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Introduction

What you havein your handsis atangible example of the classic sciencefiction question "What if?'

That question is usualy seen asthe start for asingle story, but it came to us over dinner aswe
discussed a Liaden Universe® project in which Solcintral's Low Port was mentioned (and which
eventudly becamethe story "Phoenix” in the SRM Publisher chapbook Loose Cannon).

"What if 7" we asked, we could interest Stephe Pagdl, our long-time publisher at MeishaMerlinin
an anthology that dealt with the people of Low Port. Not our Low Port necessarily, but the prototypical
Low Port that must exist across universes... That of course would mean dealing with strange heroes, odd
protagonists, not with the usua iconic heroes of our genre-swashbuckling swordsman, square-jawed
adtronaut, magic-flinging wizard or witch, world-saving physicist-but with the other people you might
expect to find in aworld, the people who lived with the results of the swashed buckles, the new satellite,
the saved world.

Stephe had dready shown awillingnessto try new thingsin his collaborative editing of the Bending
the Landscape anthologies with Nicola Griffith, and certainly Lee Martindal€s Such A Pretty Face
anthology for MeishaMerlin showed more evidence of the same.

Theidea stayed at the dinner table afew days as we finished projectsin hand and planned our next
series of novds; it peeked out from under the napkins and around the salt cellar, and over the course of a
month or so it burst forth three or four times aong with the daily minutiae of awriting household-"have
we got enough toner to print three copies of that thing?' "Oops, theinkjet islow on color,” "Ach-are we
out of dollar amps, again?' and many ceteras.

Theideamutated from dedling with the average people of the world to dedling with the fringes-the
down-and-outers, the people who lived redly on the edge, the people who lived over the edge-and took
on more of the port aspect. As it mutated the idea became more tangible. It swooped across the dinner
table, it interfered with us while we were reading magazines, and it ingsted thet it be written down on the
long "Tak To Stephe Pagdl” list we keep on the table beside theto-do list.

A few nights after we put the idea.on our list, Stephe Pagel called to check up on some



arrangements for an upcoming convention and we put him on the speaker phone so we could gang-up on
him-oops, so we could both talk to him at the same time-and eventualy got to the bottom of the list and
whispered back and forth (quietly, we thought) about actually asking him about Low Port.

"All night, dl right-I hear you guys conspiring over there. What's going on now?"

Discovered, we mentioned theidea, hurriedly.

"Did you say anthology? Antho? | dunno, guys, | mean, anthologiesarejust such ahard sl.."

There was a pause then, and he said, "Can you run the idea by me again?"

Which wedid, in two-part harmony, pointing out that so many stories these days seemed to be
about the grand schemes, the rich and famous, the...

"OK, hold up. Why don't you give me something in writing? | mean alot of people can tak agood
anthology-and I'm not sure I'm in the market for an anthology right now-but if you can put together a
proposa | can at least seeif there's something there that we can work with..."

In the way of such things, the proposal took longer to write than we expected. Wed never done a
print anthology before, so we researched how others did it, we compared our notes with what people
sent to us, we refined the language, and then we shipped it off. In theway of such things, it took longer
for the publisher to look at the proposa than we'd expected and then longer to get an answer.

In fact, we'd been thinking about the project for over ayear-and we'd just about given up on
anything happening-when were asked to be pandists (dlong with Stephe Pagel and Lee Martindale and
severd others) at ConQuest 32 in Kansas City on the subject of editing. Stephe, with his publisher's hat
on, was explaining the kind of determination and focusit took to put an anthology together, the difficulties
in salling anthologies to readers, the necessity of having agood, clear concept. Then he spoke of how
pleased he'd been to work with Lee Martindale on Such A Pretty Face, and how he was looking
forward to working with Sharon and Steve on Low Port, which proposa he'd just accepted.

Wait aminute! That's us. Could've knocked us over with afegther.

So now, severa years later, you're seeing Low Port asenvisioned by writers you know and
writers you will know, brought to you as sciencefiction, asfantasy, as magic redlism, asnoir of thisor
that kind, as comedy and tragedy, as origina visons cometo life by writers eager to take the
chalenge-"What if therewasaLow Port?

We hope you'll be as amazed, and as moved, by the diversity of answersto that question aswe
were.

Sharon Lee and Steve Miller
October 2002
Unity, Maine

VOYEUR
Eric M. Witchey

André's pam warmed. His subsistence credit adjustment had arrived.

He closed hisfingers around the status bead embedded in his hand. Squeezing the hard lumpin his
fist likeit might keep the money from lesking out, he sucked in the rank air of his quartersand held the
breath. He glanced at the dingy white shelves of hisempty galley. A starving roach skittered acrossa
shdlf and fell into the yellowed sink.

Silently, he prayed the status bead glowed green. He sworeif it did he would never again pay the
dwarf, never again go into the world's darkest places to stare through the tiny window.

He opened hispam.

In the center of hisgrimy lifeline, the dirty bead glowed dim green. Heexhded hisrdief. The
adjustment had raised his credit rating enough to buy food. The thought made his belly heave and growl
asthough it were angry over three days of emptiness.

Andrés quarters were at the fringes of the world, the dark warrens where outsiders lived out dow
deaths away from the eyes of productiveinsders. The fringes were the last places. Stale air camethere
only after therest of the world had breathed it. Sickening yellow water trickled from the faucets, itslast



stop on the way to recycling. Whores, addicts, and outsiders dl eventualy found their way to the fringes
to hide from debts, from their own shame, and from the judging eyes of the productive. In the end, they
too went to the recyclers, or they rotted, forgotten, wrapped in their paper blanketsinsde tiny, stained
sted quarters until another tortured soul cleared away their remains and moved in.

André hated himself for living there, for having falen so far that he could go three days without
food. But the same poverty that starved him made the dwarf turn him away. He hadn't sat in the rickety
chair at thetiny window for two days.

If he could stay away from the window for two days, he could stay away for three. If three, then
four. HEd be an insder again, aproductive citizen.

He rummaged through the louse infested rags covering hisfloor until he found atattered shirt and a
pair of pantsthat mostly covered. He put them on and used collected lengths of twine to tie down the
loose folds around his emaciated frame. He left his quarters determined to own and eet afifty gram tofu
ration. A shining white block of extrafirm would be his sacrament of savation.

Barefoot, he plodded along the curving corridors of the fringe until he cameto the straight, bright
halswhereinsderslived. At thefirgt insde hdlway, he stopped. A few people, clean and brightly
dressed, busy with meaningful lives, paused in their stridesto stare. One woman, pale skinned and dark
haired, gasped and covered her mouth and nose.

He had once reacted to outsders that way, afraid of stench and disease. He reached out to touch
her, to cam her.

Sheran.

"Bitch," he said, but there was no venom in the word. He would edt. If he ate, thingswould
change. Asan ingder, he could touch awoman and she might touch him back.

The gtraight halway before him was the shortest path to food. The ditribution center was afive
minute walk dong that hall then across Alpha Park. André had once been a groundskeeper in Alpha
Park. He knew that direct sunlight and open spaces scared people, so that way lay fewer judging eyes
and faces. Of course, that was also the way to the blackberry patchesthat hid the hatch to the tunndls,
the entrance to the dark labyrinth that hid the albino dwarf and the perverselittle windows that had stolen
Andrés soul.

The halway angling off to hisleft joined Main, the grand corridor that ran the length of the world
and passed between the boundaries of AlphaPark and Beta Park. Main would let him stay among
inddersand far from the secret tunnels, the twisted little man, and the window.

Faster is better, he thought. The more judging eyes he saw, the more he would want to hide from
them. The more time he had to think, the more likely he would fall to the dark cdl. The freshest air wasin
the parks. The sun would feel good on hiswasted face. He would walk fast and be past the bushes
without SO much asaglance.

When the corridor spilled him out onto the green lawns of Alpha Park, he paused and looked up.
Theydlow bal of fire hung in the sky midway between him and the distant greenery of Park Epsilon on
the opposite wall of the world. Sweat beaded on hisforehead and trickled into his eye. The sting made
himwince,

A breeze carried the scent of berry blossoms. He looked across the park's groomed lawn. Maybe
ahundred meters away, the berry bushes, abright clump of green covered in pink white blossoms,
guarded his dark secret. Long, thorny tentacles stretched up toward the sun. The new groundskeeper
had neglected their trimming. They seemed to sway, to beckon. The holein hisworld called to him
through the bushes.

Helooked away. To burn the darkness from his mind, he stared directly into the sun.

He no longer wondered how many people knew where the tunnel entrance was. When he had
found it, he thought it agreat secret. Exploring the labyrinth was an adventure that broke the boredom of
hislife. He had thought others would want to go with him. They did not. Now he knew it was something
unimportant that the world had chosen to forget. He cursed his discovery for separating him from the rest
of mankind, for turning him into an outsder.

The sun wastoo bright. He closed his eyes againgt it. The image of awoman appeared on the



backs of hislids. Hiswife. He brought her here once, he confessed to her and showed her the hatch
beneath the bushes. Sheleft him.

The bright image cooled and faded. Her namewas...

It didn't matter. It wasasmall thing long forgotten. It waslike the memories of taking joy in his
hands clasping cool pruning shears or pressing into sun warmed soil. Her name was no more or lessthan
any paed memory of hislife before the window. Shewasthetiny echo of lost fedings.

Hunger grinding at his belly was now and real. He opened his eyes. He looked past the calling
bushes. He locked his eyes on the far entrance to the halways leading to food. He managed a step. He
managed another.

Then he was under the bushes, fighting the thorns and pulling up the hatch. Then hewasin the
darkness, dipping aong low tunnels he wished were not familiar. Down atunndl, hand on the left wall.
Down another, hand on the right. Down aladder, another tunnel, another ladder. Every heartbeat took
him further from food and salvation.

He decided to turn back ten times. Twenty. Thirty. Finally, under muted red light, he watched his
hand unfold before the scarred face of the albino dwarf guarding the tiny rooms, the ancient chairs, and
the windows. The light made the dwarf's skin pink. It made his pink eyes seem empty and ancient. André
knew thelittle man had grown old taking the money of lost soulslike him.

The dwarf passed his extractor over André's palm. The status bead cooled and dimmed. André
found hisviewing room, settled in the warped spindle chair, reached behind him, and closed the door.
Absolute darkness and the stink of urine and swesat engulfed André.

Hedidn't care. Only the moment when the metal blind did away from the window was important.
His heart beet faster, anticipating the obscene bliss that would wipe away his hunger and shame.

It was obscene. It was theworst of addictions, asicknessthat would kill him. He had tried a
thousand times, and he couldn't stop himsdlf. That tiny, round window was hisreason to live. He couldn't
remember when the worn wood of the spindly chair had become more comfortable than the sofain his
living room or when the vision beyond the glass had become more exciting than hiswife.

He touched the cold wall and found the metal blind and the circular window frame. He cupped his
bony hands around the stee! frame. He knew he wouldn't see faster because he was closer. He knew
therewas no light in the room to reflect the old chair and his bony frame. Still, he pressed hisforehead to
his cupped hands.

Even squinting in the darkness waiting for the window to open, hetold himself he could get up, turn
away, and walk back insgde. He could till go back where men and women lived lives that mattered. The
tofu ration waslogt, but he didn't have to be an outsider.

Ddiberately, he put his hands on his knees as though to stand.

"Stand,” he said to the darkness. "Stand like aman. Go back insde.”

The hand trick never worked.

He found hishands back at the little window trying to shield out distractions that came more from
the darkness within than from the darkness surrounding him.

The metd blind did away.

André pressed hisfaceto the glass, trying to fill himself with the Sight beyond, trying to pour himself
out between his hands into the infinite space between abillion stars.

"Stars," the dwarf chanted when they first met. "Galaxies, nebulag, the secrets of the universe can
beyoursif you have eyesthat can see.”

The dwarf had told the truth.

André gtared into the mind of God. His mortd thoughts streamed outward into sublime forever. A
chill of blissful awe shook hisfrail body. Infinity flooded his mind and washed away the guilt and shame of
looking outward.

DIGGER DON'T TAKE NO REQUESTS
John Teehan
Four years, 8 months, 23 days



So I'm flatpicking up abit of "Foggy Mountain Breskdown", enjoying the hell out of it, and finish
with atrademark Doc Watson run. Got lots of people gathered around me by the observation deck;
touries, techies, goonies and moonies on their way back and forth between here and the Concourse.
Good crowd, and there be acouple of touriefems giving me afriendly eye. It'swhile I'm considering the
possihilitiesthat | click on this one nervouslittle moonunit in asoppy jumpsuit hanging around the edge of
the crowd. | can spell the trouble with this unit.

Sp-az-n-i-k.

| do alittle patter about the Old Man on the Moon and how | met him my first week Up Here and
how he taught me this next song which is nothing more than an old whaling song with some of the words
changed. One grinning tourie recognizes the tune and whispers something to hisladyfriend. | sendthema
wink before the end of the song to let them in on the joke and figure the guy'll drop an extradollie or two
inthetin for making him look clever infront of hislady.

Never hurtsto let the paying public fed good about themsdlves. Hell, it'sthe very soul of busking.
Okay, the money isthe heart of it, and the fun isin playing, but the soul isin the way people gather
around and just gig.

| pick through and finish up another song to ascatter of applause, little kids jumping high over their
parents heads to see me-enjoying the hell out of the lighter gravity-when | catch acough from a
uniformed loonie goon by the passageway entrance. They don't mind me playing, but the crowd's getting
kind of dense and it'stime to move aong.

| givealittle bow to thank and amuse whilst passing the tin around. Not bad. Someloonie dollies
and some medl tickets, and abutton. Ha! | love kids. Where'd they find a button Up Here?

The crowd disperses (as do the touriefems, alas) and up comes my nervous little spaznik in the
doppy suit.

"You Digger?' he asks. He looks something Asian. About ameter and ahdf tall and stick thin. He
blinks at me through atangled mass of black hair and seemsalittle unsteady.

| count up my takings and divide it among many pockets. "Be me. Who you?'

Like some newbie, he sticks hishand out, "Kimochi Stan.”

Shaking handsis a Down There thing to do. It's nothing persona-you touch friends, even some
acquaintances of good reputation, but you never know when some newbie with the sniffles dips by the
Quarrines. Still, thekid looks like he could use afriend so | take his hand and pump it al gregariouslike.

"Cool sobriquet,” | tel him, "something like 'feds good' in Jappongo, right?"

He looks embarrassed. Most of uswho end up bumming around the Concourse pick up theselittle
nicknames. Sometimes they're given, like Ice Cream Lou's or Amazing Gracie's or we make them up
ourselves. Instant notoriety. No crime. Kimochi must be American or Canadian born though. Japan
doesn't fool around with travel visasto the moon; and my new pa Stan doesn't seem to be weighed
down with an accent.

| tune up the guitar by touch, muffling the homemade strings with my fingers. "' So what's up, 'Fed
Good'?'

"l want to go home," he says like his heart is about to freeze up and shatter. Poor kid shivers
before me. Lunar fidgetswe cal it. Like homesickness, but a hundred times worse. Maybe the good
fedlings he came up here with pffted out into vacuum. Hope he don't bawl on me. Tearsain't good for
business not unless you're playing rea skinned knee bluegrass. | wonder how long it took before Fedl
Good's fidgets started settling in. Sometimes takes amonth. Sometimes they start as soon as the shuitle
docks. Poor little breast fed babies.

"Shouldn't beaproblem,” I tell him. | ssow my guitar into its carrybag and lean it against awall.

"Y ou got areturn chit. Sooner or later they gotta send you back.”

"No, | want to go home now. | can't take it here anymore," he sammers and twitcheslike a
jumping bean. "Tattooed Lydiasaid you could help me out."

Lydia, oh Lydia, say have you met Lydia? Lydia the tattooed lady? Nicegirl-lookslikealiving
picture book. Redl friendly too, if you get my drift. And she sends alot of busness my way.

The orb of Earth had long since ceased to be a gollygee sight, but the observation deck was ill



milling with eager-eyed touries. | ook around for goons-both kinds-the loonie goons with the uniform
gripes on their arms, and cheesehead goons, the muscle for Concourse queens like Amazing Gracie. The
loonie goon from before is gone, and no other two legged security in sight. Plenty of camerasin apublic
placelike this, but cameras don't bother me. Brahe City Security isn't who I'm concerned about.

"Maybe. Maybenot," | tel him. "How good isyour chit?'

He reaches under his shirt and pulls out agray plagtic tag on athin chain. Along the undersdeisa
magnetic gtrip. "It's got two and a hdf months|eft. | need to go home tomorrow.”

Survived two whole weeks Up Here, en?

"Coal your jets, buddy guy,” | say. ™Y ou think you're booking ajump to Las Vegas? Best | can do
isaberthto Mexico City inaweek." That much isamogt true. Let's see what €l se he's got. With only so
many spots available on trangports going Up and Down, even charity hasits bounds. And it'snot like he
can just walk up to Lunar Authority and say "take me home." They got iron sphincter scheduleswith
every seat going up or down booked well in advance of some poor moonunit with the fidgets. Y ou can
buy whatever kind of visa chits you want Down There but to book an early passage downside, you need
an expiring chit saying you've used up your prepaid welcome. No Traveers Aid around here. Not yet
ayway.

The best Kimochi Stan can do if he wantsto bug out is ether fake anillnesswhich will land himin
the Quarrines for a gpell-or do something to get tossed into Facilities for an undetermined amount of time
until Lunar Authority decides they might have some cargo space available. Doing crimes got you put in
jail Up Here, but once you got sent Down There you spent even moretimein jail. The only smart way to
get back to Earth before your timeisto get hold of an expiring chit and grab the seet assgnment before
the shuttle takes off. Mogt touries know this. It's the moonunits who think they can just wing it without a

plan.

"l can't make it another week," says Stan, al distressed and the like-more warui by the second.
Tota spaznik. He pullsahandful of medl tickets from his pocket. "I have three week's of meals.
Genuing"

They better be. Getting caught with phony medl tickets gets you nothing but bread and water with
the loonie goons until they kick you home for more of the same. | ding my guitar bag over my shoulder.

"Follow."

| set aloping pace, wide lesping, low gravity strides, but-you know-controlled and graceful, and
take apublic tunnd leading away from the Concourse and crowds. | don't think anyoneisfollowing us,
but there's no sense letting Amazing Gracie or her crew spot me taking a spaznik to ahideyhole. At the
end of thetunnel | jump up alevel and pull an unscrewed access pand from thewall. | motion Kimochi
ingde and pull the pand closed behind us.

Boxes of control switches, circuits, and pressure gauges line the walls and insulated pipes
crisscross the ceiling. Things get more cramped in these rabbit holes, so instead of the arcing strides that
pass for walking up here, you have to sort of pull yourself aong, singlefile, bracing your hands againgt the
wallswhile kesping your head low.

Evenin enclosed quarters, there's no sensein giving Kimochi Stan enough timeto gig on the path
to my hideyhole. In the techtunnels, there are no conveniently placed glowstrips to show touries the way
to thefood court or gift shops. The walsand circuit boxes aren't numbered and coded in any sequentia
order, but if you know how to look at them-and | do-they make spiffy-skiffy landmarks. Two years ago
| did some dy work for this one claustrophobic techie and got the lay of the land. Learned alot about the
insand outs of just about every rabbit holein Brahe City.

We take so many twists and turns, paths that double back, and others that look like dead-enders
unless you squeeze past another loose pand, | figure I've got Stan lost enough where if hetriesto branch
out on hisown, he'd be dead logt. Not that | want him to, mind you, but | didn't get by for four years Up
Here by being thefool. If any of Gracie's crew grabs him and beats my hideyhole loc out of him, I'll be dll
done. Busted flat. Game over and sent downside.

| weave through the maze for another fifteen minutes, until I'm abbso-smoothly sure | have Kimochi
thoroughly scroggled. Judging from the bitty whimpers, he's just about there. | quit the runaround and cut



across alittle courtyard where eight tunnels dl join together. | pick the leftmost one on the far wall and
head toward my hideyhole. Wéll, one of the severd | got scattered hither and yon.

We reach the end of the last tunnel where | switch on abattery lamp taped to thewall. | can't
redly cal it home; but it's a place to deep and sometimes just hole up. A deeping bag sits on the floor
and some boxes for clothes and incidentals lean against awall. It'sas cozy asit'sgoing to get, alogt little
place that only me and probably Security knows about. But like | said, thisisjust one of severd, and
Security can't be sure which one I'd be using and when.

Not that they care much.

| swivel toward Stan and point, "About face," | tell him. He'slooking worse and worser. Redl
fidgety. The Concourseisanice big open space, likeamal, but even then it can fed red small to alot of
earthworms. The rabhit holes, by comparison, are astiny aswombs-or coffins-depending on how you
look at things. My pal Stanisnot in agood state of being, but he doesn't question me. He just nods and
turnsaway until | say otherwise.

| put my guitar down and pull abox away fromthewall. A single strand of hair sticks out from
between two pandsright wherel I€eft it. | push on acorner of apand then pry it off. Ingde, Sitting ona
plasteen pump control housing, isachip scanner | once fished out of recycling and fixed. | grabit,
replace the panel, and push the box back.

"Givemeyour chit," | say, sanding up.

Stan turns back around, pullsthe chain over his head and hands me the chit. Helooks around a
my little refuge-pure envy on hisface. Brother, thisdidn't come easy. It took along time before | had
enough tricks to stake out a safe hideyhole in the belly of the base. Learned from those who came before
me, but none of whom lasted so long. Asfor Stan, he probably curls himsalf up in some communal
corner each night, hoping not to be robbed by another spaz. He doesn't ook the sort to have the dollies
for acomfort room. | run histag through adot in the scanner and check the length of timeremainingin his
pre-paid stay. Not exactly eight weeks, but close enough not to make abig stink about it,

I hold up his chit. "With thisand your med dips, I'll trade you aberth to O'Harein three days."

What happens next istotally my fauilt.

Stan launches himsdf at me and shoves me up againgt the wall. If he had taken more timeto brace
himsdlf before hislunge, he might have had more luck. Asit was, I've lived on the moon for nearly five
yearsand | know how to move my body. Stan has only been here a couple weeks and moves as clumsy
as atoddlerbabe.

Of courseit don't pay much to be overconfident. | twist and tumble him to the floor, which a
one-sixth gee doesn't hurt him much. Of course | forget how weirdly desperate these spazniks can be.
Stan kicks up hislegs and tangles them with minein aclumsy sort of judo then pulls me down with him.

Herolls atop of me and snesksin agood clip, hitting my jaw, making my teeth click and thankful
that my tongue isn't between them. Again, this guy forgetsjust where heis. It doesn't take Samson to
throw aguy off your chest around here. | shove him away and scramble back before he can grabble at
meagain.

He gets up and tries for another launch, but thistime I'm ready for him. Poor spaz. | crouch on the
floor and wait for him to move. Stan braces himsdlf againgt the wall, then launches himsdif at me. |
bounce to the right and rebound behind him where| grab him by the collar and yank him back. His head
smacks againg thewall. Whammo!

That'sdl it takes.

| didn't even dam him very hard-him being a potential customer and all-but that doesn't stop old
Kimochi Stan from bresking down into bawls. | let him go and he crumplesto the floor, hugging his
kneesto his chest and boohooing.

I could give him agood kick right there, and probably should. But | don't. | remember my first
couple of months Up Here. It can get edgy. "Want to tell me what that was al about?' | ask.

Stan just Ststhere for aminute, then lifts his head and winces. "I thought you might be holding out
on me and had areturn chit thet left today," he says.

I look at him, not redlly surprised. "That desperate?



Henodsglumly.

| 9gh. just adumb spazzing cheesehead who dipped through the psyches. "A smart |oonie doesn't
keep hischitsdl in the same place. Maybe you should stay up herelonger to learn how thingsis done,
dig?'

"No..." hemoans.

| grab my scanner which got dropped in the scuffle. It looks no worse for wear-at least thisisn't
Earth gravity. | toss Stan his chit back. Helooks at me al worried-like. He should be. After astunt like
that | should leave him in the deepest, darkest, most remote tunnel in the Belly. I'm sorely tempted, but
even anidiot like thismight have gotten savik enough to let someone € se know where he was going. And
if he doesn't regppear, living and breathing, sometime soon, word would get out that deding with Digger
gets you a stone-cold corpse. Bad hoodoo.

"Look, Stan. No hard fedlings, but don't try that shit again. Listen to older brother instead.
Tomorrow, you meet mein the Concourse by |ce Cream Lou's Rent-a-Room with your chit, your medl
tickets, and two fully charged batteries. I'll give you achit for O'Hare leaving the next day. If you can't
find the dollie for some batteries, thenit's Mexico City in aweek. Until Lou's, | don't want to see your
face. Got me?"'

He nods and curls himsdlf up tighter. If the kid behaved himself maybe I'd have gotten him to
O'Hare without the batteries, but | hate getting jumped-fidgeting spaznik or not.

"Y ou're not going to go lunar on meagain.”

He nods again and mumbles something. | can't hear him but he sounds properly contrite.

"Good. Now get up."

| grab him by the collar and push and pull him aong with me. | take adifferent route back to the
Concourse and exit from adifferent panel than the one we entered. | make him repeat back the ded we
struck, then send him on hisway. He's still choking tears and he looks amess. | hope anyone who sees
him will be ableto figure out the story for themsdves.

After | send Stan sumbling on hisway | recede back into the tunnels and go around the
Concourse to another hideyhole some fars aways. This one has the treasure trove hidden insde the pump
housing and | check my supply of extra chits and dump my takings from the day. | got agood amount
squirreled avay Up Here in hideyholes spread across Brahe City. Nest eggs. There be rumors
percolating about that Project Burroughsisgoing civvie Real Soon Now. Visarules are gonna be tough,
tougher, toughest for Mars, but money talks. | till got awaysto go to raise the funds, but without redl
credentias up here, I'm stuck playing the hallways for change.

Consider, brothers and sisters, there's no work to be had up here; not unlessyou wranglea
contract before you blast off-and those are tough to get. The United Nations Space Agreement
guarantees anyone the right to travel to the moon, but they don't encourage immigration. Aside from the
visa chits, there are medl ticketsto usein the food court and loonie currency for incidentals and souvenirs
from the tourie shops. Lodging cogts extra too, from cheap comfort roomsto posh suites with private
observation ports overlooking the dusty, dry lunar surface.

Other than to work for one of the UN tourie businesses, or in one of the research labs at the other
end of the station, there's not much left to do. Y ou're given some passesto afew historic siteslike the
Eagle landing Site or the Artemis wreckage, but after that you have to pay. Finefor atourie on aweek's
holiday. Sucksfor the rest of us, but we make do.

Most of the units who come up are your average touries. Here for aweek to two, then gone back
to the bosom of Mama Earth. Then there are the techheads and service folk and such who hang on from
3x to eighteen months then go home. Findly there are the squatters, like me. Not destitute or dovenly or
anything. Were more like moon groupies who come up for the atmosphere (hal), but many of whom aso
come away with disillusons.

But not me.

I lovethe moon. | loveit Up Here and Out There. But | know it's not for everyone. Y ou see, the
trick isto find aniche and hang on tight.

Take Amazing Gracie (please!) who owns abig dice of the black market. Then thereslce Cream



Lou who provides the playspace for the boys and girlswho turn exotic sixth-G tricks for bright-eyed
touries. Tattooed Lydia sdls one-of-a-kind skin souvenirs-each one unique and guaranteed not to fade
away for at least five years. There are others. Lots of others. Opportunity iswhere you find it.

Those who can't hack it Up Here trade ustheir chitsfor onesthat will send them home early. As
for yourstruly, | dowhat | can to ease their burden-be it asong, astory, or agood trade-all thewhile
working on my own grand plan.

| stop outside the food court and look to seeif | can't add yet afew more dolliesto my stash and
maybe some medl ticketsto sdll later. | play and | sing and | do my thing while staying out of the way of
the loonie goons. I'm no beggar. | work for aliving thank you very much.

Youtry anging in apublic place. | dareyou.

Four years, 8 months, 24 days

"Howdy Gracie," | say. Lordie, but she's a big woman!

"Digger," she smiles nice and outer-space cold-like. Gracie and two of her goons-the Beach Boys,
big, blond, and muscley-grab me on the Concourse and ‘escort’ me down a service tunndl. Fuck.
"Word's out you picked up another two months. Food too."

| give her my best grin. Poor Gracie. She's never going to outlast me Up Here. "Maybe ... then
agan ... maybe"

"He should have been mine. | wouldn't have ripped him off like some dusty scavengers| know."
Gracie |ooks pissed.

"How now?"' | ask with al the innocence of anewbie. "He's getting an early trip downside-just like
he wants. And | get another couple of months of air and some extradop.”

"Plustwo of my batteries," Gracie adds. She cracks her knuckles.

Uh oh. "Don't know nothing about that."

"Fool me, fool 7' she says. Damn, she's serioudy pissed. “That spaznik was near to bresking so
you held out for something extra. Got him itching, o he jumps Sergphim Sally when she's coming out of
the toilets and snags two of my batteries out of her bag.”

| shrug, totally unsurprised now, but | didn't tell him to go and do something likethat. "Why cry to
me?Y ou know who heis. Finger him."

"Ohyeah, like Security isgoing to help me grab back batteries| stole from them to begin with.
Cheesehead. The spaznik's gone underbelly and you were the last person to talk to him.”

Underbelly, has he? Hope he don't get lost. Spazniks come in two flavors. Some manage to secure
an early homecoming, then party off-what little few dolliesthey have asnoisily as possible. You'd be
surprised how many timesthey change their minds about leaving, but by then it'stoo late-the loonie goons
always seem to know.

Then there are oneslike Kimochi who will never be described as 'people-persons and go into
hiding as soon asthey get their return ticket for fear of getting robbed by folken as desperate asthem.
Chances are, ole Kimochi Stan won't show hisface again until boarding time-if he doesn't get himsdlf
fadly log.

"l didn't tdll him to stedl anything,” | tell her.

"Dammit, Digger," Gracie bounces me againg thewall then gralbos me by the shoulders, lifts me off
thefloor, and pinsme. "I want those batteries back or they're going to find you stinking up the ventilation
shafts." Her goons grin redl nasty-like.

Man, | so0 hate people trying to whae on me. Maybe | can wriggle free, but not with the Beach
Boysright behind her. Nor with Amazing Gracie outweighing me by amax factor. And let's not forget her
amazing army. She sucks about half the longhaul trangents up hereinto joining her racket, and agood
chunk of the other half are at least on retainer. No place to run to, Digger. No placeto hide.

"Ded?" | offer. What the hell. Beats becoming asmear on the wall.

"It better include two batteries, dustmite,” she says, "and while were at it, shake your pockets
loose." Off to the left | see three more of her bully boys, Huey, Dewey, and Frank (where do they come
up with these names?) turning the corner. Anytime she wants, she can pulp me even without her bruisers



tagging aong. Gracie hasavery 'hands on' persondity, but the goons make for serviceable camouflage
againgt the cameras. Oh, thisis not good. Security won't waste their energy for asmple rough-up.
Maybeif Graciekillsme, that'll put adent in her long-term plans-but I'll be long past caring. With goons
covering her back, no one sees nothing.

Camly, camly, | push my handsinsde Gracie's elbows and she grudgingly lowers me back to the
floor. Wheream | going to go?

"L ook, batteriesare long gone," | say. "Traded those an hour after Kimochi uploaded them to me.
And you know how thingswork, they change hands a double-dozen times by now. Hell, someonein
your network probably hasthem.” That's not entirely true. Oneis gtting in ahideyhole, but I'm not about
to tell her that and be forced to take her there.

"That doesn't mean you're getting off," she says. Her goons are crowding behind her now.
Covering us up real nice now. Crap-squared.

I reach down my shirt and pull out atag. Unlike dl the plain gray ones, this one has agold-colored
strip running down the back. | watch her eyesas| takeit out. Oh good Gracie; | have you now.
"Seven monthsleft," | say.

Sheloosens her grip on me and doesn't even notice | shrug the rest of the way out. Her jaw goes
something dack as she stares at the chit. "That's not real,” she says. Her goonies are just as gawking.

"Sure 'nuff 'tis”

"No tourie gets a year-long visa. Y ou gotta be pro to get one of those. It'saphony.”

| smile, "This gpaz was auniversity fellow who blew hisfundsat Lucky Dick's. | tripped over him
thefirst week he got here and he was already on the road to ruin. He must have blown more than money
at Dickie's because he was a bloody messwhen | found him. An act of mercy got him to the infirmary
and he somehow, accidently, must have swapped this chit for amonther that was amost up.”

"Fuck, Digger. Why not wait until he was dead before you robbed him?"

"Professonaism.” | turn the chit over and let her see the hologrammed logo next to the strip. "You
got areader? Good for seven more months.”

She jerks her head and atdl blond beach guy with areader dung around his neck comes around. |
put my hand around the chain and lean forward to let her run it through the reader. They machine beeps
chesily.

Gracie frowns. She's suspicious, sure as spit, but that don't matter. It'sreal, and | got her hooked.
"Why you giving it up?' she asks.

Shrug. "Got more chits. Figure | give you thisand you call your goons off, plus| get acouple of
freerides”

"Your ass."

"My assis purty, thank you. Y ou take chit, free and clear, and you and your goonies don't hassle
mefor seven months™

"Andif wejust takeit from you?'

| yank the chain back, pop the chit in my mouth and set my teeth againgt it. She knows | canruin
the codes on the gtrip if | start grinding my teeth together, but if she gives her word, shed hasto keepit.
That's how she got to be Amazing Gracie-mean and ugly assheis. If it got out that her word was as
good as a holed spacesuit, shed be without her army and probably downside within aweek. That's just
how things work. Nobody likes a dishonest crook.

Grace spits on the floor and nods to the other goon. Spit fliesfunny at sixth-G, in case you didn't
know.

The other blond guy comes forward and pullsthe chit off over my head, " Seven months, dustmite,
then you're dead,” he says.

| smiledll pretty-like. Gracie sends her goons back and then smiles back a me. Not a pretty
smile-she don't have many of those left for anyone. She growls through her teeth, and leaves.

Easy, Digger.

| relax and lean back againgt thewall. My own freaking fault. My best chit. Granted, | got more,
but till-that was my best chit. When Kimochi gave methe batteries, | knew he must have done



something that would send Gracie gunning for me. | should have never made him an offer for aquicker
ride homein exchange. Stupid isas stupid does.

But no worries. | got more chits, and | can wrangle more when the need arises. Digger has lots of
tricks ill.

| whistle, straighten my jumps, and pick up my guitar. Timeto get to work. | head out the corridor
and make my way toward the observation decks.

"Spot check."

I turn my head. A loonie goon with a blue stripe on his arm stands there by the exit like he was
waiting Just for me. "Pardon?’

Helooks at me and taps a shock stick against agloved hand. " Spot check, Digger. Y ou know the
rules. Transents got to have avalid visa chit on their personsat all times or are subject to deportation
folowing atermin Facilities"

I know the routine, and redlize Gracie must have 'lerted me out at the very first chanceto this
dap-happy goon. No time for games, so don't even grin. | just reach into my leg pocket and take out a
dull gray chit and hand it over.

The goon frowns, but setsthe chit into his belt scanner. Beep! Digger iskosher! He handsit back
to mewith agrunt.

"I hope you enjoy your fina week with us here at Brahe City." Hisvoiceisnice and sarcadtic-like.

Hal Y eah, my emergency backup's got aweek |eft-amost ready to pass off to the next spaznik |
seeintrade for afresher chit. But with what I've got back in my hideyholes, I'm covered for at least
another three months easy. No way am | going back Down There.

| got other plans.

Four years, 8 months, 25 days

Word's out. Brahe City Security islooking for me. Tattooed Lydiaheard it from Lucky Dick who
got it from agoon. Don't know why. Don't care. | figure to dive deep into the tunnelsfor afew days.

I hear assailants-unknown jumped Kimochi Stan before he could make his shuttle home. My name
ismentioned, which is so not good. Hell be at the infirmary for about aweek and then on hisway home
whenever Lunar Authority thinksit has room on another shuttle. Poor sap.

Asfor yourstruly, | can't betoo worried. If Security redly wants me, they'll figure out away to get
me. That they don't flush out the rabbit holes might mean they know | had nothing to do with Stan. And
I'm legd, but hey-discretion and so forth. | low profileit for awhile and just haunt.

Four years, 8 months, 28 days

Rumorsthat Project Burroughsis going civvie are true-only now it's called Barsoom City though it
can't be more than a couple of domes. We got awhole mess of folken up here making ready for a
torchship heading to Mars. Between the techies bound for Mars, their friends and family seeing them off,
and distracted loonie goons, | lose mysdlf in the crowds and restock my food.

Four years, 9 months, 2 days

Still no word on why Security islooking for me, if they still are. Can't be because of Kimochi. Even
if he didn't see who jumped him, why would | want to rough him? | take a chance and grab my cleanest,
freshest chit and play for the Barsoom City-bound crowds and make more money in one day than | have
al month! Still have along way to go though before | can get off this dusty rock. From the skinny | hear
on Barsoom, the cost of the passage is more than | expected and the visarules stiffer. Thankfully, I've got
patience and time to build up my stake and wait for the rules and regsto lighten.

Marsor bust, man! Just you see.

Four years, 9 months, 5 days
A torchship went out to Mars the day before yesterday and another one goes off tomorrow. Brahe
City Security seemsto have better thingsto do than chase down innocent little moonunitslike me, so |

keep playing and making my way.



Later | crossthe Concourse and see the Beach Boys giving me the evil eye, then start following
me. They aren't supposed to give me any trouble for awhile to come, but maybe they're running rogue.
Either way | don't like their look and lose them through the food court.

Outside, | bump into Stan who looks better than | expected. Battered and bruised, but not fidgety
or nothing. He looks surprised to see me though and says something about having to wait another three
weeks before Authority will send him home. | give him some med tickets and he shuffles away too quick
to thank me.

Some people, you know? Well, at least he'sdive. Maybe helll have better luck back home.

| decide to head towards the science dome to seeif any of the techheads are on break and in the
mood for some music. With dl the hubbub in Brahe City these dayswith the traffic and dl, they must be
looking to unwind.

| turn acorner and run right into loonie goons. Crap.

My chit's good, but they don't even check it asthey hustle me on to Facilities. We passright by
Amazing Gracie's corner, where she and the Beach Boys are bugting their guts laughing.

My chit'sgood! It'sgood! No fucking way isthis going down.

Four years, 9 months, 6 days

| spend the night in Facilities pounding the walls. Theloonie goonstook my guitar and emptied my
pockets so there's no mucking about with the locks. | get a cold sandwich and bug juice at some point,
then this big bruiser of agoon shows up to take meto see the Boss.

Boss Mead.

Thisisthe big cheese, head of Brahe City Security. A no-nonsense, cheerless heavy who ain't
never had agood word for the moonunits or anyone else who skates on this side of legitimacy. Bet he's
tone deaf too. We cometo an officeand | Sit in achair and-wait. The big loonie goon stands by the door
and keepsawatchful eyeoni’l oleme.

Man, thisislike being sent to the principa’s office-tri ple-squared. Maybe Mead's not abad guy, |
tell mysalf. Maybe he's got awife and kids and spends quiet off hours playing board games and the like.
He might read poetry to puppiesfor dl | know. But hell, the door opensand in he comesal gleamingin
his blues'n whites and looks at me. | don't see Mg or Mead the family man, | see Boss Mead, the
hardass who's gonna bounce my ass downside for no good reason.

Shit.

End of the line, Digger, old boy. Y ou kept your nose clean and you didn't make a nuisance of
yourself and you helped out from timeto time and it's still gonna.end with the big dump on the wrong side
of the gravity well.

Mead sits behind the desk and calls up something on adatapad, reading al quiet likethereis
nothing maor happening at al. I've been up here for dmogt five years. Fivel And he'sacting like
deporting meis asroutine as deciding whether he's going to have the pudding or the pie for dessert.

Oh sure, | think of jumping out of that chair and dashing out. If | could make it through the
Concourse, maybe | could evade for aweek or three with a sprinkle of hopethat if | stay under their
radar long enough they'll forget al about it as abad job and we could go back to normal.

Y eah. That'd bethething.

Except I've got this big-ass uniformed goon stationed at the door behind me, ready to break mein
twoif | sneeze without warning. Y eah, sure.

Fuck it. If | gottago, let me go with style. Make some kind of raised-middle-finger gesture to the
Man and to hell with therest. | get this crazy idea. Fucking insane and start undoing the fastens on my
jumpsuit. Maybe alittle creative streking isin order.

"Whet the hell are you doing?' barks Mead, looking up from the file. From behind me, big meaty
hands clamp down on my shoulders.

| force myself to relax under the grip and continue working on the suit. As soon as big boy letsme
go, | can dither out of it soon enough. " Getting naked. Why not?Y ou're going to boot me out no metter,
like ababy from the womb, so why not indulge?"



The hands grip my shoulderstighter and the goon leans on me redl hard, hard enough to even
make a difference Up Here. Mead just stares at me, thistotaly dumbfounded expression on his pugly.
Helooks at mefor about half aminute, then sits back and shakes his head. He waves a hand at the goon
who hesitates, then releases me and leaves the room. | start to shuck out of my suit.

"Stop that," snapsMeed, like I'm achild. Well, duh.

And suddenly sure| fed dl foolish and thelike. I'm making no greet clamsto rationa thinking a
thistime. Futile dumb toddlerbabe gestures can't be the best | can do. I'll skip the tantrums and go with
dignity, boy. But whatever the hdll isgoing to happen, I'm still going to make him work for it. | refasten
my suit and Sit there.

He puts down the datapad and folds his hands. Then helooks me over with a disapproving kind of
frown.

"Rough day?' he asks.

Okay, so I'm rumpled and wrinkled. Y ou'd betoo. And I'm alittleirked. "Rough week. What's
the story? Y ou can't tossme. | got valid chits.”

Mead sits back and presses a button on the desk. A computer screen flashes on. " Joseph
Dagwood Hill," hereads, "bornin Syracuse, NY . Attended Brown University. Mg ored in engineering
but dropped out midway through junior year. Formed aband called Diaspora then disappeared from the
music scene ayear later. Y ou regppeared a Brahe City under the name Joe Hill but go by Digger while
on the Concourse. Y ou've been here for over four years and nine months which makes you the
longest-lagting civilian trangent on the Sation.”

I lean back and tangle my fingers behind my head. Kind of relaxed, you know, but aforced
relaxed. So hehasafileon me. Nofears. "All theair | breatheis paid for. All my food iskosher.”

"And you don't go panhandling,” Mead adds, "and you don't steal-directly, at least. Y ou don't bug
the guards when you get picked on by other moonunits.”

" S0 I've done nothing wrong.”

Mead nods, though it looks like he's agreeing only on the technicdlities.

"I'vedonealot right too," | tell him.

"How do you figure?' he asks.

"A lot of folks come up here not prepared for the more subtle differences between getting around
Down There and getting around Up Here," | tell him, dl serious-like. Thisis serious business. (Do mea
favor and forget that getting-naked crap) "I help them adjust. | show them how to handle their food
tickets so they don't overdo it or trade them in for dollies for the tourie shops without getting ripped off. |
play abit of music from home for the homesick and add a bit of loca color to the Concourse. Many'sa
time I've given directions to touries and techies dike without asking for anything in return.”

The Bosstilts his head to one side. Oh hel's suspicious al right. He's suspicious. " So what are you
getting at?'

"I've even pulled the odd techie chore or three,” | tell him, "under the roses, so the speak. | think if
therésajob for aguy like me Up Here, | should get it,” | tell him. There. Now it'sout. A real job would
mean real dollies and the sooner | could raise my stake for Mars.

"Well thereisnt," hesays.

"Then what are you going to do? Kick me off?"

"Yep."

"You cant. | broke no laws. You've said so yoursdlf. I'm not a nuisance to any of the staff or
touriesand | pay my ownway. | canraiseastink at the UNSA and then come right back Up Here and
dart al over.”

"Y ou scam your own way. Visa chitswere never meant to be used as currency for bums.”

"So the lunar commission is boohooing over the fact they can't reap off of other people's paid air?!
Now I'm more than pissed. They can dter visapolicies Down Thereif they get the votes, but I'm so
grandfathered in | got whiskersthat reach the floor. They can't change theruleson methislatein the

game.
He holds up his hands and shakes his head. "We're getting off track. Y es, it'smy intention to put



you off the moon, but you don't have to go back to Earth. How does Mars sound?’

| dmost fal out of the chair. Ouch.

"Bullshit," | tll him.

"No bullshit. Wetried to find you for thefirst ship, but you kept moving around and I've had my
handsfull enough with dl the new folks arriving and passing through. We were [ucky, you were lucky,
that Graci€'s boys spotted you and tipped us off. The second ship leaves later today. Barsoom City
needs a support staff with the Project Burroughs personne pulling out. Troubleis, the only personnel we
have so far who will be able to hack life on Mars are the scientists and technicians. We don't have a
shortage of them, but we do have a shortage in another area.” He looks at me curious. "Are you too
proud to push amop? Or handle some laundry or cooking?'

Thisisunredl. "No," | say. Hell, I've held down worse jobsin college.

"Y ou sure? Y ou weren't too far from adegreein engineering a onetime. And most of theinitiative
you've shown up here has been sdlf-serving. Can you serve othersismy question. You'll actudly be
working, not loafing around with abunch of other bums."

"l wasn't aprodigy student, even at my best,” | admit to him. "My grades would have gotten me
nothing more than a cubicle Down There, not atechd ot on the moon. But | can make agood grunt. | can
even do some tech work when it's needed. Ask around. Sign me up." Sign me up now, before you
change your mind.

"Y ou don't want to hear about pay or benefits?'

"Y ou covering my air and food?"

"It's part of the package. The food won't be much better than the dop we give ticket holders here
at first-not until the greenhouses and protein processors are online-but you'll get what the science and
tech folksget."

"Sgnmeup.” | tell him. Yes. Yes. Yes!

"Not so fast. Y ou ready to take on atwo-year long contract?”

"Earth yearsor Martian years?'

He chuckles and looks alittle pleased with himself. "Martian, of course. That's about four Earth
years. Give or take."

| think about it for only the briefest of moments. Nearly five years on the moon, four yearson
Mars. Who knows? Maybe out past Pluto before I'm sixty. And hey, people areliving longer. The
technology isonly getting better.

"And of course you get afree ride back to Earth when your contract isup,” hetellsme.

"No," | say.

"No?' Theguy looksalittle surprised. He leans across the desk and gives me his best darkly-type
scowl. "Look son, | can't make you take thejob on Mars, but if you think you're going to continue
coasting Up Here any longer-"

"No, | mean | don't want to go back to Earth.”

"You'll want to stay on Mars? Don't speak too soon. It'snot al it's cracked up to be.”

"Neither isthe moon-but going forward bests faling backward. When the contract isup, | want
berth to any other colony settlement that will take me. If there's nothing ready, I'll Sgn up for another
Martian year until something does turn up.”

"You'rekidding," he says, staring a medl curious-like. "Son, Barsoom City isn't abig dome,
athoughitll get bigger intime. If you think you'l find better a better life on Ceres or someplace, you've
got more than afew years of waiting."

"They'll need dishwashers on Cerestoo. If not now, then eventually. And if not Ceres, than
Cadllisto. Or on a deep space explorer or comet rocket.”

How did Columbus get dll that crew? They weren't all seadogs and convicts. There must have
been afew dishwashers who just wanted to see how far they could go, how many horizons they could
cross. For alot of folken, the tiesto Mama Earth are too strong, but | was ready to be spaceborn the
first time | opened my eyes and saw them twinkling lightsin the sky. Brahe City wasjust the first samal
step. One small step, baby, and it's the stars-our destination. Don't try to stop me now.



I look at Boss Mead and he ain't so bad seeming right now. | think of how Gracie laughed as|
was dragged by, and now who's laughing? Mead and | talk some more, then he cuts me loose with a
butterscotch-colored chit, "Be at dock H in twelve hours. I'll forward your guitar to the ship. Usetherest
of the time to gather your personals, but no contraband. Now best it. And good luck.”

Andit'soff | go.

I hit al my hideyholes, one after the other, and grab my stash. Of the chits| got I€eft, | head out to
the Concourse and give them to Tattooed Lydiaand tell her to keep what she wants, givetherest to
whomever. Same with the chit scanner. | dso tell her to describe for Gracie the chit I'm wearing, but not
to tell her where I've gone. Let her stew for abit until she gigsit out for herself.

Lydiacloses up early and we go shopping. I'll need some new jumpsfor Mars. Buy some books
maybe and vids and geegaws and grimschifflesto trade. Even scientists and techies need toys. What's | eft
over | put into an actua bank account, courtesy of a butterscotch chit which makes metoo officid for
words. Lydiaand | feast on the rest of my medl tickets then hit Big Lou'sfor aspot of comfort time
before | blast off.

| told you she'sthe friendly sort.

Brothers and sisters, listen well to the one who went before. Keep your eyes open. Keep your
ears open. Be patient, but know an opportunity when it daps you upside the head. Until then-make your
own opportunities and be not afraid.

Who knows what's down the road, but | am to find out.

THE GATE BETWEEN HOPE AND GLORY
Holly Phillips

No question the rider was dead.

Therepair crew, all four of them, stood on the rim of the cargo pod's airlock staring down at the
body huddled against the pod's stained white tiles. Not the first hitch hiker to attempt the trip up to the
station from the planet in an atmosphered pod, and probably not the last. Chouss and Awandi dropped a
ladder into the pod and climbed down to dedl with the remains. The pod'sinterior was dightly warmer
than the maintenance pit; Chouss pulled off her glovesto unclip the harnessthat held the rider againgt the
cargo restraints.

She-the rider was a she-had done everything she could: breather tanks, forged worker ID so the
robot cargo handlers would ignore her, even askin tight insulation suit under the gray coveralsto keep
her skin from freezing. But without a vacuum suit and helmet no one could survive thetotal 1oss of
atmogphere from the maintenance pump.

And anyone taking avacuum suit down to Glory didn't get to leave again.

Chouss reached bare handed to remove the usdl ess breasther mask from the rider's dead blue face.

"Chouss!" Awandi said, shocked. "What if she's adenanos?!

Chouss gave her apitying look. "Denanos don't leave Glory."

"Oh"

"Anyway, she can't bite meif she'sdead." She dipped the mask free and smoothed the fine black
hair off the rider'sface. Awandi had never seen the crewboss so gentle with anyone dive. "Look how
paeshewas."

All Awandi could see was the date blue of the cold vacuum dead, the same color asthe corpses
displayed on station news after the company ended the strike by venting gamma spoke's atmosphere.
Cousins, neighbors, friends. Blue strangers, their agony frozen giff on the screen behind the company
spokesman's serene brown face.

Wen lowered aline and they hooked the rider to the winch, raised her up to the catwalk where
Soje had abag ready. They handled the corpse matter of factly, even kindly, having nothing againgt any
of the poor bastards who tried to escape from Glory.

Soje handed the breather and mask over to Wen as salvage, then carefully straightened the limbs,
looking surprised a how flexible the joints were. "Must have lasted until the pump,” he said.

"They'removing fast down at docking ring," Chouss said. " Getting set for the backlog when the



next ship comesin, on account of gammabeing off line.”

Off line. Awandi winced a the euphemism, thinking vented, thinking vacuum, thinking murder .
But Soje-her brother Soje, who had been in with the strikers, who had been lucky to escape the
decompression of the station whedl's gamma spoke and the arrests that followed-Soje only nodded,
folded the rider's smal hands across her chest and reached for the zip

"Huh" said Chouss, dready heading for the com to call authority. " She looks even paler up here,
hey Wandi?'

Awandi looked again, and swalowed. "Sheispaer.”

Soje glanced up at the tone of her voice. "What do you mean?’

Awandi crouched down beside him, holding hiswrist to keep him from closing the bag. "She's
getting even paler. Look!"

Slate blue faded to alight cyan, lavender about the lips, deathly color draining away benegath the
pale skin. Black lashes marked the curve of eydlid, black brows like brushes of ash over the violet
shadowed orbits. Awandi stared. She had never seen anyone so pale outside ahistory text. She had
never seen anyone dead change color, either.

"What are you doing?' Chouss demanded from the com panedl.

Black eyelashesfluttered, thin white nostrils flared. Awandi fell back onto her ass. Soje froze.
Chouss came crossly over.

"Ever heard of a schedule? We got six repairs lined up after this one for the bottom of the watch,
you want to find out what the bosses think if we don't-" She broke off. "Mother suck me dry!"

For the rider was breathing. Therider wasdive.

Soje looked from her face up to Chouss. "Y ou call authority?!

She shook her head, numb.

"Dont," hetold her with al hisold, pre strike command.

Chouss frowned down at him, crewboss even in the presence of amiracle.

"Chouss, please," he said, and command fell like amask from hisguilt. "Please. | can't let them
take anyonedse." Hiseyesfell away from her look, back down to therider. "Please," he whispered.

The rider stirred. Opened brown eyes and gazed into Soje's hard, dark, sorrowful face.

"Helo," shewhispered. "Why can't | move?’

"You'reinabody bag."

She blinked, looked past him to Awandi. Laughed.

They still had a schedule to keep. Soje helped the rider down to the cubby where the crew took its
breaks and left her curled on abench adeep, wrapped in the body bag for warmth while the rest of them
went back to work. They had lost dmost an hour and had to scramble, but that didn't stop them from
taking.

"Some miracle, yeah?' Wen said to Awandi. "What'd the bosses give to find out how she survived,
you think, cousn?'

"How about what will they do to usif they find out she did?" she hissed back. "Weve got to turn
herin!"

Wen paused with the pod's airlock telltale half disassembled to give her asober look. "We give
nothing to the bosses."

"BUt-"

"Nothing." He turned back to the tdlltale, forcing her to return to prying a the compromised sedl.
"Ligten, my cousin. You're afraid that if the bosses, who dready think your big brother isaunionizer, find
him with unauthorized personnel they maybe won't bother with a shuttle when they send him dirtside,
yeeh?'

"Yeeh," she miserably replied.

"With the rest of us aong to keep him company. So. What d'you think they'd do if we called them
to come get her? What do we say when they ask how come she's not dead, how come she'sin this pod,
inthispit, on our watch?'



"Well, how come sheisn't dead?' Awandi glanced around, making sure Soje wasn't near. "Wen,
what if she'sadenanos?’

"So, well, she hasn't bitten anybody yet." He glanced up with agrin. "Cousin, denanos never leave
Glory. | thought everyone knew that. Why should they? Better to rulein hell than be aleper anywhere
dse yeah?'

"It'snot just adisease, Wen. A disease cripples you, okay, killsyou maybe. It's not a disease that
turnsyou into an dien damn mongter that can't die-"

"Awandi. Savethe ghost storiestill after work, yeah?"

"But how ese did she survive?'

He shrugged, broad scarred hands never pausing in their work. "Broken sedl, bad pump, good
skin suit and aquick ride up from dock ring. Plain dumb luck."

"B

"Hey," Chouss cdled from the catwalk. "Wandi, aren't you finished with that sedl yet? We got
another pod on the way."

Glueweld, new sedl, voltmeter to check the weld wastrue: "Green,” Awandi ydlled, Just asWen
ran the final test on the new telltale unit. "Green," he said, and the pod was moving even before they'd
skipped back onto the walk. Then there was no time for anything but work.

* * %

Soje took the rider home with him, trusting her fake 1D to fool resdential section's monitors.
Foolish trust, Awandi thought, and refused to ride with them in thelift. Even if the security monitorsdidn't
catch the interloper, some snitch among the workers would spot her startling white skin and report her.
Report Soje who thought he should anyway be dead.

Awandi remembered her brother the way he had been before the strike: smart, confident, full of
fire againgt the company's contempt for the workersthat kept it dive. "Workers control the means of
production,” he used to say, hisface dight as he quoted some ancient text.

"But we don't, do we?' their mother had said, not long before she died. "Denanos and the poor
convicts under them produce the goods. And the workersin AuFen and Shirreawho make the shipsand
pods. What's |ft for usto control? How dirty or clean the pods are?* A long speech for awoman whose
lungs had been seared by achemical leak.

But Soje had glowed dl the brighter, living for the argument. "If Glory's Gate Company can't meet
Commonwedlth shipping regulations on cargo pod maintenance and repair, they lose their trading license.
It wouldn't even take a CW ingpector to shut them down, no starship is going to risk unlicensed pods.
Not even the independents, not when the cargo is biochemicalsfrom Glory. All it would take istwenty
watches of refusing to work and the company would be eating out of our handg!"

Their mother hadn't been impressed, even dying from atreatable injury the company would not
cover inthe medicd plan. (Striker joke: "What's the worker's medica plan?' "Plan your funeral now and
avoid therush.") No, their mother hadn't been impressed, but others had. He wasn't donein hisunion
ideds. But he wasthe first to contact maintenance crews in other spokes, thefirst to risk exposure by
company spiesto spread the word. It had sounded so smple-not easy, maybe, no one was that
naive-but smple, yes. Refusal to work. Strike.

The bosses response was Smple too, and easy as pressing a switch. Emergency venting, they
caledit. A shamethosefool rebels were mad enough to trigger the decompression sequence and too
incompetent to stop it in time. Empty lies. Empty spoke. Two hundred fifty three workers dead.

Should have known, people said. Maybe they should have. A company too cheap to provideits
workers with emergency decompression equipment obvioudly didn't much care one way or the other. But
they hadn't known: none of the strikesin Sojesillicit history texts had taken place in space.

"Now we know why," he had bitterly said, before descending into his silence.

Silence the rider had broken. When Soje turned up for work their next watch, Awandi thought she
caught aglimpse of the old spark in hiseyes and grew cold with fear.

* % %

"Her nameé's Izu. She'saconvict,” Sojetold the crew. He was running a diagnostic with one hand



and eating aration bar with the other: two AuFen farfreighters had arrived last watch and the growing
backlog of podsdidn't allow for meal breaks. " She got sent to Glory because her family was part of a
squatters colony and she resisted when the landlord's hired goons tried to remove them. Can you believe
it? Sent to Glory because she didn't want to leave the only home she'd known."

Awandi shrugged. Sure she believed it. Why shouldn't she?

" She's been there four local years." Soje shook his head. Awandi was amazed a how quickly he
seemed to have taken up another cause. But thelight in his eyes couldn't hide the wider darkness behind
them.

"She say what it'slike?" Wen asked.

"Hell." Sojes grin twisted like he had abad taste in hismouth. ™Y ou know what they cal the
station down there? Hope Gate. Somejoke, huh?!

Chouss snorted, nine tenths occupied with avave repair. "But wait till you hear why she came up.”
She had gone with them to Soje's quartersin the off watch. When Awandi had asked her why she took
such arisk, she had said, "Samerisk either way, girl. Y our big brother goes down, we'redl going with
him whatever we do. Anyway, it'smy damn crew."

Now Wen asked her, "What d'you mean, why she came? She's escaping from Glory, what more
reason does she need?’

But Chousswas frowning again over her vave. Soje said, his mouth il twisted, "The denanos
want to apply for colonia statusin the Commonwedth.”

Wen burgt out laughing. Awandi stared. "They what?"

Thistime Chouss answered. "They say even if the convictslogt dl citizenship rightsin the
Commonwedth-"

"-which maybe they haven't, since they were condemned by company courts, not CW ones" Soje
interjected.

"-thefirg denanos never gave up theirs. The planet was only quarantined, officialy, and only
became a prison because the companies started using it that way, not because it was law. And because
they can support their population-"

"-or could if the companies gave them full valuefor their goods-"

"-they should have colony status, with amember at Parliament and dl therights of citizens,
including Forcesintervention to uphold thoserights.”

Wen -as dill laughing. "Denanos. Inthe legidature.” He dapped Awandi's arm, urging her to enjoy
the joke. Sheignored him, asudden vacuum in her gut.

"So sheisone," shesad.

Soje and Chouss both gave her looks of disgust. " She's human asyou and me," Soje said. "She's
deeping on my floor, you think I wouldn't notice she was drinking my blood?"

"They don't redlly-" Chouss started, then shrugged and went back to work.

Wen wiped tears from his cheeks. "So how is she planning on getting to Parliament? Take one
damn big breather tank to get her from hereto thereinapod.”

Soje looked around them, asiif aboss could have sneaked into the pit while they were talking, then
leaned forward and said, "They hired an independent farfreighter to take her as a passenger. Bribed them
with contraband bios. All she hasto doisget in apod dated for that ship'shold.”

"Oh, isthat dl,” Awandi said.

Chouss said, "Not so0 hard. Maintenance com can call up pod manifests, schedules and shuttle
loadsto and from the planet, farfreighter loading and departure priorities. All you need isto be quick and

"And lucky," Wen added.

"And have amaintenance crew dl ready to help,” Awandi said with ahard look at her brother.

But he just shrugged and smiled that thin, twisted smile. "'l get her gone, maybe shelll take metoo.”

In the end, despite her reluctance, it was Awandi who researched the schedules, she having the
best fed for the ornery station com. And at the end of watch, aching with weariness-they had repaired
eighteen pods, more than she'd ever seen go through the pit in one watch-instead of going hometo her



cubby she followed Soje back to his, both of them picking up ration packs on the way. It turned out the
rider's-lzu's-fake ID wasn't quite good enough to feed her, which figured. With 253 fewer residentsthe
station could afford to overlook an extrabody or two, seeing asit could makeitsown air, but food and
drink were imports, and always precious.

Soje had said 1zu was till suffering from her rough trip up from Glory, but when he opened the
cubby she was sitting up, his contraband library pad propped against her knees. Hard for anyone that
paeto look exactly hedthy, Awandi reckoned, especialy when her lips and eyelids were ill faintly blue,
but she was dert enough. She looked tiny and frail next to Soje's muscled length, so Awandi reluctantly
shared her dinner ration, as Soje did, while she told them about the schedule.

$0," 1zu said when she was done. "It islikdly to be fifteen watches from next when my freighter
loads?'

"Sure" Awandi said. "But it'seasier to figure the order shipswill beloaded than it isto figure which
podsll be used. Always plenty of podsin the bays, and which pods are used from which bays depends
on alat, including maintenance crew efficiency and which section of docking rim the ship isassgned. The
pod bays are in the feet of the spokes,” she added at 1zu's bewildered look, "and the pods are taken
from the bays at either end of the given dock section.”

Izu's confusion didn't lift very far. "But you can get meto the ship, yes?'

Awandi gtifled asigh. "Our crew can only get into delta spoke's pod bay. The chancesthat one of
our atmo podswill be assigned to your ship are not al that good.”

Izu looked from Awandi to Soje, to her hands. Awandi couldn't decideif the look on her face was
one of desperation or determination, but it wasfierce.

"WEIl get you to your ship," Sole said. Ignoring his sster'slook, he went on, "If the pods assigned
aren't from delta, well take you through the repair and supply shafts to whichever spoke-"

"Soje" Awandi said, aghast.

"The other crewswill help us," he said earnestly. "When they know why she hasto go-"

"Soje, do you serioudy think anyone gives afart about whether abunch of denanos get a colony?
Y ou're asking them to risk aone-way trip to Glory for-"

"It'snot just for the denanos,” he began.

"Oh, right, how could | forget the criminals?"

"Will youjust ligen?'

"How can you ask anyoneto listen to you after what happened the last time?”

Silence. Sole stared at her in shock, as she stared at him, horrified by what she had said yet unable
to let it go. He swalowed, the muscles working in histhroat, but before he could find anything to say Izu
spoke.

"Awandi. Forgive me. Y our brother has told me about the strike and itstragic end. | grieve for
your people. But it has occurred to methat if | could take a message from your union to the
Commonwedth, | might be of someuse."

"A message," Awandi echoed without taking her eyes away from Soje.

"Or amessenger,” he said. "If aunion representative makes a complaint againgt the company, the
Commonwedth will haveto intervene.”

"Soje, Soje." Awandi rubbed her hands across her face. Her voice was gentle when she spoke
again. "Soje, the union died when gammaspoke blew. Don't you see? Thereisno union. | don't say it to
hurt you. Y ou're my brother and | love you. But you have to see, you're only going to get yoursdif killed.”
She spread her hands. "And for what? A CW observer? What on or off of Glory makesyou think they'll
cae?'

"They will care" 1zu said, eyesdark in her paleface. "They will care when they find out about the
illegd biochemsthe company has been extorting from Glory in return for the suppliesthe CW is paying
Hope Gate to transport. Commonweslth authorities take their contracts, and their laws, very serioudy.”

"What are you taking about?"

"Illegdsleft off the shuttle manifests,” Soje said. " Company's been stockpiling them, shipping them
out on the company personnd transports.” He grimly smiled at her look. ™Y ou're not the only one who



knows how to use acom.”

"Itistrue" lzu sad. "Evenif the Commonwedth cares about nothing ese, thetrafficinillegd
biochemswill bring them. If we can prove our case, they will be forced to take over operation of Hope
Gate"

"And once we're CW territory, we're eigible to Join the IntraCommonwesdlth Alliance of Space
Workers Unions" Soje said, his eyes once more dight. "Which meansthat if the CW doesn't give us
what we want, the whole damn system goes on strike. Theres no way we can lose.”

Awandi looked at him. At them both. "Unless the company blows the whole station into vacuum,
adongwith al the evidence" she said.

When neither of them had an answer to that, she went home.

Despite every argument Awandi could bring to bear, Soje began spreading the word, first to the
crewsin delta spoke, then beyond. He was feverish, desperate, dive. With |zu's trangport arriving within
afew watches he had no time to waste on secrecy. He just spoke to crew after crew, in mess halls, rec
halls, passage-ways, lifts. Risking severe pendties under the post-strike regulations, he even went to
other pitsin his off shifts, helping crewswith the added workload, wearing himself to the bone. And
athough Awandi heard afew faint echoes of her own misgivings, they were al but drowned by the
chorus of approva and support.

"They're crazy,” she said to Wen one off watch in the rec hall, watching Sojein the midst of a
group like agtar in the center of its system.

"Crazy to hope?' he said.

Shegared a him. "Y ou think he'sright?

"What | think, cousin, isthat I'd rather be blown out an airlock trying to live free than be worn
down and burned out like your mother and mine. Infact,” he added with agrin, "I'm not sure | wouldn't
rather be on Glory." And he went to join the group around her brother.

After awatch that had seen seventeen cargo pods, two of them mgor repairs, al Awandi wanted
was deep. But she had spotted Soje heading for the inter-spoke transport, and so she went instead to his
cubby to talk to I zu.

"You areafraid," Izu said, and gestured Awandi to Sit beside her on Soj€'s bunk. She was smiling,
but it was hard for Awandi not to see her pale face asamask hiding lies.

"You arent afrad?’

Izu lifted ahand in akind of shrug. She was so small and her gestures so graceful she made
Awandi fed the size and shape of apod. She said, "Oneisadwaysafraid, on Glory." Then she amiled.
"Even more afraid in the cargo pod. When | woke up wrapped in abody bag, it seemed asif the worst
had aready happened. I've dready died and goneto hell; even if it didn't quite happen in that order, it's
hard to see what thereis|eft to fear.”

"Easy for me" Awandi said. "'l have morethan just my lifetolose”

"Youimaginel do not? Should your company cease to transport the CW supplies, no oneon
Glory will survive"

"Not even the denanos?”’

Izu studied her amoment, a smile hovering at the corners of her eyes. "They are surprisngly
human. They need food, and air, and love, the same aseveryone e

"But they can survive on Glory, even outside the catacombs, can't they?"

"The nans can cope with agreat ded, it'strue. Y es, the denanos can survive in the open for short
dretches of time, but-"

"What about injunies? It's dangerous on Glory, isn't it? The dust sorms and the criminals and the
quakes. | bet they can hed pretty good, too, huh?"

Izu swallowed. "It depends on the injury, but yes, they-1 mean, | understand they can-"

"What about decompresson?’ Awandi interrupted. "Can they survive that?'

Izu's eyesflickered, then dropped to her folded hands. " Perhaps. For short periods. They-" She
broke off at athump on the cubby's door, relieved.



S0, Awandi thought. But then, she was relieved to open the door, to have an excuse to put space
between hersdf and the other woman. Relief died a quick death, though. The instant she saw Chouss and
Wen, and the battered, blood-soaked man that hung lolling between them.

"Move, girl,” Chouss said, low and fierce, and Awandi stepped belatedly aside. Thefive of them
crowded the cubby, even once Chouss had lowered the man to the bunk. It was Soje.

"What..." She couldn't make her voice work.

"Hewasin dphaspoke," Wen said, lifting Soje's feet to the bunk. Chouss was checking his pulse,
her frown like a chasm between her brows. "' Somebody put him on the trangport,” Wen continued, sitting
wearily by Sojesfeet. "Just luck | found him."

"How ishe?' Her voice still wouldn't rise above awhisper. Chouss said without looking up, "Not
good. Week pulse, cold skin, bubbly breathing.” She sat on the floor by the heaed of the bunk and
propped her head on abloody hand. "Not good."

Wen leaned his elbows on his knees. " Got the shit kicked out of him."

"Who? Security?'

Wen shrugged. So did Chouss after aminute. " Them or scabs.”

"Wdl. Did you cdl medicd ?'

Again just acouple of shrugs. Awandi started to shake. Instead of venting her rage on them, she
turned and called medica, careful to press the buttons gently instead of pounding them through the wall.

EMS. State the nature of the emergency.

"My brother. Hesinjured.”

Name and location,

"Aramin Soje, delta spoke, residential section four, cubby number eight-one-three. Please hurry.”
Her voice staxted to die again, trapped Eke her heart in her throat. "Please hurry.”

Thefaint hissof an open line. Then adifferent voice said, Repeat that name and location.

"Soje. Aramin Soje. Delta spoke, residentid...”

But the light on the com pand had died. The line was dead.

"So much for medica,” Wen said, and put hisfacein hishands.

* % %

Awandi sat on her brother's bunk, holding his hand and watching him die. He had their mother's
hands, as she did. The same long bones and big knuckles, the same calluses and scars, the same sharp
line between the brown of the back and the pink of the palm. The hand she held lay dack in hers, cold as
therest of him. All hisenergy wasin hislungs, trying to bresthe. Trying to bresthe.

Weary with grief, she asked Chouss, "Isn't there something you can do?'

Chouss propped her graying head againgt the cubby wall and closed her eyes, her only response.

"Wen?'

He rubbed the back of his hand across his eyes, shook his head. No.

No. Awandi lifted her head, feding the pull of the station's spin, and looked at the pale woman
from Glory standing in the corner, arms wrapped around her chest asif shewere cold. It was hard to
ask. "lzu? lsn't there something you can do?"

Izu looked &t her, & Soje, bresthing pink froth through his shattered mouth. Sowly lifted her hand
to cover her eyes. "No."

Asif she hadn't spoken, Awandi said, "I'll help you get to your ship. | promise. Evenif it... Evenif
it doesn't work."

"Wanda," Chouss said. "Don't. She'sas helpless astherest of us."”

"No sheign't."

"Let her be”

Awandi let go her brother's hand and stood, noticing again how she towered over the other
woman. "Please" shesad. "Please, Izu."

"Wandi," Wen said painfully. "Let it go."

“No."

Izu was staring at her, eyes wide and fixed.



"It was because of you,” Awandi told her. just one step and they were faceto face. "I don't say
that to lay blame, Izu. It was his choice. Hedid it for hisown reasons. But ill. If you hadn't come.”

"Damnit, Awandi," Chouss said, climbing to her feet. It was her crewboss voice. "Back off."

"He would have saved your people and mine," Awandi said, the words somehow apart from her,
cold and cam, separate from the hot black star of grief in her gut. "He would have. Y our people and
mine. And you won't lift adamn finger to help him?!

"Awandi," Chouss said, putting a hand on her shoulder.

"l an so sorry,” 1zu said, white asthe paint on the walls, lips blue as abruise. No pretense she
didn't understand. "I am so sorry, Awandi. But | cannot. | cannot.”

Awandi'sfigt, like her voice, seemed disconnected from the rest of her. It lifted and siwung out with
the power of scores of watchesin the pit and smashed Izu's Jaw.

Damnit, girl, that's enough!" Chouss said, hauling her back against the door. Wen was on hisfest,
between Awandi and the Glory woman. There was hardly enough room for all of them to stand. Soj€'s
breeth wheezed and bubbled into the silence.

Awandi met |zu's eyes over Wen's shoulder. " Show them," she said quietly. "L et them see”

Izu dowly took her hands away from her face.

"Sweet Mother,” Wen said, stepping back onto Awandi'sfoot. On the side of Izu's jaw, where
Awandi'sfist had connected, ablack stain spread and grew, lifting the skin from underneath. A black
swvarm rising to repair the damage, biochem mechanicas, aive and not dive, colony of strangeness under
the human skin. Even though sheld been expecting it, Awandi rubbed her sore knuckles on her shirt, skin
crawling.

Chouss gripped her shoulder hard enough to leave a bruise. "Denanos. By the hard bitch Of
vacuum, Wandi, you were night."

"Well," said Izu. The black swelling shifted as she spoke. "Now you know. But | ill can't help
Soje”

"Why not?" Awandi demanded. "Y ou said denanos could survive injury-"

"Heisn't denancs.”

"But you could make him one, couldn't you? Can't you? Isn't that why they quarantined you in the
first place, because it's so damn contagious?’

"Isthat what they tell you?' 1zu shook her head. Already the black stain was beginning to shrink.
She appeared to fed no pain.

Awandi shoved Wen's back to get him off her foot, then squeezed around him to Sit back down on
the bed. Soje's hand seemed even colder than before.

"What do you mean?' Chouss sad. "Why e se did they quarantine you?"

"Why?" Izu smiled, her subtle fierceness returning to her eyes. "Why would the Commonwedlth be
afraid of arace of people-who are hard to kill and take along timeto die, who can live and work in
environments that would kill acockroach, who can invent drugs and poisonsin their guts-why? Y ou tell
me. Areyou less afraid of me now than when you only thought I'd drink your blood and give you anasty
disease?"

Awandi rubbed her brother's hand, trying to ingtill alittle warmth. " Should we be more afraid? Do
you want to take over the universe?'

Izu folded her arms. "All | want, dl any of uswant, isto live the way we choose, wherewe
choose, in peace.”

"Sameasus." Awandi looked up with athin amile. "Right Chouss? No different than us."

But Chousswas frowning at the denanos. "It's not contagious?'

Izu Sghed. "Yes, of courseit is. But not that contagious.”

"So you could giveit to him. Y ou could save him."

"Awandi." Izu threw out her smal handsin ahelpless gesture. "There is no guarantee that my nans
would survive hisimmune system, or that his genetic profileis close enough to minefor themto
reproducein hiscels, and even if by some miraclethey did, thereisn't time. It takes Sixty hours at least
for the nans to establish themsalves to the point of being able to hed, and he doesn't have that long."



"He's astubborn bastard, in case you hadn't noticeed,” Wen sad. "He'd hang on.”

He might not have spoken. "And eveniif dl that weren't true, whichiitis, | ill couldn't infect him."

"Why not?' Awandi said like athrest.

Izu hugged hersdf and said, "Becauseif any denanosinfects any human without that human's
direct, explicit and informed consent, the whole race will bein contravention of the quarantine act which
dlowsusto live on Glory. Wed be criminasfor real, without the faintest hope of colonial status, or even
another, less deadly home. More to the point, we'd be without protection from al those out there-who'd
kill us, or use us asdrug factories, or both. | sure as Glory didn't come out here to do that to my people.”

"Y ou sure as hell aren't going any further than the Gate if we don't-want you to go," Chouss
pointed out.

Izu studied Chouss face, then Wen's, then Awandi's. " Someone esewill come," she said, but she
sounded along way from certain.

"Thisisthe Gate," Wen said, sounding like Soje. "Who do you think holdsthe key?"

"No denanos is going anywhere the crews don't want them to go,” Chouss added, just to make it
absolutely clear.

Izu looked at them al again, for the first time with real desperation. "But you have to. My God,
don't you see? Thisisn't just my people, it'syours, too. Awandi, tell them,” she pleaded, before alook
crossed her face asif she remembered that maybe Awandi wasn't the best advocate she could choose.

But Awandi said, "I don't haveto tell them. They aready know. Isn't aworker on this station
doesn't dready know by now, thanksto Soje.”

Silence. Soje breathed, afaint liquid wheeze.

Then Wen sad, "Listen, 1zu. Only thing that's holding you back isthislega problem, yeah? Youd
help him if he was awake to say he wanted help?*

She passed a hand over her eyes. The black stain on her jaw had faded to adull blue-gray. "I
guess. If | knew he wanted meto.”

"Soje? Hell, he's done just about everything else, | guess turning into adenanos wouldn't stop him."

"Wen!" Chouss said, shocked.

Helooked up at her. "Y ou don't think? If it were the only way he could get out of here, take his
message to the Commonwed th?”

"Someone e se can go,” Chousssaid. "I'd go, if it cameto that.”

"But Soje would gtill be dead,” Awandi said with her brother's twisted amile. "Right Chouss? Even
if he survived this besting, thereld be another, and another. Unlessit was an airlock failure, or achem
tank leak, or..." She shrugged, still trying to warm Soje's hand with hers.

"She'sright. Anyway," Wen added with ataut grin, "the way things stand now, | reckon we must
make up a union quorum between the three of us, and if two of us vote him union rep to the
Commonwesdlth he pretty much hasto go.”

Chouss opened her mouth to respond, but 1zu broke in sharply before she could. "I don't
remember saying I'd infect him. | won'. | can't.”

"Well, hell, woman, who's going to say he didn't ask you?' Choussall but shouted.

"Couldn't even if we wanted to," Wen added. " Seeing as how he just said he wanted you to make
him adenanos.”" Looking from one woman's stare to the next, he grinned and added, "Didn't he,
Chouss?'

She snorted, rubbed her nose with awork worn hand. "Well sure hedid. Didn't he, Awandi?'

Hishand was so cold. "Yes"

Izu put her hands over her eyes. The skin over her jaw was once more aclear, paeivory. "Do you
realize what you'd be doing to him? He wouldn't be your crewmate anymore, or your brother, held bea
denanos. There aren't many places he could live except for Glory."

What had Wen said? "Better to rulein hell than to live asaleper anywheredse,” Awandi said.

Izu looked suddenly tired. "Y ou think so? Nobody named the planet for the color of its sunsets.”

Awandi didn't even know what asunset was. "If it turns out held rather die, he can dways step out
the nearest airlock. | suppose space would kill him eventudly?!



Izu swallowed. "Quicker than eventualy. But it's not just Glory-"

"lzu, damnit!"

"No. Listen to me. Somebody is going to make an informed decision. The nans could mutate,
especidly sincethey aren't tailored to his gene code, and it's an ugly way to die. The only work he could
get off Glory would bein brutal conditions, in the employ of people who cared for hiswell-being even
less than your company does for yours. He couldn't have children: denanos are made, not born.
Whatever the Commonwedlth decision about Glory and the Gate, helll dmost certainly not be ableto
come home again. Ever again." Shelooked hard at Awandi. "Know what you're asking meto do to him.
Hewould be an object of hatred to millions.”

Awandi swallowed, looking away from her brother's face. The memory of her own fear was bitter
in her mouth. "' Chouss?"

Chouss rubbed at the crease in her forehead. Nodded.

"Wen?'

"Y ou know my vote. | wouldn't put it on him if | weren't willing to do it mysdlf. If it werewhat |
had to do to survive."

Awandi looked again at her brother's battered face. Better to rulein hell... Shelooked up &t 1zu,
swallowed bile, and said, "Doit."

* * %

Eight watches later, the independent farfreighter Pardis clamped on to the station's docking ring.
Two watches after that, the order for cargo pods began registering on station com. Fourteen pods were
being shifted out of deltabay. Three of them were atmosphered.

Izu nodded, calm, when Awandi brought her the news. The denanos had scarcely dept since
infecting Soje with her black, nan-thick blood. Within awatch he had ceased to breathe through pink
froth, but he still hadn't regained consciousness.

But he hadn't died, either.

The middle of the crew's off watch saw the three of them stagger red-eyed to his cubby, each with
aduffe containing gear that would get them an automatic trip through an airlock if security came dong.
However, security had lately been staying clear of the workers quarters-most noticeably since Soje's
beating: word had spread. Someone took the temperature of the crews and decided to turn down the
heat alittle. No one had any doubtsthat it was only atemporary measure, though, and the brutal pace of
mai ntenance and repairs continued unabated.

Mogt brutal of al for Awandi, Wen and Chouss, since they dared not report Soje's "death” until he
and |zu were safely gone; they were in the meantime working short two hands. They could only keep
company supervisorsout of the pit and out of ther hair if they kept up ther efficiency rating. Choussfdll
adeep againg thewall while Awandi and 1zu wrestled Sojes dack limbsinto the insulation skin, and Wen
fought to keep awake to check the breathers. Then they staggered off again, Soje suspended between
them in abody bag/duffd of Wen's design, praying the unconscious man would not moan the way he
sometimes did. To the personnd lift and down the spoke to the rim, sharing the space with workerswho
carefully showed not the least interest in the party and their burden.

Out of thelift and into the cargo pod bay. They were barely able to keep Soje from dragging in the
higher pseudo-gravity of the station's rim He did groan once or twice, but the sound waslost in the
clamor of the pods being readied for transport. Moreintensaly uninterested workerstoiled around them,
abackdrop of gray figuresinto which they could blend and disappear while searching out the right pod.
An AuFen inert amo pod, vast orange egg, it could have been the one that had brought 1zu to the station.

The smdl customs inspection lock was just big enough to send |zu and Soje through one at atime.
Maintenance workers cool and efficient at their tasks, Chouss and Wen opened the lock and helped [zu
inwith her breather, while Awandi unzipped Soje's bag to make sure his mask was secure. It was. Also,
his eyes were open, the right one stained with red-and-black blood.

"Hey," she said softly, numb with hope, pulling the mask aside.”

"Hey," hesad, hoarse and dow. "Why can't | move?"

Shehadtogrin. "You'rein abody bag."



He grunted and closed his eyes.

"Soje. Soje? It's okay, you're going to be okay. Soje, open your eyes.”

Swollen lids drifted open, blinked. "Thought | was dead, he said, asif confirming the thought. Wen
and Chouss had closed the ingpection lock and were cycling 1zu through.

"No, you aren't. Y ou're going to be okay. Y ou're going to Parliament with 1zu." Tempting to leave
it a that, but she couldn't do that to 1zu, or to him. "lzu saved your life, Soje. She made you a denanos.
Soje? It was my idea, | made her. So don't blame anyone but me, yeah?"

He blinked, wet historn and bloody lips. "No blame." He seemed beyond surprise. "Denanos,
huh? So that's how ... she survived.”

"Y eah. Seems the nans can keep your blood from boiling in adecompression. Handy, huh?!

"Huh." Hiseyes drifted closed. Then: "It isn't going... to turn mewhite... isit?"

Awandi laughed in spite of hersdf. " She swearsit won't."

Chouss turned from the lock and said quietly, "He ready? |zu's through.”

Awandi reached for the breather mask. Soje opened his eyes. He seemed more dert thistime.
"Wait," hesaid.

"Got aschedule to keep, cousin of ming" Wen said.

"Wait." Sojelicked hislipsagain. "Denanos... can survive decompres... Son?" Another pause,
then, on an gpparently unconnected thought, "Am | contagious?'

"Yes, and yes," said Wen. "Come on, man, we got to put you through.”

"If wewered| denanos... we could strike.”

It took asecond to sink in, then dl three of them froze.

"We could strike," Soje said, "and we could win."

Awandi looked at Wen, at Chouss, achill in her gut. The racket of the pod bay filled in around
them like a protective shell.

Wen said, voice thin with uncertainty and surprise, "If it were what we had to do to survive?'

Awandi said, "But what about what 1zu said, how denanos haveto live?'

"If we held the station,” Chouss murmured, barely audible. Shelicked her lips. "If we held Glory's
Gate, and controlled the denanostrade...”

A long moment while no one spoke. Then: "If it'swhat we have to do to survive," Wen said,
uncertainty gone.

Sojetook acareful breath, then said softly, "Give me... akiss good-bye... little Sster?!

Awandi |ooked at them both, her crewmates, her family. Looked at her brother watching her with
his black-and-red stained eyes. Awandi wiped her damp cheeks and whispered, "What we have to do to
urvive”

But what she was thinking was, What we have to do to give you a home to come back to. She
bent down and gave Soje akiss, filling her mouth with the taste of his inhabited blood.

RIISRUN
eluki bes shahar

Butterfly, are you surethisis going to work?' Paladin asked me.

"Trusme" | lied.

Wewas sitting dead an drifting at margina power in the middle athe never never, waiting for
Fortune's Girl to show up at the rondaytik.

"l do trust you," my partner said. "That'swhy I'm worried."

Whiles before, was dicing with akiddy hight Elory Dace an losing, but there's nowt elset'do on
Coldwater when you're waiting to lift, an that's certain truth. Sides, | wasin the way an for t'kill him
soon's| figured out how, me being in theway adoing Oob's hard jobs for him somewhiles, which same
Elory shouldaknown an didn't, so | guessed I'd see my credit again soon enough.

We was both hot pilots for Oob, which meant waiting around on Coldwater for the office now and



again. Namé'sjust plain and fancy farcing, cause the last time there been liquid water here was sometime
afore there been an Empire, which is some whiles even with fancy Imperid accounting. Nothing but ice
now. And snow.

| been running cargoes for Oob long times-he put mein my first hull, an now | owned my own,
ship Firecat. | was till here because | had lots agood reasons for not wanting to attract mgjor attention
from the rich an famous, which main desire ran to working for awiggly nightbroker who'd sdl me out the
moment he saw percentagesin it, Darktrader's Guild or no. Before Elory, Y ours Truly Butterfliesare
Free Peace Sincere was the only one a Oob's leggers what ran even close t'Chemovsky main, an that not
very, as any scanner'd be happy to tell you. Y ou don't belong aong one athe main B Pops on the
Chernovsky scale, you don't even get t'take aswing at the Imperial Phoenix. Y ou get to be your plain an
fancy "client race," an from where | sit, even being adicty barb has more upside. Usthey just shoot when
they catch us outside our proscribed Imperia bought long time gone Interdicted hidey hole.

So when Elory walksin ahundred days ago looking like anew minted citizen fresh from Grand
Centra an saying he'slooking to herd skyjunk in the never never, it don't fadge. Mainline clean scan
humans does not go crawling to wiggly nightbrokersfor plenty, even if they is spinning fantasy. Whether
his Tickets aLeave wasforged or no, he could herd skyjunk, an he hit what he aimed at. He could talk
Trade, flashcant, patwa, an Interphon well as| could. Our boy Elory had what you might call your basic
Job skillsathe Outfar. So Oob thunk the obvious thought, an sent him on asilk run with atroublekick he
didnt mind losing.

Elory came back, him an hisladybird. Fortune's Girl was asweet piece ahighiron just what she
ought to be: not too pretty, not too clean, aold Falke Starhauler built for four an jerryhammered for one.
Where she came from weren't nobody's bidness but his.

Oob kept sending him, an Elory kept coming back, so Oob did what any bright kiddy with amind
on longevity'd naturaly do. He told me off for to send young Elory on the Long Orbit.

There's ninety nine smplewaysto let asophont out alife, an 1'd used lots dem oncet at least. But
it don't pay in my lineawork to leave unanswered questions on your backtrail, an Elory was sx athose.
So dong of killing him, | wanted alook ingde hishull, me an my partner both, which madethingsalittle
harder, ‘cause that weren't something we could rig whiles there was people around t'see. Plus, | couldn't
just shoot him exactly, even if on Coldwater nobody'd care. | wasn't dl that dow with aheavy, but I'd
never seen him draw surprised. He might be faster. An ashort fast career abeing dead weren'tinmy life
plans.

So | wasdicing an losing an thinking, three things Pally says I'm not good at, an two awhich | tend
to agree with him on somewhiles, while tried t'figure out how t'ghostwhack Elory Dace an Fortune's
Girl anlivetkeep quiet about it. It didn't hurt airy atdl that if | could do it clean his hull would be mineto
s, nether.

* % %

Terreckly I'd come dong of aplan, an Oob'd liked it when | sold him the pony. Pally hadn't. He's
the nervous type. But he didn't get avote-at least not out where Oob could see-cause nobody can know
about Pdladin.

| found Paladin on Pandoraback before | got my first hull. He got me out of atight spot then, ana
lot more since, so we're partners. On Pandora he'd been abox ajunk for so long he didn't even know
we had a Emperor, an me, | come from so far outsde Mainstream | never even heard aHigh
Book-that's Chapter Five athe Revised Inappropriate Technology Act athe Nine Hundredth an Seventy
Fifth Year almperid Graceto you. Why it mattersis cause what my partner Pdadinis, isa
fully-volitiond logic. A Library.

It took the two aus about six minutes Prime t'find out what kind alawsthereis againgt Old Fed
artifacts like Paladin after | woke him up, but if anybody knowswheat Librariesis (other'n "amachine
hellishly forged in the likeness of ahuman mind,” saysthe talkingbooks) or why they dl hasto be
destroyed, they isn't talkin'. All I know isthe head price on him-an on me for havin' him-has been reliably
reported to be enough to buy you outta any crimein the Imperiad Caendar, even being adictybarb avay
from home.



But you don't sdll out your friends.

* * %

"Hewon't be expecting me." We waswaiting on Elory, Pally an me. | wasimproving my partner's
nerves. "Thinks heswaitin' on somethin' t'fal off naCompany ship." An Elory wouldn't see us, because
he wouldn't belooking. Truefact. Paly dluz worriestoo much.

"And while heis, you'rejust going to walk up to him and shoot him with that quaint revenant. While
| admit it hasthe virtue of smplicity...

| try to not listen oncet Pdly starts talking like alearningbook, because it means he's mad. But
what | had in mind ought twork. | had the suit | use for hullwork an avariable generating compkey, an |
didn't need nothing moren that t'get meinto Fortune's Girl. An oncet | wasin an Elory was dead, |
could cozy Firecat up to Fortune's Girl, hook Paly in ther computer an let him find out everything she
knew.

The hull suit most stardancers useisastep up from an evac bag, but not by much. | stripped an got
into mine, because Elory should be here soon an there wasn't no point in waiting around for late breaking
current events. Far as Oob knew, he was as punctual as he was pretty, an that meant he'd be early.

I put my loose toysin the hotlocker an hooked everything | was taking onto my belt, then sedled
the helmet into place. Paladin popped thelock, an Firecat's loose air went on vacation in aplume aice.
He cut lights an power, an my Best Girl disappeared so far as| could see. It got colder. | hung inthe
hatchway, looking at stars.

Not for long. Fortune's Girl made Trangit in aflash alight, close enough t'see her actuad shape,
which meant we was right on top a her, maybe a dozen many kliks away. His sweepsd find Firecat ina
tik or so, but with no power nor come hither on her it'd take him whilesto puzzle her out. | didn't wait
around. | kicked off from my hull.

If I was using power, he'd a spotted me sure, but | was kyting on gas jets. pure mechanica energy,
no power suck to tickle his ship eyes. It looked dow, but | knew better than to hustle. In Market Garden
| saw what happened to kiddies astried playing fast an loose with inertia. | had time. He wasn't going
anywheres until he had what he came for, nevermind it weren't here.

Neither was|, by what he knew.

I landed on his hull soft an sweet asafirst kissan waked forward till | reached the main access
hatch. Hed hear me coming-it was too much luck to hope for to think he wouldn't-but | had the edge.

| hoped.

The comp key got me through the lock. | left my helmet an jetpack there. If | needed them, I'd be
dead aready. The other things| kept with me.

Shipped stock from High Mikasa, the Falke Starhauler's got a cockpit access hatch. Most
gardancersjunk it in the stripdown for nightworld running, an everyone else| know keepsit locked
back, cause a allathe roundaboutation you got t'do when you're short crewed.

But Elory, bright lad, liked the exercise. Or else hewas born worried. It wasin place. Anit was
locked. Not a problem.

Most folksin my line awork are speciaists. Stardancers herd skyjunk. Hardboys do wetwork.
Priggers an shimcribs take care of actua vautaliberation, providing aways the valuta's on the heavyside.
If your kick's on a ship, an the whole ship's being taken, what you got is your genuine, honest to
Thrilling Wonder Talkingbooks Space Pirates, which | guessed | now was.

All awhich isaroundabout way asaying that in a Empirefull aone hit wonders, | can manage a
little bit aeverything. It took alittle more farcing than the outside hatch, but not much, an | was through.

The hatch pedled back. Elory waswaiting.

"It'syou," he said, getting up.

He sounded disappointed, like he was maybe expecting someonetdler. | didn't wait for the color
commentary: he had aship'saxein his hands an looked ready to useit. | fired.

Nobody but adamn fool carries ablaster inboard a ship space. Rupture your hull, damage your
fields, an there's nothing between you an the streets a Angel City but hope an good wishes. That's why
pirateswear armor when they board a ship, an why they teach swordplay to Highliner an Company



crews. Plasmawespons ain't safe inboard, an a stunner will fry tronics aswell as organics. But where |
come from, they ain't never heard a neither Blasters nor spaceships, an | was born ablacksmith's
daughter. I'd had time t'plan an make what | needed.

| was carrying a crossbow.

Thefirgt bolt took him in the shoulder, an the second one in the chest. By then | was out aammo,
but Elory Dace was outta time. He dropped the axe, took a step, an dropped to his knees.

"Why?" he asked.

Hewas bleeding in away it'd be hard t'fake, an | could see both hishands, so | risked going close
enough to touch. Therewasn't any fight left in him, not even for revenge. He went al the way down
whiles| was getting there, an | caught him, easing him onto his back. Crossbow boltsis short-piece a
metal long asyour hand an thick as your finger-an these had gone al the way in. He was coughing blood
in the sincere way that don't encourage you to plan ahead so | guessed | owed him the truth.

"Oob don't like things what don't make sense, che ba."

He smiled, like he thought that was funny. All of asudden he looked worried, likeit'd just occurred
to him he wastaking the Long Orhit.

"Promiseme... | was going, to Riis... pickup a package. Take my run.”

RiisisaRedtricted World, furs, drugs, gemstones, an adamfool sense atheir own importance. It'd
beatight fit, hiscargoin Firecat, but | couldn't see the harm.

"l promise,” | said. The Clearanceswould probably bein his comps, if he hadn't just been
stargathering for bloodlack, an I'd know that soon enough.

Then he was dead, an I'd earned my bonus.

| didinto the Mercy Seet an didled back the gravity long enough to make it easy money getting
Elory aswas down to the lock. | was glad to see he hadn't passworded his boards or any other such
damfool talkingbook nonsense: it was enough t'worry about his comps. Down at thelock | sealed up my
suit again an cycled through with Elory There was some safetylinesin thelock an | took one an hooked
him to the hull with it. Oob was going to want meto bring back proof, an held be easier to cut up if he
was frozen.

Then | went back to the cockpit an flashed the fights. | saw an answering star as Paladin lit Firecat
up, an then | went down t'Main Cargo for t'unspool the Transport Tube an wait.

Most ships has a cargo bay an acargo hatch. Firecat don't. Shipswith bays an hatches-like
Fortune's Girl-is set for to make transfersin caugtic or airless environments, hence the Transport Tube.

Hooking it up was going to be the fun part, because no matter what they tell you in Thrilling
Wonder Talkingbooks, no ship ever stops dead in space. Fortune's Girl wasmoving, an Firecat was
moving, an the money trick was going t'be matching reative ve ocities close enough t'hook up the Tube
an keep both ships under pressure. Pally's not aJJump pilot, but he could jink my Best Girl's attitude jets
enough to bring her infor akiss.

Or bobbleit-even agood pilot can-an kill us both.

| watched her comein close, hoping | hadn't come up with the one-hundredth way to die that
sardancers dwaystak about. Finaly Firecat was close enough so's | could see her clear in Fortune's
Girl's running lights an count every separate pedling patch ahullseal on her skin. Timeto go.

| popped Elory's lock-mine now-an held on while more atmosphere bled to space. When the
pressure equalized, | went about the business of sealing the two ships together.

It'seasier if you got a partner with hands. It'seasier if you got a heavier suit with powered jets. It's
easer with lotsathings. But it got done, an the two ships was breathing together, fields synched. | went
over to Firecat, shucked the suit, an got dressed again.

"Elory wants met'go to Riis," | said where Pdadin could hear. "Got a cargo waiting, he said.”

"And?" Padadin asked.

"Figured I'd go," | said. "Iff'n you can find his Clearances." | waslooking for the connect cablesan
not finding them, which was damsilly foolishness on account of 1'd looked ‘em out specid on theway
here.

Pdadin didn't say anything in that noisy way ahis.



"I don't know why!" | said. "Who knows why dead people do anything?' | found the cables an
dragged them out, then had to wriggle around under the Mercy Seat to get one end hooked up to
Pdadin.

"Where do you want to sl the ship?' Paladin asked instead.

"l donno. Wanderweb. They don't ask lots aquestionsin aFree Port." Like how one person could
get two shipsinto orbit. Free Ports can be useful that way. | actudly hadn't thought thingsthat far along; |
might havet'stash Fortune's Girl somewhere nearby with a salvage beacon on her an hope shewas
therewhen | got back, but if sheweren't, I'd only lost credit | hadn't invested too much in, an I'd till have
the headprice.

| got the rest athe cable over my shoulder an went walking back up to Fortune's Girl's cockpit.

Whiles Paladin farced the comps, | tossed the ship.

Elory was atidy lad, an something waswrong.

I'm good for secrets, but in my experience, most people is damnfool doppy. Elory weren't. There
weren't airy moretfind from his cabin than he was a kiddy who liked hottoys an held onto every credit
he'd pulled on every run hed made for Oob seemed like.

That, an the fact that the co-cabin waslocked up very tight indeed. My comp-keys wouldn't
budge the hatch, an that was downright peculiar. They'd opened the cockpit, which should be the
second-best lock on any ship.

"Butterfly-"

Paadin's voice came over Ship Main Speakers. He didn't sound happy. "I've found something you
arentgoingtolike.

That made two, which was two too many.

| went up to the cockpit where Paladin could see me.

"The ship's computer system is surprisingly singly sophisticated for avesse of thissize" Pdadin
began, taking the scenic route through his explanation. "There were anumber of safeguards against
tampering. Downloading the Riis clearances was to have wiped the rest of the system and started a
self-destruct mechanism that would have gppeared to be a smple engine mafunction. It took me some
timeto disarm the safeguard systems and access dl thefiles.”

"Je?" Wasn't no point in trying to hurry Paladin when hewasin amood to lecture. | sat mysdf in
the songbird seat an regarded infinite space.

"Elory Dace was not who he appeared to be, severd times over.”

"True-tel?' saysme.

"Officidly he was working undercover for the Trade Customs and Commerce Commission.”

The TC& C iswhat makes adarktrader's life such ahome dedlight out herein the Outfar but usually
they waited till you put akick on the heavyside somewheresto bother you. "An plus?'

"The Office of the Question.”

Was good thing | was sitting down aready. Nobody wants to meet the Tech Police. | double
didn't want to meet the Tech Police with an Old Fed Library sitting in my hull.

"He didn't know about us," Pdladin said, answering the question | was too creebed to ask. "His
superiors had arumor of atechnology brokering rig operating in the nightworld. Dace-to be more
correct, Millanuran Nanath-was sent to investigate. All inappropriate technology is proscribed, not just
the technology of the Old Federation. It might even have been something new.”

Because amachine that can think for itself is so damn useful that nobody will leaveit done, an who
knows what they're doing in the Confederacy or the Soddity?

"Therésalocked cabin. Get mein."

* % %

Behind the hatch was the rest a Brother Elory-or-Nanath'slife. Full grey Teaser uniform with all
ID. Aninalocked case-one my comp-key did open, thistime-his Tech Police uniform.

| picked up the helmet. Full-face. Want t'scare you to death before they ruin your life, forbye.
Pretty black uniform an cape. Heavy blaster with a stunner piggybacked on, automatic Class D warrant



for civilian possession, which it wasjust too bad | couldn't think of any good way to take it with me,
because aMilitary Heavy isavery discouraging word inthecircles| runin. But | couldn't take the
chance of someone wondering where I'd got it, or it maybe having atalk-back on it that Paladin couldn't
catch.

| went out again.

I thought about thingswhile| farced Elory's Best Girl of useful valuta. He kept anice galey, an his
housekeeping inventories was up to date an al found. It was amost enough to take the edge off what |
had to do next.

| couldn't keep Fortune's Girl. Couldn't sl her, either. Somebody'd trace her back to me, an the
numbers was on the side a somebody figuring out something hadn't gone the way their boy planned it to.
Antherewas noway | could'aarranged that without high-tech help, so people'd come looking. Tech
Police people.

Fortune's Girl had to go, just like Elory planned.

When | was done an pultting the cables back, | told Paadin. He wasn't happy, but he had to admit
| was right for oncet. He couldn't put the comps back the way they'd was. I'd have tjink the goforths
mysdif.

| suited up again an untubed Firecat, then went t'take care athe rest athe light housekeeping. No
meatter what the former Elory did in his sparetime, Oob still wanted his head. An | wanted my bounty.

He weren't near as pretty after having been freeze-dried, but 1'd seen worse an done some of it. |
sheared off his head with my vibro an put it in a carrybag, then went down to the Black Gang see what |
could do for hisship.

Stardancers dluz say asthere's ninty-nine wayst'die an one athem is getting your goforths up to
Jump an leaving them there, specidly if al the safety overrides happen to go wakabout first so she can't
step down. Not hard t'farce mainly for that nobody in hisright mind'd ever want to do it. When | was
done, every tell-me was showing red. | flipped more switches, calling up everything she had. Fortune's
Girl gtarted to wake up. More lights went red. Some started to flash. The girl had alot of legs.

Timeto go.

| put my helmet on. Thistime I'd borrowed a set a Jets from Fortune's Girl. | got back to Firecat
quicktime. | didn't know how long we had, but it wouldn't be hours.

Paladin started moving us as soon as the hatch closed. | pedled off the suit once therewas air an
dropped down into the Mercy Seat to watch the show.

Wewas far enough back that there was nothing to see, but Firecat's sensors showed Fortune's
Girl big an hot. About atenth of an hour later she went over. The canopy went black asthe hard
particles came through, but | watched it all onfilters. | walked Firecat through the debris cloud afters,
just to make sure. All over but vain regrets.

Then | pulled over the comp. Permits an clearancesfor Riiswasthere, al neat an legd, just like
Pdly'd said. | started farcing atik

"Wheat are you doing?'

"Covering our trail." Riiswas areach, but wed makeit.

Pdly didn't say nothing a-tall.

"Think. | ice Brother Elory. He gives me his Riis Run, the deadman on hisBest Girl which
somebody's got to know back at Teaser Home and Mother. Why don't | take it, somebody wants
tknow?'

Anif | didn't takeit, if | did anything other'n what a poor but honest darktrader what didn't got an
Old Fed Library in her hull would do, thered be questions, soon or late, oncet people found out young
Elory weren't breathing no more, which they would, legitimates being the chatty kiddiesthey is.

Somebody's dluz looking, certain truth. An secret's only secret if no onelooks, so you can't never
do nothing tmake them see you.

Moreslence.

"When you got the good numbersyou tell me, ne, che-bai?' | muttered. The numbers read out
clear. | pulled the angelstick for the jump.



* % %

Riisis Closed World, which meansdl vistorsis strictly restricted t'Port an City. It'swarmer than
Coldwater by anot very. You need permitsto land, permitsto lift, permitsto trade. According to his
tickets-a-leave, Elory Dace-as-was's bidness here was t'pickup a paid cargo to lift for adestination
unspecified. Not unusud in our lineawork. It could betrue, or just more farcing, but | was supposed to
bdieveit.

| did spare abraincell twonder who held actudly been expecting to show up an kill him back a
the rondaytik, seeing asit weren't me.

But talking kytes no kick, asmy dear old freight-factor aluz said. | got Firecat into aring, onthe
heavys de an hooked up, jacked Pdlly into the main banksto pull news an wegather, an went looking for
my maybe fantasy kick.

It was snowing Riisfall. My Coldwater gear kept me warm enough.

My first stop was Port Services office. The Portmaster wished me a pleasant downfall, an asked
what cargo. | showed him my tik He suggested | try the Guildhall to see what they was holding under that
number.

| went to the Guildhall an called for the cargo, but | weren't surprised to find it was al vapor-ware
an computer glitches. | hung around whiles, letting whoever was watching get agood look. Then | went
off to somewheres quiet to let them find me.

Bidnessasusual. If it was handled al aboveboard an proper, they wouldn't cdl it darktrade.

| never been to Riis but didn't have no trouble a-tall finding the kind aplace | wanted. A nice dark
dockside bar an bathhouse, just off the Port, Intersign glyph outside for 'stardancer.' From the ook athe
place, | wouldn't have tworry about running into Companyfolk here: just Gentry an leggers an gypsesan
Celedtials. Peaceable folk what mind their manners. | found abooth in the back an ordered something
hot.

Along of when | was on my third round an thinking about finding a bath an room, | got company.

"Elory Dace usudly makesthisrun," my new friend said chatily.

He was muffled up in ayoung ransom aRiisfurs, native cut, but he talked Interphon likea
cosmopoalite.

"Heretired an left metherun,” | said. | had my hand on my blaster under the table. Both his hands
wasin sght, but he could have anything up his deeve. Thiswaswhere| got t'find out how far Brother
Elory's deadman switch ran.

My new friend passed me a sheet athermofax, folded smal. "This has your information. Y our
payment's with the cargo.”

Heleft. | waited, then unfolded the shest. It gave me ad-dress an time, the usua amateur
encouragement not t'be seen arriving, an everything but the important things: how much an what the cargo
was. Maybe they thought | knew.

The timewasn't for whilesyet: well as| could work the conversion, loca dark meredies. More
proof, not like | needed it, that thiswas gtrictly amateur night.

| went back to Firecat.

"The addressisfor ahostelry at the far edge of the Port City," Paladin said, back from ajaunt
through the Port computers. " One frequented both by natives and by visitorsto the city.”

"Not furs™ | hadn't redly thought it was.

"Do we leave now?" Paadin asked.

| thought about it. "Not yet. But I'm going t'get there early. An so areyou.”

| took asmall but useful bag atricks an left for the Accommodetion of Useful Virtue-by which
name my meetcute went. Once | was off-Port anin Riisfdl, | did my best to look less likewhat | was an
more like asmple-though offworld-grubber. The cold-westher gear helped. It was till snowing. The
Riisfdlin kept the Port clear with sweeps and shields, but not one meter beyond.

Pdadin'd pulled the name an particulars of aguest a the Accommodation what might reasonably
be expecting addivery, but nobody stopped me at the front. Riisfal City makeswhat you might cal your



uneasy adjustment to Imperial technology; there was stairs, not dropshafts. | took them.

The doors uplevel was Imperid standard, easy to open. Wasn't nobody there, even though the
cubie was rented an standing empty. It's amazing what information you can pull off even adumb termind,
which same high-ticket bennie of Imperid civ dl the cubies at the Accommodation had.

An | intended to make sure it was wide awake an ready to be helpful.

First | pinged Firecat. Paladin would make sure there was no record athat. Then | took the
casing off thetermina an hung afew bells an whistles on it to make sure the call couldn't be disconnected
short aripping the set out athewall. If anyonetried to useit for anything, Paladin wouldn't be noticed.
But hed havefull ears.

It wasn't much in the way abackup. But it was dl we could manage.

| put it back together an looked for a nice place thide while my host showed up. Aside from the
door an thetermind, it was standard Riisfall subtech: windows that opened, astove for heat. The stove
wasn't on. The cubiewas cold. | found alikely closet an made mysdlf comfortable.

About an hour before | was supposed to arrive, | heard voices. A roomful.

"| thought it would be Captain Dace." An older man, fussing.

"Imperidsaredl aike. All shewantsisthe money. Shélll do thejob.” My friend from the bar. I'd
pegged histype now. An inbetweener. Y ou wanted something done, held help. For afee.

"But can she be trusted? I've heard they sometimes... dump their cargo." A woman thistime. She
sounded soft an scared.

"No!" Thefirst man again. Y ou'd athought | was about t'space his pet goldfish.

"Ser Emeth, Sera Emeth, the woman is Guild-bonded and reliable. Captain Dace vouches for her.
Shell take the cargo safely to Kiareth," the inbetweener said. | wondered why he'd brought what
sounded like citizens to the handoff. For that matter, | wondered why held come himself.

But I'd heard enough. There was a cargo. Nobody was planning to shoot me. Anthey had a
wholly-unreasonable destination in mind. Kiareth isin the Outer Midworlds, aplace| don't go. | could
get whatever it wasthereif | had to, splitting fees with another darktrader. So it wastimeto seethe
pony.

| drew my blaster an came ouit.

Ser an SeraEmeth was native Riisfalin-tal, blond, looked like they wrestled the native wildlife two
fals out athree before breakfast. They was both covered in furs.

Sera Emeth squeded, clutching asmall ambulatory bundle afurs. Apparently thiswasafamily
dfar.

"Youreearly," my contact said.

"Promptnessisavirtue." Paladin saysthat lots. | kept my blaster pointed at dl four athem.

Nobody said anything for whiles.

"Where'sthe package?' | was getting impatient. "An my fee"

The inbetweener gestured to Ser Emeth. He reached into hisfurs-dow, so | wouldn't shoot him-an
brought out afist. He opened it.

Theresthree things you can take off Riis. Thiswas gems. Five ice-diamonds, big as my
thumb-joint an clear aswater. Enough to make up for losing Fortune's Girl. Enough to buy her twin
sster stock out of High Mikasa.

"Thisisthe package."

SeraEmeth unveiled the short bundle. It was agirl, blond, undecided in the looks department.
Maybe alittle younger than I'd been when | ran away t'see the wicked city. Frall.

There's dways people who ain't happy with the bennies a Closed World status, an kiotes who, for
afee, will show'em the stars. Looked like Elory'd been running kiote off Riis. | wondered how that fitin
with either a his other lives, but not very much.

"l don't run livefreight.”

Possiblefor Elory, in Fortune's Girl. Not for me, in Firecat with Pdadin.

"Y ou haveto take her!" Sera Emeth pushed her at me like she was offering her up for sdle. The
kinchin goggled an clung to her mam, which made her smarter nor anyone else here.



Ser Emeth took a step toward me. | discouraged him some with my blaster. He stopped.

"You can't be serious," he said.

"My ship. My rules. Jai kinchin. Think about it."

"But... we had adeal.” Helooked at the inbetweener. He shrugged.

"She hasthe right to refuse the cargo.”

"But you cant!" Ser Emeth wanted to argue, him being a citizen what thought talking could change
facts. | wanted to get out athere without fuss. | figured held wind down sooner if | let him air hislungs.

"Captain... you don't understand wheat life islike here, on a Closed World. Captain Dace said he
could arrange things. We're not Interdicted. | have sponsors waiting for her outside. All | havetodois
get her there. | want to give Helwys a chance a a better life."

| had a better ideathan he knew. There's plenty of Imperid tech available on a Closed World if
you're willing to pay darktrade pricesfor it, and from the ook of the Emeths, they could afford to pay for
plenty.

"Give her achance, then. Keep her here. There's ninety-nine wayst'die out there." An his
"gponsors' might be davers or organleggers, depending on what dedl Elory wasworking. But | didn't
want any part ait. I'd been adave. | knew.

"Y ou don't understand. She's dying now! She needs medica treatment-the Empire-"

The Empirewouldn't care. | knew that for certain truth. They'd throw her away, lessn keeping her
livedive bought them something they wanted.

"Everybody dies. Find someone else” | did along the wall, heading for the door.

"Do you want more money?" Sera Emeth sounded shrill. "Well get it! Well-"

Helwys started to cry, clinging to her mam.

| pointed my blaster a her. That shut them dl up.

"Sera Emeth. | give you oneword for free. No matter what you think, yon kinchin's better off
dying here than going out there. Whatever your friend theretold you ain't true-tell. Maybe theresa
sponsor. Maybe Helwys gets sent up contract warmgoods to pay her freight. One way an another she
don't come home again for ever.”

| reached the door an got out.

| thought they might be fool enough to drop the whistle on me, like gigging my hull would buy them
something they wanted to keep, nevermind | could do them more harm than they could do me, by what
they knew. But | got no trouble the whole way back to the Port, aside of the snow.

It used to snow that way back home, sometimes, in the winter. Probably till does.

Pdadin was waiting for mewhen | got back to Firecat. Where else would he be? He had the heat
turned up full. I peded out of my gear and went looking for something hot.

"We havethefirgt available clearance, Butterfly, but it won't be for some hours," Paladin said.

"| couldn't take her. Not even asfar as Coldwater." Not in aship barely big enough for one, with
an Old Fed Library blackboxed into the hull.

"WEell be gone by honizonfal."

"Only inventoriesfor one. And say to Oob true-tell? Probably wasn't nobody on Kiareth neither,
forbye." Or if therewas, could be they'd bring rude questions t'ask about the late Elory Dace.

"Undoubtedly the Emethswill not heed your good advice, though with Elory Dace's
disgppearance, Chenling EIm's scope of operations will become severely limited. They will dmost
certainly try again, and dmos certainly fail.”

"The diamonds would'a been nice, though."

"Buiterfly, are you ligening to me?”

I looked up from my hotbox. "We're kyting at horizonfall." And Helwys Emeth was going to die,
but maybe, if shewas lucky, without knowing about al the worse ways there was t'go outtalife. "Wake
mewhenit'stime”

| got up and Started pegging out my deep-ding.

* % %

Was quiet tik home. I'd backtrailed Elory Dace far as needful. No profits, but no losses neither.



With what | took outten hishull, | was covered for the Riis Run. | could bring Oob Elory's head, collect
my headprice, an tel him no more but what he needed to hear. Why Elory'd been running kiote weren't
my problem. A man's darkirade bidnessis his own, specidly if he's dead.

But I didn't think I'd ever come back to Riis, not for any money.

And | was starting to get tired of snow.

BIDDING THE WALRUS
Lawrence M. Schoen

Eggplant Jackson warned me about Clarkesons, back on the first day of my apprenticeship. |
remember him dtting me down and saying his best mentoring tones, "' Gideon, never take a contract from
aClarkeson. They might look mostly human, but they're not. Every one of them isacolony creature, a
mass of self aware micro organismswalking around and talking like an individud. They don't think the
way we do, chaos can erupt around them when you least expect it." Okay, maybe thirty years of memory
has prettied it up some. Mentoring redly never was Eggplant's strong suit. What he probably redly said
was that aded with aClarkeson had away of coming back and biting you in the ass. Like many lessons
from my youth, | remembered Eggplant's warning too late.

Randolv Greyce waked into the front office of Gideon Cybernetics within aminute of my opening
the door for business. He asked to speak with the Walrus, pronouncing it with the clipped Hindu vowels
| associated with tourist deep learning. He held up a credit voucher with enough digitsto lure back al
three of my ex wives. That was my undoing. Money, especidly large sums of money, hasthat effect on
me.

"I'm Walrus" | said, and raised a hand to quickly groom my mustache. | tore my eyesfrom the
voucher to give him aquick study. He was dressed in astriped jumpsuit riddled with polka dots.
Raspberry hair stuck out from his head like awresth, made brighter by the contrast with his dead
fishbelly complexion. He looked more like a clown than a customer, except that the clown suit wasn't
clothing but a decorative sheddable skin produced by an epiderma committee. Randolv Greyce wasn't
an individual, he was a colony being. He was a Clarkeson.

| hadn't yet checked the morning mail from the station's bid board, but the Clarkeson had. He
handed me his copy of abidding contract naming Gideon Cybernetics as the second party. Miraculously
I'd managed the winning bid on a customized micro bot job, undercutting my competition throughout the
rest of Loophole Station by agood five percent of the cost and promising delivery in atenth of thetime. |
remembered the contract from earlier in theweek; I'd put in abid at the start of the five day window. |
awaysbid, but asmal operation like minerarely wins. | manage to snag enough jobsto keep the
business afloat. Barely. | hadn't known from the bid board that Greyce was a Clarkeson, only that he
managed ameatrix of industria properties. He leased short and long term manufacturing shafts on aJovian
moon back in Sol system and needed a flexible and discrete means of handling industrial sabotageto
keep histenants happy. The bid was for writing and producing tiny smart bots armed with EMP pellet
launchers and atypicality feature matching expert system-something far short of atrue Al to keep it within
the regsfor Sol system-with enough smartsto disable invading spy bots without harming authorized
hardware.

I'd written asimilar decision package for a Tunisian agribiz before coming to Loophole, my
masterpiece which ended my gpprenticeship to Eggplant Jackson. | had the source code in archival
storage. Instead of writing fresh code, | could just adapt it to the current particulars, graft apellet
launcher to the standard mini bot blueprints, and give Greyce what he wanted faster than anyone else on
dation.

| took the Clarkeson's voucher and told him to come back in two days. Then | transmitted
acknowledgment of the bid win to the station board. Seconds later my baance statement reflected a
hefty deposit. | pulled the old design from the archives, dapped it onto aflim, and stepped into the
second of GC'sthree rooms. Weird Tommy, my sole employee, st at his console, humming to himsdlf
while he played some game involving fibonacc sequences and countable infinitieswith acolor paette that
would make an A.l. swedt. | cut the consol€'s power to get his attention and gave him the good news.



He beamed like a happy puppy, took the flim, and immediately set to splicing in the specs Greyce
required. | could have done a cleaner job of it mysdf, but not as quickly as Tommy. | had some business
with acouple angry creditors that morning and left him to work. | came back hourslater with an armload
of Tommy's favorite nutrient bevs and flavor impregnated soys. He hadn't budged; Weird Tommy's entire
world had become the code I'd given him. | doubt he even knew | had been gone or come back. |
watched him for abit, the bright and broken son | never had. | couldn't help but wonder if Eggplant had
ever fdt asmilar afection for me. Then | smply Ieft the food within arm's reach. Once Tommy's blood
sugar dropped low enough, his subconscious would make a grab for the goods.

The next morning held finished the code, streamlined it, and patched the thing into an idiot savant
breed bot. Gideon Cybernetics had two breed bots, out of the seventeen on al of Loophole Station.
They were the reason | managed to win the few contracts that kept me in business.

Most bids come down to materids, taent, and time. On Loophole, dl the contractors have the
same cogs for materials, so that falls out of the equation except for the redly big Jobs. Tdent I've got,
and so does Weird Tommy; we're the tops at program and design. The snag is always time, combining
the talent and materias quickly enough to give the customer what he wants. | built our breed bots mysdlf,
and there's nothing better when it comesto small scale manufacture. They could throw together anything |
could design, adapting their own programming on the fly. Any breed bot isintdligent, but | prided mysalf
on the qudity I'd built into the twins. Even so, Loophole officias came by to check them, asthey did dll
the station's breed bots, every two weeks. | couldn't fault them for wanting to verify that the savants were
gl idiots, fragmented persondities with tightly defined expertise and little else. Not even station law
would alow full capacity A.l.sin human space.

My breed bots finished agross of Greyce's smart bots by late afternoon and the Clarkeson
showed up to claim them himself. He signed the paperwork and aunion dock worker carted the
hardware away to his ship while Greyce made the balance of his payment in genuine solar dollars. Even
with the conversion fees I'd come out well ahead.

The Clarkeson beamed at me. "Walrus Gideon, we must celebrate,”" he said.

"Celebrate?' I'd never had a customer pay me and then ask for a party.

"Absolutely, to commemorate our successful transaction. Come, | havetime before | need to
depart this station; permit me to purchase beverages of joy to commemorate our mutua satisfaction. Is
that not the custom?”

"For some, | suppose. | don't mind having adrink or two with you. Give meaminute.” | triggered
the palmlock on my office safe and stowed the solars. Momentslater we were catching the Sation rail in
search of libation.

We ended up halfway around Loophole, near to his docking port, and sat in the bar of the station's
second fanciest restaurant. Greyce was buying. The actual number of drinks rose from two to something
closer to eight. Eggplant had never mentioned the Clarkeson tolerance for acohol, or maybe Greyce was
just aspecid case. By thefifth glass of hydroponic corn squeezings | had dropped my guard. Greyce and
| were old buddies now. | spent the better part of an hour trying to explain what awaruswas, and he
drew pictures on severa dozen cocktail napkins attempting to depict smilar mammals uniqueto
Clarkeson worlds. When wefinaly staggered out of the bar, we were arm in arm, laughing and sSinging.

Wefound our way to hisdocking tube. A stationmaster's icker on the pand confirmed his
shipment bad been stowed and he was cleared for lift. The Clarkeson fumbled with the keypad and
amost fell ingde asthe hatch retracted, but | caught him at the last moment.

"Walse," he said staring up a me like some infatuated mooncalf, "I can't thank you enough. |
thought 1'd have to spend amonth waiting for someone to custom build those smart bots.”

| propped him up and shook my head. "Randolv, don't give it another thought. Y our payment isall
thethanks| need." And | meant it. The two day job had brought in more than I'd made in the last Six
months. Who needed more thanks than that?

"No, no, you've redly come through for me. Let me give you something. Hold on.” He stumbled
ingde and out of sght. | waited on the gantry, leaning against the dock wall and thinking of al thewaysl
could spend those solars.”



Greycereturned carrying, what looked like a chrome puppet under one arm. He shoved a knobby
control ring & me, dl angular crysta and interlacing microcircuitry. | was o drunk | immediately dipped
it on my right index finger without hesitation. | twitched once asit zapped me with amicro voltage jolt
and implemented its cdibration sequence. Human tech had nothing likeiit. | recognized it, awearable one
way interface. I'd worn one once before, while supervising theinitia run of asavage module I'd scripted
for asteroid scavengers. That ring had given me telefactor supervision over adozen spidery robots
carrying out the routines | had written.

"Randolv, | can't accept this" | said. "Even unlinked acontrol ring isway outsde anything | could
afford. It'sworth haf again what you dready paid me."

The Clarkeson waved away my objection. "It's not unlinked," he said and handed me the meta
puppet. "It'slinked to this, which iswhy | can't takeit into Sol system. So you might aswell haveit.”

The puppet's burnished surface felt coal to the touch. I held it up and found mysdlf squinting into
cobalt colored lenses. Biomagnetics pulsed through the ring and the puppet's eyesflared briefly. "What is
it?" | asked. "And why can't you bring it into Sol Sys?'

"It'san Arconi homunculus with apersondity index daved to the contral ring."

Thewords hit mewith ajolt. "Persondity index? You meanit'sgot an A.l.?'

"No, no, not redly, only alimited A.l." He gave my arm areassuring pat. "The Arconi go abit
further than humanswith their idiot savant A .l.s, but even they won't make one that's autonomous.”

| frowned. I'd heard of Arconi devices but never seen one. "So thisisn't independent?’

Greyce shook hishead. "It's as harmless as ahuman bemg," he said, "as safe as anyone wearing
thering. Limited, likel said, but just try explaining that to Sol customs! Those agents won't care about
thelimitations, they'll hear 'A.1." and turn me right around. I'd planned on selling it before | Ieft Sation, put
it up on the bidnet here. Even with the five day wait | thought I'd have plenty of time. But you were too
fast, Wasie, and between the port charges and the money I'll save getting to Sol system sooner than
expected, it's cheaper to just giveit to you and be on my way. Think of it asabonus.”

"But what doesit do?"

Greycelaughed at that and stepped back into the tube. " Anything you'd do," he said, and waved at
me asthe hatch did shut again.

| shook my head and Stared at the puppet. It resembled aminiature Arcon, ameter tall rendering
of an attenuated, hairless human. | shrugged, tucked it under my arm, and wove my way to therail
gation. Ten minuteslater | was back at Gideon Cybernetics. In the middle room Weird Tommy was
curled into aball on his cot, eyes darting furioudy with some of the fastest REM cycles known to man. |
dropped the puppet on the workbench, and breezed on through to the backroom which | euphemistically
referred to as my gpartment, and aimed mysalf for the bed. | felt exhausted but deep eluded me. | lay
there in the near dark and stared at the control ring on my finger. Intermittent microbolts of neura
lightning coursed through the lump of crystd as | imagined the possibilities the addition of alimited A.l.
would have for Gideon Cybernetics and the additiona contracts| could bid on. Visons of sugarplums
and solar dollars danced in my head and somewherein the process | fell into a deep and dreamless
deep.

Next thing | knew it was noon and my head was pounding out a message to remind me that
acohoal, despite dl its seductive ways, remained a potent toxin. 1'd aready lost the morning, but resolved
to savage something of the day despite my hangover. | dathered my head, cheeks, and chin with athick
dollop of peder gel and wiped myself free of the stubble, leaving only my trademark bristle brush
mustache and gleaming scalp. A fresh shave dways makes mefed like anew man, and | stepped into the
middle room whistling like ahappy capitaist on hisway to market.

Weird Tommy sat in his scoobie chair, humming tunelessy. Both his arms plunged deep into the
restson either side. A pair of micro wadoes rose from the front of the chair and tinkered in the guts of
some shiny slver bot on the desk in front of him.

A year ago I'd been desperate for help and pulled Tommy out of the psych pool. His coronal
tattoo had branded him as aborderline-functiona schizophrenic with an obsessve-compulsive
component that made him anatura problem solver. The station saw him asa potentia hazard. | saw a



scared kid with other kinds of potentia, and he's been working for me ever since. Even with medication
the schiz wanks his attentiond filters, and | knew he wouldn't notice mein the room until | interrupted
whatever he was concentrating on and made him shift hisfocusto me. | came up behind him to see what
he had the waldoes into. It wasn't abot; it was the Clarkeson puppet. Or maybe not. Two other identical
looking chrome figures were strewn across the desk aswell. | placed ahand on the armrest's override
pad and made mysdlf known to his closed off world. Tommy jerked up with astart. His eyesfocused on
me, and | felt the gaze of his absolute attention.

"Boss," hesad, "we got a problem.”

My mustache twitched at the remark. It took alot to worry Tommy. Mot times, only the dead are
more laid-back.

| dapped aremote on the wall and the office bot scuttled into activity, flash-brewed a cup of
coffee and brought it to me. | peered more closgly into the guts of the thing Tommy was tinkering with.

"What's the problem?”

"When | woke up this morning the number two breed-bot was churning these things out.”

"Churning?" | said. "How many ischurning?'

"Haf adozen at least. They werein the front room, working al the terminas. They'd opened up
the outer door and were running the shop.”

| Spped my coffee, trying to make sense of this. | saw the control ring on my hand and it dl fell into
place.

"Son of abitch,” | said. "Those botsthink they're me."

Weird Tommy blinked back a me. "Boss?"

| held up thering for him to see and he stared into its depths. "That's Arconi tech, boss. No
wonder | can't find an imprinted source module in thisthing. Y ou're the source.”

I nodded. The Clarkeson had said the puppet was a homunculus. An odd word, and in my
inebriation | hadn't thought about it. Now it was clear, the homunculus's personality was daved dl right,
daved to the persondity of whoever wore the control ring. Whilel'd dept it had integrated its new
personaand awoken as aminiature version of me, Walrus Gideon, eager entrepreneur.

| laughed. "Don't worry, Tommy. It's not really aproblem. Thething'sjust trying to help our
business, doing the things 1'd do, boosting our efficiency.”

Tommy considered this and nodded, "Right, so it fed its own specsinto the breed-bot to replicate
itself and crank thingsfurther.”

"Makessenseinitsownway," | said. "Give me ahand rounding them up. One of meismorethan
enough for this gation.”

"We can't, boss. They're not here any more.”

"Not here? Where are they? Why'd they leave? Whered they go?"

Tommy swallowed hard and pointed toward the front room. "Like | said, | found them using the
terminals. They were hooking into the bidboard, just the way you do every morning. They were putting
out bidson jobs.”

That stopped me. "They were bidding? How? The board wouldn't let them on without a
contractor's code.”

"They used yours," said Tommy. "They logged on with your codes and Started putting out bids on
different jobs. When | tried to stop them they scattered. | grabbed alauncher from the job we just did,
and managed to zap three of them with EMP pellets, but the rest got out.”

That was sharp. | didn't think I'd have thought of the pellets. They were hardly standard issue on
Loophole. "So where arethey?" | asked.

He shook hishead. "I don't know. But they keep accessing the station board and bidding. I've got
aprogram running, trying to track them to whatever public termina they're using, but they keep switching.
Near as| cantell, they'real over the Sation, at least three of them, maybe more. But boss, that's not the
problem.”

Tommy'swaeird. I'm used to thet, but it croggled my mind to think that abunch of dien homunculi
robots scrambling around the station acting like me wasn't a problem, and that something else loomed



larger.
"Okay, Tommy, what isthe problem?"

"|'ve gone over some of the bidsthey put in, boss. They're good bids, vacuum tight. Y ou couldn't
do better yoursdlf. And they're competitive too, well probably score thirty to forty percent of them.”

| laughed at that. "How isthat a problem, Tommy? Most weeks we're hungry for business; were
lucky to win onein ten. We can use the work.”

"Y eah, boss, but most weeks you only put in five or ten bids. They've logged over athousand.”

"A thousand? How can three bots have already put in athousand bids?’

"They're quick,” said Tommy, and offered nothing more.

"I'm ruined. Theré's no way we can handle winning that many jobs. My god, if | tried to withdraw
that many bids the pendties a one would bankrupt me!™

| whirled into the front room and dammed into the nearest termind, relying on long habit to guide
my fingers through the sequence of logons and protocol s that eventually connected me to my account on
Loophol€'s bidboard. According to station records | had one thousand eighty-five outstanding bids. |
skimmed thefirst few and came to the same conclusion Tommy had. The bids were good, too good. In
five days time when the pool closed, contracts would be issued to the winners, and Gideon Cybernetics
would be inundated with severa hundred times the businessit could handle. Asthe horror of it sank in
the data display refreshed. One thousand eighty-Six.

"I've been munged by a Clarkeson,” | swore. | called up my preference file for the station's board
and began the sequence of code phrases that would alow meto ater my password and cut the
homunculi's access. They could till follow the action on the bid board, but they wouldn't be able to place
any new bids. Then | dumped back and tried to figure what to do next. The control ring till glittered on
my finger. | toreit off, wrenching aknuckle in the process, and strode back into the middle room.

"Tommy, what can you tell me about this?" | said, tossing the ring onto his bench. "What kind of a
control ring doesn't give the wearer control?1I'm not getting anything from thisthing, not the tiniest bit of
feedback."

Tommy caught the ring on the second bounce, tearing his eyesfrom it with obvious effort. "I think
you're outside of their range, boss." He gestured to the gutted puppet on the bench. "It's not very much.
Therecever | found in this one probably couldn't recognize asigna beyond half adozen meters.

"Then why didn't they shut down when they ran out onto the concourse? The Clarkeson said the
homunculus wasn't an autonomous A"

"Well, technicdly it isnt. It'san autonomous A.Y."

"AY.?' | sad.

"Artificia Y ou. Each of them is operating with areduced version of your personality, knowledge
st, and skills. That'swhat the ring does. It lays down theinitial template and index.”

| took the ring from him and did it onto my finger. "They have to be stopped, before they do any
more damage. How can we get them back here?"

Tommy shrugged. "I don't know, boss, what would bring you back to the office?"

That stopped me. One of the perks of Tommy's hyper-attention isthe way it cuts through to the
heart of things. What would bring me back to the office? There wasn't agood answer. We had no other
contractsto work on. The Clarkeson's had been thefirst job GC had seen al month. | didn't have alot
onmy caendar.

The breed-bots had been inspected three days ago. I'd finished al pending off-gation
correspondence two clays earlier, and spent yesterday making the rounds of my creditors. Other than the
thousand and some new entries from the Clarkeson puppets, | had only a single outstanding bid that
could come through today, a multimedia chip design for a hybrid cryogenic organ delivery vendor. | was
fairly certain Scully Picasso over at Cubist Cyberdreams had underbid me by at least five percent, which
was two percent below what | saw asmy cost. Not surprising; Scully had done the last upgrade for the
cryonicsfirm and could do thejob in haf the timeit would have taken GC, in much the sameway I'd
been able to grab the Clarkeson contract. | actualy had nothing pressing today, prior to the homunculi.
Unless...



"Tommy! What's the Satus of that cryo chip bid? Has the deadline passed?’

"No, boss. Bidding ends at thirteen hundred, but the Cubists probably snagged that one. Why?*

| glanced at thewall clock, rushed back to the front room and sat down at atermind. It was ill a
quarter hour before thirteen hundred. | signed back onto the bidboard viamy new password, caling
back over my shoulder to Tommy.

"Write up amailer to Scully,” | said. "Standard sub-contract. Offer him another five percent on top
of what he bid on the cryo job. I'm about to underbid him by awide margin.”

"Boss, you're going to underbid him and pay him more to do the work? Y ou'll lose aton. Why win
thebid a dl then?'

"Because," | said as| finished entering an updated bid on the board, undercutting my best estimate
of Scully'sbid by amargin of ten percent. "What happens whenever wewin ajob?'

Tommy laughed. ™Y ou come back to the office and start work onit.”

"Exactly." | caled up the station time on my screen. Bidding for the cryo job would close in about
ten minutes, and my station account would be notified of the win. The homunculi, miniature versons of
me, would be monitoring my account and get the news. And they'd come home.

We spent those ten minutes getting reedy. | locked Tommy in the middle room after instructing him
to stay focused on the door. We'd assembled severa pop guns and loaded them with fresh clips of EMP
pellets one of the breed-bots had churned out. Tommy's focus made him anatura marksman. Hed only
need asingle shot per puppet. Next, | recoded the door to the middle room, giving it aone way setting.
It would let you in but not out. Thelast thing | wanted was for any of those puppetsto leave again. Both
Tommy and | could easily access the system and send an override, and presumably the homunculi could
too, but that would take awhile. If one of them had enough timeto sit at Tommy'stermina and hack an
override then we'd aready havefailed.

I hid behind my desk, just beneath thewall safe. In the past, if awinning bid came through whilel
was out of the office | might head straight for the middle room, to spin the project with Tommy. Or |
could just aseadily pull up and work a my own desk. And on at least one occasion I'd gone to the safe
to see how much hard currency was on hand for paying off an emergency subcontract. | cradled apair of
pop guns, onein each hand. Unlike Tommy, I'm alousy shot and expected to need every pellet in both
dips

Thefirst homunculus strode into the office at thirteen-twenty, looking like it owned the place. It had
reconfigured its appearance somehow, its chrome physique had transformed to the proportions of a
portly human, and aprominent slvery mustache occupied afull fifth of itsface. It swaggered despiteits
small size, radiating confidence with every step asit went straight to the inner door, triggered the optic,
and passed indde. | heard the frazzling sound of static followed by athump. Tommy had scored.

Two more camein afew minutes|ater, arguing the pros and cons of licensing another breed-bot in
apair of voicesidentical to my own. Neither seemed the least bit put off to be accompanied by proof
that it wasn't the one true Warus. Some day | wanted to talk to the Arconi designer who had found a
way to creste alimited A.l. that could believe it was someone else but aso knew it wasn't. My
doppel gangers headed straight for the inner room, but the door wouldn't budge. With acursel realized
that the EMP had fried not only the first homunculus but the door's controls as well.

| rolled to my feet at about the same time that the two puppets turned around. | fired with both
guns and managed to missthem entirely. They sprang to elther Sde, two tiny shiny versonsof me. | kept
shooting. EMP pellets exploded againgt the walls, scattering my office with burdts of electro-magnetism.
And then the puppets sarted fighting back.

It made sense; 1'd have done the samething. A stapler barely missed my head, followed by abox
of invoices and severd optical mice. A paperweight clipped my left arm and apop gun fell from my hand,
skittering toward the front door. The homunculi scrambled and leapt like lemurs, zigzagging acrossthe
office. | gripped my remaining gun with both hands and fired again and again.

Behind me | heard someone else enter the office but | couldn't spare the time to turn and see who
it was. Something hit me behind my right kneeand | fell forward Just as two shots whooshed over my
head. EMP pdllets struck the two homunculi, catching each dead center. They kedled over in awash of



electro-magnetic energies. | rolled over and gasped when | saw the face of my rescuer. Another
hornunculus stared back, cobat lenses glowing haughtily above athick mustache of bristling chrome. It
amed my missng pop gun straight for my solar plexus.

"Put it down," | said, wondering how much damage an EMP pellet could do to my nervous system.

The puppet stared a me, unblinking. It didn't lower the gun. "I don't think so," it said. ™Y ou put
yoursdown." The voice was unmistakable. Did | redly sound that smug?

I lowered my pop gun. The puppets had already demonstrated better reflexes. Therewasno way |
could win ashootout with thistiny version of myself. There had to be another way. | glanced at the
useless contral ring on my finger. just last night 1'd imagined the success it could bring, and inlessthan a
day | was on the brink of financid ruin. And then | had anidea.

Wadrus" | said to the homunculus, "you got herejustintime.”

"Yeah?' it said. "How'sthat? C'mon, don't waste my time; I've got work to do.”

"Yeah," | said, nodding. "The cryogenic contract. I, uh, | came back to work on that myself. And
when | got here those two were, uh, trying to open thewallsafe. | think they were planning to stedl dl the
solars from the Clarkeson contract.”

"My solars!" it said, and scuttled over to the office safe, and climbed onto my desk to reachiit. It
kept the gun trained on me and pressed itstiny hand againgt the safeskey plate. | think it really expected
the safe to open.

"Maybethey jammedit," | sad, "Here, let megiveit atry.” | stepped closer, and pressed my own
hand to the plate. The security system recognized my pam and the locks disengaged.

The puppet sghed in obvious rdief and reached ingde with both hands. | brought up my own pop
gun and shot it in the back.

* % %

Scully Picasso was only too happy to take on the subcontract at a better return than he'd bid for.
Tommy and | spent the next four days preparing for the ond aught from hundreds of new jobs when the
bidboard's five day period cycled to aclose. He repaired al the homunculi we'd zapped and then set
both our breed-bots to manufacturing several dozen more. | spent most of the solarswe'd earned from
the Clarkeson job renting larger office space and more equipment for GC, six roomsthistime, and
paying off-duty dock workersto move us and get everything set up.

When the contracts started pouring in on thefifth day | sat in the front room of the old office taking
vouchers and reassuring skeptica clients that Gideon Cybernetics would have no problem completing the
work ontime. | flashed each job to Weird Tommy at the new office by station mail | and at the end of
the day joined him there.

Tommy sat donein the new front office at arefurbished workbench. He worked with that furious
concentration of his, pounding out code for one of the jobswe'd won earlier in the day. | set abowl of
turkey synth-soy to one side of his keyboard and went past him to check on the next room.

Ingde sat thirty homunculi, three to aworkbench, row upon row. None of them looked up or gave
the dightest indication of noticing me. They were dl busy with projects of their own. The drone of
humming was like the buzz of ahive bees. | knew I'd find the same thing in the next two rooms and didn't
bother to look. Instead | went back to the front areato check on Tommy again. He still didn't
acknowledge my presence, ill didn't bresk hisfrenetic pace, but his right hand had strayed to the soy
and he was absently licking bits of the stuff from hisfingertips. On hisindex finger the control ring burned
blindingly bright.

A week |ater, when the chaos findly ended, we had completed al three-hundred and eighteen
contracts from the homunculi's winning bids, more than haf of them ahead of schedule and earning
bonuses. GC made more money in that week than | expected to seein my entirelife. | putit al inthe
office safe, and then Weird Tommy and | dismantled every one of the homunculi before the Sation
ingpectors came by to recertify our pair of breed-bots and asked any embarrassing questions. Sure, the
Arconi puppetsweren't red A.l.s, but | still didn't want to have explain to any station officials. Besides,
we il had the specs and could manufacture them again if we ever had the need. | didn't think we would
though. One of meis plenty, and the galaxy just isn't reedy for dozens of Weird Tommys.



THE GIFT
LauraJ. Underwood

Caer Elenthorn has too many scars, Rhys thought as he walked the back streets of the area
known as Broken Wall. Here and there, rubble of stone and timbers il littered the narrow streets,
forcing oneto step cautioudy, stark evidence of how the Hound and his Haxon horde had once sept
out of the mountains of Carn Dubh and torn apart this great northern city. Folk came back oncethe
Hound was defeated and tried to restore their lives, but it was not easy when homes were little more than
ruins

A pair of urchins scuttled about the streetsin pursuit of asmdl dog. Shadows were growing long.
Some citizens of these grim dwellings had aready closed their shops and barred their doors. No onein
their right mind walked these streets after dark. Even thieves and murderers and drunks were less
prevaent once the sun had set, for some of the leftover pestilences spawned by the Hound's dark power
gill roamed a night. Rhyswas not afraid. He was mageborn, and these sometimesintangible remnants of
the Hound's invasion tended to avoid hiskind.

That didn't stop him from being a cautious man, for possessed of the power to use magic ashe
was, Rhys a so knew that mageborn flesh was still mortal. He had been but a child of seven when the
Hound turned hislife upside down. A part of him was gill that small boy hiding in the secret cupboard as
Haxons butchered his parents. That was where the healers found him cowering, and it took more than
one of their number to haul him out of hissmal sanctuary that day. They comforted him and took him to
their Temple of Diancecht. Therethey trained himinther arts... at least until the magesign had manifested
in him, forcing them to send him to Caer Kedtoraand the mage school at Dun Gedlach to learn to manage
his emerging power. How often had he lain in his narrow cot, praying to Diancecht to take the mage
power from him and give him the touch of a True Hedler instead?

Alas, for al hisprayers, hewas till mageborn. In spite of that, he called himself Brother Rhys, and
went back to the healersto complete histraining before returning to the lowly place of hishirth... or what
was eft of it. Here, he had set up shop, and offered what knowledge of herbs and potions he had to the
people who needed it most. The lower layers of humanity, as he heard one of the nobles a Dun Gedlach
cal them. Rhys set bones and stitched wounds and even birthed children when no midwife could be
found.

Which was where he was heading now. One of the whores at Tosher's Hole was about to drop
another babe. Tosher had sent his potboy to ask Rhysto come and deliver the child. Thewhorein
guestion was hiswife Lena, or so Tosher claimed. Rhysdidn't care. He was aheder.

But not a True Healer, hethought with asigh of resignation.

His mage sight revedled the door of Tosher'sHolein the shadows of the dead end aley whereiit
stood. Frankly, Rhys could have found it with his nose alone, for it stank of hops and sweaty men and
overcooked meat and garbage. It was awonder to Rhys that the King did not order such vermin infested
quarters burned to the ground.

But then why would the King of Elenthorn bother to come here? Wasn't he safein hisbrand new
fortified palace on the other side of theriver? Part of his"great restoration” plan had been to bring back
his city. But rather than clean up and rebuild what was, the King chose to take over the good farmland
and meadows and forests on the other Side and start his greet city anew with the help of mageborn, while
leaving the old city to languish into ruins.

This meant that places like Broken Wall thrived as ahaven for rats of dl kinds. In fact, one of them
stood at the door of Tosher's Hole even as Rhys approached. Only this one was the size of an ox and
about as dow of wit. Liam was his name, and he was the bane of many locals. He took whatever he
wanted, by whatever means necessary. Rhys had tended enough of Liam'svictimsto know this.

At the sight of Rhys, Liam's hooded brows drew together over histhick nose. He stood agood
head taller than Rhys and was thrice aswide. Y et as Rhys approached the door of Tosher'sHole, Liam
hesitated then stepped aside. Rhys managed not to laugh aoud. It seemed absurd to him that a monster
of Liam'stemper and proportions would be wary of athin, brown haired man dressed in asmpletunic,



shirt and trews who looked decades younger than histrue age, thanks to the magic in his blood. But then
Liam didn't like pain unlesshewasinflicting it, and while Rhyswas not one to exploit hismage skills, for
his own sake he had been forced to hit Liam with a mage bolt-atiny one-just to make the behemoth think
twice. Then again, Rhys mused; it would be amazing for Liam to think once.

Rhys put a hand to the door and pushed it open. Inside, Tosher's Hole was dark, and the air was
heavy with the smoke of anill attended fire and chegp oily candles. The tavern was thick with bodiestoo.
Tosher served the chegpest de and the cheapest whores, which made his place popular with many
locals. A few heads rose suspicioudy, but most of these people knew Rhys on sight and ignored him.

He wove hisway across the room, and was amost to the bar when acommotion broke the usua
chatter. Rhysturned, glancing towards the source.

"Ow! Let go of me!" Fesh smacked flesh. "Ow!*"

The noise came from Liam's genera direction. Indeed, the big man reared back ahand and
snarled, "Y ou behave yoursdf or I'll take atawsetoyal™

Before him cringed alass of no more than thirteen. Her figure was starting to show under thethin
linen blouse that had seen better days and the long skirt that looked like acast off. Her feet were bare
and quitedirty. In fact, shelooked as though she had not known the luxury of abath in anumber of
months

Bits of her long brown hair spilled out of anill kept braid and fell in her dark eyes.

"Let go," she protested and dapped ahand at Liam's grasp, for al the good it would serve. He
gave her ahard shake that spilled her into the corner by the door and reared over her as though about to
drike again.

"Liam!" Rhyscdled.

Liam stopped and glanced over his shoulder and frowned at Rhys. " Stay out of this, Brother," he
said. "Shesminetodo as| please...”

"Yours?' Rhyssad.

"Won her inagame of High Ladies,” Liam said.

Rhysfrowned. "Savery isillegd, Liam," he said. "Were | to report you to the watch, you would go
to the King's dungeons... He noticed a number of locals were now inching back and leaving Liam plenty
of room. They had seen him trounce men for less.

"Ain't no business of yoursor the King," Liam snarled. "I won her and she's mine and-"

Rhys saw the lass move like quicksilver. She seized ajack of aefrom the nearest table and earned
asguawk of protest from the previous owner. With a shout, she turned and swung it in an underhand arc.
The jack struck Liam squarely in the crotch and splattered ale up his breeches.

Either the blow did not hit astrue as Rhysthought, or Liam was too thickheaded to notice. He
bellowed like amaddened bull and swvung at the lass. She threw hersdlf past him, only to trip because
one of thelocals stuck afoot in her path. The motion sprawled her at Rhys feet. Shelooked up a Rhys,
dark eyesfull of fear. Liam turned with her and surged across the empty space, still roaring hisrage.

Think fast, Rhystold himself. Unless he wanted to be trampled. He threw up a hand, sifting bits of
essence from the lives around him and hissed, " Adhar clach!™

Liamraninto asolidified wall of ar with enough force to knock him out cold. The room went quiet
for abrief moment as he hit the floor and shook the foundations of Tosher'sHole. Then asif they were
actors responding to acue, the locals began to guffaw. Whether they were laughing a Liam or the fate he
would plot for Rhyswas uncertain.

Rhys sighed. "Forgive me, Blessed Brother," he whispered under his breath, then leaned down to
offer the lassahand. Shetook it hesitantly, glancing back at Liam with agenuinelook of concern...

"Ishe...

"Not dead," Rhys said, though he did flick out with mage sensesto be certain.

Her dark eyesroseto Rhys. "l fed... ill," she said.

"l canimagine," Rhyssaid. "If | wereyou, I'd get home asfast as| could...”

Rhys was about to head for the bar, but she caught hisarm. "Don't have ahome," she said. "Guess
I'myours now..."



"Mine?' Rhys|ooked stunned at the declaration. " Oh, Blessed Brother no, child,” he said and
shook hishead. "No one ownsyou..."

"Y ou do now," sheinssted. "He won me from Old Nance's brothel, and now you won me from
him..."

"No," Rhys said and moved away. His mind was il trying to fathom how she could be so
comfortable with the knowledge that she had come from abrothel. Then again, Old Nance's place was
not much better than Tosher's Hole was, and the whores there kept their daughters around because they
could help turn aprofit. "Look. | don't own you. No one ownsyou, child..."

"But | got nooneedse" shesad. "And if you don't let me come with you, Liam will just beat me
when hewakes up..."

Rhys frowned and glanced over at the still prostrate form of Liam. True enough. Rhys sighed.

"All right, you can come with me until | find aplace for you to stay," Rhyssaid. "But for now, |
must tend to Tosher'swife."

"l can help,” shesaid. "l seen little'unsborn at the brothd..."

Rhystook alook at her filthy hands and the scraps of her clothes.

"Only if youwashfird," hesaid. "Comeon."

Shefollowed him like an eager pup. He continued towards the bar where Tosher stood shaking his
head.

"If yourewise, Brother Rhys, you'll sell her to the first man you meet on the street and be done
with thetrouble. Liam might not be asforgiving about this..."

Rhys made aface. "Which room, Tosher?' he asked.

Tosher shrugged towardsthe stairs. "End of the hall,” he said. "Mind the hole...”

Rhys nodded and made hisway up the sairs. Thelasswas Hill at his hedls.

"Do you have aname?' he asked.

"Old Nance used to call me Moth," she said.

"Moth?' Rhys repeated.

"On account of she says| flitter about like one." Moth smiled.

"Moth," Rhys said, and remembered the old saying about their attraction to flames. Then pushed it
adde.

The upper floor reeked of blood and at the far end, the wretched whimpers and moans of a
woman in painfilled the air. Rhys raced towards the end of the hdl, mindfully stepping around the
aforementioned hole, just as the door opened and women came bustling out. Rhys recognized them as
two of Tosher's older whores. They wore worried faces under their thick cowls of greying hair.

"Oh, Brother Rhys," one of them said. "We was starting to wonder where you be. She's not doing
wdl a dl, | fear..."

The sméll hit Rhys before he even entered the chamber, a certain stench that accompanied
infection. Oh Brother, no, hethought and rushed onin. Lenalay on the bed, bolstered by birthing
pillows. Therewas agrest dedl of blood, but no sign of achild. Two more women clutched Lenasarms,
and Lenabit hard on a bit of wood wound with thick lesther. She writhed back and forth.

"It don't seem to want to come," the whore added.

Rhys hurried across the room. Blessed Brother! There was no reason for so much blood.

"It'snot coming out right," one of the women said.

Indeed. As Rhys examined Lena, he could see toes. Horns, the babe was coming out breach.
"How long has she beenin labor?' he asked.

"Since midmorning,” the oldest whore said.

"Midmorning?' Rhyssaid and glared. "Why was| not summoned earlier? The child islikely dead!"

"She's never had trouble before ," sheretorted. "I birthed her last one mysdif..."

Rhys shook his head. "Hot water and fresh linens, if you have such athing,” he said, and began to
draw herb packets from his satchel. Fretfully, he cleared a space on asmall sideboard and opened each
packet in turn. The whores returned with the required items, and after pouring some of the water off into
acracked mug, Rhyswashed his hands. He set some of the herbsto brewing in the small cup and hurried



over to the bed.

Thelight was not as good as he would have liked now, but he was certain that the toes on that tiny
foot looked blue. With careful fingers, he worked hisway around the limb. Lena continued to writhe and
moan. Rhysfdt like dapping her into silence, but knew it would do no good. So he probed until he was
sure the babe was not wrapped inits cord. It was not in agood place for him to turn it around, so he was
forced to take hold of the limbs and pull. While the women squawked encouragement at Lena, he
dragged the baby free.

A boy and it was not moving. Franticaly, Rhys cut the cord, cleared the little mouth and rubbed
the small chest. When that did not work, he upended the child, attempting to get the baby to draw a
breath... but it would not, and Rhys felt hope abandoning him like atide.

"Givehimtome" Moth said, suddenly at hisside.

Rhyslooked at her face and saw a peculiar mask of calm. Her eyes were luminous; and dark as
eclipses and she held forth her hands, He saw that she had made an attempt to clean them, for water ran
tracksthrough thefilth of her arms.

"Please, givehimtome," shesaid.

Hisingtinct was to push her away, but there was something in that |ook that he could not ignore.
Swallowing, he placed the child in her outstretched arms. She drew it to her breast and closed her eyes...

Rhysfelt the power of the god Diancecht asit flowed into the room and bathed both the girl and
the child with agolden light. His own breath stopped in his throat as he watched her stroke the newborn's
chest. Wasthat thelight, or did those smdl ribsriseand fall? A pitiful little cough and then an infant'swall
filled theroom.

The whores rushed forward with cries of joy and took the child to clean it. Lenagasped for air
between sobs and laughter.

Only Rhys had yet to breathe. He stared at Moth who |ooked down &t the stains of blood and
mucus how mixed with thefilth of her robe. Then quietly, shelooked up at him. "Wasthat the right thing
to do?' she asked.

Oh, Blessed Brother, the child isa True Healer! Rhysthought. All hislife, he had prayed for
such power, and been denied, and now here was awhore's daughter blessed with the gift he had coveted
for solong.

"Did | doitright?" sheasked again. "It felt right... and | stopped being sick when | did it."

"Sick?" he repeated.

"Aye, every time| get around someone who's bad off, | fed sck," shesaid. "And sometimes, the
scknessgoesaway if | touch them, and they usualy get better. Wasit right?!

Right? hethought. Of course, it was right you silly little gyte. The Blessed Brotber istelling
you thereis a need and... But thelook on Moth's face assured him that she would not understand such
atirade. And why should she? The girl had never been trained. He was willing to bet she couldn't read or
write,

Rhys sighed and nodded, looking back at the bed. Lena cooed over the lad now wrapped and
cleaned, and she smiled and shoved one of her titsinto his mouth. Sowly, Rhys gathered his herbs and
glanced at the brewing cup. It had been a sedative for the mother, in case everything went wrong. He
picked it up and drained it into the reeds at hisfeet. Then quietly, he headed for the door.

Moth followed as though not sure what € se to do. Rhys climbed down the stairs where noise
continued to ring.

"What isit?' Tosher called.

"You have ason," Rhys said and continued on hisway. Behind him, congratulations flowed. He left
Tosher'sHole, eager for theair of the night.

On the gtreets, he redlized Moth was till following him, but now she looked about with unease a
the shadows.

"Arent you afraid of the Swallowers?' she asked.

"Thewhat?'

"Them black things that come out of the shadows and swallows you," she said.



"They'recaled Darklings" Rhyssaid. "They rardly come into cities anymore, and besides, they
dont likelight." And to proveit, he whispered, " Solus." The warm glow of magdight drove the shadows
away. Moth hurried up beside him, looking relieved to have the light. " So where isyour home?' he
asked.

"Wheré'syours," she said and ducked her head. "I belong to you now..."

"Child, you don't belong to anyone,” Rhys said and started on.

"Can | 4ill comewith you?' she ventured. "I've no place elseto go."

Rhys merely nodded. He had no intention of leaving her on the streets. Liam would probably find
her, and she'd be back under his unworthy thumb.

He took the path back to his shop, drew out a key and unlocked the door. Insde, the smells of the
herbs wafted with their familiar odors ... ascent heloved. Moth dipped in behind him as he stood for a
moment, breathing the sweet air. Her warm odor overwhelmed his nose.

"Y ou need abath," he said. " And perhaps some fresh clothes.”

"All right,” she said, and before he could even close the door, she started to disrobe...

"No! Wait, not here!" he cried and quickly shut the door and drew the shutters. "Go in therel” He
pointed towards a curtained niche.

Reluctantly, she obeyed, still stripping off her clothes. Rhystook adeep bresth to gather hiswits,
then rushed about to fetch afew items. Lavender in her bath would make her sweeter. He found some
old clothes of hisown, still wearable, and thrust those at her, along with atowe. She sat in acomer,
wrapped in the towd as he quickly used magic to heat the water of her bath. He threw in the lavender
and glanced over &t her.

"Now get in and scrub every part of yourself,” he said.

He hurried out of the niche. The sound of her easing into the water filled his ears, then the splash of
liquid. Rhys busied himsdlf, preparing tea.and warming some of the oatcakes one of his customers had
|eft as payment for apoultice. Horns, if | had her skills, | would not have to rely on the herbs and
common sense. | could touch them and cure their ills. He shook his head. No good would come of
envying thisgift.

But it gdled him to think that Diancecht would give such aspecid skill to such an ordinary, filthy...

The niche curtains parted, and she dipped into the room, dressed in one of hisold nightshirts.
Clean, she had afair complexion and aface that bore some resemblance to that of afox. Her hair had a
red sheen, telling him that the origina color had been dirty. Shelooked much younger now, but the light
he had placed in the bathing niche behind her made her womanly shape visible through the thin linen.
Rhys swallowed. Hedlers did not take vows of chagtity. She's a child, he warned his body and turned
away.

"Here. Come have some of these. I'll go up and fix you abed in the front room.”

"l can degp with you..."

"No," hesaid. "You... cannot."

Shelooked just alittle disappointed as she came over and helped hersdlf to the oatcakes and tea
he placed on the table. While she fed, he went upstairsto the front room. It was actualy an examining
room, but therewas a pallet in the corner that he used for patients who needed to lie down. He took his
time arranging fresh bedding and fluffing a pillow for her. By thetime he got back downgtairs, she was
dozing with her head on hiswork counter, haf an oatcake still clutched in one hand. Nor could she be
rousted when he touched her hand and caled her name. So in the end, he dipped arms under her thin,
budding frame and carried her up the tairs. He placed her on the pallet and drew the coversto her chin.
Then he went back downstairs to brood the night away.

"Why her?" he whispered. "Why not me?* What possible motive could the Blessed Brother have
to give S0 precious a gift to asmple child who did not even have a sense of her own value? And why let
me find her? The questions bored into his brain, adding to the dready heavy conflict he dedlt with every
day of hislife. He had a power he would rather deny, and coveted a power he could never have. Not
since the Great Cataclysm when the Old Ones joined their magic blood to that of mortasto produce the
mageborn-and possibly True Healers, according to some scholars-had any ever possessed both these



gifts

But magic is not a gift, Rhysthought as he finished histeaand oatcakes and seated himsdlf
before thefireplace. It's a curse. Mortaborn viewed mageborn with different eyes after the Last War.
The Hound of the Blackthorn saw to that. He showed the world what wickedness could be done with
even alittle magic, and left abitter taste on humankind's tongue. Now, only the hedlers and epecidly the
True Healers were respected.

| am atrained heder and herbalist, but | am not a True Hedler. Instead, | am the pariah they fear...

Onehad only to look at the ruins of Broken Wall to understand why.

Exactly when Rhysfell adeep in the chair, he did not know, but there was afist on the door, and
an old woman's voice calling, "Brother Rhys, come quick.”

He pushed himsdlf upright with amoan and stumbled over to the door. The knocking persisted.
"All right," he mumbled and fumbled with the locks.

The door opened rather abruptly, catching him in the sde of the face and throwing him back. He
was aware of bodies, and the sour smell of men who had drunk too much ale. As hetried to get back on
his feet and opened hismouth to call aspell, afist dammed him back down. The blow split hislip and
pain temporarily stunned him. Rhys heard Moth cry out, first in anger, then in fright, but he wastoo busy
with the pain to redlize that her voice faded with the distance.

Besdes, he saw the mdicious grin and broken nose of Liam's broad face rear over him. Then
something harder than afist clouted Rhys and made the world disappear for atime.

He opened one eye to a shaft of sunlight and the sight of two urchins crouched warily at the open
door of hisshop, holding asmal dog between them. His face felt like he wore amask or amushroom
where hisleft eye once held court, and gentle probing with hisfingers revedled that the skin around the
cheek was broken and the eye merely matted with a crust of blood. He sat up gingerly, aware of pain
andtheringing in hisears.

"Shoo, get back," awoman'svoice said. "Brother Rhys? Oh, dear..."

Helooked around in time to see the entrance of two Sister Healers from the Temple of Diancecht
acrossthe river. Sometimes, they brought charity and suppliesto hisdoor. HEd forgotten it was that time
of the month again. The oldest of the pair was Sister Helena, and she had looked old when Rhyswas a
child taken in by the Temple. She had mentored and trained him even after his magesign manifested.
Now, she looked postively ancient to him, though she moved with the ease of a spry young lass.

"Well, aren't you asight,” Helena said with a shake of her head. Sheleft her younger companion,
Sister Bredda, to ded with the urchins and came over to hisside. "What manner of malice brought you to
this'

"A very large brute named Liam who thinks | stole hiswhore child," Rhyssaid and crawled to his
feet. Helena put ahand on his shoulder to steady him when he swayed like an old drunk.

"Did you?"' she asked.

"No, she followed me home," Rhys replied and caught his breath when he redlized how absurd and
juvenile that sounded. Especialy when her eyebrows rose to form an arch over her accusing smile. Rhys
sighed and shook his head.

"Well, whatever the case, you should sit down and let me dedl with that before it gets any worse.
Wheat did they hit you with?"

"l have noidea," he said. Hewas of haf amind to refuse the offer and dedl with his own wound.
But he rather doubted Helenawould alow him to get away with that. Better to surrender to her
ministering. Rhys seated himsalf on the nearest bench and allowed her to clean and dress what turned out
to be arather long cut up under the hairline. He bit histongue as she stitched it. Helenawas not a True
Heder either, but she was good and had taught Rhyswell. Once she wasfinished, he willingly took the
willow bark tea Sister Bredda brewed. Severa sips of it worked quickly to ease his pain.

" S0, tell me about thiswhore child who followed you home?' Helena asked as she put away the
rest of the bandages.

"Her nameis Moth," Rhys said. He glanced towardsthe airs. "I found her a Tosher'sHole. Liam
was besting her, and | stopped him..." He hesitated, not sure he wanted Helena to know he had fallen



back on magic. "At any rate, she... hasthe Brother's gift. She revived anewborn infant | gave up for
dead.”

Helenalooked thoughtful as she seated hersdlf. "Why do | get the feeling you are not pleased to
know this?"

Rhyslooked away. Even she knew how he had longed for this gift himsdif.

"If what you say istrue," she went on. "Then we have aduty to find her and bring her to the
Templeto betrained. And since the Brother in hiswisdom led you to her firgt, | think perhapsitisasign
that you are meant to find her."

"Broken Wall isalarge place,” Rhyssaid, "and abrute like Liam knows every rat holeinit. It
could take me weeksto find her, and by then, Liamisjust as gpt to have sold her or killed her or..."

Helena's hand touched hisforearm, arresting his patter. Y ou and | both know that you could find
her much more quickly.”

Rhysfelt hisface go cold. He could not force the words easily across hislips. "I cannot use magic
that way..."

"Cannot?' Helenasaid. "Or will not?"

Rhys closed hiseyes.

Helena sighed and patted his arm as she rose from her seet. "I cannot force you to do what you
fed iswrong," shesaid. "But ask yoursdlf if the Brother would think it right before you chooseto let this
child'slife be wasted, Rhys. Come, Sister Bredda. We've charitiesto deliver.”

He stayed where he was, listening to the footsteps of the two women as they closed the door and
walked down the broken cobbles. Horns, he thought, covering hisface with his hands. 1t would have
been so0 easy to drink the willow bark tea, lie down and forget thislittle incident. To pretend that he had
never seen Moth or known of her gift. But Helenaknew, and would never dlow himto live peacefully
with himsdif.

Helena? hethought. What about my own conscience?

Y es, hewasjedous, and yes, he would give anything to have the gift Moth possessed. But in truth,
he could not abandon her to Liam and the dark life of awhore's child.

Slowly, herose and climbed the gairs to the room where she had dept. Her blankets were thrown
back as though she had come running when Liam and his cronies broke through the door. Briefly, he
dtared at the rumpled palet, and then with asigh he stretched his hand.

Heder he might claim to be, but it could not change the magic legacy that he so denied. Rhys
closed his eyes and stretched mage senses, letting the tendrils of his awareness dip into the very cloth and
seek her essence. Everything in the world possessed essence of one sort or another, and human essence
wasthelifeforcethat lived in flesh and bone and blood. He touched the faint woolly essence of the
blanket and found Moth'swarmth. 1t shonein hismind'seyelike abrilliant flower of silver and gold. The
essence of a True Hedler.

Hetasted it with his senses and memorized it until he could fix his awvarenessto any tangible hint of
its power. Then quietly, herose, pulling aplain cloak on over hissmple clothes and left the room,
following the essence like ahound follows spoor. On the gairs, it was stronger. Not unusud, since she
had been frightened, and as he made hisway to the ground floor, he sensed the terror in her. She had not
wanted to leave with Liam. The brute's essence was there too, dark as Arawn's heart and cold as winter
on amountain. Rhyslocked onto it aswell, knowing where he found one, he was likdly to find the other.

Rhys picked up his pace and hurried out onto the street. He wind whispered a spell to make the
essences sing to him as he followed them. The path was not so Straight asit was sure. Liam's pace had
been quick, and Moth had been fighting him al the way. Rhys detected the essence of fire. Liam had
carried atorch to keep Darklings at bay.

The path eventually took Rhysinto the Quays, the remains of river docks long ago abandoned.
The only cargo that came here was of avariety the king would never alow-assuming he knew of it at all.
In fact, the sort of men and women who inhabited the Quays made the folks of Broken Wall's darker
corners seem right pleasant and charming.

Here, the Streets were muddy and one walked on planks to avoid sinking in the sticky mire. Rhys



carefully picked hisway dong. The stench in the air was enough to take one's bresth away, and his
stomach heaved in protest as heredized dl he had in it was the willow bark tea. Rhys pushed on, trying
to ignore the odors and his own queasiness. The temptation to turn back was too strong at the moment.

No, he would not abandon Moth. He should have taken her straight to the temple the moment he
redized what skill she possessed. Instead, he had given into apathy brought on by hisjedousy. Who am
| to decide that what the Blessed Brother willsiswrong and unfair. Rhys pushed on.

At lagt, hefound aninn along side an old pier that had once been athriving port for travelers.
Abandoned after the war, it was now athieves den. Rhys drew closer, stepping past drunks and whores
who stumbled about the narrow boards, having dept off last night's activities. It was adanceto stay out
of the muck and the poolseft by theriver'slast spring flood. He managed it though, and till remained
focused on the essence of the girl and the man. When he reached the door, he could see broken
windows, and smell dirty bodies and badly prepared food and ale that resembled piss water.

Rhys dipped insde and found a shadow to stand in for amoment. Mage eyes quickly adjusted to
the dark, revedling anumber of men and women dumbering on the floors. The innkeeper yawned as he
put asmall effort into wiping the filth off his counter. Rhys whispered a spell to make the man look
elsawhere then stretched mage senses again and followed the tangle of Liam and Moth. It led up the
gairsand aong narrow halsthat Rhysfollowed with caution in every step until he stood before adoor.

There were spdlls, he was once told by the mageborn who trained him, that could put an entire
room of peopleto deep. Rhyswished he knew that spell now, but it had been one of those lessons he
balked against, not because the spell was useless, but because he had felt the need to rebel at everything
that had to do with magic. It had not stopped him from learning what to do with the skill he did possess.
But asmall part of him wondered if even those skillswould be enough.

Liam would, no doubt, expect trouble. And he would do what he could to stop Rhysfrom casting
gpells. Rhys had only to touch the swollen edge of his mouth to know the behemoth had been told
precisaly how to break a mageborn's concentration. Just my [uck!

Rhys sighed and stretched mage senses. He felt Moth and Liam and three others. The girl'saura
indicated that she struggled against whatever Liam had used to bind her. Rhys could tell that the others
had only just awakened. He could hear the splatter of urine.

Thiswas not going to be easy. He would have to do something dl-inclusive. Something frightening
enough to put them off guard. To distract them so that he and Moth could flee. Hopefully, he would be
able to reach some place where he could open aspdl| gate to the Temple of Diancecht without getting
caught or disturbed.

Fire spdlls came to mind, but he quickly put those thoughts out of his head. No useinrisking a
multitude of lives, for the building would likely catch flamelike dry tinder.

[llusions, then. Bend the shadows. Make them look like a Darkling. That might work. Hetook a
deep breath, drew essence from the air, and whispered the words of the spell. Around him, the shadows
swarmed and shifted and drew into a hideous form. They became ablanket of darknesswith glowing
eyes, razor teeth and scrabbling claws. The conjuration was so redl, Rhys had to suppress ashiver ashe
reached through it and scratched the wooden surface of the door.

"What the... " A man'svoice-not Liam-rumbled from the other side. The trod of footsteps crossed
loose boards. The door opened, and Rhyswilled hisillusionary Darkling to charge through the gap.

And it worked, he was surprised to notice. Or rather, it had the effect he desired. The man who
opened the door cried out and fell back in fright. Liam and his companions cursed and dove towards the
nearest exits as the shadowy cresation swelled to fill the room. Moth screamed in terror asthe men ran
like rats for the window and the door. Rhys barely stepped aside before Liam and one other barreled
through and thundered down the hall, shouting for help.

Rhys quickly stepped into the chamber, resisting the urge to retch when he smelled the vile odors
within.

"Moth, it'sme," he said and rushed into the corner where she cowered and struggled. Liam had
bound her at ankles and wrists. She jerked in fright when Rhystouched her. "Moth, please, I've cometo
helpyou..."



She stopped struggling and looked at him in disbelief as he drew his smdl dagger and cut her
bonds. Her armswent around his neck as he pulled her to her feet.

"Begrateful later,” he chided, working himself free of her grasp and pushing his dagger back into its
sheath. "We must hurry before Liam gets histripes back..."

Too late. Rhys could hear the clatter of heels on the stairs. He knew he could not open his spell
gate swiftly enough. And when Liam's huge bulk filled the doorway, atorch in one hand, the need to
escape became al the more apparent.

Blessed Brother, what should | do? Rhys thought.

Moth made that decision for him. She seized Rhys arm and tugged him towards the window.
"Comeon!" shecried.

Liamroared, "I'll kill you for this, hedler!" And charged acrossthefloor.

Moth was dready haf out the window when Liam grabbed Rhys by the shoulder. The torch came
arcing through the air, aimed a Rhys head. Ingtinctively, he threw up ahand and shouted, " Adhar
clach!" Theair hardened into ashield, and the torch bounced off that invisible surface, splattering fire
and aily bits mereinchesfrom hisface. Bits of flame were thrown into the reeds, which took fire.

"Comeon," Moth practically screamed.

She pulled Rhys out the window. Liam bellowed in rage. The loose shingles of the roof benesth
Rhys feet danted more sharply than he liked. Moth ran down it asthough crossing aflat plain. Rhyswas
lessgraceful, and helost hisfooting as he followed the girl. He sat down hard and did to the bottom,
grateful for thelarge chimney that kept him from going over the edge. He didn't think he could have
spoken alevitation spdl intimeto save himself otherwise.

Moth had aready shifted directions. She seemed to know where she was going. Rhys followed
and hoped it would lead them to some place flat and safe where he could open agate. A quick glance
back over his shoulder revealed smoke billowing out of the window of the ramshackle inn. Flameswere
egting their way through the higher portions of the roof. Blessed Brother, no! Men and women surged
out of every opening likerats fleeing aflooded bilge. And Liam squeezed his ox-like bulk through the
window in mad pursuit of the heder and the girl.

From the streets, a hue and cry arose. Folks gathered buckets, running for the puddles and the
ponds, and even heaving the wet mud itself in adesperate attempt to keep the fire from spreading to their
own homes. Blessed Brother, | should conjure water to assist them. But that would mean stopping,
and Liam was coming too hard and fast on Rhys hedlsto risk it. Guilt rose, and Rhys half-heartedly
pushed it aside, and promised to return to help those in need as he fled.

Moth skittered to a hdt, looking over an edge. Rhys stopped beside her and realized there was no
place to go except down into theriver. 1t looked too murky and shdlow to be safe. Moth hesitated only
amoment, then shouted, "Come on!" as she legpt from the edge. Rhyswatched in horror as she hit the
surface and sank below. Panic filled him when she did not emergeright away.

But he had no time to wonder if she had hit the bottom or drowned. A tremendous roar of rage
sounded at his back. He had barely turned before a huge body dammed into his own. Hands grappled
for histhroat. All Rhyswas aware of was the dizzying moment of being airborne, and of drawing one fina
bregth, before he dammed the surface of the water on his back. Pain lashed every nerve as he sank
under the surface, pushed down by Liam's greater weight. Rhys beat fists againgt the man, hisown lungs
screaming for air. He kicked at Liam aswdll, barely able to make out the big man's enraged fegturesin
the murky depthswhere ther thrashing stirred the Silt.

Liam refused to let go. That murder was his only intention could not be denied. But Rhysdid not
want to die, not thisway. Brother forgive me, he thought as be drew his short dagger and plunged it into
the man'sside. Liam jerked in pain, and that was enough for Rhysto break free. Limbs begting the
water, the healer surfaced and drew a breath of air.

By now, the embankment was lined with onlookers. A few motioned towards something on down
the way. Rhys swam to the nearest dock, grabbed on and turned. Draped in hisold shirt, afamiliar shape
floated face down on the surface of theriver, "Moth!" he screamed in agony and plunged back into the
water. He swam fast as he was able, seizing her and flipping her over on her back so he could drag her



to the shore. Severa hands helped them from the river. Moth lay motionless on the creaking, damp
boards.

"Oh Brother, no," he whispered and touched her throat to seek a pulse. But he shivered hard from
the chill of the river and the wind, and she was so cold. "Maoth, please, open your eyes... please...”

My fault! Rhys closed hiseyesasremorse welled in hischest. | should have taken her to the
Temple last night. Instead, he had allowed hisjealousy of her gift to prevail, and now, he did not
possess the power to heal her.

"Hey, sheain't sreaming, young Sr," one of the onlookers said. "Give her ashake."

Rhys opened his eyes again in and blinked as histhoughts rap-idly cleared. Not streaming meant
there was no water in her lungs ... He lifted her, shook her, patted her face.

"Moth," he said. "Moth, please, wake up. Open your eyes, child..."

She gtirred and coughed and moaned in hisarms, and her eyes fluttered opened. Blearily, she
looked up a him and muttered, "1 fed sick...”

Rhyswas torn between joyous laughter and serious contemplation of what she meant. Then severd
of the men hauled abulk out of the water. Liam stumbled when hetried to stand, then clutched hisside
where blood and water mixed. He sank to the boards and moaned. His face was white with pain and
shock.

Moth looked at Liam, then at Rhys.

"What must | do?' she asked.

Part of Rhysthought that Liam deserved to die of hiswound. That Broken Wall and its poor
denizens would be better off without this crud bully intheir midst. But that was not what the healers had
taught him. Even as a child, when Rhys cursed the Haxons for stedling his parents lives, Sister Helena
would chide hisangry wordswith her own. 'All life, no matter how lowly or disdainful, is preciousto
the Blessed Brother whose will we serve with our hearts and our vows..." Now, it occurred to Rhys
that perhaps his prayers for the healer's sacred touch had not been answered because in his heart, he il
had much to learn about forgiveness. Such a precious gift did not belong in the hands of one who thought
ill of others...

Oh, Blessed Brother, now | seethat | have a place, even without your gift. | belong herein Broken
Wall, ministering to the poor to the best of my humble ability.

Moth, however, did not belong in this place. She belonged in the Temple of Diancecht where she
could betrained to use her gift that it might truly benefit those in need...

He sighed and cupped Moth's chin in one hand, and offered her awistful smile of reassurance.

"Y ou must do whatever the Brother wills" he said.

Rhys helped her over to Liam's side. The big man watched both of them, wary asafox, unableto
hide hisfear from those who surrounded them.

"We're going to heal you," Rhys said, and with skilled hands, he pulled back the torn clothing to
expose thewound. At hisingtructions, the locals brought clean water with which to wash theinjury. Then
Rhys guided Moth's hands to the wound, and told her how to pray for Diancecht's bounty.

Moments passed, and Rhys marveled that no one moved or even drew a breath before Moth was
done. And even Liam stayed where he was, staring dumfounded at the scar that now graced hisribs.

Moth looked tired but relieved as Rhys quietly helped her to her feet and led her away from the
river and its denizens. No one stopped them when Rhys opened a spdll gate and took Moth to the
Temple of Diancecht where sherightfully belonged.

THE DOCK TO HEAVEN
L.E. Modesitt, Jr.

Infosnark. That'sme. Mom caled me Mario. Dockers call me Snark ‘cause if therésinfo to be
found without tags, no one does it better than me. Highport'sabig place. Ships come from
everywhere-Old Earth, Xianth, Clarkburg, AlphaFelini, Sansdibre, D'Athoud, Melinia. They got ships,
and they cometo Highport 'cause it'sthe only way you get to Heaven. Angelsinsst it's got to be that
way. Least, that'swhat Lorico told me. He may look diablo, but never piloted me wrong.



Twodays are dow. Always have been. Sow isn't dways bad, but it's fastbeam to trouble. Times
busy, people swirling around, the patrollers don't bother if they see you, so long as you're not doing
something brightflared wrong. Sow times, they look deeper. For us snarks, their looking deeper isn't
good.

Was coming back from the farwest concourse lines on the low guideway. Slower, but chegper.
Farwest's mostly Sandurco space. Was wearing the greensiiver dumper suit and scanner access pins.
Lorico does'em well, and they'll take three four scans before they flare red. Costs acred for each pin,
but you can't snark if you don't know where the weak points are. Screens and channels don't show
everything. Evenif they do, so much noiseyou can't find thesignd.

Sandurco had space on the Elept to Purgatory. Eight full cubes. Problem was that the space was
reserved for atransfer. Iron bound, cold stedd contract. Inbound was from Xianth. Inbound wouldn't
make transfer before the Elept needed to trandate. But Sandurco was bound not to make known the
space was available. That'swhere| camein. Needed to find an instalast cargo, have it ready to upload
just before trandation. Most of the creds would go to Sandurco and the shipper, but be asmall shower
of creds-and favors-for me.

Came out of the scangates, under the high ceilings that show the images of Heaven sky, blue with
clouds sculpted into cities, and turned to the guideway. Saw something below the entrygate, off to the
right. Dark and shiny. Hard. Wanted to run, 'causeit just screamed creds. Didn't. Ambled, like dways,
looking around, being the scrounge most take me for. Easier that way. Most at Highport don't know
what | do. Suitsmefine.

Jumped down and scooped it up. Sipped it insde the greensilver dumper jacket, and jumped
back up on the strip beside the guideway, flashing a cred token.

Hadn't taken two steps when Saalmo was on me. Sleaziest patroller on the west end.

"What you got there, Snark?'

"Cred token. Some angel dropped it. Didn't want to get dirty.” Lied, of course. Nowherein the
Port's dirty. Outside, on the ramps, or in town, that was dirt. One reason why | tried to Stay inside as
much as| could.

"Y ou sure?' Saalmo oozed more dide essthan a guideway mech.

Flashed the cred token at him, close enough for him to see, but not grab. Real Angdl token. Gotten
it dong with my fifty credsfrom Derdri astan earlier for tipping her to ahaf cube on the Cherabims
Celedtria, outbound to Clarkburg. Would have been a hundred for an inbound.

"Y ou got fast fingers, Snark. Thought what you got was darker, bigger.”

Beted the cred token and pulled out my mem. "This?'

Sadlmo shook hishead. "Better watch it. | heard tdll that the Sergphim are going to sweep the
whole Port." He laughed. Ugly laugh, the kind that said he knew something, and wouldn't tell me. "Pretty
soon, they won't let you move around like adumper. Dec orbit to nowhere for snarks.”

"Y ou've been telling methat for years." Slipped my mem back into the underarm pouch. "We're
gtill here. Need us."

"Not so much asyou think, Snark." He shrugged. "Don' listen to me. Y ou never do." He turned
and walked to the guideway out to the fareast concourse. He went high level. Patrollers don't get
charged.

| was glad to see him go. Wanted to seewhat | had, but didn't dare ook in the brightzone. Buzzed
the accesd ock, and took the maintenance ramp. From there walked to the dropshaft cargo level. Nerod
just nodded, let me ride down with the used formulator paks.

Forced mysdlf to wait till I'd made it clear, in the dead acove under the midbridge. Space two
meters by three at the end where the scanners don't reach. Five I'd found over the yearsthat no one else
knew about. More than twenty everyone knew. Always keep a scan for the deaders no one else knows.

Took out the dark and shiny case, not much bigger than my pam. Creds wasn't the flame for it.
Oligari top comm. Enough netcreds and tools to access every net and portsys. Break anything with my
routines.

Entered the owner self code script. Oligaris got one. All units do. Small holo flared up. Showed an



angel, but with short slver gold hair, and luminous green eyes. Tall, | guessed, but aguess'cause size
doesn't show on theimage, and angels are dwaystdl. Nothing specid, not for angd. Bothered me,
Owner of an Oligari ought to be specid, even an angel. No name. Just a code. Smart, that way. Unit logt,
and you il couldn't trace her, except through the code.

Figured | could use the comm bresker, maybe to shoot the stuff for the Sundurco bit-if | could find
someone who needed eight cubes to Purgatory.

Keyed in the schedregs, then linked the Oligari into the Portsys with the owner's codes.

Couldn't help grinning. Had every spare cube in Highport flaring into my new toy. Stored the stuff,
and transferred it to my mem. No telling how long | could keep the Oligari. Then | headed back the
underway to Lorico's. Star rain was faling outside Highport-big drops. Turn to starswhen they hit the
permacrete. One flash, and their light's gone, just dull water running over the gray stone. Port'sfields do
that, but it's<till Sar rain.

Passed Noryset's. Front parlor looked empty. Alwayswasin mid day. Dockers don't ook for
women till they go offshift, and townies aren't welcome. Water seeped over everything. Rains harder in
town. Highport fields throw the extrarain at everything around.

Lorico's placeis oneroom, back of Gheratt's. Gheratt does mech maintenance, the underlevel
stuff, at the port. Some in town, too. Lorico's hiscousin.

Lorico could passfor adiablo. Pewhite skin, square face, red lips, black hair, hint of points at
thetip of hisears. That'swhy he's never in Highport. Angels don't like diablos at Highport, and diablos
don't like angelsin Purgatory. Goes way back. Some say even before there were trandation ships.
Wouldn't know. Just know enough that | never set deals-where adiablo getsthe better of an angel. Don't
last long in Highport port if you do that.

Slow for Lorico. Had to be. Looked a me. "Morning, Snark. New?"

"Got eight cubes on the Elept to Purgatory. Two on the Milt to Sansalibre.”

"Fericamight want some cubesto Purgatory.”

"Didnt seehim."

Lorico grinned, showing the pointed white teeth againgt ruby lips. "He's out on the fareast
concourse. Said you snarks weren't around when he needed you."

"Fericad get moreif helet uscometo him.”

"Y ou want to tell him that?" asked L orico.

| laughed. Fericawas ameter taler'n me, with nano iron exoskin. "Need amessenger outfit.”

"Befivecreds, pluspin.

"Rve?'

"You'll haveto be Carolyi. They'rethe only outfit whose messengers are dlowed there."

"Sncewhen?'

"Last week. When you used a Steganyi messenger outfit on that deal with Zeagat."

"Me? Never did a Steganyi gig.”

Lorico laughed.

| had to transfer six creds, then went to the back room. Came out in purple and silver. Hated
Carolyi colors.

"Y ou got twenty hours, Snark.”

"Can't getit doneinthree..." Shrugged at Lorico as| I€ft.

Had to use my passfor the upper guideway. Another cred, but messengers didn't take the
underway.

On the way to where the concourses branched, | passed the Clearance kiosk. The non techs go
therefor level one screening before they get a pass to Heaven. Moyrawas talking to a hermit, long
beard, brown boots, hair shirt. | kept walking. Pretty girl, she was. Almost angel beauty, 'cept her hair's
brown, not gold or silver blonde, and she'stoo short. Taler'n me, but not angel tall.

"Snark!”

Hermit had headed off to Heaven concourse. Moyra snaplooked at me, then back down before
her. | eased back over to the kiosk.



Shedidn't look up. Her voice wasn't even awhisper. "Snark, | heard one of the angel captains.
She was saying that there are diablos in Highport. They've set up something.”

Wondered. Wasthat set up me? Saalmo. Had he been in on it? Made sure I'd gotten the Oligari.
Why?"Thanks."

"Becareful

Smiled a her. "Tonight'son me.”

Shelooked up and raised her eyebrows. "Y ou've told me that three times and left me here.”

"Not tonight.”

"Youvesad that, too."

Saw apatroller conning and eased away from the kiosk. Messenger wouldn't stop at the kiosk.
Been Saalmo, my entry to the fareast concourse be dead. He knows | stop to talk to Moyra. Petroller
was anewbie. Didn't even look my way.

Fericawas running guidesnaps outsde the gate from Sansdlibre. Legit, but just his excuse to prowl
the concourses.

Wouldn't pay ahundredth of what he got from hisreal stuff. Snaps gave afull Highport map, quick
cal up, golden linesto the Heaven concourse. Saved souls from Sansalibre could have called up amost
the same thing on the port net. Most didn't have mems, though. Understood that the Imperatior didn't
alow them. Didn't even like the angels having a consulate there, but even an Imperatior doesn't buck the
angels. Not when asingle angelfire scout can take down any other system's dreadnought.

Meant that every so often the angel's sent saved souls Heavenward, even from Sansdlibre. Some
even bought Ferica's guidesnaps.

Saw Fericasgig, and dowed my pace, waiting until the pilgrimsall passed him.

"What you got, Snark?'

"Eight prime cubes to Purgatory. Lorico said you might be interested. Also two back to
Sansdibre." Sansalibre was athrowaway. Not that much shipped back from Highport to Sansdlibre.
Other places, but not there.

"Solid cubes?' Ferica sounded bored.

"Solid. Reserved. Failed transfer, non seeking clause.”

"Can take five. Em cred acube.”

"They want two em creds. Might be able to get you one and ahalf for five."

"Try for oneand athird.”

| backed off and ran the inquiry through. " One point four and you pay clearances.”

"Done." Fericasmiled. Teeth looked sted, too. "'Pass me the codes.”

Raised my eyebrows.

"Two hundred credsfor you. And something se.”

Would have liked more than two hundred, but I'd been running closeto margin. Did owe Moyraa
good dinner, up leve intown. "Codes... blue." Used the remote to trigger the transfer.

"Some hotware there, Snark. Careful who knows you're packing it."

"Loaner," | said. "Repaying afavor. Won't haveit long." One way or another, | wouldn't. Snark
with an Oligari would be atarget if it got around, but things had been thin, and the multiple access had
aready netted me more options than I'd had in months. "Know anyone else who's looking?"

"Galus-bulk cubesfor Clarkburg. Can't pay more than haf an em-cred per cube.”

"Yousad.."

"Oh... something you need to watch. Someone knows you got hotware. Snoop look onyou.”

"Thanks." All 1 needed. Suspected something like that might happen. Headed farther out on the
concourse. Galus called himsdlf acargo broker. Had ared office. Small-lessthan three meterson aside.
Real business, but not how or where he made most of his creds. Did removas-usualy pilgrimswho'd
goneto the angelsto escape. Folkswho used Galus didn't want recovery-wanted the word spread that
even the permanent pilgrimage to Heaven wasn't certain if you cheated them. Never quite understood
why the angdls didn't shut him down. They could have. Hadn't, though. Not yet.

Ran afew moreinquiries on the Oligari as| hustled outbound. Put in an inquiry for Clarkburg.



Nothing on regular trangit, but thirty bulk cubes on lowlight-take two years. Kept looking. Didn't find
much, even with the Oligari, except some cubes available on a semi-level return run to D'’Ahoud and
hot-gpace to Alpha Felini Hot-space-didn't touch that. No one | knew could spring a hundred em-creds
acube. Not even the diablos.

Diablos-they wanted away around Highport to Heaven. Always had. No one knew where
Heaven was. Anyone, anything, going to Heaven went on an angel-ship with an angdl crew. Only angels
came back from Heaven-except once a decade-when they'd bring back a hundred pilgrims, turn them
over to the lower worlds techs for mem-testing. Supposed to prove that the stories about Heaven were
al true. Hel! What did that prove? Angels could doctor anything, even minds.

Only thing it al proved wasthat they got better ships, better weapons, and better ways of twisting
the truth. If you believe such athing astruth.

Got abad feding as| neared the portals for Xianth, but kept going. Shouldn't have.

Three Angdls. Beyond the Xianth portals. Waiting. For me.

Y ou can avoid Angels, go around'em. Don't buck'em or try to run. Did what | had to. Walked
draight to them.

Angd in the center stepped forward. "Mario."

Could tell shewas an angel, even without looking. No one cals me Mario.

"Yes" | bowed. No sensein being stupid.

One of their gold-green screens dropped around us. Left me done with the angel.

"We have afavor to ask. An angd's missing. Somewhere herein Highport. Wed like to find her.
Quickly. She's beyond scanners and screens.”

"What kind of angdl?"

"Doesit matter?’

Did to me, but thetal angd wasn't going to tell.

"l haven't heard anything." That wastrue. Nothing except Moyrasfears | was being set up.
"Haven't seen anything."

"If you do..." The angel beamed an access code into the Oligari. The hidden Oligari. Didn't ask.
just beamed. "Y ou'll know what to do, Mario."

The gold-screen curtain went down, and | kept moving toward Galus's office. Could feel her eyes
on my back. Creepy.

Anyone trying anything on the angels, might be Galusi. Stopped for amoment, and took out the
Oligari. Snapped up a search and trace routine that would go off when | got inside Galus's place.

Gaus surprised me. Hewasthere. "Y ou'd better have something good, Snark.”

"Heard you werelooking for bulk cubesto Clarkburg. How many?'

"l could usetwenty. I'll take fifteen.”

"You'relucky. Twenty at atenth of an em-cred.”

"I'll take it. Hundred credsfor you, and you pass the access codes over now."

Before | had the codes, hed made the transfer to my links.

"Codes coming.”

"Hotwarefor asnark,” Galus said.

"Loaner. Favor. Got to get what | can now."

Gaus snorted. Understood loaners. Better'n | did. "Later, Snark.”

He was nervous. Would have bargained for alower cubage rate. Didn't. Decided to push. "Saw
three angels. Questioning people on the concourse.”

"They're not supposed to do that.”

"You goingtotdl an angd no?'

Gaus ignored the question. "Come back when you got cubesto Xianth."

Another way of teling meto get lost. No one ever got cubesto Xianth. Could fed the Oligani
taking in the feeds. Decided to get gone. "Later. Could aways get lucky.”

Gaus laughed.

| was gone. Didn't stop till | was three portals away. Gimmicked the maintenance lock, and dipped



down to the nearest dead spot. Unloaded and ran an analyzer on what the track and trace had come up
with.

Three feeds from somewherein Highport. Let the Oligari go to work.

Two were routine availability notices. Third was a double blind, encrypted. Checked the route
bounces and the nanosecond delays. Had to have come from the Sandurco concourse. Only placein
Highport with those patterns.

Wondered if the angels would pay. Then... might be nothing.

But... the Oligari had put me back in businesswhen I'd needed it. Owed the angel something for
that. Besides, didn't hurt to have an angel owing me. Better than the other way around. Lots better.

Headed for the Sandurco concourse.

No one stopped me. High speed guideway cost me ten creds and still took a stan.

Flipped off at porta four. Patrollers check and know the dead spots on thefirst three. Beyond
that... secure spaces under Lesser Worlds Agreement. Whoever... had to be operating secured. Three
possihilities.

Tried another maintenance lock. Opened it, but blew the darm. Got beyond the monitors, but got
no traces-just along empty secure corridor. Space open and emissions zilch.

Went through the same routine after portd eght.

Down twenty creds, and probably another fifty for the darm, if the patrollers pushed it.

Porta twenty-best bet, and didn't have to gimmick the lock. Oligari'sroutine found a Trojhors and
had me through. No one on the other side. Not even amonitor, just along corridor, same as around
portd four. Felt different. Kept going. Empty space and more empty space. Nothing.

Didn't have much time before the patrollers or Sandurco privsec showed. Took my tool set,
measured thefidld, reset the ID. Then dug out the spare mem from the pouch under my right arm.
Boosted thefidld, set it with the phony of the Oligari and then crammed the Oligari's search routine into
the spare. Overrode the safeties, and watched.

That much power on the spare mem-burn it out in lessthan a stan. Oligari ran that hot forever, but
didn't want to do that kind of hackjob on the Oligari.

Took two minutes.

Hotspot a hundred meters ahead, and down fifty. Meant that someone had built a hideaway
underground. Not many places near Highport where the fields alow that. Wondered how I'd get down
there.

Access hatch and drop shaft behind a phony barrier. Used the back-up mem to fry the lock. Mem
was haf-gone anyway. Then took the drop at double speed and burst through the screen.

Big fdlow, like Ferica, except he had white teeth and was reaching for aburner. Behind himwasa
pair of gene-overclone cradles. Looked like amed sculptech, renegade. Could find out later.

| didn't wait. Kept moving. May be small, but I'm not dow. Or stupid. Wasinside his burner and
had my ceramic blade up through his gut to the base of his heart before he could squeeze the trigger.

Burner il blazed across my shoulder. Hurt. Lots. Could bardly see. Still managed to knock the
burner to thefloor. Kicked it out of the way. Sculptech sagged down, dying. He could take histime now.

Two women in the cradles. Restrained. Both naked. Beautiful. Identica. Silver-blond hair, tall,
luminous green eyes, fine noses, but strong. Gene-tagsd show them the same.

Both looking a me. Neither spoke.

| couldn't either. Shoulder was hurting more, not less.

Forced another look around the lab. On the shelf to the left of the console was awide belt, green,
trimmed in gold. On the temphook stuck to thewall was apilot's uniform-AngeLines.

| knew why the angdl hadn't told me who the missing woman was. And Saalmo hadn't set me up.
The angdls had. Someone had wanted me to know what the missing woman looked like, and to have the
right equipmen.

Slipped the Oligari close enough to the consolesto run adiagnostic. Not one the angels or the
Highport admin would have approved. Got awhole web of choices. Could have played games with the
angels. No percentageiiniit.



Accessed the code the angels had given me.

"I've got your missing pilot-and the set up.” Fed the coordinates from the Oligari into the web.

"Wevegot it. Don't move." That wasthe head angdl.

Wasn't about to move. Firgt, doubted I'd get far. Second, had other ideas. Could have waited for
the angels, but ... infosnarks have their pride.

Both women in the cradles|ooked. at me. Finally, the one on the right moistened her lips.

Asked her, "How did they catch you?"

"It was a sophisticated sonic trap. There was adead zone on one side of the corridor. | stepped
around the maintenance floater, and they had me."

Probably the way it was, too. | turned to the other one, on the left. "What do you have to say?"

"It doesn't matter. They'll sort it out.”

There was aquiet sadnessin her voice. | knew why. So | stepped up to the console and triggered
thereleases on her cradle. "Better get your uniform on before they arrive.”

Thewoman 4iill in the cradle swallowed.

"I'd have thought you'd let her escape,” offered the real angdl. "We couldn't do that much to her.”

"Not that cruel,” | pointed out. "Couldn't do that to anyone. Sheld be taken for afallen angdl. They
don't last long. Whoever st this up... they knew that."

| didn't say any more because the side doorsirised open. Angels and patrollers swarmed inside.
The overclonewas dill in restraints. She didn't even swear.

Lead angel ignored the corpse. She had some kind of scanner. Ran the beam over both women.
Then sheturned to me.

"How did you know, Mario?'

"Wouldn't be much of asnark if | didn't, would I'”?" Turned to the head angel and offered her the
Oligari, with my left hand. Right wouldn't move. "This belongsto one of yours."

She frowned, then reached out. Touched my shoulder. Lifted away the pain. Then shelooked at
the burner. "Hold dill. Thisisgoing to hurt.”

Thought what the burner did had hurt, but what she did was sheer agony. Except when she
finished, the pain was gone. Just adull ache.

"It will ftill take afew daysto hed completely. Don't lift anything heavy.”

| offered the Oligari again.

She smiled. Didn't tekeit. "Keep it, Mario. You earned it." Wasn't sure | wanted it. Make me top
snark in Highport, for sure, but there's more 'n being top snark that way. Besides, Ferica or someone
would make meamark, solong as| had it.

| handed it to her. "Wouldn't beright." Wouldn't have been.

She understood... in away. "What would you like?"

"A few creds... and I'd like to see the pilot's ship lift off."

"WEell haveto hurry."

So they let me come, up three levels, and on the superguide to the middle of Heaven concourse.
I'd never been there. No one sees it except angel's, and pilgrims, the saved souls only once. They
escorted me all the way through the portal and to the transfer deck.

Everyone stopped there.

Thepilot I'd found looked a me with those luminous green eyes.

Knew she'd never be back. Not to Highport. She'd seen too much, and the angelswould find
someway to keep her on Heaven. She knew it, too. Didn't say anything, but | could tell.

The angels behind us reinforced that.

Pilot looked toward the transdeck. "I haveto preflight.”

"Have agood trip." Didn't know what elseto say.

Stood with the lead angel and watched the screen for agood stan before the golden needle flared,
vanished into overspace.

Then | turned.

Head angel looked at me. "There are five hundred creds in your account, Mario, and an open



passage to Heaven. Open your whole life. No matter what."

Could tell she meant it. "Thank you. Not reedy for that."

"We know."

Neither of us spoke as she escorted me back to the main concourse, |eft me there not ahundred
metersfrom Moyra. Wondered if that was an accident. Didn't think so.

Waited out of sight of the kiosk for another half-stan, till just before Moyras shift ended. Then
sauntered up.

"Said I'd be here. Y our choice. Any placein town-upper leve."

Her mouth opened. Then she closed it and smiled.

Moyraand I-we dipped through the rain so quick that the star drops didn't touch either of us,
water or light.

Kept running, but not from Highport. Come morning, wed be back, same asaways. | wasa
snark. Couldn't be one anywhere else.

Stll ... couldn't, wouldn't get the image out of my mind. The proud and tall lady, beautiful, asal
angels are, with the darkness of hell behind those green, green eyes. Standing on the transdeck, call it the
dock to Heaven, a place sheld never see again, screen behind her showing starsfalling around her... and
not knowing that sheld already missed life.

Moyraand | had that.

FIND A PIN
Ru Emerson

It started out asagood day. | had alittle money that the lady at the mission had given methe night
before-enough for sausage biscuits and Cokes at McDonad's. That put Mommain agood enough mood
that she didn't notice dl the people giving us the kindalooks street people like us get. She even took her
meds without a protest for once, washing them down with the last of her Coke.

I've dways been the only one who could ever get the meds down Momma. She says a the Salem
State Hospita, they had to put her in restraints, like she's proud of it. Shewent in, for thefirst time, when
| was six, and stayed in for six months. She wasin and out after that, until they closed the hospitals.

It was nice and warm for a change, when we got outside McDonad's. Timeto go seeif we could
find any cans or bottlesto recycle at anickle acan. | had the two plastic Safeway bags| aways carry,
and handed one to Momma. She found three beer cans right away, tucked in the bushes outside the
McDonad's, and | found four along the side of outside the tracks.

Then | saw sun glinting off adender bit of metd. A straight- pin. One of thelong, fancy oneswith a
bright red head on it. Funny place to find apin, but then, you can find just about anything on the Sireets, if
you're used to looking. | pinched it off the ground between my thumb and forefinger and threaded it into
my collar. The old doggerel cameto me, then. "Find apin, pick it up,” | chanted. Momma dapped a my
hand and said, "LisaMarie, you drop that pin right now! Y ou're gonna poke yoursdlf, swell up and get
typhoid and die!"

There never was agood time to argue with Momma, so | just said, "No | won't, on account of the
pointy bit isburied in my shirt collar and besides, Momma, you and | both got our tetanus boosters at the
Free Clinic last month, remember?"

Momma shrugged and turned away. "I dint get no shot. Nobody caresif | live or not.”

Old turf, not worth discussing. It worries me that she doesn't remember things very good,
sometimes. The pharmacist at the clinic, where we get her meds, told me we should get her checked in
caseit's Alzheimer's, but what good would it do if | knew? | spotted something sparkling in the long grass
behind the train tracks. "Momma, think you got a can or two over there." | pointed.

Mommawent over to paw through thetall grass, and came up hooting. Four loose cans-and a
twelve pack box that wastotaly fal. "Hey, LisaMarie, honey, wererich!™ she giggled.

"Hey, Momma, we're dwaysrich, right?" | replied.

That was what Dad used to say. He and Mommamarried right out of high school. Her folks-Nona



and Popsy-were so pleased their girl was gonna be awife and mother. Hisfolks aways thought Dad
married beneath him and ruined hislife, on account of he was gonnabe alawyer, like his Dad. Dad
aways laughed that off-like he did most thingsin life. "Got you, got Mom, what elsedo | need?’ he say.
And, "My folks got their priorities wrong, you remember that, Lisa, honey. Money doesn't count as much
asfamily does. But if we got each other, we're dwaysrich.”

| remember our first apartment-the one where | was born. | had my own bedroom, and the
wallpaper was pale blue with pink roses on it The street was quiet and nice and | could play inthe yard,
anytime | wanted | only learned later on that Mommaand Dad were Living on The Edge even back then,
on account of she didn't have job skills and was getting alittle odd anyway, and he bad a bad heart from
having rheumatic fever as ateenager. Reason we bad a good apartment was because Nona and Popsy
helped with the rent.

| looked at Momma and rubbed the pin head thoughtfully. Back when she was sewing for me,
Mommawould never buy that kind, because they cost too much. Pinslike that were"spendy", she said.
She got materid from the bargain shelves at Penneys, but she picked careful, and she never needed a
pattern. And | was probably the best dressed kid in my class all the way through grade schoal.

Momma had to give up sewing about the time | went into junior high. We had to take the scissors
and even the pins away from her, like we had to hide al the kitchen knives, because she kept trying to
cut hersdlf.

Mommagathered up her cans, and | did the math. "We got enough, Momma," | said. "Let'sgo to
the Safeway and cash them in." We headed west dlong 12th Street and wound up at the smal Sefeway
store, where they had a set of fancy new outside machinesfor people to deposit their own cans, then go
inwith aticket to get paid. Mommaliked the machines alot; liked the funny noisesthey made when the
took a can and crunched it. | put my bag of cans where she could get it, and looked around. Lot of
times, people make Mommanervy, especidly little kids.

A big, old faded copper colored LTD rolled dowly aong toward the store as Momma started
shoving cansinto the nearest machine, mumbling to hersdlf. A thinnish woman in bright red clothes, with
even redder hair, got out, looked & Mommaand at me and smiled a me, to my surprise. After al, |
don't exactly look like your norma office worker.

| was an office worker. Had been Not that many years back | had to quit because Dad was gone
thanksto hislast heart attack, and Momma-well, she wasn't up to being able to cope by hersdlf. | 1eft the
job before they could fire me. Momma scared the receptioni<t, they said .

"Honey," the lady said then, "you are the answer to aprayer.”

She got in the back seat of that big old car and brought out an enormous black plastic garbage
bag. "I have been carrying thisaround for days, and just don't have the time to run them through the
mechine. Would you like them?

| gazed at the bag in awe. There must have been six dollarsworth of cansin there. | managed a
smile then, and held out my hand for it. "Thank you very much, maam," | said. Shejust got back in her
big old car and took off, waving ahand as she turned onto the street.

It turned out to be one hundred forty four pop cans, the limit for one day's return. Mommaand |
split them up and it took along timeto get them al in. | took the receipts and rubbed the head of that pin.
Luck for sure.

When Popsy lost his shirt in that big stock market crash, they couldn't help us any more. We
moved to a smaller apartment, then an even smaller one, where | had to sleep on the couch.
Momma wouldn't let me play outside after dark there. Dad started having more heart problems
and couldn't work much. We wound up in one of those courts on Portland Road, near where a lot
of hookers worked. Each time, it seemed like things couldn't possibly get worse, but they always
did. When Dad died that year, | had left school so | could work, but with him not there to care for
Mo-well we had enough money left to keep that shabby little apartment for six months. After that,
there wasn't anywhere to go except Dad's old Subaru station wagon. One day, when we wer e off
scrounging cans and things, someone called and had the car towed, so after that, it was the
Mission or under the bridge.



Thingsweren't redly so bad for us, most of thetime. Not redlly. At this point, there really wasn't
any farther down to go, and I'd gotten used to things the way they were. Sometimesthered be alittle
money, but if there wasn't, we could get medls at the Mission or one of the churches. One of theredly
fancy churches downtown would let us use their shower a couple days aweek. Mommaand | dept
under the bridge, where alot of people do, but we didn't have to worry about guys trying something
because Ed Henderson | et everyone know helooked out for us, and Ed's abig guy. Whenever | could
afford for awasher and the little box of soap, old Hattie Moran did laundry for herself, me and Momma
sncel couldn't take Mommain a Laundromat cause people stared and Mommald start ranting and
cussing.

Momma:| was all she had, and that was that.

Inside the Safeway, the nice clerk was working checkout, instead of the snooty one who looks at
uslike we smdl bad, and won't put the money in my hand. We wound up with dmost eight dollars, so |
bought Momma alittle bag of Cheetos, since she likesthose alot, and got me one of nacho flavored
chips. | waited until we got back outside to store the rest of the money in the cloth zip bag | have pinned
to my bra, so no one can takeit.

"1 wannago watch the ducks," Momma announced, clutching her snack two handed. "Theresa
bench, isn't there? We can sit and watch the ducks and | can est these."

"That'sagreat idea, Momma," | said, and | was pleased because she hardly ever doeswant to do
thingsjudt trails aong grumbling when | suggest something. "1t'l be cooler down by the creek anyway."
Mommawalks pretty fast when she gets an ideaiin her head, so | was pretty hot and winded by thetime
we got to the other side of downtown. It was after lunch hour, so there were just a couple of people
walking by. We found an empty bench in the shade, right next to the water. Just below us, two green
headed mdlards, and a she duck with some hafgrown chicks were paddling around.

Mommagot comfortable, tore open her packet and began eating Cheetos, eyesfixed on the
ducks. | had about ten of my chips, then stowed the rest in the carry bag | keep my stuff in, so I'd have
something if | got hungry later. Momma ate every last crumb of hersand gave measdlly grin. "I got
orangefingers, LisaMarie, " she said, and waggled them a me.

"Y ou can wash 'emin thefountain, probably,” | told her. She carefully licked al the crumbly stuff
off them firdt. just then, an idea came to me. "Know what, Momma?' | said. "We got alot of money
here, for us. | think today's the day we get to ride the carousd.”

Her eyes got round, but then she shook her head. "Honey, we can't afford that. It'sadollar each,
and there won't be some lady giving us abag of canslike that-ever again probably.”

| tipped my collar out and rubbed the head of that dressmaker pin. "Maybe not-but maybe it'll
happen. But you'd like to, wouldn't you?' | knew she would. We were dl the time going down to that
new Riverfront Park where they built that fancy new carousel, and sheld just stand there listening to the
music and staring at it like anything. She was gonna shake her head again, | could tdll, so | said, "I'd really
lovetodoit, Momma."

Well, that was all it took. It was only about three blocks from where we were, thank goodness,
because Mommawalked even faster to get to that park.

There were maybe five carsin the parking lot, and abig silver SUV pulled in just aswe got there. |
pulled two paper dollars out of my zip bag and walked up to the ticket booth. "Two, please,” | said, and
hoped there wasn't gonna be some one stuffy back there who'd find areason we couldn't ride.

Theluck was il there, though | amost wished 1'd never thought of the carousd when | redlized it
was aguy I'd goneto high school with. He stared, and | know | did. "Lisa, isthat you?' he asked findly.

I nodded, stunned and horribly embarrassed. | knew he could tell right now what we were and
where we lived. "Bobby, what're you doing here” | asked as Mommawalked dowly into the big room
wherethe carousd lived, her eyesjust shining.

"Oh, | did alot of the volunteer work when they were build-ing this" hewaved ahand &t it, "and |
just stayed on. It suitsme.” It did that, Bobby Rayburn'd never been what you'd call ambitious. "Here,"
he added, and he pushed four tickets dong the tile counter, aong with my money.

"l can't-!" | began, but he shook his head.



"Ladies day," he said with that funny little smile of his. | could hear the woman behind me
grumbling about the delay, and one of her kidswhining, so | just smiled back, picked up my stuff and
went onin. | heard the woman say something to Bobby about 'people likethat' in here at afamily
attraction, but Bobby just laughed and said, "They're nice ladies, and their money's as good as anyone's.”
| guess she didn't know what to say to that, because she shut up and took her kids around the other side
of the carousdl to wait for it to stop.

Mommatook her tickets, looked at them and said, "Honey, that's haf your money, you can't do
thet!"

"He gav€emto me," | told her. Shelooked at the tickets, at me, then reached out and rubbed the
head of that pin.

"Lucky you found that,” she said, and asthe carousdl dowed, "I wannaride the zebra. Think your
luck'll let me get it before someone e se does?!

"Betitwill," | said. And sure enough, it did. The woman with the kids gave usadirty look as her
threelittle whiners found horses way away from us. Mommawas too happy to notice. She stroked the
zebras neck, and actualy smiled at the ticket man when he came around to collect them.

It wasaredly niceride, and | was sorry when it was over. A little dizzy, too. Mommaneeded me
to hold onto her arm as we left the building and started for the Ssdewal k. The woman with the kids had
bought two rides gpiece for dl of them. | couldn't imagine having that much money, let done that much to
spend on rides.

Her little boy started whining when she got off, though, and she had ahard grip on hishand. "Brian
Jared, | told you we did not have that much time. We have to get your brother at soccer camp.” She got
the kids past Momma and me at double speed and shooed them into the back seat of that big old silver
SUV, and dready had her phone in her hand before she got in and shut the driver's door.

"See, Momma," | said. "Lifeisn't so bad for us, now, isit? We could be rushing here and there like
thet woman."

"All themwhiny kids" Momma said, but shewas till in agood mood from the carousd ride and
didn't go on about them. She came around to touch the head of my pin again. " Sureisfunny about that.
How long do you think the luckll last?

| shrugged. "Could be along time, or maybe just today." We reached the curb and | pushed the
button for the Wak sgn.

"Better find another then pretty quick,” Mommasaid, her eyes moving aong the gutter and out on
the street. "Hey!" she caled out then. "Lookit!" | looked where she was pointing. She by golly had found
apin, somelittle round circle thing, that had maybe been lost out of acar, out near the lane divider line.
Before | realized what she was up to, she darted out to pick it up.

The car in the middle lane managed to stop and the onesin the right lane were pretty far back.
Unfortunately. Because the busy woman in the silver SUV didn't even bother to stop for the red light; she
just saw there was room for her big van thing, and she goosed it around the corner. Mommawent sailing
likearag dall, clear over the thing, and came down in the crosswalk.

The SUV tried to take off, they told me later, but a pickup truck blocked her way. | didn't see
anything but Momma. There wasn't any blood to speak of and she looked like she was degping, except
for ascrape on her cheek. | wanted to go touch her, but | somehow couldn't move.

| could hear. Thewoman yelling at somebody, "My children are going to be scarred by thisfor lifel
That horrid, dirty old woman must have done that on purpose! No one's children should have to see
something like that!"

Bobby spoke up from just behind me. "Maam, you ask Lisa here about that. That was her mother
you hit." Well, that shut her up. Bobby got meto sit on abench, and got me some water. The ambulance
people came right away and Mommawas redlly gone then. Then the cops and the newspaper people
came. | hadn't meant to say anything. | didn't think | could. But the gray haired cop was nice and the
reporter sympathetic, and somehow, alot came out. About me and Momma, and Living on the Edge.
One Edge after another, dl my life.

There was abig article in the paper the next day, | guess. Ed told me about it. | felt embarrassed



by dl the fuss, and never did read it. | felt guilty, not stopping Momma somehow, but Ed talked to me
about that, too. "Maybe it was ablessing for her, Lisa, honey." He'd picked it up from Momma calling
methat. "Y ou gave her aredly great day, she had specia treats and findly got to ride that merry go
round and she couldn't have known athing when that big old station wagon hit her." He rubbed the head
of that dressmaker pin. "So maybe it was good luck in away, for her. She was amighty unhappy lady,
most of her life. And thisisno place for ayoung girl like you. Now, maybe you can have a chance a
getting out from under thisbridge." | shook my head at that, but he just said, "Lisa, honey, | keep telling
you, you're too darn pretty to be atroll."

Widll, that made melaugh, likeit dwaysdid. But | couldn't think about that, not just yet. It felt
didoya to Momma, like I'd just been waiting for her to dieso | could get ared life. Besides, | didn't
know where I'd start.

Turned out, | didn't need to do athing. After that article came out, people suddenly wanted to do
thingsto help. A lawyer came down to the Mission and told the lady there that he/d handle things for me
S0 that woman couldn't get out of paying for Mommato have a decent funeral and so on. A lady froma
hel ping service came down under the bridge and explained to me and some other people how they got
people like us nice clothes and taught us how to go on interviews so we could get work. A couple of
people came around to offer me money, just giveit to me, but | felt funny about taking what | hadn't
earned, so | turned them down.

And | guess the woman with the SUV was fedling kinda shabby about how she'd acted, because
the lawyer didn't need to do anything. The woman'sinsurance paid for adecent, quiet funerd for
Mommaand burid next to Dad, and she put money in asavings account for me, to use for rent.

It'sbeen ayear. I'm working in an office again, filing and answering the phoneswhile | learn how to
type, and use acomputer again. I'm learning how to just talk to ordinary people again, and how not to
fed likeI'm an outsider. I've got aroom at the YWCA for now, becauseit's close to work and the
library, and | can walk, and I'm right on the buslineif | want to go anywhere else. Don't know that I'll
ever want to drive acar, or ever fed | can afford to own one, though I've got money in the bank. I'd like
to keep it there, because it keeps The Edge away .

| till wear that dressmaker pin, but on the underside of my shirt collars, where people can't seeiit.
That wasin the paper article, Ed told me, and | felt foolish about people knowing that.

Bobby and | see each other now and again, but mostly because I go down and ride the carousel
once amonth, and think of Mommaand how happy she was, perched on that zebraand grinning like she
owned theworld. Likel said, he's not exactly ambitious, and | figureif I'm not ready to make alot of
friendsjust yet I'm sure not ready for a boyfriend.

Mostly, I'm just getting used to being responsible for mysdlf. | know The Edge isthere. But from
now on, | decide how closel gettoit.

SAILINGTO THE TEMPLE
Alan Smale

After asummer spent kneeling at temples, the market at Nakasu ichi, where the rivers met, seemed
periloudy closeto Heaven.

Waking through the bustle of cheerful commerce Y giro saw peasant women sdling lengths of
colored cloth dongside bearded purveyors of anima hides from the mountains. Each hawker and trader
stood on his own bale of straw, shouting his best price over the sea of bamboo hats that boiled around
his shoulders. Here were sacks of rice, yellow millet and sorghum; there, baskets of water chestnuts,
melons, radishes, and sweet potatoes. Women knelt by their cooking pots, tending to their fires and
caling the exotic names of broths thick with noodles and dumplings. The quickness and exuberance of
life sparkled off every brass cup and cheap bauble.

Y gjiro experienced amoment of perfect clarity. Maybe he belonged here, and not on hiskneeson
agrass mat before a stevile golden atar. Even Buddha spent time as a prince, aman of theworld, and a
husband before choosing alife of holiness.



Then again, maybe this was Temptation, here to be resisted.

"Guide you around the market, Sr!" A hatless urchin, hisgrimy face empty of pie, appeared from
nowhere and attached himsdlf to Y giro's belt.

Y giro gently pried himsdlf free. "I think | can find my way to the river from here.”

"Ah, but I know everybody, sir! Find you a specid price!”

"I'm sure you would." Y gjiro smiled and walked past him to the quayside.

Boats were plentiful here at the meeting of the waters, and Y giro found he could drive ahard
bargain with the jerkin clad boatmen, even with Tsuru the urchin bobbing underfoot, interrupting at every
turn. A fisherman's boat would have been his best dedl, but pride and the money he had earned
blacksmithing between temple visits pushed him to settle on afur trader's boat with a covered storage
areain the stlern and sails which showed off their previous owner's skill with the needle. Whatever
Y4giro'sfind destiny might be, for the moment it was enough to have left his parents homeridingamule
and wearing rags, and return by water in atunic, breeches, and hat, like an honest trader. Perhaps it
might soften the blow to their honor when they found out that their second son had failed towin
acceptance with any of the teachers at the temples dong the road.

Money changed hands, and the boat was his.

"Captain, sr! Youll need acrew for the voyage!" Tsuru again, making asif to step down into the
boat. Y giro grabbed him by his collar and placed him firmly on the quay, looking to seeif there was any
sgn of the boy's mother.

His gaze lingered on adender girl with long black hair who knelt behind a straw bae twenty paces
away, holding anecklace of shellsin both hands. A middle born woman with abag over one shoulder
turned to examineit.

A short weasely man sidestepped quickly to keep himself out of the middle born's sight. Nobody
but Y giro paid him any particular attention.

Brazen as amagpie, the man dipped his hand into the middle born's sack.

Y giro wondered whether he should notice. Footpads and fleas were equaly common in riverside
markets, and usudly found together. Y giro could get abladein his gut for histrouble, or he could step in
successfully and the middle born could still be robbed three more times before she got home. Why did
she not bring a servant to look out for her?

It must be atest. The godswere at last giving him the chance to show hisworth. If held wanted to
intervene, it wouldn't be atest, would it?

Tsuru tugged a hisarm. Y gjiro brushed him off. "Stay here."

The sun glinted off something golden, shiny and rectangular asthe weasd drew his hand from the
sack. Ygiro's hand closed around hiswrigt a the same moment.

Theweasd was ahead shorter than Y giro, and thin, but he had awiry sirength. Finding himself
snared, he cracked hisarm like awhip and dropped down onto his haunchesto try to break the hold.
The middle born was till turning to see what was happening as the footpad's other fist landed in Y giro's
oLt

Long hours at the anvil gave rewards more tangible than mere wages. Y gjiro gasped but was not
winded. He tore the golden box from the thief's hand and pushed him away. The middle born took a step
back, her eyes widening, asthe weasdl danced out of range and ran into the crowd.

The box was aslong as his hand, wide as his clenched fist, and allittle degper than the length of his
thumb. For dl itsgilt finishing and iron comersit was not heavy. Y giro glimpsed some characters
engraved into the gold.

"Y our property, Lady," he said quickly, lest the woman should fear that she had merely exchanged
ashort thief for ataler one. "My thanks at having been permitted to do you this service.”

She snatched the box from his hands. " Service?"

Y giro was startled by her tone, but his attention was drawn away. An open space was clearing
around them, and he saw eyes |owered, faces averted, anod here, amovement there.

"Permit me to suggest one more servicethat | might do you," said Y giro. "Thereisagang working
here, and we have drawn attention. | have aboat."



"You suggest | am afraid?’ she said, drawing her cloak around hersdif.

"I suggest you may end the day with your throat cut and your treasures sold to buy wine. | do not
have your courage; please forgive meif | withdraw."

And, having done the minimum to ensure he would not be whipped for impertinence he ran for the
boat.

"Captain, dr!" said the urchin. ™Y ou will need adeck hand!"

"Stay whereyou are. Y gjiro flipped him acoin, case off the rope, and jumped into the boat. It
rocked benesth him. "Whereisyour mother?"

"Sheislog, Sr!”

Hethrust the carsinto the rowlocks. "Go to the market shrine and ask for the priest. He will help
youfind her."

The boat swayed again as the middle born stepped down into it and took a seat at the stern. She
did not meet his eye, but gazed coolly out over theriver.

Y giro took along pull at the oars. A ribbon of water appeared between the boat and the wharf.
Hepulled again.

"Farewd| then, Captain!" shouted Tsuru. "May we meet again soon!”

Y gjiro did not spare the breath to reply.

Alert faces gppeared at the water's edge. The weasdl, hands on hips, watched them go, hisface
unreadable. Y gjiro bent his back again, and the prow of hisboat cut theriver.

Four hundred feet from the wharf he felt atugging at the bows as the boat began to turn into the
gentle current. He shipped the oars and sucked breath deep into hislungs. Cool sweat began to dry on
hisforehead. His passenger till hadn't so much as glanced at him.

"Welcome aboard,” said Y giro, and bowed. ™Y ou honor me and my humble vessdl."

"You areafool, and you should have kept yoursdlf to yourself.”

Thiswas gratitude? "But, you were being robbed...”

"Y es. And then, because of you, | was suddenly in fear for my life, and you yours. Wasit clever of
you, do you think? Do you?'

Y gjiro bused himsdf with setting the mast and arranging the lines, al the while keeping an eye out
for movement ashore. There were no signs of pursuit. Maybe it was over.

She continued, "Lifeisprecious. A box may be replaced.”

"You arequiteright,” said Y gjiro iffly. "I should have turned my face awvay and not intruded into
your affars. Forgiveme."

He redlized he was quivering with fear. He had rough housed with his brothers, but had never
before risked hislife. It was not glamorous to know he could have lost everything for the sake of a
middle-born'strinket.

If he had died there, would it have been good sukuse, good karma, or bad?

The tests set by the gods were hard indeed.

She tapped the thwart impatiently. "We should hurry. Is something the matter?'

"Excuseme," sad Ygiro "The sall isin the space beneath your seet.”

He threaded the halyard through the eyes on the sail's edge. It was agood, stout piece of cloth.
Maybe he would sail on, all theway down the river to the sea, and keep going into the wasteland of the
ocean until itsimmensity swallowed him up. Maybe the gods would think wel of him then.

Y giro had not planned to comethisway at al. The quickest way hometo Haruno lay aong the
South Road, where he might have hitched aride on an ox cart, or at least found a companion to walk
and build afire with. But south was an unlucky direction for him this month, and he had faced a stark
choice; travel even further from home, or take the East Road through the hills and then follow theriver as
it wound gently southwest towards Haruno.

Ashehoigted the sail, he wondered if he had chosen the right course.

He mounted the flatboards in place on either Sde of the boat, so that it would not skip Sideways
across the water when he sailed againgt the wind. They changed places avkwardly so he could take the
tiller.



The boat |eaned as the moderate breeze filled the triangle of gray cloth. Today's breeze blew
upriver, so they were helped by the current but had to work against thewind. Y giro pulled in the shest,
and they began to tack.

The market shrank behind them until it was just adark patch against the swath of trees. The hiss of
the water was like the touch of soft fingers againgt hisforehead, and the fear drained from him. He
bresthed deeply in thefirst exercise of Right Mindfulness, atentive to hissailing, giving hiswholemind
and body to the task.

She had been silent for so long that he jumped when she spoke. "Will we sail past the temple?”’

"Which?" he said, for there were many.

"Kenno-ji."

Four days downstream the river would begin the dow curve out of forestland and into the plains.
Two days beyond that, Y gjiro would come home to Haruno. Kenno-ji lay on the riverbank nearly haf
way to theplains.

"Wewill pass Kenno-ji," he said.

"Y oumay let me off there.”

Two days with thiswoman. Y giro said carefully, "Lady, | am suremy boat istoo rude and lacking
in the amenitiesto be acomfortable vessd for solong ajourney.”

"By no means. | have known worselodgings, and avariety of less gentle forms of transport.
Would you abandon mein the treesinstead?

It wastrue. No mgjor or roads intersected the river much to the north of Kenno-ji. He sighed. "It
will be my pleasure to escort you to the temple.”

"You breathe like anovice," she said. "Y ou must draw the air deeper, to the seat of your body."
She patted hersdlf on the navel.

Her voice was criticdl, but itstone alittle lessstrident. "I am lessthan anovice," said Y giro. "l
have supplicated to many temples this summer, and none would take me, for | was not worthy."

"Who is Miroku Bosatsu?'

By the forma way she asked, Y gjiro knew it was atest. Teachers, gods, even strangerson his
boat saw fit to test him. "He isthe Buddhawho isto come," he said shortly.

"Then you are less than anovice, but more than a peasant. Others of your class do not know a
Buddha from abamboo tree, and worship stones and rainclouds.”

Y gjiro gripped thetiller alittle more tightly, but the spirits of the river did not tip the boat in defense
of their companions of earth and air.

"Ah," shesad. "l seethe peasant is dtill there. No matter. We each grow at our own pace.”

They were cregping too close to the other shore. Y giro took in the sail and came about to take the
other tack. When the boat was purring aong again and he had the leisure, helooked at her more
carefully. Thin asthe mast and as Sraight, her clothes marked her as middle born but her voice gave her
the air of the upper middle class. She was about the same age as his mother, but now he saw that she
wasfraler.

Hewas not surprised to find her studying him just asin-tently. Y ou interest me," she said. "How
did you come here?'

"From the East Road," he said.

Shetutted. "Men your age arein thericefields, or at best indentured to atradesman. But you are
free asabird, waking to temples and spending coins at the market. Do not avoid my question. Areyou a
fugitive?"

Hewas stung. "Of course not. My nameis Y giro. My parents were farmers at Haruno,
downstream from here, until my first Sster wed one of the deputy estate managers of our daimyo. My
elder brother now guides the work in the village, and my parents gave me leave to enter atemple and
bring the teachings of the Buddha back to the village. At least that was my intention.”

Her eyeswere narrowed. Y giro suddenly realized he had overstepped himsdlf; to one of her rank,
people of his class existed only to labor and serve. Were they on land and she with others of her kind,
she could have had him whipped for hisambitions. He bowed low, and the sail flapped as the boat



swung off the tack. "Please forgive me. | babble of things | do not understand.”

Shedghed. "Y4giro, Ygiro. My nameis Ume, and you are not my servant. | wasborn avery long
time ago, and | think | will die very soon. Y ou're astrong, healthy young man, and you have no ideawhat
| would give to be young again, whatever the class of the body | would have to wear."

He raised his head and stared.

Shewent on. "Let metell you this. I've spent the last few years high in the mountains with a.clan of
men and women from al over Japan, and we never once discussed how highborn or low born we were.
It was enough that we al thought dike, and sought the same gods." She was studying him again with that
intense, dmogt frightening gaze. "Y giro, when you wak further down the Path maybe you will learnto
know which things matter, and which do not. | would like to be your friend for awhile, o please stop
bobbing your head and being honored and all the rest of it. It quite exhausts me."

It was the strangest speech he had ever heard. Y gjiro could not imagine being with a person and
not knowing or caring what rank they held. The ideamade him fed adrift, without bearings.

But worse than what she said was the manner in which she said it. The very language they spoke
was rigidly structured dong lines of family and socid class. That day Y gjiro had addressed the boat
trader, the urchin, and Ume using three very different styles and phrasings. Each had responded to him
using the same code, reflecting back to him his own statusin their eyes.

But Ume had just broken the pattern. She still used the heavy and sarcastic tone that asuperior
used to an inferior but the words and inflections themsal ves were those of awoman to her socia equdl,
even aclosefriend. Y giro was buffeted by agae of contradictions. What did thiswoman want from
him? Was she mad, or dangerous? What manner of test wasthis?

Hefdt the boat dowing asthey sailed into the lee of the shore again, and seized the chanceto
cover hisconfusion.

"Coming about," he said. "Watch your head, Ume-san.”

The boat turned, the boom swung, Ume pulled herself to the other side of the boat, and then they
were speeding across the water again, away from the trees.

Shewaswaiting for hisreply. Ygiro said carefully, "Thank you for your words. | would liketo be
your friend, and I'm glad we can put our anger behind us." He spoke with the phrasings he would have
used to arespected aunt. It was the best he could do.

"What reasons did they give for not accepting you at the temples?!

"All the masters said the same. That there was no gtillnessin me. Every student hasto have apatch
of ftillnessin his heart, where the truth can take hold and grow."

"Youreyoung,” shesad hitterly. "Plenty of timelater for dtillness.”

Therewas aragged edgeto her voice. Y giro took his eyes off the sail. She was leaning on one
arm, clutching the other hand to her chest. Pain creased her forehead. "Ume?' Her name meant
‘plum-blossom’, and he suddenly saw how fragile she was.

Shereached into her bag and placed the golden box on the seat beside her. Next, she pulled out
something that looked like a piece of tree root and bit off itstip. He saw her jawsworking, A thin bubble
of sdlivagppeared in the corner of her mouth.

Theroot seemed to ease the pain. Shetook adrink from hiswater-skin, and looked straight into
hiseyes. Hetried not to flinch.

"This old body will be dead soon,” she said. "It won't belong now, | think." She was looking at
him very directly. Very oddly. "I hope to makeit to Kenno-ji, but | want you to forgive me now if | do

Y giro had dealt with dead bodies before. His uncle, hisyoungest sister. Neighbors. Contact with
the diseased or dead would pollute him, but he could bathe and fast to cleanse himsdlf. "It'sdl right. You
won't be aburden to me. Please rest.”

Shelooked at the box. "That's not really what | meant.”

"What, then?'

Shedid not answer, but picked up the box again and held it for amoment, not meeting his eyes.
Then she put it back into her bag.



Y gjiro awoke to daylight and a clammy mist that shrouded the boat and cut them off from the
shore. Itstendrils stroked hisface; its spore gleamed against the wood of the seats and hull.

When heraised his head he saw Ume sitting bolt upright in the bows with the sail wrapped about
her shoulders, staring at him. "What?" he managed to say.

Her voice was strong again and sarcastic, loaded with middle-born poison. "Have you ever had to
do something terrible?!

Mind redling, he sat upright and blinked away the last tatters of deep. He could see twenty feet of
water beyond the gunwales, and then nothing but a soft gray-white curtain.

"No. What's the matter? What have you done?!

"Tel metheworst Sn you've ever committed. Before the gods.”

Demonsflickered in her eyes. He searched hislife, desperate for something that might satisfy her.
There was no adultery, no theft. No dark evilslurked within him. He wanted to obey her, but held lived a
clean life. HEd sought the priesthood; how else could it have been for him.

"Pride?" he said hopefully.

"Ah, pride." She looked across the water, and seemed to see agreat deal more in the distance
than Y giro did. "Pride. If only that were the gravest sSin | could muster. Y ou're too good. Too good..."
Her fingers brushed her heart, and the first beginnings of a breeze touched the calm surface of the water.

Hetried agan. "Envy?"

Unexpectedly, she laughed. It was ajagged sound. "Y ou're astone, Y gjiro. | want to hate you, but
how can | hate astone? Or a sunset?"

Madness. It could only be madness. And he with no knowledge of even which shore wasthe
closest. Ygjiro reached cautioudy forward to the mast, and saw that the golden box waslying in the
bottom of the boat, closer to him than to her.

"What of my soul?' shesaid. "What will become of my soul ?*

"Youmakeno senseat dl. You should rest.”

But he could not focus on her. The box held his attention. All at once it seemed to become the
center of the boat, the center of the world. The box was everything. The key to dl he did not understand
about this strange woman whose moods turned from sunshine to thunder and back as easily as he tacked
back and forth across the water.

She saw where his eyes were fixed. "Do you want it?" shewhispered. "If you likeit, you can have
it. | meanit.”

Anything with power like that was not for him. He forced himself to sit back. "No. | don't want it."

The box watched him likeadragon'seye.

There was no escape.

"Tell meabout thebox,” he said.

She raised an eyebrow with definitive middle-born imperiousness. "Y ou command me?'
Amusament tinged theiron tone of her voice.

Ygiroset hisjaw. "Yes. You areaguest in my boat. Y ou have lived in the mountains, where birth
counts for nothing. Y ou wanted to be my friend. Tdl me."

Ume nodded. "Good. More than a peasant indeed. | will tell you, but the story islong.

"In the mountains to the north there is a stronghold of holy men and women. They cannot be found
unlessthey wish for you to find them. They are the heart of Japan, and perhapsits sole hope for the
future”

Y gjiro nodded. It was not unusua for bands of warrior monksto take to the hillswhen they
incurred the displeasure of the nobility. All such bands thought they were Jgpan's only hope.

"Y ou think you understand, but you know nothing of them,” she said sharply. "They have seen the
future of Japan, and | have seen it too."

Ygirofdt unesasy. "The future? Men will die, others be born. New leaders will replace the old.
Winterswill follow summers. What dseisthere?!

"Things change, Y giro. Japan will not aways be ruled from Helan. The Fujiwaraswill not marry
their daughtersinto the Imperid line and rule from behind the throne forever. Power shifts, asit dways



has”

"Lifeishard, and worldly thingsarefleeting,” sad Y giro.

"But do you know what Buddha meant when he spoke of the latter clays of the law? People who
truly keep the commandments of the Buddha are asrare as atiger in the marketplace-you have heard
thet?

"It will get worse, Y giro. Ten generations ago Japan was a primitive place. Ten generationsfrom
now, everything will again be primitive, only different. Therewill be awhole warrior class-men who exist
only to fight, for whom blood and honor and the curve of their swords are more important than life or
love. Therewill be two hundred years of war. Thousands will be murdered in public execution grounds
just for the sin of serving adifferent daimyo. Generdswill bury their enemies children dive, and rivers of
blood will flow through the streets. The ordinary people of Japan will be worked until they die to produce
ricefor thewarrior class, to help them fight their wars. The godswill turn their backs, and the soul of
Japan will be scarred for ten timesten generations.”

A hundred generations. Y gjiro had lived through barely one. Hismind rebelled. "Y ou cannot know
thig"

"It isaready happening. When | wasagirl, that gang of scoundrels at the market could not have
existed. Honest men would not have permitted it. The latter days of the law are here, Y giro.”

"Then, if the godswill it, nothing we can do will changeit. We must live as best we can.’

She struck the thwart with her fist. "That isnot true, Y giro! That isthe liethat will ruin Japan!™ She
camed hersdlf, her shaking fingers probing the pulse at her throat. "Consider this. Y ou knew | was going
to be robbed, and the knowledge gave you the power to stop it. | know how Japan will be despoiled by
the warriors, and so maybe that can be stopped too."

Helooked away. "Y ou should rest now."

"You think | am mad, talking of many generationswhen thisbody will not survivethefirs frost. But
you forget the box."

He had not forgotten. The box had begun to gleam as the rays of the sun burned through the roof
of mist. Heaven and earth focused upon that box. Y giro would not touch it now if hislife depended upon
it. Foreboding breathed upon his neck and chilled him.

"What of the box?' he said. "What doesit contain?'

"My soul," shesaid smply.

The coldness spread to his heart and stomach. Gods swirled about him in the remains of the
morning mist. The gilded box waited in the bottom of the boat, unwinking.

He snatched up an oar and retreated into the stern. The expanse of years, the heart of Japan, the
mysteries of a hundred monks hidden in the mountains of the North-theimmensity of her words blinded
him, but one thing he saw clearly; he wasin mortal danger. He did not doubt her words. If asoul could
be trapped in abox, his sukuse and eternd rebirth were at risk.

Help me, he muttered to the breezes. Help me. | am beyond what | know.

The Winds made no reply.

Ume sighed, and trailed her fingers over the side of the boat. "Y gjiro, Y gjiro. If | wanted to steal
your body away | would have done so by now." The sadnessin her voicetold him it wastrue. "'l tried,
but | could not do it. Y ou're no wharf-rat.”

His body?

Totheleft the shordline appeared. A fishing boat moved against the gray horizon.

"Set thesalls" shesaid. "l won't stedl from you.”

"Put your box inthe sack."

"You havenofath."

Shedidit, and he watched the bulge in the bag for some time before he would put the oar down.

Dotted across the surface of theriver Y gjiro saw many boats, some aready tacking cautioudly,
some being rowed downstream, othersjust hoisting sail. Another trader's boat was heading downriver
towards them on close tack, obvioudy carrying goods that might spail.



Umewas silent for two hours as he got the boat under way and set off into the freshening breeze
acrossthe water. Sheretreated into herself, and once Y gjiro even thought she might have dipped into a
trance. Comforted by the silence, some of his unease flowed out of him &t the beauty of the day. Hewas
making good time, even into the wind, and he thought that they might make Kenno-ji before dusk.

His boat was afast one, and only lightly loaded. Y giro was proud that he was preserving hislead
on the other trading boat. He kept close to the wing and came about whenever he felt the effect of the
current easing on hisked. The other boat took longer tacks and so wasted |ess time coming about, but
her captain took her too far out of the quicker waters and too close to the trees.

A heron flew near them then, al long beak and wings.

"See, our luck improves dready,” Ume said. A heronin flight was agood omen.

There was athump. For amoment Y gjiro thought they were aground or had struck afloating log.
Then two arms came over the bows, followed by amop of black hair and a cheeky grin. "Good day,
Captain! Permission to come aboard!" Not waiting for areply, the boy threw hisleg acrossthe gunwae
and tumbled into the boat like asack of millet.

"Tauru!" said Ygiro "Where did you come from?"

Tsuru sat up in the bottom of the boat amid the mess of lines, smiling happily. "Knew you'd need
me, Sir. Swam after you,, dl the way from Nakasu-ichi. No, redly what | did was run aong the bank.
Been following awhile, now. Market's no place for me, sir. Need to see the world!™

"Youll seelittle enough of it with us..."

Ygiro'svoicetraled avay. Umewas staring a Tsuru, eyesrapt. A small bubble of sdiva collected
at the corner of her mouth, threatening to dip onto her chin. Guilt and greed swam in her eyes.

Then she smiled, al sunshine and cheer. "Where's your mother, scamp?’

"Did asthe Captain telled me, maam. Went to the priest, but he weren't holy enough to bring my
maout of the ground. No, I'd say she'sjust comfortable where sheidl” He grinned.

"Theground?' sad Y giro

"Told you I'd lost her, sir. Thought you'd understood.”

"l supposenat,” sad Y giro, hiseyes still on Ume

"Can | gteer her, Captain? Work my passage?”’

"Wereinahurry," Y giro began, but Ume interrupted. "Where would the harm be, Y giro-san? It
would giveyou arest. I'll give the boy hiswages.”

"Wait. Tsuru-kun, why did it take you so long to catch us?"

"Hungry, Sr. Hadn't eaten for aday. Spent your coin on amedl, blessing you with every mouthful.
After that, | couldn't run so fast. And then | had to wait so's1'd not missyou in the fog. But | knew you'd
not set me ashore, r. Finetrader like yoursdlf, just setting up in business, knew you'd need some help.”
The boy looked around the boat with interest, apparently only now noticing thelack of cargo. "What will
you be sling then, Sr?!

"Littleboys," sad Ygiro. "I buy them and feed their bodiesto the witchesin the hills."

Umeturned her head away in disgust, but Tsuru cackled appreciatively. "A ready wit, gir. | like
that inamester.”

"I'm not your master,” he said curtly.

Ume's eyes swiveled back to Stare at Tsuru, Sitting in the boat barely an arms-length away from
her. Y giro knew now the boy wasin danger.

"Come here, scamp,” he said. "Quickly, now."

"Sir!" the boy exclamed in ddight, and was on hisfeet in amoment, walking down the boat. He
stumbled and caught himself on the mast, and Y giro saw Ume lean forward, one hand reaching out to
the boy while the other sought out the sack at her fest.

Y gjiro released the rudder and jumped forward. The sail flapped. "Don't touch him!" He knocked
her arm down.

He saw aflash of sted out of the corner of hiseye, and the sail fell away from the mast and
tumbled over them both. The boat rocked as Y giro flalled his hands to free himsdlf.

Ume pulled the sail off his shoulders. The boat lurched again and there was aloud splash.



Tsuru had cut the main halyard with aknife and then jumped overboard. He was swimming
strongly away, out into the river. The shore was hadf amile distant.

"Ydgiro." Theold woman was pointing upstream over hisshoulder. "It seemsthelittle snipe aready
has a master, and one we know well."

Five hundred feet away and bearing down rapidly wasthe trader boat Y giro had been racing
down theriver asapoint of honor. It was now close enough for them to see the weasdl from the market
at Nakasu-ichi at the hdm, and two accomplices knedling in the bows.

"Godg!" Y giro struggled to get the oars out from under the useless sail and into the rowlocks. His
firgt ingtinct had been to jump overboard and swim for it, and he fet aswift flush of shame. Yes, save
himself and leave an old woman to the wolves, that would have been fine of him, and good sukuse to
carry tothe next life.

Perhaps they were both supposed to die here. Maybe by accepting hisfate in thislife hewould rise
in gaurein the next.

Or maybe he would come back as a beetle because of his spinelessness.

Onething, at least, was clear. The urchin was part of the dock gang. The glint of gold had brought
the river rats after them. Unable to overhaul Y giro on theriver, the gang had dropped the urchin ashore
to run ahead and dow them down. Now he and Ume were at their mercy.

"Ygiro, Ygiro," Umewasdigging into the sack at her feet. "Be cdm. Thisis perfect.”

"Perfect?’ he shouted. "We're about to be murdered by pirates! Perfect?"

She dapped him. "Shut up. Listen.”

The other boat had sailed past and was reaching the end of itstack, preparing to come about.
They would catch up with Y gjiro's boat on their next reach. He saw one of the hard-faced accomplices
lean over the transom and pluck a bedraggled smal boy out of the water.

Ume's eyes shone. "They want the box, Y giro-san. We shall giveit to them. | told you that the
box contains my soul, and so it does. If you had opened the box, my soul would have reached out and
ganed power over the body you wear, casting your soul into an empty shdll, this old woman's body. We
would have traded the skin and boneswe wear. Y ou would have died old and feeble, and | would have
lived on, appearing to al the world asyou do now."

The pirates were coming back.

"l could not doiit. Y ou did not deserve such afate. Thislow-born pirate is another matter. It will
be a service to Japan to take his body and place akindlier mind withiniit. I will order the other
cut-throats away and they will obey me, thinking me their leader. Y ou will be saved.”

The other boat bore down on them. One of the men at the bows drew a knife. Tsuru took over the
rudder, and the weasdl came forward to join hisfriends.

Y girofindly understood. "In the market, you wanted to be robbed.”

"Of course.”

There was no more time to think. Y giro stretched an oar across the water to fend them off, but a
pirate knocked it out of his hands and it tumbled into the river. The boy expertly turned the nose of his
craft 0t lay dongside.

The boat quaked as the weasdal came aboard, and Y giro snatched at the gunwale to stop himself
from falling. Thethief crouched in the boat, his eyes eager. If he was a small man, the curved knife and
the cold, steady look in his eyes made him agiant. Histwo grinning accomplices held the boats together.
Clearly they had no doubts that their leader could take care of thisaone.

Fear scraped at Y gjiro's heart with ablunt blade, and he could not move. The gods hid below the
water, or behind the trees on the land. There were no other boatswithin amile.

If Umewas afraid, she did not show it. Indeed, Y giro had never seen her look so dert. Life
crackled in her eyes, dthough she kept them downcast as befitted awoman at the mercy of aman. She
said, "Good gr, | ask your mercy for my friend and for myself. My mesger possessions are at your
disposal, but Heaven will smile upon you for your benevolence if we are spared.”

"Shut your mouth, crone," said theweasdl. "Yidd up your sack, and keep your prattling godsto
yoursdlf."



Ume upended the bag. The herba root, afew strips of dried meat, some unclean pieces of cloth,
and the shiny golden box tumbled out. "Y ou will see | have little enough, Sir, for dl your effortsto catch
me"

She pushed the box across the bottom of the boat with her foot until it was within the thief's reach.
He picked it up, his cautious rat's eyes never leaving them. "If there'sjewelswithin, maybe I'll not cut
your throats,” he said.

Umesmiled tightly. "Be reassured, kind sir. The box containsthat which | valuethemost in dl the
world. Yet I'm surethat it will find agood home with you."

Y gjiro transfixed in the stern, clutching the usdess rudder in his hands as they floated downstream
in the current, findly found histongue. "Don't open it. Don't open the box."

"The big lump hasatongue,” sneered thethief. "Maybe I'll carveit out before | leave.”

"Bedill, Ygiro," said Ume, her voice sharp.

Astheweasd raised the box, Y giro tensed. He wastdl and strong. Surely he could wrangle the
knife away from thislittle man. Surdly the gods were waiting for him to cast away hisfear and put these
evil mentoflight. Surdly...

The weasel opened the box.

And changed. Y giro, saw him fal sideways and hold out his hand to balance himself, and heard
Ume cry out and clutch at her throat. Her throat, but the real knowledge came to him from out of the
weesd's eyes, the dy meanness and avarice had fled, driven out by ahard intelligence, arising exultation.

With the merest glance into the box, the weasdl snapped it closed. He stared straight at Y gjiro. "It
isdone" hesad. "I havewhat | need. | will beleaving now. Thank you for alowing me aboard your

The old woman's body straightened with ajerk, gtill clutching her handsto her chest. When her
voice came, it wasllittle stronger than awhisper. "'l am witched... Witched!"

Tsuru and the other two pirates turned to stare. Stronger, she pointed afinger. " She has robbed
me of mysdlf! How wasit done? Give me the box!" She clutched at her chest, racked by a deep cough.

Y giro could see the soul of Ume burning within the body of the thug, and hear her middle-born
imperiousnessin hisvoice as he snarled, "Silence! Be dill!" Thethief's body turned back to Y giro.
"Comfort her and keep her quiet. | fear the shock has chased away her wits."

Now Y giro saw how cunning the plan of the hill-prieststruly was. In her new body, Ume had only
to go to Helan Kyo and gift the golden box to a noble-born, and soon she would be that noble. She
could work her way up through theiron ranks of society asinvisible asthe wind, displacing soulsinto
more lowly bodies as she went. In time she could be the Emperor, or hiswife, or the Fujiwara. When she
again grew old she could become her own successor. Her power would be without limit.

Asthe old woman's breath became shalow, dragged at ever more cost into her lungs, Y giro
looked up at the weasdl's lean, hard body with its knife in one hand and golden box in the other, and saw
the future with aterrible clarity.

The second oar lay aong the spine of the boat. He snatched it up and dammed it into the smaller
man'sribs,

Thelast thing Ume expected in her new body was an attack from Y gjiro. She cried out and
tumbled, her knee striking the thwart. Y giro threw himself the other way, to save the boat from
capsizing, and the new jolt sent the box flying into the air. It turned end over end in agentle arc and
disappeared into the river with the merest of gplashes.

Ume shouted and clutched her hair, astrangely feminine motion from so obvioudy masculinea
body. The boy Tsuru dived into the water but came up quickly, empty-handed. The river was deep, and
the box was gone.

The weasdl's mind used the old woman's body to claw at Y giro's face with alast surge of
desperate energy, and died in midstrike, the breeth rattling in histhroat.

Umeleaned heavily againgt the mast, till staring into the gray water. "Y ou have killed me. Y ou
have killed Japan.”

The thief's accomplices looked at each other. The boy scrambled back into the other boet,



dripping again.

Ygiro held the old, dead body in hisarms. "Japan istoo big for me. All | can doislead the best
lifel can.”

She looked at him, dmost pleadingly. "1 was doing what wasright. Y ou should have..." Her voice
died away.

Aware of the cut-throats in the next boat, Y gjiro could not say what he wanted to say. No,
stealing bodiesis not right. A man's body is his own. Everybody should die at their appointed
hour, not earlier, not later. Killing your way through the yearsis not right.

He contented himsdlf with the words, "Think of your sukuse.”

She shook her head. "I'm dready damned.” To her new henchmen she said, "Go back to
Nakasu-ichi. | will follow later."

They looked asif they would argue, but she snapped "Go!" and they heard the voice of their leader
and st sail, heading for the shore where the current was weakest and then flying upriver with the wind at
their backs.

Ume stood there, knifein hand. "1 wish | could make you live forever, to see what you have done.”

"Nobody should live forever," Ygiro replied. He sat quietly for amoment, holding the body, then
put it aside and began to retie the cut halyard.

They sailed on to Kenno-ji.

Y gjiro, tonsured and clad in arobe of saffron, did not recognize the man who knelt before him on
the prayer mat at Kenno-ji. He took the stranger's gift offering and spoke a mantra before the other man
rased hiseyesand said, "1 see you managed to find astill place within yoursdlf, after al.”

The body was now stout with middle age, and the arm muscles turned plump, but the eyes would
never change. Y giro took the knowledge deep and found he was glad she il lived. "Ume. Do you il
keep the name you were born with?!

"In my soul, perhaps. Whatever you thought, years ago, | would ways have been Umein my
soul.”

Y gjiro thought for awhile, mindful of hisbreathing and attitude. Then he said, " The plum blossom
cannot withstand the strong wind."

Ume shrugged.

"Do you hate me till, then? Was | wrong?”

"Y ou werewrong, but | do not hate you," said Ume.

Y giro smiled. "How wasit, a Helan Kyo?"

"I never got there. | cannot leave my soul-" Ume gestured at theriver "-too far behind me. | trip, |
cannot walk, | forget to breathe. | toss a pebble and when | reach to catchiit, it has dready falen. Itis
like the birds, when we see them fly and a heartbeat |ater we hear the sound that has shocked them into
theair.”

The priest considered that, and nodded.

"Thereisacolony of the mad on the road. | helped the monks wash and keep them. It isgood,
sometimes, to spend time with the mad.”

Y giroinclined hishead. ™Y ou have lived as awoman with the wise, and as a man with the mad." A
passing monk kept hisfeatures firmly serene. "From whom did you learn the most?"

He did not expect an answer, and Ume did not give one. They sat in sllence asthe day drew into
evening. Findly, Umesaid, "So. Y ou did not return to teach the Ninefold Path to your village?*

"These arethe last days of thelaw,” said Y giro. "I do not wish to meet thetiger inthe
marketplace, and know that he lives because of me. | do not want my family to know from whence my
dillness comes.”

And he gtared into Ume's eyes, until the night came.

THE PILGRIM TRADE



Mark W. Tiedemann

Tussgsdam chirred behind hisear and he bolted for the ruined wall that separated the
abandoned barrack from the quay. As he jumped over the edge of eroded polycrete, he saw the
buddl€'s geodesi ¢ fade as the chamel eon mode came on. Everyone elsein the buddie-Tussig'sfour sibs
and three pars-scrambled for cover.

He landed off balance and did down the uneven dope of detritus grown up against thewall. His
boots rattled against the jagged shards of ancient trash and he dmost fell. He recovered gracelesdy and
scurried aong the uneven quay toward the storm drain that jutted from what had once been awaste
processing node attached to the barrack.

To hisright, the Manassa River stretched to the opposite shore. The residential sections of Charic
mounded above the shoreline, blue shadowed by distance, afew bright yellow lights accenting the
sameness. Further downriver the Confluences roared where three of Nine Rivers great arteries met and
mingled, unseen but loud. Here, muddy brown water laced with blue and green tangles of growth lapped
a thedowly disntegrating shelf.

Tussg tapped the bone behind hisleft ear to shut off the nagging alarm as he reached the big pipe.
It would have been useful if Rgjacan had managed to tinker it back to full range so the buddle could
communicate, but the aarm mode had been the best the buddl€'s prime par could do.

In the sudden stillness, Tussig could hear boots on the opposite side of the wall, even treads, three
or four people. Tussg climbed into the pipe, hands sinking into afew centimeters of humus, and got to his
feet. The drain waslarge enough for him to stand upright, but he till hunched within it as he made hisway
in.

Thefar end of the pipelet out into a square roofless chamber. The walls ill showed the shadows
and holes where equipment had been removed. Except for athick layer of dirt on the floor, the room was
empty.

"-paintheass, what | say."

"Quit complaining so much, will you, Sdge? Getsold.”

"| suppose you like coming down hereto fix shit that shouldn't even il be here.”

"l sad-"

"Both of you shut up.”

The voices echoed round the broken maze of the compound, amplified weirdly everywhere. So at
least three techs had come thistime. Tussig worried at that. Four had comethe first time to resedl the
dispenser Rgja can had jimmied. After that, only one had returned every third or fourth day. He would
cuss as hereingtdled the sedl, knowing perfectly well that he would have to come back when it was
jimmied again. Three times he had come alone. Now there was agroup again. That usudly meant more
than just aresedl.

"Fucken nids," one of them said.

"l sad-"

"I heard, al right!" Then: "I just want to know why they haveto break it every time."

"They haveto eat and they don't have our specia tools and expertise,” another said.

"Huh! Maybeif they did, they wouldn't be nids."

"That occurred to you, did it?"

"Hey, what's your problem-"

"Both of you shut up. | won't say it again.”

Silence, then, except for the tapping and shifting of work being done.

"All right," one of them said. "Let's clean them out now."

"I dill don't likethis™

"You like your job, don't you? Now shut up and start scouring.”

Tussg ressted theimpulse to run. He pressed back against the cold wall of the drain and tried to
listen more intently. His ears began to hum, ahigh pitched, directionless presence.

Someone shouted. Tussig jumped back from the opening of the drain pipe asif touched by a
sudden current. Then he heard the distinct heavy snap of astunner. One movement prompted another



and he staggered back to the other end.

He gazed out at the river and for afew insane moments he contemplated svimming it.

"Hey!"

Tussig did not look back. He leapt from the pipe and ran up the quay. He had not explored much
beyond the ruin of the factory and had no ideawheat lay at the far end of the crumbling pier, nor even how
long it ran. He dodged the holes and larger cracks deftly, sprinting ajagged course, adrendin carrying
him effortlesdy, breath loud inside his head.

He wondered later how much further he had to go when abruptly he sprawled onto the polycrete
and did, dl feding gonefrom hislimbs. He bardly fdlt the scraping across his cheek and jaw.

Stunner, he redlized, trying to stand. Nothing responded. Consciousness seemed discontinuous, an
on again off again phenomenon with big chunks of time cut out. That was good, in away, snce helost dl
sense of duration. Heran, hefdl, he waited, someone turned him over. He wondered vaguely why he
was dill conscious et dl.

Tussg stared uncomprehendingly through the clear faceplate hovering above him a awoman-he
thought it was awoman-with awide face and smdl, harsh eyes. Thin lips pursed into amoue that made
radiating lines around her mouth.

"Onedown here" shesad.

"Where?' Tussg asked.

"Shut up,” she said and prodded him with the toe of her boot. He bardly fdlt it, somewhere dong
histhigh, but he was uncertain which one. She frowned. "All right,” she said then, grumpily.

She straddled Tussig and grabbed him benesth the arms. Suddenly his head swirled sickeningly as
she heaved him up, up, and across her shoulder. He found himsdlf gazing down at the polycrete, then, as
she carried him back along the pier. Distantly he felt nauseated, but he did not throw up. He knew if he
were not so numb from the stunner hewould, but thisway he was only uncomfortable.

Sheturned off the pier and carried him down anarrow aid e between two relaively unbroken
wadlls, then into another open area.

She stopped, heaved, and tossed him to the ground. He dapped the pavement across his back.
Feding was beginning to return and it dmost hurt.

"Hey, careful,” someonedsesad. "That'sachild.”

Itsanid,” thewoman said. Then: "Or isit family, Bryce?"

"Both of you shut up,” athird voice said. "Damn, you two are a pain to work with. Isthat al of
them now?'

"How should | know?" the woman snapped.

"Check!"

She hissed angrily and moved off. "...don't we just bury 'em under the new construction, they likeit
here so much...”

The third tech moved away down another corridor.

"Shit," theone called Bryce said.

Tussg's back stung now and he could fed hislegs. He blinked, realized even as he did that he had
been unableto for saveral minutes. Tears came rapidly, shattering the clarity of hisvision, and hetried to
raise ahand to wipe at them.

"Takeit easy," Brycesad. "Here."

A big hand worked under Tussig's shoulders and pushed him up. His eyes cleared enough to see
the canteen being offered. He reached for it, missed, and tried again, seizing it with both hands. He raised
it carefully to his mouth and drank. After three swallows, he choked. Cold water sprayed, ran down his
chin.

"Sow," Brycesad. "Not al your muscleswill be working the sameway. Giveit ahdf an hour and
you can guzzle"

Tussig looked up at the tech. He recognized him. Heavy man, dark skin and pale green eyes. He
sat beside Tussig, hishelmet rolled down into the collar of his environ suit, shaven pate decorated with
brilliant azure, crimson, and gold tattoos, and stared into the ruins around them.



On the ground lay two of Tussg's pars-Kess and Shimmer-and three of hissibs-Dal, Pelu, and
Raoshdon, al languidly unconscious. Stunned. Shimmer had acut across the scap. They had been
dropped wherethey lay, like baggage.

Rgjacan and Ferawere missng.

Tussig could not see ether of the other two techs. He toyed briefly with theideaof running, but his
body dill felt clumsy. Histoestingled.

Brycelooked a him. "Better?"

Tussg drank more water. Clean, supplemented, not like the distilled fluid they got from Rgacan's
processor which usudly |eft the particular source flavor behind evenif dl the pathogens and toxins were
flensed.

From where he sat, Tussig could see the dispenser.

The big wall mounted unit now supported a brand new lockout on its ancient delivery ports, likea
crysdline growth on its eroded and cracked face. Tussig never understood why no one had cut off its
supply of raw materia at the source. He blamed those nameless someones for his buddl€'s current
trouble, sinceif they had done their job and made sure the dispenser lacked anything with which to make
food base, fabric, or pathic treatments, then no one would have been forced to come down here to roust
them. But al that happened was a tech-this one, Bryce-had come every few daysto put anew sedl oniit.
Rather than solve the problem, he compounded it. Now the buddle not only faced trespassing charges,
but property damage and civil nuisance charges.

"You shouldvel€ft,” Bryce said. "Didn't figure you'd stay so damn long.” Hefixed Tussgwith an
unhappy sare. "l said you'd gone-twice. If they don't dismiss mefor false reporting, they'll demerit mefor
being anidiot.”

Tussig kept silent. He looked from Bryce to the dispenser to his unconscious buddle coes and
Spped at the clean water.

"What were you going to do," Bryce asked, "set up adom here or something?' He shook his head.
"Bad timing. Nine Rivers doesn't want you anymore. Y ou shouldve | eft with the new migration last
month.”

Tussg stared at Bryce. "We-" He coughed. Bryce frowned a him. Tussg drank and tried again.
"We were. We came late."

Bryce snorted. "Word's been round for over ayear. What did you do, take the scenic route?!

"We-" Tussig looked down. After another swallow of water, he handed the canteen back to
Bryce. "What are you going to do to us?'

"Don't know. We just have to remove you from the site.” Bryce took a drink, then waved the
canteen to include the whole factory. "Port's expanding. All thisis going to be leveled and new launch pits
dug out. Probably al thiswill be customs houses, hotels, shops.” He let hisarm drop and shook his head.
"Imagine HM."

Tussg tried to envision the changes Bryce suggested, gazing around at the neglect and decay and
picturing in hismind new structures and a broad field of blast pitsfor shuitles and-

- and gtarted crying, sudden gulping sobs shaking his frame. Bryce watched him, a dismayed
expression on hisface, then, awkwardly, put ahand on Tussig's shoulder.

"Hey," hesad.

Tussg cdmed down, uncertain why he fdt so totaly frightened. Bryce's hand felt pleasant on his
shoulder, reassuring, dmost parenta.

"Whereyou al from?' Bryce asked.

"Millispa," Tussg sad. He sniffed. "Had abarge once. Logt it."

"Barge. Y ou wereinvested, then. Why-"

"Fredlance. Never registered.”

"Ah. Unregistered, no insurance. So no barge, no home."

"We heard about the migration and voted to try. But the Millispa River's near the other side of the
world. Long road on foot, begging rides, working freight dong the way. Near the Manassa, we started
coming into one separatist township after another. Last one didn't seem so bad-Suber's Cove."



"Heard of it. Reform Returnist, isnt it?”

"Didn't know that when we stopped. We did dl right at first, salling Kessswoodcarvings and
Pelu's polymer scul pture. Rgja can said we should've figured what they were by what they asked for, but
we were hungry. Stayed too long. Kess carved one of her eros pieces and the mayor found out. We ill
had two hundred klicksto Charic. By the timewe arrived, the migration was over, they weren't taking
any more"

"So you ended up here."

"The dispenser dtill worked," Tussig said, asif that fact done excused them and put the blame for
thelr Stuation on Bryce.

Headmogt smiled. "They never shut off outlets like that, just on the chance they might build new on
agte. We never figured anybody could Jmmy one of our new sedls, though.”

"Y ou never figured on Rgacan.”

"Guessnot.”

Tussig wiped his nose with the back of his hand and wiped that on his pants. He studied the tattoos
on Bryce's head.

"What arethosefor?' Tussg asked. "Y ou somekind of renunciate?’

Bryce laughed. "Y ou're smart for anid, aren't you? Y eah, | used to be. Gaveit up.”

Bryce shook hishead. At first, Tussig thought he would not answer. But then he said, "We weredl
about balance. Everything you do hasto even out in the long run, so the universe can keep arock steady
course on into the future. That'swhat they taught, anyway. Lot of vacuum. | left when | realized how
impossible it was. For me, for anyone. And who's to say the universe wants to be balanced? For al we
know..." He glanced at Tussig and looked mildly embarrassed. "It didn't make sense to me anymore.”

Tussig nodded asif he understood. "What are you going to do with us?' he asked again.

"Don't know. We were just supposed to evict you.”

"Fucken nid! Stop!"

From one of the gangways, Reja can sprinted into the acove. He skidded to ahat when he saw
Tussg. Tussig opened his mouth, thinking to warn him, when one of the techs came charging out in Rga
can'swake.

The tech collided with Rgja can and they tumbled forward, damming to the ground in ahegp. Rga
canimmediately began twisting and writhing and dmost scrambled from the tech's grip. Thetech-Tussg
could not see which one-clawed at Rgjacan's togs. Rgja can drew up aleg and snapped it into the tech's
sedled helmet. The tech paused, stunned, and Rgja can managed to get to hisfeet.

Bryce stood, reaching for his sdearm. Rga can looked frantic, momentarily frightened.

The dazed tech stood. Tussig saw therock he held just as he brought his arm up. He bashed Rgja
can in the side of the head. Rgjacan collapsed. A few moments later, blood flowed from within his
harline, covering hisface.

Tussg screamed.

"Damn!" Bryceyeled. He stepped forward.

The tech drew awespon.

"Don't you dare aim that thing at me, Sidge," Bryce said, pointing at the stunner.

The tech-Sidge-staggered back a couple of steps. Bryce took another step forward and Sidge
shot him.

Tussig had never seen anyone hit by astunner before. Bryce seized up asif about to have afit, and
then flopped to the polycrete, muscles utterly relaxed, consciousness gone.

"Shit," Sidge said. A hand went to the collar and Sidge's helmet retracted.

The woman. Her face was angry, confused. She gtill seemed rattled by Rgja-can's blow. She
shook her head and approached Bryce, holding the stunner out as though afraid he would get up. When
he did not move, shelooked at Tussig. She regarded him narrowly for severa seconds, then shrugged
and went to Rgja-can.

"Arethey al dead?' Tussg asked, and immediately felt stupid and afraid.



Sidge looked at the otherslaid out. "No," she said, her voice surprisingly even. "Just stunned.” She
frowned at him. "Y ou were at the extreme range. Charge wasn't as bad. Not that you know what that

Sherolled Rga-can over. His eyes gazed skyward, unseeing.

Sidge glanced over her shoulder, then holstered the stunner. She stilll moved cautioudy, with a
degree of uncertainty. She started patting Rgja-can's body, searching.

Tussig wondered where the third tech was. He had seemed to be the leader. If he came back now
and saw this, maybe Sidge would be disciplined. Maybe, with two usel ess people-one stunned, the other
untrustworthy-he would let the buddle go. They might havetimethento leave.

But without Rgja-can.

Tussig watched Sidge's hands move over the lifeless body of what used to be Tussg's prime par,
the head of the buddle, the man who had kept them centered, optimistic, and moving. Maybe, he
puzzled, the stunner had numbed more than just his body, because he could not quite connect what he
saw with anything he felt. The blow Sidge had stiruck had startled him, but now he seemed unableto
react. There wasadow chill beginning to course through him, but that seemed a poor excuse for actua
feding.

We're nids, he thought, we don't have fedings. It follows ... we don't have anything el se, not even
identities, that's what it means, after al, NID, No 1D, no access, no stipend, no path, no facts, no life, just
bodies no one knows what to do with, excess biomass with brains too big to be pets, too small to be
dangerous, nuisances...

Tussg had heard dl these things said, spoken around pathetic campfires and in disused structures
where afew of them gathered from time to time to pass what they had of goods and aid and newsto
each other. He was uncertain he knew what the words meant, but suddenly they implied much more than
they ever had before.

But why is she searching his pockets? he wondered. Doesn't she know we have nothing?

Whereisthethird one?

Tussig looked at Bryce. His stunner lay nearby.

We could gtart freeriding, Tussig thought, and turned to seeif any of the port could be seen from
here. No, only more walls, broken or usdless, supporting nothing. But this would be port one day,
according to Bryce, which iswhy Ragja-can lay dead now. The nids had to go. Squatters.

Freeriders... the idea carried aromantic patina... they told stories of the freeriders, nidslike
themselves who hopped aboard shuttles and caught rides on starships. They were more myth than redlity,
according to Rgja-can, but even he had grudgingly admitted that some truth adhered to the stories. Al
you needed was akit and a breather and the tech on your back to survive the transfer upwell to the
waiting ships and then the luck to hide out in cargo or some corner of engineering. Tussig had even heard
of freeriders who carried aong a change of fine clothes and dipped into passenger sections of luxury
liners and rode from star to star in comfort, deeping on agood bed, and thumbing their noses at the
invested, living on the fringe of overlooked credit and-

And Rga-can was probably right, they were al myth and madness, exaggerations based on afew
reckless coes who might have managed it once or twice, but hardly asalifestyle.

Raja-can had been right about a great dedl. But he had never known he would die so soon. None
of them had and now Tussig knew how wrong Rgja-can could be.

Sidge shifted her position to more easily dig in Rga-can's pants, turning her back to Tussig.

The idea came as clear and clean as Bryceswater. Tussg got to hisfeet and stepped slently over
Bryce. In asmooth motion, he swept up the stunner, walked up behind Sidge.

She began to stland. Tussig placed the stunner against the back of her head and pulled the trigger.

It was shockingly loud.

Her skull seemed to expand. She lunged forward, over Rgja-can, and landed, face down, with an
ugly dap.

Tussg squatted before her and gingerly raised her head by the hair. Her eyes bulged hugely and
her tongue jutted. Blood ran freely from her nose. He released her and let her head smack the ground.



He tossed the stunner back over by Bryce and sat there, thinking.

Hethought: I'm twelve years old and I've just killed someone.

Hethought: | have nothing anyone can take from me anymore.

Hethought: I'mterrified.

Therest of the buddle came to before Bryce did. As each one woke up and remembered what
had happened, they saw Raja-can and the dead tech, and each one reacted differently.

Shimmer checked Rgja-can's pulse, then looked at Tussig, eyes wide and terrified. The other sibs,
al younger than Tussig, started to cry until Shimmer hissed at them. Kess gathered them to her, holding
them.

"You?' Shimmer asked Tussg, tapping the tech on the back.

He nodded, unwilling to spesk.

Shimmer shook hishead. "Bad." He looked at the others, al watching, huddled together, waiting
for Shimmer to tell them what to do. He wiped at his head and scowled at the blood.

"Got to assume Feragot away,” Shimmer said. He Sighed. "We can't have law after us, Tussig.
Not thisway. They ignore us mostly, but this..." He shook his head again, eyes sad, then turned toward
the others. "Get the tent, gather our possibles. Werre moving.”

"Shimmer," Kesssad, "we can't leave Tussg-"

"We can't have law after ug" Shimmer hissed. "We got them to think about. And it seems|'m
prime par now."

"So thefirgt thing you do is abandon someone?”

"A murderer, Kess. Think!"

She shook her head, but |apsed into silence.

"All right then," Shimmer said. "Move."

Tussig watched his sibsreact. Within acouple of minutes they had found the chamo tent,
decloaked it, and broke it down. Packs were gathered, the tent folded into its pouch, and camp, such as
it had been, was struck.

"You'reyoung,” Shimmer told Tussg. "That countsfor mercy."

Tussg watched his place in the buddle diminated and thought: | have even less now.

Shimmer organized the buddle quickly, gave Tussg alast, pained look, and then led them out of
the factory. Kess did not look back.

It took another ten minutes for Bryceto revive. He sat up, groaning, and held hishead in his hands
for atime. When he looked up, color leached from hisface.

"Fuck," he breathed, scrambling forward. He checked Sidge quickly, then Rgja-can, and sat back.
He glanced a Tussg, eyes wide, then searched for his weapon. He crawled to it and grabbed it, then
stood. Heaimed it first at Tussg, then at Sidge. Findly, he holstered it and |ooked around.

"Wherethehdl isRidd?"

Tussg shrugged when Bryce looked at him.

"You stay here," Bryce said as he walked toward the gangway.

Tussg consdered running off while Bryce was gone, but it seemed pointless. Hisfear had blended
with a profound ambivaence, astrange mix of hopeless euphoriaand desperate anger that kept him fixed
inplace.

Bryce was gonefor less than five minutes. When he returned, he looked furious. Tussg recognized
thetight set of hisjaw, the muscle working it between ear and mandible, the coldnessin his eyes. He had
seen that ook in others and it had never meant anything but trouble.

"Comeon," Bryce sad, grabbing Tussg'sarm and pulling him to hisfeet.

"The other tech?’ Tussg asked.

"Dead. Maybe Sidge, maybe this one. Come on.”

Brycewaked him out of the ruined factory, setting aquick pace. He said nothing till they reached
the old road that ran aongside the abandoned compound. A transport waited there. Bryce touched the
panel on its Sde and the hatch unsedled and opened.

Bryce hustled Tussig into the vehicle. He followed and closed the hatch, then sat down at the



pilot's station. Tussig listened to his breathing, labored and loud, and dowly redized that Bryce was
terrified.

"Theothers," Brycesadfindly. "They |eft?

"Wes"

"Leftyou?'

"They-yes"

"Not much different than anybody e se, then. Too much trouble, cut a co off, leave him behind. No
different et dl.”

"Y ou don't know what we'relike," Tussig said. "Y ou don't know anything about us. All you're
worried about isyour precious dispenser.”

Bryce swung out of the seat and faced Tussig. "Y eah? So what? Before today, would you have
believed your buddle would abandon you?'

Tussig glared at Bryce, but he could not sustain the rage. Not a Bryce. He looked away.

"Thought not. So don't give me any shit about not knowing you. No one knows anyonetill they're
desperate. Then you find out. En?"

Bryce returned to the pilot's seat and started up the transport. Asthe vehicle begantoroll, Tussig
moved into the seat next to Bryce.

"Where arewe going?'

Bryce steered the transport through a hdf circle and headed for the towers of Charic, visble
distantly at the end of the road.

"Wereyou redly trying to makeit here for the migration?' Bryce asked.

"That'swhat Rga-can told us."

"One of you might makeit, then."

"Where are you taking me?"

"Home. My dom. | haveto sort thingsout.”

Tussig's heart raced as he watched the main city draw near. It ssemed hisvison was clearer and
his hearing more acute. He licked hislips.

"Areyou going to try to balanceit dl?" he asked.

Bryce frowned deeply but did not look at Tussig. After atime, he nodded.

"Maybe. Whether it wantsto be or not."

Tussig did not speak the rest of theway.

Brycelived inasmall dom, three rooms and a hygiene cube, on the outskirts of the port. The place
was clean and the air tasted pure. Bryce sent Tussig to the cube.

"| got somethingsto check out,” he said. "Y ou get cleaned up.”

Tussig stood in the hot spray or along time. When he came out, Bryce had set out new clotheson
the couch. Tussig examined them, amazed, and then carefully dipped them on. He felt new, reborn, and
wondered if thiswasthe god of dl those ecstaticsin their enclaves along therivers. Probably not, he
decided, sinceif it were so Smple as new clothesthey would al have abandoned their sdf-loathing long
ago.

Bryce cameinto thedominahurry.

"Theres shipsleaving for the frontier every day,” he said. Sweat glistened on hisscalp. He held up
adisk. "Passage out." He handed the disk to Tussig. Then he held up hisown disk. "If you don't mind the
company?"

Tussg gared a him, gnawing his lower lip. Bryce grinned.

"Been thinking about it for along time. Charic's getting too fussy with its rules and peoplelike
Sdge and Ridd don't make me fed any better about living here. Time maybe to move on.”

Quickly, Bryce began packing abag for himsdlf. Tussig had nothing but his old clothes, so he sat
and watched, dismayed. He dipped his disk into a breast pocket and tried to sort out what was
happening.

Leaving...

Brycefinished and seded his pack. "Ready?"



Bryce |€ft histransport beneath an enormous shed at the perimeter of the port and led Tussig, a
hand firmly on his shoulder, to awakway that carried them into the port proper.

Tussig had never been in such ahuge, clean space. The white of the walls and supports, the pale,
veined stone of the floors, al seemed to glow. Peoplein beautiful clothes stood in lines or strode
purposefully through the galleries. The celling arched high above. Throughout, Tussg felt the occasond
vibration of rising shuttles heaving out of blagt pits. The air was cool and curioudy rich. He had never
beenin aplace likethis, never thought to walk in such aworld.

Bryce's grip tightened briefly. Tussig looked around and spotted a group of police officers near
one of the queues, asking questions.

"Keep waking," Bryce said. He pointed. "That's where we're going.”

Tussig saw abooth serving aline of about a dozen people, al of them carrying bagslike Bryce's.
Brycelet go of Tussg's shoulder then and handed him his own bag.

"Hang onto thistill we get our ship," Bryce said.

Tussig sensed the tension in hisvoice. Uncertainly, he shouldered Bryce's pack and drifted afew
paces away from him. They walked on, paralld to each other.

Then the police came toward them. Tussg's pulse jJumped up, but he held back the urge to run. He
looked at the booth, the queue, and kept walking.

"Sir," one of the officers called. "Excuse us, co."

Bryce dowed. Tussig continued on, heart pounding. After severa paces, he risked a backward
glance.

The police officers were putting restraints on Bryce's wrists. The big tech scowled unhappily. He
looked up, catching sight of Tussg, and gave abarely perceptible nod.

Tussig snapped his gaze around and continued on. He reached the queue and stood in line the way
everyone ese stood in line and waited for the officia request to step away and come with them for
guestions, removal, disposal-

"Can | hep you, co?'

Tussig blinked, startled. He was standing before the booth and awoman waited for him to answer,
smiling innocuoudy. Tussig swalowed hard and took out the disk. He handed it to her and waited while
sheread it.

"Very good, co," she said, handing it back. "Gate ninety-seven. Y ou have one hour before your
shuttlelifts"

Tussig did not speak. He dipped the disk back into his pocket and stepped away from the booth.
Bryce was gone, taken away, and he saw no other police.

Hefdt tearswel up, but he caught them, pushed them back. Not knowing what elseto do, he
turned and headed for Gate 97.

Tussg sat inacushioned chair bes de awoman who toyed with a pam reader intently for severa
minutes. A tall window gave aview across the shuttle field. The mushroom-shaped vehicleslifted on
shafts of shimmering agrav beams, displaced air returning to give aclap of thunder, awed and frightened.

"Indde" " thewoman said. "They say you can't hear athing.”

Tussg blinked at her. "That'sgood.”

She amiled. "Where are you going?'

Tussg pulled the disk from his pocket and looked at the label. "Diphda.”

"Hmm. Never been there mysdlf. Why are you going there?"

Tussg thought about the question for along time before he answered.

"Baance”

MORE TO GLORY
Patrice Sarath
The night Jenn came homewas just like any other: | was holed up in my bedroom, trying to ignore
my parentsfighting. | waslooking at abook, but | wasn't reading it; | just stared at the picture of the



sailing ship on theflat blue screen. Its broad cloth sails billowed with the winds of the Glory Sea, the
rigging creaking and the hull dapping rhythmicaly on the waves.

For amoment second pop's voice rose above everyone else's. | heard, "1 know he's just a boy!
He needsto face up to facts, that'sal!" | turned up the volume on my book. | didn't want to hear what
second pop had to say about me.

Tapping at the window caught my attention and | looked up, frowning, unable to see through the
wavery plagtiglasinto the night air. | did off my bed and went over to it, putting my face closeto the
surface.

Two bug eyed faces cameinto view, alarmingly magnified. | started back.

"Shit!"

Giggling came from the bugs. It wasthe twins, Dalas and Audtin. Heart till hammering, disgusted
that | was taken by surprise, | grabbed my respirator, glanced to make sure my door was cycled shut,
and did open the window.

"What are you two idiots doing here?' | whispered. "If my parentsfind out-"

"Guesswho's back intown?"

| looked at them with narrowed eyes, determined to wait them out. Dallas gavein first.

"Jenn," hesaid. "Shejust got in."

Thistime | thought my heart stopped for good. Jenn. My best friend Jenn. Ship's apprentice Jenn.
Her parents bought her a spot on a space cruiser and she shipped out Six months ago, just after she
turned twelve.

"Where?' | breathed and they nodded at the ground below. A white blur waved up a me.

"I'll beright down." | closed the window, tore off my respirator and got into my jeans, shirt and
jacket, sedling al the openings meticuloudy, swearing at the long process that usudly only took seconds.
My fingerswere clumsy and it took forever. | bolted out the door, flung mysalf back to pick up my
respirator, and tore out to the door again.

Thefight was il going on in the kitchen. It sounded like dl three of them werein there, their
voicesrisng and faling, first and second ma's higher pitched than second pop's but no lessangry. Asfar
as| could tell it was the same argument. | tiptoed toward the front door.

"Randly?

Oh no. | skidded to a stop just before the front door, heart sinking. Tickham. | turned around. He
good in the low light of the hdl, looking pale and thin.

"Go back to bed, Tick," | ordered. | gave my meanest glare. "Or I'll tell first mamathat you got out
of bed."

Tick just glared back. For alittle kid, he could be pretty stubborn. "Where are you going?'

"None of your business, tick turd,” | said. "Go away or I'll tel mama.”

"l want to cometoo," he said, and he thrust hislower lip out.

| groaned. Stupid little tick turd brother. "No, Tick. Go away." | pushed the door open, thinking
that would make him run, and was bowled backward by Austin, Ddlas, and Jenn.

| forgot Tick when | saw her. Shewasin her white apprentice uniform, her dark hair and dark skin
glowing. She grinned shyly when she caught my eye. Jenn was never shy and | frowned at thisnew side
of her. Then, asif she knew, she reached out and gave me ahug.

"Man, Randy! It isso good to seeyou! | missed dl you guys.”

My heart, which had legped at the thought that she meant me alone, sunk at the "you guys," but the
butterfliesin my stomach were ill rolling in a pretty interesting way. So | held onto her hug. Asusud
Tick ruined things. He hadn't run from the open door like he was supposed to.

"Jenn?' he said, hiseyeswide. Jenn broke away from me, and knelt down to Tick.

"Hey, little Tick," she said kindly, and held out her arms. Tick broke and ran to her, burying his
facein her shining uniform. Mindful of Tick'srespirator less state, Austin hit the door button and the door
closed. Theventilators cycled the air clear but by thetime Tick had lifted his head from Jenn's shoulder, a
smal smear of blood stained her uniform.

Tick, you haveto go to bed now," | ordered in asloud awhisper as| dared. They would come



out of the kitchen any minute, see what was up.

"No! | want to see Jenn!"

"Shhhh!" We chorused.

For amoment wewere al quiet. Then, "Randy? Tick?' Firsma, her voice weak and tired, called
from the kitchen.

The twinsdissolved into slent giggles. | glared at them and called out, "It's okay, ma. Tick was
deegpwaking again. I'll get him back to bed.”

Tick gaveaglareto equa my own. "l wasn-"

"Shh! Look, if you can keep quiet and keep up, you can come. Thefirst time you whine, or cry, or
say you'retired, you can just go home by yoursdlf. Clear?’

Looking like | just gave him the keysto the Cathedra, Tick nodded, eyes bright. Between all of us
we got him into his outdoor clothes and fitted his respirator on him, and then | hit the door onefina time
and we headed out into the night.

It never really got dark on the lakefront. White Lake cast aglow where the fuel offgassed from the
reservoir, even outshining the string of pearls, the strand of moons that hung overhead. In school we
learned that other parts of Glory got dark enough to see the night sky, but not at White Lake. | dways
thought that would be something to see, anight so dark you could seethe stars.

We pushed through the crowd thronging the wharfs. It was like old times, dodging the spacers,
dockworkers, and shipfitters coming off their shifts and streaming in and out of bars. In pockets of
pearlescent light we could see the pretty ladies and the pretty boys, looking like they were half the show.
| liked watching them from adistance-up close their eyes behind their masks were harsh and their voices
lost the tinkling happiness they put on. But | wasn't looking at prety ladiestonight. Tonight therewas only
Jenn. Beneath our laughter and running | kept sneaking looks a her. She had lost whatever momentary
shyness had separated her from me earlier. Now she ran with the rest of us, sometimes backwards to
shout something, sometimes jumping high to touch the street lamps and make them swing. It had been a
favorite game and | was glad she remembered it. We dl laughed when Tick jumped feebly off the
ground, and Jenn swung him up and he reached out and touched the lamp.

To our amazement, the lamp tottered unsteadily and then keeled over, raising an explosion of
sparks and awicked smell of fudl, and causing shouts from other passersby. We dl stared, Tick more
astonished than therest of us, and Jenn dapped him on the shoulder and said with admiration, "Go,
Tick!"

That made us dl laugh harder than ever and before the wharf guards could make their way to us,
wading purposefully through the crowd, we ran off, holding Tick by his gloved hands until histoes barely
touched the ground and he only had to make a skipping stride every now and again.

We ended up at our favorite hiding place, acorner dley creasted where two bars and amachine
shop formed an awkward divot in the street. Y ou had to squirm to get through the narrow entrance
behind trash bins-only kids could do it. Maybe Jenn had forgotten the knack because she knocked over
abinwith arattling crash. For amoment we all froze, and then, because we weretired of laughing, we
settled for muffled giggles. We dragged the bin in front of the opening and set oursaves againgt thewall.

For awhile wejust panted and giggled, remembering the wild run through the night. Tick bresthed
hard through his respirator but the look on hisface was just thisside of panic, like he couldn't get enough
ar. | fet apang of conscience. Don't let him run so hard, | told mysdif. | patted my leg, an invitation for
Tick to St on my lap, but that same stubbornness took over hisface, and he went over to Jenn and set
hislittle body down in her lap. She wrapped her arms around him.

"Thisisfun," shesad wigfully. "I missed you guys.”

"Do they know you're out here?" Dallas asked, wide eyed. Jenn shook her head.

"I'm on shoreleave," she said proudly, but the effect was ruined when she added, "but my captain
ordered meto visit my parents. | did, but then they made me go to bed.” Her voice wasfull of disgust.
"So| figured I'd find you guys.”

Weadl laughed, but | was struck by the easy way she said my captain. Like she belonged or
something. Do you likeit? 1 wanted to ask, but | was afraid of what sheld say. If sheliked it she might as



well be gonefor good.

"What'sit like?' Austin asked. She leaned her chin on her knees, waiting to hear. | snorted quietly
inmy respirator.

"It'sfun. I likeit. | mean, it was hard to get used to at firdt. | realy missed-well, everyone. My
parents.” We al nodded at this momentous admission. "And | kept making mistakes at first. Everyone
either ordered me around or told me | wasin the wrong place. | got yelled at alot.”

"Like Randy," Tick piped up.

"Shut up, tick turd,” | said.

"Anyway," Jenn said reprovingly. "But | got better at stuff. My favorite part is serving on the
bridge. | can't touch anything, but | can watch. | love when we hit the jump gate." | couldn't see her
mouth under her mask but | could hear the smilein her voice.

"Y ou've jumped? Whereve you been, anyway?' Audtin persisted

Thistime| snorted for red. "Apprentices don't get to go offworld, Austin,” | said. "All they get to
see are the same four walls, for light years and light years. We see more just by sticking around White
Lake. "

"That's not true!" Jenn said. She was shocked. "I've been lots of places.”

"Oh yeah? Where?'

"Lots of places. I've been to spaceportsin five syssems and | was on Earth Outpost.”

| kept pushing it, | didn't know why. " Spaceports. Big deal. We live on one, remember”

Everyonewaslooking at us, confused. Jenn's eyes became bright with tears.

"You'rejedous," shesad.

"Of what?' | snapped. "Living in sometin can?'

She stood up, letting Tick dide rductantly off her lap. She dapped ineffectudly at her uniform, but
it had lost itswhite luster. Tick's blood mark rode her shoulder like arust spot. "1 don't haveto listen to
this" she said, and kicked the bin aside before squirming out of the alley. Dallasand Austin stared at me,
and then her, and then followed her out. It was just me and Tick in the dim hideaway.

| couldn't meet Tick'seyes. "Comeon,” | said gruffly. "Let'sgo home."

He got to hisfeet alittle dowly, and | knew he was worn out from our escapade. The energy | had
earlier had faded and | felt tired myself, along with abunch of other emotionsal caught up in my
stomach. Tired, angry, ashamed. Sad. | followed him through the opening haf heartedly, pulling myself
through the tight spot. To my surprise | saw the other three waiting for us.

Weadl stood around for amoment, looking at the rough pavement. After amoment Jenn broke the
Slence.

"Well? What should we do next?'

When we headed out to the main wharf again, the party wasin full swing. Mindful of the guardswe
did through the crowd, avoiding some of the more conscientious grownups who shouted that we needed
to be in bed and what did we think we were doing, running around the wild part of town? Like we didn't
dready live there or something.

Jenn and | hung back, Tick lagging between us, till brighteyed, but flagging fast. Jenn glanced
down at him and then at me.

"What happened? | thought he was going to get hisnew set right about thetime |eft.”

| kicked the ground, bitternessrising in my throat. "Y ou remember what happened to firspop,
right?’

She nodded. Firs pop was guiding afueling tube into the lake when the tube hit an air pocket and
bucked. Jenn had been there when first pop's name was chiseled on the memorid stone a the Cathedra.

"Well, after that there was only money for second mamato get new lungs. Tick-we thought he
could wait, since hewas so little. Now, though, it looks like he's going to need them sooner than we
thought."

"He shouldn't even be outside," Jenn said, darm risng in her voice. | shrugged.

"Nah. Thedlinic gave us some drugsto keep him going. Hell befine | snuck aglanceat her. "I
couldn't keep him from seeing you. Couldn't keep mysdlf away."



| waited with my heart beating so hard my head swam. Jenn just kept walking, asif she hadn't
heard. Then she turned sdeways toward me. | could see her eyes crinkling over the mask.

"Metoo," she said, and she reached out and squeezed my hand. "What about you?' she said. "l
thought you were going to get that seaship spot.”

Even holding hands couldn't take the sting away. "Y eah, well,” | said. "They need me on thelake."
| didn't tell her | hadn't Signed on yet, or that second pop hated looking at me anymore. Or that dl we did
was fight when we did talk. Or that | missed firspop so fierce that | hafway made apromiseto mysdlf
that 1 would give up the seaship apprenticeship if only he could come back.

"Look!" Tick shouted. "Randy and Jenn are holding hands.

We sprang apart, and | made alungefor him. "You little-" Ddlas and Austin began to sing, "Jenn'n
Randy gttin'ina"

"Hey, you kidd"

Startled we dl turned around. Three wharf guards were coming toward us, their masks deek and
new, their eyes narrowed. Jenn muttered something her firsmawould disapprove of.

"Can we help you, officers?' beamed Audtin. Dalas came up next to her. The twins had the natural
ability to project sweetness with their eyes and voices done. | dways|ooked guilty, even when | wasn't.

"What are you kids doing up thislate? Where do you live?"

With blithe innocence, Augtin said, "We're sorry, officer. We had to bring dinner to our firsmason
the night shift. Were heading straight home.”

He bought it. His eyesrelented.

"Seethat you do. The docks are no placefor kids."

Solemnly we nodded and chorused our promises. Then, with them watching us, we heading
quickly in the most plausible direction. We turned acomer and risked alook back-they were sill
watching, but they had half turned back to the wharf. One wastalking on aradio. | got abad feding
about that.

"Ausgtin, how do you do that?' Jenn said admiringly. "Comein handy on board." Sheimitated Augtin
with amincing falsetto. " Sorry, officer, I'm just apoor innocent little waif."

We darted laughing, but it was too soon-I could see the officer sign off the radio and look over at
us again, and then moving purposefully toward us. Someone must have mentioned the street lamp.

"Uh oh, timeto go," | said. Not even Austin would be able to get us out of this one. Grabbing hold
of Tick again, wetook off through the crowds.

"Whereto?" Jenn shouted, her breath coming hoarse through her mask. | looked around for
ingpiration.

"The Cathedrd!" | said.

It was along steady uphill dog. Before long we were al breathing like Tick. The Cathedra rose
above the White L ake spaceport, amass of solid rock, itsfeet dipping into White Lake and forming one
end of the vast bowl that contained the fuel reservair. It shonein the reflected light of the lake and the
gtring of pearls, shimmering with white and pastdls, like an auroramade of stone. In school they taught us
that people used to build cathedrals, but those cathedrals were just buildings. No one buiilt this Cathedral
except for the planetary forces that shaped the lake itsdlf. It undulated with el aborate carvings, curtains
and gargoyles and dainty columns of stone that were as ddlicate aslace.

It rose so high above the lake you didn't need arespirator at the top.

Wewaked in grim silence. | knew it wasn't asfar asit seemed that night. We'd al been before, for
field trips and with our families. But we had been running around al night, and now we were carrying
Tick, taking turnsto carry him on our backs. | didn't even look up to watch the Cathedral draw near, just
kept walking, eyes on my bootsas| put them onein front of the other. Every now and then | dipped on
the wet path, dick with some fluid that | wastoo tired to guess about.

When it wasmy turn to hold Tick | could hear his hoarse breathing against my back. It was getting
harder and harder to suck air through my mask-1 could imagine how he fdt. The drugs had only alimited
effect. | remembered taking them mysdlf, being tired dl the time and wanting desperately to take afull
breeth but unableto.



It will be better when we get to the Cathedrd, | thought, and shifted Tick up alittle higher. He
snuggled into my back.

When we reached the gap in the cliff where a narrow passage had been cut, Tick and | amost
didn't fit. My elbows and Tick's feet scraped againgt the rough rock, and my feet dipped on the shallow
steps, worn smooth by the passage of so many feet and now running with tiny rivulets of liquid. | went
down hard on one knee and Tick gasped and grabbed at my neck, choking me.

"Stop it, Tick!" | said, strangled. "Not so tight.”

"Randy, | want to go home," Tick whimpered.

"Stop it. We're dmost there.”

"Pease, Randy. I'm sorry | asked to come."

Shut up! | wanted to scream at him, but | had practically no breeth left mysdf. | just grunted, and
shifted him again.

We squeezed through the last turn, and at last we were only ten steps away from the top. Dallas,
Augtin, and Jenn were dready at therailing, their masks off and their faces aglow in the light from the
lake. Assoon as| reached them | sat at their feet, tumbling Tick to the ground and ripping off his mask
and then my own. Thishigh up it waslike bregthing filtered air, the fumes that offgassed from thelake
staying low over the surface of the reservoir. | sucked in air, patting Tick on the back while he coughed
and gurgled. Gradudly his breathing dowed and color came back into hisface.

Wedidn't say much, just looked out over White Lake. Far off in the distance, the fueling ships
sunk their long tubes into the [ake, like giant insects hovering around water. Skimmerboats zoomed
around them, and we could see the lakefront teeming with activity. Up at the Cathedrd it was quiet and
peaceful. Even the constant glow was muted and afew stars shone overhead. The air was Sweet and a
light breeze ruffled our hair. | snuck alook at Jenn's profile, absorbed in the view. She had grown while
she was away. Her face had angular planes now where before her cheeks had been round and
comfortable. | could see what shewould look like al grown up, and | didn't like the way it made mefed.
Likel wasbeing left behind.

"Randy, which one's pop's name?' Tick's voice was back to normal. | tore my gaze from Jenn's
face. Hundreds of names were inscribed on the Cathedra wall, perpetualy lit up by the glow from the
lake that killed them. We could read them from here.

"Fourth from the bottom, Tick, middle column.” Four more had died since firspop.

| couldn't stall much longer. In afew months | would have to take my place on thelake, earning a
living like my parents. The extra cash would come in handy-Tick would get anew pair of lungsthat much
sooner. Never mind that it would never be enough. There would always be new lungsto buy for
someone. Heck, once | started working on the lake, my respirator would never completely protect me
from the fumes. We worked first for lungs down there. | turned away from White Lake toward the
Cathedra. The Cathedral was part of the massive escarpment that blocked White Lake and the
spaceport from the Glory Sea. It was hard to believe that on the other side of the Cathedral was awhole
other world that | had never seen and never would see. It could be on the other side of ajump gate for
all the chance | had to go there, anymore. If firspop hadn't-l cut off that thought. Sometimes | just got
tired of thinking about it.

"Wheat the-" Ddlasjumped up, swiping a hisjeans. "I'm wet!"

"Wet!" Jenn scrambled to her feet, checking her uniform. It clung damply to her backside, and |
swallowed hard. Then the wet registered and | got up too, looking around. A sow dark patch spread out
from the Cathedral Wall, creeping toward the in trail we had just come up. Another rivulet meandered
toward the railing and the drop to White Lake. Tick whimpered and | knew what he was thinking.
Lesking fud. But in the next instance my common sense caught up with me. If it had been fudl, wewould
al be choking from the fumes by now. With the others watching me | knelt and took off my glove and
touched afinger to the wet. | brought it to my tongue.

SAt water.

The Cathedrd wall waslegking.

"What do we do?' Ausgtin said, her eyeswide.



"We haveto tell someone,” | said with acam that came out of nowhere.

"So much for sneaking back in," Dadlas said. Hisvoice had an eerie grownupness about it. We dl
looked at the spreading water heading for thelip. This small amount of water posed no thregt. It would
vaporize beforeit el to the lake's surface. But if the leak grew-1 thought of water reacting with the
hydrazine in the lake, the heat sending the entire reservoir boiling over into the town. My stomach
knotted.

"We should find out where it's coming from. Maybe we can plug it up,” Jenn said. We trooped
back to thewall, following thetrail. It led us along the base of the Cathedra and we wound around some
falen rocks away the viewing ledge. The paving stones were broken and dusty, and the native plantings
were withered. We could follow the water easily through the mess, adark trail against the dust and rock.

Theleak came from anarrow crevice stuck between two foldsin the Cathedral'swall. | stuck my
hand in asfar asit would go, feding cold sat water on my fingers. | wiggled my fingersand didodged a
piece of rock. Water gushed.

"Shit!" | said and withdrew my hand.

"What?"' they demanded and | reddened. | couldn't say | had just made it worse.

"Okay," Jenn said. "Ddllas, Austin, and Tick-you guystry to block thisup. Randy and | will head
back to town and tell the port authority.”

"I want to go!" Tick said. He started to cry. Jenn knelt.

"Tick, listen. We haveto go redlly redly fast. It's better for you if you stay up herewheretheair is
fresh. Don't worry. Well come back for you guys.”

"With grownups,” | added. "They'll be ableto carry you dl the way down and you won't have to
walk or bresthe hard."

"Can you get firsmamato come?"' he sniffled.

"Il try," | hedged, thinking grimly that it wasn't going to be pretty when | told firsmawhere Tick
was.

We left them scrounging for rocks and dirt to block the leak, and headed back to the surface. |
hated putting my respirator back on, fegling it clamp off my air and make every bregth achore. The
filtered air smelled of sweet and bad breath.

Jenn and | jogged down thetrail steadily, not talking at al. The water was running fast. |
remembered my fingerswiggling in the crevice and the sudden increase in the flow. | began to run,
passing Jenn and dipping on the uneasy footing.

"Randy!" she cried as| went down, diding painfully along thetrail. My jeanstore on therocks, and
| skinned my knee. | got up and hobbled painfully afew steps, my breathing tortured.

"Wehaveto hurry," | gasped, clasping my hand over my stinging knee. It throbbed and blood
welled in the scratches. | thought of the fumes from White Lake entering my vascular system through the
cuts, and smiled wanly at Jenn. She was asfilthy as me, her uniform stresked with dust and mud, and her
hair pulled out of her neat braid. She grabbed my hand and we ran on, me limping alittle.

The party had died down. Hardly anyone was out on the boardwalk any more, and most of the
bars had gone dark. The gtreetlights were dimmer now, and the throng had thinned almost completely.
There wasn't apatrol to be found. Jenn and | banged on doors and ran up to the few stragglers, but no
one answered and the drunks were unhelpful. Finally we stopped in the middle of a deserted strest,
sucking ar.

"What now?"Jenn said, throwing up her hands. | kept one gloved hand over my knee.

"Let'sgotomy house" | said. "They might even listen to me before they kill me.”

Shedidn't laugh. "No," she said. "My ship. Come on." She dragged me once again.

Asit turned out, it was the right move. There were plenty of wharf guards around her ship, not to
mention her parents. And Ddlas and Augtin's parents. And mine and Tick's.

They weremilling around, talking wildly, and dmost didn't see us aswe came up into the
floodlights that illuminated the docking bays. We shaded our eyes againgt the light, and were enveloped in
agroup of weeping adults. Jenn was doubly unlucky-her parents and what looked like al her senior
officerswere berating her.



"Randy, what the hell isgoing on?" my second pop bellowed, his eyesred above his mask.
"WheresTick?Ishedl night?’

"Hesfi-" | sarted
"Randy, your knee!" Second ma gasped. "That needsto be sealed! What happened?
"Ma"

Jenn was having no easier time of it but she was more direct.

"Therésaleak!" sheyelled. Everyone turned to look at her.

"The Cathedra-water's coming through. It'sleaking into White Lake."

"Tick and Ddlasand Austin are up there," | put in. "They're trying to plug the lek.”

| was wrong about onething-well, alot of things, but acruiser redly isn't likeatin can. I'm not
saying it's spacious, but there was plenty of room for us. While the wharf guards a erted the spaceport
authority supervisor, and most of the parents went up to the Cathedral to get the other kids, Jennand |
got to rest in thefiltered air of the spacecraft and take atongue-lashing from her captain. Hedidn't raise
hisvoice any, but by the end of the lecture | wasfeding pretty low. Only by following Jenn's example
was | ableto keep from dinking down in my chair. She sat straight and tall and just took it, eyesforward,
her face determined.

When hefinished and stalked out, we didn't dare speak, just looked at each other. | could hear
low voices outside the partialy opened door and then second pop camein, shambling and avkward. |
jerked up in shock. He nodded at the door.

"Captain wants you, Jenn," he said, and she got up promptly and left throwing me alook over her
shoulder like she was sorry for me. Second pop took her chair and straddled it backward. "Damn,
Randy," he said when she was gone. "Y ou had usworried, son. Running off like that..."

| figured it out pretty quick. They thought | ran away and took Tick with me. | flushed. It wasn't
like the thought hadn't occurred to me. "I didn't run off,” | muttered. "We were just fooling around.”

"You didn't stop to think that we'd be worried? And taking Tick..."

Anger pricked me. "If | thought you'd be scared | wouldn't have doneit. | don't do these thingson
purpose just to bug you, you know."

"Could have fooled me," he snapped back. "The way you've been acting islike that's al you're
trying to do."

"Yeagh, well, maybeif youwould just get off my back.”

"Don't take that tone with me, son!"

The words echoed strangely in the room. | think second pop heard it too, because he toned it
down. "Dammit, Randy," he said more softly. ™Y ou're my son, but you got al of Trey's hardheadedness
inyou."

| scowled againgt the lump in my throat that was blocking al the smart remarks | wanted to throw
a him. You aren't firs pop. | don't have to listen to you. Just leave me alone.

Then second pop sad something unexpected. "1 miss him too."

| lifted my head and stared at him.

"He wanted you to have that gpprenticeship, you know. Said there was more to Glory than White
Lake, and one of us should seeit. Then when he died we had to face up to things." He didn't say money.
Hedidn't haveto.

"I know." | said it too quickly, too loudly. "I decided up at the Cathedrd. I'll Sgn on at thelake. I'll
go with you tomorrow. | just want to make sure my first paycheck goesto Tick."

He didn't have time to respond. There was a commotion when the others got back, Tick carried
deepily on the shoulders of atal wharf guard and Dallas and Austin tired and triumphant, their eyeswide
asthey looked around the cruiser. With al the grownups, the cruiser got tight again.

We got another talking-to, thistime from the port authority supervisor. She scrolled through her
handheld.

"Vanddism? Trespassing? Breaking curfew? | don't know what you kids thought you were doing,
but White L ake and the Cathedra are not playgrounds," she scolded. "Y ou put yourselvesin great
danger, and I'm sure your parents will have plenty to say about that later." We dl looked at the floor.



"However. You did carry thewarning. So I'm going to let therest of it go, o long as none of you ever
pull another escapade like that.”

We dl mumbled something, even Tick, and | thought bitterly that it wasn't like | was going to have
achance at any more stunts once | started on the lake.

It wastimeto say good-bye to Jenn. | had been thinking about thisal night, imagining how | would
take her aside to some secret place and kiss her. But now, in front of all our parents, in front of her
captain, dl we could manage was an awkward hug. She whispered in my ear, "Bye, Randy."

When it was Tick's turn, she knelt and opened her armswide and he ran to her, pressing hisfacein
her shoulder.

"Don't go, Jenn," he cried. "Please don't go."

Little kids don't understand. | knelt down behind my little brother and rubbed his back.

"Hey, Tick," | whispered. "Y ou can stay with me, okay? I'll till be here."

"No," he sniffled. "I want to go with Jenn."

It wasthe only thing | had to give and he turned me down.

| sgned up at the lakefront the next day, and second pop shook my hand and told me he was
proud. | didn't start working right away though. It turned out the entire escarpment was riddled with holes
and caves, bored through by the relentless pounding of the Glory Sea. The Cathedra was soon shrouded
in scaffolding. Workers were pulled from the port to work on the rigging hundreds of feet above White
Lake, my parents among them, swinging high in the fresh air, masklessin thelight of the string-of-pearls.
The overtime paid well, firgt for firs maslungs, then Tick's. Things eased up at home too, and second
pop was so loud in his praise of me, it made me wish we were back to fighting.

It seemed kind of silly to go to school when | was going to be starting on the lake, so | cut classes
and went up to the overlook. | couldn't help but remember how close | had been to the Glory Seaand
had even let it drip over my fingers. | rested my head against the sealed-up crack, trying to hear the
crashing of the waves through the rock.

Maybe the ocean had been trying to reach me, too. Maybe that'swhy it had busted through the
Cathedra, steady drip by drip. | wondered what it would do if it never found me, but | guessin away it
did.

They were dl in the kitchen when | came home that day. | paused in the doorway, taking in their
tired, beaming faces, their masks scattered across the table amid calculators and screens. Second pop
grinned a me. Tick bounced on firsmas lap, and second maleaned against the counter, acrooked smile
on her broad face.

"Looks like we got us an apprenticein the family," second pop drawled, and held up a contract,
thelogo of asailing ship splashing at the top. | opened and closed my mouth afew times, trying to get my
voice Started.

"How-" was about al | managed. Second maleaned forward and gave me akiss on the cheek.

"Port authority. If you kids hadn't found that leak, we'd probably al be dead by now. They're
cdlingit profit-sharing but it'sredlly to hush thingsup.”

| didn't havetimeto figureit out. They dl got up and piled on the hugs, Tick somewhere around
my waist and second pop shaking my hand and clapping me on the shoul der.

Six months later | stood on the shores of Glory, letting the waveslap against my boots. The sun
sparkled on the pinkish sea, and behind me rose the Cathedral, sretching into the clouds. Farther up the
beach ran Tick, taking random flying jumpsinto the air with hisarmswide and hismask flopping inthe air
behind him. Out in the harbor my ship waited, arusting hulk no more like the sailing ships of my books
than the space cruisersthat docked at White Lake. The air stank of salt and fudl, dead fish and garbage.
It was better than | had ever dreamed. | thought about Jenn and wondered if she had felt thisway on her
sgning day, crazy with fear and excitement.

"Randal!" barked the first mate. She waved from the skimmerboat waiting to take me out to the
ship. | turned to my parents, huddled behind me. "I gottago,” | said, my voice strained, and gave them
each ahug.

"Tick!" pop caled. "Come say good-bye to your brother!”



Tick turned and waved both arms. "Bye, Randy!" he hollered, and was off again, chasing waves. |
got into the skimmer, and the boat took off with ajerk, bouncing over the waves. | took afaceful of
gpray, and when | could seeagain, al | could see wasthelittle figure of Tick running aong the shore.

GONNA BOOGIE WITH GRANNY TIME
Sharon Lee

It book you after, you want m'man. M'man Mouse, that who you want, sure.

Lemmetd| ya

Go way up the top of Howard, tie your steed anwalk. Ain't far. Safe, if you cool. Y ou coal,
ancha?

Go on down the street, past the old things store an that print shop got burned last time Jawj an
Drood Dude come head on. Go on down, like I'm tellin you, past Shantelle an heading for the clean
factory, but don't go there.

Tween Shantelle an the factory, theré's a street. Ain't much of a street. One block long, one block
wide. Somecall it dley, but they ain't met m'man. Mouse Mojo own that street, you unnerstan me. What
he say-go.

Y ou after book, you gottawalk the Mouse man's strest.

Y ou don't wannawalk the street, sometime you find him up Shantelle. Sometime you do. Him and
Widda gotta rangemint. Mouse, hetalk to you there, sure. But it book you after, you gonnabe walkin
that street, one way or the other.

Member me adude-white boy, like you, ‘cept maybe you ain't stupid. Thisboy here belong Jax
crew. Jax, he own couple club down the Block. Ruleis, nobody touch Jax woman but Jax. Easy 'nuff,
huh? World full of chicks. But that white boy'sbrainsin hisballs. Any girl, either club-he sngp hisfinger,
she his. But white boy gotta have Jax chick.

Only thing, Jax woman ain't innerested. Her an Jax tight. White boy care nothin for that. He gonna
have her whatever she say.

Short of it, white boy fine he need book. Hell, he need awhole fuckin liberry, digit? Pretty soon, it
ain't gonna matter his brains tween hislegs or tween his ears, cause Jax, he put the word out. White boy
good as medt. If he lucky.

White boy bolt for Howard Street, pay hisfare an run. He run past the print shop, past Shantelle.
Herun til he get to m'man's street, there between. He stop, then, an look around.

Aint much of adredt, likel told ya. Skinny an short. Shimmery, kinda, likeit dways hot. Buildins
kindabright dark, kinda-fuzzy. That the Mouse man's street, awright. What he say-go.

White boy, he don't like the look of m'man's street. White boy, he like street where da buildins
don't boogie. Street whereit light at day noon, dark at noon night.

White boy, he start thinking, now it too late.

Heturn hissdlf round an go on back up Howard. He go on up to Shantelle, open that door, walk
them long dark skinny stairs. Top of that gairs, there's your club, dark an empty, Friday morning. There's
Widda hind the counter, countin her wares.

White boy say, "Lookin f'Mouse Magjo."

Widda point and that boy turn to see. Table in back. Man at table. Place ain't empty after all.

White boy take hisself over table. Lean on back of the chair an say to m'man.

"Gotta book. Word be out."

Mouse helook up from hisledger pages. He say, "Set aspdll. I'm with yadirectly."

"I'mtellin' ya-word be out!" white boy say, an I'm askin if that the way you be talk with aman
owns astreet, when all you got is need?

But the Mouse man, he cool. He pick up his gold pen an go on back to his pages, that big
diamond winkin yalaon hisleast finger. "Set or go," he say. "Make ho mineto me."

Minute or S0, white boy set. He fold his hand on table, watch m'man write, then he turn round an
snap hisfinger & Widda



"Gimmebrew."
She shake her head-"We close"-an go on to the back.
"What t'fuck-"



"Lady say sheclose" Mouse say from over hisfiggers. "Nothin say lady gottasdll brew if she
close" He make another number, close his pen an put it way inside his suit coat. Hefold hishand top his
papers an look at white boy.

"Y ou the boy force Jax woman?"

White boy get alittle whiter, therein the dim. "How-7?"

"Likeyou say, word be out.” Mouselift ahand, showin palm. "l ain't no particular friend of Jax.
But | never heard hiswoman did anybody hurt. Never heard that."

White boy set hisface. "Bitch ask for everything she get," he say, but it don't sound so sureiit
sounded downtown, now he talkin with m'man.

But Mouse, he only nod. "So why you come here?"

White boy lick hislips. "Gottabook. | told ya" He wait a beat, but Mouse he don't say nothin.

"I'll pay,” white boy say then. "Cash or stuff, you say what. Jus gotta book outta here, man, quiet
anquick. That'sdl. Got friendsin 'troit. I'll pay you to get methere."

Mouse, he don't say nothin.

White boy lose what sense he got. He dam hisfigt on table. He glare a m'man.

"Listen, you the book man or aincha?’

"I tell you how it be," Mouse say then, hisvoicered quigt, thereinthedim. "I ain't no fuckin travel
agent, you dig? | own that book-1 don't rent. Y ou pay me, sure you do. Y ou pay me cash an Stuff, just
likel tell you. But you don't tell me where you gone, William. | tell you."

White boy stare. "What you cal me?' He scare, then, think. Well, who wouldn't be? All thislife
you been Jag Saratoga, workin on your legend an movin up that ladder. Now come aman calin you by
nother name from nother life nameyou half forgot yoursdf.

"Cdl you William," say the Mouse man. "'Cal you William Bzdrecky, like you mamanameyou.”

White boy he sit back, forehead leakin swest.

"Now, | tel you, William," say the Mouse man, dl quiet in the near dark. ™Y ou wanna book, | sl
you book. | Mouse Mojo an what | say-go. | say when an | say where. Y ou dig that, m'man?’

White boy swalow, thinkin thistoo funky. Thinkin, maybe thistoo dangerous. Then he think bout
Jax an Jax woman an he think bout knifes an cow starters an other hurtfuls they might use him with. He
hurt Jax woman-well, he had to, didn't he? Bitch claw him, bite him, hit. Had to smack her down, didn't
he? Keep her quiet? Show her who boss?

He nod at the Mouse man, jerky like, an wipe his face where the sweat run down.

"Digit," hesay, hisvoice scratchin outta his throet.

"Good," say Mouse an push back from table. Hefold his papers an dide them in aside pocket. He
sraighten that silk knot on histie, that big diamond leakin green off hisfinger.

"Comewith me," hetdl Jag Saratoga, whose mama name him William Bzdrecky, an head off
down them dairs.

They hit the street an Mouse turn left. White boy ook right fore he follow, see three Jax boys
movin down the sdewak from Preston. White boy scuttle after Mouse.

"They here. They right behine," he say into Mouse's ear. Mouse don't even look around.

"Wefine, boy. They know better then come down this Street. "

He take white boy's elbow an steer him right, tween the clean factory an Shantelle. Steer him right
onto that street an it be hot an the buildins boogie an shimmer: yella, red, green, black, mocha-gone. An
back.

White boy stop an throw hishand in front hisface. "Why they do that, man?"

"That?' Mouselook at the buildins, look at them dancin. And he smile some, Mousg, cuz thishis
street and what he say-go.

"See, they do that cuz they ain't neither here nor there," hetell white boy. "They here an there-they
boogie down with Granny Time."



White boy don't dig it, course, would you? But he don't get to say, cuz Mouse move his hand an
that diamond show wetblood red-move his hand an say, "Thisway, now, boy. Y ou gottabook an | don't
wannakeep ya.”

He go on down that shimmery, glimmery sdewak an white boy got no choice but follow. He don't
be likin this, unnerstan, but Mouse Mojoishisonly hope of life. Jax boysfind him, they make him into
pieces, then kill the pieces, one by one. He take one look behine fore he follow Mouse away, just to see
how close Jax boys come.

Behine him there's the street, buildins jumpin on either side. End of street, whereit hit Howard,
is-nothin. Not black. Not white. Not fog. Not light.

Nothin.

"Face of Granny Time," say Mouse, an take his elbow, easin him down the Street.

There people on the street. Cops an drug kings, whores an queens. Some dressin satin, some
dressin slk. Some dressin khaki, homespun. Rags. They smile when they see Mouse. They raise their
hands. Mouse smile back. Wave. His people go on down the sidewalk, go in them buildins an out.

White boy look a Mouse.

"They dance with Granny Time, too? These folks here?"

"They do," say Mouse.

White boy take a breath, watchin the people flow past him-minidresses an zoot suits. Ayrab cotton
an hoop sKirts.

"l gonnadance, too, Mister Mouse?'

Mouse he laugh, soft like, reach out an ruffle the hair of a pickeninny in homespun.

"No, boy. Thesefolk here ain't got no 'counts. Their ledger sheet gone missin. Or their sum bein
dispute. Y ou, now you got ‘count. Y ou be added, subtract-ed, noted down an analyzed. We know just
what to do with you, m'man. We seen your kind before.”

White boy swallow an try to think of another question. Fore he do, Mouse stop, fingers diggin
white boy's elbow.

“Inhere

This buildin don't boogie. White boy find that-ominous. This buildin got no window. Got no door.

"In?" he say to Mouse. "How the hdll I'm spose-"

Mouse step forward, draggin white boy with him. He walk through that wall, white boy haf astep
behind.

Everything go way for aminute into cold nasty. Then everything come back an they in around
room al shiny black marble. White boy's ssomach turn over. He gag. Mouse pull him closeinside, stand
him in the center of the room an step back. That big diamond on hisfinger be black by now. Black like
the shiny black walls.

"All right, William," he say, pullin the papersfrom his pocket. "Now'stimeto pay up." He unfold
his papers an look down.

"Y ou holdin three grand cash,” he say, for dl theworld like hereadin it off aligt. "Y ou holdin one
pound crack. They forfeit." Helook up an point at the floor by his shoes. "Toss 'em out here.”

White boy'sfedin foggy hissalf. Fedin-lessthen together. He reach in his pocket. He toss the stuff.
Minute later, he toss the cash.

"Right," say Mouse. "Now you book." He fold the papers, start to dide them in his pocket

"Wait!" scream white boy. "Wait. I-I change mmind. | stay here. Talk with Jax. Makeit right..."

Mouse shake his head, put his papers away. "Too late, William. Y ou walk the street, you pay the
price.”

White boy bregk, then. Hefling hissalf &t Mouse, hands out like he gonnalatch roun m'man's throat
m_

He bounce, haf afoot out from his standin place. Bounce an fal. He's up quick and jumps again.
Bounce anfdl. Thistime he get up dow, wipe blood off his nose.

"At least tell mewhereI'm goin,” he say then.

Mouse sigh. "Up to Granny Time, boy. Can't say wherefor sure. This street-what they call a



vortex, see? Sometimeit here, sometimeit not. | don't know dl the places you might go. | cantell you
what kind of places, if you wannaknow. Might be better, not to know."

"I'm gonnaknow in aminute, anyhow," white boy say an Mouse bow his head.

"That's s0." He pull his papers out an stand holdin them in his hand. "Way it works, you got a debt
to Granny Time. Debt ain't balanced by cash an' stuff-not near balanced. So Granny take the rest outta
your hide, just like your old man useta” Hesigh.

"Places like maybe you go: Ancient Egypt, totin sone. Old Turkey, cock shaved an servin the
harem. Whore boy in Victorian England. Other places-| can't say'em dl, boy. Granny Time span planets,
some of ‘em worse then here.”

White boy dide down to Sit on the shiny black floor. Tears mix up with the sweet on hisface.

"l @ntgoin," hesay an dig red sudden in his pocket. Pullsout his piece. Mouse shake his head.

White boy set the barrel in his mouth, close hiseyes, pull thetrigger.

Nothin happen. Course not.

White boy scream, then, jump up an throw the piece. It hit the floor tween Mouse's shoes.

"Youkill me, then!" heydll.

Mouse shake his head an step back, tucking his papers away.

"Can't do that, boy," he say, soft like. "Granny Time got her hook in me, just like shegot it in you.”

White boy got time for one more scream, while his sandin placefills up with fog, swirlin, glitterin.
The fog spin an Mouse watch, like he have to watch, everytime this go down. Then the fog fade away an
Mouse look down at his hand. That big diamond's clear now. Clear, just like tears.

Jax boys climb that long black stair, come out into Shantelle an stop. Grooj come forward by
hisself, nod to Widda, there hind her counter.

"Lookin f'Mouse Mgjo."

Widda point an Grooj go back to that certain table. The man sittin there look up from his papers
anfold hishands, the big diamond on hisleast finger blazin white.

"Mornin, Migter Mgjo."

"Mornin, Migter Robinson.”

Grooj he ain't been Robinson for thirty year, but he know better then to ask.

"Lookin for afriend," he say instead. "Migter Jag Saratoga. Thought maybe you seen him.”

"l seenhim," say Mouse.

Grooj sgh. "l need somethin to tell Jax, Mister Mojo. Y ou unnerstan.”

"l do." Mouse take a minute, look down at-into-his diamond.

"Tel Jax Migter Saratoga he gone," he say, an look up a Grogj. "Tdl Jax woman he got
everything heask for.”

ANGEL'SKITCHEN
Chris Szego

"WZFDR?'

Kesssad, "Swallow, Bee."

Bee chewed a aferociousrate, swalowed audibly. "What's for dinner?

"More of what you're egting, so | hopeyou likeit."

"Sfing" Beesad, dready into the next mouthful.

Kessressted the urgeto tell Beeto dow down. Inthis part of Senneville, he who ate dowly, went
hungry. Or she, aswas likely the case with Bee. Kesswasfairly certain, but wasn't about to ask. It was
ill margindly safer to be aboy, and here in the Darks, any margin was better than none.

The seeded roll and the stew disappeared faster than charity in hard times. There were barely
crumbs left. Partly because Bee's technique was three quartersinhalation, but also because Beewasa

tidy person.
Asif that sounded some sort of silent direction, Bee gathered plate, bowl and spoon in one motion.



"I'll just do these up quick."

Tidy and responsible. For months Kess had worried about Bee, who was neither Hap nor Cane,
and who, though undoubtedly older, was the Size of afragile eight year old. But Bee would take nothing
extra, would take bardly at dl, until, inspired, Kess had offered ajob. Now Bee appeared at the Kitchen
at midday, to help Kesswith the mountain of dishes|eft over from the previous night's medl.

And Kess got to be sure that her smallest charge was eating enough, if not plenty.

And not ‘charge’. Smadll, yes, and possibly fragile. But Bee's eyeswere asold as everyone el sg's
around here. Asold as Senneville; asold as hunger.

Kessfollowed Beeinto the dish room. Bee had already started on the cutlery. Kesswent to work
on the pots.

An hour later saw the dishes clean, and Bee out the door. Kess never watched when Beeleft: it
would be too much like prying. But she dways knew the moment Bee had gone. And that was a
problem.

If there was one lesson to be learned at the Angel's Kitchen, it was not to get attached. Not to the
hungry crowd who came every night. Not to the wealthy few, who helped out until their hearts broke and
they quietly disappeared. And never to the children.

A heavy fist on the door pounded her out of those thoughts. Kess looked through the mirrored
arrangement Lucius had set up for her, and sighed. The young man was wearing Cane black. She didn't
recognize him. He wasn't long in the Darks, not with that smooth skin, that bright hair. Farm boy,
probably, recently come south.

She opened the door. "Dinner's not for another few hours."

"What?"

"You're early. Canesdon't eat until eight.”

"What?' He shook his head. "What are you taking about?'

"Dinner," she said patiently. "Canes edt at eight; Hgps come at nine."”

The young man, boy, redly, goggled. "Haps? Here? In Cane territory?!

Hmm. If the Kitchen was now in Caneterritory, the next few weekswould be... exciting. To say
theleadt. "Did Ash send you to tel me that? That Cane territory has grown?"

"Ash? Tdk to me? Huh." The boy pulled back, looked away. "1 mean, he will, soon. Hell know
me. Hell know my name." He said it like avow, aprayer. Not to Bel, but to one of the older gods, who
dedtingold andfire.

From aboy who looked like he should have been piping the wild sheep down from their ragged
hills, it was particularly ardent. And touching. Kess decided not to tell him that Ash knew hisname, his
hole, and likdly, hisentirelife history.



"Andit'sal Caneterritory,” the boy went on, fierce and proud. "Ash just lets the Haps have a
corner to give us something to do."

Ah. That, if Kesswasn't mistaken, was adirect quote from Ash's welcome to newcomers. The
territories hadn't changed, then. Good. "So... I'm sorry, what's your name?"

"Mec."

"...S0, Mac, why areyou here, again?'

Mac lifted hishandsin frugration. "I'm herefor the Vig!"

Kessrubbed her eyes. Bel save me from the new ones. "I don't pay vig. To anyone."

"What?' Thiswas outside his experience. He was shifting now from foot to foot. Nervous, new,
and very eager to prove himsdf. And big. Not agood combination. "Come on, lady..."

She moved forward, sharp, before he could square up. He went back, into air, then down a step,
hard. "Listen to me, Mac," she said. "You're a Cane. What are the Cane rules?’

They came automaticaly, asmple, shining order to guide them through the Darks. "'Cane hel ps
Cane. Cane protects Cane. Cane hides Cane.' And, uh..."

"...No one messes with the Angd's Kitchen."

"Yeah." Hefrowned. "How do you know?'

"Because this isthe Angd's Kitchen." Her tone, developed specificaly for this speech, turned into
ice, into hall. "Thereisno Cane here, Mac. No Hap. No weapons, no fists. No rank. And no hunger.
Canescome a eight; Haps at nine; everyone else until midnight. Thisisthe Angd'sKitchen." Sheleaned
in, forced him to meet her eyes. "And | am not the angd.”

Mac went down a step, then another. "Right." Down again, to the ground. "Uh, | didn't meanto..."
He stopped, bewildered. And dl at once, desperately young. "1 thought the Angdl's Kitchen was, you
know, ametaphor."

Hmm. Anyonein thispart of Senneville who knew metaphor enough even to pronounce it was
worth a second look. Maybe Ash had sent him thisway after al. "No harm done. Y ou were just doing
your job asa Cane. | can appreciate that."

Shelet her tone lighten, her eyes. "Want to comein and look around?’

The flash of yearning she saw then, for the memory of walls, of safety, proved him as new to the
Darks as she'd thought. Only the new had time for memory. But the way he straightened, and shook his
head, proved him to be more than just new, or eager. Resol ute.

Or, knowing Ash, romantic. Gods help him.

"Can't," hesaid. "I've got another block to do." He walked away, stopped after afew steps.
"But... thanks™"

Kessfdt her throat tighten. Rarely did even the new have time for manners. " Some other time."

She closed the door firmly, and when he was gone, locked it. And if she stood for amoment with
her hands over her eyes, there was no oneto see.

Later that night, she pointed Mac out to Lucius. "Over there," she said, as she passed out rolls.
She kept her gaze light, impersona, moving. It was not doneto stare. "Third table. Next to that tall one."

"Which tdl one?'

"Twig, | think. I can't quite seefrom here.”

Luciusglanced over. "Green hat?"

"No, the third table”

"Sorry. Oh, | see. Thefair boy." He kept up the dow and steady rhythm of stew, ladle, bowl. To
gtew again. "But where are his sheep?”

Kess snorted back alaugh.

Luciuswas her absolute favorite Brother. Oh, the Brothers of Bel were dl kind, and courteous,
and helpful. And grave. Only Lucius made her laugh. Only he seemed to understand that it was more than
just important to laugh, here. It was absolutely vitd.

"He's new," she said, risking another glance. "He's smart. He doesn't belong here.”

"My desar, no one belongsin the Darks. Not him, not you, not any of us."



"Andyet," shesad, "Herewe are.”

"Yes" All the bowlswerefilled now. They glanced around the room, watching over the eaters.
Then Lucius asked, "Do you ever wonder why?'

The north door opened before she could answer. Two men came through, cam and quiet, the way
lightning patiently awaitsits moment in the heart of the sorm. Onewas Y il, the Silesian refugee who was
the Cane's Second. The other, of course, was Ash.

A current eddied through the room at his entrance. Words began to rise as mouths remembered
how to make room for more than food. Yil, dim, handsome, beginning to develop the smoky hair of his
race, took hisbowl with ady smile. "Did you meet our new friend, then?"

Shenodded. "He's over there. Sitting with Twig, | think."

"Not Twig." Yil logt hisgrin. "Twigsgone”

Kess heart stuttered. "What happened?

"He was taken for theft two days ago.”

Sheexhded. "Can | bail him out?'

"No." Tattoos circled Ash's eyes, adark and twisting pattern on hisdark skin. They curled, like
shadows, teasing the eye, hiding his expression most effectively. "The Council declared him Penitent. His
ship sailed thismorning. Wewill not seehim again.”

He took the bowl from her hands, and went with Yil to atable, where aplace was hurriedly made
for them.

Luciustactfully withdrew to supervise the Canes, ensuring that cups, bowls and spoons were
returned with dacrity, if not grace. Kesswent into the kitchens. She dragged the first empty cauldron into
the dish room, scoured it out with savage strokes. Then, calmer, she stirred the second lot of stew. And
said aprayer for Twig, on acramped ship, headed for Be knew where. His salvation, the Council would
say. Quite possibly, his degth.

When she returned, she brought the stew with her. Ash'sarriva had shivered new lifeinto the
Canes. They were dl but gone, trailing out the south door in hiswake, abanner of living energy.

She helped Lucius gather thelast of the dishes. Then, into the quiet, she said, "I know why I'm
here

Helooked up.

"Because | want to save someone.”

He gave her agentle smile. "That'swhy weredl here.”

"No. | used to want to save all of them. Now, I'd settle for one. Just one." She turned, abruptly,
headed to the north door. "I'll et the Hapsin."

The Haps entered in aflood, a shod of blue darting into every corner. They equaed the Canesin
number, and in hunger. She and Lucius ladled stew, handed ouit rolls, kept light and easy eyeson the
room. A flurry at the entrance, awave of chatter heralded the arrival of big Johns, leader of the Haps.

He was stevedore sized, bluff and blond. Kess handed him abowl containing no more, or less,
than any other. And said as hetook it, in barely awhisper, "Twig's gone. This morning. Penitent ship.”

Where Ash was smoke and shadow, Johnswasawall. A cliff. Animpenetrable blank. He moved
off with his stew, amountain in the midst of the sea of Hap blue. Kess stayed behind the counter, alone
idand in aseaof bobbing bowls.

* * %

It seemed, sometimes, that the Canes and Haps were just the prelude to the large, unwieldy chorus
that wastherest of the Darks At least it seemed that way tonight. There were families here, ragged
remains of what might have been. Elderly men and women so brittle and numb they could have been
made of ice. Stunned survivorsdl, searching for alittle light, alittle food, avoice that was not their own.

Beecamein, behind asmall group of raddled women. Kesswho wasimmovably fair in her
division of food, gave Beethelargest roll she could find.

"Hey," said Lucius. "l recognize him.”

Kessdidn't bother to correct the pronoun. "That's Bee."

"The one who cleans up for you? Figures. I'm fairly certain he cleans up at Mest, too. Right from



the Tithe bowl."

She struggled not to grin. "Bee stedsfrom the Tithe?"

Lucius shrugged. "Y ou can't say he'snot efficient. It'sal coming out here anyway. And he doesn't
seem to take much, so I've never pursued theissue.”

Efficient. At theft. That was s0... Bee. Shelet the smile come, and went back to work.

Midnight was gone, and the last of the hungry. For tonight, anyway; for now. All the dirty dishes
were stacked in the dish room, awaiting Beg's arrival and the flurry of activity that would begin again
tomorrow afternoon. Graver even than usud, five Brothers cameto collect Lucius, which seemed
excessve. The Brothers were rarely bothered in the Darks: they were too ready to give to be worth any
trouble.

Kess doused the lanterns, banked the fires. She went, by and by, to a cupboard that contained
mogtly linen, but so a bottle of asurprising Silesan vintage. In the flickering candldight she waited.

The south door opened. Johns camein. She poured a glass. Before he reached it, athread wound
into the room, apulse. A man.

"Ash." Johns stood. Sunlight met shadow, clasped its shoulders. "I'm sorry. Kesstold me about
Twig. Damn. I'm sorry.”

Ash bowed his head, for the briefest of moments. "Yes." He squeezed the big man'sarm, moreto
give comfort than to takeit. Then helet go.

Kessset aglassin front of Ash. Shelifted her own. "To Twig. May hefind fair winds and friendly
shores.”

They drank. Ash looked at the bottle. ™Y ou honor us. Y ou honor Twig." He savored asip. "Not
that Twig would recognize awine likethis."

"Not from lack of trying," she murmured.

That caused Ash's mouth to curve, which had been her intention. Then he drained the last of his
wineand it wastimeto put asde grief for survival. Asusud. "Thereisanother problem.”

"There's aways another problem,” said Johns.

"Mmm. Thisinvolvesan... incurson. Into Cane territory.”

"Not Hap," said Johns, firmly.

Ash shook hishead. "Of course not. Thisis something else. A smdl group, older than most of
ours. Twig," and there was the barest hint of asigh around the name, "was watching them for me. They're
organized. Down from the Western mines, apparently.”

"Dangerous?’ asked Johns.

"Very. Knives, cudgds, mining issue razor wire. Last night they attacked Brother Erikus."

"Oh-" Kesslet out abreath. "1 wondered why so many Brothers came to collect Luciustonight.
Wiill Erikuslive?"

"Hehassofar."

"A good sgn,” said Johns. "Wheredid it happen?’

"Down Old King's Lane, after midnight."

Johnsraised hisbrows. "Isthat Caneterritory, then? Since when?"

Ash lifted ashoulder. " Since lagt night. Who do you have working that way?"

"My littlest mites. It'sgood training. I'll move them uptown tomorrow."

"Good. Don't let your Haps go out alone. Threes or foursfor safety. Who are your best?"

"Jack, Bren, Trellis. And Sean, of course.”

"Send them out in pairs. If they see anything, anything, they're to watch from a distance and
report. Under no circumstances do they offer any provocation.”

"I'll make certain they undergtand.”

"Good. That leaves" Ashturned, "only you, Kessly."

Heonly ever used her full namefor dramatic effect. She refused to et him know it always worked.
"L eaves mewhere, exactly?"

"It leaves you nowhere, done. Y ou're getting a shadow.”



"What?"

But Johns nodded. " Someone we can trust. Older, stronger. Big. That Be€'sagood kid, but he
wouldn't be much help.”

Shelet the'he' dide, though she'd have thought Johns would know better.

"Whao? All the oldest ones are either Cane or Hap, and | won't have anyone recognizable. Bel's
eyes, can you imagine? Wed have awar on our hands.’

"Y ou need someone new," Ash said. "Unknown. But careful, and loyd, with aresponsible heart.”
"Ah," shesad. | knew Ash had sent him here on purpose. "Youregiving me Meac."

"Mac," said Johns. "He's the new one, right? Lookslike that wild godling. The onewith dl the
sheep.”

Ash consdered that, and hislips curved. "An apt image, but one trust you won't mention to him. |
will send him to you tomorrow. When helsready, if he'sready, tell him.”

Shetried to see past the shadows on hisface. Falled. "Everything?'

"Everything you deem wise." He stood, and Johns stood with him. "I'll send him over a noon. He
will stay during the daylight hours. Canes and Haps will take turns on midnight walkabout. Canes tonight,
Hapstomorrow. Tell them we have amidnight truce, for the duration, you know thetrick.”

Johns hugged Kess, grinned. "That's good. That's very good.”

She checked the door, saw them through. For ablond giant, Johns melted into the dark like one
borntoit. Ash remained behind amoment. " Strange. I'd expected an argument from you about your
need for a shadow. Y ou are perhapsill?'

"l am, asusud, dl admiration for your manipulative gnius.” Shelet him smirk, just for amoment.
"And | want Mac. | want him."

"Ah, young Mac." Ash'seyes quirked. "He just might be the one. Y our onelost soul, brought
safdy home..."

"Maybe." Shewatched him. "Will you stay?"

Hetook abreath. "I think... not."

She nodded. "If you go down to King's Lane-1 know you will-for pity's sake, be careful. And if
you go to the harbor, as| think you might, bring this." She handed him abright silver coin.

Hetwigted the coinin hisfingers. "For Twig's sake?"

"And for mine. Throw it into the tide and make awish for dl of us."

"Ever theangd." Hishand waslight on her hair. Then it was gone. And so was Ash.

She locked the door, gathered the wine, the glasses. She hid thefirst, washed the second, and
took hersalf up to bed.

Her room was high above the kitchen and dining hal. There were severa routes out, but only one
way in: anarrow ladder that could be pulled up with ease. Small windows faced east and west, open
even now to let in the night breeze. Shelit acandle, pulled the curtains, and curled into a bed that was
too largewithout Ashinit.

Ash. Who, more than Mac, more even than Bee, was her one. The one lost soul she wanted to
save. Needed to.

He wouldn't thank her for it.

Asif that's ever stopped me before. She blew out her candle and let the day go.

* * %

"Werefinished," said Mac.

"Already?' Kesswiped her hands, then followed Mac into the dish room. The sparkling, spotless
dish room. "Wow. Even faster than yesterday. It's not arace, you know."

Mac snorted. "Tel| Bee"

"Bee?"

Bee grinned, awide, happy, smile. And looked, for thefirst time ever, like achild. "Hey, Shep
comesin, tellsme he can clean up hishdf faster than me, what'm | going to do?'

"Prove himwrong, | expect," Kess murmured.

"'Course." Beg's grin became smug.



Mac's smilewas more like agrimace. "Timeto buzz, little Bee. Come back tonight to collect.”

Beewas dready mostly out the door. "1 will!"

"Y ou made abet? With Bee?' Kesswinced. "Sorry, | should have warned you. Y ou get taken for
much?'

"LikeI'm going to get taken by an eight year old." Mac stowed the empty kettleswith neat
precison. "It wasjust to get Bee going.”

"Did you throw the race?'

"No." Heglanced over. "Whichisalittle embarrassng.”

"l won't tell anyone." She turned away so he wouldn't misinterpret her smile. Y ou two get along.
I'mglad. Beeis..., well, Bee" Shethought of Lucius, and the Tithe, and smiled again. "Can be abit of a
hendful.”

He shook his head. "Bee just needed to know | was an addition. Not a replacement. Y ou know?
My sster was..." He stopped so sharply Kess could have cut herself on the edge of the silence.

It was easiest to balance on that precipice by moving carefully around it. "Mmm. Y ou washed the
linens, too. Thank you."

He cleared histhroat. "Y eah, well, okay. | fixed the old wringer."

"Y ou fixed my wringer?' Sheran for the laundry. When he camein, she wasturning the crank,
thrilled.

"How long hasit been broken?"

"It never worked. | found it, a couple years ago. Ash said it would be kindest to bury it."

"It wasn't dead,” Mac said, "Just sort of ... Sick. | cleaned off the rust. It needed a clamp, right
there, and aspring.”

"l may just have to marry you." His sudden flush was unexpectedly sweet. "I shouldn't tease. But
thank you. For al of your help these past few days."

He ducked his head. "Ash asked me. To help. Asked me."

There was enough wonder in hisvoice to make her blink. "Ash is careful about who he trugts. So
am |. Now," she stood, leaving him to sort that through, "I'm going to get dinner started.”

* % %

She knew he was there the second she stepped into her bedroom. In acity of grey and black and
brown, her roomwasaworld of color. Lush plants, thick books, fat cushions. And there, in the midst of
it al, anote of darknessthat made dl the colorsmorered.

Ash reclined on her bed, longs legs stretched out. He looked less relaxed than quiescent. At least,
for the moment.

It was dways apoint of slent, stubborn pride with Kess to act even more casudly than he. "So. Is
there news of our Western friends?"

"They are not quite twelve in number. And they are not our friends.”

Shelit alamp, atrio of candles. "No, | suppose not.”

"They killed Meyer," hesaid. "Last night.”

"Oh." That was bad. Meyer was, when sober, a passable cobbler. When drunk, which was usualy
the case, he was more often found in atavern brawl than his shanty shop. A big man, acanny fighter.
Deed, now.

"So you will keep your shadow awhile longer.”

She nodded. "Good."

He quirked abrow. "How fares our young godling?'

"To beentirely honest, | can't imagine how | got by without him."

Ash propped himsdf on hiselbow. "And how am | to take that?"

"However you like." Sheflicked him aglance. "He fixed the wringer, you know."

"Ah, | seel shdl haveto be on my mettle."

Rainfdl on theroof, adisma autumn rain, promising ahopeless winter. But her room wasjewe of
warmth and color and light. Sheleaned in, put ahand over hisheart. "Y ou dways are.”

* % %



"Can | ask you something?' said Mac.

"Add ahandful of that sorrel, there. Good. Y es, go ahead.”

"Why does Bee call me Shep?"

"Oh. Um." Kess could fed her face coloring. Dammit. "It's, um..." She sSighed. "It'syour hair,
Mac. Your skin. You look so... fresh. Like every artist'sidea of the noble shepherd.”

For the sake of morale, her own, she did not add ‘godling'. "In fact, therés apainting, quite a
famous one, up at the College. Y ou could have walked night off the canvas.”

He shook his head. "Huh. Wonder if Bee saw that painting?”

She considered that. "1 wouldn't be surprised. Bee gets around.”

"Reckon. Beewasthefirst person | met in the Darks. It was Bee who brought meto Yil."

"Redlly?' That was very interesting. Given how aoof Bee kept from both Haps and Canes.

"Mmm. Y ou know, when we first met, Bee reminded me of my sister. But sometimes now, | think
it'smy brother." He looked over.

"Well," said Kess. "The Darksisno placefor agirl. Y ou understand?'

Mac gtirred with measured strokes. "Youreadgirl.”

"That's how | know." In the eight days he'd been her shadow, this was the most persona Mac had
been. "I'm from uptown origindly, you know."

He nodded, kept stirring. "Y ou don't sound the same aseveryone e se."

"My parents died when | was eight. It was abad time. | wandered out of the house, ended up not
far from here. Didn't mean to. | was practically ddlirious. Herein the Darks, that made me bait."

"What happened?'

She gave hishand anudge. He returned his attention to the Smmering stew. "Thiskid found me.
Him and his skinny little friend. They got me something to eat, found us a place to deep. Showed me
around. And when | wasfinaly coherent, they took me home." She tasted his batch of stew. "Not bad. A
littlemore dt, | think."

He added a generous pinch. She expected a number of questions, but not the one she got. "How
did they die?' he asked softly. "Y our parents?"

"Largepox.” Timetorisk it. "Yours?'

A brief nod.

"And your brother, and sister?’

His voice was soft, with sharp edges, something broken and not yet mended. "It ate my whole
family."

Behind those words, Kess heard others. That asked, how was he to be a son, a brother, without
them? She knew that echo. Remembered it well. "' So you came to Senneville?”

Mac rolled his shoulders, asif preparing for afight, or someterrible orded. "They used to talk, my
parents, about the College. Y ou know, about me going there. Later." He didn't [ook up. "Not that it
matters anymore.”

And right there, Kess knew she had him. 1t was like anote of music, but made of light, snging
inside her head. "I went, you know. To the College.”

Helooked up. Truly surprised. "Y ou did?

"Mmm." She kept her tone casua, dimly surprised she could hear it through the Singing. "Three
years. | dill havedl my books, All my notesand letters.”

Mac turned back to the stew. Stirred asif the fate of the Darksand all of Sennevilleresided onit.
Kess could practicaly seelonging hovering about him like fog. And knew he would not dlow himsdf to
take what he so desperately wanted. Ten yearsin the Darks had taught her at least as much asthreein
the College. Y ou had to give before you could take.

She let the afternoon work itself out. Then, in the lull before the Canes descended, when Brother
Marcus had arrived to supervise the stew, she made her move. "Do you think you could try to convince
Beeto stay with usalittle longer tomorrow? To spend the afternoons here? It's dangerous out thereright

"Yil told me about that man Meyer," he said with afrown.,



"| don't like the thought like of Bee out there done," she said, pushing it just alittle further. "If Bee
won't stay with the Canes, here would be just as good.”

"I'll ssewhat | can do," he said.

"l know | can count on you," she said, then busied hersdf with therolls, confident her wild young
shepherd would find away to keep the most flighty of the Darks denizens safely grounded.

And shewould seeto it that there was plenty to occupy the two of them. Plenty of books, of
notes, of letters. All thelearning one could imagine, or desire.

Severd dayslater, watching Bee peer avidly at the picturesin yet another atlas, Kess sighed.
"Don't get mewrong. I'mimmensdy grateful that you managed to get Bee to spend some time here. But
Bd'seyes, it makes me fed superfluous. I've been trying for months. Y ou got it right first time.”

"Hmm?" grunted Mac, without looking up from his book.

She patted his hand. "Never mind. | appreciate your keeping us company.”

"Mmm."

"And such sparkling conversgtion.”

With effort, hetore himsdf out of hisreading. "Sorry, did you say something?"

Kessbardy restrained agrin. "Nothing important. I'm going to finish therolls.”

Mac put down his book and stood. "I'll help."

Drat. Kesswasirritated with hersalf, but knew better than to argue. Mac might revel in the study
she provided, but he refused to allow himsdlf to be diverted from what he perceived as his duty.

Mac stoked up the oven. "Money takswith Bee."

She paused, dough in her hands. "Y ou pay Bee?'

He nodded.

Shelaughed. "That rat. | pay Bee"

He did another tray into the oven. "Y ou pay Beeto work. | pay Beeto keep you company.”

Kess shook her head. "I can't allow you to be out of pocket for this."

But he shook his head. "I'm not. Ash gave me aspecia stipend. Because I'm not earning while I'm
here. But it'simportant to him that | stay. Y ou know... | mean, you and Ash... | mean, hethinks..." He
tralled off, facefiery.

Amused, shetook pity on him. "Indeed. Y ou've been agreat help to me.”

They worked in companionable silence for awhile. Then, Mac said, "I think | understand.”

She handed him thelast tray. "Understand what?"

He closed the oven, busied himself tidying. "Understand how it works. All of it. Ash, the Canes.
The Haps. Johns."

All a once Kessgave him her full attention. It was dwaysimportant to handle this part carefully.
v

Hisvoice wasn't diffident, but considering. Asif picking itsway over arocky riverbed, wherea
ducking might be the least of the consequences. "I mean, Canes know the rules. And Haps have their
own rules. And we dl talk about being ready to square off, al the time. But these past few weeks, here,
I've noticed there's no fighting.”

She dried her hands, put down the towd so she wouldn't fusswith it.

Emboldened, or at least reassured by her silence, he went on. "It makes sense, inaway. Buit it
wouldn't work at al if there wasn't aplaceto rest. One sanctuary, where everyoneis safe. The Angd's
Kitchen."

Shesad, "I'mno angd.”

Hegrinned. "No, | don't think so. My guessis Ash named the place. Probably asajoke.”

That was, of course, correct. "Wasit the Silesian Histories that tipped you?"

He looked impressed. "Isthat what I'm reading? No wonder it's so interesting. | mean, yes, there's
ahint of theideain it, but mogtly it was the frontispiece.” She must have looked uncomprehending. Y ou
wrote your nameit. Kessily Kehnagp. Cane-Hap. It just got me thinking."

She watched him. These past days of study had been good for him in so many ways. He looked



bigger. Like his heart had grown gpace with his understanding. She smiled. " Pretty good thinking, I'd

He would have said more, but there was a muffled thump and athud from the dining room. Kess
headed for the dining hall. "Beg, | told you I'd get you another book when..."

There were dmost adozen men in the dining hall. Eleven large men. Strangers. The north door lay
drunkenly off its hinges. Bee, smdl and silent, was trapped between them and the locked south door.

So stupid! To haveforgotten, in the pleasure of Mac's company, the reason for his presence. Kess
cursed hersdf vicioudy. even as her face drew into impassve lines.

"Dinner isn't until ten,” she said, cool and calm. "Cane a eight, Haps a nine. Everyone e se until
midnight."

One of the men, with a blue kerchief, snorted. "Were hungry now."

"That's regrettable, but not my problem.”

"We could makeit your problem,” said another miner, skinny one.

She gave him adisintegrating smile. "Not you.”

Even as he flushed, another man pushed forward. She didn't step back, but she wanted to. He was
shorter, thisman. A little broader than thefirgt, alittle cleaner than the second. The focus of them all. That
he was the lynchpin, she had no doubt.

That shewasin serious, serioustrouble, she was certain.

"Just like we heard,” he said. Pleasant, affable. "A hot medl, and a pretty little angd to serveit to
us"

"Y ou've been mided," she sad, her voice cdm. Her mind thinking frantically of escape, of Bee, of
Mac, stuck in thekitchen. Of Ash. "Thisisthe Angd's Kitchen, yes. But not the angd.”

"Well, | might just make my own judgment on that,” said. His eyeswere pale and dead. "After."

Behind her, the kitchen door opened. Mac pressed the handle of a heavy kitchen knifeinto her
hand. Then he stepped up beside her. Hisvoice was steady and strong. "I think you gentlemen should be
on your way."

Therewas laughter at that, and Blue Kerchief made agrab for Bee.

His mistake. Kesswas on him before he could get there. One hard jab to the throat, and he
stumbled. Sheforced him to hisknees, set her knifeto histhroat. "Bee."

Beeflew to Mac's side. The skinny one jerked forward, stopped when Kess drew adrop of his
colleague's blood.

"I've been in the Darksfor ten years," shetold them, her eyes on theleader. "Do you redly think |
spent dl that timein the kitchen?”

The leader smiled. "Y ou wouldn't dare.”

Later, Kessknew, she'd remember. She'd shake, she'd cry. Sheld probably throw up: she had last
time. But that was for later. Now, without losing the leader's gaze, she put the point of the knife under the
man's dirty blue kerchief, and sank it home. Sliced down, across.

Dropped the body as the blood began to spray.

The leader wasn't amiling anymore. Kessturned the bloody knifetill it lay against her arm and took
three steps back. Let them stumble over the body. "Come on, then."

Sheld evened the odds, but only alittle. These were tough fighting men, not scared drunks. But this
was her place. And she was not alone.

"Bee, go to my room. Pull the ladder up behind you. Get Ash. Get Johns. Go now. Don't argue,
go. Mac, we're back to back. No rules. Do whatever you can.”

Then the world narrowed sharply.

Therewas arhythm to knife fighting, one she hadn't forgotten. The first man to test her died swiftly,
surprised. The second took acut, but backed away. She had to follow, to keep them from having room
enough to swing alength of razor wire, gods, don't even think it...



It wasafrenzy of dashing, of ducking, dodging, lashing out in every direction. Of punching,
kicking, howling. Of broken chairs, of aching limbs. Of feding Mac's solid presence sumble, fall...

...Hewas down, hisbright hair splattered with blood. Therewasaman in front of him. With a
knife. And dead blue eyes...

Kesscried out, she knew it. But she couldn't hear. Because astorm erupted in the Angdl's
Kitchen. A fury of wind, of scouring rain. A desert storm of whipping, blinding sand. Pounding thunder,
the sound of amillion wings, or possibly screams. And in the center, afire. Of flashing teeth, of claws. A
bolt of lightning, concentrated into the Sze of afragileeight year old...

Then...

..Sowly, warily, wounded, the silence crept back.

Bleeding, gasping, Kess stumbled over something that might have been human, once, to get to
Mac. His bright eyes gazed up, saw nothing. His chest was abloody ruin. She sank to hisside. "Oh,
Mac. Oh baby. Oh Mec..."

A small hand reached across his broken body, took hers. There was blood on the hand, blood on
Bee's clothes. Bee'steeth. But Bee's eyes were dark, and warm. And so very deep.

"Bee," shesad helplesdy, "Mac's dead!" And she sobbed once.

"Wes"

Kess scrubbed at the tearsthat kept coming. "'l have to take care of him. | haveto..."

"I'll take care of him now." Beg'svoice waslike arolling wave, adistant star.

No wonder, Kessthought ridiculoudy, | couldn't tell. Not young, not old. Ageless. "Bee..."

Therewasalight had it always been there? around Bee, and Mac. "Ashiscoming,” said Bee.
"And Johns, and therest. Let them help you.”

"But Bee... How..." She stopped, sat down hard. Everything hurt, suddenly. From the inside ouit.
Especially inside. Her bregth hitched. "What do | do now?"

"Y ou keep on. You feed. You shelter. Y ou teach. And you take care of the Angel's Kitchen."

"Okay," she managed weskly. Tired. Her muscleswere oil, loose and greasy. And therewas a
dice along one arm that was beginning to burn. Kess struggled to keep her eyes open. She could see
gars, and wasn't certain that was a metaphor. "I mean, where else are you going to eat?"

And Beesmiled.

When Ashflew in, dl his shadows behind him, and found her bleeding but whole, in amess of
blood and bone, Kesswas gill seeing that smile. A amile of sweetness, and strength, with blood on its
hands, on itsteeth. She could do worse than to live up to that smile, herein the Darks.

Shewould try.

LAIR OF THE LESBIAN LOVE GODDESS
Edward McKeown

| strained to read the movie marquee through the rainsmeared windows. The sonics weren't doing
avery good of keeping the windscreen clear. Sometimes | think we were better off with the old style
solid wipers. A gust blew aclear spot on the windscreen. "Lair of the Lesbian Love Goddess," | read
doud.

"Yeah, great,” said my new partner, ReginaDemar. "Y ou sure he went in there? It's aduplex.
What's the other movie?'

"Countdown to Cannibalism," | said. "Hey, I've heard of that one. A bunch of writers get stuck
in aturbovator and end up eating each other. The survivor writes abook and winsa Pulitzer."

"Maybe hewent in there?"

| looked at her. "Reg, he may be Arcturian, but heés mae. Hewent into Lair of the Lesbian Love
Goddess."

"What isit with men aways wanting to watch two women have sex?' she said, obvioudy disgusted
with maesof dl species. "And | prefer Regina"

Rather than debate the basic psyche of the mae gender, | changed the subject. "Do you want to



catch thisbozo or what?"

"Did Command have any ideawhat the Arcturians are smuggling?'

"Nope. just abuzz that theré's something new, hot and illicit driving Arcturianswild and this Toldas
Harkarian isthe Arcturian at the bottom of it. Don't know if it'stech, drugs or biologicds. just that there's
alot of money flowing dl of asudden. Who knows, maybe it's some new verson of cyberfediesfor the
movies."

"Likewe don't have enough of that now," sniffed Regina. " Seemslike there's another of these
porno, cyber fedlie pal aces every week in the offport. Just more deazy films."

"Hey, are you a Port Authority Cop or amovie critic?'

"Okay, okay. Let'snall this creep. And no watching the movie."

"Yes, mdam," | grumbled.

We exited the unmarked into the cold, wet streets of what used to be Red Hook, Brooklyn. New
Y ork City in the late twenty second century burst its old bounds, adding artificia reefs and idands.
Redhook was no longer the shordline; it was part of the off port. In the distance we could hear the
gathering rumble of aclimbing starship asit took off from what used to be part of the Atlantic Ocean.

Reginawas out front, as usud, hotdogging again. Y oung, ambitious, and just out of uniform into the
detective ranks, shewas grimly determined to be the youngest NY PA captain on theforce. I'm only
three years away from getting my twenty in and retiring; the last thing | needed was a hotshot bucking for
rank.

The Lieutenant stuck me with her after Frank retired as punishment for one of my periodic dust ups
with Command. | never could learn to keep my mouth shut. So | inherited Regina. She had dll the
hallmarksfor success: she was young, pretty, fearless, and tough. My wife hated her with the
dispassionate hatred wives reserve for good |ooking women who spend dl day with their husbands. Me,
| wasjust afraid shewas going to get mekilled.

Weflashed our tin a the old guy in the ticket booth. Reginaleaned into hisbox aswe walked in.
"You give any darm and they'll be washing what'seft of you off thewdls.”

The old man gulped and dove back into his newspaper. | groaned inwardly and thought of Internal
Affars.

We gtarted looking for our Harkarian. Arcturians were common in this area of the Port of New
York, but I didn't think we'd see many in here. Like most of his species, our boy would be about eight
feet tdl and gray skinned. Fortunately, he so had abig patch of white scarring on the dorsdl fin that rises
from the crest of hishead. It would suffice to identify him.

Reginastopped and | amost ran into her. Silently, she pointed at asmall mirror over thelong
disused concession stand. There he was, around the corner from us. He was handing a package to
someone we couldn't see.

"Comeon Brian, let'sget him," she whispered.

"Wait," | replied, "stun settings don't work on Arcturians. We better cal for back..." too late,
Reginawas off and running. "Halt, police," sheyelled.

"Oh, hell," | said.

The Arcturian bolted. Whoever had been with him was gone dready. All eight feet of the dien
sped for the entrance to the movie theater.

Just as| garted running, the door to the john opened and | dammed into it full tilt. "Hey," yelled a
bearded man as we both crashed to the ground.

"Police" | snarled, truggling to my feet. | looked around frantically for Regina. Shewas closing
with the Arcturian when he turned and threw a glass sphere that hit her in the chest and shattered.
Immediately, smoke started to rise from her clothes.

"Reg," | ydled, running toward her. "Molecular acid! Get out of your armor before it eats through.”
| pulled my service pistol, but my partner was jumping up and down, franticaly stripping right in my line
of fire.

| reached Reginas side. Her jacket and the body armor on her shoulders and chest protected her
from having her skin dissolved immediately, but the acid worked fast. She dropped the big chest pand as



holes began to appear iniit. | kicked open adoor and found what | desperately hoped for, ajanitor's
bucket full of water. Reginahad stripped down to abrabut a dot must have hit the strap. It parted and
the bra practically blew off. | upended the big bucket of cold, filthy water over her, the best chemical
base handy to counter any acid left. Shelet out ahowl asthe water hit her back.

"That should doiit," | said, looking over my now topless partner for any sign of acid burning. |
couldn't help noticing that she kept a spectacular pair concealed under her armor. God bless body armor.

"Il kill him," yelled Regina, pulling her sidearm. Before | could stop her she plunged through the
doorsinto the Lair of the Lesbian Love Goddess. Thistime | was only afew steps behind my track star
partner.

The Arcturian was just battering down the exit door diagona from uswhen | camein. Regina
hurdled over the rows of seats. Not being agazelle, | ran down thelong way. | cheated on Reginas early
admonition and looked up at the screen. At least three women writhed in an erotic tangle, doing
something very unusud. | ran into a seat. Concentrate, | thought to mysdlf. The moviegoerswith ther
visuad and sensory helmets were either too distracted by the agile minxes on screen, or they assumed the
topless Regina and the Arcturian were part of thefilm. Well, | thought, porno isusualy short on plot
ayway.

Reginatripped and landed on one guy. He promptly grabbed her breasts. "Man, thisis some great
smulation," he said to hisfriend. Reginawhacked him over the head with her pistol and he did out of
sght, disappearing into the generd ick that coated the floor. | went past Regina, for oncein thelead, and
dashed out what was | eft of the door. The Arcturian was gone, itstwo-meter stride having taken it out of
gght.

Regina dashed up behind me and |ooked both ways.

"Shit," she said, breathing hard.

"Did you seethe other guy?' | asked.

"No," shesaid, "Just afoot as he went though the other door."

| looked at her. "Y our magnificent bosom isheaving,”" | observed.

Glare.

| dipped out of my jacket and handed it to her.

"Thanks," she growled.

"I'm never telling my wife about thislittle chase" | said, "and neither areyou.”

Unexpectedly, Reginagave arueful laugh. "1 guess| went alittle gung ho."

"Just abit," | replied. "Y ou spooked a big tough aien that our stunners can't stop. That meanswe
either had to use deadly force or take him down by hand. The former is undesirable, as he's our only lead
and the latter was probably impossble.”

"Plus, God damnit,” | added, "you amost got the aforementioned magnificent bosom, which | now
haveto forget | ever saw, chewed up by an anti personnel acid bal."

"Boy, | sure don't sound too smart,” she replied. She gave me arather enigmatic look. " So why do
you haveto forget my magnificent bosom, having saved it?'

"| got involved with awoman partner twenty years ago when | was single. It redefined utter,
complete disaster. Now that | am married it would be utter, complete disaster squared.”

Reg grinned at me. Sometimes | redlly had to work at staying mad at her. "I'll bear that in mind,”
shesad. "Thanks anyway."

"Back to business," she continued. "How do we find our guy now? Therés athousand Arcturians
or better in their section of the port.”

"Well, we're not going to get anything else done tonight. It'll be sunrisein afew hours. Start of shift
tomorrow night well go talk to Frederica”

"Who's she?"

"Funny you should ask," | said, holstering my gun.

We found Freddie, or Frederica, as he preferred, trolling for spacers around some of the wilder off
port barsin what used to be Governor's Idand. Freddie did an astonishing job of passing for a



good-looking girl: with black hair, asplendid surgicaly enhanced rack and nicelegs. Freddie had the
brainsto do other things but his soul had turned dark early. Or asheput it, 'l likethe night life.’

We cruised over to the curb. Freddie spotted the unmarked and smiled alop sided smile after he
saw it was me. We got out of the car. It was still raining, ways seemed to be lately.

"McManus," said Freddie, looking out from under an umbrdlaa me. ™Y ou findly cometo your
senses and leave your wife for me?' The husky voice didn't quite give Freddie away. A whisky voice my
dad would have cdled it.

"Sorry, Freddie," | replied. "Not that you don't look good."

Freddie did amock pirouette, his dress swirling up around legs that were unfairly feminine. "So
what can | do for you, Flatfoot?' he asked, using my street name.

"Knock off the crap,” snapped Reg.

Freddie raised an eyebrow a Regina. "Ooohhh, she'sacutey. New girlfriend, Brian?'

"Freddie, meet Detective ReginaDemar. Reg, meet Freddie.”

"That'sReging," she said archly, then looking at Freddie added, and to you it's Detective Delmar.”

Freddie extended ahand. Reg ignored it, so Freddie turned it into a curtsey. | could see Regina
going into adow bum.

"Come on, ladies, there's a coffee shop across the street. We can get out of therain. I'll even buy.”

"See" said Freddiewith awicked grin. "Brian thinksI'm alady."

Reg muttered something obscene under her bresth.

Hoping gunfire wouldn't break out behind me, | led the way to alittle Greek shop. Wedippedin
out of therain and grabbed a table by the window. Gusts of errant wind scrubbed rain into the gutters
outsde. The waiter, aRigdlian, looked like a cross between an old man and agoat. He smelled like the
goat. He brought us coffee and danishes.

"So, Freddie," | said, "what do you know about Arcturians?'

"Bad people,” said Freddie with a ddlicate shudder. "Got alot of weight and like throwing it
around.”

"Lately there's one who seemsto be moving into the smuggling racket,” | said. | sipped the coffee,
savoring itswarmth and smell. The danish was good too.

"Heard that," said Freddie.

"What €lse have you heard?' asked Regina.

Freddie gave me an expectant 1ook.

| dipped asmal envelope across the table to Freddie. He took it without looking insde. It wasthe
usual. Not much, but it was aritud. 1t insulated us from any thought that our relationship was anything
other than business.

"Theresan Arcturian named Toldas Harkarian," said Freddie, "trying to set up anetwork to move
something past afew corrupt customs guys over in Area Eighty Eight. Haven't heard what it is. You
tangled with him last night, | hear."

"How do you know that?" asked Reg.

"Oh, honey," said Freddie. "When a beautiful female cop goes running toplessthrough afedie
porno, whacking people on the head... well... word gets around. Y ou've got a street handle now,
Topless”

| could hear Reginasteeth grinding.

Freddie continued. "The Arcturian isworking with Ratface Moestdl. He ownsthe thester. Say, did
you catch any of Lair of the Lesbian Love Goddess?"

"l wastoo busy to watch,” | lied, not daring to look at Regina

"Hlm'sgot artistic merit,” said Freddie, "especidly the sceneswherethe Love Goddessties up-"

"Freddie," | said, exasperated.

"Oh, dl right. Y ou know Moestel 7'

"Yeah, | know him," | replied. "Never heard of him being mixed up in anything other than deazy
movies"

"Hemovesalot of stuff out the back of the theater,” said Freddie. "Fenced goods, contraband,



thingsthat fal off the truck when the union boys are loading.”

"The uniforms should have picked up on that,” said Reg.

"Unlessthey are being paid to look the other way," | replied.

"The theater isthe drop-point for the stuff, whatever itis. That'sdl | know."

"Thanks, Freddie," | said.

Freddie drained the last of his coffee. "See you around, FHatfoot. Thanksfor the coffee. Niceto
meet you, Topless." Freddie sashayed out into the dark and rain.

Regina started to say something but caught my eye and subsided.

After aminute we got up and headed for the car. Therain awaited us. It fit my mood. Seeing
Freddie always made me fed sad. Hiswas awasted life and nothing would change it. We got back into
the car.

"How do you know that... that person?"' asked Reg.

"Freddie was getting the crap beat out of him by some spacers. False advertising.”

"What?"

"Goods delivered were not goods bargained for. Some of those Free Traders get kind of picky
about that sort of stuff.”

She looked at me.

"Y ou know, our work day would fed alot shorter if you'd develop a sense of humor.”

"Hah hah," shereplied.

"Okay, that was gruesome," | said. "Anyway, they had poor Freddie beat half to death when |
stopped them. Took him to the hospital, made sure he was okay."

"What are you a cop, or asocia worker?' asked Reg.

| started the car and put it in gear. The turbineswhined. " All creatures great and small,” |
quoted, "the Lord God made them all."

An hour later we crept into the dley behind the theater. Thistime we both had our wegpons drawn
and | waswondering why | let Reginatalk meinto doing thiswithout back up. Again. Her pride, |
suppose. Slowly, we made our way to awindow outside what the city computer said was astorage
room. We crouched below it. The glasswas partidly cracked and a chunk was gone from one pane.

| started to raise up for alook when avoice sounded from inside the room.

"Do you have the cargo, human?' rumbled a deep voice.

I quickly sat down on my haunches and looked a Regina

The Arcturian, she mouthed silently. | wet my lips and nodded. The S.O.B. must be just on the
other sde of the glass.

"Yeah, it'sal here" said arecognizably human voice. "And | told you, the namesMoestd. The
customs guys are covered and everything is ready to go.”

| looked at Reg and nodded. We hit the back door side by side, crashing through.

"Freezel Policel" | yelled.

Rat face squeaked and dropped to the floor. The Arcturian turned toward us and lurched forward,
agray skinned tower of muscle. His hands were empty, so | couldn't shoot him. | leaned to the right and
kicked his knee. Hard. He made a booming sound and began hopping on one leg. His hand whooshed
over my head as| ducked. Reginalegped witha"ki yah!" and kicked him full inthe chest. The
Arcturian crashed into some crates behind him with ahowl.

Three of the crates broke and cats exploded into the room. Lots of cats. All colors and shapes.
They ran franticdly in dl directions. Most of them ran over the Arcturian. Hisarmsand legsjerked
spasmodicdly, he gave aloud cry then collapsed.

Rat facelooked at me from thefloor. "I an't saying nothing till | see my lawyer."

Ambulances came and took the comatose Arcturian away. Ratface |eft in the paddy wagon.
Anima control arrived, cdled for reinforcements, and gathered up the cats as evidence. There was much
hissing and scratching. Some of it wasfrom Regina. "Cats," she kept repesting, "they were smuggling



cas."

At headquarters, we spent the next severa hours writing reports before the Lieutenant called us
down to the hospital where the unconscious Arcturian had been taken. The Precinct Captain had been
and gone by the time we arrived. The Lieutenant was staring at two Arcturians as we walked into the
ward. One wore adoctor's coat and was carrying amedical scanner.

The Lieutenant looked over at us sourly. "So you're here findly. Detectives McManus and Delmar,
meet Dr. Verhoo and Mr. Sandanvah of the Arcturian Legation.”

Diplomats, | thought. Crap.

"How'sthe prisoner?’ asked Reginacrisoly.

"Hisconditionis serious,” replied Dr. Verhoo. "While heisno longer in danger of dying, the coma
may beindefinite, aSde effect of extreme sexud stimulation in our species”

"Excuse me?' sad Regina.

"This brings up addicate subject,” said Mr. Sandanvah. "it isonly recently that weve learned that
the presence of Felis catus causes astate of dmaost manic sexud arousa in the Arcturian species.
Harkarian accidentaly discovered thison hislast voyage. He brought home afew felines and sold them
for fabulous sums.”

"Cats" | said.

"Yes," replied the doctor with ahint of defensveness. "Does not petting a cat generate afedling of
euphoriain your own Species.

"Usudly only in women of acertain age and marital satus,” | replied.

"The effect is many hundred times grester in one of our species,” the doctor Stated.

"So, when hefd| into acouple cratesfull of them..." began Regina

"Essentialy alifetime of sexua pleasure crammed into afew seconds before his nervous system
amply shut down,” finished the doctor.

Hysterica laughter lurked at the back of my throat. "Couldn't handlealittle...”

"Don't say it," interrupted Regina.

"Our specieswould find it most embarrassing if thiswere to become generdly known. We must
keep thisentirdly quiet. Y our President has assured us of your cooperation.”

"Of course," | said, trying desperately to keep astraight face. The Lieutenant looked daggers at
me

The two aiens bowed and walked off, deep in conversation. | looked at the Lieutenant. "Don't say
it," he ordered.

| pressed my lipstogether firmly.

"S0," began our Lieutenant, "thanks to you two, we got Arcturian brasstalking to Earth brass, who
aretaking to the Chief, who istalking to the Captain, who told methat it was agood thing that we had
al this spare time on our hands from chasing tech, drugs, and illegd aiens, so we could now chase
pussycatsl”

"And dl | wanted," mourned the Lieutenant, "was a quiet shift where nothing happened.” He
looked at us darkly. "Back to the streets for you two. Try not to stir up any more trouble and, for God's
sake, avoid reporters.”

"Yeah," | sad. Reginafollowed meout slently. | madeit al theway to the parking deck before |
collgpsed againg awadll, laughing my ass off.

"It'snot funny,” snapped Regina. "We aren't even going to get credit for the bust.”

"Thecaseof Lust inthe Lair of the Lesbian Love Goddess," | laughed in amock British accent.
"After dl, it wasal about kinky sex. Or maybe we should cdl it, "Looking for some Earth..."

"Dont say it," sheydled.

| looked at her and laughed harder astears came to my eyes. After amoment, she couldn't help it
and started laughing too. We both ended up sitting on our buits, incapacitated.

After we laughed ourselves out, | turned to her. "Well, Topless, wannago fight some crime?”

Shedghed. "Why not, Flatfoot. | don't think I'll be Sitting for the Lieutenant's exam anytime soon.”

We hopped in the cruiser and headed out of the parking lot. Overhead, thunder rumbled through



the sky. It seemed it was dwaysraining lately.

CONTRABAND
Nathan Archer

The ship's afterjets were still smoking as Jefferstrotted out onto the blast apron, the display panel
in his hand showing the manifest the crew had transmitted from orbit. He'd snagged this one the minute he
saw the read out, before Ota or Singh got alook at it, and al because of one word: Pets.

Asfar as Jeffers was concerned, pets were a struggling customs officer's wet dream. He could
claim they were diseased or dangerous, he could demand endless documentation, genetic scans,
certifications from haf adozen governments or organizations-basicaly, he could delay the shipment
indefinitey.

And pets needed care and feeding, which would eat into someone's profits for every day the cargo
was delayed, and the animals would be getting older and less vauable, and might get sick or die, which
would make them worthless; their owner would want them delivered as quickly as possible.

Which meant that Jeffers could expect avery headlthy fee to expedite the process. With luck, he
could wind up with half the captain’s profits going onto his own card.

Anditwasdl far safer than "overlooking" drugs or wegpons, exotic alien petswerelegd, after dl,
and the people who transported them were therefore far less likely to shoot an overly greedy customs
inspector. He wouldn't be threatening anyone with arrest, deportation, or reprogramming-just with
bureaucratic delays. Nobody liked red tape, but only alunatic would shoot anyone over it, while drug
dedlers and gun runners shot each other with depressing frequency.

Of course, the Lord Lucan might be smuggling contraband, aswell asits officid cargo, which
could make the haul even richer, dbeit riskier. Jeffers smiled happily as he tapped the phone keys on his
disolay.

"Musashi Port Customs, requesting permission to come aboard,” he said.

"Just aminute, Customs," awoman's voice replied, though no image appeared. "I'm checking on
the cargo regtraints. Wouldn't want anything to hit you on the head.”

"Whenever you're ready, Captain,” Jeffers said. He stood on the apron, waiting patiently, asthe
sound of heavy objects thumping on meta surfaces came over the display speakers.

At lagt the woman spoke again.

"Opening the lock, Customs; stand clear.”

Jeffers booted up the atmospheric sensors on the display, then tucked the panel under one arm and
watched as the outer door of the airlock swung open and extended itself downward to become a
boarding ladder. Before the bottom rung had entirely stopped moving he grabbed the rails and began
dimbing.

At the top he waited while the airlock cycled-apparently the captain wasn't in any hurry to expose
hersdf to Musashi'sair. At last, though, the inner door opened and he found himsdlf facing the Lord
Lucan's captain. She was a sturdily built woman with coffee colored skin, wearing a standard ship suit
that was drab blue at the moment.

"Madis Tyler," she said, holding out ahand. "Is Maintenance coming?"

Jeffers shook the offered hand. "Karl Jeffers” hesaid. "I haven't heard anything from Maintenance;
that's between you and them.”

"They said they'd send someoneright out."

"Shouldn't be more than an hour or so, then. They're abit backlogged.” His curiogity got the better
of him. "What needs maintenance?"

"Themain drive. That'swhy | put down; | wasn't planning to land at dl. If this place had a decent
orbital station instead of just that stupid navigation post, | wouldn't be here, wasting time and fud, I'd
have made the repairsin orbit.”

"Then your cargo isn't bound for Musashi?*

"Oh, hell, no; I've got buyerswaiting on TlemachuslIl. I'm just here because | wasusing the



Musashi beacon for trangtion, and the drive went unstable and dumped me out of hyper about fifteen
light minutes off the point. | didn't want to risk jumping again until | found out why."

Thistook the edge off Jeffers enthusiasm; if the ship was going to be delayed for expensive repairs
anyway, and the impatient buyer wasn't here on Musashi, his bargaining position wasn't quite as good as
he had thought. He couldn't demand payment before alowing the petsto leave the ship, because they
weren't going to leave the ship here. He could probably still manage something, but thiswouldn't be as
lucrative as he thought; if he got too greedy the Lord Lucan would probably just launch without
clearance and run for it, and there wouldn't be much anyone in the Musashi system could do abot it.
Musashi did not have many patrol ships, and the Confederacy Guard was unlikely to waste one pursuing
someone whose only crime was not bribing the port officials adequatdly.

"I'll till need to take alook," Jeffers said gpologeticaly. "Port rules, you know."

"l figured you would," Tyler said with asigh. "Every port in the gdaxy has rules and bureaucrats. |
suppose therell be paperwork.”

"Oh, | think we can keep it to aminimum, sSince you aren't offloading anything,” he said. "Infact, a
small service charge might expedite the process..."

"How much?'

"Well, that depends on the exact nature of your cargo.”

"They're pets. Sixty of them. Furballsindigenousto Fomahaut 1. Do you need the species name?
It should bein the manifest.”

Jefferstook the display board from under hisarm and looked at it. The atmosphere indicators
showed a bunch of non standard trace organics-that would presumably be from the cargo's breath or
waste. There were no traces of anything that looked likeillicit drugs or out gassing from explosives,
unfortunately, which meant Tyler probably wasn't smuggling anything and Jeffers couldn't extort even
more.

The manifest did give a species name-Ardemanus ardermani formal hauti-that was amazingly
uninformative, and tapping the query button elicited "No dataon file."

He hesitated. He knew he should just name afee, but he wanted to see what these things looked
like. There might be some excuse to charge moreif they looked especialy vauable.

And athought struck him. ™Y ou only have sixty? On aship thissze"

"They're big furbdls, not just hamsters or something, and I've got to haul the food and water for
them.”

Big animals? That meant he might be able to make an accusation of inhumane trestment, or
trangporting dangerous livestock; that could raise the price. "I'll need to take alook,” he said.

"Yeah, fine. Thisway." Tyler led the way to the central core, where they ascended aladder to the
main hold.

The smell reached Jeffers before the door did open, and he dmost gagged; there was no question
that the Lord Lucan was transporting animals. A glance at the display showed four red indicators on the
atmosphere readings-but steady red meant "unidentified,” not toxic.

Then he looked at the cargo, and saw why Captain Tyler had caled them "furballs."

There were about adozen of the creaturesin this compartment. Each stood about five feet tall and
about three feet wide, thick legs supporting dmost spherica bodies covered in luxuriousfur in avariety of
colors. It took Jeffers amoment to puzzle out exactly what he was seeing, beyond walking balls of fur,
but at last he understood.

They were tripoda-aleg on either sde and one at the back, the back one jointed differently, which
Jeffers suspected meant it had evolved from something like atail. Plastic restraints encircled every leg,
each creature tethered to a cargo ring on the bulkhead.

Between the front and back leg on either side of each furball was what could only be considered
an arm, though the resemblance to human arms was dight; each was equipped with four things
somewhere between fingers and pincers at the end, and aso with something clawlike at the lower elbow.
There were no actua hands.

And between each pair of front legs hung along neck ending in aflat, pan shaped head, equipped



with four eyes and amouth, and other openings that might or might not be ears and nogtrils.

Mogt of those many eyeswere staring back at him.

"Whoa," he said. "Who'd want those for pets?’

"Rich people” Tyler said. "On TelemachuslIl."

Jeffers shrugged. "'l suppose some people will buy anything." He looked at hisdisplay. "I'll want to
take some readings.”

Tyler didn't reply; shejust frowned. Then her com twittered. "Maintenance, waiting to come
aboard," it said. "What's the nature of the problem?”

"I'll beright there," she said. Then she turned her attention back to Jeffers. "Don't touch anything,”
shesaid. "They're docile, and they're tethered, but that doesn't mean they can't step on your foot or butt
you accidentaly if you get too close.” Then she spun on her hedl and marched back out to the ladder.

Jeffers watched her go, then turned back to the furballs.

Hedidn't redlly care what they were, or what the readings said; he just wanted to figure out how
he could maximize hisincome from this.

They were odd looking creatures, and the way they were al watching him made him nervous. The
amdl didn't help.

"Y ou guys gtink, you know that?' he said.

"Sorry," the nearest replied, in dightly accented Commerce.

Jeffersamost dropped hisdisplay. Y ou can tak?' he demanded, once he was sufficiently
recovered to speak.

The furballs exchanged glances,; one said, "The captain lady said we mustn't talk to you." Two of
the othersturned to glare at it.

Jeffers glanced around for cameras, and spotted three-but he knew how to deal with that; anyone
who conspired with smugglers had to be able to ater records. He hurried to the compartment's com port
and punched up alink between the ship's systems and his display board, then selected one of the
display'sfilesand quickly entered afew parameters.

That would generate synthetic images of utterly innocuous behavior in the cargo hold, sarting from
the moment Captain Tyler descended the ladder.

"She can't hear usnow," he said, turning back to the furbals. "Now, what were you saying?'

"We're sorry we stink," a reddish brown one said. "We haven't had a decent bath since we came
aboard, and the food doesn't agree with us.”

"Or theair, " abluish oneinterjected.

Visonsof acharge of inhumane trestment, and the bribe it would take to have it dismissed, arose
in Jeffers thoughts, only to beimmediatey dismissed by afar more basicissue.

These things weren't pets.

Oh, there were talking pets-parrots and mynah birds and Sirian mimic hounds-but those couldn't
hold red conversations. A mere pet would not apologize for its smell and complain about alack of
bathing facilities, would it? Those flat heads didn't look big enough to hold much brain, but not every
specieskept itsbrainin its head.

"What are you?' Jeffers asked.

Thefurballs exchanged glances.

"Widl, our ownword for our kindis..." It made agurgling noise.

"It just means'people, redly,” another explained.

"The captain lady calls us her cargo,” said the reddish one.

"Or furbals”

"Or daves™

Jeffers stared a them. "Slaves" he said.

"That wasthe word she used, yes."

Therewas clearly more going on herethan alittle smuggling. "Not pets?"

The furbals exchanged glances.

"No."



"] don't think so0."

"What are pets?'

Jeffersignored the question and asked, "Do you know what daves are?’

"Workers," the reddish one answered promptly. "Wereto cultivate crops, and run machines, and
do whatever we'retold. If we don't, our familieswill bekilled.”

Oh, thiswas just getting better and better, Jeffers thought. Kidnapping, davery, and maybe even
murder if Tyler had demonstrated that her threats were serious. Not to mention that she was probably
suppressing knowledge of an intelligent species, in violation of the contact laws.

Thiswas not something he wanted to be part of.

Jeffers knew he was not alaw-abiding citizen. For the right price he could ook the other way
when spacers decided to bring in drugs or wegpons, because after dl, their customers chose to buy the
stuff. Drugs might ruin lives, but the owners of those lives had taken the drugsin the first place of their
own freewill, despite dl the warningsin their schooling and entertainment. Weapons might kill people,
but people could improvise wegpons readily enough, or kill each other without them-human beings had
demondtrated greet ingenuity in their long history of violence. He could tolerate drug smuggling and gun
running, and still consder himsdlf afairly decent human being; he had no trouble facing himsdlf in the
mirror most mornings. Helived with that sort of crime eedlly.

But davery? That was an entirdly different level of wrong.

And what was the point? Why weren't the farmers of Telemachus 111 using robots for their labor?

Slaves were probably chegper, especidly if these thingswould breed in captivity. If Telemachus
was ameta-poor system, or if it had an environment that corroded metal or circuitry, robots might be
expensvethere.

Saves might be more versdtile; the furballs seemed pretty bright.

Or maybe there wasn't any sound economic reason. Maybe the Telemachansjust liked the idea of
daves. Jeffers shuddered at the thought, but he knew it was possible.

It wasn't redly any of hisbusiness, hetold himsdlf. He shouldn't get involved...

But davery?

Still, what could he do about it? Reporting it to the cops here wouldn't do any good; Tyler would
just bribe them, or maybe launch before she could be arrested. Jeffers knew very well just how corrupt
the local law enforcement was. He also knew what would happen to his own reputation among both
cops and smugglers once the word got out.

And if by some fluke he found an honest cop, and Tyler got hauled off tojail, and did not manage
to flee, then what? Hed be cdled to testify, and if Tyler managed to find even a hafway competent
lawyer the jury would then be treated to dl the lurid details of Jeffers own past. Juries were notorioudy
unlikely to believe crooked officias,

And the other smugglers, the people who made it possible to live decently on hissalary, would al
hear about it. Losing haf hisincome wasthe best he could hope for; turning up dead in an alley wasfar
morelikely.

No, the sengble thing to do here was to take amoderate bribe and keep his mouth shut, daves or
no daves.

But helooked at the furbdls, at the dozens of eyes saring at him, and wished there were another
way.

Heblinked, closed his eyes, and tried to clear histhoughts. Thiswasn't redlly so different, hetold
himsdf. Hed let gun runnersthrough, after dl, and he knew those weapons weren't just for target
practice. And held seen what happened to people who got too fond of the drugsheld let in.

It wasn't any of hisbusiness. Drugs and guns and daves were going to be smuggled in no matter
what he did; he might as well take his money and keep quiet. He had long ago decided that-well, he had
long ago decided that about drugs and guns, anyway; daves had never comeinto it before.

He wished they hadn't comeinto it now, ether.

He opened his eyes and found the furballs were looking past him; he quickly tapped the abort on
his display and turned to find Captain Tyler climbing back up the ladder.



"They'relooking at the drive," she said. "Can we get this paperwork out of theway so | can go
keep an eye on them, and make sure they don't break anything they can add to my hill?"

"Of course," Jeffers said. Helooked at the display and began entering commands. " So tell me
about TelemachuslIl1," he said. "I've never been there-hell, I've never been off Musashi. | loveto hear
the sories, though."

"l don't know what to tell you,” Tyler said with ashrug. "It'sjust another damn colony. The
Confederacy runsthe port, but mostly people there just mind their own business."

"They're rich enough to buy your cargo, though; how'd that happen?'

"Oh, thelocal fauna's good for scents and flavors; real complex stuff, easier to grow it than
synthesizeit. They've got whole plantations of weird plants they export.”

"Soundsinteresting,” Jeffers said, with aglance at the furballs. That explained what these things
would be doing.

"Yeah, and it getslonely out there in the backwater plantations, so they'll buy fancy pets. Now, do
you have the papers ready? Got the feesfigured out?"

"Just about..."

Tyler'scom twittered.

" e

"Maintenance, Captain. Lookslike you've got a blown balancer.”

Tyler grimaced. "Which one?’

"Portsde, number three.”

"That son of abitch. I'll be right down."

"l could just trangmit..."

"No, | want to seeit." Sheturned to Jeffers. " Show me where to thumb, and tell mewhat it'sgoing
to cost to get out of here as soon as Maintenance has my drive working."

Jeffers decided that he didn't want to drag this out. He held out the display and pointed. "Right
there. And | think that, say, Sixty kay will cover everything and get you cleared.”

"Sixty kay? Try twenty."

"Well, | wasdlowing for extras, you know how it is. Say fifty."

"Thirty five. The Tdlemachansaren't that rich.”

"l can't be sureto get it dl donefor lessthan forty.”

"Forty's good enough. Give me your card.”

Jeffers held out the card, and accepted the funds transfer. Then he took back the display and
tapped more keys.

Tyler glared a him. "'l thought you said that would cover it."

"It will," he said, not sure himsdf why hewas delaying. "'l still need to do the dataentry, that'sall.
Itll just beaminute; I'll be out of here long before they have anew baancer digned.”

"Fine. Y ou know the way out. Don't bother the furballs, okay?"

"Sure”

She wasn't even nervous, he marveled at that. She hadn't asked whether the furballs had done
anything, wasn't worried about what he might see or do. She had weighed him in her mind and found him
harmless.

Jeffers stood and watched as Tyler once again descended out of Sight; the minute she was gone he
reactivated the camerajammer and turned back to the furballs.

"Ligten," he said, only then redizing what he was going to do, and what he would say, "thisisyour
ship, you understand? Y ou bought it, and hired Captain Tyler tofly it for you, and then she chained you
up and you don't know why. Got it?"

The furballs exchanged glances.

"No," oneof them said. "It isn't true.”

"No, it'snot true, but it should be, and you tell anyone who asksyou on Telemachusthat'swhat's
happened, and they'll make sure that you can go home and that your familieswill be safe”

"l don't understand,” the reddish one said.



"Jugt do it!" Jefferssaid. "If anyone asks. If no one asks, forget | said anything.”

"But..."

"l don't havetimeto argue," he said. He turned and headed for the ladder.

He glanced over his shoulder as he descended, and saw the furballs looking at one another in
confusion. He hoped they could manage their role-but it shouldn't be too demanding. All they had to do
was act like wronged innocents-and that's what they were.

He gtarted working up the new manifest while waiting for the airlock to cycle, but didnt finish it
until back in hisown office. It was ahit tricky; he had to makeit ook asif his subgtitute wasthe origind,
and thefreight list afake pasted over it. He dso had to make sure that the Confederacy officids at the
port on Telemachus wouldn't missthe revised verson.

It was asafe bet that Captain Tyler would never check it, but he didn't dare just leave the modified
verson out in the open; the Confederacy would never believe that...

At last hewas satisfied, and transmitted the files, dong with acustoms clearancefor the Lord
Lucan-addiberatdly faulty customs clearance, so that the Confederacy would double check it.

If it worked-and he thought it would-when Tyler landed at the port on Telemachus and had her
documents checked, it would look asif she had been hired to fly sixty passengersto the Contact
Authority on Sirius 1, and had instead kidnapped them to Telemachusl 11 to be sold as daves, with
atered records cdling them pets.

He hoped that the Confederacy officids on Telemachus |11 were less corrupt than his coworkers
on Musashi. They should be; the Confederacy had areputation for clean, if ruthless, administration.

Tyler must have had some way to get past the customs officids there, though. Would the "pets’
designation have been enough? Perhaps she knew who to bribe. But therisk |etting a manifest this
damaged through...

Wi, Jeffers had done his best. He could only hope it was enough. The more he thought about it,
the more he wanted those furballs safely returned home. He wished there were away to find out what
would happen to them on Telemachus 111, but he doubted the news would ever reach Musashi.

An hour later he watched the launch, wondering whether he had done enough-and why he had
done anything.

He hadn't known he had any red scruples|eft, but obvioudy he did.

As he watched the glowing dot vanish into the heavens he wondered whether it might be timeto
find another line of work, perhaps even timeto get off Musashi once and for dl; Musashi Port was
clearly not agood place for aman with scruples.

He had tried for years to do without them, but he had discovered today that there were some he
was not willing to lose, and the discovery was strangdly comforting.

If he settled somewhere new, he would try to do better than he had here, to be a better person. He
wondered how honest he could beif he worked at it.

To hisown surprise, he thought he would enjoy finding ot.

SPINACRE'SWAR
LeeMartindale

Severd timesdaily, Milos Spinacre engaged in anear-religious ritud: wishing, with devout fervor,
that held taken his chances with that generd tribund. However badly it might have gone for him-and his
counsel had been adamant that it would have gone badly indeed-nothing could have been worse than the
bargain into which held been pleaded. Commander of Y shet Tertiary until further notice, with further
notice, he was told with something akin to glee on the part of the ranking officer of the tribuna, having to
do with amythical subcrust place of punishment and the presence of something called "snowflakes."

That aman of Spinacre's salf claimed intelligence and stature should be consigned to an
unremarkable planet within reasonable gaactic proximity to practicaly nowhere was bad enough. That
he'd been assigned command of the least of three spaceports, faded memoirs of awar fought and
finished more than two decades before was, in Spinacre's opinion, deliberate circumnavigation of the



Conventions regarding cruel and unusua punishments. And further proof, in hismind, that the command
ranks of SpaceMil were populated by ignorant pretenders nowhere near his equals.

Nearly as often, he ran the mentd cataog of theillsthat plagued his"command.” Equipment so old
that it brokeif you looked at it hard and so obsolete that requisitions for replacement parts were, more
often than not, replied to with dishelief that any such piece of equipment had ever existed. A distinct lack
of respect from his counterparts at the other stations-one a convicted murderer, the other so profoundly
mad that he was frequently visited by the writers of scholarly psychiatric tomes and recreationd fright
fiction. And then there was his personnd: afairly even mix of those with summary filesthat made hisown
look positively pristine and new, at-the-very-bottom-of-their-classes-yet-incorrigibly-by-the-book
graduates who amazed Spinacre each morning by having survived the night.

Worse than these, by many orders of magnitude, was the native quarter that sat like an open sore
immediately outs de the station perimeter. It may have once had aname in the indigenous language of the
areathat trandated to something hopeful and beautiful, bestowed by founders drawn by the construction
of Tertiary and dreams of profitable commerce. But everything in thefiles, every reference he heard or
read, called the collection of narrow aleys, shabby habitations, bars, bordellos, and black markets
BackGate. And Milos Spinacre hated it.

More than half of the problems that crossed his desk had something to do with the place. It was
the destination of choice for deserters, not to mention the source of most of theinjuriesand dl of the
cases of food poisoning, acohol poisoning and sexually transmitted diseasestreated by Tertiary's medica
facility. Central considered the lossesin manpower, man-hours and materia hisfault. And, thanksto the
flat and cavdier refusal of theriff-raff who inhabited the place to pay taxes and bribes, Milos wasn't even
ableto turn the customary profit.

Then one day there came curtly worded and nearly identical communications from the
commanders of both Y shet Primary and Y shet Secondary. An inbound ship was being diverted to his
facility, carrying "troops grievously wounded in action against Elasian Aggression. You are under
ordersto see them safely and quietly settled in off-station facilities for the purpose of
recuperation, rehabilitation and resettlement into civilian life."

Spinacre hadn't even known there was awar going on, had no ideawho the Elasians were or what
condtituted their aggression. But he had findly found a use for BackGate: held dump his cripplesthere.

Whether by design or happenstance, BackGate's thoroughfares were little more than dleys, barely
wide enough for two people on foot to pass each other and far too narrow to accommodate even the
gmdlest of mechanized trangportsin the Sation. So it wasthat BackGate's newest resdents arrived in
equinid-drawn carts and were dumped into the middle of what laughingly passed for itstown square like
S0 many sacks of spoiled grain. They numbered dightly fewer than forty and were avaried lot. Men and
women of anumber of human and near human races, ranging in age from barely old enough to enlist to
old enough to have been retired long before sustaining the injuries that brought them here. Their one
commonality seemed to be that those injuries were of anature to render them, in the parent opinion of
their military superiors, no longer useful.

Thelast cart was hardly out of sight when amiddle-aged man braced himsalf on the shoulders of
two of his companions and pushed himsdf upright. Balancing on hisremaining leg, he looked around
much as one might reconnoiter hogtile territory, aert to any movement or sound that would give him
information, prepared for any attack that might come. "Report,” he called back without looking.

"Squad One okay."

"Squad Two okay."

"Squad Three okay."

"Squad Four okay. Sarge, what's going on?’

"Just aguess, but I'd say we've been 'resettled.’ | want..." He chopped off as three people stepped
out of adoorway and began walking toward the group. "Heads up. We've got company.” He heard
rustling behind him as those who could stand did so, moving to positions protective of those who could
not.



Two men and one woman surveyed the group as they approached. It was the woman who spoke
fird. "Which one of you is Billem Smmons?'

"That would be me, malam.”

The woman beamed a broad smile. "Flossa Menderos, Mr. Simmons. Welcometo Y shet.”

"Thishas certainly been aday for surprises,” Smmons said after taking along pull from his mug of
hot soup.

Flossa, sitting across from him at the table, chuckled low and comfortably. ™Y ou're surprised they
abandoned you like that.”

Now it was Smmonsturn to chuckle. "Hardly. Anyone with family or planetary ties had been
shipped home dready. We're what was |eft. No, what surprised me-and | mean no disrespect-is that we
weren't al killed right off the bat, right in the middle of the square.”

Flossa smiled knowingly. " Station personnel had afew thingsto say about BackGate, did they?!

"They talked among themselves. Apparently they were under the impression that missing limbs or
blindness meant we were al deef, too."

That drew asnort from Fossa before she continued, "Well, we do cultivate a certain amount of
rumor and innuendo. It affords usalimited level of protection againd... interference.”

Simmons thought back afew hoursto what had taken place immediately after Flossa had
introduced hersdlf as"mayor of thislittle corner of Paradise." One of the two men with her had sgnaled,
and adozen or so people had converged on the square from the surrounding buildings. A moment of
tension, but it was soon apparent that the locals were there to offer help asit was needed. Mostly it
wasn't; the "squads' in Smmons company had organized themsel ves based on mutua assistance. Those
with two working legs carried or braced those without, those who could see guided those who couldnt,
and so on.

Within afew minutes, they were being settled into asingle-story warehouse, or to be more precise,
dightly more than haf of asingle story warehouse. The front part, accessed from anarrow dley,
functioned asjust that, which shielded the activities, and people, in the back. It was also warmer, drier
and more comfortable than what most of the military folk had seen mogt of the time. Within the hour,
loca medicswere checking over the new arrivas while other resdents carried in pots of soup and
platters of meat and bread and started getting everyone fed.

"Well, for whatever it'sworth,” Billem said as he raised his soup mug toward Fossain akind of
saute, "my peopleand | are grateful. | don't know how just yet, but welll pay you and yours back."”

Over the course of the next few weeks, the castoffs concentrated on hedling, growing stronger,
and catching up on things like regular meals and adequate deep under the care of their new "neighbors.”
They dso started sttling into new lives, thanks to what Billem thought of as BackGate's Rehabilitation
and Reintegration Program. He'd spent alifetime in an occupation where disabling injuries were one-way
tickets "out." Flossa's people had taken a different, often creetive, approach. One by one, the former
soldiersfound jobs and trades, new homes and new lives. One by one, they melted into BackGate and
became part of it.

"You've pulled off amiracle,” Billem told her one afternoon, lifting hisglassto her in atoast asthey
sat at the table that had become their "'command post” and would soon be returned to wherever it had
come from, aong with the cots and kitchen equipment. They'd just seen the last of his people settled in.

"We've pulled off amiracle,” she corrected, returning the toast and looking around at the deserted
barracks. "Wdl, dmogt. It'syour turn now."

"Don't worry about me."

Flossawas quiet for amoment before she said gently, "Billem, al your people are taken care of.

Y ou can stand down now."

"And do what?' Billem pushed himsdf off the chair, reaching for the crutches one of his people had
made for him in her new trade of woodworking. "1 enlisted two days out of secondary. No
pre-enlistment jobs, no fall-back trade ... hell, no hobbies! I've never been anything but asoldier and |



never wanted to be anything else. That'sit."
Fossawatched him pace back and forth. "Isit?"
Billenglared & her. "Yes."



"Just like it was with about half your people. Y ou werein on those interviews, you heard every
sangle one of them say exactly the same thing you're saying now."

"Yes, but..."

"Y es, but nothing. Y ou've spent the better part of your life in charge of groups of people. Making
sure they got fed, making sure they got clothed. Making sure they got the equipment they needed when
they needed it and coming up with fal-back planswhen they didn't. Y ou've planned strategy and given
orders and watched backs. Y ou've probably managed to keep newborn lieutenants dive without
disavowing them of the notion that they werein charge. And you've likely handled discipline problems
and worse-"

"Yeeh, but..."

"And you've probably been in more than afew bars and afair share of whorehousesin your time.”

"Yegh, 07"

"So I've got ajob for you. Helping to run mine."

Spinacre waited afull six months before starting an "officid" investigation into the fate of the
cripples held sent into BackGate. A month before that, he'd sent out feders-by way of spies-to make
certain that the result of any investigation would serve his purposes.

"It'slike they vanished into thin air," the reports came back.

"Not ahidenor ahair."

"Nobody admitted to knowing anything... which meansthey al know something.”

"Thirty sx names, thirty six blank wals"

Perfect.

* % %

Billem was behind the bar at Flossa's when the first warning camein. He handed the street kid a
coin before reading it, and was till reading when he reached for the house phone and caled up to
Hossa's gpartment. He hung up, called to the back for one of the pleasureboys to take over for him, and
went straight upstairs, message in hand.

An hour later, the contents of the message had been confirmed with two BackGate spies working
in the spaceport. The house was "temporarily closed for weekly medical exams,” and, in alarge meeting
room beneeth the basement, Flossa's "city council,” other key citizens, and dl of Billem's people met to
discusswhat to do next.

"Weve been shaken down before," one man said after reading the message, "and, asde from the
inconvenience and an arrest or two, it's been no big deal. What makes this any different?’

"Security Order Four isn't ashakedown," Billem replied. "It's Seek and Destroy."

"Seek who?' awoman asked, "Destroy what?"

Flossa caught Billem's eye, raising aquestioning eyebrow, and saw him nod dightly. "Officidly,
they're looking for Billem and his people. And since Spinacre thinksthey're dl dead and that we killed
them, it'sthe excuse hell useto leve us”

Agreement and disagreement rosein equal waves and clashed in astorm of noise. Flossalet it go
for awnhile, then pitched her voicein such afashion that it overrode the noise without sounding like a
shout.

"Now," pausing acouple of beats until the room was nearly quiet, "the question is how we're going
to respond to this. What can we do?'

It was very quiet for along moment, as eyes darted toward the former soldiers. Finaly avoice
came from the back. "We could give 'em what they're looking for."

Flossa cocked her head and smiled tightly. "Yes," she said dowly, "we could do that, Basen. I'm
sure your daughter won't mind losing her new husband, even with ababy on theway. Zeth, isn't your
daughter handfasting one of Billem's corporas next week? Marem, didn't you just make that nice young
Cadlieyour apprentice in the gold shop? And Jamston, aren't you..."

"No need to ride your point into the ground, Flossa," Basen interjected, face red with
embarrassment even as he laughed. "We get it."



"I thought you might,” Flossareplied, laughing hersdlf. Then her face sobered. "These soldiersare
our people now. They've earned their places among us and they earn their keep. Well find away around
thiswithout turning them out or turning them over to Spinacre and hisgorillas.”

"l don't seewhy nat, if it'l keep us safel™

Flossa's eyes went chill, boring into the woman who'd spoken last. "Because it won't keep us safe.
Not for any longer than it takes Spinacre to come up with another excuse to wipe us out.”

"Sowhat can we do?"

Flossalet the slence establish itself before she said quietly, "We can fight.”

The room erupted, a cacophony that made the outburst before it seem a dow brook's murmuring.
Again, Flossalet it go, carefully noting who argued the loudest and on which side of the matter. At the
sametime, Billem was slently and one by one gathering his people by eye.

"Dammit, Flossa, we're not fighterdl”

"But we are." Billem had spoken quietly, but the tone cut through the shouting and chopped it off.
He pulled himsalf up from his chair by thewall and leaned on one crutch, his eyes dowly sweeping the
room.

"But youre..."

"Cripples." The edge he put on the word made even Fossaflinch. ™Y eah, we know. So do they.
So even if they figure out we're not dead, they won't consider us athreat because they've aready thrown
us away as useless. The biggest tactical advantage you can hand an opposing force isto underestimate
it

The murmuring was agrest ded quieter thistime. A handlessarm went up and Flossa gaveits
owner thefloor. "Sarge hasit right. The average SpaceMil grunt... if he don't see two good legs and two
good arms, he don't worry about it. The last thing he expectsto go up against is somebody who ain't
whole. It's gonnadow him down... and that just may be the edge we need to take him down."

One of thetownfolk caught Flossas atention and she cdled for quiet. "Flossastold uswhy we
should fight for you, and | don't disagree with it. But why would you and yoursfight for us, Billem?
Seemsto meyou've donedl thefighting in your life that you need to.”

"Two reasons,” hereplied. "One: | promised Flossawe'd pay you back for everything you've done
for us. But morethan that,” and he drew himsdf up just alittle straighter, " SpaceMil threw us away, said
we weren't worth anything anymore. Thisisour chanceto prove them wrong.”

"That goesfor me, too!"

"Youtel'em, Sarge.”

"That'sal well and good,” came the voice of aloca merchant, "but even with Billem'stroops, | just
don't seeit. They've got more and better weapons than we do. They've got ablebodied, trained troops.
Wedgmply cantwinin afair fight."

Billem and Flossalooked at each other and grinned in unison. "Who said anything abouit fighting
far?'

"We're exterminating vermin, Lieutenant, not going to war." Spinacre glared at hisaide and
wondered if the young man's assgnment here was yet another piece of the tribund's punishment.
Milhouser was earnest, by the book, and as complete a ninny as Spinacre had ever met.

"But..." Severd shades of red crept up the pale face and into the paler hairline but, to Spinacre's
surprise and irritation, the kid stood his ground. "Begging the Commander's pardon, but there are women
and children out there. Non-combatants. Innocents.”

"Whores and their by-blows," Spinacre sneered, then had athought that made him smile. He
added another nameto the list hed been compiling, pressed akey that sent it to thetermind at hisaide's
desk, and then looked at the young man across his desk. "If you believe that, Milhouser, you've
obvioudy led asheltered life, and you obviously need combat experience. I'm adding you to the strike
force. Now get out of my sight and get those orders distributed!”

Milhouser dl but ran out of the office, shutting the door behind him and quietly shaking for afull
minute. Then he sat down at his desk, punched in a code, and began typing an encrypted message to his



girlfriend.

* * %

A lot can be accomplished in fourteen hourswhen that's al the time available. With the planned
attack coming an hour or so after dawn, that's what they had. "Not bad planning on their part,” Billem
had remarked. "The night folk sound adleep for a couple of hours, and the rest just beginning their day."

A lot can aso be done and still show the casual observer what he or she expectsto see. So the
casua observer saw Billem behind the bar and Flossa circulating in the common room, flirting with
patronsidling over adrink before or after trips to the back. And because they were doing what they
were expected to be doing, their frequent absences, spent in the chambers below, went unnoticed.

That some of the people who camein had never so much as been insde Fossa's before went
unnoticed, asdid the fact that the particular drink or the particular whore they requested did not exist.
One informant, taking note of the transportation of ae kegs from FHossas to other establishments, was
treated to along and mostly obscene discourse on the ancestry and persona habits of those who used
minor difficultieswith import taxes and documentation to bleed their colleagues out of business. His
report, like the rest of those going into Spinacre's office, opined that it was businessasusud in
BackGate, with none of itsresdents the wiser.

An hour before sunriseloca, word came down that the strike force was mustering. Within minutes,
infants and young children were bundled up and transferred to an underground chamber and into the care
of acadre of grandparents and pregnant women, al armed. At the same time, those people identified as
informants were quietly visited by one or two BackGate acquai ntances and just as quietly dispatched to
their just rewards.

The wegpons transported in ae kegs from under Fossa's bordello to staging areasin smilar
establishments on other streets were broken out and distributed to small squads of defenders, each
headed up by members of Billem'sformer company. Older children adept at being where they weren't
supposed to be and hearing what they weren't supposed to hear were dispatched as |ook-outs and
messengers. And aspecia group of "operatives' assembled on the basis of alist recelved by one of
Flossa's employees.

BackGate was asready asit could be.

Spinacre sat at the antiquated command console, watching what few read-outs he had and cursing,
yet again, the miserable task of trying to run an operation with such junk. All he had was armor telemetry
and voicecomm; the onboard visual feeds hadn't lasted as long asit took to get two steps beyond the
station perimeter. It would have to do, he supposed, until it was safefor him to "take thefidd" in
hands-on command.

"Command One, Scout One. I'm outside the gate,” reported the voice in his earpiece.

Spinacre smiled dightly. The cam of Milhouser's voice was contradicted by the rapid heartbesat
and moisture output showing onscreen. Thelittle twerp was scared. Watching Milhouser and four
samilarly green and ungifted officers fumbling with armor and wegponry with which they had little
familiarity had convinced Spinacre that, barring phenomendly bad luck, at least five of his problems
would be solved before the exercise was over. " Scout One, Command One," hereplied into his
mouthpiece. "Proceed down Gate Street to The Rising Sun and report.” Spinacre set the back of his
mind to composing the flowery phrases héd includein his"Weregret to inform you'" |etters.

"Yesdr," Milhouser acknowledged, his eyes nervoudy scanning the dley in front of him. Not asoul
in 9ght, and he couldn't decide whether to consider that agood thing or abad thing. He finally decided
he didn't know enough about urban warfare to decide, and began looking ahead and acrossthe dley for
the next niche into which he could duck.

He was on the fourth such bounce when he redlized that there was alight blinking insstently in his
heads-up display. Comm Channel 2. No one had said anything about his having asecond comm
channd, and it took him aminute to figure out how to activateit. "Mil... Milhouser."

"Lieutenant Milhouser, thisis BackGate Command. How copy?'



"Fiveby... Did you say BackGate Command?'

The sound of achuckle came over the headset. " Sure did, kid, and you don't need to worry about
us being overheard by Spinacre. Asfar as his console is concerned, this channel doesn't exist. But were
having a busy morning here and | need to ask you a couple of quick questions. But before | do, you see
the doorway to the Dandy Bantie across the street and up from you about twenty yards?”'

"Yessr."

"Don't 'dgr' me, Lieutenant, | work for aliving. Okay, you scoot on up to that doorway. We don't
want to tip our hand to anyone watching your read-outs.”

"Yessr... | mean... er..."

"Sargell do. Now move."

Milhouser did as he wastold, too surprised to do anything else.

"Good lad," camethe voicein his headset just as hisback touched thewall in his new location.
"Now, | need astraight-up answer to this next question, Lieutenant. What the hell were you thinking
when you sent that strike force roster to Amy?"

“l... uh... It... ohhdl, Sarge, | don't know. | guess| figured she'd get it to someone who could do
something with it. Thiswhole operation has stun... felt wrong from the beginning, and | guess | wanted to
do something to keep her and the baby safe.” He paused for a second and then asked, "Are they? Safe, |
mean?'

"Y ou know what aflag of truceis, kid?'

"Yesdr... A... sure”

"Then let's make your next move straight up the street to the door of The Rising Sun. Your Amy
and a couple of my troops are waiting for you insde. That flag of truce covers everybody; you don't try
to hurt them and they don't hurt you. They'll explain what's going on and you can decide how you want to
handleit. That sound okay to you, Lieutenant?"

"Yes, Sarge”

"Good man. Get moving!"

The smilethat curled Spinacre'slips as the telemetry from the last " scout™ went dead was brief but
triumphant. One problem solved, the next one poised and prepped with orders both officia and
clandestine. Ten men, chosen more for the tarnish on their service records than their combat experience,
responded to the punching of codes by moving toward the gate. Another master stroke, priming his
orderswith broad hintsthat no officia notice would be taken of any valuables they happened to acquire
aong theway, and reinforcement of hisbelief that the crimina eement was even easier to manipul ate than
the innocent.

Asthe tenth man's telemetry came up on the console, Spinacre made asmall bet with himself that
the entire operation would be successfully concluded in timefor alate lunch. Which reminded him that
he'd need to look over the roster and pick anew aide.

"Hey Jeke!"

"Wha?'

"These cripswere huntin'...I thought they were supposed to aready be dead.”

"They are. We'rejust makin' sure of it."

"Oh"

Fifteen feet later, "Hey, Jake!"

"Whet7'

"Why? | mean... guysmissing arms and legs... seemslike they're as good as dead aready? How
come the Commander can't just let ‘em be?"

"Ask Spinacre not me. All | know iswe got our orders, and he made it unofficialy oh-ficia that he
ain't too particular how it getsdone.”

"Oh"

Twenty feet later, "Hey, Jake!"



"Dammit, Woody... what?"

"How're we supposed to know if the gimps we find are the ones were looking for and not part of
the... uh..indigenous population?"

Jake stopped walking and rounded on the other man. "How the hell should | know? What the hell
doesit matter? We see one, we plug him. Smple asthat.”

"What if it'sawoman?'

"Huh?" Jake turned around again, following Woody's upraised and pointing arm. It was awoman,
ayoung and attractive oneif you discounted the fact her legs ended abruptly mid-thigh, seated on a
wheded platform she'd apparently just propelled around the corner half ablock away. For acount of
perhaps two beats, no one moved, then Jake jerked the weapon held left dangling at hissideup to a
firing posdition. He didn't make it. Lasfire from the roof directly above the pair drilled into the top of his
head and dropped his smoking, Sizzling remainsto the cobbles.

Later, Woody had the chance to ask why they'd let him surrender. Chuckling, an old man turned
empty eye sockets toward the sound of hisvoice and replied, "I've heard 'mean’ in plenty of voicessince
| lost my eyesand, soldier, | just didn't hear it in yours.”

Five streets away and two blocks back, a second team of Spinacre's goons caught the gleam of
gold through datted shutters and kicked in the door to Marem's shop. Astheir eyes adjusted to the
interior gloom, they caught Sght of low counters displaying jewdry and gems enough to make thelr
detour worthwhile. They aso caught sight of what appeared to be the shop's only defenders-two women,
one old, one young, holding antique contraptions of wood and meta. The two soldierswere ill grinning
when they dropped to the floor, a crossbow bolt between each pair of eyes.

Two by two, the readouts went dead, and Spinacre went from dishdlief to anger to full-blown,
eye-bulging, capillary-popping rage. As he aternated between incoherent sputtering and equally
incoherent screamed invectives, the remainder of his strike force went from amusement to concern to
glancing toward one another and coming to the unspoken understanding that where they were wasthe
last place they wanted to be. In fact, severd of the assembled troops took the opportunity provided by
Spinacre's tantrum to absent themsdaves from the immediate vicinity dtogether.

And none too soon. Spinacre suddenly went deethly pae and frighteningly quiet, except for the
quiver that vibrated his entire body.

"Fall in and prepare to engage the enemy." So focused was he on hisanger and hismission that he
took his place at the front of the column and marched them out the gate without taking time to don armor.

Hisfocus continued to propel him up Gate Street, totaly obliviousto the fact that the ranks of the
grike force behind him were melting away, one or two soldiers at atime. Some merdly sopped in the
middle of the alley, shook their heads, turned around and walked back toward the station. Others had
their atention caught by people peeking out of doorways, friends and acquaintances who beckoned them
into safety. And the few who tried to draw abead on the residents of BackGate found themsalves silently
and efficiently taken out of action.

By the time Spinacre reached the town square, he was in supreme command of aforce of five.
Needlessto say, the force that stepped and rolled and crutched to surround his was much, much bigger.

"Commander Spinacre, | presume?’

The man whirled toward the sound of his name, coming face to face with Hossaand Billem. His
look of surprise gave way to one of disdain as he raked his eyes across Flossa. "What do you want,
whore?"

In the next second, he was lying on his back severd feet from where held been standing, his body
having followed his chin in an degant arch trandated from the tip of one of Billem's crutches. Hossa
raised one eyebrow and the corner of her mouth in Billem's direction. "Now how do you expect him to
learn any manners when you don't explain his mistake? Besides, | am awhore... or was."

Billem shrugged and grinned down at the woman. " Sure, but he made it sound like there was
something wrong with that. And besides, | didn't like his attitude.”

"Therésawholelot | don't like about him. Right now, however, we have more important things to



ded with." She shifted her attention to the five SpaceMil soldiers stlanding unarmed and uncertainin the
square. "'I'm Flossa Manderos, Mayor of BackGate. Thisis Sergeant Billem Simmons, Space Military
Forces, Medica Discharge. Asyou can see, heisvery much dive, as are the other thirty-five resettled
war casudtiesyou weretold wed murdered. The mission you're on isbased on alie, which is not your
fault. You are a s0 severely outnumbered and serioudy outgunned. So here'sthe dedl. Surrender right
now and you'll be released unharmed.”

There was a scant moment of silence before the"deal" was unanimoudy approved. Two of the
soldiers headed back toward the spaceport; the other three asked for sanctuary. No one asked what
would happen to Spinacre.

* * %

"Milhouser dropped by this morning on hisway to his office."

Flossainput alast number into her datapad, chuckling even as she did so. "' Checking on plansfor
thewedding again?'

"Not thistime," Billem replied as he double-checked the tally and signed off on the bar receipts.
"He thought we'd be interested in the latest communication from Central .”

"And..."

"Theforma charges hefiled againgt Spinacre have been tabled.”

Hossalooked up, cocking her head to one side. "Do we need to start making arrangements to
disappear the kid?"

Billem grinned. "Not unless he can't handle the promotion they handed him. Captain Milhouser has
been named permanent second-in-command of Y shet Tertiary, until such time as he chooses to request
reassignment and independent of whoever gets assigned command. His second piece of news was that
the new Commander is due any day now and has sent word ahead that sheld like to meet with
Backwater's leadership at your earliest convenience. He said she stressed that it was aregquest and only
at your convenience.”

"Interesting. What's histake on her?

"Hethinksyoull like her. He does"

Flossa nodded and made anote to hersdlf. "I till don't understand why Spinacre did what he did
or why he seemed to hate BackGate so much.”

"It might have something to do with the fact that he was a bit less than forthright with SpaceMil
regarding his background. Such asthe fact that he was born Mickey Spinner, father unknown, and grew
up outside the spaceport on Kedinger. In ahouse very much like this one run by his mother.”

"Fancy that. Here | was thinking the bastard was just your basic nutcase bugger, and it turns out he
hed issues.

"Which doesn't kegp him from being anutcase,” Billem chuckled. "But that's not why the charges
were tabled. No need to court-martial someone who's been permanently consigned to the Violent
Petients Ingtallation on Lector 2."

"l do love it when thingswork out,” commented Flossa before returning to the datapad.

"Hossa, there's something I've been wanting to ask you."

Thewoman looked up, her lipstogether in contained amusement "Y es?'

"Why whet?'

"Why did you take usin... you and the town... theway you did?'

Flossaleaned back in her chair and amiled. "A guy waksinto awhorehouse." She paused, and
when the only reaction from Billem was araised eyebrow, she continued. "He'sashiny new private,
headed out for hisfirst war, and it'sthe last planetfal before the fun and games start. So he and his
buddies dl have twelve-hour passes and the predictable desire to make the most of those twelve hours.

"Saint Magdaline aone knows why he picksthe girl he does; she's young-a couple of years
younger than heis-and not doing much intheway of trying to sell herself. But he puts his money on the
counter, takes her by the hand and they go to her room. A little while later, he comes out-alone-and asks
how much for the night, much to the amusement of his buddies, who've finished their business and gotten



down to serious drinking. Between what he hasin his pockets and what he borrows from his buddies, he
paysthe fee and disgppearsinto the back. The next time his buddies see him isright before lift-off."

"And probably ragged him for months theresfter.”

Flossa nodded. "Probably. And would have ragged him even more if they'd known what actudly
happened in the girl'sroom. It was her second night in the business. The first night-well, let'sjust say that
the customer who won the auction had been none too gentle. The boy may have been green, but he
wasn't dumb, and once he found out about it, he bought up her timeto give her anight to recover. They
talked mogt of the night, and that was al. Except for him holding her as she went to deep.”

Therewas along moment of silence, until Flossa, speaking very softly, added, "' never forgot that
kindness, Billem. I've owed you for that for over twenty-five years. I'm just glad that things came around
s0 | could pay the debt.”

"I'll... be... damned.” He reached out and took one of Flossa's hands, raising it to hislipsand laying
agentle kisson her fingertips. Whatever he started to say wasinterrupted by the cheerful din of arriving
employees. As helevered himsdf up and reached for his crutches, he leaned over and whispered, "Let's
work on balancing the books after closing time.”

Flossals answering chuckle held anticipation that made the one-legged man grin.

BOTTOM OF THE FOOD CHAIN
Jody Lynn Nye

Hap stared up at the big screen of the vidscreen with his mouth hanging open. A smiling, elegant
lady was enjoying adainty bite of Orange-O's from aglistening crystal dish. She looked about hisown
age, twenty-two, but her blond hair was shining and golden, not dusty taupe like his, and her blue eyes
gleamed clear and bright. He followed the silver spoon full of gleaming red circlesdl theway up to her
pink lips, which rounded pleasantly around the bowl of the spoon, then imagined the tangy goodness of
the smooth-textured O's as they burst upon the tongue. He'd never tasted any Orange-O's, but that was
what the announcer said esting them waslike. His own tongue traced its way around his mouth, wishing
he had some Orange-O's. They must taste better than anything: Sugar Star Bursts, Y ogoL.inks,
Zanzibars, even chocolate. HeEd never had any of those, elther, but he wished with al his heart he could.

"Come on, youngster!" Merg ordered him. The stocky sixty-something tilted his shaved and
scarred head toward the corridor. "Weve got to fix that damned conduit, or the whole placeis going to
be hip deep in dudge by second shift."

Reluctantly, Hap pulled himself away from the screen, just as the woman took another taste of
Orange-O's. Hiswatering mouth dried up in ahurry when he got awhiff of the leaky pipe waiting for him
around the corner. Redlity bit, if gingerly and with fingers pinching the nose shut againgt the smell.

Not much of the elegant food he saw advertised on any of the Station's vidscreen channels ever
got down to Belowdtairs. Certainly not initsorigina form, and not to the likes of Hap. He hungered for it.
Oh, he wasn't hungry in the literal sense. He had plenty to eat; the powersthat be wouldn't let anyone
garve, however inconvenient they might be. The Earth-Gov Convention of 2265 dictated that every
human being was entitled to basic dements of survival: shelter, air, water, food, clothing and education.
At the very lowest levels of society, those were basic, indeed, amounting to just better than exposure,
suffocation, starvation and ignorance. Delta Station, orbiting Proxima Centauri dong amgor shipping
route, was far enough from Earth that few inspectors ever came to see how well their program was
working. They took the word of those Upstairs that everybody was being cared for. Vids showed the
clean dormitories the dispossessed lived in, the well stocked cafeterias where they ate, the classrooms
where their minds were fed. Those were just as much fantasies as any of the soaps Hap watched, nothing
like the garbage-filled corridors and storage chambers where everyone staked out a piece of floor they
sometimes had to defend with their lives.

Hap could deep on anything. At the moment he had a piece of shock insulation that had been
removed from adamaged airlock Updtairs. It lay in aplastic shipping case that had been used to bring a
couch for some rich person to the station. He wore a shipsuit that mostly fit, and had good boots that had



come off a corpse that had been strangled and dumped into adisposer unit on ahigher deck. It wasthe
food that griped him.

Nothing was wasted Belowstairs. He and al the other misfits and rgjects lived on what was
essentialy treated and reclaimed sawage. Everything dumped by the folks who lived Upgtairs went
through the recycler. It was broken down into its elemental particles, reformed into 'recognizable food,
and available at the push of abutton by thefolks Belowstairs. Comestibles, anything without heavy metal
or toxic components, could be recycled nearly infinitely. The common joke was "First they et it, then we
edt it. Then weeat it again." Newcomers, the recent down-and-out, got sick when they heard that, but
the ones born down there, like Hap, didn't likeit, but were used to it. The only vestige of the welfare
date that supposedly existed was that when someone got sent Below, the daily rations availablein the
food machines were increased by one. Whether the person to whom they were assigned got to eat them
was | eft open to chance or muscle.

In an effort to keep the underclass out of the way of the privileged, only onelift on each sde
stretched between the decks that kept the station functioning and those facilities enjoyed by the upper
class. The crew who maintained the engines and power and sanitation plants came down infrequently,
either under an agreed truce or accompanied by atroop of armed guards. Traffic only came from one
way; you couldn't get on theliftswithout an identification chip, and you couldn't get an identification chip
without ajob, and you couldn't get ajob without an identification chip, and you couldn't apply for ajob
unlessyou could get Upgtairsto the employment offices.

Connecting Belowdtairs's decks were staircases, dides, poles, ladders and the occasional lift. No
dairsled Up. Hap assumed that Upstairs was structured in much the same way, though their liftsworked
al of thetime. And they didn't smell of urine and dead things. (Officidly, neither did thelifts Bdlowdtairs.
Anyone caught defecating in alift got spaced or recycled, no appedl, but everyone took aleak inthem
onceinawhile; it was along walk to the loos, and the shafts ran gravity-wise down toward the Core.
God only knew what the base of thelifts smelled like, but aslong as Hap didn't haveto cleanit, it wasn't
his problem.)

Mutants, the mentally-ill, science experiments gone wrong, you nameit, they lived Bdowdtairs. If
no one wanted to look at them, they ended up there with the rest of the trash. If they lost their jobs and
their companies refused to pay for their repatriation to their planet of origin, they were 'rel ocated
Belowdtairs. Even afew so-called rebels againgt society decided to make their home where they were no
longer anumber. Down below, they weren't much of anything. No one cared, except officialy. They
were an embarrassment to a government that wanted desperately to pretend the underclass didn't exist,
that poverty and ignorance had been legidated compassonately away. Well, Hap, thought, following
Merg's grunted commands to heft the cracked and stinking pipe while he patched it with plascrete, he
wasthereto tell them they were wrong. Hed never had a school lesson in hislife. HeEd learned reading
and history from the kidvids. Being a cipher meant he had no one to ask why so many of the history
programs contradicted one another.

"Y ou abouit finished?' asked Amlin. The burly, one-eyed woman had been aguard Upstairs until
shewas dismissed for brutality. Now she worked for the Chief. "Himself wantsto see you."

"That's not proper grammar,” Hap said, and was rewarded with a backhanded dap.

"Who are you, being uppity about talking? Trying to prove you're better than someone?* Amlin
asked, with agrowl. "The Chief wantsyou, if you're so fussy. The dispenser plate on his synthesizer is
wobbling. It dumped his morning coffee down the drain, so | wouldn't correct anything he saysif you
can't bresthe vacuum.”

Asin any untenable situation, someone managed to take advantage of avoid in order to riseto the
uppermogt stratum of power. In the case of Belowdtairsit was more like floating like scum to the top of a
sewage vat, but Gormley Parker preferred to think of himsalf asthe chief bottom feeder. To give him
credit, he wasn't acting purely out of salf-interest. He did care about the other forlorn souls around him,
and he dways saw that they were provided for-aslong as he got his sharefirs.

All unwanted, broken, outdated and frankly obsolete technology ended up passing under Chief



Gormley's eye. The exception to castoffs from Upstairs was afood synthesizer, his bribe for releasing a
shipment of the precious devices that had been delivered accidentally two years ago to the service dock
instead of the goods ports above. Synthesizers broke down frequently and had to be replaced at great
expense from the manufacturing colonies on Europa-Jupiter. A standoff had ensued between Gormley
and Upgtairs, until the powersthat be threstened to invade with the full security force, gas every living
being unconscious or worse, and take back the machines, but the Chief countered that beforeasingle
guard stepped out of the lift every machine would be destroyed and broken down to its component
elements, and by the way, the threat was being digitally recorded for playback to every newsagency in
the galaxy. Would they care to reconsider their approach? How much better it would be, the Chief had
sad, leaning back in hisreclamed executive leather-covered armchair with his hands clasped
comfortably above hisround belly and hisface serene, to make aded in apeaceful manner.

The round face wasn't serene that morning.

"What took your pathetic asses so long to get here?' the Chief bellowed, as Merg and Hap came
into his office, aformer sorage hangar. Thefifteen-meter, bare metal ceilings amplified hisvoice, making
Merg cringe. "'If you don't answer me smarter the next time you'l find yourself ground up and served over
ice cream!" Hap admired the Chief with al his heart, so he didn't mind the thrests. Under Merg's nervous
eye Hap examined the synthesizer. It was a modest-size machine, just over two metersin height and a
meter wide with ahatch that opened two metersto reved ahinged grille. It was hanging in down
position, asif it had just dumped unacceptable food into the mini-disposer tank in the base. "The damned
thing comes up when you order food, then plops down and staysthere,” Gormley said.

"Nothing toit," Hap assured the Chief. The two workmen unrolled their tool bags.

"It'll bethe activator chip,” Merg said, asthey searched for areplacement. Hap nodded. They had
plenty of those. Whenever amachine was dumped Below, scavengers descended on it for usable parts.
Hap and Merg were part of agood-sized force employed by the Chief to keep the technology running.
Anyone dse caught hoarding parts was subject to agang beating, al the while the Chief gave his speech
about deploring violence. Hap understood that a certain amount of force was necessary to keep order
Bdowdtairs. When subtlety failed.

"Hah!" the Chief said. "Y ou seethat!" He pointed at the vid on thewall opposite hisdesk. "Were
on the news!"

Hap glanced up from hiswork. Some well-dressed woman was ranting. "We've got to do
something about the disgugting Stuation! The scum inhabiting our lower levels..."

The scene changed to aview of Belowstairs. Hap recognized it as stock footage. That'sall
Updtairs had. They might control the government, the mediaand the supply line, but their influence
stopped at the dividing deck. The last time that they'd tried to send a cameraman down to get some fresh
footage, held been siwvarmed the second hislift hit bottom. Hap and his mates had stolen everything he
had brought with him, leaving him naked in the elevator except for hisID. Y eah, same old vid, he
reflected, seeing amutant shuffle from one side of the screen to the other. Poor Domble, with no more
brain than adrinks dispenser, |ooked fearsome and disgusting with his shrunken skin and gigantic teeth.
He'd been dead about five years now.

Bdowstairswas useful for diverting attention. Hap and his mates noticed that whenever one
politician attacked another for somelega lapse, the next thing you knew, the opponent would be on
yacking off at Bowdairs.

"...damaging precious sysemsvita to human exisence...”

"Who do you think keepsthis place running, you stupid time-waster?' the Chief yelled, throwing an
empty beer bulb at the screen.

Upstarsdidn't like to think about that truth. But short of 1) giving everyone Belowdtairs officia
jobs (and, hence, IDs), 2) eradicating them al (which would create opprobrium for Upstairs all over the
human-settled galaxy and in dien systemswith beingsrights), or 3) collecting everyone Below and
sending them al somewhere ese, Upgtairs had to acknowledgeit had an ugly boil onitsbackside. As
much as possibleit pretended the problem of homeessness did not exist. To tell the truth, that suited
everyone Below just fine. But Hap wanted to see Upstairs. He dreamed of having ajob and living in the



upper levels. Hed been watching station vids dl hislife. He knew just how wonderful it must be, to be
clean dl the time and to eat something before anybody dse had.

"Dammit," Merg said, sticking his arm down the disposer chute. "1 dropped my spanner.” Hap
legped to help him. They leaned the synthesizer over on its Side. Hap upended it and shook it until Merg
could reach histoal.

"Quiet!" bellowed the Chief. "I'm ligtening!”

An announcer had replaced the politician on the screen. "...reports from Earth of abreakthrough
technology: organic circuitry. Based upon theories of human brain development, scientists have at last
come up with ameans of growing functiona systemsthat can learn emgrams. It will revolutionize al
electronic system, agglomerating al componentsflavliesdy..."

"What's agglom... 7' Hap began to ask.

"Bunching them dl inamass" the Chief said. "Shut up.”

"So far, however, the process has been dow. Only one smal sample of the finished product has
been successfully produced. Scientistswill be meeting with manufacturers later thisweek on Delta Station
to talk about means of growing more, quickly but accurately. The demand is expected to be worth over
eight billion creditsthefirs year done.”

"Whew," the Chief said, flicking the audio down with agesture. "Wish | had some of that. Don't
you?"

"You bet | do,” Merg said.

"Yeh," Hap said, thinking what he could do with eight billion credits, or even eighty credits. Hed
have orange silk cushionsin his crate-no, he'd build ahotel, with rooms as big asthe Chief'sand dl of
them full of silk cushions. And redl food from Earth, lots of it, in storage compartments everywhere, so dl
he'd have to do was reach out any time he wanted.

The Chief saw the dreamy look on hisface and laughed. "Go on, get out of here, boy!" he roared.

"I'm so excited to meet you," Perry Antonio, president of Techgen said, shaking hands with Min
Haseen. Tdl and broad-shouldered with a born executive's thick head of red-brown hair just beginning
to slver at the temples, he towered over hisguest. The dim, dark-haired woman did into the seat he
indicated for her at the big ova table in the executive suite of Techgen headquarters on Deck J. "Thank
you for coming dl theway out hereto the Station.”

"It'sapleasure,”" she said, nodding to the others. She had soft, dark eyes and alittle pointed chin
that made her look delicately efin and childlike. "I've never been on aspace station before. It's been an
experience. Fun, infact.”

Antonio smiled a her naivete. He went around the table, introducing the rest of the men and
women & the table. The skinny, gum-chewing boy with big ears and a crest of carmine hair was Bill
Imbrie, Techgen's chief programmer. Darkskinned Lu Obamawas head of biochemistry. The troubled
black-haired woman in the blue-white uniform was the station commander, Penelope Chinn. The rest
were various technology wonks, bean-counters and government officias. Chinn, he knew, was keen to
become the liaison for transhipment of the new products. Techgen needed Delta's good will, at least for
thetime being. They would have avery private conversation later to seeif Chinn could bribe him well
enough to obtain an exclusive right-of-way.

He glanced at the dender girl in ablue-white shipsuit and cap standing at the far end of the room
next to an open door. No expense had been spared to impress Haseen. The finest melons, pate and
caviar had been brought up from Earth, and had been arranged on platters with the best fruits and
vegetables from Delta's hydroponic gardens. She stood by, ready to serve the refreshments. At hissigna
she came forward with atray to begin taking drink orders.

Haseen noticed the direction of hisgaze. "Isit dl right if | left my thingsin there?' she asked,
nodding toward the other room. "My transport only arrived an hour ago. | didn't have timeto check into
my quarters.”

"No problem,” he said, smoothly. "Welcome, everyone. Y ou've dl had a chance to thumbprint
your nondisclosure contracts, so let's get this meeting under way."



* % %

With his back to the rest of his guests, Antonio gulped down astimdrink at the wet bar at the sde
of the room. Haseen wasn't the soft touch shelooked like. In fact, she was as sharp asthat chin of hers.
In amoment he would be giving up a substantia share of Techgen's stock in order to obtain
manufacturing rightsto Opdite.

"Whereisit?' Haseen cried.

Antonio turned, putting the little bottle out of sight behind hisback. "Whereiswhat, maam?"' he
asked.

"The Opdite," she said, her hands shaking. She pointed at asmal white plate on asmal mahogany
occasiond table near the entrance to the hospitality room. "It was right there amoment ago. Whereisit?'

"How bigisit?Isit asample?’ Antonio asked. He scanned the tablesfor a strange container, but
saw nothing but the depleted bowls of caviar and the fruit platters, nearly picked clean by the browsing
conferees.

"No! It'sthewholething,” Haseen replied, her eyes huge with dismay. "Three cubic centimeters,
worth ahundred million creditd”

Chinn's eyebrows went up, and the two of them began to search the room.

"What's the problem?" Imbrie asked.

"The Opditeismissng,” Antonio sad, inalow voice.

"HdI!" the boy said, sngpping hisgum.

"Dont tel anyone," Antonio ordered. "Just help melook. It'san irregular lump, white embedded
with sparkling colors, about thisbig," he held two fingers apart. Imbrie began to push plates and carafes
around, looking frantically.

But the Opdite was not to be found. Tactfully, Antonio began to ask the other attendeesiif they
had seen an object of its description, not alluding to the fact that it was valuable, nor that he and his guest
were frantic to find it because it represented their two companies financial future, only that he wanted to
know what had become of it.

"A multi-colored lump?' the server asked, when Antonio finaly got around to her. "Yes. | thought
it was one of Mr. Imbrieswads of gum. | thought it was kind of disgusting, sitting there on aclean plate
inthemiddleof dl thisfood."

"What," Antonio asked tightly, moving closer so that he was towering over the girl, "did you do
withit?"

"Why," the girl said, her eyesbig with fear, "l threw it in the disposer.”

Antonio turned to Chinn, whose mouth had dropped open in disbelief. "Cal security. Now!" He
turned to the girl, plucked the ID clip from her collar, and snapped it in two. "Y ou're out of here. Send
her Below," he growled at the two armed guards who appeared at the door of the hospitality room.

"What? Why?' the girl wailed. But she was marched away. Antonio closed the passage door and
returned to the party. No one could have missed the excitement, ending in the expulsion of the food
service worker. He straightened his tunic and strode forward, wearing a polite but grave expression.

"I'm s0 sorry," Antonio said. " There's been amisunderstanding. Shall we get on with our meeting?”

"| thought we were going to seethis Opalite," said Barbara Skyler, Secretary of Technology for
Earth-Gov.

"That will haveto wait," Antonio said, in what he hoped would be afind tone, but Skyler, a
politician, had fried bigger fish than he.

"l don't want to go back and tell the Secretary General that thiswas dl awaste of time, or a
fraud..." she began.

"No! | assure you, Madam Secretary, | hope well have afull demonstration soon.”

"Whereis my Opaite?' Haseen demanded.

"I'm afraid it'smissing, Ms. Haseen," Antonio said, &t last. "The young woman we just had
removed may be part of aconspiracy to sted the technology. We have to find out whether she was
working done or with agang.”

"Thisisterrible," Skyler said. "Under our very noses! Y ou will get to the bottom of this. Both of



you," she added, glaring a Chinn.

"At once, Secretary,” the station commander agreed. Her dismayed gaze met Antonio's.

"...Moreinterviews are being conducted into the theft of the wonder substance, Opalite. Station
police ask that if you have any information, you can submit it anonymoudly on any communications kiosk,
no questions asked." The newscaster shifted her eyesto the next story on her teleprompter. "'Fans of the
Blue Asteroids were overjoyed today when their team went 1-0 againgt the undefeated Star Sayersin
overtime..."

"Hope they don't come down here," Merg growled, kicking a discarded water tube that wasin his
way on the corridor floor. The owner, agirl of twelve or thirteen, scrambled to retrieve it and stuff it back
among her belongings.

"Hey, scum!”

"Amlin," Merg muttered under hisbresth.

The guard muscled over to them and shoved her face closeto thers. "That conduit inthe main
sguare you said you fixed, it's spewing crap dl over the ground. Ther€'s sparks shooting out of it now.
The traderswant your eyebd|s.”

Merg lifted ascanty eyebrow. "That's nothing we did."

"Takecareof it, and | won't tell the Chief you screwed up! Now, moveit!"

"Dammit," Merg muttered, asthey retraced their steps toward the main corridor. "It'sworse than
beinginthearmy.”

"Eat new Frosted Star Clugters!” the cheerful woman'svoice said. "Now with dl essentid vitamins
and minerald Part of this complete breskfast."

Hap couldn't see the screen. He didn't want to think about food at that moment. The leaking pipe
had waited just until he and Merg were undernegth it, then it had let loose. Gallons of unrefined sewage
from Upgtairs poured out dl over them. Whole pedlings, bones, feces, whatever dropped into the
disposers up abovewas all over the place.

Merg grabbed for hisradio. "Hey, Sd, turn off the main hosein section 54 Z. Y eah, theonein the
market. No, now! Hang in there, kid."

Hap thrust hisarm up insde the nearest whole section of pipe, fedling for the emergency vave. His
lips and eyes were pressed shut. He wished he could plug his nose and ears against the stench, too.
Suddenly, the torrent ceased. He staggered backwards and sat down in afoot of dudge. The traders,
men and women who sold anything they could scavenge or make to one another in exchange for afew
credits, stood on their tables or climbed handy beams and shouted complaints at the two workmen.
Merg got on hisradio and caled for more maintenance men, but Hap doubted anybody €l sewould
come.

He rubbed his hands on his disgusting coverdl, dashing away liquid garbage. Something went
'plink’ asit flew away and hit the floor. Hap caught a glint of eectric red and blue. A chip, perhaps? A
piece of jewelry that someone accidentaly dropped into aloo?

He picked up the small lump and shook the goo off it. It was an irregularly shaped piece of clay or
something, but not like any clay he'd ever seen. It was pretty, glittering in the emergency lights. Hap
suffed it into his pocket to look at later. In the meantime, there was alot of crap to clean up. Then he
was going to march into the bathhouse and demand afull shower, no matter if it wasn't hisday to bathe.

* % %

Chief Gormley eyed Station Commander Chinn up and down. "Well, wedll. We're not usudly this
honored down here," he said, leaning back in his chair with histhick hands clasped comfortably over his
belly. "It'slike God paying avisit on Lucifer, or am | quoting you wrong? That'swhat you caled mein
themedialast time”

"Y ou stole awhole shipment of machinery,” Chinn said, trying not to look as uncomfortable as she
fdt.

"Takethat back!" Gormley shouted. At his back was awhole contingent of shipsuited men and



women, al heavily armed. She wondered how they got ammunition down here, when it was gtrictly
controlled Upgtairs. She only had two, which she had only been able to bring to this meeting after
congderable negatiation. "'l received it. Too bad for you if the delivery captain was new and couldn't
read the markings on the ports. | didn't changeem.”

Chinn hesitated. What he said was true. Earth-Gov hadn't been happy about the error. Neither had
the people who'd ordered those synthesizers. The only thing that had saved her and the captain from
paying for the lost unit out of their own pocket had been her e oquence. She never dreamed she'd have
her words thrown back in her teeth.

"I'm sorry. It wasamistake. Palitics. Look, Chief Gormley, I've got aproblem.”

Gormley grinned. "l know. It'sbeen dl over the news. Y ou tell ‘em not to talk, but someone takes
areporter aside in confidence, and your faceisred. Pisser, isn't it? It wasn't the girl who stoleit. Were
taking care of her. It wasn't nice of you to dump her down here just like that, just for dropping that lump
down thedrain by accident. She'sahard worker, and | think you even broke her contract not sending
her back to Alpha Well, personally, | haven't seen your missing Opdite. Y ou can take that to the bank,
though | doubt you will. Chances areiif it went down a disposer it's been broken up into hydrogen by
now. But if it didn't, awholelot of hypothetical questions beg to be asked. If | knew wherethisthing
was, and if | could return it to you safely and not breek it by accident and not sl it to someone else and
not go public about my new acquigition, what will it gain me?Y ou know, | hate long negotiations. I've got
S0 much to do, haven't I, mates?’

Hislittle army murmured agreement.

"If you haven't got it," Chinn said, "then maybe one of your people found it. Listento me," she
addressed the ragged band. "If one of you findsit, I'll reward you very well. Y ou can't useit; you don't
know how. It's of no use down there. If you return the Opalite you can write your own ticket, but | am
authorized to reward only one person. All you haveto do is contact mein the main office Upgtairs. Don't
wagte my time with phony claims." She nodded curtly to Gormley. "Thank you for seeing me." Spinning
on her hedl, she marched out.

Behind her, she heard Gormley laughing at her. "Lovely exit," he snickered.

* % %

"Chief?'

Aha, Gormley thought, his attention snapping away from his vidscreen, where the newswas
running a segment about the station police's phony search for the Opalite. Who'd have guessed it would
be the boy.

"Comein, Hap," he said. "Sit down. Want some coffee? Better than the muck in the street
meachines”

The youth looked at the synthesizer nervoudy. "Well..."

"All right,” Gormley said, taking charge. "Two coffees. Redl connoisseursdrink it black.” The
machine churned and raised its flap on two cups. He handed one to the boy and sat down on the edge of
his battered desk.

The boy fdlt in his pocket and brought out afolded scrap of cloth. "I found it. Thisisit, isn't it?"

He shook the brown rag open. Prismatic shafts of living color, reds, blues, violets, goldsand
greens, lanced out of the knot of pale matrix, strong enough to knock a person's eyes out. Gormley
nodded, grinning broadly.

"Congratulations, Hap. So that's what ahundred million creditslookslike, en?’

The very concept of that much wealth was too much for the boy. His hands started shaking.
Gormley took everything out of his hands and put it on the desk.

"l guessyou'll want to talk to the Station Commander, then,” he said.

"Yes gr!"

"Thought about what you want to ask for asareward?’

Hap nodded vigoroudy. He was amost grateful to the burst pipe for raining down crgp on him. "l
want to go Upgtairs, Chief."

Gormley's eyebrows rose up toward histhinning hair. "Not a chance.”



"But why not?' Hap said, crestfdlen. "She said | could write my own ticket. Y ou don't want meto
doit?'

The Chief blew araspberry. "What | want has nothing to do with it. Y ou heard Chinn when she
was desperate. They've dl had timeto think about their problem. Don't try to ask for too much. Thisisa
big fat embarrassment to them. Y ou know what they did to that girl who made the mistake. They
shucked her down here without hesitation. She was nothing to them. Y ou'reless than nothing. They'll
promise you everything you want."

"But thisll be my ticket Upgtairs! A job! AnID! A home! A wifel Kidg!"

"Don't doit," the Chief warned, looking darmed for thefirst time. "If you do, you're marked. Y ou
don't know how to live up there."

"lI'veseenit dl onvids" Hap protested. He didn't understand why the Chief wastrying to hold him
back. "They'll show mewhat to do."

"No, they won'. Y ou'll be on your own. Anything you get at gunpoint, likethis, they'll resent
forever. Y oull make mistakes, plenty of them. They'll bewaiting. First infraction, even atiny one-zing! All
your benefits, gone. Second infraction-bang! Jail. Third-you're back down here."

"Atleast I'll have had achancetotry,” Hap said.

"I've had it, and it's not as great as you think. Settle for your dreams as dreams, kid, and you'll
never be disappointed. I'm free down here. I'm king, because | only havewhat | can hold. Can you
control anything? Are you ready?'

"Surel am,” Hap said. "I'm not akid!"

The Chief smiled ruefully. "See? Y ou can't even stand up to me, and I'm only oneleve up the food
chain fromyou. Y ou are asfar away from the powers that be as you are from the very sars outsde.”

Hap was crestfdlen. " So what should | do?"

"Giveit up," the Chief advised him. "Thiswhole Stuation isbigger than your next medl. It'sbigger
than your life. They're going to look at you like abug that learned to talk."

"Then, you teach me. Please. Help me. | want to go Up. I've never had the chance of anythingin
my life"

Gormley shook his head with apaternal smile. ™Y ou've dways been the dreamer. | envy you that. |
haven't had ared dream in years.

"Teach me," Hap pleaded. "I know | can get dong up there. Teach me how to ask so they won't
get mad at me. I'll stay out of trouble. | swear.”

"Teach you everything | know in five minutes? All right. I'll kegpit smple” Gormley |leaned
forward over the desk and pointed a him. Hap stared a the finger. "Listen. They're dways saying in the
vidsthat knowledge is power. Knowledge isn't power. Knowledge is knowledge. Confidenceis power.
Everyoneisinsecure. Makeéem think you know something they don't, or have something they need, and
you can get the upper hand. But it dl falls gpart if you can't pull it off with confidence. There" he said,
leaning back again. Helooked smaler than he had when Hap had come into the room, older and more
shrunken. "I've given you everything | can. If you can make it now, | hope that the next time | seeyou,
you're up among the stars." He sighed and reached for the communicator on his desk. "Can't delay any
longer. You'vegot acdl to make"

"Chigf..." Hap said, hesitantly. Gormley took his hand off the control pad. “Theresno hard
fedings, isthere? Chinn said the reward'sfor one. I... | can do things for you once I'm Up. I'll try..."

Gormley held up ahand. "Enjoy it, son. | don't need athing. Down herewe fight over cigarette
butts, but if you make afortune, it dl yours.

"Huh?'

"Money makesyou londly, because it throws up wals. When you've got nothing, that's when you
know if you have friends or not. Remember that. It's the man who has the least who gives the mogt.”

Hap didn't understand, but he committed the words to memory. Shaking, he watched asthe Chief
diaed up Station Commander Chinn's office. He straightened his back as the woman's face gppeared on
the screen.

"Yeah, wevegot it." Gormley glanced at Hap, and gave him athumb's-up. "All safe and sound.



I've got a young man who wants to come Upstairs and talk to you about hisreward.”

* * %

The blue-white-clad guards who met Hap at the lift station al wrinkled their noses as he walked
out of thelift. Hap felt defensive. He was as clean as three sonic showersin arow could make him. He
threw his head back and walked out of the lift without saying aword. The guards, two men and two
women in uniforms so tidy they looked new, surrounded him and marched him off. Maybe Hap did stink
compared with them. Hed had no way to tell before. Thefirgt thing he noticed, not even a step out of the
box, wastheair. A light, fresh breeze brushed his cheeks. It smelled of flowers, or perfume. No, he was
wrong: it smdled of nothing. Pureair. Hisfirs miracle.

Hewas s0 excited he didn't know what to look at first. Not asingle speck of anything was on the
floor, and it was coated with a pongy material that dightly rebounded his steps. The walls were made of
the same high-impact ceramic asthe ones below that weren't missing their facade, but they were clean
and undamaged. Huge vidscreens were embedded in thewalls a just above eyelevel. The audio
hummed, not blared. And the people-they al seemed to be on vid, too. They shone asif they were
polished. Even after a shower everybody Belowstairs seemed ill to be alittle dull or dusty. At acorner
Hap noticed another pack of guards walking towards them, escorting atramp toward the lifts. When he
got alittle closer he redlized he was looking a a polished wal. He was seeing his own reflection. So
that's what everyone saw him as.

Hap steded himsdlf. He threw his head back and walked onward with dignity. Once the Chief told
him he had to act confident he watched vids; until hefound arole modd, and studied him. The man in the
vids met everyone's eyes with alittle smile and anod, and kept his back straight. When he listened, he
leaned his ear toward the spesker, eyes down and alittle hooded. When people looked at him as he
walked, Hap met their eyes and made hislittle smile. He was a vidscreen person now. It didn't matter
that his suit had three owners before him. Over it he now wore a blast-suit of phony confidence. Thiswas
the way, the Chief said, the only way to get what he wanted. Mentaly, he ticked off the list: thefirst thing
was an ID. That was the biggest request, the only one that redly mattered. Then ajob. He didn't care
what he did. He was agood technician, and he knew Station systemsinside and out. And they'd haveto
give him somewhereto live temporarily until he made enough to pay for his own room. And food retions
until hisfirst paycheck. If they wanted their little lump back, that iswhat they would haveto give him.

Thetdl man in the impeccable black collarless suit rose and inclined his head gravely asthe guards
showed Hap into the big room. As overwhemingly beautiful asthe corridors were on the way up, this
place was something specid, like the backgroundsin avid about presidents and kings. The soft rose of
thewallsframed along dlipticd table of rea wood without asingle pit inits surface. It was gorgeous.
The Chief's grand desk looked like scrap beside it. He was awed into silence. Around the gleaming oval
were more grave-looking people.

"Sir, won't you join us?' thetall man asked Hap. "Please, St there"

Antonio eased the visitor into the segt at the head of the table and settled down beside him,
wearing hismost suave visage. The boy didn't seem impressed by his surroundings. He must know what
he had, and what he wanted. Antonio waited for him to spesk. Instead, the boy regarded him with a
polite smile. He was waiting, too. Antonio was taken aback by his confidence.

"May | introduce myself?1'm Perry Antonio, president of Techgen." He introduced everyone
around the table, ending with Min Haseen, on the visitor's other side.

Inalow voicethe young man said, "I'm Hap Duxon.” Hefdl slent, wearing alittle smile.

Antonio got nervous. The boy, hethought, must know he has all the advantage. Sincethey
didn't know where the Opdlite was, they had to play hisgame. Thevisitor still waited.

"Wdl, Hap... Mr. Duxon... We are dl very glad you came up heretoday. | can't stress how
important it isto have the Opalite returned to us so quickly. Y ou do have it safe?!

Duxon nodded gravely, keeping hiseyes alittle lowered while Antonio talked, but meeting them
fully when he stopped.

"Yes it'ssafe”



"Good!" Antonio was rattled. How could outcast scum be so serenein the presence of every big
name on the station? Was he on drugs? Antonio wished he was. "Well, you're not returning it just
because it makes us happy. Y ou've come about your reward. Naturaly, it should be commensurate with
the value of the object. We were very upset that the news media started so many rumors. Eight billion
creditd” he sad, with alittle laugh. "Thislittle ssmpleisn't worth afraction of that, but | will admit to you,
Mr. Duxon, that it isenormoudy vauable. On a hypothetical level, what would it take to persuade you to
releaseit? The price of anew flitter, perhaps? A new flat, with luxury furnishings? Would you liketo
travel? Have you ever seen Earth? | tell you frankly, Mr. Duxon, we're prepared to go al theway to a
million credits, if you are able to return the Opdite now."

Hap liked it when the executive caled him Mr. Duxon. He never heard hislast name down Below.
He'd had to look it up to make sure he remembered it properly because the Chief assured him everyone
Updgtairs used theirs. Everyone here smiled at him, wanted him to fee comfortablein his nice springy
chair.

It was agood thing he'd studied the vid actor, because their offers overwhelmed him into terrified
slence. It was one thing to dream of apersond flitter, but this man was offering oneto him, for red. To
travel off the Station? Or he could buy &l these things with amillion creditsl What to ask for? he
wondered. He looked around at the people at the table, trying to guess what they'd choose.

Ashemet their eyesthey dl amiled a him. They seemed nice, but their eyes were cold. Hap
suddenly redlized that everything the Chief had told him wastrue: they'd hate him forever if he
overreached. He couldn't take amillion credits. A vast fortune like that would set him up, but it wouldn't
keep him out of their hands. If he traveled held still have to come back here. He amost opened his mouth
to ask for the new flat. His corridor was getting more crowded, and the overflow valves on hislevel kept
opening up to emit gasin the night. But that would mean living up here among them. The Station
Commander was at the other end of the table. Hap knew she'd remember hisface. There must be vid
pickupsin the walls that were capturing every angle. He was marked. The Chief warned him to settle for
small dreams, ones he could control.

"Can 17" histhroat closed. He cleared it. "Can | have something to egt? Food?"

The shining people dl looked at one another.

"He'shungry," said the dark-eyed woman at his|eft.

"Of course," Antonio said. "1 am so sorry, Mr. Duxon. Weve brought you al theway hereand
never offered you refreshments.” He nodded sharply to awhite-suited girl a the end of the room, who
disappeared through a doorway.

"l have never been in the other half of the Station,” said the dark-eyed woman, Ms. Haseen. "Don't
you have enough to eat down there?"

"Of coursethey do!" Commander Chinn snapped. Her face turned red. She and Hap both knew
the truth about the recyler-synthesizers. Hap watched her, quietly, until atray was set down before him
by the girl. She wore auniform like Sorayas.

He'd met Soraya before he came up. Shewas still wearing hers, but it wasn't as clean asthisone.
Sorayawas trying hard to keep herself dignified, but her big, scared blue eyestold him shewas
frightened half to death and still mourning about what they'd done to her. Her whole life taken away in an
instant, like an explosion. Lots of the people Belowstairs made fun of her, hasded her, but the Chief told
them to back off. He was protecting her, but doubted she'd last. Chances were sheld throw hersdlf into a
recycler pretty soon.

He smiled histhanks at the server, then looked down into abowl. Hisfirst reaction was revulsion.
A fume smmered off the lumpy substancein it, arich, heady aromalike sewage, but then heredized dll
the bitter stinksweren't there. It was... it was pure. Pure food. He scooped up a spoonful, and had to
close hiseyes at the exquisite taste. Nothing he had ever, ever eaten was so good.

"|s something wrong, Mr. Duxon?" Antonio asked.

"No. No, thank you," Hap said, indistinctly, around his mouthful of soup. He hardly wanted to
swallow thefirst bite, it was so good, but he had to have another, and another. Before he knew it, he was
scraping the bowl. Helonged to pick it up and drink the last drops, but al the vids showed that as being



bad manners. Therest of thetray wasfull of more Upstairsfood: little hors d'oeuvres with orange roe
and baby artichokes; whipped mesat paste or cheese paste in white vegetable stalks; yellow squares of
cheese, not stinky or rough-textured, paired with tan crackers, which were crisp, not soggy. Together
they were fun to eat. He grinned around at his hosts a the pleasure of it dl. They watched him solemnly,
and he remembered hisdignity. Thelast thing on the tray was around tart the size of hispam, its surface
covered with jewd-colored dices of fruit and with something in the bottom that looked like yellow dime
mold but tasted... it was so soft ataste he had no words for it. The substance melted away in acreamy
haze. He dmost dipped into atrance enjoying it. Hed remember thismedl for the rest of hislife. Thiswas
what the gods ate.

The shining people watched him egt every bite. When there was nothing left, he wiped his mouth
with the white cloth napkin, worth ahundred times more than his shipsuit, and pushed away the tray. For
afeadt like thished have returned a thousand Opdlites.

"Okay," hesaid. "Here." A bargain was abargain. He reached into his pocket and put the wad of
cloth onthetable.

The smooth-haired woman with big liquid eyes dmost jumped for the package, but sat down
again. Shelet him unfold the wrappings until the glowing lump wasrevedled. They dl looked it in slence.
Hap swallowed. It was beautiful. If it could do everything the news reports said it could do, then it was a
miracleaswell.

"We haven't come to terms about the reward yet,” Antonio said smoothly. "Y ou're entitled to a
finder'sfee. Cdl it amere consderation. We could extend the privileges of the Station to you, with my
colleague's gpproval,” he extended a hand toward Chinn. "Naturally, that would require you being issued
an identification chip, so that you would have the freedom of the Station, and the reaches beyond...”

Hap opened his mouth to say that he had already gotten hisreward. He redlized that he was
wrong. He was afool. He had been wrong even to try and do what he'd come up hereto ask for. They
were ready to give him aplanet, and held been about to settle for asquare meal. The Chief wasright. He
was darlanes out of hisworld up here. He snapped his mouth shut.

Thegirl came around again, with aplate of tiny cakes and brown squares which she set down
before him. She smiled at him, then scurried back to her place. Hap stared at the petitsfours and
candies. That wasred chocolate there on that plate. He was full, but hed be damned if he was going to
leave Upstairs food uneaten. He just couldn't manage it. What would these people do if he put the cakes
in his pocket to take with him?

They'd think he was atota idiot. That wasit, Hap thought in disgust. He would never fit in up here.

Antonio's mouth was pinched. He was either nervous, angry or both. "Sir, werre waiting for your
decison. It'sup to you. Asyou see, we're a your mercy. Of course you'd have to make a nondisclosure
agreement, but you'l find us more than generous. Five million credits? Eight million? Ten million?”

Summoning every erg of his courage Hap waved his hand like held seen the man do in the vid.
"Mr. Antonio, I've got adifferent propostion for you. | want an ID."

"Ah," Antonio exchanged glances with Chinn. "Of course. That would be the first thing, of course.
Otherwise, how could you enjoy your reward?"

"No!" Hap shouted, then hurried on before he could have second thoughts. If hedidn't get it all out
now hed fater, and they'd know how close he came... "It's not for me.”

"What?' Antonio exclamed.

"l want it for Soraya." Hap blurted out. "The girl you sent Belowstairs. She gets her 1D back. And
her job. And wherever shewasliving, she getsthat back, too. Y ou don't know what you did to her. And
no retaliations on her, or on me. That's my propogition,” he said, settling back in hischair with hisarms
folded. Then hethrust out afinger and pointed at the plate on the table. "Oh, and I'd like a case or two of
al that stuff to take Belowstairswith me. New food, not recycled. Today, right?"

A few dayslater, fists pounding on the end of his shipping container blasted Hap awake. He
groaned with regret. HEd been dreaming about the custard in that tart again. The treasure-trove of food
from hisvigt Upstairs was long gone. As soon as held returned Below held shared it out with the Chief



and everybody on hiscorridor. It didn't last, but he'd had some, and he had the fun of telling everybody
about his adventures. Hed seen Upstairs, smdlled the air and met some of the people. Now he had that
memory for good. If held been a different person, been raised differently, well, he might be living up there
now, but he was content enough.

"Food! Come on, sharel" one of the men howled from outside thelift. Amlin put her boot in the
intruder's chest and pushed him back.

"Makeway for the rich man," she said with a sneer.

Rich man. Hap grinned. He'd never have dared to do it before, but the trip Upstairs had made a
differencein him. He picked up one of thelittle fruit tarts and shoved it in Amlin's mouth. The crowd
roared with laughter. With hate in her eyes she started to spit it out. Then her face changed. She chewed.
And swalowed. And smiled.

"Wel, I'll be damned. | haven't had custard since my sixth birthday."

"Comeon," Hap cried, hoisting the case onto his shoulder. "Chief getsfirst share, then everybody!"

The crowd cheered and fell in behind him.

"Philantropist, huh?' Amlin said, shouldering people out of hisway with her rifle butt. "Not
everybody would be as generous with a piece of luck. Keep this up and you'll be Chief one day."

Hap grinned. Now, that was agoa he might be able to reach.

ZAPPA FOR BARDOG
Joe Murphy

Wrappers make Bardog hungry; bottles cause thirst. But cigarette butts, those are best. Bardog
puckersits maw and spits gravel onto the parking lot. Gray plumes of launch smoke hide the sun.

Tarmac warmsits peds, but there, another crushed butt. Soon the parking lot will be clean, soon
no moreto eat until skyblack and bandnoise. Wriggling, Bardog sniffs the crushed white stub.

Thisone smdls of Jason. Bardog hunkers down, sucksthe butt into its foremaw where the stub
won't dissolve too fast. Jason (yeah, baby) Hartach. Fast-fingered Jason with the ancient Fendercaster.
Jason with dark eyesreflecting launch plumes.

"-wouldn't evenlook at me," the butt said in Jason's methane-raspy voice. Jason leaned against the
brick wall, swalowed amouthful of beer, and took another drag. "Might aswell been on Mars.™

"Credit-grubbin' woman iswhat sheis." Dirtman nodded over his own beer. " Shesiit, not like you
need her."

"How'm | ever gonnado better?' Jason shrugged. The night air smelt nasty, full of sulfur from the
Companies, tanged with launch exhaust.

The sky rumbled; couldn't get away from the damned launches. Jason glared at the soaring flash
that spread a harsh glow onto the dab tenements of Haightport before casting glittering diamonds upon
the L os Frisco towers and vanishing over the Pacific. Turning away, he scowled at Dirtman. "Not with
thisface"

"So get skinned." Dirtman shrugged rumpled suit shoulders. Y ou got Medi-dole.”

Jason shook his head, swigged the last of the beer. He poked afinger at Dirtman's scrawny chest.
"A gtandard face? On me? That's adl they'll pay for."

"Hey, man," Freddie ydled from the door. " Some Hee-Haw fucking with your Fender!"

"Jack'em up time!" Dirtman grinned and Sarted insde.

Jason headed for the door, past an old caddy parked in the shadows. Matecca's caddy, Matecca
the money grubbin’ bitch iswhat sheis. "Now if | had cash shed be dl over me" he muttered. "Cash
makes the world go round." Hetook onelast drag off hiscig and flicked it-

Bardog opensits eye. Good, Jason dways lastsalong time, so full of flavor. But thelot isn't done.
Bardog moveson.

Bottle glassl Matecca's bottle flavored with lip-gloss and Tri-Buzz Beer. Synthetic hops clouds the
taste, but man oh man, Matecca's mad. Bardog settles down with a mawful of shards.

Matecca, dl glow-in-the-dark garters, leather boots and HyperCac mind. Profits and Overheads,
beer orders and put off paying the band till Tuesday.



"-of course you comefirgt,” Mateccatried her most gracious amile. "Busnessisjudt alittle off, you
know? The Port Authority's gotten tight-assed again.”

"What'sthat to me?" Mr. Gambo in histhree piece frowned down at her. "I don't get mine; you
don't get yours."

"But you'll get it, ar. And I'm not making adime." Matecca stepped back against the Caddy's hot
hood. "I just gotta pay the distributors first. No beer, no profitsfor anyone.”

Gambo reached out and stroked her cheek with awhite-gloved finger. His breath smelled spicy
from off-world cuisine.

Mateccatried to ook past him at the white light rectangle of the club's back door. She
concentrated on the Fendercaster's wall, the back beat blues as his hand strayed lower.

"Let'sgo for aride." Gambo stroked her hip.

"Busnessisgood tonight.”" She pulled away. "I need to be here watching thetill."

"Then have my money by the weekend." Gambo shoved past. He turned back to her, haloed in the
light from the doorway. Could have been alaugh that came out of him, or a sob.

"Hey!" Matecca caught hersalf againgt the caddy. But the stark lines of hisface, eyes more
anguished than angry. Framed against the doorway he looked like alogt child. Theimagefilled her mind;
she could have painted him once, but that waslong ago, another, better life. The beer dipped through her
fingers

Bardog blinks and sits up. Lottaflavor in that one, yesindeed. More than Mateccas usud. Bardog
rollstoitsfeet and swivelsits head. Back to thelot. Plastic cup-not many of these high-priced drinks.

It flops down and durpsthe cup into its maw. A zesty ammoniatang rolls over itstongues, sdft,
and dliveail. A Tdto Stinger, so the drinker must be Glib.

Tdtosdon't come here much, not Haightport. Glib who lookslike agiant jelly condomina
wide-lapdled suit, skinny little tentacles that dangled too far past the deeves. Ever try to play a Fender
without fingers?

Glib, lurking behind the audience, sometimeswith arenta biomed just in case. Hee-Haw Glib!

"-Suzy Cream Cheese must rise again!” Glib stood, pseudopods wide upon the stage. The chord
rang out, thrilled and frilled with feedback.

"God damnit!" Jason bellowed, staking past an amplifier. "Get your shit dime off my ax."

"l wasjudt..."

"Hee-Haw!" Dirtman, the bass player, muttered behind Jason.

"Job thief!" Their drummer Freddie, short, muscled to the max added.

"Firgt | must tell you..." Glib couldn't bring itself to use the Fendercaster asashield and held the
instrument out. Jason snatched it and passed it back to Freddie.

They blamed Glib for al Tatos: for the biom workers that made the companies rich without
employees. For the Alliance War. Theirswas such asimplistic culture. Plastic People, the Eternal Frank
would have cdled them; oh, what suffering He must have borne.

"l have no... titties to share but will buy beer." Glib offered agold label bottle never found thisside
of the port. The other tentacle reached for its own drink.

"Sharethisl" Jason's many fingers closed into a hard knot that swept forward, growing bigger in
Glib'socularsuntil it filled al space. Redlity rolled and tumbled Glib out into the parking lot.

Grave cut into itstentacleswhen it tried to stand. Another suit ruined, but worth the price. It,
meaning Glib, meaning Glibaster Y ol Tomago, had mastered the C mgor chord!

For one brief infinity, the notes had wailed, soared, and caressed the ears of the universe. All hall
The Eternd Frank Zappal By the Holy Apocryphaof Joe's Garage-Y ou only get one chance!

Glib gazed at the red-lit bar. What adump. Poor management, it decided. No wonder humans lost
thewar. Of coursg, if Crechepriest Bobbibrown had itsway this place would change. Glib crumpled the
cup, and tossed-

Bardog sits up and whines. Glib dways tastes so different, so delicioudy needy, but in theend
awaysthe same old mindache.

Parking lot till dirty but Bardog scratchesits ear with a hindped. Nothing good to est out here.



Lotsatime before nightblack. It ambles towards the back door. Might be something better inside. Tailets
hold alot of flavor.

It pads up the back concrete steps, stopsto suck up agrease glob and think about the frustrations
of life asacook, then sartsfor the tiny biom entrance.

"Hold it right there, Migter." Matecca smiles and waggles afinger before Bardog'seye. "Y ou aren't
done out here yet. Go finish the curbs. Watch for traffic though. | can't afford another trip to Bernie's
Surplus. Even ahalf price broken down biom like you strains the budget." She shakes her head. "Could
have paid Gambo off it hadn't been for you."

Bardog sighs, then tries one of the canine behaviors Bernie of the Tinkering Hands had inserted,
dumping down on itstorso.

"Thelot firg, then toilets." Matecca amiles, bending to ruffleits head.

Bardog licks her wrigt. Pureflavor! Y et theimage it bringsis unfamiliar. Why would Matecca want
to paint Gambo's picture? What flavor were oil paints?

Happinessisadirty parking lot on a plumeless sun-bright morning. Bardog scuttles over to the
curb, lowersits snout, and sniffsthe metal cartridges. Teargas, not much flavor. Port police never very
tasty, just a sour meanness that puckers Bardog's maw.

Over by the front steps, it finds better pickings. A glove, oh so yummy. Bardog crouches and
holds the black leather in its foremaw.

"-have awarrant?' Matecca asked, and tried her iciest glare.

"Port jurisdiction, lady." Officer Wilcox, according the tag on his black uniform, shrugged.

"No warrant needed,” his partner added.

"Gambo put you up to this?' Matecca cocked her head, folded her arms. They looked at her chest
and grinned.

"Who?"' Wilcox glanced a his partner. They laughed.

"An assault took place last night." Wilcox strained athick neck to peer over Matecca through the
brightly lit door. "Right here."

"You must bejoking." Her ears till rang from the band's newest song, "Money Grubbin' Woman";
she hated that one.

"Not when it comesto the Tdtos. The Treaty of Alliance now makestheir safety imperative,
gder," Wilcox sad.

"A Tdto here?' Damn that Jason, Matecca thought, but a good band was hard to find, especidly
on what she could pay. "Thislook like aHee-Haw hangout to you guys?’

"Looks likeabiom pit," the second officer laughed. "Smellslike onetoo."

"We know it happened here. The Talto wouldn't file areport but its crechepriest did.” Wilcox
fingered astunclub. "Now move. Werelooking for your band.”

Matecca sighed, dumped her shoulders, and stepped aside. The officers started into the bar. She
didn't follow. She could still see Wilcox's hefty backside when abottle zipped past his head.

Mateccaran for the back door. Just past the comer, something wrapped around her. Her
black-gloved fist lashed back, connected. A tight grip twisted her wrist. Going for her braknife, Matecca
dipped out of the glove-

Bardog howls. The glove dissolves before Bardog can taste anymore. It looks up from the steps,
adongthewal. It sniffstheair. A cigarette, not half done, lies by the corner. Good flavor there, maybe
familiar? Bardog plops off the Sairsto find out.

Aaahhh, theflavor thickens. Bardog noses the cigarette then sucks the stub into its foremaw. But
the parking lot isn't done yet and the bar isfilthy. Whole lotta guilt going on.

-Jason sucked in amouthful of smoke hoping it would kill the aftertaste of teargasthat till clogged
his snuses. He glanced at hiswatch, dmost five. Theriot had been over since two and still no sign of
Matecca. He pressed deeper into the shadows.

It wasn't like her to leave the bar, especialy not with so much trouble. The place was her life, her
heart, and her soul.



"Now I'mwishing | wasadamn bar." He scowled at the building. "1'd buy the placeif | had the

A launch plume flared. Jason scratched his scarred cheek and marveled as the mighty Los Frisco
towers mirrored the launch. Once held ridden the launchers, aflashy way to alife of wedlth.

He could jam on a Fendercaster, but not alauncher. Hed been good, just not good enough to
caculate escape trgjectories on the fly when a boostpak failed. His scarsitched. Now disfigured and
broke, he waslucky to be dive.

Where was Matecca? She was the best of everything. Man, hewould ride her like alauncher; play
her like a Fendercaster, and the music they'd make as they soared, better than Blues...

A black limousine pulled into the parking lot. Gravel popped benegth itstires. Heinched around
the building, hugging the shadows. No back up on this gig. Dirtman was home, nursing abroken rib.
Freddie got dammed and wouldn't be out until hisold lady made ball.

The limo stopped. A side door opened; light flashed, filtered through tinted windows. M uffled
laughter, all too human in its meanness, floated over thelot. A dark bundle hit the ground, flopped once,
and lay ill. The bright dot of acigarette arced past, bounced on the tarmac.

Thelimo peded into the night, alaunch plume highlighting its chrome fenders. Jason stared at the
bundle, only adark blob on the glittering tarmac.

Matecca?' He dropped his cigarette and ran-

Bardog rises unableto help itself. Plenty to eat right here, but it pads across the parking lot on the
memory of Jason's hedls.

Morethan just egting. Flavorsl Rich Flavors of memory, zesty Flavors of doing things besides
egting. Its snout lengthens and snuffles over the sparse gravel.

There, asmudge, gooey, brightly Flavored, right where Jason saw the bundle. Bardog's Little
Tongueflicksout.

"-Please Miss Lady, pleasejust listen.” Glib held on, hoping Mateccawould stop struggling. Its
dorsal nogtrils still smarted where sheld smacked it; athick dollop of sap oozed and bubbled with every
bresth.

Glib held her in the shadows, moved softly away from the spotlights and Sirens. V oices shouted
fromthe bar. A chair flew through the window, showering glass down on them. Glib pulled itstentacle
from her mouth.

"You!" Matecca shrieked. Her foot sank into Glib's torso; pain throbbed up its nerve bundles.

"We can escape,” Glib managed. "Then | must tell you of Bobbibrown's...”

The fema€sfingersraked his skin nearly catching an ocular. Three loud pops echoed over the
parking lot. Fragrantly scented clouds enveloped them. The femae burst into tears, shuddering inits
tentacles.

Glib hurried towards its battered Triduece Coupe. Just asit reached the door, Matecca delivered
agplendidly viciouskick to its nostrils. Her high heel dammed into the car with enough force to rock the
vehide

The Eterna Frank bobbed on the dashboard, one hand held high in the holy pot-mitten; the other
cradled the talisman Fendercaster. Glib took it for asign of approva; the rhythm of its rocking matched
the panting of Glib'slung sacs. Now if it could just fit the femaeinto the car and depart, maybe Matecca
would let it explain. Why wouldn't she listen to Bobbibrown's offer? So disorganized, it decided, no
wonder her bar was adump. At least she wouldn't get arrested...

A black limo pulled up. A door opened. Pain shocked through Glib'storso. It staggered against
the car banging Mateccainto the Side. Her nailsraked Glib's ocular igniting a bright hazy red just before a
curtain of blackness-

A confused tingling fills Bardog's maw. Its Big Tongue stiffens, lengthening out to prod the tarmac.
Some dim memory of thisfrom before the bar, before Bernie of the Tinkering Hands. After amoment,
Big Tongue droops and retracts. Bardog shakes its head, puzzled. Only grayness before Bernie; nothing
to remember. Sadness, dimly tasted, seeps through Bardog. A haunting need to do something that it can't
remember. There, acigarette butt!



Bardog hunkers down, pokes the butt, and extendsits snout. What will thisbring? A gold band
encircles the tan paper. Never tried one of these before.

-Gambo roared with laughter as hislimo sped away. "Y ou Hee-Haw loving bitch!"

"Watch your mouth." The woman across from him spat, pushed hersdf asfar fromthelimp dien as
the car alowed. Her eyes widened, dmost luminousin the limo's gloom; she stared at the creature.
"Jesus, you kill it?"

"l didn't do anything." Gambo sat back, let the seat cradle him, and admired therip in her blouse.
"That'sBullson'sforte.”

"Aww, Mr. Gambo," Bullson's bashful voice came from the driver segt.

"Shut up,” he answered. No point in telling her that Bullson had used a stunner. He grinned a
Matecca. "It's ever so romantic, if somewhat disgusting, that you're concerned about your boyfriend.”

"l ought to dap you," Matecca said. "The damn thing tried to abduct me."

"Oh please." Gambo smoothed hishair. "That only happensin vids. The Tatos are too religious for
michief."

"What's that have to do with the price of beer?' Mateccafindly noticed his eyes and fumbled with
her blouse.

"I'm not quite sure.” He smiled at her, such delightful modesty for atramp. "But I'm getting closer
tofinding out."

"So find out. Go ahead. But let me out. My place of businessisin shambles.”

"That'swhat | wanted to talk to you about.” Gambo carefully put his hands on his knees so as not
to disturb the crease in his dacks, and gave her hismost sincere look. "I'd like to buy you out.”

"I'd rather deep with Hee-Haw here." Mateccaglared back at him.

"Mr. Gambo," Bullson brokein. "If we dump the Hee-Haw &t the bar won't the police find it? And
if your little friend here isn't around, who they gonnafigure is responsible?!

"Why Bullson, that's quite clever." He stared at the back of his bodyguard's head with new
respect. | should have thought of that myself, Gambo decided. Five years ago, he would have, but lately
the rackets seemed so dull. How he longed for something different.

Something clean with lifes bright spark. The placid peacefulness of apark. With country air, the
song of alark...

"It's blackmail,” Mateccasaid.

"Or murder.” Bullson chuckled. "Mr. Gambo wants Broken Dreams, girl. Otherwise, you or the
Hee-Haw, someone gets dumped.”

Gambo shook his head and opened his eyes. Had he been daydreaming again? "Hold on now.” He
flicked a nonexistent speck from hislapd. " Just hear me out-"

The butt dwindlesto liquid nothingness and dides down itsthroat. Bardog stares &t the tarmac and
moans. The more the Flavors connect the stronger they get. Spicy with needs, pungent with desires.

This Havor has become so... much... more! Why hasn't Bardog noticed this before? No
memories. Only little Havors, no more than mere tastes, dull and gray astarmeac, that never seemto go
anywhere.

But this new Flavor, Bardog stops and triesto think. It'slike... bandnoise. Glib callsit heavenly;
Jason callsit... Blues.

Bardog rocks back on its haunches. It stares at the parking lot with afresh eye. Bandnoise
changes, not quite the same every night. And if bandnoise can change, can FHavor?

Jason changes the bandnoise. Who can change the Flavor?

Leaving thelot, Bardog ambles up the steps and squeezes through the biom door. All thelittle
tastes are so distracting. But this new Flavor, it's more than something in the maw; Bardog wantsto chew
onthis.

Bandnoise? Coming from downstairs. Soft and tinny, not like the usua bandnoise. Bardog cocks
its head. Bandnoise from the basement. This has never happened before. Bardog oozes down the sairs.

Traces of the Flavor tingle on the air. Bardog finds a place beneath the sairs. It walts; it watches.
When they |eave, one helping the other, Bardog comes out.



A littletriangular plastic piece, white with gold lettering, lies on the floor. Bardog sucksit in. It's
Jason's, and there, there'sthe Havor!

"-never heard of him." Jason shook his head, frowning at the damned Hee-Haw. It lay on the bunk
that made up half of Matecca's cramped office. He eased the Fendercaster onto hisknee and tried a
G-minor riff.

"From Him begat the Mothers, who in one of their many incarnations called forth Joe's Garage,”
Glib explained. The creature squirmed, excitedly writhing into a Sitting position. " Then came Thing-Fish,
and findly the great and wondrous Yellow Shark. The power of His music, His heavenly solos, the divine
Inspiration of His melodies foretold the universe, time past, present, even future.”

Jason decided the Talto looked alittle better now, not like when held first found it. He strummed a
few magjor chords from the Fendercaster, grinned at the Hee-Haw's sudden intake of breath. "So what's
al thisgot to do with the price of beer?"

"Everything! Broken Dreams lies upon the ancient ground. A hundred years ago, here stood the
Fillmore West. Triumphant concerts blossomed from this very spot, many of Hisfinest."

"And you think Gambo knows this? He knows about Frank Zappa?"

"Soon he does. For Bobbibrown, our crechepriest, approached him. Bobbibrown too would see
thisrelic resurrected. | sought to make the offer but no one would listen. Now Bobbibrown will try a
human envoy. Gambo-"

The plastic mdtsinto asavory filmin Bardog's maw. Bardog whines, and snuffles around. Up on
the bunk, there, another lump of goo. Bardog nosesit, then durpsit in. Careful not to eat too fadt, this
oneaso hasthe Flavor.

-Thepainin hiscraw gill seemed as nothing to the agony in Glib's heartring. It sudied the human,
thelong tendrilled hair, dark with dirt, the banded scars that marred the creature's face, making this Jason
look morelike afish than amammal.

Only the hands, as they touched the Fendercaster, only the hands poised upon the frets with the
delicate grace of a proper tentacle. Had The Eternd Frank's hands once looked so?

"We've got to find her," Jason said. The chord he strummed sent shivers down Glib's nerve tubes.

"Find her? Dare not go near her. She dmost blinded me. Not to mention Gambo.”

"Oh, she'sdwayslikethat." Jason's head shook, his next chord turning sour in Glib's auditories.
"But Vincent Gambo, man, he's atough one. Runs some of Los Frisco'stop rackets.”

"Out of our minds." Glib waobbled from the bunk. The floor seemed far away when it finaly found
its pseudopods. Even the walls appeared none too solid.

"What about this Bobbibrown?' The human asked. "Canwe go toit?'

"Unwise. Much troubleismine." Glib spread itstentacles, mimicking ahuman shrug. "It probably
thinks I'm still in the chapel, copying ancient abum covers as punishment for failure. And if Bobbibrown
learns of my attempt on Matecca..." Glib rested alimp ocular on atentacle and stared at the floor.
Humans were such filthy things, so much dirt here, dirt to clog the pseudopods and Zappaknew what
kinds of germs. Where was their biom? Health laws required one now.

"Maybe there's something else we can do." Jason stroked a series of chords.

Glib's pain vanished benesth the rhythmic waves of sound.

The human shifted on the chair, played again. Glib stretched, and the redness had vanished from its
ocular. It gazed at the human. "Plan?'

"Let'sgo upstairs.” Jason rose. "l think better with an amp-"

Bardog's Big Tongue throbs and pokes the sheets. The Flavor vanishes. Big Tongue seemsto do
what it wants. Big Tongue brings the haunting sadness of before memory. Takesalong time for Bardog
to retract it back into its maw.

Bardog looks around, finds nothing marked with any Flavor, climbs from the bed, and shakes
itsdlf. It sartsfor the stairs, gazes hungrily at the shadows overhead.

Parking lot beckons. Tarmac must be clean by nightblack.

* % %

Nightblack. Launch plumes light the sky and bandnoise shakes the parking lot. Bardog hidesin the



shadows by the back steps. Little tastes everywhere, but so what? Cars jam the lot, but plenty of room
around back for the limo when it pulls up.

The driver emerges and opensthe side door. Twin red dots arc past him. Matecca and Gambo
climb out. White dress Matecca, white suit Gambo. Arm in arm they sweep past the shadows, past
Bardog, and insde. The driver waits, face brightening as he lights a cigarette.

Bardog scoots beneath the limo, inches up behind shiny black shoesthat smell rather yummy. Two
cigarette butts fill smolder by the driver'stoe. Little Tongue flicks out, sweeps onein. Hot but no matter.
Bardog dropsit, bringsits eye closer and stares.

How to change FHlavor? Must savor firgt, but can't eat. Slowly its snout tightens; Little Tongue
extends to poke the cigarette butt. Gently now. Just savor.. Just savor...

"-aded?' Gambo asked her, holding the champagne bottle above Matecca's glass.

"Indeed we do." She smiled and he poured. Matecca didn't even flinch when his hand brushed
hers. A cashier's check for acool million lay folded against her left breast. More money than sheld ever
thought about. Far more than Broken Dreams could ever be worth.

Sure, the asshole would make another million in profit. Talk about gullible, the Tatos had offered
him two million, intending to tear down the place and build some sort of shrine. Why her bar she didn't
know and didn't care, not after thiskind of money.

"We're dmost there, sir," Bullson called from the driver's set.

"Sure you don't want to hang around for another bottle?' Gambo asked.

"If it'sall the sameto you," Matecca crossed her legs and sipped champagne. "I'll just pick up a
few itemsand clear out."

"l don't see aproblem.” Gambo pulled out a pack of cigarettes and offered her another. Matecca
shook her head and took another puff from her own, plainer brand. Perhaps those fancy brown things
were an acquired taste. Maybe she'd find out when she reached France.

Inthe coal clear Alps, sheld find aplace. Somewhere she could be aone and take up painting
again. Goodness, it had been ages since she picked up abrush. Not since art schoal....

The limo hated. Matecca gazed at the shabby square of brick that had been her lifefor ten years.
Damn, what an ugly shack. Filled with ugly peopletoo, like that Jason.

Bullson opened the door for them. Gambo carelesdy flicked his butt past the driver's ear, and
giggling, Mateccadid likewise. Ignoring the hurt look on Bullson'sface, she brushed by him and started
into Broken Dreams-

No more Matecca? Bardog whines then hushes when Bullson's feet move. Still beneath the limo,
Bardog stares at Matecca’s cigarette.

No more Matecca. No more Broken Dreams. No more parking lot? No more food? Or Flavor?

Bardog wrinkles its snout, spreadsits maw, and triesto extend Big Tongue. Big Tongue is stronger
than Little, does different thingsthat Bardog gill can't remember. Big never used in the parking lot, but
only from before.

Big Tongue wraps around the cigarette stub and savors, savors deeply. Down to the single bits, the
tiniest portions of Flavor that tell Bardog who the smoker is, what she looks like, even what she's made
of.

Big Tongue takes the Flavor apart. Bardog putsit back together.

"-So we have aded?' Gambo asked, holding the champagne bottle carefully above Matecca's
glass

"No, we don't." She smiled and he poured. She pulled the check from her bra, a check for a cool
million. More money than shed ever thought about. Matecca dropped it in Gambo's drink.

"Well, okay then." Gambo shrugged. "Aslong as you keep Broken Dreams open.”

"And the parking lot full." Mateccaclinks her glass againg his. They smile-

There, Bardog decides. Much better. Plenty of food now, forever. Having changed the butt's
Favor, Bardog letsit dissolve glegfully in the back of its maw.

Still hungry, Bardog extends its snout for the other butt, past Bullson's tapping foot, and wraps
Little Tongue around it.



"-So we have aded." Gambo paused with the bottle directly over the woman's glass. Don't let her
change her mind, he prayed, don't let her change adamn thing.

"Indeed we do." She smiled so he poured. Things had worked out better than held ever imagined.
The Talto crechepriest had offered a sweet twenty-five million for that wretched little flytrap of abar.

Gambo had made quite atidy profit. He could even retire. How tedious hislife had been with dl
the chegp-ass whedls and dedl's, bodyguards and killers, on the take cops and greedy hookers. It was all
S0 dull, s0 sensdless.

What he really wanted was a place where he wouldn't be disturbed. An estate asfar from Los
Frisco as he could get, a country place in another country, say England. He would write poetry, why he
hadn't thought about that in years.

"Were amost there, sir," Bullson called from the driver's sest.

"Sure you don't want to hang around for another bottle?' Gambo asked. Within hours she and all
the rest of them, even that suck-up sadistic Bullson would be out of hislife. Bobbibrown would be here
inthe morning-

Bardog howls! The cigarette dissolves. Bardog scoots from beneath the limo right between
Bullson'sfest.

"Hey!" Bullson jumps, then, as Bardog zips under the next car. "What the hell kind of biom isthat?’

Bardog huddles next to the back steps. Changing the Havor of one only changes that one's Flavor.
Why hadnt it redlized?

Nothing could be done. Not even with Big Tongue. Perhaps that's the difference between little
tastesand Flavor. Little tastesjust don't matter. Flavor is Flavor, and maybe so sweet because it can't be
changed.

The bandnoise cuts off. Something going on inside. Bardog rises, 00zes up the gairsand inside.

No sooner through the biom door than the human door bursts open. Bardog tumblesinto the wall
as Bullson runsby. Bardog rollsto its feet and follows.

So much excitement, Big Flavors, little tastes, al spread everywhere. Jason up on stage pointsa
gun a Gambo.

"No, wait, you don't understand.” Matecca steps between them.

"Put it down, asshole," Bullson shouts, stance wide, gun aimed toward Jason.

"Not, | think," Glib eases up behind Bullson; awegpon clutched in both tentacles touches Bullson's
back.

"Stop it, dl of you!" Matecca shouts. "Jason, don't you dare hurt him.”

"But..." Jason stares at her, blank-faced.

"He'sthe new owner." Matecca dipsthe check from her blouse and holdsit inthe air. "Vincent
Gambo paid agreet price for Broken Dreams. Now it'shis.”

Jason lowershisgun.

Bullson lowershisgun.

Bardog crawls under atable.

"Cheater! Hurter!" Glib shoves Bullson over Bardog'stable. Glib's weapon comes up; ablue beam
burns a hole above Vincent Gambo's head.

Bullson stumbles, dmost stepping on Bardog's ped. Bullson fires, knocking Glib into the wall. Sap
gpatters everywhere; adollop clingsto Bardog's maw.

Jason drops his gun and runsto the Talto. He kneels down, fedsa place just below Glib'slimp
oculars. "Ohmy God."

"Thiswas sf-defense.” Bullson faces him, gun il in hand. "Y ou saw it."

"Weall saw it." Gambo moves beside them, face pale. "The damn Hee-Haw tried to kill me."

"And now it'sdead," Jason says. "But according to the Treaty of Alliance, it must be buried right
on this spot. The Talto Theocracy now ownsthis place; they're allowed to take possession of any buria
grounds without charge.”

"Holy grounds?' Mateccastares at him.

"Holy shit." Gambo turns even whiter. He rounds on Matecca and snatches the check from her



fingers

"But we had aded!" Matecca shrieks.

"We're out of here.” Gambo nods at Bullson. The guard shrugs and they head for the door.
Mateccafollows, screaming.

Jason starts after her, glances once at the falen Glib, grins, and then puts ahand on Mateccas
shoulder. Sheglaresat him, but stops.

"Do you realize what you've done?" Mateccawhispers.

"Y ou won't be sorry." Jason takes her arm, leads her back to the Talto. He knedls down beside
Glib. "It'sdl right now, chum. They're gone." Gently he shakes Glib by its suit shoulders. Nothing.

"Glib man, come on." Jason shakes harder. "It's cool. They bought al that buria crap.”

"What areyou trying to do?' Matecca stares at him. Others gather around. So many that Bardog
can't see.

Bardog's tongue dips around its muzzle, laps at the dripping Tato sap. Such awrongnessto the
Flavor, so bland.

"-Bullets don't hurt you?" Jason asked.

Glib caressed the Fendercagter. "Only one chance in athousand. We're very redundantly built. But
panful. Youll make up for that?'

"I stand by my word." Jason nodded. "Well each have what we-"

The Havor dwindles away. Bardog finds nothing; Glib fedls nothing. Then, hidden deep benesth
the blandnessin what's | eft of Glib, Bardog savorsaHavor to end dl Havors. A big hal, bigger than
Broken Dreams, with aparking lot stretching on forever.

So much Flavor lost! Bardog charges forward.

"Hey!" Jason stumbles back.

Big Tongue extends and didesinto the bullet hole just below Glib's oculars. Sap, clogging the
neura tubes, flows back into the heartrings. The heartrings sedl. Big Tongue dips out, having changed
what must be.

Memories explode! Bardog stares at ared sky, everywhere Tatos dying. Blue beamsflash. But
the sounds! Like bandnoise but incredible...

"Did wemakeit?' Glib murmurs, its oculars focusing on Bardog. "A biomed? A prime C from the
war? How did it get here? Was| redly dead?

"A biomed?' Mateccafollows Glib's gaze. "But that's Bardog. Bernie told meit was broken but
good for trash.”

"It did messwith you abit." Jason sudies hisfeet. "And welet it. | didn't know what elseto do.”

"You did good." Glib pats Bardog's head. "Y our owner doesn't know what abargain she got.”

Bardog's Little Tongue licks Glib's tentacle; good, much stronger Flavor.

"You lost meamillion dollars.” Matecca, hands on her hips, glares at Glib.

"I'll get you fivemillion." Jason touches her shoulder.

Matecca jerks, then looks a him, and finally smiles. "For what?'

"For the new Fillmore." Glib sits up. "For Broken Dreams."

"Dedl." Matecca beams. She turnsto Jason, takeshisarm. "Thiswas al your doing?’

"Damnright." Jason grinsat her.

"Ever had your portrait painted?' Matecca puts her arms around Jason's shoulders.

"Not with thisface. Are you nuts?'

"But you can buy anew face," Glib says. "After al, you have twenty million coming from
Bobbibrown."

"And al | got wasalousy five." Matecca shoves Jason away. "Y ou chest!" Sheturnsand stalks
toward the gairs. "I'll bein my office. Packing!"

"Uh oh." Glib watches as Jason's fingers knot upon the Fendercaster.

"It'scool.” Jason suddenly grins. "After dl, | amrich. Guess|'m just amoney grubbin’ man. Used
to dream about wedth when | wasakid." He dips the Fendercaster off his shoulder and offersit to Glib.

"No." Glib'stentacles come up, refusing the instrumen.



"But you wanted to learn." Jason holds the instrument out while Glib climbsto its pseudopods.
"That was our ded."

"It was." Glib pauses, looks around, then retrieves a cigarette butt from anearby ashtray and pops
it into its mouth. It offers one to Bardog.

Bardog oozes back on its peds, refusing. No more little tastes, it decides. Only Favors!

"l had avison whilel wasdying," Glib goeson. "l saw the new Fillmore West in dl itsglory. Man,
the parking lot went on forever! Perhaps I've been caught up in this Fendercaster thing too long. I've
forgotten the joys of middle management. I'm going to run the place soon asit's built." It glances down at
Bardog. "With thislittle biomed a my side, of course.”

Jason nods thoughtfully. " Sometimes we forget what truly matters. Chegpness. The cheapness of
fate. Therésasonginthat. I'll pay someoneto writeit."

Bardog wriggles, ddighted. Whole again, memoriesintact, it could change Havor whenever it
needed. Now it would aways be safe and happy. Gazing hungrily at the Fendercaster in Jason's hands,
Bardog licksits muzzle. Could it savor such an instrument? What Flavor is Zappa?

THE TIMESSHE WENT AWAY
Paul E. Martens

Thefirst time she went away, | was ayoung man, younger than her in fact. | wasapoet and |
thought mysalf dashing, even though | wasworking a my father'stavern at the spaceport. That was just
to earn my keep, and perhaps afew dollars more to spend on girls. My hair was long, tied back with a
black ribbon, and | wore amoustache that wasn't quite as lush as| supposed it to be. | wastall and
strong, and redlly not avery good poet, but it wastheimage | cultivated, not the rhymes.

When | wasn't waiting on tables or drawing foaming flagons of aefor the spacers and the whores,
the merchants and the grifters, | sat by mysdf in acorner, posing for any ladieswho might comein, apad
before me, apen in my hand, looking dreamily out the window at the rockets and the shuttles that came
and went with rattles of thunder and belches of flame.

That'swhere | was when shewalked in.

Walked? She never walked in anywhere. She swaggered. She strutted. She strode. She burst into
aroom and clamed it and all who wereinit for her own.

Her short hair was dyed crimson and stuck up in unruly spikes. A spaceship was tattooed on one
cheek, lightning flaring out from its engines, extending down her throat and on under her silver leather
jacket. She stood in the doorway like a Colossus, though she wasn't more than ameter and an haf tal,
hands on her hips, blocking the rest of the gang with her from gaining entry until she had surveyed the bar
and the bar had surveyed her.

"Thisonewill do," she decreed. "Until the deisgone, or thetablesarein splinters.” The others
crowded in after her, extras and supporting playersin that particular act of the story of her life. Sheled
them to the bar, laughing and shouting, jostling for a place next to her. She dapped down awad of bills
and said, "Bartender, sart pouring.”

My father, taller and broader than me, with area moustache, called over to me, "Peter, get your
assover hereand help.”

Her eyesfollowed his. If acat could smile at the Sght of some prey to toy with, it would smile as
shedid then.

| didn't know what to do as she stalked across the room. | looked around for some avenue of
escape. | was used to luring an entirely different kind of fly into my web. What was coming for me now
was akind of fly that ate spiders for snacks then moved on up the food chain for something morefilling.

"Oh, no," she said. "He's much too pretty to waste yanking on a spigot. Stay here, pretty boy, and
tell methingsand I'll fill your head with lies about the sunsyou think are only stars.” She pulled achair
closeto mineand | breathed the air of other worlds, tasted danger and excitement | knew | would never
know for mysdf.

| swallowed and prayed my voice wouldn't squesk as | asked, "Where does the lightning strike?”



She paused an ingtant as she got my meaning, then laughed from somewhere deep and redl insde
of her. "Hal So you're more than merely pretty. It could be that later on tonight you'll find out where the
lightning strikes." She leered happily a me. "l wouldn't even be surprised if it struck more than once.” She
stuck out her hand, asif she'd suddenly made a decision about me. "What's your name, boy? I'm Annie
Jones."

Of course I'd heard of her. When spacerstold their tall talesto each other, they often spoke of
Annie Jones. But | never thought she wasredl. And she couldn't be, not really what the stories said she
was, at least. Pirate, smuggler, mercenary. Murderer, thief. Defender, protector. Fighter of lost causes. A
trail of broken-hearted men and women acrossthe galaxy. A giant. A mongter. Part machine. All
machine. Andien.

She looked like awoman to me.

| took her hand. "I'm Peter.”

We tdked and the rest of the world went away.

"Once we found a colony planet that had been forgotten for centuries. They thought we were
gods." Shelaughed and pounded the table once thinking of the incongruity. "But who can tell the
difference between gods and devils? Not their |eader. After avery little time done with me, he made me
an offering that took me amost six weeksto waste. And | know alot of waysto waste money."

"I remember aworld," she said, "Where the sands were gold. Not just golden, but gold. And a
handful of pebbles could buy you a paace on Earth because they weren't pebbles, they were rubies and
emerads and sapphires.” Then she grinned. "When we | eft, we had to strip down to our skins, which they
vacuumed. They searched usinsde out. They counted our teeth and tapped our eyebdls to be sure they
werereally ours. And | came away with enough of their precious pebbles to buy anew ship, with enough
left over for amonth on Hedys." She barked alaugh at the memory. "Remind me later to show you how |
didit."

| had no storiesto tell. | had spent my days bound to the Earth, living alittlelifein alittle bar on the
outskirts of the rest of the galaxy. | had dreams, though, and | told her about them. And if they were silly
dreams, asthe dreams of the young often are, they still ssemed both wonderful and possible to me. She
didn't laugh, even though to her they must have been little things that, despite their size, would likely never
cometruefor me. | even read her a poem.

"l loved aman,” shetold me, later, her gazefar away. "'l loved him but | Ieft him, with apromise
that 1'd come back. | did come back, in what to me was just afew short years, and he was an old man.
Wrinkled and bald and shrunken. Hed waited for me. A whole long life hed waited for me. When | saw
him | turned away so he wouldn't see my disgust. | walked away from him. | 1eft the Earth with no
promisesto anyone. And | will not make any promises ever again.” Shelooked a me, no laughter in her
eyes. "Do you understand me, pretty one?"

| did.

She summoned up her laughter again and said, "Good. Then let'sleave this place. With the crew
that camein with me, your father should be keeping his eye on histill, not on his precious pup. Come on."
She stood up and pulled me by the hand. "We have alot of vicesto cover before your education is
complete. And when you tell people that you spent her leave with Annie Jones, they'll be ableto seethe
truth of itinyour eyes.”

So weleft, and we did things. Things| never imagined. We went places. Places| hadn't known
existed. We saw people. People | would have run from without her. There were no seconds, nor
minutes, nor hours, nor days. The time we were together existed al a once, forever. | blinked and she
was gone.

The next time she went away, | was aman. Not young. Not yet old. | had been married, once, or
twice, or threetimes. Depending on how you defineit, depending on who you ask.

| told mysdlf it had nothing to do with spending anight (or two? Or three?) with Annie Jones.

But theway | made my living did.

| still sat at that sametablein the corner. But | no longer even pretended to write poetry. And | no



longer posed to lure girls and women. Now | sat in shadows and waited for people who wanted to sl
something that had arrived on Earth and somehow bypassed customs. Or people who wanted to buy
something they would rather their wife, or husband, or their boss, or priest, or their local policeman not
know about. Or maybe they wanted to get away from Earth, far away, and fast, and, of course, furtively.
My time with Annie made me known to people who knew things, in places where the sun winked and
found somewhere e seto shine. Ussful people.

It was just convenience that made me it at the sametable. It just happened. | wasn't waiting for
Annieto come back. Shewasn't coming back. And if she did, she'd probably ook for someonelike |
used to be. Or maybe not. Maybe someone, or something, else would catch her eye. But not me. I'd had
my turn. And | would be damned before | wasted my life waiting for her like that other guy. No
promises. | still remembered, | till understood.

There were two men across the table from me. Nervous men with big brimmed hats, who would
not look at me but looked at the door often.

"All right," | said. "Passage for five of you at the price agreed.” An envelope snuck acrossthetable
to me. | counted and nodded. "Berth 17, at one o'clock. Will With the One Eye will meet you.
Remember, five and only five. If there are six, none of you will board. And only ten kilos of luggage each.
More and your luggage will stay here, even if you don't.”

Their heads bobbed. Their eyes searched the room for spies and eavesdroppers and they got up
to dip away, when the door seemed to erupt inward and abald woman in ablack jumpsuit of some
shimmering, Smmering stuff burst in and crowed. Literally crowed, her head thrown back to show the
lightning dashing down her throat.

She saw me and cried, "Peter!" and headed for me like agoddess toward an offering left inside her
temple. My customers knocked over their chairs and each other in their haste to be gone.

She ignored them and looked me over. "Y ou'll do. Y ou're not the impudent little vintage you were
last time. Something stronger now. Fuller bodied, certainly. What? No hug for the prodigd returned?!

| was suddenly aware that my heart was begting, that | was breathing the same air she breathed. "'|
didn't wait for you."

Shegrinned. "Y et, here | am. Unannounced, unbidden, and uncharacteristically unkissed.” She
pretended to look around the bar. "Is there ajealous wife lurking about with aknife? Or an innocent child
t00 young to see what alascivious spacer might do to her father?”

My own smile broke free, opening the way for other fedingsto wash over me. "No, no wife, not at
present. And no child, innocent or otherwise to be shocked by you. Just me, and if | didn't wait for you,
I'm still glad you're here.” | got up and grabbed her, picking her up and squeezing her asif | didn't know |
was going to haveto let her go again. She gave me akissand | swear | felt her tongue tickle me down at
the bottom of my stomach.

She hadn't changed much. Less hair. Was she smdler? Maybe | had grown. Maybe the memory
of her was bigger than the redlity. But why should she have changed? From her point of view, shed only
been gone acouple of years or 0. For me it had been agood-sized part of my life. Spent not waiting for
her.

Wel€&ft the bar, and once again time was an ocean in which we swam, too vast to know if we
were moving toward or further away from shore, or just staying in one place.

We went places and did things. Thistime there were as many doorsthat | could open as onesto
which shewasthe key. Annie of the Stars and Peter of the Port. If we weren't king and queen of our
respective realms, we were at least the duke and duchess.

We fought a handful of sailors. We watched the sylphs of Cygnus dance, or mate, or
communicate, or al or none of those things, then we tried to imitate them, which caused atavern full of
pirates to be appalled. We tasted the pleasures of a hundred worlds.

"Why did you come back?' | asked her aswe lay in bed.

"Chance?' She shrugged. "A job. Someone needed something from there to hereand | brought it.”

"Why did you come back to me?' | waited for her to answer.

Eventually she said, "It'swhat | do. TheresaPeter on alot of worlds. | come back to see what



you've become. It'slike visiting aseries of portraits. | see you captured asayoung man. Then | vista
moment when you are asyou are now. If thereisanext time, you'll be an old man. Threeticks of the
clock. Beginning, middle, end. Then gone. It'sliketraveling through time."

"So I'm some sort of marker, away for you to mark your passage through the years?!

Shelooked a me. "I made you no promises. Y ou said you understood. | never asked you to wait
for my return.”

"l did not wait for you," | told her.

| did not wait for her, | told mysdf.

The next time she went away, | wasold.

I'd married again, once or twice. | even had a son and a daughter, both grown. The stories of
Annie Jones I'd told them | now told to my grandchildren. They weren't true stories. The truth | kept
locked away insde of me, to look at now and then when | was aone.

Infact, | made agood deal of money writing stories about Annie Jones. Like Annie Jones and the
Fpace Squid. And Annie Jones and the Robots of Doom. And there were others, some of which were
madeinto senges. If Annie came back, shewould find herself alegend, like Joan of Arc, or Buffao Bill,
or Neil Armstrong. | smiled to think of her reaction and hoped | would be out of her reach when she
found out.

| still sat at the same table at the bar now run by my daughter and her husband. No longer posing,
no longer intriguing, no longer waiting, just remembering and occasionaly writing down ataethat had its
dartinamemory. My hair was white and thinning, and | was smaler than | had been, befitting my smaller
life. And sometimes, | admit, satisfied, content, and happy, | fell adeep, nodding in my chair, dreaming
dreams| kept to mysdlf.

"Hey!" The voice, next to my head, woke me and dmaost made me fal backwards out of my chair.

"What have you done to me, old man?"'

"Annie?' My eyesweren't as good as they once were, but the woman |looming over me had longish
black hair, and no tattoo. She was wearing aloose blouse and a short skirt. "Annie?"

"Y es, Annie, you dobbering, senile, son of a..."

"What have you doneto yourself?'

She stopped and looked at herself. "What are you talk... Oh, | guess| look alittle different than |
did thelast time you and |... Who gives a spacer's shit what the hell | look like? What's dl this crap about
Annie Jones and the Whore of Planet X, or whatever it isyou've been spewing? Every timel try to pick
up alover or sart afight, people treat melike | wasn't redl, like I'm sort kind of story book character
cometo life. | punched a cop just to see what would happen and she thanked me! Said, wait until she
tellsher kidsthat she got punched by Annie Jones. What have you done to me?”

When | was able to speak without |etting her catch melaughing, | said, "1 made you famous, that's
al. Or, not you, so much astheideaof you." | risked a chuckle. "Made alot of money t it, too."

"Money?" That camed her down. "Wdll, | supposeif you did it to make money it'sal right." She
smiled. "I remember one time when we convinced the people on some hick world out beyond
Andromeda that there was an asteroid coming that would wipe out half the planet. We sold about a
thousand passages aboard a ship that might have held six or seven peopleif they didn't mind getting to
know each other red well." A laugh burst from her. "Then we left two days, or rather nights, before we
were scheduled to and left them al behind. | dwayswondered if they were so relieved wed lied to them
about the agteroid that they didn't mind losing their money.”

She pulled up achair and we started drinking ale and telling lies. It was amost like going back in
time. Almost like being dive. | could pretend that | could keep up with her, that | wasn't tired, that |
didn't hopefor one more night with her.

Eventudly | said, "How about some food?"

"God, yes," shesaid. "I'm so hungry | fed like | could take abite out of aneutron star. Where
should we go?' She stood up, pushing her chair over, ready for whatever came next.

Except for what | suggested. "How about my place?’



Shedidn't laugh, which was arelief to me. Shedid look at me with pity, which made me angry,
whether a her or at mysdf | wasn't sure.

"l havefood," | said, with some hesat. "And | can cook.” She still looked like she wasn't sure how
to break it to me that she wasn't anxious to leap into bed with the decrepit husk of what had been aman.
"I just thought you might want aredl med for achange, that'sdl. | have no dark designs on your virtue, if
that'swhat you'reworried about.” | stared at her, daring her to laugh. Which she did, forcing meto join
her.

"Come on, then,” she said. "Let'sgo and fill our bellieswith something other than defor awhile.

No promises, | told myself, but a perhaps, amaybe, acould be. | didn't even mind that she helped
meto my feet. Her touch warmed places that had been cold too long. No promises, | told mysdlf, but a
hope, awish, aprayer.

Before we got to the door, it opened and a group of five, or ten, or a hundred people burst in,
laughing, shouting, shoving, shaking the floor like astampede of wild creaturesin their rush to reach the
bar. Spacers and the crowd they accreted asthey cruised the port.

"Anniel" they yelled when they saw her. "Annie Joned" they trumpeted.

And she answered them. "Trishal Sashal Wen Ho!" And more. She was surrounded and torn from
me by the mob, swept away by awave of old friends and shipmates. | stood and watched them go. Even
though they were just afew feet from me, they seemed to recede into the distance until | wasaone, a
million milesfrom anyone.

| went back to my table and waited.

There comes atime when old ceases to have meaning and the young become impatient to have
you die and get out of the way. When every day you wake up isamiracle, or acurse, and you are never
surewhich.

| waited, no more pretending to mysdlf. | hung on, day after day after day. | could hear the
whigpers of grandchildren and great-grandchildren as they wondered if | would ever die. They loved me,
| think, but enough was enough. Besides, | still had some money to leave them.

Y et, even though there were no promises, | waited.

And, findly, she came.

"Peter?' she said, leaning over meas| lay in bed. Her voice was strained with the effort of trying to
fit her normd shout into awhisper. Her hair was sillver thistime, the metd, not the color, though she was
no longer young. Theway she moved, the way she stood, were till filled with confidence, but some of
her brashnesswas gone, asif shed met astuation or two somewherein her travels which she hadn't
been ableto handle dl by hersdlf. "Peter," she whispered again, alittle louder, when | didn't repond. She
leaned closer, trying to seeif therewaslifein my eyes, to hear if | fill bresthed.

| did breathe. | bresthed in the scent of her, the scent of atime before | was born and thetimeto
come after | was dead. | smelled crowded ships visiting a hundred worlds with athousand taverns.
Blood and sweat and sex and fear and joy. | inhaled Annie Jones like adrug.

Andwhen | exhded, | letit al out.

"Y ou never promised to come back,” | said. "But you dwaysdid. And | never meant to wait for
you, but when | wasn't spending my time thinking about the last time, | was hoping there would be anext
time"

"Then you'reafool," she said, but she siroked my forehead as she said it. "I'm Annie Jones and |
don't care about anyone but me. I'm atraveler through space and time, and, if sometimes by chancel
happen to come back, | dways go away."

"l know who you are, Annie, and I'm glad that you came back. But thistimeit's me that's going
away with no promiseto return.” | smiled at her. "And, unlikeyou, | meanit." And | swear | saw atear
fal. And | was happy, not that she was sad, but that, in her way, sheloved me.

SCREAM ANGEL
Douglas Smith



They stopped besting Trelayne when they saw that he enjoyed it. The thugs that passed as copsin
that town on Long Shot backed away from where helay curled on the dirt floor, asif he was something
dead or dangerous. He watched them lock the door of hiscold little cell again. Disgust and something
likefear showed in their eyes. Thetaste of their contempt for him mixed with the sharpness of hisown
blood in hismouth. And the Scream in that blood shot another stab of pleasure through him.

He expected their reaction. The Merged Corporate Entity guarded its secretswell, and Scream
wasits most precious. Long Shot lay far from any Entity project world and well off the jump route linking
Earth and the frontier. No one on this backwater planet would know of the drug, |et one have
encountered a Screamer or an Angel. That waswhy he had picked it.

Their footsteps receded, and the outer door of the plasted storage hut that served asthe town jail
clanged shut. Alone, herolled onto his side on thefloor, relishing the agony the movement brought. He
tried to recall how he came to be there, but the Scream in him turned each attempt into an emotional
sgdeshow. Findly he remembered something burning, something...

fdling.

It had been one of their better shows.

He remembered now. Remembered last night, standing in thering of their makeshift circus dome,
announcing the performersto an uncaring crowd, crying out the names of the damned, the conquered.
Each member of hisrefugee band emerged from behind torn red curtains and propelled themsalvesin the
manner of their speciesinto or above the ring, depending on their chosen act.

He knew the acts meant little. The crowd came not to see feats of acrobatics or strength, but to
gawk at otherworldly strangeness, to watch diens bow in submission before the mighty human.
Trelayne's circus consisted of the remnants of the subjugated races of ascore of worlds, victimsto the
Entity's resource extraction or terraforming project: the Stone Puppies, lumbering silica beasts of
date-sided bulk-Guppert the Strong, squat bulbous-limbed refugee from the crushing gravity and equally
crushing mining exploitation of Mendlos|1-Feran the fox-child, his people hunted down like animason
Fandor IV.

And the Angels. Alwaysthe Angdls.

But curled inthe dirt in the cold cell, recdling last night, Trelayne pushed away any thoughts of the
Anges. And of her.

Yes, it had been afine show. Until the Talonadied, exploding in blood and brilliance high above
thering, after floating too near atorch. Trelayne had bought the gas bag creature's freedom aweek
before from an ip daver, knowing that its species had been nearly wiped ouit.

Aspieces of thefat dien had falen flaming into the crowd, Trelaynes grip on redlity had shattered
like afunhouse mirror struck by ahammer. He could now recall only flashes of what had followed last
night: people burning-screaming-panic-astampede to the exits-his arrest.

Nor could he remember doing any Scream. He usudly stayed clean before a show. But he knew
what hefelt now lying in the cdll-the joy of the beating, the ecstasy of humiliation. He must have donea
hit when the chaos began and the smell of burnt flesh reached him. To escape the horror.

Or to enter it. For with Scream, horror opened adoor to heaven.

Someone cleared their throat in the cdll. Trelayne jumped, then shivered at the thrill of surprise.
Moaning, herolled onto hisback on the floor and opened his eyes, struggling to orient himself again.

A man now sat on the cot inthe cdl. A man with alean face and eyesthat reminded Trelayne of
his own. Hewore along gray cloak with amgor'srank and asmal insigniaon which ared "RIP"
hovered over agreen planet plit by alightning bolt.

The uniform of RIP Force. A uniform that Trelayne had worn alifetime ago. Gray meant Specid
Services. thisman was RIP, but not a Screamer. RIP kept senior officers and the SS clean.

The man studied a PerComm unit held in a black-gloved hand, then looked down at Trelayne and
smiled. "Hello, Captain Trelayne," he said softly, asif he were addressing achild.

Trelayne swallowed. He was shaking and redlized he had been since he had recognized the
uniform. "My nameisnot Trelayne."

"l am Weitz," t