimmer.

She grinned, fingers aready feeding in the amended course.

The hammock swung hard and Jelawoke, felt the ship steady, and took a bresth, expanding his
chest s0 the webbing wouldn't grab too tight on the next bounce. "All right down there, Dulsey?' he
asked.

"Thepilotiskindtoinquire" her voice came, breathlesdy. "Thishumble personiswell."

"Good. Stay put, hear me? | don't think we're done dancing ye—"

The ship bounced again, gratifyingly on cue. The straps snagpped taut, and the hammock swung
out and back, smacking Jelas hip againgt the metal wall hard enough to sting though padding and 'skins.
He scarcely noticed it, himslf, but his cabin-mate didn't have his advantages.

"Dulssy?'

"What transpires?' An edge was added to the breathlessness; Jeafigured she'd taken a pretty
good bump hersdif.



"My guessiswere trandating with wegpons on-ling," he said. "With a ship this size, that's bound
to introduce a bobble or two."

"Bob—" she began, and stopped as the ship settled around them once more. "We are out.”

He consdered it, listening with hiswhole body in ahammock that hung calm from its gimbals.

"l think youreright," hesad  last.

"Thedoor istill locked.”

Hewas sorry to hear that, but the info didn't surprise him.

"| figure the pilot has other things on her mind," he told Dulsey, keeping his voice easy despite his
own didike of the Stuation. "Even given that we lifted out early and should be ahead of whatever ddivery
schedule she might have, she doesn't know who might be coming after. If | wasin the pilot's chair, I'd
want to minimize my exposure. It might be Pilot Cantrals going to do some flying—" That was what they
had said in histraining wing, when a pilot needed to produce the impossible. "1'd expect usto bein here
until the ship'son port.”

Grim slencefor acount of five.

"What shdl wedo?' Dulsey asked findly.

Jelasighed, quietly; trying not to remember how very much he didiked doing nothing; and did not
wish for acomputer, a database, or a stack of reports to read.

"Seep?' he suggested.

She didn't answer, and grimnesslingered for abit. Then he heard her breathing smooth out and
knew she'd taken hisadvice.

Now, if only he could take his advice, he thought crankily, and moved his head against the
hammock's pad.

Wéll. Enough of deep and dreaming memories. What was needed was analysisand aplan. It
was not to Pilot Cantra's benefit to keep him with her, so she would think and she was quite possbly
correct to think it.

However, Pilot Cantra's benefit was secondary to his own. His departure from Faldaiza had
been drategic retrest—remaining would not only have been foolhardy but would have endangered
himsalf and his mission, those two e ements being inseparable, and Pilot Cantra and her ship had been
available. The question now became: What was best for him to do in order to recover the ground he had
lost?

It was aknotty question, he thought with some satisfaction, as he began to assign decision
priorities.

He hoped he had an answer by the time Pilot Cantra unlocked the door.

Fifteen

Spiral Dance
Tdidfi

Tdiofi wasn't exactly the garden spot of the Spird Arm, nor wasit quite so law-bound as, say,
Fadaiza. 1t was by no meansthe worst world on which to put down aship carrying irregulars, and the
lack of an interested loca constabulary generally madeit alikely port for apilot in Cantrasline of trade.
Thefact that it wasn't one of her favorite ports had lessto do with the various briberiesinvolved, which
could go as high asten percent of receipts, and most to do with it being home to Rint dea'Sord.

In abusnesswhere thefaint of heart failed and the ruthless prevailed, Rint dea’Sord was known
asaman not to cross. He paid well for hiscommissions, if not dwaysat full price, and he paid well for
errors, too, with interest. A bitter enemy was dea'Sord, so the word went, and aman with a gaaxy-wide
reach. No one cheated Rint dea'Sord, and the same could not be said for himsaif.

Garen had refused to ded with the man at dl, which might have said something postive about her
sanity after dll. Cantra's dealings with him had been exactly two. Both times, shed come away with



enough of her feein hand that she thought three timeswhenever aded involving aTdiofi delivery came
up—once for the money and twice for Ser dea'Sord.

Thisingtance, sheld thought four times, the money was that good. And in the end it wasthe
money that had convinced her, despite the client's known tendencies. If she actualy received even athird
of the promised fee, it would represent atidy profit. Profits being what motivated the pilot and fueled the
craft, she'd taken the job.

And now here shewas, thinking afifth time, which was aplain waste of time and
thought-channels. She was down, afact that couldn't fail to escape the notice of those with atender
regard for her cargo. Lifting now got her nothing but ruined. Best to collect her pay, off-load, and
commence about ditching her so-called crew.

She might should've had qualms about leaving them in such aport, but shejudged Jdaableto
take care of himself, and while Taliofi wasn't anexus, it wasn't back-system, either. A pilot with Jeas
skills should have no trouble hiring himsalf onto a ship heading for hisfavorite coordinates.

The other matter was alittle less certain, but Dulsey's chances of long-term surviva werein the
negative numbers no matter how you rolled it. Cantrafound as she locked the board down that she did
fedl something bad about that, which was another side of senseless. Dulsey'd made her choices and
Taliofi was as good a place for arunaway Batcher as any—and considerably better than some.

L ock-down finished, she released the webbing and stood. She was well ahead of her gppointed
time. Might be best to switch her priorities, and get her crew up and gone before Rint dea'Sord took
note of them. With that detail taken care of, she could lift directly shed off-loaded, which did appedl.
Sheld go on to Horetide, and pick up work there.

Half-a-dozen steps brought her to the little tree. There was a dent in the pot from where it had
smacked into the wdll, and it had lost three leaves to the decking. Loss of leaf wasn't likely to do it harm,
she thought, and bent alittle closer. The branches and the thin trunk appeared intact—and the fruits till
hung in their places. So far, so good.

Timeto skin-up and seeif her passengers had fared aswell.

Cocooned in hisweb of calculation, Jelafdt the ship come to ground. He let the current
probability anaysisrun itself to an outcome he liked even less than the previous one, and opened his
eyes.

"We're down, Dulsey," he said, neither loud nor soft. The walls rumbled alittle when hisvoice
Sruck it.

"Thank you, Filot; | am awake," came the composed answer. "Do you think Pilot Cantrawill let
usout now?'

"| think that'sthe most likely scenario,” he said, and rel eased the webhing, taking amoment to be
surethat it was untangled and ran smooth on itsrallers, in case the next tenant of the bunk needed to
strap downinahurry.

Satisfied, he eased onto his side, face pointed toward the door, and told himsdlf that it took time
to lock the board and file pilot's intent with the port and—

There was a sound—smadll in his super-sharp hearing—and the door opened, framing along, lean
figure. Her face was amiable, which he knew by now meant nothing with Pilot Cantra, and her head was
cocked to one side, tawny hair brushing the shoulder of her 'skins.

"I'm glad to see the two of you looking well-rested," she said, her voice smooth and unhurried,
the Rimmer accent just atickle againgt the ear-bone. "Time to get up and do some errands.”

"Where arewe?' Dulsey asked, surprisingly sharp.

One of Cantra'swinged eyebrows lifted, but she gave answer calm enough. "Tdliofi. That inform
you, Dulsey?"

There was a pause, long enough for Jelato read it as''no," but Dulsey surprised him. "Yes, Rilot.
What errands are required?’

"Asit happens, I'vegot alig." Sheraised her head and filled Jelain her foggy green gaze. "Ace,
Rilot?'



"Ace," he agreed, and produced an agreeable smile, there being no reason not to.

"Good." She jerked her head to her |eft, toward the hatch. "Let'sgo."

Sheld considered leaving the tree where it was, in the interests of misdirection, but had decided
againgt. Jaad goneto consderable risk and trouble to bring this particular plant out of Faldaiza, and she
had no intention to rob him. So, she'd untied the thing and got it—pot, dirt and fruits—onto acargo ded,
by which time she had devel oped awhole new respect for Pilot Jelas physical attributes, and dragged it
down to the hatch.

Jelaeyed it as he entered the area, and she drew a subtle breath, ready with her story about the
pot being broken and dangerous in high acceleration. But held only shrugged, did Jela, and bent to pick
thething up, cradling it like kin.

"Pot took a besting, | see" waswhat he said. "I'll tend to it, Filot."

"preciateit,” shed answered, matching histone. If hed planned on making amove for Dancer,
now was thetime, and he couldn't well make that move with hisarmsfull of tree.

She didn't doubt that he'd aready understood the situation with regard to hislack of continued
welcome, and she was unaccountably relieved that no fancy-work was going to be needed on his behalf.
Sheturned.

"Dulsey," she began, but the Batcher held up ahand, cutting her off.

"Pilot, there are those whom | would seek out on thisport. If | do not return in timefor lift, please
understand it is not from disrespect for yourself or your ship, but because | have made other
arrangements.”

So Dulsey had contacts on Tdliofi, did she? That was apiece of luck. Cantrainclined her head
gravdly.

"| understand,” she said, and the Batcher bowed.

Cantraturned and opened the hatch. The day beyond showed gray and cold and raining.

"Right," she said, and sighed as she waved them out and down the ramp. "Welcometo Tdiofi."

Thing was, she did have aligt, ahabit going back to Garen'sins stence that " ship shape' meant
something more than neat-and-clean. She stood at the top of the ramp and watched Dulsey |ead the way
down, saw Jela gtriding steadily away, looking from this angle like someone who might be able to meke a
night warm after al, carrying his potted treelike it weighed nothing at all.

Cantrasighed abit againgt that thought, and the feeling that she was watching the best pilot sheld
seen in some years sashay right away from her, and forcibly turned her attention to thelist.

First wasto do an in-person prepay for lift-off—in case news of her last lift-out had got thisfar
aready—and then do alittle shopping, to top off the needfuls, no moren that; not at Taliofi. After that,
sheld scout up someplace quiet and have hersdf amed, with hersdf for company. All this eating with
crew had her haf-imagining she wastoo old to work solo.

Once the eating was done, she'd find a private place, check her 'skins and her weapons, and go
pay her respectsto Ser dea'Sord.

It was awonderful thing to be a Generdigt, Jelathought, as he and the tree made their way
across Tdiofi Yard. For ingance, a Generdigt, with his horde of beguiling and unrelated factsand his
vauable skill at putting those facts together in intriguing and uncannily correct wayswould recall that
...interesting numbers... of diverted sheriekas-made devices seemed to have
passed—oh-so-anonymoudy—through Tdiofi, their previous ports, if any, and their places of origin
muddied beyond recovery. A Generalist would recdl that Tdiofi crouched at coordinates easily raised
from the Rim—and Beyond—and that trade undoubtedly went both in and out.

And aGenerdist would conclude, againgt hiswill, for the woman had covered him and had held
away fromtrying to kill him or do him any harm other than cutting him loose to pursue his own business
on aport that might in charity be consdered Dark—a Generdist would conclude, in the non-linear way
typical of the breed, that he knew what wasin Pilot Cantra's hold, which it was asoldier's duty to



confiscate, dong with detaining the pilot and her buyer.

Theweight of the tree was beginning to drag at hisarms, and the cold rain was an irritation on his
face and unprotected hands. He scouted ahead for a place to get out of the wesather, spied what |ooked
to be acab stand afew dozen stridesto hisleft and made for it, passing agoodly number of civilians
about their daily business, none of whom spared one glance for aman carrying atree. It wasthat kind of
port.

He shouldered hisway into the cab stand, kicked the door shut, used an elbow to punch the
privacy button, and put the tree down on the bench. Straightening, he stretched hisarms and let them fall
to hissdeswithasigh.

Dulsey had set out on her own course the instant her boots hit the Y ard's 'crete. He hoped her
contacts here were solid. At least thelikelihood of bounty hunters was dim, which had to count in her
favor. He hoped.

On apersond note, though, he had a problem. While it might be a soldier's duty to confiscate
and arred, to attempt to carry out that duty without back-up was afool’'s game.

The most effective thing he could do was collect evidence, and send it on to Ragil to pass
upstream.

Not being exactly military, he o theoreticaly had the option of ignoring the whole thing and
getting on with the business of finding alift out for aman and atree.

He considered it, because he had to, weighing the benefits—and then gaveiit up. Hiswholelife
had been spent fighting sheriekas and their works...

From thetree, afaint rustle of leaves, though the air was till insgde the cab stand, and Jela
grinned.

"That's right. Both of us have spent our lives on that project,” he murmured, and stretched one
more time before taking the pot up again and bringing the hed of hisboot smartly againgt the door's
kick-plate.

Outside, the rain had increased. Jela sighed and turned back the way he had come.

"Pilat, you honor my humble establishment.”

Rint dea'Sord swept a showy bow, deevesfluttering, right leg thrust out, shiny boot pointed
graight forward, left leg behind and dightly bent, boot pointing a right angles. Hishair fdl in artful gilt
ringlets below his dim shoulders. The shirt was silver starsilk, dashed deeves showing blood-red. The
breeches, tucked into high boots, looked to be tanned viezy hide, and probably was, though the
probability that Ser dea'Sord had followed tradition to the point of personaly killing the donor reptile
with the ritualy mandated stone knife was vanishingly low. Very tender of hisown skin, Rint dea'Sord,
though he didn't care if yourstook ascar.

He straightened out of his bow with boneless grace, the right leg coming back just afraction too
dow, an error that would have gained him aturn in the phantom lover, had he been trained in her dorm.
Which, naturaly enough, he hadn't, being sdlf-taught. For that level of education, he did well enough,
Cantraallowed, and answered his bow with a Rimmer'sterse nod.

"The cargo's ready to off-load, pending receipt of payment,” she said.

Rint dea'Sord smiled, which he did prettily enough, but he really should, Cantrathought criticaly,
either learn to use his eyes, or camouflage them with a sweep of the lashes or—

"All business, asaways, Pilot!" He laughed gently, and sat himsdlf behind his desk, waving her to
achair with alanguid hand. "Please, rest amoment and tell me your news. Will you take some
refreshment?’

When Tdiofi's star froze, that was when she'd take refreshment from the likes of Rint dealSord.
Not that she'd be so rude asto tell the man so; she'd been trained better than that.

She put her hand on the back of the chair she was supposed to Sit in, and smiled, using her eyes.

"l just ate," she said, pulling the Rim accent up alittle. "And my newsain't specid or interesting.
Took the cargo on at Faldaiza, lifted, transitioned, and came down on Taliofi Yard awhile back.
Looking to collect payment due, off-load, and lift." She smiled again, rueful. "A courier'slifeisboring.



Which isthe way she wantsit, and her clients, too."

He folded hishands carefully atop the black ceramic desk, and considered her, his eyes blue and
hard, belying histone of courteous and civil interest.

"Come, Pilot, you are too modest! When acourier performs an unscheduled lift amid
cannon-fire, surely that is news? Asyour client, | can only gpplaud the skill which dlowed you to win free
unscathed. It will of course be awkward for you to return to Faldaizafor the foreseeable future, but that
must be accounted to the side of necessary action, must it not?"

"Right," she said, laconic, keeping her face smooth.

Rint dealSord smiled. "Asyour client, | must ask—please do not think me discourteous!—if the
contretemps surrounding your departure from Faldaizain any way touched upon the cargo you have
brought to me?'

"Separate issue,” she assured him.

"Y ou relieve me. Would that separate issue have had to do with your passenger?”

Cantrashowed him aface honestly puzzled. " Passenger?”

Rint dealSord clicked histongue againgt histeeth, hisface smooth under the gold-toned makeup.
"Come, come, Pilot! Passenger, of course.”

"I'm not recalling any passenger,” she said. "Maybe your info got scrambled.”

Ser dea'Sord sighed, gently. "PFilot, surely you know that | have eyesdl over thisport.”

"Goeswithout saying—man of your position,” Cantra answered soothingly.

"Then you will know that | am religbly informed regarding your passenger.”

Since when did Rint dealSord concern himsalf with extra cargo, crew or passengers, solong as
hisinterests weren't put in jeopardy? She wondered, stringently keeping the wonder from showing in her
face, eyes, voice or stance, and shrugged. Holding to honest puzzlement, she met the cold blue eyes, her
own guildessand wide.

"Sir, | don't doubt you're religbly informed about everything that transpires on this Y ard, and
would be about my passenger, if I'd had one, which | didn't." She cocked her head to aside. "Got time
for alet's pretend?”

The pretty gilt eyebrows arched high, but he answered courteous enough.

"l am at your disposd, Pilot. What shal we pretend? That | am atwo-headed gaunus?'

"Nothing that hard,” she said. "Let'sjust pretend that, instead of the two of ustalking about your
cargo and how I'm going to get paid real soon now o | can off-load and lift—Ilet's pretend | had two
clientson this port, and I'm with the second. And let's pretend that this second client, having paid her shot
and arranged the off-load, startsinquiriesinto your cargo, which it ain't any business of hers. And so she
saystome, 'I'mabig noiseonthis Yard and I'm reliably informed that you're carrying cargo for Rint
dea'Sord. Tell me about it." Now," Cantrafinished, watching him watch her out of those hard, cold eyes,
"what's my proper response, given the cargo isn't got the young lady's name on it, but your own?"

Therewasasmal slence during which Rint dea'Sord unfolded his hands and put them flat on the
top of the desk.

"Let mesee...." Hemurmured, and raised one finger in consideration. "Would it perhaps be,
'Cargo? I'm not recalling any cargo.™

Cantraamiled. "Y ou've played before.”

"Indeed | have," he said, and didn't bother to smile back. "While | value your discretion—and
your warning—I believe that the nature of this particular passenger warrants my attention as a—what
was the phrase? Ahl—as a big noise on this Yard. Certainly, my attention must be aroused when a
courier whom | am known to have employed is seen abetting the escape of arenegade Batcher."

Cantravisbly stifled ayawn. "Runaway Batcher,” she said, on anote of reflection.

"Itispossible of course," said Rint dealSord, "that you were deceived into believing her anatura
human, such asyoursdf. A Batcher traveling alone, without the rest of her pod, would seemto be as
individua asyouor 1."

"Might've been traveling on behdf of her owner," Cantrasaid, by way of saling him, while she
tried to think it through. He was focusing on Dulsay, acting like sheld been the only one coming off Spiral



Dance, saving Cantra. Had his bragged-on eyes somehow missed the substantia fact of Filot Jela? Or
had Jela decided to ingratiate himsaf with the Y ard boss? Fast work if he had—and she didn't put it
beyond him.

"Isthat what shetold you?' dea'Sord asked. "That she wastraveling on behaf of her owner?!

Cantrasighed silently, bringing her full wits back to the conversation in progress. " She can't have
told me anything, since she doesn't exist," she said, letting aggravation be heard. " Ser dea'Sord, there's
the matter of payment sitting between the two of us. Y our cargo's secure in the hold of my ship. Assoon
as | have the promised coin, | can off-load and we can both get back to the business of turning a profit.”

Thistime Rint dea'Sord did smile, and Cantrawished he hadntt.

"Asit happens, Rilot, | am pursuing aprofit even aswe speak." He moved ahand to touch a
portion of hisdesk top. A door opened in thewall behind him, and aburly man in half-armor 'skins
stepped through, alimp form wound in cargo twine tucked under one arm. dea'Sord beckoned and the
fellow waked up to Cantra, dropped his burden at her feet, and fell back to the desk, hand on his
Sdearm.

Cantralooked down. Dulsey was unconscious, which was maybe agood thing; her face was
swollen and beginning to show bruises; her nose was broken, and there was blood—on her face, in her
hair, on those bits of her coverall not hidden by cargo twine.

The cargo twine was a problem, being smartwire's dimmer cousin. Cargo twine could crush ribs
and snap vertebrae. Not that anyone would care what damage a Batcher picked up for bounty took, so
long as she was dive—dtipul ating that the contract caled for it.

"Y our passenger, | believe, Pilot?' Rint deelSord was having way too much fun, Cantra thought,
suddenly seeing dl too clearly where he was going with this.

"No, sr," she said, her eyes on Dulsey—dill breathing, al the worsefor her.

"Alot—"

Sheraised her eyes and looked a him straight. "Much as1'd like to accommodate you, she
wasn't no passenger.”

The thin mouth tightened. "What was she then?'

"'prentice pilot. Sat her board neat as you'd like. 'Course, being an engineer..."

"An engineer." Helaughed. " She was arestaurant worker before she turned rogue, murdered her
owner, and terminated the others of her Pod.”

Cantraglanced down at Dulsey. "Why'd she do that?"

"Who can know what motivates such creatures?' He gave adelicate shudder. "Perhaps she
believed that, with the others gone, she might passasaread human. Why scarcely matters. In ashort
while Efron here will be taking the Batcher across the port, where abounty hunter will receive her and
pay him our finder'sfee”

"Right," she said, keeping her eyes on hisface. "What'sit got to do with me and my fee?'

"RFilot." Helooked at her with sorrow, asif she were afavorite student who had unaccountably
flubbed asmple question. "'l think you are well-aware of the pendties attached to giving aid to an
escaped Batcher. Whether she was an apprentice pilot or passenger really makes no difference.”

Nor would it to those who were only concerned with collecting their bounties. And asfor the
pendtiesfor aiding and abetting, she did know them: Three years hard labor, and confiscation of al her
goods. Which would be Dancer . By thetime her years at |abor were done—assuming she survived
them, which wasn't the way the smart money bet—she'd be broken and broke. She also knew that an
aid-and-abet charge againgt anatura human, which in unlikely fact she happened to be, was subject to
an apped before an actua magidtrate. The odds of her coming out afree woman on the other side of that
apped werelaughable, and the accumulated penatiesfor her various crimes and Sns againgt the
law-abiding would add up to more and worse than the aid-and-abet.

Which simple arithmetic Rint dea'Sord had done, and then exposed himsdlf and his operation to
considerable risk by summoning abounty hunter. Cantra supposed she ought to be flattered, that he
thought her worth so much.

Sheamiled a him, wide and sincere.



"What do you want?" she asked, thinking the important thing was not to let Efron get twine
around her. That likely meant a discussion of wegpons right here and now—in fact, it would be best if it
were here and now. She made amental note to save adart for Dulsey.

Rint dea'Sord was smiling again.

"Excdlent, Rlot. Do alow meto admire your perspicacity. Whileit istrue that | would enjoy
owning your ship and your effects, | would enjoy having you in my employ even more.”

Cantrafrowned. " Ser dea'Sord, you don't need a Dark trader in your employ.”

Helaughed, gently, and fluttered hisfingersat her. "Rilot, Rilot. No, you are correct—I don't
need a Dark trader in my employ. | do, however, find myself in need of an aelantaza.”

Cantrafet her blood temperature drop. She jerked a shoulder up, feigning unconcern.

"So, contract for one."

"Alas, the matter isnot so smple" he said. "The directors do not look upon my project with
favor.”

The projects the directors refused to write paper for weren't many, the directors being
conveniently without loyaties, and wedded to their own profit. If she hadn't already been chilled, the
information that they had turned Rint dealSord down would've doneiit.

Wéll. How info did change alife. Cantrasighed to herself and eyed Efron. She counted four
wegpons, in addition to the showpiece on his belt. Two were placed awkwardly, but that wouldn't count
asabenefit unlessthey had amuch longer conversation that she was planning for.

Rint dea'Sord was another matter. He was the man at the control board, and hed have to go
fird. If shewere quick—

Therewas aloud noise on thefar side of the wall behind the desk. Rint dea'Sord reached to his
desk, frowning. Efron stood as he had, damn the man, and tested the dide of the gun, his eyes very much
on her.

She smiled and showed him her empty, innocent hands. He relaxed, mouth quirking at the corner
just abit—then spun asthe door went back on its dide, screaming wrongful deeth the while.

Cantra pulled her number one hideaway and pointed it at Rint dealSord's head just as Jela
cleared the door.

Efron's gun was out and leveled, no boggles, fast and smooth.

Jela, however, was faster and smoother. A kick and Efron's gun went one way, adap and Efron
went the other, landing in a crumpled, unmoving heap. Jeakept walking, not even breathing hard, and
knelt next to the unfortunate mess that was Dulsey.

"Cargo twine," Cantratold him, being not entirely sure of his state of mind, though he looked as
cadmasusud.

"l seeit,” hesaid, and set to work, not sparing aglance over his shoulder. Trusting her to cover
him. Again.

Rint dealSord sat, handsflat on his desk, his eyes on Cantras.

"Whoisthis?'

"My co-pilat,” shetold him, mind racing. Killing Rint dealSord was an extraordinarily good way
to ruin hersdlf in the trade. On the other hand, he held info—info he shouldn't have had—and where held
gotten it, and who he might share it with, had to be a concern. And he would never forget that she'd
drawn on him. So, the choice: Ruined with alive enemy or adead one on her back trail?

"A co-pilot and an apprentice," ded'Sord said. "That's quite alot of crew for awoman who
reportedly runs solo.”

"I missed the notice that | needed to clear my ship's arrangementswith you." Damnit dl, there
was no choice. Rint dea'Sord was going to haveto die.

She saw him realize that sheld taken her decision, which was nothing more than idiot ineptitude
on her part.

Helunged across the desk, and shefired, hitting him high, the force of the impact dapping him
backward to the floor. Swearing a hersdf for clumsy shooting, she moved forward to finish the
job—and found Jelathere before her, hauling dealSord up by his silken collar and throwing him



none-too-gently back into his chair.

Rint dea'Sord grunted, and shuddered, his hand pressed hard to the holein his shoulder. He met
Cantra'seyeswith aglare.

"What do you want?' He gritted, the pretty Inside accent gone now.

Cantrasighed and lifted her gun.

Jeahdd up hishand. "Hold."

"We can't dedl with him, Filot," she said, keeping her patience with an effort. "Best to get it over
with."

"I think we can dedl," Jdasaid. "In fact, | think Ser deaSord will be happy to dedl.”

Until he has reinforcements on the way, Cantrathought, and kept the gun pointed in the right
direction. dea'Sord flicked one fast glance at her, licked hislips and addressed himsdlf to Jea

"What'syour ded, Pilot'?

"Just this. Y ou pay the pilot here her fee. All of her fee. WEI take our comrade with us, go back
to our ship and off-load your goods. We will then take ourselves out of your sphere of influence. Ded ?*

Rint dealSord was no fool, though Cantra was beginning to have doubts regarding Jela. Her
finger tightened, and he shifted, bringing awide shoulder between her and her target.

"l can makethat deal,” dealSord said. "Just let me get the money—" Jelaheld up ahand.

"Tel mewherethemoney isand I'll get it," he said, cm and reasonable. "The pilot will guard
you."

Rint dea'Sord took a deep breath. "In the bottom drawer of the desk. It needs my fingerprint..."

"Fine" Jdasad. "Openit."

Openit he did and there was no trick, which was, Cantrathought, afair wonder of itsdlf. She
spared aglance a Dulsey, who wasn't looking as much the better for being free of the twine as she might
have. Jela, damn him, had the wallet open and was doing afast count.

"Eight hundred flan sound about right, Pilot?"

Fifteen hundred flan had been the agreed-upon sum, but Cantra had never expected to see that
much.

"Itll do," she said, and he nodded, sedling the wallet and tossing it to her in one smooth maotion.
She caught it one-handed and did it into athigh pocket.

"Now what, Pilot?'

"Now, wetie him up," Jeasaid, and produced the cargo twine.

He carried Dulsey, and Pilot Cantratook rear guard, in which formation they reached the shipin
good order and without incident. That they were under observation was agiven, but without any word
from command—and he'd made sure there would be no outgoing from command before held gone
in—there was no reason for the spottersto pay them particular attention.

The hatch did back abare crack and Cantrawaved him past, which was a nice blend of giving
the wounded precedence and taking no foolish chances. He went sideway's, easing his shoulders through
and taking care not to jostle Dulsey.

"I'min," he called as soon as he gained the narrow lock. Behind him the hatch reversed, Pilot
Cantradipping through the improbably thin opening, and stood watching 'til it sealed. Shoving her
wegpon into its pocket, she snaked past, managing not to bump him, or to disturb his burden.

"Follow me," she snapped. "Well get her in thefirst aid kit. Then you can cover mewhilel
off-load.”

He looked down at Dulsey's battered face and didn't say that she needed agood field doctor. A
first ad kit was better than nothing, and both were better than the 'hunters.

They crossed the piloting chamber, passing the yellow-lit board and the tree in its pot, the pilot
making for the wall that should have been common with the tiny quarters where he and Dulsey had taken
their "rest.” A notion tickled at the back of his brain, and Jelalooked ahead, down low, and—yes, a
beam, very faint, whereit could not fail to be tripped by gpproaching feet—or by apilot, crawling.

Pilot Cantra's boots broke the beam, and a section of wall did away, reveding alow box, its



smooth surface so deeply black it seemed to absorb the surrounding light. Cantra bent, touched the top
and up it went, the interior lit apale and disquieting green.

"Put her down there," she said, stepping back to give him room.

He hesitated, knowing, in his Generdigt'stricksy mind—knowing what it was.

In hisarms, Dulsey groaned, afeeble enough sound, and there was the chance that the cord had
done damage beyond whatever she'd taken from the beating. And she wasn't asoldier, dammit, bred to
be hard to break, and lacking a significant number of the usua pain receptors.

"Pilot." There was anoticesble lack of patience edging Pilot Cantra's voice. "1 want to off-load
and have space between my ship and this port before Rint dea'Sord gets himsalf cut loose.

"Yes" hesad, and forced himself forward. The areaimmediately surrounding the box was
noticeably cooler than the ship's ambient temp. He knelt and put Dulsey down as gently as he could onto
the dick, giving surface of the pallet, taking the time to Straighten her arms and her legs.

"Hatch coming down," Cantrasaid quietly, and he pulled back, the cool black surface dmost
grazing hisnose.

"All right." Therewasasighin Filot Cantrasvoice. "Let's get rid of the damned cargo.”

Sixteen

Soiral Dance
In Trangt

Thistime, at least, there wasn't any cannon fire to speed them aong, though what might be
waiting at the next port in terms of surprises was enough to put apilot off her good temper. Not that
there weren't other things.

Cantrareleased the shock webbing and spun her chair around.

"Pilot Jda" she said, mindfully keeping her voicein the stern-but-gentle range.

Helooked over, then faced her fully, eyes as readabl e as ever—which was to say, not a
al—lean face pleasant and attentive, mouth soft in a haf-smile, amsleaning on the rests, hands nice and
relaxed. A portrait of pure innocence.

"Pilot?" he answered. Respectful, too. Everything a pilot could want in aco-pilot, saving abad
habit or twelve.

Cantrasighed.

"I'm interested to note, Pilot, that your damn vegetable was lashed in place in my tower when we
brought Dulsey into thefirst aid kit. As| distinctly remember you taking it and its pot with you when you
left ship at Tdiofi, and as| digtinctly don't remember giving you aship'skey, I'd be interested in hearing
how that particular circumstance cameto be."

He closed one eye, then the other, then used both to look at her straight on, face as pleasant as
ever. Rint deaSord, Cantra thought grudgingly, could do worse than take lessons from Pilot Jela. Too
bad he was more likdly to commisson them both killed—but she was getting ahead of hersdif.

"I'mwaiting, Rlot."

"Yes, maam," hesaid, easily, and paused before continuing a aclear tangent. "Y ou've got a
good brace of gunson thisship.”

"I'm glad they meet your gpprova.” Stern-but-gentle, with adight icing of irony. ™Y ou want to
answver my question?"

"l am," he said, projecting goodwill. She held up ahand and hetipped his head, questioning.

"Point of information,” she said, stern taking the upper note. "I don't like being soothed. It annoys
me"

He sighed, thefingers of hisright hand twitching assent. "My gpologies, Filot. It'sahabit—and a
bad one. I'll take steps to remember.”

"I'd gppreciateit,” she said. "Now—the question.”



"Yes, maam," hesaid again. "Y our recollection is correct in both particulars—I did take the tree
with me when we debarked earlier in the day and you did not give me aship'skey." Theright hand came
up, showing palm beyond haf-curled fingers. "I didn't steal akey or gimmick the comp. But, likel was
saying—those gunsyou've got. Military, aren't they?"

She consdered him, much good it did her. " Surplus.”

"Right." The hand dropped back to arm rest. "Military surplus. Not that old, some military craft
dill carry those sdf-same guns. | trained on them, myslf."

Cantrasighed, letting him hear an edge of irritation. "Thishas a point, doesnt it, Pilot?"

"It does." He sat up straight in his chair, eyes sharp, mouth stem. "The point isthat you're not fully
aware of the capabilities of your gun brace. Pilot. Where| come from, that's apse of duty. Where you
comefrom, I'dimagineit'd be something closer to suicide.”

Well, that was plain—and not entirely undeserved. "They didn't exactly come with ingructions,”
shetold him, mildly.

"Small mercies" heretorted. "As| sad, | trained on gunslike yours and believe me | know what
they can and can't do." He leaned back in his chair, deliberate, and kept hiseyes on hers. "So, |
sweet-talked them into letting mein.”

Cantraclosed her eyes. "'I'm understanding you to say that you came into this ship through the
gun bays."

"That'sright."

She wanted to doubt it, but there was the fact of the tree waiting for them, and Dancer reporting
no entries between the time sheld sealed the hatch behind them in the early planetary day and the time she
opened it again some hours later to admit Jela, Dulsey, and herself.

"That involve any breskage?' she asked. "Or, say-modifications?’

"Pilot," he said reproachfully. "I'm better than that." A short pause. "l wasn't entirely sure that we
wouldn't be needing the guns again on the way out.”

A pragmatist, was Pilot Jda. That being so—

She opened her eyes, saw him sitting cdm and easy againin hischair. "I'll ask you, as co-pilat, to
give metraining on the gunsto the full extent of your knowledge," she said.

There was asmall pause, then aforma nod of the head. "As soon aswe raise alikely location,
I'm at your service, Pilot.”

Not if | shake you first, shethought at him. Granted, she owed the man—again—but she didn't
have any intention of making Pilot Jelaa permanent fixture on Dancer . Still, there wasn't no senseto
putting him on notice. So—

"That'll do, then," she said, turning to face her screens—and stopping at the sight of hisbig hand
raised, palm ouit.

"I've got some questions mysdlf, Rlot.”

"Oh, do you?' She sighed, sharply. "Lay 'em out and let's see which ones| careto answer, then."

"I think itd be best if you answered them al.”

That struck aspark from her temper. She gave her attention to the screens—showing clear, and
the countdown to trangition in triple digits.

"l think," she said tightly, "that you've got avery limited right to ask questions, Pilot Jea. You
gimmicked your way onto this ship at Faldaiza, and engineered an unauthorized entry at Taliofi. Not to
mention cutting aded with aman who needed to die, and ruining my rep into the bargain.”

"If I hadn't ruined your rep," he said, voice deliberately placid, but not, at least, projecting cam
good fedlings. "Y ou'd have been dead, and Dulsey, too."

"Dulsey, maybe," she said. "Hewanted medive so's| could do him afavor.”

"And you were happy to be of service" he said, irony alittle heavy. "At least, that's not how |
readit, ligening in."

She spun her chair back to face him.

"You werelistening in on Rint deaSord?" She'd tried to crack dea'Sord's comms—twice, in fact,
nor was she unskilled at such things, having received certain training. "How?"



He amiled at her, damn him. "Military secret." He touched the breast of his'skins. "I havea
datastrip which | request permission to transmit, viasecure channd .

"No," she snapped.

He sighed. "Pilot, the information on this'strip will guarantee that Ser dealSord will be too busy
for ...some number of years... keeping one jump ahead of the peacekeepers and bounty huntersto care
about your rep or your life"

"That's some datastrip,” she said, and held out her hand. "Mind if | scanit?'

"Yes," he said, which wasn't anything more than sheld expected held say, nor anything less than
sheéld've said herslf, had their positions been reversed. Still, the notion of giving Rint dea'Sord enough
trouble to keep him occupied and out of the businessfor yearsdid haveits gpped.

"Youreasking alot ontrust,” shetold Jela "and I'm alittle short where you're concerned.”

Hisface hardened. "Am | supposed to trust awoman who carries acan full of military grade
ship-brainsinto such aport as Tdiofi, and has a sheriekas heding unit in her ship?"

Shehdld up afit, raised the thumb. ™Y ou should've checked the manifest before you signed on,
if you're astender-hearted asall that." Index finger. ™Y ou got mord objectionsto the first aid kit, you're
free to open the hatch and save Dulsey's soul for her.”

"It'sher well-being I'm concerned with." There was more than alittle snap there. She supposed
he was entitled, there being the likelihood of apersond interest.

"Wheredid you get that healing unit?" he demanded.

She moved her shoulders and arranged her face into amused lines. "It came with," she said, and
spread her armsto include the entirety of Dancer.

He stared at her. She smiled a him.

"Whoever acquired that thing was trading ‘way over their heads," he said, ill snappish. She
raised her eyebrows, giving him polite attention, in case he wasn't done. He shut his mouth and looked
stubborn.

"Leaving asde ship'ssarvices," she sad after sheld taken aleisurely scan of her screens and stats
and he gill hadn't said anything else. "I s there a description of the cargo just off-loaded on that 'strip you
think you want to tranamit?"

"Thereis" Right grumpy, that sounded.

"And that's going to keep my rep clear with the 'hunters and other interested parties exactly
how?'

Silence. A glance asde showed him sitting not so relaxed as previoudy, his eyes closed.

Asif held felt theweight of her regard, he sat up Straight and opened his eyes, meeting hers
draight on.

"It happens I'm in need of apilot who knows the back waysin and out, and maybe something
about the Beyond."

"I'll be sureto put you down a aport where you might have some luck locating apilot of that
kind," she said palitely, and spun back full to face her board.

"I'd rather hireyou," Jeasaid, quiet-like. "The people who receive my tranamitta, they'll keep
any ...irregularities... to themsdves, if it'sknown you're aiding me."

She let that settle while she made a couple of unnecessary adjustmentsto her long-scans. "l
thought you weren't exactly military,” shesad, first.

"I'm not," he answered, and while she didn't have any reason to believe him, she did anyway.

"What you're doing here is coercion,” she said, second.

Jeladidn't answer that one—and then he did.

"Maybeitis" hesaid, dow, like hewasworking it out as hewent. "What | know is|'ve been
fighting my whole life and the war's going againgt us. There's achance—not much of achance, but |
gpecidize in those kinds of missons—that | can accomplish something that will turn the war back on the
sheriekas. Or least make the odds not—quite—so overwhelming. If you agree to help me, then you
have that chance, too."

"Sowhat?' she asked, harsher than she should have.



"If we don't stand together,” Jeasaid, till inthat feding-hisway voice, "then well fal separately.
We need to face the enemy now—soldier, smuggler, and shop-keeper.”

Thewar had been afact of her entire life. The concept of winning it—or losng it—was dien
enough to make her head ache. The notion that she might have ahand in either outcome was—laughable.

When the cards were dl dedlt out, though, Pilot Jeaheld the winning hand, in the form of his
datastrip. If he could buy her free of Rini deelSord and gain her a promise of blind eyesfrom those who
might otherwise be interested in curtailing her liberty—sheld be afool not to go dong with him.

At least for awnhile.

She sent him astudious glance; gave him aforma nod.

"All right," shesad. "Tranamit your data.”

It appeared that Pilot Cantrahad levels between her levels, Jelathought as he addressed his
board and began setting up a series of misdirections. He didn't expect such precautionsto thwart a
determined attack, but then he didn't except a determined attack, merely a snoop, the same as any pilot
who didn't entirely trust her second might do.

He'd aready established that Spiral Dance's brain was asfamiliar to him as her guns—one of the
earlier of the Emcaunits; considerably smarter and more flexible than the Remle refits just off-loaded at
Tdlidfi.

Fingers deft and quick, he set the transmission protocol: vaidate, send, validate, wipe origina on
close of transmission, no copy to ship'slog.

A glance at the screens—clear dl around, scans showing the gppropriate levels of busy energies,
nothing exotic or overly active, trangtion still some ship-hours ahead of them—and alook out of the side
of hiseye at the pilot Sitting her board serene, long, degant fingers dancing on the numbers pad, like as
not discussing possible exit points with the navigation brain.

If it had been histo cal, hed have opted to wait and send closer to trangition, to minimize the risk
of atrace. The choice not being his, the likelihood of atrace being, in his estimation, low, and the pilot
possibly with her attention on something other than on him, he checked his protocols a second time and
hit "send.”

The query went out, the answer came back, the data flowed away. Query again, answer—and
the thing was done, beam closed. Jelatapped akey, accessing the datastrip, which showed empty, just
asit ought. Good.

Hepulledit out of the dot and crumbled it in hisfist. The flexible meta resisted &t first, then
folded, tiny diverstickling hispam.

The sense of being watched pulled his eyes up—and he met Pilot Cantra's interested green gaze.
He waited, with the clear sense that held just given information out.

But—"Scrap drawer's on your left,” was dl she said, calm and agreeable, and turned her
attention back to her calcs.

"Thank you," he muttered, and thumbed the drawer open, depositing the strip and making sure
his pams were free of shred before closing it again and putting his eyes and most of his attention on his
own board.

Screens and scans Hill clear, timer ticking down to trandation. Trangition to where was
gpparently not asubject on which the pilot craved hisinput. He considered introducing it himsdlf, then
decided to bide histime, pending consideration of recent discoveries and events.

If Ragil's people up-line moved fast on Rint dea'Sord's operation, they might even recover most
of Spiral Dance's recent off-loaded and lamentable cargo. He'd handed the man and the cargo to others
better equipped to deal with them—nothing more he could or should do, there. He therefore put both out
of hismind.

Pilot Cantra, however....

He hadn't listened long, being more interested in downloading various fascinating data regarding
dea'Sord's business arrangements, but held listened plenty long enough to hear the by-play around the
need for an aelantaza.



It was apparently Rint dealSord's blief that Pilot Cantra, whose ship caled her "yosPhelium,”
was one of those rare and elite scholar-assassins.

Jelaadmitted to himsdlf that the proposition explained agood many puzzling things about Filot
Cantra. Unfortunately, it aso raised anumber of other, equally good and valid questions.

Such as, if shewere indeed aelantaza, was she presently on contract?

Or, if shewereindeed aelantaza and not on contract, who waslooking for her and how much
of an impediment were they likely to beto hismisson?

Or, if shewas not aelantaza, as seemed most likely, why had Rint dea'Sord, aman with access
to abroad range of information that he shouldn't have had, thought that she was—and what did that
mean in terms of impediments or dangersto Jeas own misson?

And therewas, after dl, the matter of the name. CantrayosPhdium. Certainly, aname.
Certainly, every bit as good aname as M. Jela Granthor's Guard. Exactly asgood aname, asit
happened. "yos' was the Inworlds prefix denoting a courier or ddlivery person, and "Phelium” bore an
interesting likeness to the Rim-cant word for "pilot."

Cantra Courier Pilot, JHathought. Not precisely the name held have expected to find on an
aelantaza—contracted or free. On the other hand, what did he know? Aelantaza were known for their
subtlety, which didn't happen to be atrait hed've assigned to Filot Cantra. But, if the Dark Trader
personawas a cover for something else—

Not that he was over-thinking it or anything.

He sighed to himself and sent a glance to the tree—receiving an impression of watchful
well-being. That would be the tree's reaction to the sheriekas devicein which Dulsey presently
dumbered—and he owned that the fact of the thing tied into this ship disturbed him, too. All very well
and good for Pilot Cantrato say it had "comewith," thereby loosing another whole range of questionsto
tangle around the aelantazal /not aelantaza question, and—

Stop, hetold himself.

Ddiberately, heinvoked one of the templated exercises. This one restored mental acuity and
sharpened problem-solving. There was amoment of tightnessingde his skull, and abrief feding of
warmth.

He'd need to construct alogic-box, assign everything he knew about Pilot Cantra and—

"Pilot." Her voice was low and agreeable, the Rim accent edgy against his ear. More of an accent
than she had previoudy displayed, he thought, and put that aside for the logic box, as he turned his heed
to meet her eyes.

"Pilot?" he answered, respectful.

"I'd welcome your thoughts regarding adestination,” she said.

Just what he'd been wanting, Jela thought, and then wondered if she was playing for info—which
found him back on the edge of the aelantaza question, tottering on his menta boot hedl's. He sighed,
letting her hear it, and gave ahdf-shrug.

"| thought you might have aport in mind," he said. "I1t'd be best not to disrupt your usua routes
and habits. At least, not until I'vve seen achart.”

"Usud routes and habits," she repeated, a corner of her mouth going up in ahaf-smile. "Filat, |
don't think youreafoal. I think you know we lifted out of Taiofi empty of anything va uable—excepting
yoursdf and Dulsey, neither of which | gather are up for trade... and even if you were, | an'tinthe
business of warm goods. One can's carrying generic Light-goods for the entertainment of any port cops
we happen to fall across. That means we can go wherever your fancy takes us, with the notable
exception of any of my usual stop-overs. It might be that the two of usre cozy kin now, but | seeno
reason to introduce you and your troublesto my usuas.”

Reasonable, Jdathought, and prudent. Especidly prudent if FPilot Cantraexpected to dump him
and retreat to safety, which had to bein her mind, despite her apparent surrender. He was beginning to
form the opinion that the pilot's order of priority was her ship and hersdlf, dl e'se expendable. It wasa
survivor's order of priority, and he couldn't fault her for holding it, though duty required him to subvert it.
Not the greatest thing duty had required of him, over alifetime of more or less obeying orders.



Y et, he couldn't help thinking that it would have been better for all—the mission, the pilot, the
soldier if it mattered, and the Batcher—if Filot Muran had made his rendezvous.

In point of fact, it would've been better for al if the sheriekas had blown themsealves up with their
home world. While he was wishing &fter dternate histories.

Helooked to Pilot Cantra, Sitting unaccountably patient, and showed her hisempty pams.

"We have ashared problem in need of solving, first," he said, which wastrue, and bought him
timeto consider how best to follow up arumor and awhisper, lacking the info Muran had been bringing
tohim.

The pilot's pretty eyebrows lifted. "Do we, now. And that would be?"

"Dulsey," he said, and the eyebrows came together in afrown.

"I'm thinking Dulsay's your problem, Pilot—or no problem. She'slikely to go dong with
whatever you say."

"l don't seeit that way," he said. " She couldn't leave me fast enough a Tdiofi. Y ou remember
she said that she had business, and might not make it back in timefor lift? She was so intent on that
business she missed the fact that her further services as crew were being declined.”

A short pause while the pilot looked over her board, and twiddled a scan knob that didn't need
it.

"Youreright," shesaid findly, her eyes staying with the scans. "Dulsey was plotting her own
course soon's she heard we was down at Taliofi. Rint dea'Sord intercepted her before she made her
contact, I'm guessing.” She moved her shoulders.

"Not like him to plan so shdlow," she said dowly. "That favor he wanted—he wanted it from me.
Thinking on it, damniif it don't look like the whole ded wasrigged. Easy enough for aman with his
connectionsto learn where my last-but-one was taking me. Dulsey—that must've been avary, cheaper
than whatever ese he had planned on. Gave him areserve." She got quiet then, the picture of apilot
attending her board.

Jelatook abreath, and by the time held exhaled had decided on his plan of attack. "He thought
you were aelantaza,” hesaid. "Any truth to that?'

That got him alook, green eyes atrifletoo wide.

"No," she said, and spun her chair to face him square. "'l don't think | heard what Dulsey hasto
do with your choice of anext port o'cal. She's adeader wherever she goes, unless she can lose the tats,
which you know and | know she can't.”

"She can regrow, if she getsto the right people.”

"She can, but they're looking for that dodge now. One arm younger than the rest of you—that's
rehab, dl legit. Two arms—you're a Batcher gone rogue, and better off dead.”

That was, Jeathought, probably true.

"What elsg, then?' he asked her. "Not all runaway Batchers get caught.”

"Well." Shewrinkled her nose. "If they're willing to limit themsdavesto the RingStars, or the Rim,
or the Grey Worlds, dl they need isto hang paper, work up some convincing files, and maybe a dummy
control disk. Expensive. No guarantees.”

"But it can be done," Jela said, watching her face.

The green eyes narrowed. "Anything can be done," she said the Rim accent hard, "if you got
money enough to buy it."

"Do you—" he began and stopped as a chime sounded from the rear of the chamber. Pilot
Cantrajerked her head toward the a cove where thefirst aid kit sat.

"Hatch'll be coming up soon. Y ou might want to be standing by, in case therés aproblem. I'll
take the scans.”

She spun back to her board.

Jelagot up and walked, not without trepidation, back to thefirst aid kit.

The hatch was up, the greenish light giving Dulsey's pae hair and pae face an unsettling and dien
cast. Her eyeswere closed and he could see her breathing, deep and dow, like she was adeep.



Shelay like he had put her, flat on her back, arms at her sides, legs straight, the bloodstained
coverdl—

The blood was gone, and much of the grime. The green-cast face was evenly toned, showing
neither bruises nor swelling; the nose, last seen bent to the | eft, was Straight. Her hair was clean.

Her eyes opened.

"Alot Ha?'

"Right here," he said. "Y ou'rein what Filot Cantrastylesafirst aid kit. Y ou're looking better than
you did when you went in. Y oull haveto tell me how you fed."

She frowned and closed her eyes. He waited, his own eyes ditted in protest of the unnaturd light,
until she moved her head againgt the pall€t.

"| fed—remarkably well," she said dowly. Sheraised ahand and touched her face lightly, rana
finger down her nose. Took a deliberately deep breath. Another.

"I believe | am mended, Rilot. May | be permitted to stand up and test the theory more fully?’

Heredlized with astart that he'd been hanging over the device, blocking her exit.

Hadtily, he stepped back.

"Might aswdl try it."

She sat up dowly, from the intent expression on her face, paying attention to each muscle and
bone. Carefully, she got her legs over the edge and her feet on thefloor, put her pamsflat againgt the
pallet, pushed—and stood.

"Ace?" he asked.

Shetook astep forward. "Ace," she answered.

Behind her, the hatch began to descend, hissing lightly asit did. Sheturned to look at it. "A
remarkable device," she commented. "Am | correct in believing that it was congtructed by the Enemy?”

"l think s0," Jelasaid. "Pilot Cantradoesn't deny it."

"Remarkable," she said again. Sheturned to face him and held up her |eft hand, palm out.

"Filot, you have, | believe, very fine eyesight. Do you see the scar across my padm?"

Her palm was broad and lined. There were no scars.

"No," hesaid. "Wasit an old scar? They fade, over time."

"They do," Dulsey said. "But it was arecent scar, still noticeable. Will you look again? It was
rather obvious—from the base of the thumb very nearly to the base of the little finger, somewhat jagged,
and—"

"Dulsey," heinterrupted. "Therésno scar.”

Shetook along, hard breath. Her face, he saw, wastight, her eyes sparkling.

"Thank you, Filot." Her voice was breathless. She raised her other hand, fumbled a moment with
the wrist fastening, then pedled the deeve of the coverall back, exposing pale flesh, smooth, hairless,
unscarred.

"It'sgone," Dulsey breathed. Fingers shaking, she unsedled the other wrist, pushed the deeve
high.

"Andit." Shelooked up a him. "Filot—"

"They're both gone," he said, keeping his tone matter-of-fact, despite the fact that his neck hairs
wanted to stand up on their own. He raised a hand.

"Useyour brain, Dulsey. Y ou know those tats are cdllular. Just because they've been erased on
the dermis doesn't mean they're gone.”

"True," she said, but her eyeswere il sparkling.

"Dulsey—" he began...

"Trangtion coming up,” Filot Cantra called from the wider room. "Pilot Jea, you're wanted at
your station. Dulsey, strap in.”

They transitioned with the guns primed, and the passage was just as bad asit could be.

Asareward, they reentered calm, empty space, not aship, nor astar, nor arock within a couple
dozen light yearsin any direction.



"Well," said Cantraand looked over to her co-pilot, Sitting his board as calm and unflapped asif
he hadn't been bumped and jangled 'til hisbrain rang inside his skull.

"Lock her down, Pilot," she said when he turned his head. "Well sit here abit and us three can
have that talk about where we're going, now that we're nowherein particular.”

"Right," he said, briefly, fingers moving across his board.

Cantraturned to look at Dulsey, who was aready on her feet by the jump seat. The coveral's
deeveswererolled up, showing pale, unmarked forearms. Cantradidn't sigh, and met the Batcher's
parkling eyes.

"Troublewith that first aid kit," she said, conversationdly, "isit don't think like you an' me.
There's no deep reader on this ship, Dulsey, and you dasn't believe that what you got thereismorethan a
samplewipe. Keegp your sense hard by."

"Thepilot isprudent,” Dulsey said. "Shdl | make tea?'

"Tedd be good," Cantra answered, and added the polite. "Thank you."

"Y ou arewelcome, Filat. | will return.” She went, her steps seeming somewhat lighter than usud.

Cantra spun back to her board, letting the sigh have its freedom, and began to lock down the
main board.

"Wegot eyes," shesaid to Jela, "we got ears, we got teeth. Were giving out aslittle as possible,
and whilewe aren't exactly in ahigh traffic zone, | want to be gone inside of six hours.”

Finished with the board, she spun her chair, coming to her feet in one smooth motion. She moved
astep, caught herself on the edge of her usua caisthenics, and instead twisted into a series of
quick-stretches, easing tight back and leg muscles.

Behind her, she heard the co-pilot's chair move, and turned in timeto see Pilot Jdafinishingup a
mundane arm-and-leg stretch. He rolled his broad shoulders and smiled. "It's good to work the kinks
out," he said, companionably.

"Itis" shereturned, and was saved saying anything else by the arrival of Dulsey, bearing mugs.

* k%

They'd each sipped sometea, and dl decided that standing was preferable to sitting. So, they
stood in aloose triangle, Cantra at the apex, Jelato her |eft and ahead, Dulsey to his|eft.

"Thisisan official meeting of captain and crew," Cantra said, holding her mug cradled between
her hands and considering the two of them in turn. "Input wanted on where and how we next set down,
free discussion inforce until the captain calstime. Find decision rests with the captain, no appedl.
Dulsey."

"Alot?"

"'Some changes while you were getting patched up. Me and Filot Jda have consolidated. He's
got some places hefeds aneed to visit, except he wants to see you settled as best you might be, first.”
She glanced aside, meeting hisbright black eyes. "I have that right, Pilot?"

"Aye, Captain," he answered easlly. "Permission to speak?’

"Freediscussion,” she said, lifting one hand away from the mug and waggling her fingers. "Have
ait”

"Right." He turned to face the Batcher. "Dulsey, Filot Cantra here tells me that therésaway to
edtablish you—"

"If the pilot pleases,”" Dulsey interrupted. "I will ask to be set down on Panet.”

Jelafrowned and sent Cantraaglance. "Rilot? I'm not familiar with this port.”

"l am." Unfortunately. She fixed Dulsey with ahard look, and was agreegbly surprised to see
her giveit back, no flinching, no meeching.

"Whét's to want on Panet, Dulsey?'

The Batcher lifted her chin. "People. Contactswho can aid me."

"Ah." Cantrasipped her tea, consderingly. "Any kin to the contacts you didn't make on Tdiofi?"

Dulsey hit her lip. "On Tdiofi, the—I had the incorrect word, perhaps. Or perhapsthat cell no
longer exists. On Panet, however, | am certain—"

Cantraheld up her hand.



"Dulsey, youwon't last haf alocal day on Panet, even with the tats smoothed over. Y our best
courseisto tell uswhat your fina god is, if you know it. It might be we can help you. Pilot Jdadon't
want al histrouble going to waste by seeing you taken up by bounty hunters six steps from ship'sramp,
and | don't want to have to answer persona questions about did | know you was Batch-grown and what
kind of hard labor I'd prefer.”

Dulsey hit her lip, every muscle screaming tension, indecision. Sheraised her mug and drank,
buying thinking time. Cantra sipped her own tea, waiting.

"|—" Bresthless, that, and the muscles were il tight, but her face was firm, and her eyeswere
steady. Dulsey had made her decision, whatever it was. And now, Cantrathought, we'll see how good a
liar sheis.

"Itis," the Batcher began again, "perhaps true that the pilot will know of the port | seek. | ...had
not considered that it might be possible to smply go rather than—" A hard bregath, chinrising. "It ismy
intention to go to the Uncle."

The truth, curse her for an innocent. Cantra closed her eyes.

"Unde?' Jdasvoice was plainly puzzled. "Which uncle, Dulsey?"

"The Uncle," she answered him. "The one who has made a tribe—aworld—populated by
Batchers. Where we are valued for oursalves, as persons of worth and skill; where—"

"Thereant," Cantrasad, loudly, "any Uncle."

"Thepilot," Dulsay countered reproachfully, "knows better.”

Cantraopened her eyes and fixed her in the best glare she had on call.

"l do, do 1?'Y ou want to explain that, Dulsey?'

"Certainly. The pilot survived aline edit, | believe?’

Cantrafetched up asigh. "Y ou was awake enough to hear Rint dea'Sord theorize, was you? He
was out, Dulsey. Do | look aelantaza to you?"

Dulsey bowed. "The pilot is surely aware that the aelantaza do not share asingle physical type.
It is much more important that the pheromones which induce trust and affection in those who are not
aelantaza are developed to a high degree.”

"Thet afact?'

"Pilat, itis. Itisaso afact that an aelantaza could not survive aline edit without outside
intervention. Much the same sort of intervention—" She raised her unmarked arms—"necessary to wipe
the Batch numbers not only from my skin, but from my muscles, bones, and cells." She lowered her arms
and addressed Jela.

"Thereisan Uncle, and Filot Cantra knows where to find him. If you would see me safe, seeme
tohim."

"Pilot Cantra?' Jdasaid quietly.

Pain, in her head, in her joints, in the marrow of her bones. Garen's voice, grief-soaked,
weaving through the red mists of shutdown, "Hang on, baby, hang on, I'll get you help, don't die,
damn you baby..."

"Pilot Cantra?' Louder thistime. The man who held her ship ransom to hishave-tos. And
wouldn't the Uncle just be pleased as could be to wel come a genuine soldier, not-exactly-military or—

"Filot." Back to quiet. Not good.

She sghed and gave him awry [ook.

"Therewas an Uncle, years back. He was old then, and near to failing. Told us so, in fact. He's
died by now for certain, but the story won't do the same. If | was a Batcher, I'd sure as starswant to
believe there was a benevolent Uncle leading a community of free and equa Batch-grown. But it just ain't
so—anymore, if it ever truly was"

"The pilot surely does not believe that the Uncle would have died without arranging a
successon.”" Dulsey again.

Cantrasipped tea, deliberately saying nothing.

"Do you know where the Uncleés base is?' Jelaasked, sill on thewrong side of quiet.

Shelifted ashoulder. "I know whereit was. Understand me, Pilot, this was back a double-hand



of Common Y ears. Unclesdead, and if he did arrange for atransfer of authority, the way Dulsey'sliking
it, anybody with abrain would have moved base six timessince.”

"I'd do it that way, myself,” he agreed, and his voice was edging back toward easy. "But, asyou
say, theinfo's il out there, and it's not impossible that somebody might strike straight for the base
instead of risking an intermediate stop where they might be noticed. Even if thisUncle or his second has
shifted core ops, they'll have to have left something—or someone—at the old base, to send people
on—or to be sure that they don't go any further.”

That made sense. Unfortunately. It waslooking like atrip to the Deepsin her very near future.
Pilot Jelawas going to be no end expensive, unless she could persuade whoever might be a the Uncle's
old place of businessthat he was an unacceptable risk, while keeping her own good name intact. That
was poss ble, though not certain. Still...

"Whereisit?' Jdaasked.

Cantrasghed. "Where would you put it, Pilot?"

Hiseydashesdidn't even flicker.

"In the Beyond."

"Ace," shesaid, and drank off therest of her tea

"I'd likealook at the chart,” he said then, and she laughed.

"Y ou're welcometo look at any chart you want, Filot. Y ou find the Unclés hidey hole, you let
me know."

"I hoped you'd be kind enough to point it out to me," he said, in atone that said he wasn't finding
her particularly amusing.

"I'd do that," she said, pitching her voice serious and comradely, "but it's not fixed. Or, say, it is
fixed, though built on random factors.”

"Therock field," Dulsey bresthed, and Cantra regarded her once more.

"Theresalot of detall inthat story, Dulsey.”

"It isnot one story, Filot, but legion.”

"Isthat s0? Stories change as they migrate—you know that, don't you? They get bigger, broader,
shinier, happier. Might be, if—and in my mind it'sabig 'if—the Uncle | met did manageto passhis
project on to another administrator, and if—another big one—they managed to be clever and stay off the
scans of al who wish rogue Batchersill, it might still be that the community of free and equa
Batch-grown ain't as equa or asfree asthe stories say."

Dulsey bowed. "This humble person thanks the pilot for her concern for one who is benesth
notice," she said, irony edging the colorless voice. "Indeed, this humble person has been adaveand a
chattel and resides now under a sentence of desth.”

Meaning that the Uncl€'s outfit would have to be plenty bad before it came even with what sheld
been bred to and lived her wholelife as, Cantrathought, and lifted a shoulder. "I take your point,” she
said, and looked at Jela

"My businessis nearer the Rim than Ingde,”" he said, which she might've known hewould. "Firg,
well take Dulsey out to the old base and seeif the Uncl€'s | eft aforwarding address.”

"All the sameto me," Cantra said, doing the math quick-and-dirty and not liking the sum. They
couldn't run empty all theway to the Far Edge. She had padding, but a Rim-run would eat Rint
dea'Sord's eight hundred flan, and the ship's fund, too, like awhore snacking through a packet of
dreamies. There was cargo—legit, or, al right, Ple Gray—that could be profitably hauled to the Rim. It
would mean buying a markets where she wasn't known—and where her info was thinner than she liked.
But it wasthat or run empty, and she'd rather not find hersalf broke at the end of Pilot Jela

"Need goods," she said, giving both of them the eye—Dulsey first; then astern lingering glarefor
Jda "Eight hundred flanisdl very nice, but the ship needsto sugtain itsdlf."

Heinclined hishead. "I agree that the ship should continue to trade and to behave, asmuch asis
possible, asit dways does." One eyebrow quirked. "I said that earlier, if youll recdl, Pilot.”

"I recall. And you'l recdl that I'm not taking you to my usuds. That means some bit of extracare,
though I'm intending to carry legitsrather than high risks. There's profit to be made on the Rim, in small



pieces. Coming out of the Rim, that's something else.”

"Frgt, wegoin," Jdasad.

"That looksto be the case," she agreed. "If there's nothing el se to discuss, then the captain
declaresthismesting at an end. Pilot Jda, I'll be spending some time with the charts, if you'l attend me.
I'll need what into you might have on some possible destinations.”

"I'm at your service, Pilot," he said, and gave her asmile. It was an attractive smile, as sheld
noticed before. Which wastoo bad, redly.

"If the pilots have no dutiesfor me," Dulsey piped up. "1 will prepareamed.”

The words were on thetip of Cantra'stongue—Don't bother; ration sticks|l be fine. Second
thoughts dissolved them, though, and she inclined her head afraction.

"A med would bewelcome.” shesaid formdly. "Thank you, Dulsey.”

"You are welcome, Pilot Cantra,”" the Batcher said softly. "I am pleased to be of service.”

Seventeen

On port
Barbit

Three-and-a-haf canswere full of the Lightest cargo Dancer had carried snce—well, ever, if
Cantra's understanding of her pedigree was correct. Not that Garen had ever actually come out and said
sheld killed a sheriekas agent and took their ship for her own. Garen hadn't said much asagenerd thing,
and when she did moren hdf of it didn't make sense. The bitsthat did make sense, though, had outlined
ahistory that would have broken stronger minds than hers by the time she came to work asa courier for
the Indtitute.

Come with me, now, baby. You gotta get clear, get clear, hear me? Pliny's gone and struck
ateacher. Now, | said! You think I'm gonna let you die twice?

Cantrashook her head. The memories were getting worrisome, popping up on their own like
malybe there was some urgent lesson embedded in the past that she was too stupid to learn.

She had aserious case of the soft-brains, that was what, though she'd never heard it cited among
the faults of her line. On the other hand, there'd been Fliny.

Sheld have given ahandful of flan to know how Rint deelSord had uncovered hisinfo—and
another handful to learn how Dulsey had gained her own and independent judgement of the Situation.

All Garen's care. All those years. And the directors must have been sure shed died in the edlin,
aong with therest of her line. If they'd thought for an instant there were any survivors—

Shetook ahard breath and forcefully banished that run of thinking. Life ain't dangerous
enough, you got to think up bogies to scare yourself with?

Ddliberatdly, she focused on the here-and-trade, doing amental inventory of thefilled cans.
Jelad shown himsdlf to be good about not grabbing extraroom for "his' part, though she certainly didn't
begrudge him his space—especidly when he had such aknack for the felicitous buy. They'd hit five
worlds so far, dowly trading their way from In-Rim to the Far Edge, specificaly not attracting atention,
according to Jea, and they'd comein to more than one port with exactly what wasin high demand.

Two of those lucky buys had been hers, if shewanted to be truthful—and if she wanted to
continue the theme, she was finding the trade—the honest trade—interesting. She was even getting used
to wearing the leathers of arespectable trader on-port, rather than pilot's 'skins.

Almost, shethought, | could go legit.

Don't want to get too high-profile, baby, Garen whispered from the past. Don't want to cast
a shadow on the directors scans...

Right.

So, the trade, for now. Despite they had a good mix, there was still an empty quarter-can with
her name on it. She could take arandom odd lot, but there was still some time to play with and she



wanted to do better than random, if she could.

Trouble was, nothing on offer in the main hal had caled out for her to buy.

Shrugging her shouldersto throw off some of the tension of unwanted memories, she moved out
of the main hall, heading toward what was the most boring part of any trade hall—the day-broker room.
Odd how that was, 'cause on almost any vid feed of market action the image most shown wasthis: A
couple rows of tiny booths, tenants wearing terminal-specs or haf-masks, with four or five keyboards
and three microphonesin front of them. Day-brokers. Made an honest gambler ook sane and saintly,
and adishonest gambler look smart.

Day-brokers bought and sold at speed al day long, breaking lots, building lots, mixing cargoin
and out. They werewilling to sell down to handfuls, or discounted stuff that needed ddivery two shifts
before aship could possibly get there.

Some of them were desperate, most made aliving. A few were unspeakably rich—or would be,
if they survived long enough to enjoy their earnings. Day-traders didn't often quit, though—it appeared
that those who took to the trade at all found it addictive. What the attraction was, Cantra had never been
abletofigure.

They stuffed themselvesinto booths barely wider than their seats, with risers overhead or behind
proclaiming names or speciaities or preferences; some even had small bowls of trust-me smoke, or give
away candy, or free-look vids for the senses, just stop and say hello...

Hard to know what might be found, hard to figure which booth to cal the start. Some of the
brokers were pay-box pretty, some just plain doppy. Some looked like what they were: Rich and bored
and bored by getting richer—

And then there were the ones who paid attention to passersby, so the room was near as noisy as
alivestock market.

"Ailot, what canwe..."

"If you have three cansempty | can...”

"Only sixteen cubes and you ought to triple your money..."

"Go ahead, pass by! Pass up cash, passby...."

"Sector fifteen or sixteen, I'll pay you, quick trans-ship..."

"Guaranteed to..."

She dowed, ran the sounds back through her head and turned. The skinny, bearded, bgeweled
man smiled and repeated the magic words, " Guarantee, Trader? We can..."

She hand-signed him off, watching the hope fade on his face even as his hands jumped between
keyboards, and he muttered into amike tangled in his beard—

"That'sasdl to you, and theft it is. Forty percent..."

Cantradrifted back a couple paces, glanced up for an |D—which was an overhead banner with
ablue light flashing first around acircle, then through, then back around. Interesting design.

"I can pay you before lift," the broker was saying to a couple of traders who had come up and
paused, maybe aso lured by the promise of a"guarantee.”

"Credits," the broker crooned, "gems, fud rights..."

He wore a head-ring with ashort visor, and she guessed he was reading info from that even ashe
gppeared fully interested in the traders before him.

Interesting design, that.

The elder of the two traders said something Cantra couldn't pick out of the generd ruckus. The
day-broker whipped out acard and handed it over extravagantly. Ah, afumble there—too many cards.
The younger trader had his hand out, though, and nestly caught the extra asit fluttered away. He returned
it; the other card disappeared into big hands. A nod, smilesal around, and the traders moved on, the
broker carefully tucking the extracard away ...

The day-broker looked at her now, even as he mumbled into his mike, "Live, seventeen, drop
ordersfive-five and five-sx, pay the pendty and get it off my dock.”

"Now, Trader," he said pleasantly. "A profit before you start interest you? | have goods that need
moving. I'll pay you up-front to load, and you'll get adelivery bonusfrom the consignee aswell. | have...”



He paused, squinting dightly as he apparently read the info off hisvisor—

"Double can loads transhipping to most Inward sectors, | have three one-can loads needing to
trangt the Arm, | have fifteen haf-can loads going regiondly including some transships, | havethree
half-can loads going Inward, one going to the Mid-Rim. | have one-quarter can transshipping to Borgen,
| have..."

"Pay up-front can dways sound good,” she admitted, while trying to place the man, his accent, or
histype. It wasn't that he looked familiar, but that he didn't look familiar at al. "Indeed, it can. Areyou a
rep for another, or do your own trades?’

"Indy," she nodded, "with apartia can needsfilling. Y ou got a hardcopy list of what-and-wherel
canpeeratsol.."

"The trades move so quickly—but, | hardly need tell you, do I?thereis no hardcopy list, but if
you can merely give me anideaof your direction I'm sure we can..."

A flash of something odd went across the man'sface, his voice ssumbled, and she felt rather than
saw Jeaat her sde.

"Pardon, Broker," he said, over loud evenin thisloud place, "I'm afraid the trader's attention is
needed dsewhereimmediatdy.”

She turned, sudden, and felt the pressure of Jela's knee on her leg. While not offensive of itsdlf,
the sheer audacity of it surprised her, as did the near fawning line of nonsense that came out of his mouith.

"Trader, | swear, thisisn't just jittersthistime. There's a problem, and you're needed! Quickly,
before—"

Her gut tightened, thinking it might be real and there was active danger to her ship—but there
was Dulsey on-board and watching, and the talkie in her belt hadn't beeped. And Jelalooked serious,
damn him. Which meant nothing a dll.

"Broker," she cdled, holding out hand, "your card? As soon as|—"

"Now, Trader!" Jelacried, and she caught the quick flutter of fingersat belt level, read touch not
jettison flee just before he dared to take her arm...

"I return!” she called to the broker, over Jelas continued babble— "Trader, I'm sorry. Broker,
my pardons. Trader..." and followed hisinsstent tug.

Jelas back was not what Cantra wanted to see right now, nor did she intend to watch him walk
in those damned tight leathers he preferred for his dock-side rambles. Since she wasn't going to run to
catch him, the best thing she could do wastry to cut him off when they turned the corner—

But that quick he soun about, fingersfluttering low like he thought someone might have a
microphone or acamerapointed in their direction.

Next right quick time. Left and left. Safe corner door.

She snapped atwo-finger assent and he took off again like there was an emergency at the end of
thewalk.

They made the door right quick at the pace he set, and then out into the wide common hall that
acted like astreet in this section of port, and she did have to stretch her legs abit to keep up. How he
madeit look easy to move quite so fast without drawing attention to himself was—

He signaled that he was dowing, and she caught up to walk at hisside.

"| was about to finish settling the cargo for that last quarter-can,” she said, letting it sound as
irritated as shefelt. "This better be aquick answer..."

"Is. That'saredly bad placeto be getting involved with."

"What, you think picking up an extrabit of cashisgoing to hurt us? Y ou must have more credit
than | know about.”

Jelalooked her full in the face as he strode on, and the ook was so full of genuine concern that it
shocked her.

"What | cantell youis, best andyss, that man's operation runs at aloss, and he's been running it
for the better part of along-term lease. It'saloss,” he added quietly, "that would keep you in wine and
boysfor therest of your life"



She thought about that through the next six steps, then brought her hand up, fingers forming
repeat?

Jela sghed and dowed his pace again.

"About what | can say isheson aredly quiet watch list. Lookslike he must be sdling IDs,
shipping info out to—somewhere. Part of the reason there's no hardcopy isthat hell send something
wherever it isyou say you're going. There's a pattern—ships he dedls with have some problems. Some
pilots or traders end up in legal hasdes aport or two down link. Some have cargo problems. Some... just
don't show up."

"Legd hasdes?" Shefrowned. "What could he do—"

"Forges contracts. Fakes tape. Fakes DNA seals—or breaks them...”

Cantra played the day-broker's actions over in her head. Hed |ooked straight—nothing had
smelled wrong to her, with her highly-devel oped nose for trouble. And those two traders who—

"Damn." She shot aglance at Jela. "Breaks DNA seds? How, do you know?"

He finger-waggled something that might have been captain's knowledge, and gave ashort and
bardly audible laugh before waving his hands meaninglesdy, and chanting lightly, "Lore of thetroop, Pilot.
Lore of the troop."

She harumphed at that, then had to do a quick haf-step to get back onto his pace. "So, why're
weinahurry?'

"Can't tell if he sent arunner after usor not, yet."

"Runner? For what? And if he's so bad, why's he il in business?’

"Second son of the second spouse of the ruling house.”

He amost sang it—she wondered if thiswas another one of his seemingly endless store of
song-hits.

"For real 7' she asked.

"Close enough for our purposes. | expect the locasthink he's spying for them.”

"If heis, he'sgood and | hope they pay him what hesworth. Look, | didn't Sgn nothing, but |
saw him stash acard atrader handled...”

"Right. Doesn't take much if you're not careful. But, | think all we need to doisact like you
solved the problem your idiot junior couldn't, and then got busy. So, let's get busy. Buy you adrink?!

Some days, she wondered what Jela's head was stuffed with. Other days, she was pretty certain
it wasore.

"What about that quarter-can that needsfilling?’ she asked him. "Besides, the last time we ate
together in public, we had a bit of trouble.”

"Nope. We had agood medl, and nicewine. | still think about that."

She shot him aglance, but he was busily scanning the storefronts they were passing, so shedidn't
know how she should take that. Hard to figure him, anyway.

She glanced over at him again, and saw his face brighten like he'd spotted a treasure.

Helooked at her, grinning. "Redly—are you up for abig helping of brew and aquiet lift-off in the
morning? If worse comesto worse, that pod ought to be able to suck in someair..."

That was a point she hadn't considered, and it was true. The next step out was a station where
they could probably sdll excessair, and they could run up the pressure in the can pretty good without
hurting athing.

"You think like atrader, for al you got soldier writ dl over you.”

He gave ashort laugh.

"Cdl measoldier if you like, but tell meif you want abrew before we wak by the place!™

"Sure," she said, thinking that a beer would taste good, and if there was trouble at the ship,
Dulsey would call.

"Wait..." she sad, blinking at the bar they were on approach for.

"It'shere,” said Jela, and there was an under note of something excited in hisvoice, "or buy aride
back to the ship, | think. Thisisthelast place on port they'll send arunner, if they've got any senseat dl.”

If the day-broker sent arunner at al, which wasn't proven, or in Cantra's opinion, likely.



She stopped on the walk, looking carefully at the doubtful exterior of the place Jela proposed for
aquiet brew and await-out. It was decorated in antique weaponsin improbable colors, the names of
famous battles scrawled in half-a-dozen different scripts and languages across what looked to be
blast-glass windows.

One Day's Battle waswritten alittle larger than therest, in red lumenpaint...

"Y ou want meto go into asoldier's bar? One Day's Battle sounds kindarough for afriendly
drink..."

He grinned. "Too rough for you, Pilot?" he asked, and then, before she could decide if she
wanted to get peeved or laugh, he continued.

"It'sthetitle of adrinking song long honored by severa corps. I'm sure you can hold your own,
Filot—don't you think?"

Wéll, yeah, she did think, and sheld done it afew timesin her wilder youth, but those days were
some years back.

"Safest place on port, ship aside,” Jelasaid, earnedtly.

Damn, but the man could beingstent.

Shelooked down at him, which meant he was that close to her, which he usualy kept his
distance, and closed her eyesin something like exagperation and something like concentration.

It wasn't dways easy being candid with hersdlf, training or no training, but the boy was starting to
get tempting.

Well, sheld not let him hear her sigh about it, but the truth was, she didn't want him quite that
close. Oughtn't to have him as close as he was, acting like co-pilot and trade partner. She of dl people
ought to know about acting. Might be alittle distance could be got inside, where thered be noise and
digtractions for them both.

So she pointed toward the door with aflourish and laid down the rules.

"We split. Any round you buy, | buy the next. Don't buy around if you think you can't walk back
to the ship from the next."

Hisgrin only got wider. Which, Cantra thought resignedly, she might've known.

"Wohoa" he cried, shoving an exuberant fist upward. "Y es—a chalenge from my pilot! I'm for
it!"

"Sureyou are. You bresk trail."

He stepped forward with awill—and then stepped back as apair of tal drunks wandered out,
each leaning on the other, which complimentary form of locomotion was suddenly imperilled when the
taller of the two tried to stand up straight and bow to Cantra.

"Pretty lady," he durred with drunken dignity, "take me home!"

Cantrashot aglanceto Jea, but he only laughed, and led the way in.

* * %

Despite her initid misgivings, One Day's Battle was—on the surface—afine looking
establishment, with agood number of people at tables, not as much noise as one might suppose, and lots
of spaceto relax in. That the overwhelming number of patrons were military was alittle unsettling, but
nobody seemed to mind the entrance of an obvious civilian.

The place waslaid out in three levels. They camein onthetop leve, and at thefar end wasa
long bar manned by two assistants and aboss. A quick glance showed one of the reasons for the noise
level being quite so low—there were adozen or so noise-cancel speakers set about between levels.

To get to the next level they went down aramp on the left, with aglasswall about thigh high on
Cantraand agood bit higher on Jela; at the end of that ramp was a fan-shaped areawith abar at the
wide end, and more empty tables than full. Two additiona rampsled still lower, where acrowd was
gathered around a big octagonal table.

That big table seemed to be where the action was—from aquick glance between the players,
Cantrathought it looked like some kind of gambling sm...

Jela, however, was headed for the other sde of the room, where he claimed an empty table
overlooking the lower levels—including aview of the octagond table and its denizens.



Cantrafollowed him more dowly, noting that the seats were more luxurious than those in the bar
upstairs, and that the tables were topped with some rich-looking shiny substance. The dight sounds of
her footsteps was silenced by springy, noise-absorbing carpet. The lighting, too, was more subdued on
thislevd.

"Officers section?' she guessed. "We up to that?"

"Officers mess, of sorts," Jelaagreed, "but off-duty, and thus not officid. It1l be just abit quieter,
though, and easier for us to note someone who doesn't necessarily belong.”

He handed her into a seat, which surprised—then she realized it was proper. Co-pilot seesto the
pilot'scomfort fird, after al. Too, by dipping her into the seat he chose for her, Jela got the chair with the
best view of the entrance ramp, which was a habit shed noted in him before—and couldn't much fault. A
lot of his habitswere like that—couldn't be faulted if you were a pilot who sometimes walked the wrong
gdeof aline.

Cantraleaned into the sedt, redlized it was abit oversized for her. Jdaslegsthreatened to
dangle, except that he sat forward, leaning his elbows on the table. Cantra could see him reflected in the
dark surface; he was staring into it, perhaps looking at her reflection inturn.

Then the table top shimmered, and Jela's refl ection disappeared within theimage of abattlesm.

Helooked up, grinning wryly.

"Sorry; lookslikeit's autostart. Thisll be the battle of the day, ismy guess.”

Cantraglanced into the table, recognizing some of theicons, but not al. Frowning, she bent
closer—and then looked up asatall group of soldierswalked by, talking between themsdlves asthey
headed for the bar. Their voiceswas easily audible, despite al the sound-proofing, and she frowned even
more. It wasn't what they were saying that bothered her as much asthe fact that she couldn't pick words
out of the sentence flow—and that the sentence flow itself was—off-rhythm for any of the many
languages, didects, and cants she spoke...

Losing your edge, shetold hersalf and tapped the top of the table, drawing Jelas attention.

"Why isthis here?' she asked.

"Ah. Anyone who wants to—and who has credit enough—can play against the sm. Most prefer,
asyou see, to use the large table downgtairs, but some of us like our comfort, and some prefer only to
watch.

"This particular Sm is of a battle fought some time back, so there's ways a chance that someone
in the crowd may have studied—and come up with something better. Of course someone €lse who has
studied may be sitting at another pand... and thuslearning may take place—and wagers.”

"Great." She sat back. "Not sure I'm up to trying to outfight higtory...."

"Sometimes," he said, his voice sounding oddly distant as some change on the screen caught his
attention, "there are battles which ought be re-fought atime or two—mistakes unmade. And some
mistakes not made.”

He pointed at the screen, touched some table side control and turned it toward her.

"You seein action exactly such acase. In this battle, anew weapon was adl the rage on the side
of the blues; and in the actua battle brought the other side to a nearly untenable position very early on.
But you see, someone down there—" he pointed to the deepest pit—"who happens to know one of the
now-proven weaknesses of thisweapon, has attempted an early turning of the lines here and—" he
sweypt his hand to the other edge of the board—"over here."

Hesghed. "Thisisan easly refutable attempt to win the battle by guile rather than by trueforce
of aams. Thesm, if no one dsewill jump in, will take quite awhile to react, Sinceit is required to work
from the actual Stuation and toward the origind godl..."

He stared into the screen amoment longer.

"No, foolish Green," he muttered, "you've overcommitted...”

Suddenly, he laughed, and folded both arms atop the screen, partiadly obscuring the play.

"My apologies, Rilat. If thisiswhat the corpsisteaching, the Armisin danger for truth!™

Another pair of uniformed soldiers passed their table just then—faces animated under the gaudy
tats—and they, too, walked inside the odd rhythm of a conversation she couldn't quite grasp.



Cantralooked to Jela, nodding toward the group of them.

"They from around here?' she asked.

"l couldn't read theinggnia...”

"Me neither. But | got good ears, and | couldn't pick up aword they was saying."

"l wasdistracted,” he admitted ruefully. "But to answer the question you asked—they are not
from "around here' by the look of their tattoos. To answer the question you meant—yes. They fed that
they are at home here, and so they speak the language the troop wishes them to speak, which is not one
you will likely befamiliar with."

She shifted in the too-big seat—hig enough, sherealized, for one of thetal soldiersto St in
comfortably—turned around, caught the bartender's eye, and waved.

"If they're gonna have tattoos on their faces,” she said to Jela, "and their own language, too, it
might be hard for an ordinary citizen to take to ‘'em much. If | may be so bold."

He glanced away for amoment, scanning the room, she thought, then looked back to her with a
dight lift of one shoulder.

"See for yoursdlf. There are groups of those wearing tattoos, and there are groups of those not
wearing tattoos. There are some solitary examples of each. You, | expect, will be perceptive enough to
follow on these observationsand...”

"Right. What | seeisthat there's only one place where you can see both tats and no-tats
together..."

She completed her scan of the room; looked back at him, indicating condition is with her free
hand as she watched arowdy bunch striding down the ramp to the big board.

"Condition isthey ain't what you'd want to cal together down there, they're competing..."

Condition is, he agreed in hand talk asatall and extremely straight-backed man in what was
amost aproper uniform cameto their table.

"Comrades," he began, speaking to Jela, then looked hard at Cantra.

"Comrade and lady," he corrected himsdlf. "How may we serve you?"

Jelasface went to that place Cantra categorized as one step from dangerous, and he answered
firmly.

"Pilots will do, comrade.

There was a pause, then a sketch of asalute.

"Pilots," he agreed amiably enough, "your drink or med?"

Cantraflashed your choice, and without hesitation Jelatold the server, "Thelocal commander's
favorite brew, with aplatter of mixed cheeses and breads.”

After adight pause—but before the question was asked—he added, "That will be apitcher.”

It was abig pitcher and it was good beer, but for all of that Cantrawasn't best pleased with her
co-pilot being willing to stake out quite o much time a One Day's Battle at her expense. Her figuretive
expense, anyway, because he hadn't had the sense to see that she'd want to be back to the ship as soon
ascould. How long, after dl, did he think this possible-but-not-proven "runner” would look for her?

Sheld figured that they'd have a couple glasses... but now they'd be looking to about four or five
each if she kept to her promise, and by damn she wasn't gonna not keep to her promise.

The cheese was decent and so was the bread. The beer was more than acceptable, and,
unfortunately, so was the company.

"Don't much carefor military art?' Jelaasked, correctly reading her reaction to the over-done
gpecimen of same hanging behind the bar.

She moved a shoulder and had another taste of beer.

"Not much in favor of this school, anyway," she answered. "Could be there's another?' He took
acouple heartbegts to study the painting.

"Could be. If thereis, though, they all learned to paint the samethingsin the sameway." He
reached to the platter and did apiece of the spicy-hot cheese onto adip of dark bread.

"What do you find objectionable?If it can betold.”



"Well, leaving asde the subject, the colors are too loud, there're too few of them, thefiguresare
out of scale and out of proportion..." She heard her voice taking on a certain note of passion and cooled
it with asip of beer, waving an gpologetic hand at her companion.

"No," hesaid, "go on. I'minterested in such things. Cal it ahobby."

"It depends,” Cantrasaid dowly, "what the art was meant to do. Me saying some certain pieceis
too garish or too ...primitive—that has to stand against the question of the intent of the artist. If | wasan
honest critic—which you'll seel ain't—I'd be talking in terms of did yon offender makeits point.”

Jela had paused with his glass half-way to hislips, his eyesfixed on her face. As shewatched, he
turned his head and gave the painting under discussion along hard sare.

Cantra helped hersdlf to some bread and cheese and wondered what was going through his
head.

"l seewhat you're saying,” he said a last, and finally had his sp—and another one, too.

"I'd never thought of art intermsof intent." He smiled and hisfingersflickered.

Owe you.

"My pleasure," she said aoud, her eyes drawn down again by the damn' sm.

She moved her gaze by an effort of will, only to find Jela absently watching a couple their server
would undoubtedly address as ladies wend their artless way down the ramp to the game level.

Neither one was her style, so she found herself looking again at the battle sm and trying to work
out theicons and the Situation.

Damn, if it was her that was generd, shedve redlized that turning the beattle line wouldn't redlly
work, on account of the fact that the defenders could use the planet asa shidld, and likely they must have
had some secret of their own because they were fighting like there wasn't any particular point—or that
the planet wasn't any more important than any other, which didn't make al that much sense, since she
gathered it was ahome world...

There was a sound that she redlized was Jelas hdf-laugh. She glanced up to see ahalf-amile,
too.

"It does grab the attention,” he said, indicating the scene before her. "If you like we can buy into
the observer mode..."

It was her turn to laugh.

"It'sliketrying to ignore somebody messing up their piloting drills. It hurts to seeit going so
Supid.”

"Oh, you think so, too? I'm assuming you think Blueis..."

"I think I could whip Green pretty good if any of the ships| see over here are what they look
like"

Hissmile grew, and with aflip of acredit chip he bought them the full observer feed. By thetime
the second pitcher had been ddlivered, sheld added a bit more to the sim's takings and bought their table
acommentary dot, so they could drop public and private notes to the combatants. Jelad commented at
the time that they might aswell go to full combatant, but she'd thought not, and caled for another round
of bread and cheese.

"Y ou're absolutely correct,” Jdawas saying in al seriousness. "Blue haswillingly got themsalves
Set up just about backward now. See, that's because you came to this fresh, and without benefit of
assuming anything. Green did very nearly the samething in the red war, you know, and—well," hesad,
looking at the screen. "Well, | think they're just about to betoast...”

Green was very loud in the pits and apparently sure of avictory by now, and the other Side was
quiet. Much of thejoyful noise wasin thelanguage Cantradidn't know, so shefelt surewhich sde was
which.

"Eh," came aloud voice from the depths, speaking to the whole establishment a once. "And
what shall we do now, witnesses?"

"I'd say Green should ask for terms,” Jela suggested to Cantra, as he looked over theralil at the
action well below, "and beg that their officerswill be allowed to keep their wegpons..."

Asit happened, they agreed on the point, and, it being her turn at the keyboard, Cantra tapped



that good adviceinto the system, which dutifully displayed it on the screens below.

The sounds of joy and laughter from the pit plunged into silence, and in reaction al other
conversation in the bar died almost instantly, aorder for adouble-grapeshot ringing incongruoudy from
the upper bar.

"Madness!" howled the soldier in the game pit. "Who dares? Who dares?'

All stared up from the pit as eyes around the room settled on their spot.

"We can make the door," Cantra said, putting the keyboard aside, dread rising in her somach.
"You gat..."

Jelagrinned a her and stood, but rather than jumping for the door he leaned over therail and
spoke down into the pit.

"l dare.”

Therewas amoment of what Cantra believed to be stunned silence, then aminor roar of
laughter.

"You dare, little soldier? You? Do you know who you speak to?"

"Yes, | do," JHasad camly. "l spesk to one whose mouth runs faster than hismind.”

Cantra picked up her beer and had asip, alowing hersalf to go back over the brief good time
they'd spent. If they survived what was surely coming next, they ought to try it again sometime.

Or maybe not.

"Come down hereand tel methat!" howled the soldier in the pit.

Jedalaughed.

"No, | needn't. Y ou've heard the truth; it would be the same wherever it was spoke. Go back to
your littlelost gameand ..."

There was some motion going on, Cantrasaw. At the bar, a couple of the serverswere pulling
breakables back behind the counter, and some of the other soldiers were moving to get aglimpse of the
one on the mezzanine who would be getting pul ped soon.

Down in the pit, haf-a-dozen soldiers were pushing their way out of the crowd 'round the game
table and heading for the ramp.

Jelalooked at Cantra and spoke low and quick.

"Youll likely see blood. If you seetoo much of itismineit will betimefor youto leave.”

"Not achance," she said. "If you're gonnabreak up the bar, | want my share of the fun, too.”

He grinned at her, more than half-feral, and there was agleam of anticipation in the black eyes.

The soldier from the pit cleared the upper end of the ramp and strode over to their table, where
he stood, breathing hard, his mates not far behind. Hisright cheek carried a colorful tattoo of acombat
whip, throwing sparks—or maybe it was stars—and he looked to be at least twice Jelads mass.

"You, little soldier." His snarl suffered somewhat from hisragged breathing. "What do you do
here? Y ou have no right to be where red soldiersdrink!”

Jelamoved, dowly, from therall toward his antagonist.

"Child," he said, softly, "I was drinking and fighting before you suckled your first dectricit.
Return to your games, or have at me, but please do either before you fall over from breathlessness!”

That looked to do it, thought Cantra dispassonately, if what Jelawanted wasafight. Thefirst
closing ought to be coming soon, if she was reading the big soldier right, and—

It might have been asound that warned her—she didn't know herself.

Whatever, her hand wasin the air, snatching the incoming by its handle and swinging it down
onto the table with a thump. Jela's glass jumped and fell over, spilling beer onto what was €ft of the
cheese and bread.

Sheturned in her chair; spotted the offender three tables back.

"Fair fight isfair," sheydled to theroom in generd, "but this—" she hefted the would-be
missle—"this isawaste of beer!"

She held the pitcher up for al to see, and there were chuckles. The boy who'd cometo pulp Jea
was standing uncertain, his hands opening and closing at hissides.

Cantrawaved the pitcher in the direction of the man who'd attempted to blind-side Jda



"Bartender,” she sang out, "that soldier's pitcher isempty and helll pay for arefill. Hell pay for arefill for
us, too!"

There was a hush then, but came a voice from behind the bar.

"Yes, Filot. Immediatey!"

There was some outright laughter then, and the chief antagonist dismissed hiswould-be champion
with awave of along, improbably ddlicate hand.

"I need no help againg thisold midget." And to Jda "Fooal. | will show you..." The bartender
appeared, carrying two full pitchers. He placed onein front of Cantra and passed on to leave the second
with the snesk.

That done, he stepped back and stood tdll, drawing al eyesto him.

"1 will personally shoot anyone who pullsawespon,” he ydled, showing off awhat looked likea
hand-cannon. "Fatally!"

Jelaglanced at Cantra, grinned, and hand-signed seven, six, five...

And indeed, on the count, the large soldier came round the table in arush, seeking, it seemed, to
merdy fdl on—

Jelawas gone, not with the expected smal sdestep, but with alegp. The soldier whirled, and in
doing so faced—no one, for Jela had kept moving, staying behind him. The soldier stopped.

Jelawas behind him again, but close.

Thistimethe big soldier expertly swept out aleg, bringing the kick to Jalas throat—

Which wasn't there; and then the big man was down, leg jerked out from under him by atwisting
formin black lesther, in and out.

The soldier was quicker than his szeforetold—he rolled and came up, spinning.

The recover put Jelauncomfortably closeto therail, or so Cantrathought, and the big soldier,
seeing this same advantage to himself, pressed in. Jdamoved—fake, fake, fake, fake, strike the
shoulder, bam!

The big soldier bounced off the rail to cheers and moans of the onlookers, coming onin arush,
nothing daunted—and abruptly stopped, stretching deliberately, showing off his size to the crowd.
Cantra, at the table, yawned.

The soldier glared at her. "Do | bore you so much? Wait your turn.”

"Tsk." Jdamoved ahand, drawing his opponent's attention back to himsdlf. "A word of wisdom
to the hero-child: Do not threaten my pilot.”

The big soldier smiled. "Y ou are correct. My first quarrel iswith you." He opened hisarms, asif
offering an embrace. "Now | know your tricks, little one. Just close with me once and it will be over..."

Jeladanced in dowly, his posture not one of attack, but of calm waiting.

From her ring-side seet, Cantra could see the size of the problem—the big man'sarmswere
amogt aslong as Jdaslegs. If JHacouldnt get asngle quick strikein—

She grimaced with half the crowd asthe large solider threw a punch toward Jeldsface. There
was the inevitable sound of breaking bone and ayow! of pain, and shewas out of her chair and three
steps toward the action before she realized there was no need.

Jelagtood fadt, legs braced wide, the big soldier'sright fist in hisdowly closing hand. There was
no sign of blood on either of them and for along moment, they were smply frozen in tableau, Jdacamly
continuing to close hisfingers, the soldier's mouth open in amazement or agony—then, dl of asudden, he
moved, putting every musclein that long body into alunge,

Which Jelaallowed, dropping the ruined hand and pivoting as the soldier went by him.

The big soldier cuddled his broken hand againgt his chest, breathing hard. His shoulders
dropped, the left hand twitched—

Cantramoved—two steps, dipping the dart gun out of its hideaway insde her vest. "Pull that,
and I'll shoot your kneecaps off!" she snapped.

The big soldier froze amidst a sudden absolute silence in the bar, which was just as suddenly
shattered by the bartender's shout.

"| cede my board to the pilot!"



"Dropit,” Cantratold the big soldier. "Now."

Sowly, he opened hishand and adim ceramic blade fdl to the carpet. Jda swept forward and
picked it up, then fell back into a crouch, knife ready.

"Good boy," Cantra said to the wounded soldier, and looked over the crowd, picking out a
familiar inggniaon two jackets.

"Y ou two—medics Take care of him!"

They exchanged glances, their faces stunned under the tattoos.

"Areyou two med techs or aren't you?' yelled the bartender. "I told you, the pilot hasthe
board!"

One of the techs ducked her head. "Yes, Filot,” she mumbled and jerked her head at her mate,
both of them moving toward the injured man—pausing on the far Sde of Jela. The second medic threw
Cantraaglance.

"If the pilot will be certain that the—that the soldier is satisfied?”

Right. Cantra considered the set of Jelas shoulders and the gleam in his eye, and decided she
didn't blamethem for being cautious.

"Jela" She gentled her voice into matter-of-fact. " Stand down. Fun's over.”

Hedidn't turn his head. She saw hisfingers caressthe hilt of the captured knife meditatively.

Cantrasighed.

"Co-pilot, you're wanted at your board," she said sternly.

Some of the starch went out of the wide shoulders, the knife vanished into deeve or belt, and Jda
took one step asde and turned to face her fully.

"Yes Pilot," he said respectfully, with ahalf sdlute.

In the pit there was the sound of groaning—and cheering.

On theway out the door Cantra heard someone say, "Never arguewithan M..."

Sheld have to remember that.

* % %

They werein acab and on the way back to Dancer when the talkie in Cantras belt beeped. She
yanked it free and pressed the button.

"Dulsey? What'swrong?'

There was ashort |ag, then the Batcher's bland voice.

"I only wished to tdll you, Rilat, that the ddivery from Blue Light Day Broker was taken at my
direction to the port holding office. It awaits your Sgnature there.”

Cantrablinked. So Jéas "runner" wasn't aplay-story, after al, though what the second son
could want with her was a puzzle, indeed.

"Your orders, Rilot," Dulsey said, sounding unsure now, "were not to accept any package or
vigtor unlessit camewith you."

Standing orders, those, and trust Dulsey to stand by them.

"Youdidfine, Dulsey,” shesaid into thetakie. "Pilot Jdaan' mell be with you in acouple short
ones”

"Yes, Rilot," the Batcher answered. "Out."

Cantralooked over to Jela, who was sitting calm and unperturbed next to her. "Now what?' she
said, snapping the talkie onto her belt.

"Leaveit," Jdasaid. "Somebody whose duty it isto watch that day-trader will show a proper
interest, if they haven't dready.”

"Why target me?' she asked, which was a bothersome question, but Jelajust shrugged hiswide
shoulders.

"Y ou talked to him, you looked hungry, you might teke the bait," he said, like it wasn't anything to
worry on. "Man can't get ahead unless he takes somerisks."

Which she had to dlow wastrue.



Eighteen

On Port
Ardega

"What about stock seed?' Jela asked from beside her.

Cantraeyed the rest of the list, on the theory that she was the elder trader.

Ardegawasn't aworld known to her. Itsrep was good, if it happened you were trading

Lights. The on-offers here at the agri fair, for instance, included awide range of basic genetically
stable growables, the price-pers well into the reasonable range.

"Priceisright,” she said. "Might want to take on a palet of the stasis-sedled embryos, too."

"They're not claiming to be gen-stable," Jela protested, and she pointed her chin at the board.

"On offer from Aleberly Labs" she murmured. "I'm betting they're stable.”

"l missed that," he admitted. "They're apossbility, then. The price—"

"It'salittle high per, but if we take the whole pallet, we get a discount from the dockworkers
guild on thetransfer fee."

"That makesit reasonable," he agreed, eyes on the offer board. "Do we want any of thiswhole
leef tea?"

She frowned. Where was he—oh. Garnet leaf. Good price, too. She sighed with redl regret.

"It degradestoo fast. Be gone by the time we raised Phairlind.”

"They stay here, then," Jelasaid, and turned his head to look at her. "If we take the seed, and the
embryos, weve dill got haf-a-can tofill."

"Littlemore." She gave the board one last read, finding nothing that caught her by the trade sense
and demanded to be bought—and looked back to Jela

"Let'sreserve our decideds. Then well go 'round to the artsfair and see what they have on
offer," shesad.

"Arnt?" herepegted. "Isthere an at market on the Rim?"

"Theresamarket for damn' near everything, anywhere there's people,” she said, turning and
threading her way through the cluster of other traders, dl obliviousto anything but the boards and the info
displayed there,

Jeastayed at her back, which she'd gotten used to. Her nerves no longer processed him as
"too-cl ose-about-to-be-dangerous,” but as "extra-protection-safe.” Which proved that her nerves were
just asidiot as her brain, which, despite her having reasoned it out severa times, continued to produce
words like "co-pilot,” "partner,” and other such traps to describe Jea and hisrelationship to her and her
ship.

Well, sheld pay that tariff when it came due. In the meanwhile, it was ...comforting... to fed his
solid presence at her back, and know there was another honed set of surviva skills on the lookout for
trouble.

"yosPhdium," she said to the reservations clerk, and did her trade coin across the counter to
him.

"Yes, Trader." His voice was high, and he spoke the Common Tongue with alisp, which could
have been accent, or an accident of nature. "How may | be of assstance?’

She tapped her finger on the counter, the goods on offer scrolling acrossits surface. The scrolling
stopped and a highlight appeared under her fingertip. She moved down the list until she cameto the ID
for the seed, tapped once to highlight the line, moved down to the embryos and tapped that line, too.

"Very good,” the clerk trilled, hiseyesin turn on his private screen. " Quantity ?"

"A pdlet of the embryo," she said, and shot aglance over her shoulder at Jda. "Three of the
seeds?' Heinclined his head.

"One pallet stasis bound poultry embryo guaranteed by Aleberly Labs. Three pallets mixed crop
seed, gen-stable SATA ingpected and warrantied." He looked up. "Anything else?

"That'll do," she said. "Hold ddivery until | call. My partner and mere till on the boards.™



Heworked with his screen, lower lip caught between histeeth.

"Deivery hold, willcdl," he said findly. "The goods revert, feeforfet, if delivery isnot taken by
local midnight.”

"l undergtand,” Cantratold him, and he spun the screen around.

She thumb-printed the order, he pressed the trade coin against the sensor. A sheet of hard copy
curled out of the top of the screen. He pulled it free and handed it and the coin to her.

"Your receipt,” hesaid. "Pleaseretain it, in the unlikely event that adispute should arise regarding
your reservation. Thank you for your patronage of the Ardega Agricultura Fair and please come again.”

"Thanks," Cantrasaid, sealing the paper away into an inner pocket of her vest. Sheleft the
counter, Jela behind her, and headed for the door.

The artsfair occupied amassive cermacrete shell, booths and tables stretching out to the horizon,
and sparse of buyers, compared to the agri fair. Though that could, Cantrathought, have been anilluson
born of the much larger space.

She paused on the edge of the floor, and frowned at the directory.

"Not alot of money on the Far Edge of the Rim, in agenerd way," she said, running her eye
down thelong list of luxuries and frivols. " There are some who can afford whatever thereisto buy—at
Out-Rim prices. I'm thinking we've got room in that can for something interesting in textile. Rugs. Wall
hangings. Bolt cloth.”

"One-ofs?' Jelaasked, leaning over her shoulder and putting hisfinger on alisting for stone
cavings

Shewrinkled her nose. "We got the room, but is there enough of amarket? We'd have to hand
s, and I'm not seeing us setting up abooth on Port Borgen, say, for aCommon Month."

"It could happen," he said, in the way he did sometimes that made her think she wasn't the only
one who bye-n-bye forgot to remember that their partnership was amatter of his convenience.

"How much credit |eft?"

She fingered the trade coin out of its pocket and held it up; he glanced at the number and grunted
oftly.

"Reserve aquarter of that for me?' he murmured. "l want to cover the possibility of having to
gpend amonth on Borgen.”

In pursuit of hiswandering info, whatever it was. For aman who said he knew what he was
looking for, he was awfully fuzzy on its probable location. This despite his continued—and
unauthorized—use of Dancer's long-comm. He hadn't discovered the sentine—or he had and had made
the decision to pretend it wasn't there, in the cause of preserving ship-board peace.

Aslong asacopy of the outgoing was caught and shunted to the private screen in her quarters,
she had no complaint. Or no complaint that she was willing to voice, given the circumspect nature of the
intercepted communications.

Incoming messages—and there were those—did present a problem, Jela having worked a block
that she was reluctant to disturb for reasons that were likely close to those that kept him from interfering
with the sentindl.

"Quarter'syours,” shetold him now. "Meet you back herein two hours?*

"Will do," he said, and with anod was gone, moving out with that easy stride that covered
ground quick and never seemed to tire him.

Cantrawatched until he turned a corner, admixing the stride, which wasjust nothing short of
dangerous—to ship and to pilot—and forcibly put her eyes back on the directory board.

Textile was on the Avenue of Weavers. She touched the listing and a map opened on the screen,
agreen line showing her the path straight down the main hall, across six intersections, and aright at the
seventh. She touched the map over the avenue and the image enlarged, showing along row of booths,
with names and annotations.

Sheidentified severa bolt cloth deders, and dso severd rug merchants. Good. The sooner the
last can was full with honest trade goods, the sooner they could lift out of here.



Bound for Scohecan, which port had been Jelas call, and a sorry world it was, too.

Stll, it did own aport there, and a market, though they weren't likely to either sdll or buy there.

And after Scohecan, agentle jump off the Farthest Edge and into the Out-and-Away for to pay a
socid cdl onthe Uncle. If she came out on the other Side of that visit with Pilot Jeadtill by her side, then
she could concentrate whole mind and heart on getting her ship and her liberty restored.

Right.

Sighing, she straightened her shoulders, had one more look at the map, and took off toward the
Avenue of Weavers, swinging out with awill, thoughtsfirmly on textile.

She committed haf the remaining credit, less Jelas reserve, on a quarter-can of mixed
compressed textile. The transaction was completed at the booth, and atimefor deivery was set. Still
room for afew rolls of rugs, assuming Jdawasnt buying life-szed carvings for his portion.

Mind more than half on double-checking her capacities, she cameto the first rug booth on her
list. It, like the textile booth, was thin of company, abored young person she took to be the ‘prentice
merchant lounging behind the counter, arms crossed over his chest, staring across the avenue with a
dightly glassy look in hiseye.

Cantraturned her head, following the direction of the young man's gaze, and found it was a
young lady of voluptuous habit in the scarf booth across the way under study. The lady wasdrapedin
numerous of her digphanous wares—very likely adozen of them—in complimentary shades of blue, and
clearly thought hersdf very romantical.

Someone, thought Cantra, had neglected her education badly, judging from the way the scarves
were arranged. She hoped the young lady didn't takeit into her head to attempt to perform anything she
might fondly believe to be the Dance of a Dozen Scarves. She doubted the arts fair was ready. Though it
looked like the 'prentice merchant was.

"Good day to you," she said, gpproaching the rug booth.

The boy started badly, and came out of his douch with agasp, bowing hurriedly.

"Trader,” he murmured, the Common Tongue pleasantly burry in hismouth. Shedidn't
immediately place the accent—and then did: The lad was from The Bubble. "How may | be of service?'

"l aminterested in rugs, Sr," she said, bringing the Rim accent up anotch. "Good rugs, not
necessarily in thefirst line of art, but durable and pleasing to both the eye and the foot.”

"I believe we may have precisely what you are searching for," the boy said, moving down the
booth. "If the trader will attend me here, | will undertake to acquaint her with our mid-linerugs. Itison
these rugs that we base our reputation as manufacturers of the first rank. Durable, attractive, stain and
dirt resstant. Here—" He put his hand on a sample. "Fedl the nap, Trader. Not so deep asto trap dirt,
yet deep enough to comfort feet tired from aday on-port in boots.”

Cantrafdt the nap, as directed, and found the boy to be correct with regard to the rug'stactile
virtues. Unfortunately, he was dead wrong regarding attractiveness, it being warning-light orange. She
flipped an edge up and considered the backing. Machine-loomed, sturdy, nothing specia to commend it;
color to discommend it. She sighed and flipped the edge back down.

"l wonder," she sad, "if there might be aless—robust color available.”

"Trader, | an desolate. The color isthe halmark of this particular rug. Now, if the trader would
be willing to am a step higher, we have these to offer—"

He moved up-counter, displaying adightly larger specimen woven from variegated rose thread.
The "prentice flipped the edge up before she could get her palm against the nap, displaying the back for
her.

Machine-loomed again. Cantrareached out and flipped the corner down, diding her hand against
the nap.

Stiff and unpleasant, cut far too close. She sighed and moved back from the counter, Ietting her
eyesrest meditatively on the boy'sface.

"Young g, it would appear that you have no rugs that you wish to sell me." He had the grace to
blush, round cheeks darkening.



"Trader, it was you who asked to see cheagp rugs.”

She moved ahand in negation. Y ou misheard me, Sir. | asked to see durable, comfortable and
useful rugsat agood price. | have no interest in art pieces, nor in rugs so flimsy they losetheir knots at
thefirst suggestion of aboot. However, | see that you cannot accommodate me. | will search elsewhere.
Fair profit to you."

She gtrolled away, leaving the 'prentice Saring, hot-faced after her. Cantrasighed. It wasan old
game—quide the customer to the goods carrying the highest mark-up by being unable produce anything
suitable at the lower price levels. The boy hadn't played it particularly well, and had likely earned a
tongue-lashing from his magter for ineptitude, more the pity. Light traders, being law-abiding by fiat,
ought not to display such tricks, even given that the Light version of the game was hardly morethan a
parlor trick, with only money at the risk. The same game played at aDark port could well involve lives
and ships.

The next rug booth on the list sported customers—no surprisg, if they'd al encountered the boy
with the Bubble accent first. The senior merchant behind the counter gave her aquick flutter of
fingers—hand-sign for be there soon—which Cantra acknowledged with adip of the head. Mooching
through the displays not involved in the merchant's presentation, she located two possibles, both
machine-loomed, durable, and soft againgt the skin. One was deep blue, the other ablend of quiet
greens, and by the time the senior merchant came down-counter, Cantra had decided on the green,
should price and availability favor her.

"Trader, how may | help you?' The merchant had a good, solid Insider accent, and a pleasant
cadt to her face. Her body language conveyed that she considered thisto be the most important
transaction of her day, and she met Cantra's eyes openly, her own alucent brown.

"l am interested in good, serviceablerugs," Cantrasaid, with an easy smile. "They need not
necessarily beinthefirgt line of art, but they must be durable and pleasing to both the eye and the foot.”

The other woman smiled back, and reached to stroke the nap of the blue rug.

"Thetrader hasagood eye. These and these—" the palm moved to the green rug—"are our
most durable offerings. Asyou see, they are soft, both—" a practiced move of the hand and the corner
of the green came up—"machine made, of course. They have been treated with SATA standard stain
and dirt guard—to clean the rug, merely shakeit out. Also, asyou will see, dl of our rugs have anti-skid
strips at each corner, for added comfort and safety.”

"Therugs please," Cantrasaid, flipping up the corner of the blue and running her finger over the
skid stopper. "Aswell-made asthey are, | wonder if they might be above my touch.”

The senior merchant smiled. " Surdly not. For ahdf-palet of ether, | ask only six hundred
carolis”

"Entirdly above my means, das." Cantrasighed, and smoothed the blue rug with her pam. "I had
been hoping that we might meet at three hundred carolis.”

"Three hundred?’ The senior merchant's brown eyes gleamed. "The trader jests, of course.
Why—"

And o it went, until each was certain that they had the advantage of the other, and Cantra
eventudly handed over her trade coin, from which the brown-eyed merchant deducted four hundred
caralis. A timewas set for the ddlivery of the half-pallet of green and they parted amicably.

As pleased with her purchases asif she werelegit and ultimately about lawful business, Cantra
ambled back toward the entrance-way. She did the calcsin her head as she walked, and took timeto
hope that Jela's carvings were compact, and not needful of specialized packing. Some stone was fragile,
despiteit al, which she should've thought to say to him, and if he camein with aded onacratefull of
breakables—

He'd be a bigger fool than you know himto be, she snapped a hersdf. The man's a pilot; he
knows about acceleration.

Acceleration, in fact, was only one of the fascinating things that Pilot Jela seemed to know.
Nothing like the encyclopedic training shedd survived, in which the am of the directorswasto cram all
known history, cultures, languages, and artsinto the skull of the student.



No, Jelaseemed to speciaize in the odd bit of knowledge, the random snip of lore. He had a
truly awe-ingpiring library of songs available to him—many of them obscene on oneworld or
another—which he sang softly while he worked a whatever smal task he had set himsdlf to.

She had so far, and by constant reminder to herself, managed to avoid discounting him asamere
pack-dragon, hoarding his pieces and oddments without understanding—or caring about—their wider
connections. Jela had surprised her more than once during their short acquaintance, and she was adlergic
to surprises.

At theintersection with the main avenue, she turned |eft, taking it easy, there being some while left
'til the meet-time. It was therefore with some startlement that she bespied a short, wide-shouldered figure
in respectable trade leathers wa king purposefully in her direction.

She paused by an avenue sign and waited for him to join her, which hedid in good time.

It was on the edge of her tongue to ask him how the carvings dedl had gone, but something in his
face dissolved the words, and another set fell out in their place.

"What'swrong?'

"I heard something—unsettling, 1'd guess you'd say. I'll need to check it when we get back to the
ship." A ripple of those wide shoulders. "It's probably just rumor.”

A digtinctly upsetting rumor, if it had Jelaforgetting that she wasn't supposed to know about his
indiscretionswith Dancer's long-comm. Or, maybe, she thought, and the thought made her somach hurt,
the news carried on the rumor was dire enough to have Jea thinking again—and figuring thet thetime
for let's pretend was past.

"Carvings?' she asked then, and hejerked his chin over his shoulder.

"I've got areserve on acase lot of hand-carved telomite. Each piece unique. Good, hearty
rock—won't splinter or crack under acceleration. | told them | had to clear it with my partner.”

Partner. She shook the word away; and smiled agreeably.

"Sure," shesaid, easy and cam. "I'vve got usalot of compressed textile, and a haf-palet of
persona rugs. All paid for and ddlivery set up. Let's get yours settled and go on back to the ship. You
can check out your rumor while Dulsey and me baance the can.”

Helooked at her out of unreadable black eyes, and gave her asmile of hisown. It was about as
sncere as hers had been, and nothing like the genuine article.

So, whatever the rumor was had Jela out of sorts, Cantra thought, walking with him toward the
Avenue of Sculptures. That wasinteresting.

Nineteen

Soiral Dance
Ardega

The can was balanced, sedled and checked quick-time, which was a definite benefit of having an
engineer on the job. Cantrasighed and leaned against the wall of the cargo corridor, giving Dulsey anod.

"That wasdmost painless,” she said. "'preciate the help.”

"Y ou are welcome, Pilot." Dulsey said primly, and made to move on.

Cantraheld out a hand, palm up, and Dulsey stopped, gray eyesgoing wary. "PFilot?"

"I'd like to know," Cantra said, keeping her voice easy and calm, "on what facts you base the
theory that I'm an aelantaza who survived aline edit. If it can betold.”

A moment of silence. "And if it cannot betold?' Dulsey asked, sounding breathless and defiant at
once.

Cantraflipped her hand, palm now toward the deck. "Then therésanend to it."

Dulsey sighed. "I bdieveyou," she said. "And that should be proof enough that you are
aelantaza."

"Why not believe me?' Cantraasked. "I'm telling the truth.”



Dulsey laughed.

"Yes, certainly!" Thelaugh faded into serious. "It's scarcely a secret any more. The pilot will be
familiar with the fact that many corporations contract personsto discover the secrets and weaknesses of
the competition.”

Industrial espionage was among the most common jobs contracted for graduates of the Ingtitute.
Cantrainclined her head.

"I've heard of such things," she acknowledged.

"Then the pilot will not be surprised to learn that Enclosed Habitats contracted for an aelantaza
to spy upon their competition. In the way of things, we came to know this aelantaza, for it was the habit
of Master Keon to interview her in those sections under construction or repair, asthey could reasonably
be assumed to be lacking surveillance of any kind."

"He debriefed her in front of you and your Pod?' Cantra demanded. "What kind of security is
thet?'

Dulsey bowed. "This humble person has no existence in the common law, save as an object to be
bought or sold. This humble person may not testify against one's masters, nor will she be heard should
she speak againgt the masters. This humble person may be killed out of hand by her rightful owner for no
reason whatsoever."

Cantrasighed. "l take the point,” she said. "So you got to know the aelantaza.”

"Wedid. And she cameto know us: She knew our names and took note of the differences
between us, so that she never greeted me as Ocho, nor mistook Uno for Seatay. From the rear, in repair
'skins, she knew us, each from the other. 1t was from her—from watching her observe and learn, from
listening to her report to and ... manipulate Master Keon, that | came to understand that | needed to
think beyond protocal, to take chances, and to—to seize opportunity, if and when it should ever cometo
me"

"Sounds like alearning experience," Cantrasaid drily. "What'sit got to do with me?

"Two things" Dulsey said briskly. "Firgt, she looked agreat ded like you—not as much as Ocho
and |, but there was definitely what natura humans style a ‘family resemblance’ between you and she.”

She paused. Cantraflicked the hand-sign for go on at her.

"Secondly, there came atime when another aelantaza arrived instead, and Master Keon
interviewed him as he had always interviewed the other. And so we learned that the first aelantaza
—whose name was possibly Timali, though that may have been an dias—that Timoli was of alinewhich
hed |ately been found inferior, and was thus edited from the aelantaza breeding tables. Thiswas, the
new aelantaza told Master Keon with great sincerity, in order to insure that flaws would not be passed
on, and was to the customers benefit, assuring them of the very best service.”

Timoli. Cantrakept her face smooth. She hadn't known her well, there having been something
on the order of thirty years between them, but Timoli had been afull sster. Damn right there was a'family
resemblance.’

Sheinclined her head.

"| thank you for theinformation," she said formdly. "I have one more question—again, if it can be
told. How did you deduce that | had knowledge of the Uncle?' Dulsey took adeep bresth.

"That, Pilot, was aleap into the Deep. | surmised that editing aline which must have included
dozens of very able and canny adults would have a potent delivery mechanism, and that the mechanism
could be disarmed by one with access to the appropriate technology. It seemed to me that the Uncle
might find the plight of alone aelantaza marked for destruction ...compelling.”

"So you guessed.” Cantragrinned. "Not bad, Dulsey."

"l am pleased that the pilot approves of my methods.”

"I wouldn't fly that far. Still, its good thinking—and good bluffing. Y ou'll need both where you're
bound."

Dulsey tipped her head. "Isit soill aplace, Pilot?!

Cantra came away from her lean againgt the wall and took a heartbesat or two to consider.

"The Unclewantsto control al, and thereé's no oneto control him," she said eventualy. "That's



bad business, asfar as|'m concerned. | won't say he spends lives without cause, on account he hasa
cause. And spend livesfor it, he surely does. | wouldn't want to be under the Uncl€e's care, speaking
persondly. On the other hand, | never been trade goods. It could be you'll find him and there everything
you want." She paused, weighing it—and decided she might aswell say the rest, for what it was worth.

"The Uncle will want you to devote your whole sdlf to his project. For the good of al
Batcher-kind, itis, or S0 he says. Y ou sill won't have anything like afreelife”

Dulsey bowed. "It has been the observation of this humble person that dl lives are confined by
birth, skill, and circumstance. It isthe degree of confinement only whichisat issue." She straightened and
gave Cantraadirect look from serious gray eyes.

"If the pilot has no more need of me, | will refresh mysdlf and then prepareamed .

Cantrainclined her head. "It'syour course” shesaid. "Fly at will."

Another 100k, this one on the speculative side.

"Thank you, Pilot," Dulsey said and headed back toward quarters.

After amoment, Cantrafollowed her.

* * %

He considered erasing the message—and decided against. There was no particular reason for
Cantrato take hisword for what had happened. Not that there was any more reason for her to take the
word of aunknown X Strain commander, no matter how straightforward the report.

Thefact that he'd been making free with ship's comm for some time now would come as no
surpriseto the pilot, or she wasn't the capable, conniving woman he knew her to be. There might be
someinterest to pay, now that he was out in the open—or not. Either way, she needed the info—and as
co-pilot it was his duty to see that the pilot had the info she needed.

So heleft the message, carefully trimmed of al 1Ds saving the commander's name, on the pilot's
forward screen and took himsdlf off to quartersfor aquick clean-up and achangeinto ship civvies.

Thetiny shower wasn't conducive to dawdling, and in any case he wanted to be done and clear
before Dulsey camein wanting her own refresh. The ship civvies—along-deeved black sweater woven
from skileti, which hugged him like a second derails, and long black pants made from the same
fabric—were warm, durable and easy, with nothing trailing to get caught in machinery, or to obscure a
section of the piloting board.

Hedid hisfeet into dippers and turned, careful in thetiny space, just asthe door chuckled and
did back, revealing his bunk mate.

"Hey, Dulsey," he said easly. "How's the balancing going?'

"Done," the Hatcher said, inching into the room. "Pilot Cantraiis able with her numbers. She
scarce needed my help at dl." The door closed and she leaned on it, hands behind her back.

"Pilot Jda," she sad, unwontedly serious, even for Dulsey.

"Right here" he answered.

"I wonder, Pilot—do you trust Pilot Cantra?"

Now, that was a meaningless question, wasn't it? Except it seemed apparent from Dulsey'sface
that she consdered it full to overflowing with meaning. Well, maybe hed misunderstood.

"Trust her in what way?"' he asked.

Dulsey blinked. "There is more than one way?"

"In my experience," he said. "The Enemy, for instance—you can trust them to obliterate life
wherever they find it. Back when | was active, | could trust a certain one of my team-mates to get bored
and unruly when we were at leave and take to breaking up the bar by way of relieving hisfedings. On
duty, | could trust that same team-mate to be solid at my back and not let so much as afleathrough to
me." He shrugged, considering her. "That wasn't what you were asking, | take it?"

"Not... in so many words, no." She took adeep breath and met his eyes. "'l specificaly wonder if
you believe that Pilot Cantratells the truth, that she will keep her word and stand your friend, no matter
what should happen.”

"Hah." He thought about that, then shrugged again. "I think Pilot Cantrahas her priorities, inthis
order: Ship, then pilot—and | trust her to act in ways which are consistent with those priorities. So,



no—I don't believe shell stand my friend, or a my back, if doing either puts her prioritiesat risk. No
reason she should. Keeping her word? Asagenerd thing, | think she does. On specific topics—again,
there're those priorities to add into the equation.” Hetipped his head.

"Afraid the pilot won't take you to this Uncle of yours, Dulsey?'

She chewed her lip.

"It had occurred to me that it was not to Pilot Cantrals benefit to assst me, and that it was
perhaps not entirely to her benefit to continue her partnership with you." She sighed. "Unfortunately, these
thoughts only concern me when | am absent the pilot's company. In her presence, | find mysdlf thinking it
impossiblethat so likesble alady would lie.”

"I ssewherethisisgoing.”" Jdagrinned. "Y ou're worried that the aelantaza glamour will erode
my judgment. Eh? That in Pilot Cantras presence I'll lose what prudence you might suppose | have,
being aonce-soldier, and put me and you in danger?’

"Y ou must admit," Dulsey dmost-snapped, "that the 'glamour,’ asyou haveit, is a potent weapon
inthepilot's defense.”

"It would be, if it worked," Jela said soothingly, and showed her his pdms, fingers spread wide.
"TheM Stran—that'sme, I'm an M—were resstant to along list of the known manipulations, including
sabotage by pheromone.”

Dulsey'sfacelog alittle of the tense seriousness. Y ou are immune, then.”

Weél, no, hewasnt precisely immune. Filot Cantra did smell nice, held noticed thet.

He'd also noticed that she moved like a dancer, possessed a quick and insightful mind, and had a
well-devel oped gppreciation of irony. Noticing those things was inescapable, but it didn't follow that his
guard was down because he'd noticed them.

He had afeding, though, that explaining any of that to Dulsey would only put on her the courseto
worry again, which wasn't ussful for any of them.

So—"Immune," he agreed. "Most people aren't, but I've never been confused with most people.”

Sheamiled dightly. "1 am much relieved, Filot Jda"

"Glad to be of service," hetold her. "If it helpsyou, | believe Pilot Cantra goes out of her way to
be cantankerous and irritating. She keeps people a a distance that way, where they'relesslikely to fal
under the influence of things she can't control."

Dulsey'seyeswidened. " Can't... | had not considered that aspect of the matter, Filot.”

"It'sworth spending some thought on," he said, and gave her another grin. "Isthere anything else
on your mind, or should | clear out so you can get a shower?"

"I believe my concerns are answered, Pilat. | thank you." She did adong the door until she
reached the corner, giving him room to navigate.

"Any time," he said, and did sdeways toward, and then out of, the door.

* * %

Cantrawasin the tower when he arrived, her arms crossed a ong the back of the pilot's chair,
attention on her forward screen. She'd cleaned up and changed into ship civvies, and he paused for a
moment to admire the poised grace of her dimfigure.

"Who's Commander Loriton and why should | believe hisinfo?' Her husky voice conveyed
something like bored curiosity; her body language suggested that bored had the upper hand on curious.

Y ou had to admit, Jdathought, the woman was a pro.

"Commander Loriton'sthe military officer in charge of the sector where Rint deaSord's
operations were consolidated,” he said easily, walking toward her. "Upon receipt of my report of Ser
dealSord's activities, Commander Loriton sent atask forceto Tdiofi."

"And now the task force and Tdiofi are gone," she finished, and looked over her shoulder a him.
"It says here.”

"It does," he agreed.

Cantragtraightened out of her lean and turned to face him, her movements smooth and unhurried.

"I don't want to disrespect him, but maybe Commander Loriton's charts aren't up to date?'

"That would account for Taliofi going missng on him,” Jeadlowed, "but it doesn't quite explain



the task force. It goes bad for commanders who miday ships, see.”

"Thisiswhat you heard on the port that had you double-checking your info?"

"I heard Tdiofi wasgone," he said, stopping acomfortable arm's distance from her.

"L oriton's memo was in-queue when | opened the comm. My other source confirms.”

"The planet was mined, o saysthis commander.” Her voice was expressionless. "What he
doesn't say iswhy and who."

"Who—sheriekas," hesaid. "Mogt likely sheriekas, though it could've been dea'Sord himself.
Theinfo | nipped out of his system suggested he had the tech, and the ability. Why—to keep the task
force from finding what there wasto find."

"Tdiofi's pretty far in for the Enemy to reach,” she said, which wastrue.

"It'slong been identified as one of the nexus pointsin the undertrade. A good bit of sheriekas
wares come through Taliofi." He cocked an eyebrow. "Unless Rint deaSord didn't trade with the
Enemy?'

"Rini ded'Sord traded with who and for what brought the most profit.” Her voice waslazy, like
they were talking about any commonplace. "Mining the planet—doesn't strike me as like him. Hed've
just pulled back to one of his other worlds and set up opsthere.” Shelifted ashoulder. "Which he
might've done anyway, there being no way of telling which particular alomsin afloating cloud of debris
happened to have been him."

"Loriton saysthey got surveillance on him quick,” he pointed out. "It doesn't look like he moved
on. It doeslook like the sheriekas thought an example wasin order.”

The winged brows drew together in afrown.

"BExample?"

"We can reach in and crush you whenever and wherever we like," Jdaintoned, making his
voice deep and loud enough to come off the decking like abell. " Your world could be next. Fear us."

Cantraslipstwitched. "Tactics, isit?"

"Some of that. More, I'd think—and thisisme, | don't have access to Commander Loriton's
analyss—to destroy whatever was there that we'd be interested in and that they couldn't hopeto hide,
once the task force was down and searching.”

"Well." Cantraglanced over her shoulder at the forward screen. "1 didn't didike the notion of
holding Ser dealSord too busy to pursue adisagreement. | don't know that | find as much favor with a
world going missing for my convenience. Our argument was with one man's ops. Extensive they were,
but | have my doubtsthat Granny Li or Baby Ti took part in or benefit from them.”

"Rint dealSord was trading with the Enemy,” Jeasaid carefully. "That put him against us—by that
| mean those of uswho aren't sheriekas or sheriekas-made—and upgraded his actions from merely
illegd to acts of war. He knowingly put that world and its people in harm'sway. He knew what the
sheriekas are and what they're capable of doing. Those deaths aren't yours—or mine—they're his."

The green eyes met his and he caught aflicker of—something, gonetoo fast for himto read. Her
face was smooth and uncommuni cative—which he knew by now was the expression that covered her
retreat into the depths of hersdf. He waited, there being nothing ese he could usefully do.

"Do the sheriekas have aline on thisship, then?"

The question surprised him—and then it didn't, as he recalled her priorities. He gave it the serious
condderation it deserved, taking into account the things that L oriton hadn't said, and which his secondary
source had touched on.

"In my edimation, the sheriekas have seen your ship, but there's no reason for them to have paid
specia attention to it, or to have it marked for reprisal. It wasjust one ship among many that happened to
passthrough Tdiofi Yard."

"Not quite," her voice had adight edgeto it. He looked at her carefully.

"If you haveinfo, Rilot, now'sthe timeto share it with your co-pilot.”

She sighed, lightly, reached behind her and spun the chair around. Dropped into it, and waved
him to the co-pilot's station.

He sat, and spun to face her, arms on the rests, deliberately at ease. Almost, he began to project



aline of goodwill, but caught himsdlf, and raised an eyebrow insteed, waiting.

A corner of her mouth lifted—maybe in gppreciation. It wasn't any harm thinking so, at least.

"| ever tell you how | happened to be master of this ship?' Cantraasked. She must have known
she hadn't, but if she wasin amood to trade camp tales, he had no objection to that.

So—"No, Filot, you never have. I'd be willing to hear the story, though. If it can betold.”

"It can betold," she answered, her voice taking on a certain, not-displeasing, rhythm.

"For some number of years, | sat co-pilot to Garen yosPhelium, of out Clan Torvin. Garen being
the very last of Clan Torvin—and for al | ever found, the first, too—when she died, the ship passed to
me. No secretsthere, and as straightforward and by-the-legal as you could ask for.

"Where the story gets murky and interesting, though, isafew years further back again. And the
question you'll bewanting to ask yoursdlf isthis Wheredid Garen get thisship? A pilot asfineasyou
are will have noticed there ain't nothing shabby or second-rate about thisvessd. It has some interesting
features, not the least of which isthat first aid kit back therein thewall."

She sent him asharp green glance. Helifted ahand, fingersframing, go on.

"Right. Now, it'swell to remember that Garen didn't say much, and of those things she did say,
you'd do well to discount half. Problem was knowing which haf, if you takeme.”

"I knew somebody like that once," Jdasaid, to show that he wasfollowing her. "Thewar had
taken him, shaken him up and pitched him out. He didn't have any context for the experience, couldn't
put together what had happened insde his head. Worse luck, he was the only witness to an event of
someinterest to the military. Intelligencetried to get theinfo out of him by talking him through it." He
raised both hands, showing empty pdms. "They used drugs findly, then had the Generdists sort out the
data-dump. Same problem—how to decide which was hard info and which was an attempt to rationalize
what had happened.”

"That would've been Garen," Cantrasaid, and sighed lightly. "What | pieced together—over
years, now—from what she said and what she didn't, was that this ship came to her through captain's
challenge, and that the captain defeated had been actively working for the Enemy, from which he had
gotten the ship and dl itsglittery toys.”

Jeainclined his head, not really surprised.

"And what Garen had used to say to me, as often as she said anything, was that the things built
by the Enemy, they never forgot who made them, and they called out—and were heard.”

He considered that, taking histime.

"There are waysto clean out sheriekas homers” hesadfindly.

Cantralifted ahand, let it drop. " She cleaned house. Every time we got new snoop-tech, we
cleaned house. That would be one of the reasons we have those guns you dote on, instead of the pretties
that came with. Thefirst aid kit—that we took our chances with, it being useful beyond the maybe of
being heard. But now I'm wondering if there had been sheriekas ligening a Tdiofi—and if they might not
have heard Dancer snging to them, and known her for one of their own."

Hefdt thewordsfilling his mouth—the easy, comforting, not-quite-true words that soldiers said
to civilians who were asking about things they had no capacity to understand. There was no doubting
Cantra's understanding—and she wasn't one to value comfortable lies over hard truths. Tough didn't
begin to describe CantrayosPhelium, heir to Garen, out of Clan Torvin, whoever and wherever they
might be.

Sighing to himsdlf, he swallowed the easy words, hisfingers sketching the sign for thinking...

Across from him, sheleaned back in her chair, relaxing bondlesdy, apparently satisfied to await
the outcome of histhinking, if thought took him fifty years.

It wasn't quite that long before he shifted straighter in his chair; the movement drew her eyes, and
she gave him acomradely nod.

Hereturned it, and Sighed, letting her hear it thistime.

"Theshipitsdf ian't sheriekas-made, though from what you tell me, they had the refitting of it.

Y oureright to think that they would have seeded it with homers and tracers and adl manner of listeners.
Some would have been visible to our scans—more, astime went on. My 'skinsdid ascan when | first



boarded—that's amilitary grade scan, and it might be that | have some things on-board that haven't
madeit out to the Dark Market yet—and the ship scanned clean. Whether we are clean..." He snapped
hisfingers

"If we could read, discover, subvert or destroy everything the sheriekas can, have, or will
produce, then we wouldn't belosing thiswar."

Silencefor abest of five, during which hewas very conscious of the weight of acool green gaze
againg his cheek. Sheleaned forward in the chair, hands cupping her knees.

"So you think it's possible, but not likely, that Dancer was heard at Tdliofi," shesad. "And
undecided on the issue of whether therés anything in fact to hear.”

Heinclined hishead. "That'safair summation, yes."

"And we're bound for the Uncle," she murmured, then gave him one of her wide, sudden grins,
which was enough to make a soldier's heart best faster, even knowing that it was more likely than not

bogus.
"Doesit occur to you, Pilot Jea, that lifeis about to get interesting?”

Twenty

On Port
Scohecan

The garrison was a scarred survivor of the last war, its cermacrete gates patched and re-patched,
the guard shack nothing more than a cermacrete-roofed nook wedged between the front wall and the
forward shield generating station.

The generator itself was of dightly more recent vintage—a venerable OS-633, which was, in
Jelds opinion, the most stable of the old-style units—meticuloudy maintained.

By contrast, the security scans were only ageneration or two behind current tech.

Though they were maintained with the same attention as had been lavished upon the generator, it
was obvious that the template library was outdated.

TheM Seriesguards at least were aware of the deficiencies of their equipment. One approached
him as he stepped off the scanning dock, holding a civilian issue security wand in one hand.

"Armsout at your Sdes, legswide," she said. He complied; she used the wand with quick
efficiency, and hewas shortly cleared.

"Specidized equipment?"' he asked as the second guard dedlt with his docs and credentids.

Thefirst guard gave him alook of bland innocence. "Adjunct equipment, Sir.”

And very likely added into inventory and standard search procedures without recourse to such
details as the commandant's approva. Though, if the commandant wasadso an M...

"Papersin order," the second guard said, holding them out.

Jelareceived the packet gravely and dipped it into an easily accessible pocket. Thefirst guard
spoke briefly into the comm; turned with anod.

"Escort's on the way. The commandant has been informed of your request.”

"Understood," Jelasaid, and followed the first guard out into the yard to await the promised
escort. Overhead, filtered through Level One shidding, the sky was adightly smoky green that reminded
him improbably of CantrayosPhdium's eyes. The star was gpproaching its zenith, and frost glittered in
the shrinking pockets of shadow.

Jelasighed; hisbreath formed atiny cloud of vapor, then dissipated. "Pretty planet,” he
commented to the guard.

Shelifted ashoulder. "It's pretty today. Come back during the rains and tell me what you think
then.”

"I think I'd likeit better thannorain at dl," he said.

"Therésthat." Shejerked her head toward atwo-man scooter heading toward them at abrisk



clip. "Here'sthe escort. Make sure your pockets are sedled. Sir."

The escort was an X, hisface bearing three modest diagona stripes—green-ydlow-green—and
appeared to treasure speed above al other things. Jela had scarcely gotten astride the scooter before
they were off, blowers howling, dust and frost whipping off the paving in aglittering whirl.

The noise from the blowers made talking at anything less than bettle-voice an exercisein futility,
and even if conversation had been possible, Jelawouldn't have wanted to break the lad's concentration.
It was clear he thought he was very good—and, measured by the ruler of speed and missed collisions, he
was. What he was not, was a pilot, though his reactions were top-notch, for Common Troop. It dso
seemed to Jelathat a couple of the near-grazes with walls and other traffic were done not so much in the
interest of haste, but to maybe seeif arise could be gotten out of the old M.

Jela sat on the back of the scooter, hands cupped over his knees, swaying bonelessy with the
scooter's rhythm and considered whether or no the corpora—the X was a corpora—was entitled to his
game. It was acomplex question, and he gave it serious thought asthey hurtled noisily acrossthe yard,
zigged and zagged down a short series of ramps, and roared, with no diminishment of speed into the
drop shaft.

There was aboggle at the edge of the shaft. The scooter wobbled and tried to skid—which was
the excessive speed, of course. Jela shifted hisweight, the scooter steadied, the escort racheted the thrust
down, killed thelifters—and they werein, stable, upright and falling gently within apd| of blessed silence.

"Appreciatethe assst,” the X said over hisshoulder. "Sir."

That was properly done, thought Jela, and decided that the kid had aright to hisfun, aslong as
no harm came from it, and that the near-disaster with the scooter may have instructed him morethan a
lecture from an emissary, whaose mind ought to be on the upcoming interview with the commandart,
anywey.

Silently, he sghed. In his experience—which was now gpproaching cons derable—the upcoming
interview could play out along one of two broad avenues, with severd minor variations of each possible,
to keep thingsinteresting.

Out hereinwhat Pilot Cantra styled the "Mid-Rim," it was possible that the commandant would
be willing to hear him—uwilling to hear his message, and might aso know something that would be of use
to hismisson. The physical shape of the garrison, with its multiply-patched wals, crumbling cermacrete
barracks and outmoded security system—it was clear what was going on, and unless the commandant
was afool—which had, he reminded himsdlf, with a certain garrison commander further In foremost in his
mind, been known to happen—Unless the commandant was afool, he had to know what thislack of
proper care from Command foretold. Had to...

The scooter's fans came on, momentarily deafening, then they were out of the shaft and moving at
atolerably responsible speed down awide access corridor. They gained the center hall, and hovered
over avacant scooter stand. The corporal scaed back the fans—and Jelawas off and on hisfeet. The
kid did al right with the resulting buck and snarl from the equipment and gentled it into the stand before
killing thelift entirdly, Stepping off and giving Jdaaterse nod.

Acrossthe center hal and down an admin tunndl they went, the corporal moving at alope, Jdaat
hishedls. At the end of the tunnel was a door; before it stood a guard—another X, with the same
green-yelow-green tattoo favored by his escort. Shetook the corpora’s duty card, ran it through the
reader, waited for the blue light, and waved them past. The door parted down the center asthey
approached and they entered the commandant's office at a spanking pace.

Two gtepsinto the room, Jela halted, allowing his escort to go ahead an additiond four steps, halt
and salute the man behind the desk.

"Corpora Thilrok reporting, Sr," he stated crisply. "I have brought the emissary.”

The commandant waved an answering saute. "l seethat you have, Corporal, thank you. Please
leaveus”

"Sir." The corpora executed a nice sharp turn and marched out, eyes front. The door seded
slently behind him.

Jelastepped up to the square of rug Corpora Thilrok had recently vacated and delivered up his



own saute.

"M. JeaGranthor's Guard, Pilot Captain," he said, maybe not quite as crisp asthekid. The
officer behind the desk smiled dightly. He was adender man, with sandy hair going thin, and lines
showing around eyes and mouth—not a Series soldier.

Jelawondered briefly if the post were a punishment, then lost the thought as the commandant
returned his salute and pointed at a chair which had apparently been carved from native wood back in
misty memory and had gpplied dl the time since to becoming quaintly decregpit.

"Sit, Captain, and tel mewhy you're here."

Gingerly, Jeasat, poised to come upright if the chair showed any immediate signs of collapse.

The commandant smiled more widdly.

"Thelocals cdll that stonewood,” he said. "It'll hold you, Captain—and two more just like you,
gtting on your knees."

"No need for acrowd,” Jeamurmured, settling back. Not so much as a creak from the chair. He
let himsdlf relax, and put his hands on the arms, agreeably surprised by the smooth warmth of the wood
under hisfingers.

He looked up and met the commandant's eyes—blue they were, and tired, and wary.

"I'm sent,” he said dowly, "to give aquiet warning. The consolidated commanders advise that it
may be wisefor this garrison to have loca forces and supply linesin place and at ready, and for the
commanding officer to be prepared to act independently.”

Therewas asmall slence. The commandant put his elbows on his desk and laced his hands
together, resting his chin on the backs.

"The consolidated commanders,” he said eventualy, with the inflection of aquery. "Not High
Commeand.”

The man was quick.

"Not High Command, sr,” Jdasaid. "No."

"l see" Another slence, while the commandant looked at him and through him, thenasigh. "You
will perhaps not be surprised, Captain Jela, to learn that this garrison has for some time been on short
supply. We have not been receiving necessary upgrades—you will have noticed, I'm certain, the security
arrangements at the entry point. Requisitioned supplies and replacement equipment smply do not show
up. We're dready drawing on loca resources, Captain. Morethan | like."

"Understood, sir, and | wish | was hereto tell you that your supply lines have been re-opened,
and therés arefurb unit on itsway to bring everything up to spec." He paused, considering the man
before him—the lined face, thetired eyes.

One sandy eyebrow arched, eoquently ironic.

"We don't often get our wishes, do we?" he murmured. "Especialy not the pleasant ones. What
eseareyou hereto tell me, Captain?'

Good man, thought Jela, approving both theirony and the sentiment.

"The High Command will soon beissuing afall-back order.”

The commandant frowned. "Fall back? To what point?"

"Dadmere, ar."

Three heartbeats. Four. The commandant straightened, unlaced hisfingers, and placed his hands
flat atop the desk.

"Captain, Daelmereistwo levesin, part of the Central Cloud.”

"Yes, dr," JHaagreed. "Itis"

Another pause—five heartbeats thistime, then, in atone of disbdief:

"They can't be abandoning the Arm.”

"Yes, gr. High Command'sintention isto pull back, cede the Rim and the Arm, and establish a
new boundary further In."

Slence

Jdacleared histhroat. "The consolidated commanders,” he said, gently, "believe that the proper
answer to the increased enemy attacksisto commit the larger portion of our troopsto the Arm and the



Rim. To stop the sheriekas here." If they can be stopped, he added silently, and maybe the
commandant did, too.

"A temporary headquarters and anew command chain has been established,” he added, though
that wasin the auxiliary information he carried. And if he was not mistaken, this commandant, with his
tired face and wary eyeswas going to ask—

"This could, of course, be aloyalty test," the commandant said, irony informing histone. "Which |
have doubtless dready failed. In which case, | might aswell make certain that my dossier isas damning
aspossible. | suppose you have something to back your claims up, Captain? A name, perhaps, of one or
more of these consolidated commanders?

"Yes, dr. I'mto say, if you ask, that Commander Ro Gayda vouches for me, and that she sends
you these proofs.” He touched the hidden seal on his'skins, and withdrew a datastrip. Leaning forward,
he placed it on the desk.

"Onthat strip, you'll find further information and proofs.”

The commandant |ooked at the strip, made no moveto pick it up.

"They take an enormous risk, do they not?"

Jelamoved his shoulders againgt the chair. "They've taken precautions, Sir."

"They send asingle soldier, and adatastrip. What if | merely imprison you and ship you to
Headquartersin chains?'

Jelagrinned. "They send asingle M Series soldier under ordersto act with discretion and to
answer no questions, unlessthey're put to him by hisimmediate superior.” He nodded at the datastrip,
gtting unclaimed on the corner of the desk. "The information might be transmitted. The encoding might
a so destroy the packet when it hits Command comm protocols.”

"l see" The commandant put out a hand, picked up the 'strip. " Perhaps the consolidated
commanders are not risking as much asthey seem.” He sighed, and dipped the strip away into his'skins.

"Thank you, Captain. Isthere anything this garrison can provideto you?'

Now wasthe time. Jelakept himsdlf relaxed in the stonewood chair and tipped his head to one
Sde, the picture of an M who had private thoughts about what duty required of him next.

"I wonder, gir... There's rumor of an engine left over from the First Phase maybe stashed out here
in the Rim somewhere."

The officer's sandy browslifted.

"Rumor has dl sorts of odd and old tech stashed out in the Rim somewhere, Captain,” he said
drily. "Mogt of it, happily, isbuilt from vapor.”

"Yesdr," JHasad repectfully. "This particular engineisreported to generate afield that will
repe aworld-eater.”

Commandant Harrib smiled. "Wdll, that would be useful, wouldn't it?" He turned empty pams
upward. "I doubt the engine exigts, now, Captain. If it ever had an exstence beyond wishful thinking, it
was likdly sold for salvage or scrap hundreds of yearsago.

So much for that, Jeathought. Still, it had been worth asking the question.

"Isthere anything else, Captain?' The question thistime was pointed, and Jdatook the hint.

"No, sr." Heleft the stonewood chair with real regret, and sauted. "With the commandant's
permisson?’

The officer moved awiry hand—not areturn of Jdas sdute, but aflicker of hand-talk:
Information offered.

"Yes, dr," hesad, suddenly feding abit wary himsdlf.

"That chair, Captain—remarkable substance, stonewood. When properly finished, it hasthe
rather useful ability to detect afasehood spoken by the person sitting init.” A second flicker—not
hand-talk, but humorous deprecation. "I am aware that M Series soldiers possess extraordinary control
of their biologic processes. | merely note that by the chair's report, you have been astruthful asasoldier
on adifficult and dangerous mission can be." Heamiled, very dightly. "The chair has been in my family for
quite anumber of years, and | am something of an expert ininterpreting itssignas.”

Jela consdered that, then raised his hand, fingers acknowledging: Information received.



"Good." The commandant rose and saluted, then leaned forward to push a button on his desk.
"Escort will be provided to the gates. Good fortune, Captain.”

Thetextile did something better than sheld expected; the embryos something less. All of which
meant that Cantraleft the hallswith trade coinsin her pocket, which she would shortly convert at the
currency desk—taking half in cash, and haf asadeposit to ship'sfund.

She sighed as she made her way through the free trade zone, dawdling a mite down long lanes of
tables rented out to day-traders, locas, and others who for one reason or another weren't able—or
willing—to do businessinthe hdls.

To hear Jdatdl it, their next port o'call would be the Uncl€e's doubt-it-not former place of
business. That being a given, and what came after by no means assured, she was wasting time shopping
the free zone for trade goods.

Stll, shedid shop, in order to give the brain something to do other than dwell on memories that
were getting more agitated, the deeper they went into the Rim.

No use thinking about the past, baby, Garen whispered from years agone.

Well, sheld been right about that, not surprisingly. The past was a sorrowful place, littered with
mistakes and the dead. Best to ignore it entirely and keep the mind focused on the present and that small
bit of the future that could be manipulated.

She cameto atable covered with ablack cloth, holding aspill of sadiline. The palejewels
blinked and flickered in the yellow day-light, and Cantra paused to admire the pretty little display.

Sheld had a sadiiline necklace once. All the studentsin her donm had one—it had been the
talisman of their class, so theingtructors had told them.

"Natural gemstones, localy mined,” avoice said softly. "Very fine qudity.”

Shelooked up into apair of pale blue eyes, set deep in aface seamed, wrinkled and brown. A
red scarf wastied 'round the trader's head, covering one ear, knotted at the back, the tailsleft to flow
over her right breast. The uncovered ear bore a single earring—alarge sadiline drop, blazing in the sun.

"The gemissaid to improve memory,” the trader went on in her soft, sihilant voice, "and to
impart fortunate dreams.”

Cantra glanced down, extended afinger and lightly stirred the scattered gems. "Maybe you'd sdll
more," shesad, "if you said it dulled memory, and gave dreamless deep.”

"But that would be untrue." Thetrader said, gently reproachful. "And the gem would teke its
revenge”

Revenge. Cantragave the gems another dtir, lifted a shoulder and looked back to the woman
behind the table.

"Not in the market today,” she said.

The trader bowed her head. "Fair profit, Trader."

You saved my life, Garen, what can | do for you? There must be something...

Her own voice, young—how long since she'd been that young?—echoed out of her back-brain.
She remembered the argument. She'd been raised to pay her debts. Raised to believe that al debts could
be paid, more often than not in cash. Not an understanding Garen shared, exactly, though sheld been a
stickler about paying her own.

You just be the best co-pilot you can be, baby. That's all. And if somebody should bribe the
luck and take ol' Garen down—you do them the same, then. That'll make us square. 'Til then, ain't
no sense, frettin'. | got everything | need or want.

Which might've been true, or might not've—Cantra had never quite figured that. And then what
should Garen do but kill her own sdlf and no way for Cantrato clear the debt.

Damn if shewasn't doing it again.

Shetook adeep breath and forcefully thrust both memory and regret out of her waking mind,
putting her attention on the table sheld amost passed by.

The hand-lettered signed propped a ong the back edge read, "Oracle Odd Lots' and scattered
on the scarred surface were severa ceramic objectsin various shapes—ship, groundcar, and an



unfeatured square that |ooked like astandard logic tile, al about the size of her pam.

Cantra paused and picked up the ship, smiling at the smooth fed of the thing against her skin.
"Learning devices," the woman behind the table said, her accent as hard asthe sadiline
merchant's had been soft. "If the trader will make of her mind a blank screen while she holdstheitemin

her hand, she may have ademonsgtration.”

Learning devices? Wdll, why not? Intrigued, Cantra curled her fingers around the little ship and
with the ease born of long practice smoothed the surface thoughts away from aportion of her mind. The
rest of her—what the instructors had called The Eternal Watcher—did just that, dert for any suspicious
move from the vendor.

In the space between her ears, she heard awhispering, saw ashimmer of something, which
solidified into the familiar pattern of abasic piloting equation, the last line missing. Cantra concentrated,
trying to project thefina sentence into the equation, saw another shimmer—asiif shewerelooking at a
screen—and the line appeared, as solid astherest.

In her hand, the toy ship purred, imparting afeding of warm pleasure.

Well.

Not without a pang, she placed the toy back on the table.

"That's something unusual,” she said, looking at the woman's smooth face and bland eyes.

"They are specidty items," the other trader dlowed. "We sdll themin lots, from threeto three
dozen."

They were oddities, and it cameto her that they were bound for Uncle, and thet it might play
well, her arriving with agift.

"What's the price for three?" she asked.

The trader named a sum—much too high. Cantra answered with anothe—much too low. And
S0 it went until the thing was done and the three toys—one of each shape on offe—were packed snug
together in agd-box.

Cantratook her leave of trader with anod and continued on her way, alittle brisker now, with
less attention to the wares on offer.

Time was moving on, and Jela due to meet her at the administration hall pretty soon, now.

Twenty-One

Soiral Dance
Twilight Interva

When the door was unlocked, the quarters were surprisingly convenable. When the door was
dogged open, the quarters were quite comfortable.

He relaxed there now, Dulsey bunked below him, both quietly occupying themsalveswhilethe
ship moved—quietly and without turmoil—through what Cantra had styled "the long twilight."

He'd been working with hislog book, bringing it up to date. It was ...comforting to write out his
notes and observations by hand, though some entries were necessarily in a code he held in common only
with his commander. He had his doubts that the book would ever make it back into the hands of his
commander, but it might. It might. And in the meantime, it waswork, and abalm to an M's active nature.

Below him, Dulsey wasreading her share of the flimsiesthe captain had alowed crew to print out
to passthetime.

Cantrawas dso reading in her quarters. If he craned his head one way, he could see her open
door, and, beyond, along leg stretched out on the bunk. If he craned his head the other way, he could
seethetreein the pilots tower, dreaming its own dreams.

Those dreams sometimes woke him from his own deep cycle, asif adistant sun had come over
the mountain just now. It had worried him for awhile—the how and thewhy of it. Lately, held taken a
more philosophic attitude. Ship time, tree time, what mattered it? Time passed—that was the fact no one



escaped.

Dulsey seemed not to notice that his day wasn't quite in synch with the ship's. Cantrasurely did
notice, as she noticed everything that bore on her ship's sate. She didn't remark it, though, which Jela
knew she wouldn't do, unless and until he affected the ship's necessities.

Log brought up to date, Jela stowed the book and the pen, and reached for his own share of
flimsies, which held anchored under hisknee.

Hedidn't immediately begin to read though. Instead, he leaned his head back and listened to the
sounds. The comforting, usua sounds of awell-maintained and ship-shape ship, her crew at ease and
easy within the group.

Oddly enough, the easiness of their odd and randomly formed crew reinforced one of the tenets
apparently espoused by the sheriekas—that "old humans' were herd creatures.

Asacrew, Jdathought lazily, they were hardly arousing illustration of the"old humans,” when
between them none had or could have met anyone approximating mother or father.

Stll, he and Rilot Cantra might be said to have amother and father; even if no one could ever
have come forward to claim them. Met or unmet, there were progenitors of sorts.

Dulsay, though, was afull custom build, her and the rest of her Batch pulled from human genetic
partsfor aspecific job, for profit.

That thought turned in his mind amoment, and he wondered briefly what motivated the sheriekas
, for surely the universe that he knew and moved through was motivated by profit. Pilot Cantrals
considerable skillswere surely the result of desirefor profit, aswere Dulsey's. His own existence had
been ruled by others, largely those who aso obeyed others... and those otherslooking for little more than
aquiet place to spin their webs and turn their profits.

Now, though, it might be that the profit motivation would findly fail the herd of men. When men
like Rint dea'Sord traded with the Enemy, with thoughts of their own profit uppermost. When those
Inside interests who ordered the High Command declared that their profit—their lives—were of more
importance than the profits and lives of those who lived elsawhere...

Theingtinct for profit, thought Jela—persona profit. That instinct was maybe not along-term
survivd trait.

The herd ingtinct, on the other hand, apparently permitted Pilot Cantra, who had not too long
past locked him and Dulsey in and out at whim—to lounge, reading, while they did the same, in pursuit of
godsthat might transcend smple profit. Though it was never, Jdatold himsdlf, well to assume that
Cantras motives were either smple or apparent. And to remember that, if ever awoman held to her own
profit above dl dse, it was Filot Cantra.

Which led back to the question of what profit Cantra saw for herself in their present operation.
Wasit after al the herd ingtinct propounded by some ancient sheriekas philosopher, risng abovethe
ingtinct for persond profit?

Wil. Best not share that question with Dulsey, suddenly bereft of the life-long company of her
Pod, nor with Cantra, who would surely laugh. The tree, now, might enjoy the puzzle, but it was
presently in its more restful state, perhaps awaiting adawn light years distant, so he forbore from passing
iton.

Twenty-Two

Soiral Dance
TheLittle Empty

It was quiet in the piloting tower, both pilots at their stations, and the tree, Jelathought, at its.
Therewasaticklein the back of hismind, asif someintelligence beside his own was surveying the
sparse safidd. If the sght awoke congternation in that other auditor, he didn't know it—though he
wouldn't have been surprised. He'd been on the Rim more than once, and till the lack of ...clutter ...



awed, amazed and intimidated him.

Pilot Cantra, now. If shefet awe or amazement, she kept both far awvay from her face. It wasn't
to be expected, Jdathought wryly, that the pilot would be intimated by anything.

From the jump-seat came the sound of smdll and shaky in-breath. Dulsey, at least, was
impressed.

"Arewein the Degps, then, Pilot?" she asked softly.

Cantralifted a shoulder, her attention more than two-thirds on her board, which might at least
indicate due caution.

"Say, the Shalows," she murmured. "When we come out of the next trangition, then you'll have
the Degps.”" Shefinished fiddling with her board and rel eased the shock straps.

"Rimmers, they cdl thisthe Little Empty,” she said. "Well take oursalves a pause here. Pilotsll do
acomplete systems check. Dulsey, if you're willing, agood medl to go into the next phase on would be
welcome.”

Truth told, it was that next trangition that was giving Jeaabit of worry. The pilot might be
enjoying her joke, pretending they weren't sitting in the Deeps, but he only had two beacons on con and
some small star clusters on the screens, bright and hard against the velvet...

"l am morethan willing to provideamed, Filot," Dulsey was saying. "Now?"

"Give ustimeto do the checks," Cantra answered, coming up out of her chair in astretch. "Cal it
two ship-hours. Ace?'

"Ace" Dulsey sad.

"Good. I'm aso going to need eyeballs on the clamps and a diagnostic on the can system. Y ou
take that on, while Jdaan' me get busy here.”

"Yes, Rilot." Dulsey unstrapped and did to her feet with awill, moving out of the tower with the
determined stride of awoman with work to accomplish.

Cantrasighed and shook her head and gave Jelaalook out of amused green eyes. "Hopethe
Unclésready for this" shesaid.

"Dulsey'sahard worker," Jelaanswered. "If the Uncle's surviving ‘way out here, he hasto havea
corpsof hard, smart workerswith him. Shell fitright in.”

"Unclesabit further out, yet," Cantrasaid, leaning over her board and initiating a system-wide
check. "Found this areatoo crowded, iswhat | heard." She straightened and gave him another 100k, this
one straight and stern.

"Get your check running, Pilot. After, I'll thank you to recal that you were going to be showing
me what those guns you dote on can do."

* k%

"Understand,” Jelasaid, hisbig hands resting lightly on the edge of the co-pilot's board, "that
you'll haveto unlock the systlem all the way. I'll need complete access. I'll so thank you for sharing your
codes so | won't have to use the system override.”

Shed expected him to need gut-level access, but it was still hard to get her fingers moving in the
sequence that would open the guns to him and send the codes to hiswork screen.

"Thank you." That was said soft, like maybe he had an ideahow much of astruggle habit had put
up against need-to-know.

"WEell begin," he said, of asudden not soft at dl, "with acomplete system check, an inspection of
records..."

She frowned, reached to the board—and pulled her hand back. Need to know, she reminded
hersdf. You need to know your guns, and thisis the man to teach you.

Which didn't mean he had the right to snoop her info.

"Right, Commodore," she said with asperity. "I'm guessing you'll need seria numbers, purchase
dates, shdll counts, and ..."

He sighed, and she figured he was going to come al high-brass now.

Instead, though, he nodded.

"Well want al of that, if you can giveit to me. Then we can look and see what needs to be done



to optimize things, and what rounds we might need to load up on.”

Cantrasighed. If heéld ydlled, shed've yelled back. But him being reasonable... She Sghed again.

"Thisain't acruise ship, Rilot; itsaDark trader. You think | keep copies of my receiptsal nice
and tidy for the port copsto look over at their leisure?"

Therewas abrief bit of tight slence—then he sghed, and shook his head, and said, quiet, "'l take
your point. Let's have some target practice, then.”

* * %

Shekept waiting for it, but he never did turn the brass on. He did insist that the best target
practice they could get was from using a couple sets of what he called "underpowered rounds’ astargets.

"I'm curious, Pilot," he said while shewasin the midst of rough caculating in her head to back up
the ship's computer, "how long you've had these Jaythrees and Jayfours on hand?' The " Jaythrees and
Jayfours' in question were currently loaded in Gun One, which he was using for his own, while she was
firing general purpose tracking rounds with only aminimum of on-board guidance from Gun Two. It
looked like he was practicing, too, because it was obvious he was caculating like mad, and doing
something specid and antsy with the settings...

"Y ou'remaking it hard for meto concentrate...," she muttered. He fidgeted briefly, and she
sghed, giving up for the moment. "Which | guessisabout right for combat conditions..."

He nodded, then fired the rounds; Cantrawatched for hisfinger mark to indicate that she should
dart tracking, her mind maybe a quarter on his question.

"Garen bought ‘em when she bought the guns,” she said findly; "I never used them ‘cause they
was listed as close-in combat support in the docs, and | never had need." She moved her shoulders, and
glanced a the Sde of hisface.

"I'masmuggler,” she said, her voice sharper than sheld entirely intended "not apirate. The
gunsre defense.”

The finger move came; she started the ranging, saw in her head that the shellswerein ahighly
elliptical—no, make that a parabolic—orbit so tight it might even graze the distant star, would likely, in
fact, fdl right intoit...

From the co-pilot's section, she heard a smdl sound, amogt asif Jelawas humming, which was
nothing new, though why he wasinspired to hum or sing now... but she could hear him busy on the
keyboard, tapping queries or commandsin ared hurry.

There! The computer and her calcs had reached an accord! She fired, let the computer take the
next shot, fired the next on manual, let the computer have the next, and sat back to watch the tracks on
the computer screen.

Even with Jdasrounds being "under-powered" it would take quite awhile for the interception, if
she'd been accurate enough to—

Jelawasn't humming so much as growling. Sheturned her head to look at him.

"Canyoutdl me" heaskedinalow, gravely voice, "can you tell me exactly who sold you those
shellsand the manuals?' His face was s0 absolutely neutral that she felt dread rising through her, despite
her training. Jelamad—really mad and out for balance—wasn't asight she particularly wanted to see, she
realized. Not that it would be smart to let him know held managed to unnerve her.

"Hah!" She shrugged cardesdy and waved her handsin acasua not my job.

"Will the ship'slog give usany idea?'

Her hands moved themselves; indication—perhaps. And expanded—Maybe, low probability.

"Garen was pretty careful about some stuff she didn't want me to know about..."

Helooked away from her, fingers moving on the query pad, and spoke asif from adistance.

"At firgt opportunity—and you will remind meif | fail inthis, please, Filot! At first opportunity we
will replace your documentation for these guns. We will aso ingpect—two sets of eyeballs so were
sure—the munitionsthemsalves.”

He paused, sending her alook out of hard black eyes.

"Try to remember where these shells came from, Filot. Any clue would be good.” The man was
serious, and—not mad, no. Something else, stronger and sterner than mere anger.



"Pilot, there's cause?" she managed, bringing the Rim accent up. "They out of spec?”

He rubbed his face with those broad hands, like he was trying to wipe away sweet, or asight he
wished he hadn't seen.

After asigh helooked at her traight on again, not quite so hard.

"Jaythrees are rounds one might use to deny alanding ground to an enemy. A landing ground one
wishes not to occupy for oneself. In addition to afairly letha explosive charge, they release afine mist of
plutonium powder. Jayfours..." He rubbed hisface again.

"Jayfours are binary cleansers. The gasthey releaseis... inimicd...to most air breathing creatures
and plants. In the presence of oxygen it will deteriorate to mere poison in about twelve days, and to an
irritant in another twelve."

"Depending on the winds, one could cleanse haf a continent.”

Cantrablinked, swallowed and had cause to be briefly grateful for her early schooling. "The
docs?' she said, matching him quiet for quiet.

"Apparently someone wished to make you and your Garen into household names. Or else your
sdler, too, wastricked."

She looked to the screen, where her shots, and the computer's, raced after the deadly payloads,
and then back to him

"Y ou amed them for the gtar then..."

His handsfluttered into hand-talk.

Best course, sheread.

And again—best course.

Twenty-Three

Soiral Dance
Jumping Off the Rim

Target practice was over, and so was the meal, eaten companionably together. The pilotswere
Strapped in at their sations, while the third member of the crew sat in the jump-sest.

"All right, Dulsey," Cantrasaid, her eyes on her board, "1'll need those eighteen numbers now."

Dulsey dtiffened, relaxed, shrugged diffidently.

"Filot, | do not have eighteen. The numbers| was given comein three sets of twelve.”

Jda, damn hishide, laughed. Cantra sighed.

"Let's have 'em, then," she said resignedly, and waited while Dulsey activated the jJump-segt's
tablet and tapped her info rapidly in.

They came up on the pilot's work screen—and the co-pilot's too—three neat rows of twelve,
and anything more like plain and fancy gibberish Cantra hoped never to see.

"I'd guess," Jdasad quietly, "that you'll be able to construct something reasonably familiar to you
from those numbers. Maybe even something—" he wiggled hisfingersin the pilot-talk for comfortable.

Comfortable. Right. Fuming, Cantrafed the numbersto the nav brain, not that she expected it to
be able to do much with them—and she wasn't disappointed, damnitall.

"Easy for you to say," she snapped at Jela. "But out here, numbersain't quite so casua asthey
arein the heart. Down there you got lots of reinforcement, including some placesyou just can't go, ‘cause
it'd take too much power, and lots of experience and referencesto let you know what's possible and
what's not. Out here, dmost any number'll get you somewhere. Twelve to five says most of whereyou
can goiseven safe. Sort of "

While shewastaking, her fingerswere busy shuffling and reshuffling Dulsey's pack of thirty-six.

"Wdll, if we pile'em up backwards and split 'em in two, we get one coord that'll take usinto
somewherejust abit insde the wavefront of a gas pulse pumping out an X-ray beacon. So | guesswell
discard that one. If we stack ‘em straight and divide in two, we get more gibberish. But..."



On aguess, shere-shuffled the digitsthe old way, the one that'd been real popular with the Dark
traders dong back years ago and—yes.

"If wedo it thisway," she said doud, being careful not to explain exactly which way, "we get
two sets of honest coords, and onelooks alot like something | think | recognize." She spun her chair to
face Dulsey.

"So, did you get any more of that key? Any way | can confirm? | might expect an engineer to
know we was missing something here.”

Dulsey sat up straighter—agood trick, considering how upright she kept herself as ameatter of
course.

"Filot, understand that the information was not al given to th—to me. One of my pod had the first
set of numbers, which | became party to. The second set was mine to keep. Thethird... | broke ased to
get. It was assumed by our source that if we came, we would come al together.”

"Hah!" Jdasad. Cantrathrew him aglance and anod.

"Maybe," he said to Dulsey, "there were other numbers scattered among the rest of your Pod?"

But Dulsey shook her head.

"No, those were dl we were given." Shelooked carefully at Jela, and continued almost inaudibly.
"The others would not have been able to conced the numbers and so were not given them.”

Cantragrinned. "But you, not having dl the numbers yourself, thought you ought to, and was
ready to go with or without?"

Dulsey closed her eyes briefly, sighed, and faced her. "I cannot apologize for surviving,” she said,
and despite the brave words, her voice carried shame. "Nothing | did risked my Pod mates, and there
was nothing ese | could have—"

"Stop!" Jeahed up ahand. Cantralooked at him with interest, Dulsey with concern.

"Dulsey," hesad, "I believeyou. | believe you did the right thing. Weve dl become soldiersin
thislife—you as much as me or Filot Cantra, here. Y ou acted to preserve resources, which you have
done; and you behaved with honor. Y ou have nothing to be ashamed of. Y our right to be dliveisnot in
question. What Pilot Cantramust judge—as pilot and captain of this ship—isthe safety of the routes
you've given her. Thisisfor the good of the ship, and the good of the crew.”

Not bad, thought Cantra, admiringly. In the jump-seat, Dulsey shook her head again.

"l understand,” she managed, voice shaking alittle. "Truly, Pilot Jea, if | had moreinformation, |
would gladly—but these are the numbers. | have nothing ese.”

Cantrasighed. "Were you going to sted aship, then? These numbers would've got you killed
draight off, if you didn't know—"

"No, Pilot." Dulsey faced her again, chin lifting. "We were agroup, before the bankruptcy, and in
the group were pilots who had experience...”

Cantralifted ahand, palm up.

"Dulsay, I'd belying if | said | wouldn't stedl a ship, given necessity. I'm thinking Pilot Jela's of the
same opinion, isthat right, Ailot?'

"That'sright,” Jasaid comfortably.

"I wonder, though—how wide-spread was this attitude in your group? Were you going to
depend on stedlth, or on surprise?”

Dulsey'sface hardened.

"They were depending on accident, coincidence, and rumor. With the application of reasonable
energy sometime ago, we could have al been gone.”

Cantrabardly avoided smiling. The girl wasn't afool. Indeed, indeed, she hoped the Unclewas
ready.

"l understand,” she said, pitching her voice easy and cam. "In which casg, I'll put the ship's
back-up brain on the problem of aproof for those two sets of coords. In the meantime, since wereal
strapped in and well-fed, let's get ourselves out to the Rim.”

* % %

She was going to transition now? Jelalooked to his board, in case he'd missed—nbut no. "I've



only got two beacons, Pilot," he said, keeping hisvoice gentle.

She was concentrating on her board, feeding that coord set to the "back-up brain," he
supposed—whatever that might mean—and he didn't expect any answer, which would have been more
informetive than the one he got.

"Havefaith, Rlot Jda" she murmured. "Have fath.”

And asif on-cue in some story-play, the nav-brain twittered, and athird set of coordinates
marched across the center screen—Rathil Beacon, that was. They till needed one more, to balance the
equation, and insure a safe and uneventful trangtion.

"Rathil'sup,” Cantra breathed beside him, and, louder—"Dulsey, strepin.”

Therewas atickle at the back of hismind, tasting something like a query—but he was too busy
grabbing the coords off the screen, doing the math in his head and coming out with nothing good.

"Pilot," heingsted, keeping it gentle, "we're fill down a beacon.”

She shot him alook out of bright green eyes.

"When you don't got four, you fly on three" she said. "Hang on to your board, Pilot. Thismight
berough.”

Her hands danced across her own board with that light, sure grace he admired so much, and
before he could draw a breath or begin to think an answer for the tree—

They hit trangtion.

And they hit it hard.

* * %

Radid velocity, he wasthinking.

The math was a soothing balm against the frenetic vibrations the ship and crew were
experiencing; aflash image insde his head showed that the tree knew what an earthquake was, and what
it might do.

But no, radid velocity was not the whole answer. Part of it wasthe gravitational effect—atidal
effect dmogt—uwith the galaxy edge-on and the ship prying itsdf into otherspace againg millions of sars
and only the hdo of diminishing dark energy abaance at this distance.

Cantrasat the board calmly, hands poised a moment, then stabbing a button, poised again,
flipping atoggle—

They were out.

* * %

Cantralounged at ease a the board, well aware that both Dulsey and Jela were much surprised.

Jdla, for his part, recovered quickly, with ahand signa more to himsdlf than her, Cantra
thought—along, dow smooooothhh—hisonly public comment.

Dulsey, cleared her throat.

"The pilot enjoys an excellent rgpport with the ship,” she said serioudy; "and the ship enjoys
excdlent numberd™

Cantralaughed.

"The ship goes where we send it, right? Just | do know some placesto take off abit and some
places to add a bit to the equations. Them equations was done for the average ship on an average course
somewhere down in the midst of that mess—" She pointed to the representation of the galaxy on the sde
monitor—"and if you look close, we're about as far as you can get from as much as you want to count of
it and ill say werein thething.”

The Rim accent had come up hard dl by itsdlf, along with the side-drawl that hel ped make Rim
cant both distinctive and muddy to some of the light-lappers who thrived down to the center of things.
W, it comes with the territory, she thought, and didn't fight it.

For effect she centered the galactic image... and sure enough, as the image shifted the blue dot
representing their position moved way off to the left Sde of things before disappearing.

Sheld known that was going to happen, since the arm they were in was the longest of the three
arms, and the mogt twisted. Some folkswith alot of time on their handsfigured that this arm was what
was |eft of an intergdactic collison somewhere on the far sde of time. The truth was that once things got



into the billions of years shefor the most part lost interest because—as they said out here—her fingernails
grew fagter than that.

"If you would be so kind to keep the scale but center on our position, Filot?"

Cantralooked up at Jeas voice, caught the notion that he'd apparently made the request first in
finger-talk, and sheld missed it.

Smart of him, actualy. No good could come out of directly interfering with apilot staring down
into that much of athink.

"Same scale?' she asked.

"Indeed.”

And so now it wasthat therewas dl this near empty on the left-sde of the screen. Thearm they
rode twisted back into the dengity of starslike a snake, coiling for asecond strike.

Againg that she upped the magnification adozen clicks, and now there were afew smaler
clusters yet showing out in the Deeps, and a couple places where stars had escaped from the embrace of
others by anova or supernovawhich had dashed into the darkness trailing gas, and the arm loomed big
and important, like it ought to for folks and sunswho spent their livesiniit...

She upped the magnification again, and now—now they could see why it was caled the
Rim—that it was an actud rim of gravity and colliding grains of dust and gas. And sincethisarm was
half-again aslong asthe others, thiswas the arm that spun itsdlf againgt the intergaactic medium
uncleared by the previous passage of the other arms, and here was the interplay of magnetic fieldswith
the bow wave of light pressure, wild gas, and ...

"The Uncle..." Dulsey'svoice wavered abit, and ended on agulp.

For dl that, Cantra alowed as how she was doing better than most folks she'd seen when faced
with the fact of the Rim, for who expected it to ripple with aglow of purple so degp you'd swear it wasn't
there, and who expected—having learned about years and parsecs and light years and such—to find that
there were things so much beyond them that mere billions was a kidstuff toy.

"TheUnde" Dulsey tried again, "'lives—out there?"

"Almost there," Cantrasaid cheerfully, and shot a glance to Jela, who gave her hisblandest face
to look at.

"Now, welll see how good those numbers are, Pilot," she said. "Ready for adventure?'

He smiled for that one and nodded. "Reedy."

* * %

Trangtion was quiet thistime, drop-out smooth and easy.

"Filot,” Cantracaled, "shut down the running lights, the auto-hail, and activeradar...”

Hisfingersflickered—rock—and she answered, though he hadn't seen her look hisway.

"I know, but well take thefirst ten ticks asfree and clear "causeif they ain't we should be ableto
dideinthereanyway..."

"Rilot," he acknowledged, began to deactivate the systems, adding the dock-ranging equipment,
and—

"...and anything ese you think we ought to do to be quiet..." she said, over asudden,
head-rattling series of thumps, which would be the rocks, of course.

"Good thing sound doesn't tranamit,” he muttered, and Cantralaughed.

"It'll pass," she said—and that quick it was done, leaving behind nothing but smooth silence and
the sounds of normal ship systems.

"Video!" Cantracalled, but he was ahead of her, clicking on the infrared scanners just ahead of
the video feed, hand poised above the meteor-repellor shielding switch.

The scanners began registering objects far away enough to be minor concerns, nothing close.
Despitethis, or perhaps because of it, Cantra spun the ship quickly onitsaxis, pressing Jdas aching left
leg into the webbing.

He grimaced dightly; he hadn't noticed that complaint come on line, but thereit was: trangition
was garting to affect his aches as much as dirt-side wegather could.

A flitting image came to him—atree, it must have been, as viewed from another, leaning into a



prevaling wind.

That would be about right, hethought, got my roots set and have to weather things as they
come at me.

That thought was swept away with the blink of light on the board—

Anomdy!

Theinfra-red scanners were showing multiple changing hest-sources...

"Morerocks," he commented.

"l got 'em too," came Cantraslaconic reply, "and if we didn't I'd say wewasin trouble. If my
memory'sat al good, rocksisabout al thereisout here, ‘cepting the Uncle and hiskindred.”

* k%

There wastime now for Jelato consider where they were. Cantra had the ship's brain doing a
long-range comparison and analysis of the rock-field, looking for objects that sheld seen once before.
Not that she was persondly trying to identify this or that bit of ssone or metd, but she had the ship trying
to match images the former captain had been wise enough to capture and store in deep archives.

The process was time-consuming, and would have brought Jelato the edge of distraction had he
not had both a practica and an academic interest in what the edge of forever looked like from the
outside.

Where they had come from was not precisdly visible now, with threads of dust and gasin the
galactic disk obscuring where things had been multi-thousands of years ago and the more immediate
pebbles, rocks, and gassed out-chunks of protocomets acting as a dulling screen to both vison and
scanners attempting to use line-of-sight.

But around them, other than the thin scatter of what was—on galactic scale—negligible sandy
|eft-overs, there was nothing. At this distance from the core there were no individual starsto act as
beacons, and dl the other galaxies were too distant to be seen as anything more than point sources, if
they could be seen at dl. The galaxy they orbited faded to a distant nebulous smudge...

Jeaimagined dl too vividly what it would be like to be suited up or in acanopied singleship here
now, and felt the involuntary, perhapsingtinctua shiver. There was no darkness like the dark of
emptiness.

Cantrawas muttering again, which Jelaknew ought to have worried him, but it mirrored what he
would have done had he been sitting in the pilot's spot with old information and amission in peril for it.

He'd taken con for a short while as she grabbed a quick break and some tea, returning as
renewed to hiseyes asif shed had athree day shore leave.

Now shewas back at work, digging among files and archives that only she could access. That
she added a running commentary was her choice, and if it helped the pilot think, why then, he'd seen
pilotswith worse habits.

He glanced at her—not for the first time since trangtion—wishing that held had her match in any
of hisunits. She had an economy of movement, and awit aswell, and for al her complaining there wasn't
abit of it that was an actud whine.

Too, he admitted, there was an underlying energy in her that was quite pleasing. Perhapsit was
the training and background she so vociferoudy denied, perhaps it was the pheromones...

He wiped that thought away, or tried to, for there was no doubt that the night they'd met shed
been on the prowl for more than dinner company. Certainly if things had moved in that direction—and
without the interruptions that had come their way—they might have had agood tumble. For hispart, as
someone willing to appreciate irony, metaphor, strength, energy, and honor... he knew he could have
found some energy to share.

That thiswould not have been against orders he knew, for certainly, the troop understood that
duty required nurture and recrestion. And certainly, one could fed acertain amount of affinity for apilot
of excellent cdiber who was dso good when it came to hand-to-hand, and had a clear eye and quick
understanding with regard to who were enemies.

Hadn't she stood at his back? Guarded the tree? Was she not now engaged in arather fine—not



to mention out of the way—baancing of accountsin delivering Dulsey to asafe zone? Indeed, Cantra
could be counted as comrade in truth...

From somewhere, adistant, whispery scratching sound, barely on the edge of perception. Jea
gtarted, blinking the momentary abstraction away, and sent aquick glanceto thetree...

Animage built ingde his head, of adistant dragon in the sky, drifting avay as the breeze brought
haze....

"Dugt," said Cantralazily, and the image faded. "' Carbon dust, with abit of extra hydrogen. And
that'sagood sign, Filot. Y ou be ready to sing out when you got something to look at. Kind of amazing
that avell likethis can hidethe Uncl€eslittle quarry for solong.”

In the jJump-seat, Dulsey stirred, eyes bright.

Cantralaughed, and even her laugh was |oaded with accent, asif theweight of piloting had worn
through a veneer.

"Sdright girl. Y our numbersworked. Likely, though, if you'd have comein piloting yoursdlf you'd
have had to beg to be picked up, which is how the Uncle prefersthings, | gather. Us now, were going to
be ringing that door chime on our own. Keep watching."

And asif Cantrahad a cloud-piercing telescope to show her the way, the scans began to
register, and video began to show distant objects vaguely outlined againgt the nebul ous presence of the
galaxy.

"Strapstight, now," shesaid, "each and al of us."

* * %

He'd thought once before that Cantra flew like abomber pilot, and now, asthe aches built up in
his knee and his admiration grew, he was sure of it. He made amenta note to check on thetraining given
to aelantaza.

The thing was that—within this strange space—her reactions were absolutely sure, and
absolutely perfect. She threw the craft through crevicesin the dust, around rocks and coils of rocks,
diding thisway and that.... for in this realm beyond the galaxy, action and reaction held sway, with but a
nod and atwitch required to overcome the microgravity of the dust clouds or the trgjectory of
free-moving rock.

On the screen was the destination, arather forbidding tumbling conglomeration of dust-stuck
rock not even big enough to become a globe under its own gravity. The course to the target was
irregular, with projected and suggested approaches appearing on-screen, being selected or desdlected,
or assigned back-up ...

Jelawatched and sat second, hands and eyes mostly in synch with the red action, though from
timeto time Contras choices were idiosyncratic at best. In some ways he was reminded of training
games and mock-cockpits, where one could play a ship with abandon...

Here though, abandon was not what she was displaying. Here, Cantrawas showing honed skill.
If sheflew it likeit was agame, then it was her game, and not his. But then it was her ship, and shethe
onewho had actualy beento thisunlikely bit of here before.

"Pilot," she said suddenly, "what we're going to do isto fly formation with thisthing for a bit.
Therell be another one around for usto look for, not alot likeit..."

And with that, sherolled the ship dightly and dung it around, dowly matching pace with the
object—asteroid, dead comet, dustball....

Oncethey had achieved "formation,” Jela saw it wastoo bright and speckled to be amere
dustbal. In fact, it showed sgns—

"Seethere," Cantrasaid carefully, her eyes on her screens, "we got a dozen flat surfaces or so
here. One of them ought to be mosily red in visible spectrum, assuming we can shine enough of alight on
it. It's been worked a bit, and it'll be obviousif we got the right rock. That's gonna be your job, and I'll
tell you when to go to light. Sametime, you're going to bring them gunsup full, justin case.”

"Filot," hereplied, and found the controlsfor the tracking light. They felt odd to his hands, and he
doubted that he had touched anything like them since hislong-ago days asapilot trainee.

What kind of rock could have been "worked abit" out here? Something else to add to—



The spectrayzer flashed, and the infra-red too. There was an anomaly.

"Light it up!" Cantra snapped, but he'd dready hit the switch, gotten the range—

They werefollowing the rock formation, itsweird dow tumble immensdy weirder under the
ship's spotlight. The rock looked like it had been diced and grooved, asif whole dabs had been taken
away. There was aflash of color—greenish—then gray, more gray, and—

"Red" he said, exultantly.

"Right," Cantraagreed, lazily. "We got theright rock. Now al we gottado issit back and listen
red hard. I'm punching the bands up now. Get meadirectiona onit if you can. "

Therewasasignal... so faint asto barely budge the meter. A chirping sound, inidentical sets of
three, filled the bridge.

The ship's computer struggled with the signal for some moments before Jela sang ouit.

"Got it!" He copied it to the pilot's screen, and heard her laugh, soft.

"Right," shesaid. "I'll just mosey usadong in that direction for abit. When you get achangein
those bird-noises there, Filot, just put the docking lights, and docking shields, and docking radar on." She
sent aquick glance over her shoulder.

"Dulsey, thisisyour last chance to change your mind."

"l wish to bewith the Uncle" the Batcher said firmly.

Cantrasighed, soft, but plain to Jdas ears, and her fingersformed the sign for pilot's choice. He
sgnaed agreement in return.

"To hear isto obey, then,” Cantra said to Dulsey. She cocked at eye at him and grinned.

"We're sitting on Uncle's back porch. Well just knock on the door and seeif anyone'sto home.
Whenever you're ready, Filot.”

Twenty-Four
Rockhavven

"Shut it down," Cantrasaid quietly.

Acknowledgment from the Uncle's pile of rocks had finaly been received after an annoyingly
long—perhaps cdculatedly long—wait. Now they sat amost againgt the rock wall, tied to the haven by
two light ship tethers and their own extendable gangtube to one of four observable access ports.

Jela paused with his hands on the board and considered her profile.

"Filot? No need for al of usto go down. | can stay, if you want it, and keep the homefire
burning.”

She turned her head, giving him asteady, seriouslook, with nothing wild or irritable about it.

"Shut it down, Rilot.”

There wasn't any arguing with that glance of calm reason, and Jelaturned his attention to an
orderly shutdown of his board, the while pondering the fact that it wasimpossible to argue with Cantra
when she was unreasonable, and impossible to argue with her when she wasn't. Convenient. Hed also
come to notice that she wasn't unreasonable nearly as often as shelet it seem that she was.

The system lights went down one by one and in good time the ship was off-line, saving
life-support.

Out of the corner of hiseye, he saw her nod, once, then put her finger on the release and et the
webbing snap noidly back.

"Up, up!" she said, spinning her chair around to grin first a him, then at Dulsey. "Best not to daily
and make our escort irritable.”

He migtrusted the grin, just like he mistrusted the total lock down of the board—in dl his
experience of her Cantrahad never locked the board down tight. That she choseto do so here, at a
docking she plainly distrusted was—notable. Coupled with the mandate that al three of them step off for
adgroll through an asteroid habitat controlled by questionable forces, it became out-and-out worrisome.



On the other hand, there wasn't any arguing with her—she was ship's captain, and the only one
among them who had previous experience of the Uncle.

Carefully, then, he unstrapped and stood, finding Dulsey aready on her feet, face shadowed.

"Second thoughts, Dulsey?" Cantra asked.

Dulsey's chin came up and she met Cantras eyes.

"Not e dl, Rlot."

The grin thistime was more amusement and less artifice, by Jdasreading. Which didn't makeit
any more comforting.

"I'm glad to hear you say that. The Uncle| knew, he placed a certain value on boldness. For
what it'sworth."

Dulsey bowed dightly. "1 am grateful to the pilot for her advice."

Cantrasighed, then abruptly waved along hand toward the door and presumably the hall
beyond.

"Thetwo of you get on down to the hatch. I'll catchyouinsix.”

Jdafdt the hairsat the back of hisneck try to stand up al at once. If thiswasavary now—but
he couldn't for the life of him see how, with the ship shut down into deep adeep, so he grinned, nice and
easy, for the shadow across Dulsey's face, and nodded at the door.

"After you."

"Yes, Rilot," she said, subdued, turned—and turned back.

"Alot Cantra.”

The winged browsllifted over misty green eyes.

"What's on your mind, Dulsey?"

A hesitation, and then another bow, this one very deep, and augmented with the stylized gesture
of theright hand which roughly meant | owe you according to particular civilian Sgning systems.

"The pilot has acquitted hersalf with honor,” Dulsey murmured in the generd direction of the
decking. "l am grateful and | ask that she remember my name, should there come atime when my service
might benefit her.”

Jeahdd himsdf dill, aready hearing Cantras pretty, sarcadtic laughter in hismind's ear—

"Stand tdl, Dulsey." Her voice wasfirm, and if it held any grain of sarcasm, it wastoo finefor
Jelas ear to detect.

The Batcher straightened dowly, and brought her eyes again to the pilot's face. Jela, watching
that sameface, found it ...austere, the green eyes blesk.

"A person is worth as much as the value of their debts,” she quoted softly. ™Y ou've heard that
sad, Dulsey?'

"Yes, Filot. | have heard it said.”

"Then you want to take sometimeto sort over who | am and what I'm about in the general way
of things. Most would hold that an honorable freewoman shouldn't ought to devalue hersalf by standing in
debt to the likes of me."

Dulsey amiled.

"A honorable freewoman must be the judge of her own worth, Rilot. Isthis not so?

Cantras mouth twisted, unwilling, to Jelas eye, toward asmile.

"You'l do, Dulsey. Now the two of you get outta here. I'll meet you at the hatch in six. Ace?!

"Ace, Pilot," Dulsey said serendly, and turned to the door. "Filot Jea?"

"Just asec,” he said, catching aghost-view of dry sand behind his eyes.

He returned to his station, pulled open the hatch and removed a seded water bottle from the
pilot's emergency provision cache. Cracking the sedl, he walked toward the tree, heard amurmuring
ingde hishead, saw aflicker of visuas he couldn't quite sort...

"I know it's not much,” he said, softly, dampening the dirt over the roots. "We're not intending to
belong. Y ou keep agood watch and let me know if anything odd happens while were away."

Bottle empty, he straightened, reaching up to touch a couple of the higher leaves. Tdler than he
was, now. Not that that was such atrick.



There was a sudden quick rattle, along with image of apair of dragons nipping a atreelimb to
grab...

"Far'sfar, | guess" he sad, catching thefruit pod asit snapped itself from the branch and fell.

"| hate to bother you, Pilot," Cantra's voice carried a payload of sarcasm now. "But the sooner
we're gone, the sooner we're back and the less time your friend there needsto pine for your return.”

Another image formed in back of hiseyes, very precisdy: A smal dragon sitting on the grass at
hisfeet, exercising its voice loudly—and even more loudly as asudden fal of leaves came down over its
head.

Jealaughed.

Behind him, he heard Cantrasigh. Loudly.

"Now what? It's telling you jokes?'

Stll grinning, he turned, resealing the bottle absently.

"Filat, thetreeislearning irony from you."

Bland-faced, she considered him, then spun on one hed to addressthe tree in its pot, and
executed as high-flying abow as held ever seen, complete with a showy swoop of the left arm.

"Itismy pleasureto be of service," she said, then straightened in asnap. " Both of you mobile
units—outta here. Now!"

"Filot Jda?' That was Dulsey, sounding nervous, and right she probably was.

"I'm behind you," he said, though held have given his accumulated leave, assuming he had any, to
see how Pilot Cantra was going to gimmick the board. The treg's gift he happily consumed before they
reached the dock.

The dock was just like she remembered—rock, rock and more rock—the floor unevenly
illuminated by the white glow from severd cloudy columns of candesa, the ceiling lost in darkness, from
which the light, so-called, woke an occasiona spark—Ilike astar glimpsed through drifting debris.

At the base of the ramp stood afigurein light-colored 'skins, blond hair cut close to his head.
The utility belt around his substantial waist supported a holstered needle gun.

Behind her, she dmost heard Jelas watchfulness click up anotch, like maybe aman didn't have
theright to wear agun on hisown dock. Feet till on the gangtube's ramp—technicaly ill on her own
ship and not yet on the Uncl€'s terms—she raised her hands to shoulder level, fingers spread. The status
lights on the cuff of her 'skins thereby brought into view glowed green-green-green. So far, so good.

The guard sniffed, but didn't ask her to turn out her pockets, which was just aswell.

"Names?" he snapped.

"CantrayosPheium," she answered, giving him mild on the theory that it would probably annoy
him. "Filot-owner of Spiral Dance, just likel told Admin.”

"Youdidnttel Adminwho dse"

"That'sright," she agreed, taking no visible offense. "Reason being they're here under my
protection. We have business with the Uncle. I'd appreciate a pass-through.”

The guard sneered. He had a good face for it, Cantrathought, critically.

"What makesyou think he's here?"

"Only place | knew to look,” shedlowed. "Fact is, | didn't expect to find anybody here,
excepting maybe aguard or two. So, if the Uncle ain't here, I'd appreciate a message sent, telling him
CantrayosPhelium has something that belongs to him and where does hewant it delivered?!

"What do you have?' The boy was going to go far with that kind of attitude.

Cantrasighed.

"Y ou the Uncle nowadays?'

Hisfacetightened. "No."

"Thenit an't your business," she said, al sweet and reasonable. " Send the message or pass us
through—that's your piece of the action. Not so hard, isit?"

Anocther glare, which Cantra bore with dightly pained patience, then asharp jerk of his head.

"Thisway." Heturned and strode off across the dock without waiting to seeif, or how, they



followed, which just about shouted out the information that there were other watchers—armed watchers,
make no doubt—in the shifty shadows.

Behind her, shefelt Jdago up another notch on the wary meter, nor she didn't blame him.
Glancing over her shoulder, she wasn't particularly surprised to find Dulsey directly behind her, with Jdas
reassuring bulk bringing up therear.

Protect the civilian, she thought, and ddiberately didn't think what that made her, taking point
likeadamn' fool.

Their guide was apparently leading them toward ablank stonewall. Just before his nose hit rock,
thewall split, the haves diding apart. He strode briskly through, Cantra a couple steps behind.

She passed over the threshold, felt ashift in the air currents, and looked back. The doors were
reversing themselvestoo quickly, diding smoothly to shut just behind Dulsey—Jela, at the rear, brought
an arm up and pushed.

Theright door pand fdtered in its smooth dide toward the center. Jela moved forward, not
hurrying, and under no apparent strain. When he was through, he dropped his arm and the door
proceeded down its track.

The sdewalswere closer now—ahdlway, aslong asyou didn't mind the celling till out of
reach of the light—standard glow-strips, and none too many of them.

Cantraglanced down at the status lights on her cuff. Dark, they were, which she'd expected, but
still wasn't pleased to see. W, it'd been along shot. Usud rules applied.

They passed through two more rock doors, crossed a couple of corridors and finally took aright
turn onto another. Abruptly, there was rug over the rock, the glow-strips became whole panels and the
caling, reveded a last, was afaceted vein of rose colored quartz. There were green plants there, too,
like she remembered—maybe the same onesfor al she knew—flanking a portal ahead.

That next door didn't open at their guide's approach. He put his hand on the plate in the center,
breathed aword Cantrathought might have been his name.

The door did aside, and the guard stepped back, waving at her with an impatient hand. "The
Undewill sseyou.”

* * %

The room—it was the same room, with its shelves of neetly rolled books, the tables groaning
under their burdens of tech, art, logic tiles, and best-to-not-knows. Brocades were hung to hide the
rocky walls, and the footing was treacherous with layers of carpet and pots and-what-not holding plants.

There were more plants than there'd been, the last time she was here—some held in wall sconces
where they might benefit from being closer to the ceiling lights, others were shown off in tiered stands.
Might be shewas more dert thistime, but it seemed there were far more flowers than she remembered.
Certainly the room smelled as much of flowers as of rock and people.

A man sat a one of the tables, heedless of the languorous blue blossom hanging a couple hand
spans over his head while he carefully fit tilesinto alogic-rack. He glanced up asthey entered, smiled and
roseto hisfest.

Sweeping 'round the table, he came forward to meet them—a young man, tall and lean, hislong
dark hair swept into aknot at the back of his head and fixed with two porcelain sticks. He was dressed
in acrimson robe heavy with embroidery, with here and there awink of gold—smartstrands.

"My dear Rilot Cantral”

His voice was degp and musical, the hands stretched out in greeting a-glitter with ringsinset with
strange stones. His eyeswere acool and calculating gray; hisface beyond al reason familiar. "How
delightful to seeyou again!"

Y ou heard rumors, when you ran on the edge. Rumors of devices and techs that made possible
what maybe shouldn't be within grasp. Y ou heard rumors—but hearing and seeing were two different
things

Cantrafelt her somach clench, and her throat tighten. Reflexively, she bowed, low and dow—no
more nor less than what asmple pilot owed aman of power and learning—and by thetime she
straightened her ssomach and her face were under control.



"Uncle" she said, kegping her voice nothing but respectful. Y ou'relooking well." Hefolded his
hands before him and inclined his deek head.

"| thank you. | fed well. Certainly more well than when last we spoke.”

She drew adeep breath. It would gain nothing to tell the man before her that they had never met.
The smartstrands—she figured it was the strands; hoped it was the 'strands and not some other, more
terrible technology—made it seem to him that he was the very Uncle she had known, with that Uncle's
memories and manner of speaking. Even the same voice, made young and vibrant.

She drew another breath, careful and close. Best to get her errands over with, get back to
Dancer, and get out.

"I believe you told Karmin that you have something which belongsto me?' The Uncle said
ddlicately.

Right. Errand number one.

Forcing hersdf to move smoothly, she turned and motioned Dulsey to step up. "Belongs here,
she says, and | don't say she'swrong.”

The Batcher threw her one half-panicked gray glance before obediently going forward to make
her bow, so deep it looked like she was trying to sink into the rock floor benegath the patterned rug.
Behind her stood Jela, legs braced, hands at his sides, face specifically noncommittal. Errand number
two.

Dulsey straightened, cleared her throat. Said nothing.

The Uncle amiled, wide and delighted. Reaching out, he captured her handsin his, therings
winking baefully inthe paelight.

"Welcome, child," he said gently, looking down into her eyes. "What isyour name?"

She swallowed, and seemed to wilt just alittle, her fingers clenching the Uncl€s hands like her
last hope of aid.

"Dulsgy, gr," shewhigpered. "Dulsey..." and here Cantrathought she might be adding her Batch
number... but if shewas, she swallowed it, and stood up straight and bold.

"Dulsey," he murmured caressingly. "Y ou are home now. All your cares are behind you."

"Thank you, Sr."

"Whet isyour specidty, child?'

Shetook adeep breath and it seemed to Cantrathat she stood amite straighter still. "I'm an
engineer,” she said, and there was no mistaking the pride in her voice.

"An engineer," the Uncle repeated, and smiled wider. "We are most happy to welcomeyou.” He
squeezed her fingers and let her go, folding his hands againgt hisrobe.

"Wewill send you to theinfirmary, first, so that the tattoos may be removed. Trust me, you will
fed immensdy better when that isdone. Then—"

"Pardon me, sir," Dulsey interrupted, fingers suddenly busy at the fastening of her deeve. "But the
tattoos were erased on ship."

The Unclelifted an elegant dark brow and |ooked to Cantra.

"Werethey, now?'

Cantra shifted her shoulders—not yes and not no, ambiguity being the best defense against the
Uncle. According to Garen.

"I can't see'em,” she said. "'Course, | ain't got a deep reader.”

"Of course not." The Uncle swayed adight bow. "But | do.”

"Thought you might," Cantraalowed. She had afeding she might want to glance over a Jda,
standing quiet and ignored just ingde the door. She fought the urge, figuring it was none too soon to
bresk hersdlf of the habit.

Dulsey had her deeve shoved up past the elbow now, showing apale, unscarred arm. The Uncle
considered the offered appendage for a moment before he stepped to atable laden with weird tech,
gesturing her to follow him.

"Step over here, if youwill, child. It will be the work of amoment to discover if you arein truth
free of the marks of your davery." He picked along tube up from the genera clutter, and thumbed it on.



It began to glow with avivid orange light.

"Extend your arm, if you please," he said to Dulsey. "Y ou may fed some warmth, but the process
should not hurt. If you experience any pain, tell meimmediately. Do you understand, Dulsey?!

"Yes, dr," she sad, eyeing the tube with more interest, Cantrathought, than dismay. "Very good.
Now hold out your arm. Yes..." Ddlicately, he ran the reader down Dulsey'sarm.

From the corner of her eye, Cantrasaw Jela shift—and fal again into tillness.

"Ah," the Uncle breathed. He lifted the reader away, thumbed it off and put it back in its place
among the clutter.

Helooked at Cantra over Dulsey's head.

"You will pleased, | know, Filot, to learn that the tattoo isindeed gone. Completdly.”

"Good news," shesaid.

"Indeed.” He moved his eyes, and added a caressing smile for Dulsey.

"Since you have already been relieved of your burden, you may proceed to the second phase,
child." Heturned toward the door and raised hisvoice dightly.

"Fenek?'

The door opened to admit adainty dark haired woman with eyesthe color of the flower hanging
over the Unclesworktable.

g7

The Uncle placed akindly hand on Dulsey's shoulder.

"Thisisour sster, Engineer Dulsey, Fenek. She requires clothes, ameal, ahammock and an
appointment with the teams coordinator. Please assst her in obtaining these things.”

Fenek didn't exactly sdute, but she gave the impression of having doneso. "Yesgr!"

She positively beamed at Dulsey and held out aender hand.

"Come, sger.”

The Uncle gave her agentle push. "There are no bounty hunters here, Dulsey.” She turned her
head to stare at him.

"Y ou knew?'

He amiled indulgently. "Certainly, | knew. We pride ourselvesin getting dl the latest news and
rumors, child! Youll see”

He waved then, and atrick of the smartstrands—or of some less-savory technology—cast apae
sparkling gleam toward the side of the room. "Now, go through the house door there with your sister
Fenek and tend to your needs.”

"Yes" Dulsey said, and stepped forward.

Fenek dropped back, holding the door open with one dim arm. On the threshold, Dulsey turned,
and held out her hand.

"Rlot dHa"

Heblinked, asif suddenly caled to aredization that he wasn't the pile of rock he/d been imitating
sowell, and put his hand out to meet hers.

"Dulsey." He amiled hiseasy smile, squeezed her fingerslightly and let her go. "Remember an old
soldier now and then, en?’

"Yes," shewhispered, and turned.

Cantraraised ahand and smiled, hoping to forestall another episode like the one on the ship. Not
gmart to let the Uncle think there was divided loydtiesin hishouse.

"You teke care, Dulsey,” she said, ddliberately casudl.

A pause, then abrief nod—Good girl, Cantrathought. Bright as they come.

"Yes. And you teke care, Pilot," shereplied, and turned, walking between apair of tal purple
plantswith delicate pink fronds, and through the door, Fenek following.

Twenty-Five



Rockhaven

The door closed, and the Uncle turned, the smile dowly leaving hisface, which wasfinewith
Cantra. She could have done without the intent, were-all-believers-here stare, which had been afesture
of the former Uncle, too, and even more unsettling on the face of ayoung man.

But now hiseyeslit on the plants Dulsey had just passed and he went to one of them, only half
looking a her as he groomed it, letting the pink fronds flow over his hand as he madetiny noisesand
dropped bits of browning lesf to the carpet.

"I wonder, dear Pilot Cantra," he asked over his shoulder, "do you beievein fate?"

"Fate?' Now what ? she wondered—then figured sheld find out soon enough. "I don't believe
there's some megascript that makesusdl act in certain ways," she said carefully, not wanting to move
into the scans of those thingsit was better not to think on too close—or at dl.

"Al," the Uncle breathed. "WEel, you are young and doubtless have been busy about your own
affairs" Hefinished with the plant and turned to face her full again, left hand flat againgt hisbreest.

"1, however, am old, and | have seen sufficient of the universe to consider the existence of that
script, asyou have it—probable. For instance—"

Hisleft hand was suddenly outstretched, fingers pointing a a place approximately hafway
between her and the sllent Jela, rings a-glitter.

"You, dear Pilot Cantra. | had never expected to see you again. Y ou must tell me, how hasthe
receptor flush served you?"

"Noill effects” shesad.

"Good, good. | am ddlighted that our little technique provided long-term satisfaction. We had
been using it for sometimein aid of thosein our community with need, with no il effect. However, we
had never had the opportunity to test it on anatura human. Thelab will be pleased. But, as| was
saying—I had no expectation to ever see you again, my dear, and yet here you are come to me by your
ownwill, in company..."

The Uncle smiled gently, not at her. Sherisked aglance out of the side of her eye. Jdawasn't
amiling back.

"Companied..." the Unclefair crooned, "by a True Soldier. Nothing could be morefortuitous!™

Wi, that sounded ominous enough for six. And Jelawas decidedly disamused. Funny ‘bout that,
Cantrathought abruptly. Along the course of their time together, sheld certainly seen Jelauseforce, and
he wasn't shy about making those he deemed would be improved by the condition dead. But he was
rarely out of temper. This cold stare into the teeth of the Uncle's smile was—worrisome.

Like she needed something ese to worry about.

"Well," she said brightly, drawing the Uncl€'s eyes back in her direction. "I'm glad you're pleased,
Uncle. | wouldn't say us being here proves fate so much as wrongheaded wilfulness on the part of certain
pilots. It does put me in mind of athing, though." She touched the seal on her leg pocket and drew out
the gel-pack.

"Saw something afew stops back that | thought might interest you.”

Thelight eyes considered her.

"Y ou've brought me agift?’

Cantragmiled. "That'sright. | wasraised up to be civilized."

The Unclelaughed. "Y ou wereraised up, asyou careto styleit,” he said, swestly, "to bea
dissembler, athief, and when need be, amurderer.”

No argument there. Cantralet her smilewiden abit. "Where | come from, that's what passes for
cvilized."

He dlowed her to approach and took the packet from her hand.

"Indeed.” Heran hisfinger under the sedl, and the pack unfolded, reveding the three little ceramic
toys.

Behind her, she heard Jdatake along, careful breath.

The Uncle stood asif transfixed, long enough for Cantrato begin to think that shed made abad



mis—

"Why, Pilot Cantra," the Uncle purred. "Y ou have managed to surprise me." He looked up.
"Where did you get these?'

"A couple stops back," she repeated, agreeably. "Teaching devices, iswhat the trader told me."

"Did she, indeed?' The Uncle used thetips of hisfingersto turn the ceramicsover. "And did you
test them, to be certain that they were what was advertised?’

No reason not to tell the truth. "1 tested the ship,” she admitted. "It prompted me for abasic
piloting equation. Emitted praise and warm fuzzieswhen | gaveit.”

"Ah. And the others?'

"I didn't test the others," Cantra assured him. Sheld meant to, but in retrospect the interaction
with the toy ship had been more disturbing than plessant. A good dedl like the Uncle himsdlf.

He gave her along, penetrating look, which she bore with open-faced calm.

"The directors breed marvels, indeed they do," he said softly. "And you the last of your line,
more'sthe pity." He lifted the gel-pack on his palm, and |ooked past her, to Jela. ™Y ou have seen objects
likethisbefore, | think, Sr?!

"l have," Jdasaid, and it was the same hard, perilous voice held used when sheld showed him
thefirgt aid kit. "They're not toys. They're sheriekas-made and they're dangerous.”

"Not necessarily," the Uncle crooned. "It istrue that they mine information from the unwary and
send back to the Enemy when and as they might. However, we find that minds trained to a specific
agendamay not only gain more information from the devices, but can feed them—l et uscal it mideading
—information to pass on. To the confoundment of the Enemy." He smiled gently. "Which | am certain
that one such as yoursdlf would alow to be worthy work."

"The sheriekas are outside of our knowledge," Jeareplied forcefully. "We barely understood
what they were when they retrested at the end of thelast war. Now..." He moved hisbig shoulders. "The
best thing to do with those devicesis destroy them." He sent a quick black glance to Cantra. "And send
the name of the trader who sdlsthem to the military."

TheUncle t'sked, turned and put the gel-pack down on the cluttered table.

"I would have thought the military would take abolder stance," he said, meditetively. "It iswell
that we have taken thiswork to ourselves, | see.”

"I'd think the work best |eft done," Jela said forcefully. "Unless you have areason for wanting a
world-eater's attention.”

"Onemight,” the Uncle said with asmile. "One might. Think of what might be learned about the
nature of the Enemy, should one of their mightiest engines be captured!”

Heraised ahand suddenly. "But stay, | don't wish to raise such controversial topics so soonin
our partnership.”

Cantrafet aflutter dong her nerves, and deliberately reposed herself to stillness.

"Partnership?’ asked Jda

"Surely." The Uncle smiled, cold enough to raise a shiver, though the room was a thought
over-warm for Cantrastagte. "1 am offering you aplace, M. Jea. Here, your talents will be appreciated
and well-rewarded.”

W, thought Cantra, specifically not looking at Jea. This might work out all by its lonesome...

"No," Jdasad, shortly.

Or maybe not. She cleared her throat, the Uncle's gaze moved to her face.

"Truthis, Uncle," she began, and looked casually at Jelawhere he stood, solid and reassuring
and—

Loseit, shesnarled at herself. He ain't your partner—never was—and while he sat your
co-pilot, that ends now, and good riddance.

Jelashifted at his pogt, hisface tightening, eyes widening and focusing somewhere beyond the
Unclésroom.

"Tel your operative to stand away from thetree," he said sharply.

The Uncletipped his head. "Y our pardon, M. Jela? Do you address me?”



"| do. Call off your operative. Now."

"What operdtive?'

Jeladidn't bother answering that, only said again, in avoice nowhere near patient—

"Tell your operative not to touch the board and not to approach the tree. There's nothing hidden
inthetree, and if she doesn't stand back, | can't tell what it might do to protect itsdlf.

Intruder on the ship. Cantragritted her teeth, glanced down at the tell-tales—<till jammed, blast
it to the Degps. Dancer was on her own, and if the fool did touch that board...

"Y our operdtiveisregarded as athreat, Uncle. Y our operativeisin danger."

"Come now, you can hardly be in touch with your ship, which lies quietly a dock. For our own
security we smother dl ship communications...”

"I'm not in communication with our ship,” Jdasad then. "All my comm systems are dead in here,
and I'm betting the pilot's are the same, or she'd have triggered something unpleasant already, being a
lady who isn't fond of strangers on her ship. However, | am in communication with the third crew
member, who stands within striking distance of your operative, and who is prepared to act.”

An darm blared, and the Uncle's robe briefly blazed golden as the smart-strands took receipt of
info.

"What'sthat?' Jelaasked, perfectly cam.

The Uncle took a hard breath, and smoothed his hands down the front of hisrobe, eyes closed.

"Hydroponicsdert,” he murmured, eydidsfluttering. "An anomaly in the release gasses. These
things happen, which iswhy we have derts.”

"Ah" sad Hawithagrim smile

Cantra concentrated on keeping her breathing even, though her lungs wanted to gasp at the
notion that the tree—Jelas damn'’ treg, that he ingsted told him jokes and that he talked to like an old
friend or comrade-in-arms...

Well, why not? she asked herself, and took another deep breath, specifically not thinking about
what was going to happen if the Uncl€'s snoop tried to gimmick the board—

Jela casudly tapped hiswrist chronometer.

"Y ou're the one who has to pass the word. Or take your chance of surviving whatever comes
next. It'sdl thesameto me."

It wasn't quite all the sameto Cantra, but there wasn't anything she could do except wait, and
swear, and hope—

The plant beside the Uncle shivered, and the pink fronds began to curl, asif closing for the night,
or ...

For amoment the Batch leader was clearly nonplused; he went so far asto peek at something
half hiddenin hisdeave.

He glanced then at Jela, who was studying the plant with asort of detached interest asthe fronds
coiled toward the core.

The Uncleraised hishands, rings glinting, and spokeinto the air.

"Chebei, please do not touch either the piloting board or the tree. Return to your station and
inform Arin that we are found to be poor hosts."

There was quiet then. Cantra breathed concentrated on breathing calm and easy, the while
keeping one eye on Jda—who was still watching something beyond the Uncle's sudy—and the other on
the Uncle, who appeared to bein like state.

"Thank you," he said abruptly to the air, and sent asharp glance toward Jela. "Chebei has
cleared the ship, touching nothing save those things she had aready touched. Do you confirm, M. Jda?'

No answer for a heartbedt... two...

The wayaway look faded, the broad chest expanded, and the shouldersrolled.

"Confirmed,” he said, and sent Cantra one of his more unreadable |ooks.

"If you would please to pass my compliments on to your crew member?”

Jalds expression was unreadable, but his eyeswent distant. A fleeting grin passed over his
features, and then isface waslike stone again.



"Understood, Uncle," he said then, looking not at the Batcher but at Cantra.

"Bugness concluded, Pilot?"

No and yes, Cantra thought. Though she wasn't such afool asto refuse Jela's back-up on aport
that had gone from risky to downright dangerous.

"We did what we cameto do,” she said, giving him asmile. "If you got nothing moreto say, then
well just ask the Uncle for aguarantee of safe passage and be on our way."

The Uncle pressed a beringed hand over his heart, his face showing an expression of pained
gentility which was notable for its Sncerity.

"Guarantee of safe passage? Dear Pilot Cantra, surely you don't believe anyone here would seek
to harm you?"'

She amiled, seeing his sincere and raising it to wounded innocence.

"Y ou did send a snoop onto my ship,” she said, asmildly as possible.

The Uncle looked pained. "A mereinspector, child. We only wished to assure ourselves that
nothing overtly dangerous had been—inadvertently, of coursel—brought to dock at our poor habitat.
And we seeyou are as careful as ourselves, and could not be more pleased. We count your visit among
our mogt pleasant in decades!”

Right.

Cantra gave him another smile, and nodded to Jela.

"Let'sgo.”

He swung forward a step, clearing her way to the door, and coincidentaly putting himself
between the Uncle and that same door. Much good it would do, with all the smartstrands the man was
wearing. On the other hand, she didn't think it likely that the Uncle would try to detain them. His habitat
was fragile and he couldn't know what they were carrying by way of plain and fancy explosives, for
instance. Nor what that vegetable on the bridge might take into its ... branches ... to do if Jelacameto
harm.

That being the case, there wasn't any need to be rude in their leave-taking. She mustered up a
bow, just as respectful as she could manage.

"Uncle, good fortune to you."

He smiled and inclined his head.

"Pilot Cantra, you must come and see me again. In the meanwhile, fair fortune to you." He tipped
his head.

"M. Jela, may | not convince you to enter my employ?"

"No," Jdasaid shortly, and the Uncle smiled, soft and regretful.

"How," he said gently, "if you were to know that even now it iswhispered that soldiers are being
bidden to forsake the emptiness of thisarm for the comfort of the center?Y ou, however, can sill indulge
your soldier's soul. Y ou can be here, at the edge of decisive action, where matters of importanceto dl
humankind will be determined. Y ou may be ahero to Dulsey and dl her..."

Jelashook his head, cutting off the Unclein away that likely wasn't too polite.

"Thiswas awaystop for us," he said; "abdancing of accounts with someone who risked her life
for us. I've been ahero, and found it far more trouble than you might think. I'll continue traveling with
Filot Cantra, and well dl part safely.”

The Uncle seemed to take it well, dl things considered, and if he thought the warning a bit
plain-faced, he hid it well.

"Then | will bid you, too, farewell and fair fortune." He dropped back a step.

On Cantras right hand, the door dlid open.

Twenty-Six

Rockhaven



There was no Karmin waiting to guide them to the dock, which absence set Cantras
trouble-meter to twittering.

Jeladune up on her right side, angling his shoulders a an awkward angle, though it wasn't so
cramped asthat, hisfingers dancing at belt level: Say close, stay alert, he sgned, and passed on, taking
point.

S0, she wasn't the only one who was worried.

Dutifully, shefdl in behind, which gave her afine view of attentive shoulders.

The Uncle hadn't exactly promised that safe passage Jelad given as his expectation, nor it wasn't
like him to be disinterested in atelepathic talking tree, much lesswhatever other goodies Chebel had
happened to take note of during her tour. Thefact that the board was rigged for oblivion, she didn't figure
would give him more than pause. And truth told, there were likely enough pilots 'mong free and equal
Batcher-kind that the rig wasn't so certain athing, giving them time to study on the problem.

The more she considered it, the more nervous she got and by the time they made it back to the
hall where the doors had tried to cut Jdaoff from the rest of them, her palm was outright itching for the
fed of agun.

Shefought theinclination, for the reason that she didn't know what the station might employ by
way of safeguards, and that getting fried by awatch-bot for pulling a hideaway wasn't likely to improve
her mood any.

Ahead, the big doors were diding back, and she let hersalf bresthe aquiet sigh of relief. Another
few minutes and they'd be aboard Dancer, and fortified, if not precisely safe. Jelawas through the door,
and shewas right behind him

A shadow moved in the near dimness. Cantra paused between one step and the next, but the
movement—if it had been amovement—didn't repest.

Jumpy, she scolded herself and moved on

Toward adoor that was very nearly closed, with Jelaon the far sde. She threw hersdlf into a
run—and there was noise from the shadows now, the sounds of boots moving fast.

Swearing, she jumped, got a shoulder through the narrowing crack, felt the pressure of the doors
grinding againgt her chest and her back...

She squeezed through somehow, popping out into the docking areawith aydl. "Ambush!™

Wegpon in hand, Jea spun, taking his attention off the number of armed people between him
and Dancer's ramp.

Behind her, she heard the door work.

"I'll hold 'em!" sheydled a Jela, snatching one of her hideaways out of its pocket and thumbing
the charge. "Get to the ship!™

The last thing she saw before her own problems overtook her was Jela charging the haf-formed
line of attackers.

Something hissed past Cantras ear and she spun, gun risng—and sent adart into the attacker's
shoulder. Bad shooting: Sheld been aming for the throat.

Hisfelowsraced past him and Cantrafired again, missing al available targets, as near as she
could tdll.

Another dart went by her ear, but the two leaders were on her now, and the gun was useless.

Shefdl back, dipping the dim glass blade from its specid pocket and dropped into acrouch.

Thefirst was over-confident—akick and athrust took care of her. The second wastimid—a
kick sufficed there, justintimefor the arriva of therest of the six, and it was abrawl then, with knives
and knucklebones, and a nasty something that filled the air with crackling waves of force.

The owner of that particular toy tended to stay well back, not wanting to catch her matesin the
fidd. Cantrahad asinged deeve out of her near encounter with an energy-wave, and didn't want to risk
another.

The others were keeping her busy, and it was starting to look bad—then she saw an opening,
did in with the knife, and came out dashing, which took both out of the dance with one move, snapped
off ashot in the direction of the energy-bearer, and spun.



Between her and her ship were four prone bodies. Further on, there was Jea, visible through the
trangparent walls of the gangtube, wasting no time.

Behind her, she heard a shout, and |ooked over her shoulder to see the door standing open and a
dozen more combatants racing into the docking area.

She got her legs moving and bolted for the—

A wall of fire dammed into and through her.

She screamed, scarcely hearing her own voice through the crackle of energy, and dropped to the
gonefloor, rolling. Her 'skins—her 'skinswere on fire, which wasn't possble, and she was gagging on
acrid smoke, rolling—and then not, as she was hauled to her feet by onearm.

Karmin grinned, hisgrip on her arm lost in the other, larger pain, and hefted hisknife, the point
darting toward her face.

She jerked back, stronger than he'd been expecting. She broke his hold, the knife notched her
ear, and shefd| heavily to the floor. She was baking, suffocating; she could fed her dermis crisping in the
heat of her 'skins destruction.

Jelawould have made the ship by now... she thought with absolute clarity.

There was agurgling sound, quite near a hand, followed by yells, shouts, curses, and apeculiar
whistling. Cantra was kicked—and kicked again where she lay.

The heat from her 'skins seemed somewhat less—or her nerve endings were overloaded; she
opened her eyes—and took in the sight of Pilot Jela, three down and bleeding, and himsalf wielding
something that to her dazed sight seemed to be along ceramic whip.

As shewatched, Karrnin legpt back from the hiss of the whip, then feinted in, knife flashing

The whip snapped; the knife and afinger fell away.

Karmin shrieked and whirled aside, the remainder of those ill sanding following. Jealet them
go, and dropped to one knee beside her.

"Canyouwak?" he asked.

"...not sure..." she managed in avoice ravaged by smoke.

"Right." he said. "I'm going to carry you. It's probably going to hurt.”

It did.

She passed out.

Twenty-Seven

Rockhaven
Departure

Cantrahad lost consciousness, and that was good, since the best he could do for her wasa
rough-and-ready shoulder-carry.

The Batcher recon squad was off the field, which was good asfar asit went, and he was willing
to bet it went lessfar than held like.

They werein; the hatch was down and sealed against trouble—and that was very good, though
animmediate lift wasin order.

Which was a problem, given the pilot's state and the fact that the board had been closed—and
likely gimmicked and he had no ideawhat she'd done.

Wéll, hed figureit out or hewouldn't. First order of businesswas his pilot's hedth. He didn't
want to think too closely about the damage she'd likely taken. The energy generated from the shorted
circuitry and support systemswould, he hoped, have mostly discharged outward, and the fact that she
was gtill breathing was an indicator that her injuries weren't too serious. He hoped.

The hatch to the piloting tower stood open, the tower itself on dims. The board was showing a
sprinkling of orange stand-bys. Thetree sat snug inits corner, leaves till.

Jelareceived an impression of wariness as he swept past on hisway to the cubby and the



sheriekas regeneration unit.

His boot broke the beam, the door did back, releasing an eddy of cooler air. Cantraover his
shoulder, he sank to one knee by the side of the chill black box, and triggered the release.

The hatch rose sllently to reved the unsettling green-lit interior. Jelagot Cantra down on the pallet
as gently as he could, straightened her, and got to hisfeet as the hatch began to descend

Stopped. And reversed itself. Theinterior green light shifted to an even more unsavory violet, and
it didn't take a Generdist to parse the fact that the unit found the offering not up to spec.

Horrified, he bent forward, fingers on her throat. If sheld died...

The pulse under hisfingers was duggish, her breathing shalow and rapy—»but shewas dive.

"Object to pilot 'skins, do you?" he muttered, but it made sense. The blasted remains of the
internal systems might still interfere with whatever process the regenerator used to effect its healings.

There wasn't much room to work, and he had abad moment when it looked like the magseals
had fused, but he managed to get the 'skins off her. She moaned once or twice during the process, but
mercifully didn't float back to the here-and-now.

He worked fast—if she went into shock, held lose her quick—and tried not to think about the
damage he was doing. Not al the energy had dissipated outward. Not nearly all. Tearsrose, and he
blinked them back.

"Youve seenworse," hetold himsdlf, shakily, and kept working.

Behind hiseyes—an image: A halfling dragon siretched along abed of dry leaves, itslong neck a
too sharp an angle, one wing twisted and vane-broken, the wide eyes dull. "No," he said, out loud, and
the image faded.

It was done. He threw the blasted 'skins to the deck and knelt there, unable to look away from
the ruin of hispilot until the hatch came down and locked her away from him.

Anather image formed behind his eyes—thunder heads boiling over the distant shoulders of
mountains, lightning dancing between the clouds.

"Onmy way," hewhispered, and got hisfeet under him.

He approached the orange-lit board, and frowned. It had been locked al the way down to deep
deep, on the pilot's own orders, thelast time hed seenit.

There were anumber of waysto gimmick apiloting board, some more fatal than others. He
wished he had a precise reading on how much Cantra had distrusted the Uncle. He sat himsalf downin
the pilot's chair, engaged the webbing and studied the situation.

The gtatus lights showing stand-by were main engine, weapons, and navigation brain.

The combination tickled a pattern at the back of hisuntidy mind. He closed hiseyesand tried to
visudize ablank screen, but instead of a clarification of the thought, he got thunder heads again,
augmented thistime with an evil, edgy wind that snapped mature brancheslike twigs—

"Not helpful,” he muttered. "If | don't get thisright, my guessisthat neither of uswill seea
thunderstorm again.”

The wind died; the storm clouds dissipated. The interna screen went blank—no. Another image
was forming—lightning again, one single orange bolt, blazing into and merging with a second; the doubled
force gtriking down into water.

"Not—" he began—and the image repeated, with an edge of impatience to it: One bolt, two,
one, gtrike.

Jeablinked.

"Shewouldn't have..."

But she might have. A pilot'sfirst care was her ship, after dl. And to what length might apilot
who dared not let her ship fall into the hands of someone who was alittle too fond of sheriekas-made
goods go?

Hisfingers, gpparently placing morefaith in tree-born intuition than his thinking mind, were
aready moving across the board, taking them off-line in ddiberate order: nav-brain first; then the main
engine lagly, the guns.

Satisfyingly, the stand-bys went dark. Jela sighed—and jumped as the board came abruptly live.



Theinternd lights came up; blowers started; and behind him the door to the tower did shut.

Screens came on-line, showing him cannon in the docking area; and the comm opened, admitting
aman's bresthless voice,

"Surrender yourself and the ship, and you will be well-treated. Attempt to lift and this habitat will
defend itsdlf."

If apair of quad cannons was the best they could field, leaving wasn't going to be a problem.

He reached to the weapons board, pulled up the ranging screen, acquired the target—and
stopped, finger on the firing stud.

"Dulsey," hesaid, and saw aflicker of green at the back of his eyes. Hole the habitat, which
Dancer's gunswere fully cgpable of doing, and there was a chance Dulsey wouldn't live through the
experience.

He thought of Cantra, dependent for her life on alien technology that was itself dependent on the
well-being of theshipiit traveled in.

"Surrender yourself!" The demand came again; awoman's voice thistime, sounding more angry
than scared.

"Wdll," Jasadtothetree. "l think we can take what they've got to dish out.”

Quickly, he put the weaponsto rest, and dapped the shields up. Hethought of the
defenses hisformer ships had carried, and was briefly sorry. He thought of Cantra again—and engaged
the engines.

Dancer leapt away from the dock. In the screens, the cannon flared, the shot so hopelesdy bad
that he reflectively checked the scans—and thereby discovered bad news.

The route outspace—and there was only one reasonable route outspace, as there had only been
one reasonable route in—was crossed and re-crossed with what appeared to be ribbons of colored light.

Particle beams.

"Thismight be rough,” Jelatold the tree, as he brought the shields up high. "Weve got afied of
charged beamsto get to the other sde of "

A legitimate merchanter would have foundered, its shielding shredded by the beams before it had
passed the hafway point.

Dancer, with her up-grade shields and her quick response to con, had a better chance of
surviving than that legitimate merchanter, not quite as good achance asared military craft.

He brought the guns up, knowing he might be needing them as soon as he was clear of the
defenses... and now they were ready.

Thefield wasn't extensive; just enough to be nerve-wracking, and they lost alayer of shielding
before they got through it, but through they came, guns at ready, and the pilot in the mood for a scrap.

He was unfortunately disappointed; there was no sheriekas-built battle cruiser—or even an
armed corsair—awaiting them at the maze's end. Only the dust and the emptiness of the Deeps.

"Now what?"' he asked the tree, but no answering flash of images appeared behind his eyes.

Scans reported no beacons; even the chirping that had guided them in was slent. And hewas no
CantrayosPhelium, able to pilot blind and—

"Fool!" he snapped at himsdif, hisfingers dready caling up the nav-brain, hoping that for oncein
her life she'd followed a standard protocol and recorded the—

She had. Jeasat back in hischair with an absurd feding of relief.

"All we haveto do," hetold thetree, like it was going to be easy, "isfollow our own path back

He had never done such abit of piloting himsdf, but he had talked to pilots who had. And what
else did aGeneralist need besides knowing that something could be done, and abit of luck?

Twenty-Eight

Spiral Dance



TheLittle Empty

He watered the tree, ate ahigh-ca bar and drank a carafe of hot, sweet tea.

He dept, webbed into the co-pilot's chair, one ear cocked and one eye half-open.

He cleaned house, thinking unkind thoughts about the Uncle the while, and retrieved his belt and
the captured disruptor from the lock, throwing the hand into the recycler, and swabbing the deck clean of
blood.

He consulted the charts, and he consulted the tree.

Hetried the comm.

He checked thefirst aid kit. Severa times.

He went over the charts again, ate ahigh-ca bar, and had another nap, during which he debated
with himsaf—maybe—weighing ship's safety againgt the necessity of reporting in.

When he woke, he compromised. He set course for Gimlins, and locked it, but did not initiate.
Instead, he kept her shielded and quiet in the Shalows, pending the pilot's accepting the route.

That done, he sent his query again.

No ack from his primary.

No ack from the back-up.

No ack from use-this-only-in-extreme-emergency.

Growling, he extended a hand to sweep the comm closed—and pulled up sharply asthe
incoming did lit.

Hope rising, he watched the message flow onto the screen

My very dear Pilot Cantra, and esteemed M. Jela—

Please accept my sincere apology for the inconvenience surrounding your departure from
our humble habitat. | hope neither of you has taken lasting harm from the incident.

| do very much thank you for your assistance in identifying certain of my children who
have become somewhat over exuberant in their pursuit of our common goal.

Dulsey asksthat | send you her warmest personal regards, to which I will add my own
hope that you will consider my family as your own.

Uncle

Jelaclosed hiseyes, tasting dust in his mouth. Wearily, he sent the message into the pilot's queue,
then shut down the comm and went to check thefirst aid kit.

The smooth black box sat asit had for the last four ship-days, lid down, doing whatever it did,
however it did.

He had to take it on faith that the thing was working; that it would have given some natification,
had Cantradied in the course of itstreatment. Her injuries had been terrible, he had seen that for himself;
he didn't dwell on the question of whether they were survivable.

He'd taken counsd of the tree, which was wary, but willing to wait. Himself, he was getting
impatient, and had decided to give the thing two more ship-hoursto finish up, or at least provide astatus
report, before he opened the lid himsalf.

Standing over the damned box, he admitted to himsdlf that he might have made amistake. What
he could have done instead—that was the sticking point.

"Damn’ Ms" he muttered. "Always know better."

Except when they didn't.

He was wasting time, hovering over the box. It would open inits own time, or he would open it
in his. Meanwhile, there was this and that of ship minutiae to occupy himself with, and for achange he
could worry about not being able to make contact. He turned and | eft the alcove, heading for the gdlley
to make tea and maybe ared-medl.

He hadn't reached the door when the chime sounded, and he spun 'round so fast he amost
tripped on his own feet. An image flashed inside his head—one of the youngling dragons tumbling wings
over snout down along mossy dope.

Grinning, he went back to thefirgt aid kit—not running. Not quite.



* * %

Perfect, whole, neither happy nor unhappy, shelay swathed in light.

Gently, the light parted, admitting a crystalline whisper, bearing choices. Perfect though she now
was, there existed an opportunity. She might be made more perfect, exceeding the arbitrary limits set by
her origind design. Smarter, quicker, more accurate—these things were but minor adaptations. The
ability to bend event to her will, to sculpt the forces of the mind—those might also be attained. If she
wished.

The cusp was here and now: Remain perfect and perfectly limited, or embrace greatness and be
more than she ever dreamed. How did she chose?

Bathed and supported by the light, she considered. And as she did, abreeze sprang up, bearing
scents of living green, while acrossthe light fell the shadow of agreat wing.

Startled, she looked up—and the light faded, the voice withdrew. She heard achime, and
opened her eyes.

Lean cheeks, black eyes, mobile mouth—doing his best not to look worried, and making arare
hash of it. She made a note to herself to remember that 1ook. For some reason, it seemed important.

"Cantra?' Letting the worry leak into the voice, too. Deeps, but the man was going to bits—that's
what came of talking to trees.

"Who es2?' Shelooked up, saw the hatch above her leaking sickly green light, and took a
breath, tasting ship air—and that quick memory came back on-line.

"You hurt?" she snapped.

Jeablinked and gave over ahdf-amile. "I'm hde, Rilot."

"Good. Theship?'

"Ship'sin shape, and werewell away," he answered. The hdf-amiletwigted alittle. "Therésa
note in queue from Undle, gpologizing for any inconvenience and thanking usfor smoking out his
insurgents.”

She snorted alaugh. "I'll send him abill," she said, which pleasantry got agenuine grin from Jea
and an easing of the muscles around his eyes.

"S0." shesad, swinging her feet over the side of the palet. "Got tea?"

Teawas had, and abowl of spiced rice mixed up by her co-pilot, who insisted that he'd been on
hisway to make the same for himsdlf when the chime sounded and that doubling was no problem.

S0, sheld leaned against thewall, wearing arobe she carefully didn't ask how he'd gotten out of
her quarters, and sipped her tea, watching him work. She smiled when he handed her abowl and
followed him to the tower.

The bowls were empty now, and they sat Spping the last of the tea, companionably silent. She
rested her mug against her knee and waved her free hand at the board.

"l imagine you got acourse s&t."

Jelalooked wry. "It'smy intention to raise Gimlins.”

"Never come up on my dance card,” she said. "What'sto want on Gimlins?"

"Maybe contact,” he answered, dowly, and looked at her straight. "'I've been trying to report in,
but I'm not getting any answersto my signas.” That bothered him—and it bothered her that he let her see
it.

"It could be," he said, but not like he believed it, "that weretoo far out.”

"It could be," she agreed, serioudy. "The Degps do funny things to comm sometimes—even the
Shalows can play tricks on you." Shefinished her teg, dotted the cup and sat up straighter in her chair
before meeting his eyes.

"Wegottatak."

He gave her anod, face smooth and agreeable, which return to normal behavior she observed
with apang. Might be she'd taken abad knock on the head, back on the Uncle's dock.

"Firg off—" Sheraised ahand and pointed at the tree, Stting quiet and green and for all the
worldslikea plant initspot. "What is that thing? And | don't want to hear 'tree.’



Jelaglanced over his shoulder at the treein question, settled back into his chair and sipped tea.

Cantrasghed. "Wd|?'

He lifted ahand, showing empty pam.

"You said you didn't want to hear ‘tree,’ Pilot. Sincethat'swhat it is, I'm at aloss asto how to
answer without violating my orders.”

"That coin would spend better,” shetold him, "if | had any reason to believe you ever oncein
your lifefollowed orders.”

Hegrinned. "I've followed my share of orders. It'sjust that | have abias against obeying the
stupid ones."

"Must've made you red popular with your commanders.”

"Some of them, yes, some of them, no," he said, eadily, and flicked hisfingers over his shoulder.

"That, now—that'satree, and if it has a persona name, or aracial one, it hasn't shared them with
me"

"A telepathic treg, iswhat I'm hearing,” Cantrasaid, just to have it down on the deck where they
could both consider it at leisure.

"Why not?'

"It'snot exactly usua," she pointed out. "Whered you get it? If you don't mind saying.”

He sent another over-the-shoulder glance at the subject of the conversation. When helooked
back, hisface was serious.

"I found it on adesert world; the only thing aive in a couple days wak. Wed seen some action
and it was my misfortune to be shot down. By thetime | found the tree, | wasin pretty bad shape. It
saved my lifeand | promised, if rescue came, that 1'd take it with me." He glanced down, maybeinto his
mug.

"Promised I'd get it to someplace safe.”

"Safe" sherepeated, thinking of Faldaiza, Tdiofi, the Uncle, and of adozen chancy ports
between.

"It'sprobable,” JHasaid, "that 'safe isareative term. Thetree wasin danger of extinction when |
found it. When things are that bad, someplace el seis pretty much guaranteed to be better. Safer.” He
looked down into hismug again, lifted it and finished off histea

"I'd hoped,” he said, dotting the empty, "to find a planet where it would have a chance of agood,
long grow..."

"Which doesn't,” Cantrasaid when hejust sat there, eyes pointed at the empty mug, but clearly
seeing something else, "addresswhat it is. Or how it was able to tweak the Uncle's hydroponics
long-distance.”

He glanced over his shoulder, and then gave her an amused glance.

"I don't know how—or what—the tree did,” he said; "but I'm not surprised it was ableto act in
itsown defense—and in defense of its ship.”

Cantraclosed her eyes. "Now itsofficid crew, isit?

"Why not?' Jeareturned, damn him. And, no matter its vegetative state, the tree had acted to
protect the ship, and made it stick when both pilot and co-pilot were cut off and helpless.

"All right," she said, opening her eyeswith asigh. "It'screw.” She stretched in her chair to look
past Jelato the end of the board.

"Done proper,” she said to the tree. "The captain commends you.”

The top leaves moved, probably in the breeze from the circulation system, but looking eexily like
acasud sdute.

In that breeze there was a sharp snap; abranch carrying two small podsfell to the deck, and
bounced once.

Jelalaughed, picked up the branch, and felt the pods relax, amost asif they ripened in his hand.

"Here," he said, smiling. "The tree commends the captain and the crew!”

Shelooked at them askance.

"What'll | dowith it? Plant it?"



Hisfree hand fluttered pilot tak—Eat up, eat up.

Shelifted an eyebrow, watching him carefully as he approached, teasing, as sheread it, and
leaned conspiratorialy toward her.

"Y ou've never tasted anything quite like this," he suggested in amock whisper.

"You sureit'sgood?' she asked, not so much playing as serioudy wanting to know.

The treg's top branches waved dightly—she wasredly going to have to check those fans soon if
they were creating that much disturbance.

"Edible?Yes! Good? Redly good..."

He broke the pods into sections; she took them into her hand to avoid him hand-feeding her,
which it looked like he might.

He challenged her then, holding a pieceto hislipswhile watching her expectantly.

She looked to the fruit, caught a bouquet reminiscent of half-a-dozen high-end eats she could
name.

Damn' thing smelled good—

"Not very big, isit?" she asked, by way of buying time while she sorted past the inviting smell.
Sheknew dl about nice smdls, now, didn't she?

"Youll likeit," JHasaid, suddenly serious. "1 promise." He popped the piece into his mouth then,
and, not to be outdone, or seen to be timid, so did she.

Hewasright. Sheliked it.

* * %

Sheld eaten the pod, cleaned her fingers, and studioudy did not give herself over to considering
Jelas person, though there was that urge. She noticed it on the two previous occasions sheld had to
make use of thefirst aid kit. It was like the unit brought everything right up to optimum...

"If it can betold," Jdasaid, breaking her line of thought, "Where did you get those devicesyou
gavetheUncle?'

Shesighed. "Likel said, acouple ports back. A lucky find, sncethe Uncle hasthisinterestin
sheriekas artifacts”

"Do you remember,” Jela perssted, "the name of the trader or company who sold them to you?"

Widll, shedid, asit happened, the directors having done them al the favor of breeding for
extra-efficient memories—and she was damned if she was going to share the news.

"I'm gonnatell you so you can report trading with the enemy and send somebody out to pick ‘em
up?' she snapped. "No point to it. A lot of weird driftsin from the Deeps and catches up against the Rim.
Depend on it, somebody bought abox-lot or a broken pallet somewhere and thetoyswereinit. There's
alot of sheriekas tech on the Rim; people trade 'em as oddities, or collect 'em.”

"LiketheUncle?' Jelaasked, and Cantralaughed.

"The Uncleain't collecting; he'susing. Figures he can beat the enemy by mastering their machines
and turning them againgt their makers.”

"Then he'safool,” Jdasad, with areturn of the stern grimness héld given the Uncle, "and an
active danger to the population of the Spiral Arm."

Cantrafrowned. "Could might be. In point of fact, though, what the Uncle exactly aintisafool,
nor any of hisfolk. The Batcherswho make it out to the Uncle, they're tough and they're smart. Seems
likeif anybody was going to be able to figure how to use the enemy's equipment againgt them, it'sthe
Uncle's people.” She considered Jelas face, which was no more grim or less, and added—

"Understand me, | ain't the Uncl€e's best friend, by any count.”

That got ared, though brief, smile, and aroll of the wide shoulders.

"l don't doubt that they're smart,” he said dowly. "But they're not the only ones who've thought of
using the sheriekas weapons againgt them—and cometo grief for it. I've seen battle robots based on
captured sheriekas plans which have gone mad, laying waste to the worlds they were built to defend—a
flaw in the design, or are they performing exactly asthe sheriekas intended them to?"

He leaned forward, ebows on knees, warming to histopic.

"Another case—out there in the Tearin Sector, they've been building battle tech based on plans



captured from the last war—fleets of robot ships, under self-aware robot commanders who've been fed
al the great battlesfought by all the great generals. They've turned them loosg, | hear, to roam out into
the Beyond and engage the sheriekas.”

Cantratipped her head. "So—what? They join the enemy when they make contact?"

"They might," Jdasaid, stting back. "The reports I've seen have them turning pirate and holding
worlds hostage for their resources.”

"And you're thinking thisisaso in the plan?' she perdsted. "To seed us with tech and
proto-machinesthat'll attack us from inside while the world-eaters take bites outta the Rim?"

"Likethat," he said, and gave her one of hisless-sincere hdf-amiles. "Old soldiers have their
crochets. No doubt the Uncle's harmless.”

Cantralaughed. "Nobody said so. And that thing that fried out my 'skins sure wasn't harmless.”
She hesitated, wondering if she wanted to know—but of course she did.

"How bad?'

He glanced asde. "Bad,” he said, and sighed. "Y ou needed nothing less than a sheriekas-made
hedl-box—and | wasn't sure it was enough.”

Well. She closed her eyes; opened them.

"My 'sins?'

"Seded ingde aderile pack," hesad. "What's |l ft of them.”

She shivered, took a breath—

"l oweyou," she sad, and her voice was alittle lighter than she liked. She cleared her throat.
"Oweyou twice."

His eyebrows went up, but he didn't say anything, only made the hand sign for go on.

"Right. Y ou were clear—I saw you on the ramp. No reason for you to come back—you
could've got away clean.”

He snorted. "Fine co-pilot I'd be, too, leaving my pilot in such amess."

She glanced aside. "Wadll, about that..." She took ahard breath and made hersalf meet