PROLOGUE

"How | ong?" Anps ben Sierra Nueva said
desperately.

"Anot her forty-five mnutes, esteened sir," the tech-
nician answered in a voice flat with focused
concentration.

Amps touched the pickup in his ear and turned back to

the low hills ahead. They were covered in pine forest, or
had been, until about an hour ago. Now they were burn-

ing, a furnace of resin-fueled candles fifty neters high
The invaders had barred their own way with the bl ast of
beamfire fromthe aircraft, but they seemed lazily indif-
ferent about inflicting casualties on their own forces. H e
Bet helite nobl eman ground his teeth in fury at that |ord-
|y disdain; unfortunately, it seemed justified.

For now. Mdst of the resistance to the Kol nari

i nvasion had come from Bethel's planetary con-

stabul ary, and the Guardi ans of the Tenple. Those few
who didn't see the invasion as punishnment for the sins
of godl ess young Anbs ben Sierra Nueva and his fol-

| owers had, of course, resisted. The faithful had
effectively offered their throats to the pirate knife
Sheer luck that Amps and those foll owers had been
preparing even if their efforts had been made agai nst
t he day when the Guardi ans came for them

"Everything is in place, ny brother," said the man
beside Anbs in the rear seat of the pickup. Joseph ben
Said was a commoner N worse than that, a bastard
fromthe slunms of KerissNout he had been the first of
Anmps' foll owers, and had proved to be the nost |oyal.

Stating

Not to nmention certain skills, Anbs rem nded hinsel f.
"Take me forward to the bunker," he said, and cut off
Joseph's protest with a brusque chop of his hand.

The gunner behind the pintle-nmunted | auncher

swayed as the driver gunned the fans and slid the
vehicle down the dirt track. He was inexperienced;

they all were. The Second Revel ation had trained in
secret with their hoarded weapons, preparing for the
Second Exodus to Al Mna. Oficial Tenple policy held
there was no need to venture beyond Bet hel when

three centuries of valiant breeding left the Chosen stil
thin on the ground in the initial area of settlenent.
There had been no tine to acquire nmuch real skill wth
the tools of destruction. The neasures had been

i nsurance, really, in case the Elders actually were will-
ing to use force to prevent the settlenment of the Saffron
systemni s ot her habitable planet

Ahead, the fire throbbed and roared. The pines
were a native variety; candlestick trees, they were



called. They were explosively flamuable this time of

year, and the air was thick with the heavy resinous

snoke. Dust spurted from under the car as they swing

behi nd t he bunker, just now thrown up with farning

machi nes and covered with raw dirt The driver backed

and then let the vehicle settle on its flexible skirt, keep-
ing the fens running and the gunner's line of sight just
over the top of the nound.

"Good man," Anps said, thunping himon the
shoul der before he hopped down and ducked to enter
t he bunker.

A display filmhad been tacked to one wall. It showed
footage froma pickup located a kiloneter down the

road. Haifa dozen nmen and wonen in coveralls and

caps were talking into comunicators or hovering

over a schematic display on a rickety canmp table. In the
bunker, the air was full of a crackling tension, |ouder to
the nerves than the burning forest was to the ears.
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Amps nodded \o...the officer, he rem nded hinmself. No
| onger friends and retainers, but warriors.

"They are coming," Rachel bint Danscus said.

Her plain bony face was tightly inpassive. She was

an info-systens specialist, rare for a worman on Bet hel
where nost fenales held to traditional fem nine
careers like nmedicine or literature, Joseph made her a
formal bow.

"You are well, lady?" he said.

She gave a curt nod, then turned back to Anos.

"They hit the forest with some sort of indirect-fire
i ncendi ary weapon, and now t hey are advanci ng
through it Powered vehicles. Fusion-bubble neutrino
signatures, fairly heavy ones."

"They probably do not know how comon bad fires

are here," Anps said. He worked a tongue in a nmouth
gone dry. Bethel vehicles used stressed-storage
batteries.

Rachel was holding up well, better than he had
expected. She had a violent tenper, and he suspected a
buried streak of hysteria. She was al so a daustrophobe:
t he bunker would add that distress to her burdens. The
nore credit to her, for conquering her phobia.

"They thought to mask their approach in the
flames, " he said al oud.

Their first ambush had killed several of the invader
infantry. Even a few hours had shown how t he
strangers reacted to a challenge: strike back inmedi-
ately with overwhel mi ng power. He cleared his throat



and asked calmy:
"How far are they fromthe nine?"

"Two kilonmeters and closing. Closing at twenty kph
Onscreen. "

The view through the screen tacked to the wall

trenbl ed. That neant sonethi ng was shaking the

ground under the pickup, even though it was spiked to
solid rock. Hills rose on either side ahead, everything
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on fire except for the narrow stream and the road

beside it, down at the base of the nassive granite sl opes.
Shapes were noving through the burning trees on the

| ower sl opes. Dull-gleamng shapes, hard to nmake out

agai nst the background, as if the surfaces were adapt-

i ng thensel ves, chanel eon-fashi on, as they noved.

Low turtl e-backed outlines, with [ ong weapons jutting
fromtheir sloped forward plates, the barrels built up
fromcoils or rings, sone sort of wave-guide or

el ectromagneti c | auncher

One fighting vehicle pivoted. The nuzzle fl ashed,

bri ght even through the hot-iron glow of the fires. The
vi ewscreen fogged slightly as a pickup was blasted into
pl asma, then cleared as the system conpensated by
spreadi ng i nput fromthe others.

"Well, that gives us a due to the sensitivity of their
detectors," Joseph said. He | eaned forward. "Everyone
is out of there?"

"Falling back to the I aunching ground. There is
nobody within fifteen kiloneters,"” Rachel said. "W are
cl osest™”

"Do it, then," Anps said.

She touched a control surface. The screen flashed

white and went blank. Haifa second later an actinic
glare flashed through the bunker, reflected in fromthe
rear entrance but still bright enough to make their
goggl es darken protectively. Sound and shock foll owed
in a few heartbeats: a roar like God returning in anger
an earthquake runbl e through the soil, then a wave of
heat and pressure making their ears pop.

"So Keriss died," Rachel said absently, to herself.
"Tam k saw it He said the flash was |like the sword of
God, and the waves a kil onmeter high when they broke
over the Peninsula nmountains.”

"Everyone | eave," Anps said quietly, glancing down
at the watch woven into his sleeve. There was not hi ng
el se to say. Rachel's famly had lived in Keriss, the
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capital city of Bethel. So had nost of Anps' surviving
ki ndred, and Joseph's, if he had any. "W will rendez-
vous in forty mnutes at the shuttle." He paused. "And
Rachel ?"

"Yes, sir?"
"Well done. Very well done."

When they left the bunker, the pillar of cloud was
already flattening out high in the stratosphere.

CHAPTER ONE

"SSS." The sensor overwatch Al filtered a possible
nmessage out of the interstellar background and passed
it through to the controller of Station SSS-900

"Hi ssing again, are we?" Sinmeon nuttered absendy
at the subprogram and turned his attention back to
the simul acrum

Napol eon had just pushed the British north of Not-
ti ngham Wbunded, exhausted sol di ers spraw ed

across the fields where the defeated arny canped, as
the rain drained down, gray skies darkening over
tranpl ed nuddy fields. Away across the rolling

| andscape fires still flickered, where dead men | ay
gapi ng around snmashed cannon. The woren were out
with lanterns, |ooking for their husbands and sons.

A dispatch rider cane clattering up to Wellesley's
tent with news of the Jacobin uprisings in Birm ngham
and Manchester, and a landing of the Irish rebels. The
bi g beak-nosed man stood in the open flap of the tent
as the dripping mlitiamn saluted clunsily and

handed over the dispatches, blinking in the driving
rain.

"The devil with it," he nmuttered, turning to the map-
table within and unfol ding the heavy wax-seal ed

papers. "lIt's too bad. If we'd won that |ast battle ... if
wi shes were horses, beggars would ride. Still, it was a
dammed near-run thingNa very near thing."

He | ooked up. "You are to informH s Majesty that he
and the royal famly nust take ship for India
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i medi ately. TheseN' he extended the reports fromhis
folding desk "N are for Viceroy Arnold in Calcutta."

| concede, the conputer said.

"OfF course,"” Sineon answered smugly.

He switched his primary visual focus from sinul a-
tion back to the | ounge and | ooked down at the big



hol ot abl e. An excel |l ent nodel for use in war-gam ng

the map of Engl and was scattered with unit synbols.

Finer and finer detail could be obtained by magnifying

i ndi vidual sectors N right down to die ani mate nodel s

of soldiers and horses. O tanks and artillery, for some
of the other ganes. He focused: on a horse tiredly nip-
ping at its neighbor on the picket Iine, on the stubbled
gap-toothed face of a sentry yawni ng.

"SSS. "
"What is that?" Sineon asked.

The answer floated up into his awareness fromthe

peri pheral s; tightbeam signal, nodul ated subspace
waves, picked up by one of the passive buoys out on the
fringes of the system A subroutine had flagged it as
possi bly interesting,

Hrymm he thought. Qdd. It might just be the |ast

fadi ng noise froma | eaking mni-singularity about to

go pop. The things tended to cluster in this area, which
was full of third-generation stars and bl ack hol es,

t hough this one tasted like a signal. The problemw th
that was that there was nothing much out that way;
nothing listed as inhabited for better than two hundred
lights. Certainly no traffic into the sphere of Space Sta-
tion Simeon-900-X s operations. He would have to see

if anything nore cane of it. Presumably if sonmeone

was calling, they would try again.

Idly, he ran a checklist of station functions. Life-
support was nomi nal, of course; any variation of that
was red-flagged. One hundred seventy-two craft of
various sorts fromthe liner Altair to barge-tugs were
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currendy docked. Twenty-seven negatons of various

m neral powders were in transit, in storage, or under-
goi ng processing in SSS-900-X s attendant

fabrication nodul es. Two new tugs were under con-
struction in the yard. A civic election was underway,
with Anita de Chong- Markowitz | eadi ng for council -
rep in station sector three, the entertai nment decks.
Death in the Twenty-First was still billing as nopst
popul ar hol o of the nonth. Sineon sneered nentally,
with a wistful overtone. Historical dramas were

i mpossi ble for a serious scholar to watch because the
manuf acturers would not do their research

It was not necessary to investigate nmuch nore in detail.
Wth the connectors, shellperson Sinmeontyos SSS-900- X
Littl e awareness renai ned of the stunted body inside its
titaniumshell in the central columm of the | ounge. He

was the station, and any weakness or failure was, |ike
pain, intense and personal. As far as his kinesthetic sense
was concerned, he was a netal tube a kiloneter long, with
two huge gl obes attached on either end.



The Abair was in. Sineon had docked die incom ng
ship with his usual efficiency but wthout his usua
close scrutiny. He deliberately turned his attention
away from di senbarki ng passengers, refusing to study
their faces, especially the faces of the wonen.

Radon' s repl acement as Sineon's brawn was on this

ship, and all he knew was her work record and her nane.
Channa Hap. Probably from Hawki ng Al pha Proxi na

Station, Hap being a conmon surnane for those born in

that ancient and wealdiy comunity. He wasn't entirely

sure. He'd fought Radon's retirenment too hard to have

much personal interest in his replacenent Al right, | was
sul king, he told himself. Tine to get with the program He'd
established a subroutine to trash the applications of

repl acenents. That hadn't been personal, merely a ploy.

He hadn't wanted her, but they were stuck w di each
ot her now.
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Li ners docked at the north polar aspect of the tw

i nked gl obes diat nade up the station. The tube was;
kil ometer long and half diat w de, nore than enoug

for the repl eni shnent feeds and a debarkation | oung
fancy enough to satisfy die station's collective vanity
twenty meters on a side and fifteen high, lined witi
murals, walled and floored with exotic space-m nec
stone, with information kiosks and everything else <
visitor needed to feel at hone.

"I"'m Channa Hap," a worman said to one of th<
ki osks. "I need directions to Control Central."

So that's her. Long hi gh-cheekboned face, nedium
length curling dark hair.

"You are expected, Ms. Hap," the termnal said. Ili
had a mell ow, conmandi ng voi ce syndied from severa
of Simeon's favorite actors, sone of whom dated back
to the twenty-fourth century. "Do you w sh trans-
portation?"

"If diere's no hurry, 1'll walk. Mght as well get used
to the new home."

"This way, please."

She nodded. Sinmeon froze the visual and studied

her; tall, athletic. Dressed plainly in a coverall, but she
had presence. Nice figure, too, if you liked subde curves
and rolling rmuscle. A fox.

In an amazingly short time the door-chinme signal ed

a request for admittance. Feeling as nervous as he had
when neeting his first brawn, Simeon said, "Cone,"

and di e door sw shed open

Channa entered. He dosed in on the viewer to what



he thought of as normal conversational distance. That
was an advant age sonetimes, since softshells couldn't
get to their psychologically confortable distance w di
you. She had delicate, clear-cut features and earnest
dark eyes, and the curly black hair was swept back from
her face in a disciplined no-nonsense fashion. A
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vi d-show heroi ne. Perfect! he thought FUget things off on
the right foot. He switched on a screen with his own
"face" N the way he'd inmagined it, ruggedly handsone

with a tan, a Heidel berg dueling scar, |evel gray eyes,
dose-cropped blond hair and a Centaurijets fen cap N

and spoke al oud:

"Hubba- hubba! "
The dark eyes widened slighdy, "Excuse ne?"

He | aughed, "That's ancient Earth slang for 'sexy
lady.""

"l see."

The words were so di pped Sineon could al nost
hear them ping on the deck as they fell through a short
si | ence.

Ah, geesh, he thought, this is going realty well. "Urn, |
meant it as a conplinment.” Wiy didn't they send ne a male
brawn? he asked hinsel f, conveniendy forgetting his
request form Male bondi ng he knew about

"Yes, of course," she said coolly. "It's just not a type of
conpliment that I'mparticularly fond of receiving."

She's got a nice voice, Sineon thought uneasily. Pity she
seens to be a bitch. "What sort of complinments do you
accept?" he asked in a tone of forced jocularity which
wasn't easy to manage through a digital speaker

"I accept those that deal with nmy quick | earning
ability, and ny efficiency, or that acknow edge |I'm
doi ng a good job," she said, noving further into the
room and taking a seat before his colum. Until she
had fini shed speaki ng, she did not |ook directly at
hi m

"The sort of conpliment you'd give a servo-
nmechani sm if you gave servo-nechanisnis conplinents,’
he sai d.

"Exactly." She smiled sweedy and fol ded her hands.
"You've an interesting attitude, Ms. Hap," he said,

laying a little stress on the ancient honorific. If she wants
to get formal, Ftt show her formal. "Most of the wonen
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I'"ve worked with didn't object to an occasi onal conpli -
ment on their appearance.”

She raised her brows slighdy and cocked her head,
"Perhaps if they objected you sinply dismssed it as
being part of an "attitude."

tcoi ddcry, iffcouldcry, Sinmeon thought He'd gotten

| onely these | ast weeks without Tell Radon. He'd
begun to anticipate the®/un he'd been going to have
with a new brawn. Soneone to talk to.... How could
they have matched himwith this... ice princess? They
knew he was easy going, sure, but he'd given thema
very good idea of what he was | ooking for in a brawn.
Exact specifications, which Channa Hap hadn't net,
fully. Was soneone in Central taking advantage of his
good nature, sonehow hopi ng he coul d straighten her
out, or maybe | oosen her up?

"I find your attitude rather interesting," she mur-
mur ed, narrow ng her eyes. "Have you checked your

hor mone | evel s recendy?"

"That's a rather personal remark...." Maybe they just
want me to blast her out an airl ock when nobody's | ooking.
" "Sexy lady' isn't?" She sniled and raised a sardonic
br ow.

"That was a conplinent, intended to put you at ease.
Have you checked your own hornone |evels |ately?"

There was sil ence.

After a nmoment she sat forward and | ooked at him
levelly. "Look, even though it hardly seens worth the
trouble of officially submtting ny orders to you, on a
practical level we may as well just admit that, for the
time being, we're stuck with each other. You need a
brawn and I'mhere. I'mwell trained, experienced and
hard working. W don't have to | ove each other to work
t oget her. "

"True, but it gets a little cold trying to maintain your
di stance with sonmeone you see every day. It would be a | ot
easier if we could be friends. Look, why don't we just
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erase what just happened and start over? Wiaddaya

say?"

She pursed her lips, then smled. "I'mgame. But let's
start slow, and we'll avoid the personal remarks for the



ti me being, okay?" She cocked her head at him and
rai sed an eyebrow. "You start."

"Hell o, you nust be Channa Hap. Wl cone to the
SSS-900-C. "

"Thank you. | hope I'mnot interrupting.”

"Nah, | always have time for a pret... colleague."
He detected a slight narrowi ng of her eyes. "My, you
sure are efficient |ooking."

"Well, and so are you, you're so steely and all."
"Funny, | was just about to say the same thing about
you. "

She stood up. "This isn't going to work."

"My fault. | shouldn't have said that. Look, you mnust

be tired fromall the travel you've been doing. Wy

don't you settle in, ook around, relax a little N things
m ght | ook different”

"This has nothing to do with ny being tired or your
hor nmones. .. ."

"What is this fixation you have with ny hornones?"

"Shut -up-and-listen-to-ne." Channa was giving him

a |l ook that he could alnost feel. She paused and held

up her hands, sitting down again. 'Just listen," she said
earnesdy. "1 think that it would be best if we put our

cards on the table. | haven't studied your files in ful
yet," she admitted with a tired snmle. "I just couldn't
make nyself do it But | do know quite a bit about you."
She | eaned back and crossed her long legs. "I know

that you have a fair amobunt of influence and a | ot of
contacts at Central Admin. And | know that you called
on just about all of themin the matter of your brawn
repl acenent™ She gave hima severe |ook. "You nade
yoursel f fanbus on just about every level."

He was a little lost here. He had kicked up quite a fuss
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when they forcibly retired Tell Radon, but what did it
have to do with her?

"In case you're wondering why |I'mbringing this
up, " she conti nued.

Ceeeze, Sineon thought, that's eerie! She can't possibly
readnymmd. Canshe?

"I't may interest you to know that | have nmy own con-
tacts at Admin. And they've told ne that you cane up

with a list of qualifications that were extrenely hard to
fill. In fact, I was the only candidate who did fit them
with the glaring exception of the age qualification.

hear that |I'm four years too young for this post."



"Well, you see..."

"Excuse me, I'mnot finished. | was also told that you
went over mny service records |ooking for black marks, and
t hat when you couldn't find them you went |ooking for
shadows that you could pretend were bl ackmarks...."

"Hey! | don't know who you were talking to."

"Bear with nme a few nonments | onger,"” Channa said,
hol di ng up one finger. "Then you can have your say. |'m
not goi ng anywhere." She | ooked at his inmage on the
screen for a nonment with narrowed eyes, and when he
remai ned silent she nodded. "I've been told that all you
need do to ruin the day of alnost any Adm n executive is
to nention ny name. The feeling you appear to have |eft
behi nd you as the snmoke cleared on this was that where
there's snoke, there's fire. And that if you, well-known
and respected brain that you are, would object so
strenuously to nmy assignment to the SSS-900, despite the
feet that | fit all but one of your nany qualifications,
there nust indeed be sonething seriously wong with

ne."

"Ch." He honestly hadn't thought about that He'd
been so intent on saving Tell fromforced retirenent
that no other considerations had seened inportant.
Channa Hap as a person had never entered into his

t hought s.
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Channa continued speaking, "I told myself that it
probably wasn't personal."

Cod, it's weird the way she can pick uponny thoughts tike
t hat!

"I told myself to keep an open mind. If you had only
greeted me as a fellow professional, then | think I could
have | et the whole ness be forgotten. But the first

words out of your speakers show that either you can't

di scern the difference between a conplinment and a lip-
smacki ng, smarny, personal remark, or your

canpaign to get rid of ne continues."

"Now wait a mnute!" Sineon said. She opened her

mouth to speak and he overrode her. "It's nmy turn

kay, you said I'd get a turn and I'"'mtaking it." She
rai sed her brows and gave hi m an open- handed ges-

ture, giving himthe floor. "I don't know who your
informant is, but they've got it all wong. I'mgoing to
assune that you know the system well enough to real -

i ze that whoever cane up for considerati on was goi ng

to be gone over with a fine-tooth conb. A space station
the size of a small city requires versatility. |'m going
assune that you're mature enough to know t hat

t hen

to



twenty-six is very young for this posting. Tell was thirty-
ei ght when we canme here, and that's the general age

was | ooking for. | don't think, given the inportance of
the SSS-900, that |'m being unreasonable. But, | sup-

pose that to someone uninformed, the in-depth

i nvestigation could |look |like a canpaign to discredit

you. That was honestly not ny intention, nor is it ny
intention now If ny greeting was a little too famliar, |
apol ogi ze, but | had no way of knowi ng what dark
suspi ci ons you were harboring, I"'mreally very open

Ms. Hap."

She sm | ed am ably and nodded. "Mrhm This

entire charming explanation of yours is predicated on
t he assunption that ny informant is someone's
secretary." She shook her head sadly. "No."
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@l p, maybe 1did go a little far.... "Un..."

"You can rest easy," she assured him "I'mvery good

at what | do. As you well know, | have an al nost perfect
record...."

Actual ly, you do have a perfect vecord, Simeon thought
m serabl y.

"... so, whether we actually get along or not, the sta-
tion won't suffer. And | prom se you that |I'm not going
to just up and di sappear on you once you've gotten

used to ne. Because | have it on good authority that,
after what you've done to ny career and reputation

I'd have to bribe and sleep ny way into a secondary
assi gnment on the neanest asteroid-mning outpost at
the farthest reaches of the explored gal axy." She rose
and said, "lI'd like to look at nmy quarters now. "

"Yeah.. -just," Sineon slid the door to the brawn's
quarters open, "just settle in. We'll work this out, M.
Hap N you'll see. I'mnot as bad as you seemto think

am |'Il check out your allegations and see if | can nake
things right. Okay?"

She | ooked fromthe open door to Sineon and back

agai n. She sighed as she wal ked to the door. "No,

think it would be better if you just left things al one for
while."

"Ms. Hap," Sineon called. She turned. "Wen a

new brawn cones aboard, station protocol recom
mends a little informal gathering of the departnent
heads. |'ve arranged one for this evening at 20:00.
That is, if that's all right with you?"

She nodded and smiled. M think that's a great idea."
The door to her roomslid shut behind her



CHAPTERTWD
"I can't keep her level! | can't keep her level!"

Anmps ben Sierra Nueva | eaned forward, gripping

the edge of the console as if he could force strength
down the conmlink and the beamto the stricken
transport

"Do not panic, Shintev," he said, firmbut calm "You
are too close to your destination for panic."

Panic seenmed to be the order of the day. The bridge

of the Exodus N a minor substation control center for
three hundred years N was in pandenoni um as the

ref ugee technicians struggled to activate and

i mprovi se. There was a hissing puncture right through
the pressure hull where they had sl anmed a steel tube
for the coaxial feeds to Guiyon's shell. None of the big
car go- bay doors were operable so they had had to | ash
the surface-to-ship transporters to the exterior of the
ancient ship and clinb in through service-hatch doors.
The air was thin and cold, dimw th the emergency
lighting, full of the smell of fear and sweat and scorched
i nsul ati on.

"Excellent sir. | think that the eneny has detected
us," a voice said from one corner
"Youi At nA?"

"I amnot sure!" the technician wailed, on the brink of
tears. "They are noving... yes! They have detected us!"
Anmps' head whi pped around. Then the Iink from

the last shuttle began to transnmit only a | ong high-

pi tched scream He | ooked back again to see a face
ranmmed into the pickup, plastered there by centrifuga
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force. Flesh and pooling blood rippled across the
screen before it blanked out.

"They are gone," Anps said into the sudden hush
"Decoupl e the remi ni ng shutdes. Prepare for boost"

Anot her chorus of screams protested that they were
not ready.

"The engines are on-line," @uiyon's cal mdeep voice
said. "That will suffice for now "

Amps turned and punched an override. "Prepare
for acceleration! Acceleration in ten seconds from
mar k. Mar k!"

A speck of |ight blossomed across one of the exterior
fields.



"They got Shintev," sonmebody whi spered. An extra-

orbital fighter, bouncing across the surface of the
troposphere |ike a skipped stone had gotten dose enough
to launch a seeker nissile at the out-of-control shuttle.

"Attend to your duty!" Amps snapped. Later there-wll
be tine far prayers, and for tears.

Force pushed at the ancient ship. Hunm ng and
snappi ng sounds vibrated through the hull. Exterior
feeds showed gantries and constructs bendi ng and
breaki ng under a strain they had never been intended
to endure. The ground-to-orbit shutdes were breaking
away as well, and a few figures in spacesuits.

Damati on, Anmps thought, |ooking away. They nere
war ned! So many lives rested on his shoul ders.

The great cloud-girdled shape of Bethel began to

shrink in the rear viewscreen. The visible face of the
pl anet was obscured by dust and flanme fromthe fighting.
Accel eration flattened himinto his chair as he read
figures fromthe flickering screens.

"Quiyon!" he said. "W are noving too slowy!"

"Peace, Anps. | amtrying toNyes, | amventing the
life-support tanks." Tens of thousands of kil otons of
water were jettisoned. "That will help us. And hi nder
t he eneny."
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"What force pursues us?"

"Five ships of small to nmoderate size. | think they ai”®
the eneny sentinels. None other are in position or
rigged for pursuit.”

"WIl they be able to intercept?"

"I do not know But | rnust stress the engines, and
there will be casualties anpbng the passengers.”

"Do what nust be done."

Tlie weight pressing into his body increased until his
bones creaked fromthe gravity that the anti que com
pensators could not handle. The actual gravity woul d
crush.

Behi nd the Exodus, half the universe vanished in a

bl aze of drive energies. The hull did not hum anynore:
it creaked, with occasional rending and crashi ng noi ses
as components whi ch had weakened or reset during

the long years as an orbital station cane apart under
the stress and crashed sternwards. Somewhere a child



called for its nother, again and again.

"What can we do?" Anps asked.

"Little, until we clear the gravity well," Guiyon
answered. "Pray, perhaps, since that was your
cust onP"

One by one, the refugees lifted voices in chant.

Pat sy Sue Coburn gl anced over at a silk-clad Channa
Hap. Channa was si ppi ng chanpagne and |i stening
politely to a nmedical officer who had backed her into a
corner to tell a story that seened to involve a ot of cut-
ting notions. The roomwas full of station bigw gs,
section representatives, departnent heads, conpany
reps, merchanter captains, the odd artist or enter-
tainer. Trays floated about at shoul der height, | oaded
wi th beverages, canapes, and stimulants. Everyone
seemed filled with a new enthusiasm for conversations
they'd had a hundred tines before, as if the new brawn
had reinvigorated old topics. Patsy Sue felt the warnth
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of Florian Qusky's presence even before his deep voice
runbl ed softly in her ear

"So... what do you think of the new girl?"

pat sy | ooked at himout of the corner of her bottle-
green eyes and flicked back her long blond hair. H's

j aw was
thrust forward and his thi ck neck was hunched

i nto heavy shoul ders, accentuating the rugged cast of
his features. A big man and nearly as tough as he

t hought he was. Gusky was an ent husi ast for Revival
Ganes, particularly rugby; he | ooked ready to tackle

Channa.

O stonmp on her with cleats, she thought. " | think the
new woman' s el egant," Patsy replied. And makes nme wi sh

Fd been a tittle nore restrained, she added to herself. Her
own Junoesque figure was squeezed into a tight red

sheath with a deep cleavage and a slit skirt. Her ash-

bl ond hair N her own natural coloring with the barest

tint of help from nmodern technol ogy N was woven

wi th ropes of black pearls.

"I think she's a snob," Qusky said decisively.

"She seenms a bit reserved," Patsy allowed. Wo
woul dn't be, dropped into this mll-and-swill?

"She seens shall ow. "



"What is yer problen? Y |ookin at the woman I|ike

you think she's got the | egs of a cockroach under that
gown. |'ve neva known you to make snap judgments.

Do you know sonethinl that needs tellin' ?"

He | ooked into his drink, frowming. "No ... it's just
Sinmeon's awfully quiet" He | ooked up at her with
concern in his brown eyes. "That's just not like him"

She grinned and flicked her blond bangs aside.

"Well, this will be quite an adjustnment fer himafter all,"
she said. "He an Tell Radon were together for decades.
Maybe he's mi ssin' himand doesn't feel like bein' at a
party."

@Qus nodded, pursing his lips. "Yeah, or naybe he
wants to give her a chance to shine...."
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They both | ooked down for a noment and shuffl ed
their feet. They | ooked up at the sane nonment and
said, "Sineon?" simultaneously, and then burst out
| aughi ng.

"You cal |l ed?" The familiar inmage bl ooned on a
screen beside diem

"Ah! Ch, hi, Sm we, uh... we..."

"W were just saying you're kinda quiet tonight,"
Qus finished.

"Well, with nost of ny senior staff here at the party,
I"'msort of pulling double-duty,” Sineon said listlessly.
"Excuse ne," and he was gone.

Pat sy and CGus | ooked at each other in amazenent,
then turned to take a new | ook at Channa Hap, now
being i ntroduced to a cargo specialist.

@us shook his head. "Wat did she do to hinP"
Patsy smiled. "Trimed his sails good and proper."

"This was not a match made in Paradi se," Gus nut-
t er ed.

"Ch, | dunno," Patsy said, narrowi ng her green eyes

t houghtfully. "The woman has style, Gus. This place
could use sone style. Look at this party. \Wen was the
last tinme you cane to Sineon's place and got sonethin'
besi des beer and pretzel s?"

Gus | ooked at her in amazenent "Wat's that sup-
posed to nmean? Are you telling nme you can be bought
wi di the right canapes?”



"No. Chocolate truffles maybe, but not synthesized

fish eggs on carbo wafers."” At his grow she continued
nmore seriously. "Wiat |I'msayin' is, this place is nore
like a boys' canp dian the hub of culture and science

and business that it could be. She'll shake us up al
right, but maybe that's a good thing. It's goin' to get a
ot nore interestin' around here."

He went back to glowering. Patsy went over to
Channa to conplinment her choice of the Rovol odorus
Second Cel estial Suite as background nusic.
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"dad you like it, Ms. Coburn,"” Channa said. Her

smle had the slightly artificial quality of soneone who
has spent the last few hours fending off woul d-be favor
seekers. "You're from Larabie, diough, aren't you?"

"I left,"” Patsy replied. "Didn'tlikethedown-home nusic
tfiere, and I get so sick of the Mner's Rant and the ot her
Pi oneer Stonp stuff Sineon plays. No offense, Sinmeon."

"None taken" a voice said out of the air, the "n" fading
into silence.

Channa's next smle was nore genuine. "lI'd have
t hought the chief environnentalist would be in favor
of stability," she said.

"I get so sick of watchin' algae breed," Patsy said, and
t hey both | aughed. "Maybe diat's why | had four hus-
bands in a row Njust to show | wasn't a unicellular
organi sm"

"Goodni ght," Channa called as the door sw shed

shut behind the |l ast departing guest. The big circular
room | ooked even larger with the cromd gone; the

hol os on the walls had reset to restful underwater
scenes with tropical fish

She turned toward Sineon's screen inmage on the pil-
lar N a brain's body was there, after all, and it had
become a matter of courtesy in brawns to address diat
position even if the brain could hear them anywhere

on the station. She stood a nmonent |eisurely studying
the large Sinosian tapestry that was tastefully draped
across his colum.

"That's a lovely hanging," she said at last "I've been
admiring it all evening." She clasped her hands behind
her back and wal ked slowy towards him "Thank you,"
she said softly. "This party was very pleasant, Sineon,
and a thoughtful gesture."

Once you, loosened up a tittle, Sineon thought in sone
surprise, you were fun, too. If | can just keep you hal f-tanked,
we m ght be able to get al ong.
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"Well, everyone is nore relaxed at this sort of gather-
ing," he said, "divorced fromtheir official positions.
You get to see the social side before you have to con-
tend with the professional."

She nodded. "I had just enough tinme before they got
here to glance at everyone's records. | didn't want to
make the same mistake with themthat | nmade with you."

"You didn't read mnmy records?"
"No," she said archly, "I wanted to be surprised."
"So did I," he admtted.

She | aughed. "Then | guess we do have sonething
in conmon after all. W can both screw up. Goodni ght,
Si meon. "

Smi ling, she gave one |ast wave at the colum as she
went into her room

She has a nice | augh, Sineon thought, as the door
swi shed cl osed behi nd her.

Phew, Channa thought.

She thought again, and took several recondite pieces
of equi pment out of her bag.

Wien these showed that the sensors in the walls
weren't activated, she was slightly ashamed of herself
for being so uncharitable about Sineon.

"There is no chance of repairing it?" Amps ben
Si erra Nueva said
"Crapul ous none," the technician rasped.

"Esteenmed sir," he added, wi ping at the lubricating
fluid on his cheek.

They both backed out of the corridor and dogged the

hat chway. A sublim nal hum surrounded t hem Anps

was al one anong the refugees in knowi ng that was a bad
sign. Msaligned drive, no surprise after the colony ship
had spent three centuries doubling as an orbital station
It was a mracle that the engines functioned at all, and a
tribute to the engineers of the Central Wrlds. A double
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mracle that they were hol ding up under the unnatural
stress of maintai ni ng subspace speeds past redline for so



l ong. @uiyon's doing.

"We will just have to econom ze on oxygen," AnDS
said firmy.

"Stop breathing?" the technician asked.

"Col dsl eep,"” Anmos replied. "That will cut down our
consunption by at least half. A small crew can manage
the ship. It was designed so. Guiyon could run it al one,
if need be."

Sweat fromnore than the exertion of crawing

al ong di sused passageways glistened on the man's
brown skin. Anps forced hinself to breath normally as
he wal ked back to the command deck. His chest felt
heavy but it was inpossible to detect any COg buil dup
yet Purely psychol ogical, he told hinself sternly.

"There is no chance of repairing the machinery," he

said to the assenbl ed command group. A few of them
grunted as if struck. "At the current rate, we wll
exhaust the available air supplies two-thirds of the way
to our destination."

"Why was the ship not properly naintained?" some-
one half shout ed.

"Because this was an orbital station with unlimted
supplies and an al gae tank!" Ampbs snapped, then
brought hinself back under control. O necessity, they
had had to dunp the excess water in the tanks. Too
much mass to haul when speed is essential. "W |ost
nore supplies, too, when the eneny hulled us."

"This is our situation," he said, deliberately calm

"We have to deal with it. A hundred lives and the fete of
Bet hel depend upon it"

They aU nodded. There was no way the Kol nari fl eet
coul d have been kept secret, even in backwaters I|ike
the Saffron system if there were any witnesses after
they left a world. Gven time on Bethel, they would
hide their tracks the same way.
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"What ... what about col dsl eep?" Rachel said, |ick-
i ng her Hps.

"A possibility presently to be considered,” Anps said.
"G riyon?"

The brain's voi ce sounded i nhumanly detached as

al ways. There were four centuries of experience

behind him and abilities no softperson could ever

mat ch. Anbs shuddered slightly. Abom nation was the

nost charitable termthe Faith used for such as he. Con-



trol yourself, Amps chided. Guiyon rescued us all. He is our
onfy hope. The stress was bringi ng back archaic fears.
"Marginal ," Quiyon said. "Possible. W should con-
centrate all the personnel in one or two conpartnents,
punp the atnosphere fromthe others back into

reserve, and begin coldsleep treatments imredi ately."
He paused. "We are not properly equi ppedN nterna
tenmperature control is very uncertain. There is a risk
of substantial casualties."”

"Do it," Amps said, with the ring of authority in his

voi ce. He could sense the others rel axing. The nmenace

was still there, but someone was taking steps. Now, if

onfy I had an authority figure, he thought wyly. | suppose
the responsibility has to stop sonewhere. "And may God have
mercy upon us."

" Amren. "

Amps waited until the others had filed out to begin
reorgani zi ng the hundred-odd refugees.

"The eneny?" he asked softly.
"Four ships,"” Quiyon replied. "One turned back, |

think, with engine problens N there were discon-
tinuities in its em ssions. The remainder are gaining
slowy. | amrunning the engines over the specifications
as it is, but they were never designed for this sort of
usage. My estimate is that we have escaped so far
because the Kol nari ships are carrying extra fuel mass
and suhtight maneuver engines. They are al so not red-
lining their propul sion systens."
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"WIl we have enough lead-time to reach Rige

Base?"

"That is inpossible to calculate,” Quiyon said. H's
voi ce was slowy taking on an extra tinge of animation
like a piece of rusty machinery that turned nore

snoot hly when warned up after |ong disuse. "Too

much depends on intervening factors N mass density
inthe interstellar nmedium the eneny's actions, and
what awaits us. We still have several possible destina-
tions, but there nmay have been changes since the |ast
update. My data is very old."

"As God wills," Anmpos said reflexively.

"l ndeed. "

The data-input junped and fizzled through the
jury-rigged inputs. Pain jagged al ong Guiyon's nerves

in synpathy with the overstressed fabric of the ship.
Anxi ety ate at himas sector after sector went blank, a



spreadi ng nunbness |ike | eprosy.

Behind him the rosette of pursuing Kol nari ships
was nostly hidden by the blaze of his own drive ener-
gies. The sleeting energetic particles of their

beam weapons were not probing and eroding at the
drive coils of the ancient, crunbling vessel. Ghost
menories of the ship when it was young and strong
haunted him confusing his responses. H's own
nutrient and oxygen feeds kept slipping past redline,
and each tinme the emergency adjustnents took |onger
to swing the indicators back.

W will not nake Ri gel Base, @uiyon knew. He woul d
not, and the ship would not. And if they could, the
softshells on board nost certainly would not. / must
sel ect an alternate destination

If there is one.
CHAPTER THREE

"Is it really necessary to inspect in person, M. Hap?"
the detection systenms chief said. "W have a virtual sys-
temfor remotes,” he went on hel pfully.

"No substitute for hands on," Channa said with

det er mi ned cheer f ul ness.

She reached up to the hatchway and chi nned her-
self, sliding into the narrow i nspection corridor. "Hand
me up the toolkit, will you?"

Two hours later the chief stood rigidly as Channa
finished her checklist. Hi s skin was a nuddy gray
under the natural brown, and he seened to be shaking
slightly.

" and deviations are nmore than thirty percent
beyond approved," she said crisply.

"Ms. Hap" N the luckless bureaucrat said, trying to
cut in once nore N "those | ong-range systens are
purely backup. They haven't been used since the SSS
was conmi ssioned!" At her raised eyebrow, he con-
tinued hurriedly, "Besides, |'munderstaffed, and N'

"Chi ef Doak," she went on. "Regul ar persona

i nspections are standard procedure in all installations

of this type. | don't care if the equipnent is used infre-
guendy. Backups exist for an energency when they had
better be able to performthe functions for which they
were designed. And I don't can? if you send in the
renotes every so often. Machinery does what you tell it

to do, whether that's the right thing or not.

Experi enced technicians are supposed to have a fee
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for their equi prent Your people obviously don't This
isn't satisfactory. |Is that understood?"

"Yes, Ms. Hap," he said woodenly.

Bitch, she read in his eye. That's /ne. You have your

right to an opinion of me, and | have a right to expect you to do
your work, she thought, turning and striding briskly for

t he door.

"I don't care what anyone says, Ms. Hap. | think
you're going to do a great job."

It was one of the conmmunications technicians.

Channa smled pleasantly at her and said softly, noting
her name tag. "Frankly, Ms. ... Foss, | don't give a
damm wAoi you think. I"monly concerned with the
quality of your work. Which, at the nonment, you're not
doi ng." She continued down the corridor

"Excuse nme." Sineon said to Channa when she was
out of earshot

"Yes?"
"Did you have to be so nasty to her?"

"Simeon, it would be unprofessional of me to allow
peopl e to choose up sides like that W can chew out a
section chief, but interfering in the chain of command
is petty and divisive and causes noral e problens. Per-
haps |I'mnot going to be here very long, and I'm
unwilling to | eave that sort of ness for soneone else to
sort out \bu' ve got to nip these things in the bud."

"N pping is one thing. You cut her off at the knees."
"Ch, | see. You think I was unkind."
"You were\ In feet, you were downright cruel."

Channa stood a norment, hands on hips, |ooking

down thoughtfully. Then she shifted her weight and
crossed her arms. "Sinmeon, | noticed that Tell Radon was
here twel ve years | onger than standard retirenent date."

"He wasn't ready to go," Simeon replied suspiciously.

"But six years ago he subnmitted his resignation,"”

"He changed his mnd and withdrewit. | wasn't
about to force himout He's a friend."
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"Un- hunh. Well, when | glanced over some of the

neeting records for the last few years, | couldn't help
but notice that everyone behaved as though he wasn't
there. On the infrequent occasions when he did nake a



contribution, it was i mediately questioned. O don't
the words 'Is that right, Sineon' sound familiar?"

"So what are you getting at?"

"I"mgetting at the basic difference in our styles,

Si meon. When |'mcruel, it's to prevent nore pain fur-
ther down the line. Wen you're cruel, it's to get your
own way."

n \Mat ! n

"Surely you know that consideration for a friend can
go both ways? Maybe Tell Radon stayed because he
knew you woul d prefer it that way. You've had things
your own way around here for quite a |long while now
| don't imagine you were |ooking forward to breaking
i n soneone new. Sone stranger who m ght want to do
things their way instead of using the nice, snooth
routi nes you' ve worked out over tine."

"Where are you getting this bullshit?"

She shrugged. "It's thatoryoujustgotso used to seeing
himhunmliated on a daily basis that you didn't notice it
anynore. Either way, it probably felt the same to him™"

"I know him Hap; you don't. If Tell had a problem
he woul d have said sonething. Wiy would he suffer in
sil ence when he knew he could cone to nme?"

"Have you | ooked at the recordings?"
"I don't have to look at anything. | was there."
"They'll confirmwhat |'ve said, you know "

You coryciuin-plated bitch! "Has it occurred to you that
you' re biased? You' ve been finding fault with ne since
we said hello. Let ne tell you sonething, omiscient
one, you can't get a good inpression of Tell fromthe
recs. He hated the damm neetings, 'Hell,' he used to
say, 'these frigging nmeetings make nmy brain nelt.' He
rarely spoke at neetings. They just weren't his style.™
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"WAs it customary to question his every conment
when he did speak?"

"You're making a sinple request for confirmation
sound |i ke attenpted nurder."

Channa bit her lower lip. "Sineon, the recs will con-
firmthat what | sawis there, very plain to see

unm st akabl e, dear, obvious. You might find a review
of the neeting recs illuninating. Ckay?"



After a noment's reflection, something in Sineon
opened |like an eye and he saw a bitter twist to Tel
Radon's nouth. Tell had al ways described it as "gas,"
but. ..

"You fight dirty, Channa," he said.

She bl ushed, but her expression renmai ned hostile.
"I"mangry," she said honestly. "My career is in ribbons
because you wanted himto stay on. So when | saw. .."

She bit her lip again. Then she went on nore calnly.
"You have to be careful how you use expressions |iKke,
"you cut her off at the knees' and 'you were cruel,’
around ne. It tends to set me off. Also, you could have
taken ne at ny word instead of turning self-

ri ght eous. "

"Yeah... "Il remenber that" He paused. "Ylcnow, if

you're really so hot to get out ofhere, I'Il back your trans-
fer request to the hilt. Since | didn't get what | asked for
last time, | figure l'mstill owed a few favors...."

"Ho no. The last time you backed soneone to the

hilt, the hilt ended up protruding from between ny

shoul der bl ades. Thank you so nuch. Now that | think
about it, | intend to give Central Admin plenty of tine
to forget this nmess and ny starring role init. You're
stuck with me for a couple of years, at |east, so you'd
better get used to it. Ch, on the subject of overl ooking
things...'

"Yeah?" What now? |Is there duston the tight fixtures?
"I came face to face with a little boy in one of the aft
engi neeri ng conpartnents."
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Si |l ence

"What ? No comment ? Does this nean that you
know about hinf? After all, you are able to view all areas
of the station."”

In the silence that foll owed, she wal ked over to the
wal | and | eaned casual ly against it. "He was gone

before I could react. But you know what's really
strange? There is nothing on file about such a kid." The
sil ence | engt hened. "Si neon?" she asked with sone
asperity.

"Alittle boy?"

"Yes, Simeon, about twelve years old N Standard N

give or take a couple of years. In the aft power com
partment. A restricted area, | believe. A kid who | ooks
and smells like a Sendee nud- puppy. Whose child is

he? What can you tell me about hinf? Don't even try to
tell me you know nothing. Kids don't acquire a patina



of dirt like that overnight He also | ooked |ike he'd been
eating regularly, if not well. So soneone's been | ooking
out for him.. mnimlly."

/ don't think saying "You' re cute when you're angry" woul d
be a very good idea right now, Sinmeon thought. He froze
her inage and scanned it for tenperature variations

and pupil dilation. She was angry on behal f of an aban-
doned child rather than at him Which makes a nice

change.

Besi des, he could use an ally with this probl em
"He calls hinmself Joat," Sinmeon confessed with a

sigh. "I don't know how | ong he's been here. | dis-
covered himby accident myself. He's nechanically
brilliant. The area he's staked out as his own just

st opped needing repairs. That's probably the only

reason | investigated. | nean, there are enough

squeaky wheel s around here. Wy take notice of one

that's quiet? Then | noticed that the last repair nade in
that section was two years ago. | got curious about
not hi ng ever going wong. So | went on a prow, using

THE C TY WHO FOUGHT 31
nmobi | e bugs, and kept, well, softpersons refer to it as
seeing things out of the corner of their eyes. | always

t hought that had something to do with blinking, you

know, eyel ashes getting in your line of sight or sone-
thing. But | kept seeing these flickers of novenent and

| don't blink. By turning up nmy sound reception | could
sonmetines hear little scrapes and novenent, but there

was a sort of'white noise' nmasking it It seenmed unlikely
that everything else in the area was running perfectly
with the exception of ny sensors, so | decided to do a
stakeout. Eventually, he got carel ess and wandered

into ny line of sight. The first tine | spoke to him blip,
he di sappeared. It was a long tine before | could get
himto talk to me. You'll note | said talk, not trust. He's
incredibly wary. | can't believe he was clunsy enough

to let you see him™"

"Tvi oyear s?"

Leave it to you, you bitchoid, to pick out the pertinent nfor-
mation. "l said the last |ogged repair was two years ago.

It's been known to happen. What can | say? Some-

where fromtwo years to two nonths, who knows?"

"Who is he, Simeon?"

"His story is that he ran away froma tranp freighter.
Joat told me that the captain won himfromhis uncle in
a card gane. | know, | know, that sort of thing's illegal
but it does happen out here in the boonies. The tranp
left abruptly and went somewhere not |isted. Joat has
never had it soft, but apparendy, the captain he ran
fromwas of a different order ofbrutality altogether."



Channa wrinkl ed her nose. "Sounds |ike somethi ng
out of Dickens."

"Yeah, well, the nmore things change..." and he |eft

t he sentence dangling. "Wat are you going to do?" he
asked warily. After his first, disastrously wong,

i mpressi on, Channa hadn't struck himas a bl eedi ng
heart Wul d she suggest flooding the conpartment to
flush the poor kid out?
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"We've got to get himout of there. W can't |eave a
little boy in a dangerous and restricted area. It's illega
at best and irresponsible by any standard.”

"He's been badly hurt and frightened, Channa. He

doesn't want to be with people. The little guy can

barely tolerate ne. He likes machinery better than
people, and | qualify as a borderline case. Besides, even
/ can't find himif he really doesn't want to be found.
Maybe we shoul d | eave him al one for the time being.

He's where he wants to be."

Channa | ooked up with her jaw set. "Simeon, no

child wants to be alone in the dark and the cold of a
power room or wherever he's |odged hinself. He

needs and deserves to be taken care of. It's his right."

"I agree in principle, but I think he needs nore tine.
"Il take the responsibility."

"What does that nean?"

"Il take full and conplete responsibility for what
happens to him™"

Channa brightened. "Really?"
"Yeah, really."

"Ckay," she said, "I'Il call up sone information on
adopti on procedures and we can get things underway."

"What ?" |'m al ways screani ng what? at this wonan. Pm
beginning to feel like a denented parrot.

"Well, what else did you nmean when you said you
woul d accept responsibility?"

"That, if anything goes wong, I'Il answer for it." /
swear, if | had hair I'd tear it out. Softshells have sone
advant ages after all. But, what is this ... this .. . wench

trying to do to nme?

"Great! If he gets killed or mainmed, you'll accept a
di scommodati on? Well, how big of you!" Channa cut
Si meon of f when he began to splutter a protest "By



now you should know that | listen to what you say,
even when you don't. | prom se you, Simeon. | wll
al ways call you on it when you try to shut me up or

THE G TY WHO FOUGHT
33

fob me off. You're not going to shuffle this one off,
buddy. I won't let you."

"What are you talking about? | didn't put himin this
situation. | want to help the kid. Hell, | amhel ping. | just
don't see any need to rush him The feet that you saw him
may mean that he's al nbst ready to cone out on his own.
I"mcertainly opposed to coercing him Geeeze but

you're hostile! You're so willing to believe the worst about
me that every tine | talk to you |l feel like nmy circuits are
being realigned. AmI| really such an evil bastard? O,"

and he changed his tone from plaintive to trenchant,

"could it be that you really are the nost bl oody-m nded,

i mpossi bl e woman | have ever net?"

"Ch, Sineon," she drawl ed, "you have no idea how
difficult I can be. Just cross ne if you want to find out"

A chill settled in Sineon's mnd. Does that mean that so
far she's been reasonabl e? Gahf

"You're about to become a father, Sineon. That's
what full and conplete responsibility for a child neans.
Congratul ations, it's a boy. If your word is good."

"They're not going to let ne adopt a kid."

"Why not? You've been extensively tested for
enotional stability, you have a responsible job. You
even appear to care very much about his feelings.

Do you think such a wounded child, of his age, is
goi ng to have prospective parents lining up to take
care of hin? | think you' ve got a very good chance."

She cl apped her hands and rubbed them t oget her
gleefully. "So... let's get to work on it."

Mart' an presented the nenu with a flourish and left
themw th a bow

Channa | ooked around wi de-eyed at the dimy lit,
subdued el egance of the Perineter Restaurant There
were even actual beeswax candl es burning on the
tables; a fortune for material and air-bills both.

No pl easure |faspeti dmgxmwbodyebe' s noney, she thought
34
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The Perimeter was payi ng; sonething of a goodw ||



gesture. And it was logical for her to get acquainted with
one of the station's premer tourist attractions.

SSS-900's finest restaurant was just down from

t he north-pol ar docki ng extension; the outer wall
was a hundred-neter sheet of synthmet set on clear
Stars rolled huge and bright beyond N fixed stars
and the frosty arch of the Snakeshead Nebul a, and
the bright moving points of light that were shuttles
and tugs. Wthin, the floor was of glossy black stone
set with squares of gold N SSS-900 processed a | ot
of gold as a by-product N and the tables were nmade
of real and precious wood, glossy under the snowy
linen tablecloths. Waiters noved amid a quiet chink-
ing of silverware, savory snells wafting fromthe
platters they carried. A live orchestra played sone-
t hi ng soft and anci ent.

"Stars and conets N a little rich for this outposter!”
Channa said. "I'd heard of the Perinmeter, but sonehow
| never expected to actually come here.™

Pat sy grinned. "C non now, Hawking Station wasn't
an asteroid mnin' center. Leastw se, not of the sort ou
sainted Sineon cut his teeth on."

"Well, no... but I couldn't afford anything like this
when | was at honme. Didn't have the tine, either. After
| graduated and started pulling assignnents, |'ve been
nostly at outposts. Wrse than Sineon's."

Waiters filled water glasses, laid their napkins in
their |aps, brought warmrolls and softened butter
Everyt hi ng except brush our teeth and nassage our feet,
Channa thought. It was a little unnerving. Mst places
you asked for the selection, told the table what you
want ed, and a float brought the neal to you. The sheer
expense of having |live human beings do all this!

"I'd never've et in here if it weren't on the station's
ticket," Patsy confessed in a whisper during a lull in the
service. "Or unless a date was really tryin to inpress
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me. More relaxin with another female N you kin

concentrate on the food without insultin' 'em

"If this weren't conplinentary, | wouldn't be here
now, either."

They grinned at each ot her

"Well, thank you fer invitin nme," Patsy said. "I

woul da t hought you might invite that med-tech you
were talkin' to last night."

"Please, I"'mlooking forward to this neal. | won't be



able to eat if |I remenber him Have you heard sone of
hi s anecdot es?"

"Al'l of "em" Patsy said, nodding solemly. "You've a
point thar, ma'am Chaundra's a nice enough feller
but his stomach's a nmite too strong fer ne."

"Besides, you and | have simlar taste in nusic. You
can always talk to soneone who |ikes the same nusic."

Tal k they did, touching on everything from
CGerani an folk ballads to eighteenth-century Earth
conposers, eventually matching the personnel of the
station to various types of nusic.

"Si meon? Strai ght honky-tonk, no question,"”
Channa said firmy

Pat sy | aughed. "Ch, c'non, Channa, there's

unpl unbed depths there. He's not that sinple. It's just
that the mnin center assignnent came at an inpres-
sionabl e age fer him Rough, tough rockjack, you

know. H's public image."

"Well." She | ooked down at the menu. It provided
nmoti on hol os of the dishes as she ran her finger down
the page. "I'Il start with these grumawns, first, in the

fiery sauce. Ceardrop soup. Gilled rack of junbuk

from Mther Hutton's World N good grief, they do

have everything here! N baby carrots, salad. Spun

pastry bluet confection for dessert, with Port Royal cof-
fee. Castiliari brandy."

"Sounds good. |'Il go with the junmbuk too, but..
hmm Fennel -1 eek soup first. Wne?"
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"I don't usually N' Channa began

"I'f I mght suggest?" Mart'an appeared at their

tabl e. Appeared, Channa thought, as if he'd blinked out

of some hypothetical subspace. "The Mn'rach '97 to
begin with, a half-bottle. Then, with the main course, a

Hosborg estate-bottled '85. I'll open it now so it can
br eat he. "
"Sure," Channa said, then sighed with pleasure.

"You know, | was |ooking forward to the Perineter
ever since they told nme SSS-900 woul d be N

"SSS-900-C, now, Ms. Hap."
Channa bl ushed. "N woul d be my next assignnment”
The first course arrived. The pink grumawns were

coiled steanming on top of a bed of fragrant saffron rice,
the sauce to one side. Channa took a sip of the w ne,



chilled and with a feint scent of violets, then lifted one
grumawn on the end of a two-tined fork

"I did do a lot of work today," she murnmured to her-
sel f. She opened her mouth, and N

The Confederate armor was grinding through the

woods and fields north of |ndianapolis. The burning
city cast a pall of smoke into the sky behind them Diese
engi nes pig-grunted as the smooth | ow sl ung shapes of

t he tanks and tank-destroyers crashed through brush

and twel ve-foot high cornstal ks, past the flaning
shards of a farmhouse and barns. The | ong 90nm bar -

rels of the tank guns swung toward the thin strung-out
lines of the Union convoys, caught in the flank as they
attenpted to switch front The fighting vehicles surged
back on their tracks at each nonster crack of high-
velocity cannon fire, and the air filled with the bitter
scent of cordite. Chaos spread through the blue ranks

as tracer and cannon fire sent trucks exploding into

gl obes of magenta fire. A Northern tank dissol ved, the
turret flipping up like a frying-pan, a hundred neters
into the air.
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Behind the fighting vehicles, long lines of nen in

gray unifornms followed, advancing with their sem -
automatic rifles carried at the port Here and there an
officer carried a sword, or the Stars and Bars fluttered
froma staff.

"Now " General Fitzroy Anson-Hugh Beauregard |1
said into the bul ky m ke hung from his vehicl e hel net

H s conmand tank was a little back fromthe edge of

t he conbat, hull down; the general stood head-and-

shoul ders out of the conmmander's cupola. The turret

pi vot ed under him the massive casting noving

snoothly on its bearing race. The I ong cannon fired in
a flash that seared his vision, just as the opening sal vos
of artillery went by overhead. Down al ong the road, tal
popl ar - shapes of black dirt gouted skyward. Another

expl osi on shook the earth and sent heavy vehicl es

pi nwheeling like a child s nodels under a carel ess boot;
the command-tank's round had hit the tracked carrier

for a Unionist self-propelled gun.

The general nodded. "Nothing to stop us short of the
Lakes," he said. Nothing to stop themlinking up with the
British Guards Arnored Corps, driving southeast out of
occupi ed Detroit, cutting the Union in two....

"Conceded," Florian CGusky said, and lifted the

vi sor of the simulation helnet. He sighed heavily and
took a pull of his beer, then | ooked around the room
as though surprised to find hinself alone with

Si meon, blinking away the consci ousness of a world



and war that had never been. There was a slight
sheen of sweat on his heavy-browed face and he

wor ked the thick nuscles of his shoulders to | oosen
t he tension.

"You could play it out to the end," Simeon's inmage
said froma screen above his desk

"No dami point. You've whipped nmy butt in that
simul ation fo”, fromboth Uni on and Confederate sides."
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"I could take a handi cap,"” Sineon said with nuch

| ess ent husi asm QGus not ed.

So he nodded. The last tinme he had beaten Sineon
was in a Caesar vs. Ronmel match on the site of Car-
thage, with the shell person commandi ng Caesar's
spear - ar med host agai nst Panzers and Stukas. Even
then he had inflicted enbarrassing casualties.

"Where is she?" Gus asked. There was no need to
identify the fermale in question

"She's dining at the Perinmeter."

Gus raised his eyebrows in astonishment. "The
Perimeter? That's sonme salary she gets." The
Perimeter attracted two sets of guests: the rich, and
spacers | ooking to blow six nonths' pay on one night.

Si meon | aughed. "Nab, she's a guest of the manage-
ment. Patsy's with her."

"Yeah, Patsy likes her," Qus said, his tone indicating
that this revealed a serious and heretof ore unsuspected
flaw in Patsy's character. "Can you see then®"

"Yup."

"What ' re they doi ng?"
"Tal ki ng. "

" About us?"

"I don't know. I'mnot l|istening. Now they're
| aughi ng. "

"They're tal king about us, alright," Gus said gloomly.

"Ceesh, Gus, let's get back to the gane."
There was a plaintive edge to Sinmeon's voice. CGus

reached for the hel net and then stopped, a slow grin
creasing his heavy features.



Isn't it about time we had a drill?" he said, thoughtfully.

"We just had one. About four hours ago, renenber?"

"When | was in the Navy we had
sometines," Qus replied.

emsix tinmes a day,

He knew that Sinmeon badly wanted to pull Navy
duty. Only a few staff-and-conmand vessel s used
shell controllers and Sinmeon didn't rate, yet. In the
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meantime, he put a lot of weight on Gus' experience

as a fire-control officer on a patrol frigate. That had
been sonme tinme ago N Florian Gusky had spent a

decade's hard work clawing his way up to regiona
security chief for Namakuri-Singh, the big drive-
systens firm N but Simeon had a bad case of mlitary
romanticism And real talent, he told hinself wthout
envy of the brain's abilities.

"I knowit's early," Qus went on persuasively, "but it's
i mportant not to have predictable intervals. So we

don't get conpl acent."

"Well..."
"I"d love to see the ook on their faces."
"Since you put it that way N'

Channa started as the klaxons rang. They sounded

i ke no other she had ever heard, a harsh repeated
ouvuuga- ouuuuga sound. The el egant m nuet of nove-

ment among the waiters turned to an inel egant but
efficient scranble for the exits; sonme noved to assi st
guests. Thick slabs hissed up out of the floor along the
outer wall and the lights flared bright

"BREACH I N THE PRESSURE HULL!" a harsh
mal e voi ce tone announced. "EMERGENCY PER-
SONNEL TO THEI R STATI ONS. SECURE ALL
SUBSECTI ON REFUGE AREAS. "

Pat sy stood and | ooked at her barely touched entree

with dismay. "Dam! That's the second time this shift!"

She threw her napkin down with disgust. "Sineon

pulls these drills Iike a boy kickin over an anthill to see
t he bugs scurry.”

"Si meon! " Channa shout ed.

"Yeah?" The klaxons dimed in a gl obe around them

"I's this a genuine energency or just a test?"

"Excuse me, brawn-o'-nine, but you're not sup-



posed to be privy to that information." There was the
hint of a smug smile in the brain's voice.

40 Arm McCaffrey & SM Stirling

"I'f you think I'mgetting up fromthe best meal that's
ever been put in front of ne just because you're feeling
your oats, you've got another thing comng. Cut it!"

As the kl axon abrupdy ceased, people stopped, puz-
zled, and nilled around uncertainly.

"Tell themit's over, Simeon. Don't just |eave them
standi ng there."

"This has been a test," Sinmeon inforned themin the
fem ni ne tones he used for such announcenents,

"Return to your stations. This has been a test™

"We will discuss this later," Channa assured himicily.
"Overdoing drills is dangerous, irresponsible and
general | y counterproductive. "

Ah, hell, Simeon thought exhaustedly, why did I listen

to you, CGustldan't ihnkyou like the |ooks on their faces after
all, buddy. I know | don't. He wondered what he could do

to make it inpossible for her to gain access to himfor

the next week.

Pat sy sat down slowy, her wi de eyes fixed on
Channa's flushed countenance. "You really don't I|ahk
him do ya?" she said with some astoni shrment

Channa | ooked at her blandly. "Whatever makes you
say that?"

Pat sy shook her head. Just a hunch."

Channa sighed and smiled ruefully. "Wll, to be fair,
there may be a touch of'transference' there. You see,

I've al ways wanted to work planet-side. | |ove the feel of
wind in ny hair and rain on nmy face. | enjoy spl ashing

in an ocean, and the feel of earth under my feet So, for
the past two years |'ve been canpaigning for a

particul ar assignment” She | ooked up at Patsy inquir-
ingly. "Have you ever been to Senal gal ?"

Pat sy nodded and smiled warmy in rem niscence. "I

sher have. 1 had ny first honeynoon thar. Wat a gor-

geous pl ace! Beautiful beaches, warm ocean, flowers

eve' rwhar, and the/ood. 1'd love to live thar, at least fer a
while." She sighed. "So, go on."
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"Well, as you can imagine, the conpetition was
incredible. 1'd been through twelve interviews, including

one with Ita Secand, the city-manager of Kelta, whom I



woul d have been working with. God! Wat | woul dn't

give to work with her. She's witty, charm ng, sophisti-
cated. | felt that |I could learn so nuch fromher. It had
cone down to two of us, nyself and soneone else.”

She shook her head. "I never did know who the other

candi date was, but mnmy feeling was that it was going to be an
extremely difficult choice. Wien suddenly, after hol ding

on for twelve years, Tell Radon decides that he has to retire
right now And thatsweet little plum that was al nost inny
hand, was snatched away so fast it left scorch marks on ny
nail polish, '"Vbu're station born and bred,' they told ne,
"You're perfect for this assignnent,' they said. '"It's an
extremely inportant and prestigious post,' they assured

me. Rurrrgh! Asthesayi nggoes, |coul djustspit”

Pat sy | ooked at Channa's bitter face.

"It's a gyp, alright. Looks like yer skills ah goin'
agai nst you instead of helpin you out. So, maybe you
ah takin' it out on Sinmeon jest a teensy bit?" She
grinned and held up a hand that neasured out a

m cronet er between thunb and forefinger. "Hey,

maybe that's good fer him Now, | think," she placed a
hand on her bosom "that we need you mo' n Senal ga
does. | mean, Senalgal's gonna be special whoever

runs it, right? But a station, well, it can be just a big oT
factory with the wong people in charge. You don't
need Ita Secand t' teach you to be witty and sophis-
ticated N you already ah. W need sone a' that right
here, Ms. Hap, an I'mnot kiddin'."

Channa bl ushed and grinned, taking a sip of her
wi ne to hide her enbarrassnent

"Well, thank you. That's quite a chall enge you' ve set
me, " she murrnured, and changed the subject. "Wo

was that big, handsome, gray-haired fell ow you were
tal king to last night? Sonehow | never net him"
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"Fl ori anGusky?"

"We call himcGus."
"I can see why."

Patsy smiled warmy. "He's quite a guy N a retired
Navy man, a crack navigator. Tlie stories he's got... |
mean to tell you, mhm™"

"I see he's spoken for," Channa said with a grin.

"Not so you'd notice," Pasty said primy. "I admt

| ahk him though. | jus love to heah himtal k. Wen I
was a kid, | thought I'd do what he did. You know, join
the Navy and scour the universe of evil doers, jus' like

some ferocious hol o-hero." She sighed. "But heah
am nothin but an al gae-herder."



"An al gae- herder?" Channa asked in amusenent.
"Al gae travel in herds?"

"Ch, you know what | nean. |nstead of doin' some-

thin adventurous, |I'mjust watchin these bubblin' vats
0 goop. The excitenent is not goin to give nme ulcers.”
She sighed. "Sonetinmes 1 wish fer a real disaster. Sone-
t hi ng special . "

Channa | ooked at her seriously. "Be careful what
you wi sh for," she said. "You nmay get it"

Channa humed tunel essly as she filled out the

adoption forns, |ooking perfectly content and at peace
with the world. The sound irritated Sineon excessive-

ly. True, he could in a sense "l eave" the area and had
done so. But he kept com ng back, as though to a

blown circuit; drawn to the irritant, checking again and
again to see if anything had changed.

Finally he said, "You seem happy." Hap. Happy. Bet
t hat woul d bug herbad.

"I love filling out forns," she said. "The nore com

pl ex the better."

Sonehow it figures, Simeon thought. \When you becane a
broom the universe lost a great tax auditor
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"Filling out your side of this is no problem" she said.
"Your whole life is on file. But 1'mgoing to have to talk
to the child soon."

"I can do that," he said defensively. lIcon oho fell out the
damm forms, in half the tine or I ess and w t hout making

obnoxi ous noi ses.

She turned to | ook at the colum that held him

"Simeon... while | grant you that we should be as deli -
cate as possible." She paused and gestured hel pl essly.
"I"'ve ... we've, got to get himto Medical. W' ve got to
prove, by retinal patterns and gene analysis, that he
exists at all. You know how bureaus are: no tickee, no
washee. W've got to do a recorded interview of him So
he's got to energe, fully grown N well, al nostNfrom

t he engi neering conmpartnents and into the real world,"
she concluded in a rush
"Ckay.l'Utalk to him™"

"Simeon," she hesitated, "why don't you introduce

us? | mean, you can discuss the adoption with him I

can stay out of sight nearby until he wants to neet ne."
She's being conciliatory, he realized. Wiy doesn't this reas-
sure me? He forced down nonexistent hackl es and

replied in a neutral tone. "Sure, why not?"



Channa coul d hear themtal king fromwhere she sat
agai nst the col d bul khead.

"You want to adopt me?" a young voice asked in dis-
belief. A yearning hope sounded through it

"Yeah," Sineon said, surprised to find that he was
getting to like the idea.

Joat's head popped into Sinmeon's |line of sight, seem
ingly fromout of nowhere.

"You can't do that," he said with conplete certainty,
voice flat again. "They won't |let you adopt a kid. You're
not real."

Si reon was taken aback. "What do you nean |'m
not real ?"
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Joat's young face was lit with anmused wonder. "I hate
to be the one to break your bubble, but who's going to
| et a conputer adopt a kid?"

"Where did you get the idea that Ynjust a computer?"
Si mreon demanded with a hard edge to his tone.

Channa bit down on the fleshy part of her hand. That

kid doesn't pull his punches, she thought. Poor Sineon brain,
t hough, dolfttfa offended dignity bit well... Shestifl edthe
rising guffaw with a swallow. An audible reaction

woul d be out of place. Definitely

"You told ne," Joat informed him exasperation

creeping into his voice. "You said 'l am in effect, the
station.' That neans you're a machine. |'ve heard

about Al's and voi ce-address systens."

To both his observers, his voice was conciliatory but
his expression reflected an inner anxiety that maybe
this conmputer was losing its tiny nind

And he probably thinks that woul d be very interesting, the
station computer |osing function, Sineon thought in
exasperation. Kids!

He had noted that, while Joat could keep his voice

di sciplined, his expression revealed his real feelings.
Si meon wondered if he could maintain that duality in

t he presence of the visually-advantaged. Not that he,

Si meon, was in any way visually-dtsadvantaged. Quite

t he opposite, as Joat would | earn soon enough. 'Joat,

| think it's time that notion got altered. There's some-
one nearby 1'd like you to nmeet. She's known as a

brawn, and she's ny nobile partner."” Which was true

as far as it went, Sineon anmended.



Joat's face went wary. "I don't want to neet
anybody," he muttered sullenly, |ooking cautiously
around him "She, you sai d?" Another pause. "No, |
don't want to meet anyone."

"But we've already met, sort of," Channa called out.
Joat vani shed instantly.

"He's gone," Sinmeon said.
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"No, he's not," Channa contradicted. "He's nearby.

Joat? Simeon is a real person, as real as you or ne. But heis
connected to the station in such a way that the station is an
ext ensi on of hi sbody. 1'd be happy to tellyouaboutit."

No answer but a receptivity which she coul d al nost
feel beyond her in the narrow access aisle.

"Well," she began, "shellpeople were created as a

nmeans of enabling the di sadvantaged to |live as normal

a He as possible. At first that was Iimted to the creation
of miniaturized tongue or digital controls, or body
braces. The extension of such devices was to encapsu-

|ate the entire body, though sonme people still think it's
just the person's brain N because they're called

"brains.' Despite popular fiction, such an i nhumanity is
not permtted. Simeon is there, body, nmnd and ..."

She paused and then realized that she couldn't permt
personal opinion to corrupt the explanation

heart. Sinmeon is a real person conmplete with his

natural body but he is also this station-city in the sense
that instead of wal king about it, he has sensors that

gat her information for himand he controls every func-
tion of the station fromhis central |ocation."

"Where is NM Joat paused, too, struggling to com
prehend the concept"N he? He is a he, isn't he?"
Tin as masculine as you," Sineon said, accustoned to
such an expl anation of shellpeople but wi shing to
underline his humanity. He did note that his voice had
dropped further down the baritone | evel he used. Weft,
whynot ?

n O’]I "

"Instead of having to give orders to subordinates,"”
Channa went on, "to, say, check the |ife-support sys-
tems, or Airlock 40, or order an energency drill, he can
do it himself nore quickly and nore thoroughly than

any i ndependently nobile person coul d.

"And | don't need to sleep, so I'mon call all the tine."
Si meon coul dn't resist adding that.
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"Never sleep?" Joat was either appalled or awed.

"I don't require rest, although | do like relaxation
and | have a hobby...."

"Not now, Sineon, although N' and there was a
smle in Channa's voice N1 admit that that nakes you
nore human. "

"Were you human... | nean, were you... did you
live |like one of us?" Joat asked.

"l am human, not a nutant, or a humanoid, Joat,"

Si meon said reassuringly. "But something happened

when | was born, and |I'd never have been able to walk,
talk, or even live very long unless the process of encap-
sul ating had been invented. Usually it's babies that
become shel |l people. W are nore psychol ogically

adjusted to our situation than adults. Though sone-

ti mes pre-puberty accident victinms work out well as
shel | people. | can look forward to a | ong and very use-
ful life. But I'mhuman for all of that"

"Very human," Channa replied in a droll voice.
Sinmeon didn't quite like the inplications, but at |east
she said the right tilings.

"Andyou run the city?"

"l do, having instantaneous access to every cont
puterized aspect of such a large and multi-function
space station as well as peripheral nonitoring devices
in anetwrk to control traffic in and out."

"I thought brains only ran ships," Joat said after a

| ong pause.

"Ch, sone do, of course," Sinmeon said, slightly
patroni zing, "but |I was specially chosen and trained for
this demandi ng sort of work." He ignored the delicate
snort from Channa that sonmehow rem nded hi m he'd
started out his managenent career in a |l ess prestigious
assignment. "Do you understand now that | am human?"

"I guess so," was Joat's unenthusiastic reply. "You've
been in that shell since you were a ftofcy?"

"Wul dn't be anywhere el se,"” Sineon said proudly,
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letting his voice ring with a sincerity no shell person
ever had to counterfeit.



There was a slightly |onger pause. "Then it's not
true, what | heard?" Joat began tentatively.

"Depends on what you heard," Channa sai d, having
| earned in acadeny the long list of atrocities sup-
posedl y enact ed.

"That they put orphaned kids in boxes?"

"Absolutely not!" Channa and Simeon chorused in

[ oud uni son.

"That's totally inaccurate,” Channa said firmy. "It's
the sort of nean thing people say to scare kids, though
The program won't accept perfectly healthy bodies. To
begin with, the nedical costs and education are

i ncredi bly expensive. So is the maintenance for
shel | persons. But it's better than depriving a sound
mnd of |ife because the body won't function nornally.
Don't you think so?"

Sil ence greeted that query.

"And if you' ve al so heard the one about taking the
brains fromthe honel ess or displaced N no, that is
definitely not permtted, either."

"You're sure?"
"Sure!" Sineon and Channa replied firmy.

"And we shoul d know, " Channa went on. "I had to
spend four years in acadeny to learn how to deal with
shel | people, of all types.”

VWhi ch, Sineon knew, was anot her backhanded sl am at
him D d she never let up? One thing was sure, Joat's
m si nformati on made hi m nore determ ned than ever

to adopt the boy and give himsuch security that that
sort of macabre stuff would be forgotten

"And, no matter what sort of spaceflot you' ve been
told, Central Wirlds doesn't make slaves of people,”
Channa was saying at her nost enphatic. "The very

i dea sends chills up ny spine.”

"Not even crimnal s?"
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"Especially not crimnals,” Channa said with a little
[ augh. "Wth all the power available to a shell person
you may be very sure Central Worlds nmakes certain
that they are psychologically conditioned to a high

ethical and npral standard."”

"What's this e'tical ?" Joat asked.



"Code of conduct," Sineon said, "probity, honesty,
dedi cation to duty, personal integrity of the highest
standard. "

"And you own this station?" Joat asked, his voice
tinged with awe.

Channa | aughed in surprise at that assunption
"I wish,” Simeon said fervently.

"Remenber ny nentioning that creating and train-

ing a shellperson is expensive? | wasn't kidding. By the
time Simeon graduated fromtraining, he had an enor-
nmous debt to pay off to Central Wrlds."

"Hunh. Thought you said they weren't slaves,"
"They're not Every shellperson has the right to pay off

their debt and become a free agent A good many shi p-
persons do and then they own thensel ves. A nanagenent

shel I person, like Sineon, will often get their debt picked

up by a corporation, and when they' ve worked off the
debt, they work under contract"

"Are you paid off, Sineon?"

"No, though ny contract fee is generous enough
But, as | nentioned, | have hobbi es.

"Li ke what?" Joat asked.

"I"ve got a great sword and dagger collection which
i ncludes a genuine Cvil War flag, a reginmental eagle.”

"Hey, way cool! Got any guns?"
VWhat is it with some mal es ? Channa thought.

"Yeah," Sineon said eagerly. "l've got a real Brown
Bess flintlock, and an M22. And one of the first back-
pack | asers ever issued!"

"No shit!" Joat said, seeming to forget Channa's
presence for a monment Hi s voi ce sounded | ouder, as if
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he was drifting back from whatever refuge he had
bolted towards. "All sorts of old weapons, eh?"
"You nane it A Roman gl adi us, even."

"A what ?"

"Good question,"” Channa said.
"Shortsword. Over three thousand years old,"

Si meon broke in. A pause. "Of course, it could be a
reproduction. If so, it'sstill in awfully good shape for
artifact of that age. | can trace it back at |east five
hundred years provenance. The records say it was first

an



owned by the | egendary collector Pawgitti, then dug up
out of the ruins of his villa."

My throat is getting hoarse, Channa realized an hour

| ater. Amazi ng what he knows. Joat had probably neatly
escaped formal education, but had acquired a

j ackdaw s treasure chest of information about his
keener interests. Anger awoke in her. It was crimna
that a mind Iike Joat's had been ignored, like a weed in
a corner lot. O the barbaric way in which pre-shel
handi capped were i gnored as nonproductive persons.

Joat wasn't just interested in showi ng that he knew
things that she didn't, either. There was a naked
hunger to learn in his voice. Coser and closer... She
could see a little huddl ed shadow and an occasi onal
glint of his eyes as he turned his head.

"And weapons are nmerely a pan of what |'ve been
collecting over the years," Sinmeon was saying. "l've got
great strategy games N whol e boards..."

Channa was shocked. Sinmeon would adopt the kid as
a ganes partner? Then she realized he was only
sweet eni ng the pot

"I don't know of a shell person who has adopted, but

| think it would be to your advantage, Joat. Certainly it
woul d nean security and a place to call your own

i nstead of ducking from one hidey-hole to the next

when i nspection teans go through. You'd have regul ar
nmeal s, and you could go to engi neering school"
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Channa heard a soft "yeah" fromout of the cold
dar kness.

A "Think it over tonight, why don't you?" Sineon said
"Tonmorrow you can cone up and scan the room | can
assign you. Maybe have dinner with Channa and tal k
about it sonme nore."”

"Yeah," canme nore dearly fromout of the darkness.

"Ckay," Sineon's voice was pleased. "If you have any
guestions tonight, just speak 'emout, and 111 answer."

CHAPTER FOUR

It's an honor to win the trust of a child, Simeon thought,
especi ally one who's been through what this kid has. | don't
thi nk Fve ever been quite this happy. He intuited that the
feeling approxi mated what the word "tickl ed" neant,

and he al so thought that this was what it felt like to
smle. Since Joat had nmoved in, he'd been trying to
enpat hi ze nore with the softperson worl dvi ew.

O course, there have been sone surprises...



Seen for the first tinme by the full light of day-cycle
floros, Joat was not prepossessing. Short for his age,
scrawny to the point of enaciation, with huge blue eyes

in a face that m ght have been any col or short of black

under the gray, ground-in coating of grine and machine

oil . The nouse-brown hair had been hacked off and was
standing up in tufts. The clothing was an adult-sized
coverall with the arns and |l egs cut off to fit An air of sul-
| en suspici on acconpani ed a pungent odor.

"lI've never run across the name, Joat' before,”
Channa began casually. "It doesn't give a clue about
where you're fromthe way that sone nanes do. | use
'Hap' as a surname because | was born on Hawki ng

Al pha Proxima Station, for exanple."

"Joat'sny nane." Joat answered, sticking his chin out
aggressively. "I gave it to nyself. It neans 'jack-of-all-
trades,' 'cause that's what | do, sone of everything."

"So it's a nickname," Channa said. "Shall we put you
down on the formas Jack, then?"

Joat | ooked at her with cool contenpt "Wy? That's
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"You're a ... girl?" Sineon asked, bringing the "g
sound up fromthe depths of his di aphragm and manag-
ing to split the word in several astonished syllables.

"What's wong with that? She's a girl!" Joat declared
defensively, pointing at Channa, as though ducking
responsibility.

Channa burbled with heavily suppressed | aughter
bef ore she managed sone reassurance. "Hey, it's al

right that you're a girl. It's just that... Al that dirt..."
Channa couldn't risk continuing in that vein and
swi tched abruptly "... is an effective disguise."

"Good disguise," Joat said proudly. "Bad idea to let
peopl e know when you're a girl. Can cause you

trouble. But, since you say | gotta go to a nedic," she
paused to | ook questioningly at Channa who nodded,

"best you don't | ook surprised then." She grinned slyly
and then | ooked over at Sineon's columm. "You really
didn't know?"

"Not a clue,"” he said wonderingly, and Joat giggled

with pleasure. "Hmm According to the biol ogical

studies | had, it's not easy to tell with the pre-pubescent
dressed or in disguise."

7 can always tell,"

hi s i gnorance.

Joat said with sone contenpt for



"You're a softshell."
"You sure you're not a conputer?"
"Yes, lam N stop teasing!"

Joat grinned unrepentently. Sinmeon felt an
unfam liar sensation and tried to identify it. A flutter
the ribcage? he thought wonderingly.

"Why haven't they answered the tight-bean®”
Si meon asked nervously a week later. "I sent every-
thing. The forms were all correct”

"I't's a bureaucracy,” Channa said soothingly.
"Ch? That's supposed to reassure me?" Sineon said.
A moment later: "Wy is Joat's room al ways a ness?
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| send in the servos twice a day and it's still in a
maxi mum entropy state.”

"It's called 'adol escence,' Sineon," Channa said. "At
| east she seens to be settling in at school”

Si meon' s i mage wi nced. Joat had unexpectedly

cl eaned up as pretty, though she had winkl ed her
nose when he'd nmentioned that. She seened to trust
him N Channa as well Nto a linmted extent- Any fur-
ther social interfacing was... |acking.

"She gets in too many fights," he said. She al so
fought very, very dirty. He wi nced agai n when he

t hought of the places sonme bl ows, kicks and punches
had | anded.

"She's not used to interacting except as a potenti al
victim" Channa replied. "I don't think she's ever been
wi th anyone in her own age group. She certainly

doesn't know the local rituals. She's an outsider N
practically a feral child. W're lucky she can respond to
ot her human beings at all."

An awkward silence fell for a noment Unspoken
and she didn 't think you were human when she net you.

"She's | earned about daily showers," Sineon

poi nted out hel pfully.

"Ch, there's good stuff in Joat," and Channa
grimaced. "Even if her brand of ethics is unusual, at

| east she's consistent in applying it. Al she needs is
some security and a chance.™

"Isn't that all anybody needs?"



Several hours later, Sineon still glowed with satisfac-
tion in their acconplishments with Joat. This, being a
father thing, is great, he thought, and warmed neasur-
ably towards Channa. Tvegot to thank her

For the first time since she had arrived, Sinmeon |ooked
into her quarters and was surprised at how, in that short
time N under two weeks, although it seened like nore

N it had changed fromthe Spartan chanmber Tell Radon

had occupied. She had tinted the walls a soft, off-pink
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and had put "paint-chips" into the permanently installed
frame-projectors. The jewel -bright colors and romantic

i mges of the pre-RaphaeEtes, Al na-Taderma and Max-

field Parish glowed fromthe walls, along with sone
nmodern M ntoro reproductions. The bedspread was an

icy gray satin on which were scattered enbroidered pil -

| ows of peach and gray and bl ue.

"Say, Channa," he said in tones of pleased approval
"I like what you've done with the room"

Channa emerged fromthe bathroomdad in a blue

silk robe trimed with [ace, a brush in her hand and

swept out of her quarters into the main | ounge wthout

saying a word. She stopped in front of Sinmeon's

col um and crossed her arms, her eyes bl azing. Al

Sinmeon's warmfeelings fell into cold ash as he | ooked

out at her. Maybe if he didn't say anything, she'd go

away and not say whatever it was that was burning

i nsi de her eyes. Nah, when have 1 euer been that |ucky ivhere
she's concerned

Her body was rigid, though her shoul ders tw tched
and her ftps opened several tinme. He'd better say sone-
thing to stemthe acid eruption.

Usi ng as casual and conplinmentary tone as he could
manage, he said, "You have very romantic tastes,
Channa, " which seened to reduce her bl azing eyes a
degree or two. He'd never know why he conti nued:

per haps sheer mischief to get alittle of his own back
"Though your bed | ooks amazingly like an ice cube.”

She blinked in astoni shnent and he thought, A hit! A
very pal pable hUl' But then she took a deep breath.

"I did not think," she said, every word precise and
polished, "that it would be necessary to actually say this,

but since I nmust, | shall. Because we got off on the wong
foot and | did not trust you, | swept ny quarters for active
scanners.'1l She crossed her arms. "You will please,"” she

went on with careful enphasis, "not ever enter ny
qgquarters wi thout knocking and requesting admittance,
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and waiting for my express permssion to enter. |s that
cl ear, Sinmeon?"

"I apol ogi ze, Channa. O course you're right. | got
carel ess, all those years with Tell."

"As to the quality of ny taste ..." she said in a voice

even nore brittle than before.

Ohpl ease, het hought/ orone”?just once, skutupandl etitgo.

" it's none of your business." She glared at him

"G ven your own preference for interior decoration,"

she said indicating his swrd and dagger collection, "I'd
say you have titaniumgall to make snarky renarks

about mne."

"But | like it. | said |l liked it!"

"And what," she continued unheedi ng, "would

soneone with such a norbid fascination with
humanity's | apses into ritualized slaughter know about
romance anyway?"

Si meon was dunbstruck. "1've never... thought of

my interest in mlitary history as a 'norbid fascination.'
I am genuinely fascinated by strategy and military tac-
tics. But to call it nmorbid, well, romance and norbidity
have a long and interesting rel ationship."

She sighed with exasperation. "Let's just say that while

both can be nprbid, ronmance and nmilitari sm nake
unconfortable..." and she w nced bedfel | ows. "

"Channa, sone of the nbst romantic people in his-

tory have been mlitary personnel. Doesn't the very

word 'warrior' conjure up romantic inages?"

She shook her head di scouragingly. "Not to ne!l"

"Not even 'knights in shining arnor'?"

She groaned. "Look, Sinmeon, it's late and I'mtired.

Let's just say that | don't Ilike ny privacy invaded at any
time, by anyone." Her lips curled in a slight rueful grin.
"But | think | overreacted a tad. Especially when you

made fun of my decor."

"Well, you might wait till you're actually being nmade
fun of before you start claw ng pi eces out of people.™
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"Sorry."

"Romance has its place,"” he murnured.



She sm | ed sardonically and rai sed one eyebrow.

"Wth all due respect, Sinmeon, | doubt that romance
has crossed your mind. Real, genuine romance, with its
aspects of tenderness and sentinent are, if you'l
excuse ne, beyond your ken."

TTi ere was nore chal |l enge than honest regret in her
voi ce, and he took offense. "Because |I'm a shell per-
son?" he asked, fairly purring with suppressed anger

Channa's jaw dropped. "N-no, of course not!" she

said, stammrering slightly. Then she caught herself and
shook her hairbrush at him "Wat a nasty, evil, sliny
debater's trick! You know perfectly well that | never
even thought of that! Wat | neant was that so far in
our acquai ntance, you have yet to denonstrate that

you are sensitive, or idealistic or ... well, tender
ftission, now N | think you ve very effectively concep-
tualized raw, basic, animal passion. Wich does not
exi st in the sane universe as ronance."

"Let me tell you something, Ms. Hap. I'mwell aware
t hat romance happens in the mnd and the soul and
the heart. | know that it isn't necessarily a physica

t hi ng. Renenber Hel oi se and Abel ard.
"Great warrior couple, were they?" she asked smling.

He sighed to hinself. Wat do they teach themin univer-

sity these days? "Not they, mlady. | see | nust persuade
you beyond any neasure of doubt You've put me on
my mettle." She cocked her head at him "I shall court

you, belle dame sans merri, and win your heart."

She | aughed al oud in astoni shnent. "You' ve got

your work cut out for you. | may |like the romantical N
as decor N but I'mno dewy-eyed sentinentalist and
not at all susceptible.™

"Ch, so you're seduction-proof, are you?"

"I"'mnot even going to dignify that with an answer.
CGoodni ght, Si neon. "
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"Goodni ght, Channa,"” he said quietly as she |eft
wi t hout anot her word.

Not susceptible, eh, Happy babyl? Well, get ready for it,

sweet heart N you're in for the tine of your life.1 You want
romance? FU give you romance, little lady, in such subtle and
clever portions, you won't realize that you're being wioed by a
very personal phantom | over

He settled down to consider his strategy. Softshells
could rely on physical attraction for starters; that was



i mpossi ble for him of course.

How to begin, he wondered. Well, with Channa, | sup-

pose | could start with deft cooperation and ni neteenth-century
manners. |'d better look into the nores of Hawki ng Al pha
Proxi ma Station and see what their courting custons are.

Not hi ng so blatant as gifts right off, hmmm Ah-ha! Misic!

After all, it hath charnms to soothe the savage beast, or breast.
Both apply in this case. Now, fit just access her musical reper-
toire N which doesn't invade her privacy, nerely her overt
records. ..

"Hey, Simeon, what's going on?" Joat said, turning
fromher breakfast to stare at his col um.

"Going on, my dear?" Simeon said.

"Yeah, going on. Al of a sudden you're so snooth
you' d make a wonbat puke, and Channa | ooks as if
she'd just found a dead body, a long-tine dead body."

Channa snorted suddenly. Since she was in the md-

dle of a mouthful of coffee, the results were spectacul ar
Joat silendy offered her a napkin as she coughed and
sputt er ed.

"You're imagining things," Sineon replied, with a
touch of asperity. He shifted into a nmellow tone: "Are
you all right, Channa?"

"What's wong with Sineon?" Patsy asked, sotto

voce. They were in the shadow of an inpeller punp,

and the vibration would nmake voi ce-pickup difficult

58

Arme McCaffrcy &? SIJW Stirling

"Wong?" Channa said, frowning.

"Yeah, he'sagreem all the tine.

"Now t hat you mention it..."

The woman from Larabi e shrugged. "Don't | ook a

gift horse in the nouth, Chan. But, if you do, check the
teeth fer file-marks."

Chief Administrator Caren gave a final keystroke.
"That's the projections matched agai nst the past five
years," he said. "You'll note turnover is a little high, but

on a transit station, it's difficult to keep people."

Channa frowned. "1'd think it would be easier here,"
she said. "Mdre big-city facilities."
"Also easier to leave," Caren pointed out, nodding
towards the | arge passenger term nal



"We should do nore in the way of social and cultura
activities," Channa said. "The contingency fund woul d
cover it, and in the long run, such anenities pay for

t hensel ves and then sone. There are a lot of mning

and exploration sectors around here " N which was
exactly why SSS-900-C had been established in the

m ddl e of the cluster of mineral-rich fifth-generation
suns N "and their people need |leisure activities just as
much as their equi pnrent and shi ps need servicing.

The Perinmeter's a gold mne for its owners and for the
station, to nane your only real star attraction. If the
out posters could get entertai nment and conmm ssary
supplies in a range fromcheap to expensive, they

woul dn't need to travel further in towards Center. This
whol e area would take a big step further toward being
part of the Central Wrlds and not just a primtive
frontier zone,"

"Exactly, Ms. Hap," Caren said. He was a nousy-

looking little man, with thinning black hair conbed
back over his head. He dressed like a hunorist's carica-
ture of a bureaucrat, down to the keypad hol der on his
belt. "It's what |'ve been saying for years."

THE C TY WHO FOUGHT
59
"What do you think, Simeon?" Channa asked.

"Sounds good to ne,
replied.

the affable city nmanager

G aren coughed violently; one of his hovering assis-
tants scurried forward with a gl ass of water

Channa waited until he had recovered. "Surprise
you, did he?"

"Surprise ne? Me? No, no, sonething caught in ny

throat. Air's dry, | think." He hastily swall owed anot her
sip of water to reinforce that interpretation. "Now, here,
and his fingers flew over the key of his termnal, "are
some plans we've had pending, with the projected N

"Answer the question, please, Adm nistrator

Caren," she said firmy but quietly. She m ght be new,
but she coul d recogni ze "sign now, please," when she
heard it

"Well, ah, this isn't the first tine these specific
projects have been put forward," Caren said. "But, ah
there has never been a sufficiently positive reaction to
i mpl enent the schemes. Until now, that is. It's a

pl easure to work with soneone who can appreciate

pl anni ng ahead and is so naturally decisive. Ahhhhh

oh dear." His voice trailed off.

Channa's took on a steely note. "Changed our nind
have we, Sinmeon?"



"This station wasn't in a position to plunge into such
an anbitious project. Mich | ess have the incentive,"
Simeon replied smoothly. "Tell was a roughneck |ike
me. Neither of us had the background for coordinating
such enterprises. Here, anyway."

Channa turned, sublimnally aware of sonething

nmovi ng through the air behind her. It was a message

tray, floating at el bow height. The domed top fol ded
back, revealing chilled glasses and a frosted, un-

corked bottle of a fine vintage. A single red rose lay on
the white napery. Her lips grew thin but, as she saw

G aren watching her closely and knew t hat she nust
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be flushing, she controlled her inmpulse to sling the
bottle at the sensor that linked Sineon to this office.

"Yes, by all nmeans let us drink to the success of this
undert aking, daren," she said and began to pour

Facetiously, she lifted her glass towards the sensor
and sipped, mldly surprised at the dry crisp taste.
"Hmm Not a bad white! Didn't know you had it in you,
Si meon. "

"I"'mnot without a few talents of mne own," he
replied, wishing there was an imager in Caren's office
so he could project the suave snile he was feeling.

She downed the rest of the glass, replacing it on the
float. "If you'd just transfer the plans to ny term nal
Admi ni strator Claren, | can peruse themat ny

| ei sure."” Then she strode purposefully out of the

of fice.

She was storming by the tine she got to their |ounge.

"I bet you think you were being subtlel Subtle like collid-
ing with an asteroid, you N' She swung around to the
screen which he had prudently |eft blank, giving her

anger no focus. Then she began to hear the sounds fill-

ing the room

Si meon del i ghtedly wat ched her expression

gradually alter fromlivid to astonished and finally to
enchanted as the lilting sounds of the Reticulaii mating
croon filled the | ounge. The sounds were |ong, |ow,
dreany. There was no formal nel ody, but sonehow

the theme suggested the stillness of deep forest and
dew felling like liquid dianmond in streaks of sunlight
dazzling through die | eaves.

Channa stood still for a nmoment. She winced slightly as

t he door dosed with an audi bl e swoosh, annoyed t hat

any other sound marred the perfection of what she was
hearing. Then, stepping carefully, as though fearful that



dot h brushi ng agai nst doth or shoe agai nst carpet m ght
cause her to |l ose a precious second of the conpl ex nusk
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t hat surrounded her, she walked to a chair. She sat down
so slowy she seened to float down to it, scarcely seened
to breathe as she absorbed the nusic.

My first inpression of her was correct, Simeon thought,
wat chi ng Channa. She is a fox! Then, peering nore
dosely, he wasn't so sure, for her eyes were hal f-dosed
starred with tears, and his acute vision |l et himsee the
skin of her face rel axi ng, snoothing out Shedoesn't | ook
that foxy now In feet, she |ooks kinda... sweet

Wien the croon had drifted offinto a serene silence,
she sat without nmoving. Then she dosed her eyes and
slow y | eaned back, clasping her hands before her
When she opened her eyes, they shone and her voice
was husky.

"Ch, Sineon ... | can forgive you a lot of tricks for
thatl | mght even kiss you. In appreciation, of course.
That was so beautiful. Thank you," and she sml ed.

Si meon nodul ated his voice so that there was a "sm |l e"
in his tones when he answered her. "You' re welconme. Do
you happen to know what that was?" He didn't think she
was likely to, but he kept that out of his tone.

She wi ped an eye and said, "lI've never had the
opportunity to hear one, but that has to be a Reticulan
croon. "

"You're right about that," Sineon said with satisfac-
tion. "But 111 bet you'll never guess who performed it"
He tried hard to keep any snugness out of his voice.

"Now, how would I know tufe? sang, much | ess who

coul d, beside Reticulans, and they're on the other side
of this galaxy. Oh! It couldn't be ..." Her eyes went
round in awed surprise. "Not Helva? She's supposed to
be able to sing them But... you ... and Helva, the
shi p who sings?"

"None other." Simeon was gratified by her reaction

"You know her ?"

"Indeed | do," and Sineon allowed hinmself to speak
wi th considerable pride. "She drops by every now and
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then to visit N' he couldn't resist a little pause for effect



"N me. W discuss and exchange contenporary mnusic

fromall parts of the galaxy. Since there are so few record-
i ngs of Reticulan croons N which we shell peopl e enjoy

so much N she herself made nme a gift of this one." The
menory of his thrill at receiving such a prize colored his

t one.

Channa smled in response. "Finally read my per-
sonnel tape, did you?"

"Well, 1'd love to say that I'mjust terribly perceptive,
but rmusic's nmentioned as a significant interest. | just
t hought this particular recording mght please, too."

"Qooh," she said with a quaver in her |augh, "mnusic
hat h charns departnent? As you said not |ong ago,"” and
there was an edge of conbi ned sarcasm and chagri n,

"you have a few talents." Then she added brightly, "Do
you sing, too? That's not nentioned in your personals.”

Si meon nade a throat-clearing, clearly self-

deprecating sound. "I amnot |ike Helva and make no
clainms to nusical discrimnation. | listen to what | |ike,
but I don't know if I'Il like sonething until | hear it."

"So what el se have you heard and |iked?" she asked,
rel axed in the aftergl ow of the beautiful croon
"Besi des rockjack, that is?"

H s tone was enbarrassed. "I really don't tike Rant
much. | just got used to it, you know. The guys on those
early mining belt assignments | had didn't play anything

el se. Most ofwhat | like turns out to be classical or operatic.”

"Me, too," she said, smiling towards his colum with
a kindliness he had not seen in her before. "Well, if
Hel va | i ked you enough to give you that superb
Reticul an recording, and you actually adnit to a
preference for classical and operatic, perhaps we
shoul d call a truce?"

"A truce? Do we need one?"

She narrowed her eyes. "In a manner of speaking,
we do. We have struck a few sparks."” She grinned. "A
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mut ual appreciation of rmusic is so far probably the
firmest common ground between us. Hal fway through
secondary school, | realized that nmy best friends were
al so my choirmates." She | eaned toward the col um,
with the first intinmacy she had so far shown him "W
used to produce and cast ghost operas.”

"You did what ?"

"We'd choose a subject or thene, and a conposer, then



sel ect a cast The rules said that conposer and cast have
to be dead,"

"Real | y? How bi zarre!" Simeon paused to consider
the notion. "Do go on."

"W'd start with ... the name of this opera. Say,
"Rasputin.' Have you heard of hin?" The nmerry tone
of her voice was subtly teasing, challenging him

"OfF course, | have. He's often credited with being
the indirect cause of a successful revolution."”

She regarded his colum with a wy expression
"You woul d know about himif he caused a war,
woul dn't you?"

"Do we, or don't we have a truce?"
"W do," she said, holding up both hands in surrender
"Who wites this 'Rasputin' opera?"

"Ch, Verdi," she said instantly. "Sucha grand thene as
wel |l as that particular time would appeal to him Don't
you think? Now, you tell me who should play the lead."

Si meon accessed the necessary historical information
fromhis files. "In the available |ikenesses of him
Rasputin has enornmpbus eyes and a riveting gaze, so we

want a singer who's physically powerful and dramatically
able to do justice to such a role. How about fllac Sue, the
Sondee tenor?"

"Eh... he does have a compelling gaze, | grant you
and his eyes are large. But don't you think he has a few
too many of thenf? Besides he's only retired, not dead,"

Simeon flipped back a massive leap in the research
file. "Un Pl acido Doni ngo?"
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"I know of him He lived in a tinme blessed with great
tenors. He's perfect! Tall, lean, big brown eyes and
what a voice. N ce choice, Sinmeon."

"And he's dead, too."

"I can see it now," she said, standing suddenly and
clutching histrionically at her throat. "They poison him
you see," and then she flung her arms wi de, "and he
sings! They stab him" she minmed a thrust to the bosom
before flinging her arms wi de again, "and he sings! They
drown him" she flapped her arns as though spl ashing
frantically, then placed both hands on her heart, "and he
sings! They shoot him" she staggered to Sineon's

colum and | eaned her back against it.



"Channa, he's got to stop singing sonetine."

She raised a finger, "Sotto voce, he sings, 'it is over.'
She slid down the colum into a graceful art-deco posi -
tion, "And he dies." Her head flopped forward and her
hands dangl ed | oosely from her wists.

The com chi med and the screen cleared, allow ng
conmuni cati ons speci alist Keri Holen an unob-
structed vi ew of Channa sl unped at the base of
Sinmeon's colum. "Ch! Wiat's hap ... | mean, M.
Hap! Sinmeon, is she all right?"

Channa was instantly on her feet, palmup in a calm
ing gesture. "I'mfine," she said, serenely adjusting her
tuni c blouse. "What is it?"

"Uh ... a nessage fromChild Welfare on Central,

froma Ms. Dorgan. If it's convenient, she's scheduled a
conference call for 1600 today."

"Perfect," Simeon said, "tell her thank you," and he
br oke the connecti on.

"I thank the powers that be that wasn't Ms. Dorgan

hersel f," Channa said nervously.

"I like that "if it's convenient,'" Simeon said, mnusingly.
"Channa, have you ever replied, 'No, it's damed
i nconveni ent' ?"

Channa regarded himwith a singularly blank
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expression. "No, actually |I haven't But then, in ny
branch of the service, it shouldn't ever bel!"

Si meon studi ed Joat nervously, wondering if they
shoul d have dressed her differently. Al the other
children her age wore the same shapel ess cl ot hes, dis-
gusting and often raucous col or conbi nations, but not
necessarily what the prudent guardi an would recom
mend for this kind of interview The com chi ned.

Too | ate, he thought. Channa seenmed calm but then

Channa al ways seemed calm Odd when she can exude

such depths of hostility.... Still, she always did themwith a
controll ed and icy deneanor. Yeah, Channa was fine.

Joat's hands were clasped in her |ap. Poor fad, her knuck-

les are white. But otherw se she seemed conposed. Tm

fme, too, he thought Tmnot calm but fin fne.

Ms. Dorgan studied themfromdie screen, |ike a teacher
assessing a class of delinquents, then sniled, a tight supe-
rior little smle. Her hair was gray, cut short, conbed in a
sinmple disciplined style. She wore a severe dark blue suit



with a primwhite blouse and no jewelry. The vi ew of back-
ground behind her was official and equally unsofiened by
anyt hi ngeven renotely unofficial

"Il bet she starches her bras, Simeon thought. He
renenbered Patsy Sue using that expression: entirely
appropriate right now

Ms. Dorgan nodded to Channa, then fastened her
cold litde eyes on Joat. "Hello, dear," she said in syrupy
tones. "I'm Ms. Dorgan, your case-worker."

Joat's face had hardened to wari ness, her whole

body going rigid. Simeon wondered how his nutrient
fluid had suddenly gone so cold, but he didn't dare
divert an erg of his attention away fromthese proceed-
ings. He didn't even dare reassure Joat. She rmunbl ed

a barely audible "hello" in response.

"Well, dear, you made some very inpressive scores
on the tests. Did you know t hat ?"
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A nearly inaudible "no" answered her.
Ms. Dorgan gl anced down at something bel ow t he
screen's range, and then her right hand becane vi sibl e,

probably pressing the button to scroll her file forward.

"You are, however, considerably behind your age
group in a good many subjects, with the exception of
mat hemati cs and nechani cal s, where you positively

excel ." That much was said with sone genui ne
ent husiasm "You've no idea the excitenment you' ve
generated in sone quarters. | think you may now

anticipate a nmuch brighter future than your past may
have | ed you to expect, dear."

Si meon spoke for the first tinme, keeping his pronise to
his prote"ge\ Joat wants to study engi neering. You
obvi ously concur that she has a unique talent in that field."

Ms. Dorgan's studied snile wavered and the tendons

on her neck stood out with the strain of not obviously
peering around the room "You are the ... shell per-
son?" She seened to hold her thin Iips away fromthe
word as though it might soil them Her eyes roved

bet ween Channa and Joat as though hopi ng one of

t hem m ght be ventril oquising the mal e voice.

"Yes. | am Sineon, the SSS-900-C. |I'mapplying to
adopt Joat as a full daughter and full relation.”

Ms. Dorgan's hand delicately brushed a strand of
hair back into place.

"Yes, well, as to that," she raised her brows as



t hough surprised that he had spoken at all, "you real -
i ze that other prospective parents have put in
applications for children with Joat's potential. W
usual ly give preference to couples."” There was a feint
enphasis on the final word. She fingered her collar
nervously. "lIn Joan's case..."

Joat," said Joat, Simeon and Channa in unison

"Joat's case, |'ve shown her file to a quantum|lattice
engi neer, who is a professor of ny acquai ntance, and he
i medi ately expressed an interest in her. He' sextrenely
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ent husi asti ¢ about tutoring sonmeone of such prom se.
He's married, too, on a life-contract with a poet Such a
situation woul d have many advantages for die child."

Si meon watched Joat's face go white. "As a station

manager, | amintimately acquainted with a variety of

sci ences, including regular updates on state-of-the-art, so 1
am qui te capable of tutoring her, on the practical |evel she
prefers, in any specialty that interests her. Relax, Joat M.
CGor gon' smer el ynent i oni ngopti onsand possibilities.'

The case-worker loudly cleared her throat" My nane,

Stati on Manager Sineon, is Dorgan, with a D. \Wich

rem nds ne, Joat, somewhere on the application, ah

here it is, it says diat your nane is an acronymfor 'jack-of-
all-trades.' Were Jack was a gender-inappropriate first

nane, Jill was substituted. How would you feel about

being called Jill?"

"About the same as |'d feel about being called shit,"

Joat replied, every inch the belligerent corridor-kid now,
scornful and angry; no trace of her earlier diffidence
remaining. "And | wouldn't answer to it 'cause it's not ny
name. "

"Joat!" Channa gasped.

"Don't you see it, Sinmeon, Channa?" Joat said, her
bl ue eyes sparkling with contenpt "This is all a jokel
This ol'Ms. Organ..."

"Dorgan, if you please."
" bitch has nade up her mind. What are we wast -
ing our tine and credit talkiri to her for?"
"Cal m down, Joat," Sineon said. "Let's not junp to
concl usions yet. Ms. Dorgan, although | have

unlimted comunication links, nmy time is heavily
schedul ed, and | was assured by the authorities that
this was nerely a formality. Shall we nove to settling
the details now?"



Slightly pink in the cheeks, Ms. Dorgan took a deep
breath and released it in a small huff.

"I can'tbelieve that you would persistin thisapplication
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knowi ng that a human couple is interested in the child It

woul d be one thing if no one wanted her, but that is not the

case. In the first place, since she's at a very sensitive stage of
devel opnent, there is no way that soneone |like you could

appreci ate what she's going through."

"Because Sinmeon is male?" Channa asked quietly.

"Because he is a shellperson. My dear Ms. Hap, as a
prof essi onal brawn, you are surely well-acquainted
with the peculiarities of these persons. Wy deny that
they are practically a different species? Wth no rea
understanding of what it's like to be independently
nmobi | e? How coul d he possibly raise an active, grow ng
child?" The slight enphasis on the two adjectives nmade
Channa cl ench her teeth in disgust Dorgan's question
was al so rhetori cal

"Well, now, Joat," Sineon draw ed, heavily borrow

ing fromPatsy Sue again, "l guess you were right. M.
Gorgon had nmade up her mnd before she saw us."

"That's Dorgan," the case-worker said, |eaning
heavily on the "d."
"Toldja," Joat said, "
deci ded. "

ol Ms. Organ's already

"Dorgan. Dorgan. DORGAN "

"Stop it! Al three of you." Channa cast her glare
over Sineon's columm, Joat's flushed face, and finally
settled it on the Child Wl fare representative. "You
have sonme very strange ideas about shell people, M.
Dorgan, with a D. My advice would be to consider care-
fully before you nake any nore bigoted remarKks.
particularly resent your denying Sineon his intrinsic

humanity. |'ve never net a shell person who wasn't at
hi st as able and responsible as a softperson. And indis-
putably nore ethical! In fact, your remarks indicate

active prejudice on your part. Prejudice which is,
m ght renmind you, legally actionable.’

Ms. Dorgan raised her chin. "There's no need, no
need at all, Ms. Hap, to make threats. No doubt it is due

THE G TY WHO FOUGHT
69

to your long association with such persons that you no



| onger consider them.. abnormal." Before Channa
could get over sputtering at that, the case-worker

smled smugly. "In the child s best interests, I'mafraid
that | shall have to deny this petition. | shall make
arrangenents for her transport to Central, where,

after a short stay at our orphan facility, she will no
doubt be adopted by aproper famly." Still smling she

br oke the connecti on.

"Wel |l ?" Sinmeon al nost shouted into the ensuing
silence. "You're not going to let her have the | ast word
on this, are you?"

"Don't she have it? Far's this orphan child's con-
cerned?" Joat demanded bitterly. "I knew this'd

happen. | told nyself this'd happen. But you two

trained brains were both so damed sure" She sneered

as she counted off her points. "You knew just where to
go and just who to talk to and just what to do. But you
know what ? You don't know ANYTHI NG But after

all, how could you?" she asked her eyes beginning to fil
with tears. "Everything' s al ways gone your way. Every-
thing's always just been handed to you." She started to
sob. "Shells, education, food, a living place. Wll, they
don't get handed out, lemre tell ya. And | ook what

you' ve done to nme\ Now they know | exist and where

am and they're coning to get nme! For all | know, that
lattice engineer wants to play diddly on my lattice work.
Only he's human and a professor and's got an 'in with
her. You got ne into this, but I'msure not waiting for
you to get ne out. I'mnot goin' anywhere w th nobody \
don't want to!" Her voice had reached scream| evel

bef ore she pivoted and ran fromthe | ounge.

Joat!" Channa npved to follow her, but Sinmeon
closed the door in her face. "Sineon!" she said in
di sbel i ef .

"Let her go, Channa. Wat could you do now? Lock
her in her roomuntil they cone for her?" Channa
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| ooked as though he'd struck her. "She needs tinme and
privacy. She needs to feel in control again. Let her alone.”

"There are things we can do, Sineon. |I'mnot going
to let that woman win. W can go over her head in
Child Wlfere. W can appeal to SPRIM and Doubl e M
for help. You taped that interview, didn't you?"

He | aughed, for once pleased to see her so conbative.
"Yes, | did, and won't the Mutant Mnorities and the
Society for the Preservation of the Rights of Intelligent
M norities dunp on La Gorgon for her attitudes! Good

t hi nki ng, Channa. I'mthis very nonent apprising them

of this incident Y know, this could even be fun."



Late that night, Sineon noticed that a |light came on in
Channa's quarters. He had assiduously kept to his

prom se, but the faint glow under the door was plainly
visible. Well, to anyone with photonscanners |ike mne, he
anended. Still, he was observing the principle of the thing.

Channa heard a chim ng sound and, after a
surprised pause, called out "Hello?"

Sinmeon's voice, carefully adjusted to |ow audibility,
answered fromthe | ounge, "May | cone in?"

She smled and | aid aside the reader she'd picked up
"Yes, you may."

She lay in bed, |ooking tousled and sl eepy. Sinmeon
t hought that she |ooked little nore than a kid hersel f,
"Can't sleep?" he asked.

She shook her head, "I keep thinking of Joat, alone
down there in the dark."

"Joat's been asleep for hours,"

"How do you know that? She might still be crying
her heart out for all we know "

"l know because | can hear little, Joat-sized snores
i ssuing fromone of her favorite haunts."

"She didn't turn on her sound-scrubber?”
"Nope. She was upset!"

"No, she was thoughtful. She is becom ng nore
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civilized if she didn't want us to worry." And Channa

| aughed in relief, then sobered. "She's such a good
kid. She really didn't deserve CGorgon on her case.
Look, Sineon, B & B's are considered coupl es by

Central Worlds. Qur contracts tend to |last a | ot |onger
than mere marriages. If | stayed on for say, ten years
and applied for joint custody with you, nost of
CGorgon's objections would be invalid."

"Joint custody, huh? Well, Gorgon can't say a fenale

brawn isn't a good role nodel. |'ve got comines hotting
up, but what | don't know is how many others at Child

Wl fare suffer fromDorgan's prejudice. 1'd hate to see you
make such a 'suprene sacrifice' for nothing. Fighting Ms.
CGorgon through the bureaucracy won't turn us to stone,

but it could bore our brains into oatneal."

Channa gave a litde "tsh" of scorn. "It's not like |I've
got anywhere else to go."



"I know, | heard about Senal gal. Sorry, Channa. |
know what it's like to | ose an assignnent you'd sell your
soul to get"

She raised her eyebrows inquiringly. "Wat was it

for you, if you don't mnd nmy asking N a pl anet-based
city, a scout ship? O naybe you | ooked as high as a
whol e pl anet ?"

"I"ve got a city, nore or less. Definitely not a scout ship.
The brain/brawn scout ship is too claustrophobic and
limted. Ilike dealing withalot of people. lenjoy the give
and take of various personalities and situations. Mre
chal l enge on a station this size. Hove being challenged."

"Not a city, not a ship. You' re after a planet?"

"No, | wouldn't want that nuch responsibility. And a
pl anet's too sedentary. But a ship, definitely, so | could
get around a lot."

"Ah,' she said, making the connection between his

| eisure interests and the only ship assignnment that
applied, "a Space Navy command-ship." She cocked
her head. "Are you in line for one?"
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"Theoretically, yes. 1've applied and what do | get?
"You're too inportant where you are,' " he began in a
si ngsong nonotone, " 'You're too perfect where you

are, there's no one else as well-trained as you are for
such a highly specialized situation.' |'ve always," he
added wyly, "considered SSS-900-C to be a tenporary
assi gnment .

"Forty years is tenporary?

"Wth shel |l persons, of course it is.

"Maybe we aren't so inperfectly matched after all."

She paused a nonent, then in a flippant tone added,
"Wth Joat to sweeten the deal, | don't think | would
regard staying here as a 'suprene sacrifice.' Ugh!

O phan facility, indeed! Pick her up? Like sone sort of
a package?" She peered out of her roomtowards his
colum. "Do you think we stand a chance of reversing
Dor gan' s deci si on?"

Si meon woul dn't have taken bets, but he had barely
tackled the task. On the up side, he felt sonething deep
i nside himbeginning to uncoil. "Wth a B & B partner-
ship, we have a chance. 1 appreciate your wllingness to
consi der one very nuch, Channa. Ri ght now t hough

dear | ady, why don't you sleep on it?"

She sighed. "Mn but |I'mrestless, and," she played
with an edge of the reader, "there's nothing | really



want to read."

"Then," he said, gendy dimmng the lights, "I shal

recite a bedtinme poemfor you. Settle in." He waited
until she had scooted down and adjusted covers and
pillows, smling as she did so. He began, "W who with
songs beguile your pilgrimge ..." Her eyes dosed,

and gradually she drifted off to sleep as Simeon recited.

softly through the silence beat the bells,
Al ong the gol den road to Samarkand."
CHAPTERFI VE

Channa emerged into the | ounge, heading for the
tabl e and her norning coffee. A wave of sound struck
her N very much a wave, like plunging into a curling
jade-green wall that seized her and bore her back
towards the beach.

She couldn't hel p but recognize the nmusic as "The Tri -
unphal March" from The Enpress of Ganynede by User

She paused with a slight frown when she realized

t hat she had unconsciously altered her stride to suit the
march tenpo. She stopped, and her pause was the

l ength of a measure. She | aughed when she realized it.
"Does this mean | get to be queen today?"

"Actual ly, after your restless night, | decided sone-
t hi ng upbeat would suit."

"Well, | sure got off on the right foot, then," she said
with a sound approxi mating a giggle.

Si mreon was pl eased. Last night their relationship
really had turned a corner. They were going to be al
right.

"So, a good norning to you, Sinmeon," she said with
an inpish snile.

"And a good norning right back atcha, as Patsy Sue
woul d say."

Channa's appreciative smle faded slowy into a

frown. "lI'd consider it a real good norning if | could
see and speak to Joat as soon as possible. I'mvery
worried that she nmight junp ship on us, and that

woul d ruin every step of progress we've nmade with
her."
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"Wsh | could oblige you on that, Charma, but I

don't know where she is now She turned on her
sound- scrubber early this norning and effectively



vani shed." He hurried on when Channa's face

showed her disappointment clearly. "I don't think
she'd | eave on two counts. One, she knows her way
intimately between the skins of this station, and it's
certainly big enough for her to change hidey-hol es on
an hourly basis if necessary. And two, none of the
shi ps undocki ng today are the type she could stow
away on or hire out on. |'ve got every sensor tuned to
her registered patterns, and |'ve discreetly alerted
key personnel ."

Channa nodded and went to her console, pulling the

not escreen towards her. "Then we had better get to
wor k. SPRI M ought to be noving on that dispatch you
sent off last night." Her anxiety lifted at Sineon's
knowi ng chuckl e. She ran her fingers in a tattoo on the
console. "And | suspect Child Wlfare won't |ike being
on their hit list."

"Hit list?" Simeon spoke with some alarm "Are they
that way inclined?" He didn't wish Ms. Dorgan any
pkysi cal harm

"The way SPRI M execs rave about humanocentric
chauvinismis enough to turn even a tol erant person

i nto a xenophobe. They've got noney and they're tire-
I ess in ensuring protection. That slur she nade on
shel | people, well.,. And the MM make SPRI M | ook

like a quilting party."

"Quilting party?" Simeon searched his |exicon for
the term

"d d-fashioned way to spend a productive and
soci al i zing evening," she expl ained absently,

"Ch. Not much we can do until they get back to us,
suppose. "

Si meon sounded unhappy. Channa quirked a
corner of her nouth.
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"We can't go in with lasers blazing and slag Child

Wl fare Central, if that's what you nean. If the station
had full self-governnment, they wouldn't be able to ness
with us N so let's concentrate on station business for
now, shall we?" She cleared her throat. "I've been

goi ng over your accounts, Simeon, and |'ve got to say
that you have sonme weird entries. For exanple, tucked
away in the fourth quarter is the notation 'stuff.' You'l
have to be nore specific than 'stuff."'"

"Why? ' Stuff' is acceptable to the accountants,” he
said in a facetious tone.

"I"'mnot an accountant. |'m supposed to be your



partner. Wuld you explain 'stuff'?"

"It's like this, Channa, | buy things that interest ne.
Me, Simeon, not the station nmaster brain." Never mnind

that that al so accounted for why he hadn't paid off his
natal debt to Central Wrlds. So Tma packrat. |Is that her
busi ness now?

Far out in space, Sineon's peripheral nonitors, the

ring of sensors that warned of inconming traffic, began

to transmit information that suggested a very |arge

obj ect was headed their way. Fromthe ripples it caused

i n subspace, it was very large or very fast or both. He
split his attention between her and the alert, and sent a
conmuni cator pulse in the direction of the distur-

bance. There were strict rules on how to approach a
station. Approachi ng unheral ded broke half a dozen

regs and invariably caused stiff credit penalties.

Respond to hailing, he transnitted. Respond
i medi at el y.

"Well, we've got this inspection and audit conming up
in two weeks," he heard Channa saying in a firmlet's-
not - beat - about -t he- bush tone. "W have get to have
everyt hing shi pshape and Bristol fashion, partner.”

He di d appreciate that she subtly rem nded hi m of
her promise to help with Joat, but this was no time for
petty details.
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"I don't have a ship shape, Channa,"” he nuttered in
his distraction, "but | do have sonething very unusua
out there, approaching ne w thout due protocol."

Vi sual information was now reachi ng him Dropping

out of interstellar transit and approaching at... Geat Ghu>
.17 ¢! A large vessel whose profile did not fit any known
human shi p. The basic hufl-fonn was spherical, but car-

ried a web of crazy-quilt additions, constructions of girder
and |l atti cework. Some of them | ooked as if they had been

sl ashed of f short with energy beans, and the cutpoints

were tattered. People were generally not sloppy with cut-
ting tools. Enem es were. Sineon relayed a standard

"pl ease identify" nessage and put the tugbays on standby.
"Nor am | abristle,” he continued to Channa. "The
i nspectors will be when they cone, though."

Channa groaned. "Even for you that was | ane.

You' re being unusually ridicul ous, Sineon. You know
the nentality that goes with these inspections N sen-
tence first, trial afterwards.”

"In other words, off with our heads, if they could
reach mne."



"And us running as fast as we can to stay in one place,
too. Which capability you al so don't have. Now, since
this is nmy first time with you.

"Ch, Channa... pant, pant

"Simeon," she said warningly. "I know where the
controls for your hornone bal ance are.™

"Heh hen, sorry. What's the worst they can do to
me? Send nme back to asteroidic purgatory? Like | told
you, I"monly on tenporary duty here anyway."

Channa had been running a scan. "There are twelve
entries for the word 'stuff'! You want this to be a tem
porary assignnent? Well, you may get your w sh."

"I't's not a wish, ny dear, | never said 'l wish they'd
take me away from here and put ne anywhere el se.’

I've a very definite destination in nmind, as you so
astutely concluded the other evening. If | had ny
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druthers, 1'd be running a conmand ship and wagi ng
star wars on the Axial Perinmeter. But," and he gave a
huge audi bl e si gh, "wbo believes in w shes anynore?"

"You do, with all your war ganes and tactica
daydreans. "

The approaching ship still had not responded, nor

was it dunping speed as fast as it should. In fact,
whoever was in conmand had waited rmuch too long to
begi n doing so. The flare of drive energi es should be
bl anki ng out that whol e quadrant, and the neutrino
flux was barely enough for a pile just ticking over

Si meon canme to a di sagreeabl e concl usi on

"Whoa, there, Channa. W've got stuff, not nine
coming in to make mince of us if we're not careful
Have a | ook?"

Si meon sl apped up a main screen view of the

i ntruder bearing down on them Surprise and al arm
hel d her notionless for only a split second before she
react ed.

"I"'malerting the perinmeter guard," she said, w ping
her previous program and inputing the new.

"Right!" Although he already had, two sources of the

same al ert enphazised the emergency. "I'm busy cal -
cul ati ng how to cushion the inpact of that great
hul ki ng mass whi stling towards us. | hope they know

where the brakes are.” Nice to have a brawn to share
energency work. The station personnel should get



used to dealing with her

St abbi ng the alert button on the main console,

Channa then called up a finer resolution of the object,
which to her appeared to be a darker mass against the
bl ack of space.

"Unannounced arrival!" She transnitted the inmage

to the personnel on perinmeter traffic control, alerting
themto the pertinent vector and ordering themto

begin rerouting incomng traffic.

"How do you know it's ivhistting toward us?" she
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asked in as calma voice as he was using while her
fingers flew over the controls. "There's no sound in
space. "

Si meon coul d detect just a micro-trenmor of fear in
her noncommttal tone. "If | think it whistles," he
answered, "it whisdes."

"Perimeter says it's like nothing they've ever seen
before either and N' she paused and licked her lips
"Nit's about to cut a broad swath through the proper
traffic pattern.”

Simeon took full control of the traffic control boards.
He coul d see and respond to di e necessary changes in
traffic patterns faster than any unshell ed human. He
was sinultaneously redirecting and responding to
dozens of ships.

Suddenly Channa started cursing. "Dam their eyes

and i nnards! These dammed civilians are asking ques-

tions instead of doing what they're supposed to in
energency routines. Now you see why | didn't |ike you
calling those false alarms. No one's paying a blind bit of
attention to tkasgenui ne energency! Wl f-cryer!"

"I"ve put it on every public screen. They'|ll knowit's
no drill," Simeon said, his voice velvet with nalice, "and
it's comng straight at us. | don't think it'll stop,"

| didn't realize you could banter when you're terrified, he
thought with tight control, though it hel ped being able
to set your anal ogue of adrenal gl ands.

Channa stared, stunned, as the screen filled with the
alien ship. "You haven't activated the repel screen? Hit
it for God' s sake!" She pressed her rocker switch just a
fraction of a second behind Sineon.

Joat gritted her teeth and wi ped eyes and nose on
t he back of her sleeve. It was a good shirt, and dean
Dumb, she told herself fiercely. Dunb, dunb, dumb bitch



dunb gash, just like the captain told you you were. Especially
when he was drunk. He'd al ways been worse then
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She turned her attention back to the little conputer

It was the best she'd ever been able to steal, a rea
Spugl i sh; jacked into the station systemright now, with
t he skipper-unit she'd cobbled up to keep the station
from knowi ng just where or why.

Ship schedul es / departures / outsystem she told it
Machines didn't lie to you! You could trust machines
and, if they didn't do what they were supposed to, it
wasn't because they had lied. Maths and machinery
coul d be believed.

A barki ng sob broke through her lips, spattering
drops on the screen. She bit down on her hand unti
the pain and the taste of her own blood |l et her con-
ti nue. Then she w ped the machi ne down with the tai
of her shirt Machines didn't let you down, either

Departures, the conputer said. Look, Joat, you
don't have to |l eave here. Trust ne, we'reN

"No!" she screaned.

Joat stuffed the scramblers into her pockets and

went off down the duct at a scranbling craw, ignoring
projections and brackets that only slighdy inpeded her
progress. The notions were reflexive, with a gracel ess
ef fici ency.

Nobody' s going to give me away agai n, she thought. GCet

me used to eating regular and school and everything, then give
me away! The thought went round and round in her

head, filling it, so that it was m nutes before the klaxon
penetrated her self-absorption.

"Ch, shit," she whispered in a still small voice, listen-
i ng. Then she turned and went back the way she cane,
faster still The conputer was back there, and without it,

she woul dn't be able to find out what was really going on
Her spacesuit was diere, too. This sounded serious.

"THIS IS NO DRI LL! REPEAT, THIS IS NO

DRI LL1" The words rang down the corridors and

haUspaces, wi thout the mel odramatic kl axons Si neon
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had al ways used. "Nonessential personnel report to

secure areas. Report to secure areas. Prepare for breach
of hull integrity."



This time the citizens of the SSS-900-C |istened, hasten-
ing into suits, gathering children and pets and headi ng for
the central core or section shelters. Crews pelted onto their
shi ps, even as noorings were detached and entry | ocks

irised shut and each "all on board" signal was relayed to

Si meon. Emergency crews flocked to their assigned sta-

tions. Infirmary patients who could not be noved were

pl aced in individual, independently powered |ife-support
units. Al too soon, nost of the citizens of SSS-900-C could
only wait, imagining their station crushed |ike an egg as
di e i nvader plowed into them

Si meon worked frantically, ordering ships of all sizes

out of the projected path of the incom ng ship, brutally
suppressi ng the know edge that ships with ordinary,

unshell ed pilots could barely handle the split second

timng he was asking of them So for, so good N no one

out there seened destined to die today. For a heart-

st oppi ng nonment he thought the alien mght be

decel erating, but the blaze of energies sputtered and

died. It's only shed 7% of relative velocity, he cal cul ated dis-
mal | y. Not nearly enough

"Way didn't they program mobility?"

"Who?" Channa asked distractedly. "Were?"

"In ne! In this station! | can't duck! |I've no weapon-

ry to blast it out of my way. | can't even fend off such
mass. All | can do is watch. What lasers |I've got can just
about handl e a decent-sized neteor. The best | can do

is warmup his hull alittle, and | have to wait till he's up
my ass to do it! Damm! This station is like a paraplegic
spaceshi p!"

"Whoa! Did you see that?" Channa shouted. The

mass had seened to deliberately veer aside froman
ordinary asteroid m ner vessel, sonething the mner
pilot hinself probably couldn't have done. "Wtch,"
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she said, "there! Did you see? It jigged just a bit to mss
that incomng ferry traffic It is being guided."

"But by what?" Simeon asked. He ran cal cul ations

on the ballistics of those maneuvers. The deviations

were absolutely mnimal for the effect. "It's traveling so
fast now, no human pilot could stop it and stay con-
scious. TTiey don't answer any radi o nmessages. TTiey're

i gnoring the.dam warning flares. Shit, nmaybe they

think we're wel com ng them Ah, goodF

"But they are decelerating again, Simeon," Channa
said, glancing up fromher own screens to the main

vi ewer before she went back to other chores which she
had assuned.

"Yeah, marginally longer this tinme. No, cutting out



N no, decelerating again. Rate of energy-release ..

God, but they're still not dunping enough vel ocity!

And still on a collision course!" H's voice went slightly
wild. "They mustwant to destroy ne!"

"I don't see any weapons," Channa said, trying to
finish her current task in tine.

"Who can tell in that jumble of struts and boxes and
crap! Besides, that thing itself is a weapon." Sinmeon had
just one card to play and at exactly the right noment

for maxi mumeffect. "You' re not even suited up

partner. At |east take shelter in ny shaft core, Channa."

She shook her head, "Not till I'mdirough evacuating
the alien quadrant 'Sides, those Letheans scare easily
enough as it is without me appearing in full gear.”

She had managed at |last to get through to the |eader

of the Lethe contingent. A people so formal that ener-
gencies required a cerenony, nercifully brief, for
deferring the usual endless courtesies in favor of sur-
vival . Had Channa not perfornmed the cerenony and

expl ained the situation to them they would have died
rather than commit such a breach of manners as
assum ng that something was actually wong. She

broke the connection at |ast and exclainmed, 'JoatT
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"She has a suit,"” Sinmeon said, "first thing | gave her
She's probably in it right now Wy aren't you?"

She dashed for the cabinet holding her space suit
and began to struggle into it

"Come to me, Channa," he said, in a wldly facetious
tone, "cone, touch the hard, male core of ny inner-
nost being."

"Ee-yuck, is that the sort of romance you' ve been
studyi ng? Try anot her node."

"When |'ve world enough and tinme, |ovely one, but
have a | ook at what |'ve managed to arrange as stop signs."

Seemingly from out of nowhere, three comunica-

tions satellites came diving towards the inconi ng ship,
two striking it head on and one slightly astern. \Wole
sections of die scaffolding and outer skin of the derelict
sublimed in white flashes that expanded into circles

with zero-g perfection. The alien ship was not slowed

N there was too nuch kinetic energy in that mass N

but its vector altered slightly.

"Consats aren't supposed to be able to nove like
that!" Channa exclained tightly. Simeon's sensors
could hear the pounding of her heart, analyze the



ket ones her sweat-danp skin was emtting. Fear under
hard control. The |l ady has guts, he thought.

"Alittle sonething | cooked up on my own," he said

smugl y.

"Cooked in the wong sort of pot, you crazy | oon
W thout those satellites, we'll be out of comrunication
with half the universe for weeks."

"Channa, if | hadn't done that we'd be out of com
muni cation with the all of the universe pernmanently.
Besi des, ny satellite tactic worked!"

Channa | ooked up at the main nonitor and saw that

the projected vector had skewed slightly. "Not

enough," she nmuttered. "Please don't use any nore of

our commsatellites like billiard balls, Sinmeon. If we do
survive this, they'll be needed nore than ever."
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"Ch-oh," Simeon nuttered.

"Ch-oh?" she repeatedly anxious.

It neans, | screwed the pooch, Channa, Sineon thought
Al oud he went on. "SS Conrad, dunp your carrier

nmodul es and get out of that sector. You are now directly
in the path of the incom ng ship."

"No-can-do SSS-900-C. |'ve got a full |oad here. The
conpany'll have my ass if | desert it"

"The conpany'll have to hold a seance to get it, then
‘cause if you stay put, you're about to becomne inmortal
Junmp it!"

"Now " Channa shouted. "It's less than two
k-thousand kil ometers fromyou. Now, dammt!"

"No shit!" the pilot shouted and di sconnected the
"cab," the crew quarters and control section of the ship,
fromthe nuch | arger freight storage sections.

They wat ched the tiny cab nove wi th agoni zing

sl owness across the seeningly endl ess bow of the
strange ship.

"Down on station horizon," Sineon instructed,
"ni nety-degrees, straight down."

"Down? You want me to stop? Wth that bastard
comng right for me! Are you crazy?"

"I't's your only chance, buddy. She's shallow on the
bottom but, by CGhu, is she w de! Show ne what kind of
pilot you are! Not what kind of smear you'll make."



oediently, the little ship flared energy, applying
thrust at right-angles to its previous vector. Its path
shifted, slowmy at first and then with growi ng speed I|ike
a bell-curve graph across a conputer screen. Slowy,
slow y, descending, a bright spot against the ever |arger
mass approachi ng t hem

"Ch shit, oh shit," the captain whispered desper-
ately. "Hel p?"

The intruder was | ess than a kiloneter away, now,
fromthe cab which | ooked Iike a white pin-point
agai nst the black hull of the stranger. At half a
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kilometer it cleared the | eading edge of the inconing
ship and the pilot began to |laugh wldly.

"Keep going," Simeon ordered sharply, to be heard
through the hysteria. "It's about to hit your freighter
Keep moving till | tell you to stop.”

"It's ore," the captain gasped though he sounded
nore as if he was weeping, "iron ore. Nickel-iron-
carboniferous, in ten-kilo globules,?7

Atu, crap! Sineon thought, as the intruder struck the
freighter with majestic slowness. The forward third of its
hull vanished in the fireball, and so did nuch of the
freighter's cargo. The energy-rel ease and spectrographic
anal ysis would tdl hima good deal about the conposition
Ri ght now he had nmillions of special delivery neteors
pouring down fromthe breached holds onto his station

G eat exanpl e of Newt oni an physics, actionand reaction

The col lison had, serendipitously, danped nuch of

the incomng ship's remaining velocity, but the frag-
ments of ship and cargo had picked it up for

t hensel ves. He tracked the nyriad trajectories of the
space flotsam and relayed the information to the ships
in the scatter area, directing theminto still nore inpos-
sible flight patterns. He assigned the conputer
responsibility for tracking and bl asting the |arger
chunks of ore with the station's |lasers. No probl ens
wi t h di spersion when the stuff was in your face. On the
ot her hand, there was one hell of a lot of it Sineon set
the conputer to figuring out just how rmuch woul d get

t hr ough.

He realized that Channa was staring at the nonitor
in horrified fascination. "Hey Hap, Happy baby, get in
the shaft core.”

"Why?" she asked. "It's stopping."”

"Slowi ng, yes, but if it so much as kisses nme on the



cheek, it'll breach the station and you' re on a one-way
trip to the nebula. W need you here, so shaft ne
baby. "
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"Shaft yourself," she said. "It has come to a conplete
cessation of forward novenent"

A final flare of energy left the aft third of the
intruder's hull slunping and nelting, the drive cores
and conduction vanes white-hot and misting titanium
rutile nonofi ber.

"So it has," Sineon said mldly.

Channa gave a gi ddy whoop and sl unped agai nst die
central shaft, trying to wipe at the sweat that filmed her
face. Her gl ove dadoed agai nst the facepl ate of her hel net

"Dead, stock still," he said, feeling intense relief.
"Relative to the station, that is."

Wth a glance at his colum, Channa hit the di scon-
nect switch and the red warning |lights stopped
flashing. Sineon began to announce stand-down to
Condition Yellow in dul cet, paternal tones. Channa
took of f her helnmet and began to confer with the Lethe
| eader, reestablishing the usual formal relations.

When at | ast they di sconnected fromtheir various
cruci al chores, Channa | ooked at her incom ng

el ectroni ¢ nmessages and | aughed. "By God, but we're a
resilient species. Look at these."

Si meon scanned them and | aughed, too. "I haven't

even finished flushing the excess adrenalin fromny
system and they're al ready conpl ai ni ng about | ost
cargo and insurance. | |love the human race. W're con-
sistently nmore concerned with trivia than serious
threats."

"And we're not even out of danger, are we?"

"Qut of nmortal danger. That thing could have
totaled us. The ore will cause a |lot of trouble and
expense, so let's maintain Condition Yellow for a
while."

That woul d keep nonessentials out of the exterior
conpartnents, nostly industrial areas anyway, and
everyone in suits with helnets in reach and within
sprinting distance of the shelters. Megacredits of
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nmoney were being | ost, of course, nost of which would
be paid by Lloyds' Interstellar.

Channa was examining the strange ship on a dose
screen.

"Next question is who, or what's, aboard.

"And if there's anything left of the pilot captain,"

Si reon added, "who's broken regulations | didn't

know existed till now. | sent out a dozen probes to
secure available information on what's left. Ah! Input!"”

The main screen bl anked, and then displayed a
schematic of the strange craft, shifting to a three-
di mensi onal nodel as the conputers extrapol at ed.

"So that's what it |ooked |ike before it started hitting
things and nelting down its drives," Sineon mur-

mured as brain and brawn surveyed an el ongated

sphere amd its tangle of extensions. "And now |'D sub-
tract what doesn't appear to be part of the origina
construction.”

The resulting nodel didn't |ook rmuch like the

sl agged ruin tunbling slowy through space in the

real -tinme image that Simeon kept up in the [ower right-
hand corner of the screen. Channa | eaned forward and
frowned at such an unfamiliar design. Huge it certainly
was. At |east eighty kilotons nass, wth extravagant

shi p-bays and airl ocks, ol d-fashioned cooling vanes
around the equator..

"That | ooks |ike human construction,” she said

t houghtfully. "Just not any nodel |'ve ever seen or

heard about” Human civilization had been unified at

t he begi nning of starflight and their ships bore a fanily
resenbl ance.

"It does | ook vaguely human-made," Sineon agreed,
"but | can't even find a match in historical files of Janes'A
t he Gal axy's Spaceships for the last century. The conposition
is odd, too; netal-netal fiber matrix. Ferrous alloys. No
conpar abl e design for the last two centuries. Hmm™"

" Somret hi ng?"
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"This." He called up an inmage beside the
reconstructed ship.

"Cl ose but no cigar," Channa said.

"That's the last of a, line of heavy transports N that
one was a Central Wborlds space-navy troop-transport

Desi gners were Dauvigishipili and Sons. They used to
make a lot of militaty craft, operated on stations out of



the New Lieutas system See, there is some use to being
amlitary historian. Ah, tere."

The i mage changed and now there was a virtua
one-to0-one match
"Colonial transport,” Sinmeon said. "They stopped

bui | di ng them about three hundred years ago, so it

could be up to four hundred years old. Original

capacity was ten thousand col onists, in col dsl eep of
course, with a crew of thirty. There were a lot of odd lit-
de col oni es back then, people |ooking for places where
they could practice as weird a religion as they wanted

and not have the Central Wrlds bugging them The

few that survived are still pretty flaky. Are you
surprised to learn that the ship-class was called the
Mani f est Destiny vehicle? A few of the | ater nodel s had
brain controllers before Central Wrlds put a stop to

that practice on humane grounds. Some of those

m nor cults were N' he made a brief pause to consult

his lexicon "N aberrant! Hm and |'d bet this one got
transnogrified into an orbital station. Look at all that
stuffi”

"Your kind of 'stuff'?" asked Channa ingenuously.

"CGadgetry," he amended in a firm this-is-serious

voi ce, "plastered on the exterior: observation stuff,
transm ssion stuff, the usual. And intended to be used
inorbit. I mean, who would try to fly any ship with al
that crap sticking out? For starters, the thrust axis
woul dn't be through the center of mass anynore, so

for starters, it's unbal anced."

Channa scanned through nore probe transm ssions,
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i ndudi ng sonme views taken by the perineter sensors as
the hulk barreled in, so they could see the havoc caused
by collision and too-rapid decel eration

"They may have had cause for their precipitous

intrusion," she said, and froze a view of the stubs of the
radar and radi o antennas. "Those |look |ike battle

damage to ne."

"Hmm " Sineon did a rapid close-scan and mat ch

with the naval records in his files. "You' re right,
Channa-m ne. Transmi ssion antennae sheared off so

they couldn't have responded to our hails. Woever

shot those darts knew his stuff, and their nost vul -
nerabl e points. See the |ong star-shaped ripple

patterns in the hull? And those long sort of fuzzy distor-
tions clustered in the rear third of the hull? Those are
beamers at extrene range, |'d say. Hard to tell 'cause
it's so nessed up." He spoke nore slowy, in an al nost
sonber tone. "Hell, Channa, beaners like that are



naval ordnance weapons. The real thing." Oh, boy, this is
not like a sinulation at all. "Sonmebody was trying to
destroy that ship."

"While the victinms were desperate enough to fly

dose to blind and totally deaf,"” Channa said. That was

not a safe thing to do, even in the vastness of interstellar
space. "My next intelligent question is, did they escape?

O are they still being pursued?”

"Ahead of you there, partner,"” Sineon replied, feel-
ing slightly smug that he had anticipated her. "I can't
detect anything comng in on the same vector." He

heaved an audible sigh of relief that coincided with

hers. "Or ... no, they were blind. The pursuit could

have dropped off |ong ago, and they woul dn't have

had any way to tell. But we'd better establish who and

why. If, and it's a big if, there's anyone alive in there
nowto tell us the facts. I'mnot inclined to be charitable.
For all we know, they could be pirates or hijackers, and
they were running from Central Wrlds naval pursuit.
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Ei ther way, they cane within centinmeters of smashing
us to a smthereen.”

"Smit hereens, " Channa said thoughtfully, "because

it's fragments they are and they have to be plural to be
dangerous. | rather discount their being illegals. Sone-
thing real deadly mustjjiave pushed themto run in a
craft that unspacewbrthy. Something that came to their

pl anet suddenly. Wiy el se wouldn't they take the tine

to cut away that nass dinging to the ship? Maybe their
sun went nova. Anyway," she said briskly, "if there are
peopl e on board, they're in bad shape and what have

you been doing to rescue and/or apprehend then"

"Ahem Channa-nine. You're the nobile half of this
partnership. Remenber? So go be brawn for me. And
be careful!1l

Channa paused. "Ah, yes, so | am Thank you for

rem nding ne of that!" Her tone was brightly britde.
"Somehow this wasn't the sort of duty | thought cane
along with this assignment.'

"Well, it has!" he said, making his voice lilt. "Hate to
have caused you to get into that clumsy suit for no
reason at all."

She lifted her hel net.

"Thatta girl!" Simeon said rather patronizingly. She
ignored him "Oh, and Channa?"
"What ?"

"Before you | ock your helnmet, do switch on your



i mpl ant ™"

"Ah!" She couched the switch grounded in bone just
behi nd her ear, the contact responding only to her
i ndi vi dual bio-energy. "Are you receiving?"

" Check, "

"Can | go now?" she said rather patronizingly.

" Check. "

"And mate, Siny baby."

"Cot it," Joat nuttered to herself as she rescued the
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conputer fromthe shadowed | edge and turned it on

fingers clumsy in the space suit gloves. Joat had

becorme well-acquainted with the station's drills but,

with survival skills as finely honed as hers were, she had
put the suit on when the klaxon sounded Red Al ert

Besi des, she'd had a chance to tine just how fast she
could get into the flippin' thing.

"Ww " was her reaction to the activity the conputer

duly reported. "Fardling A wow" Hi e systemwas taking

in sone heavy data, converting it and feeding it to Sineon
the way it transferred data fromthe pickups, though

never in this density or conplexity. "Heavy read!"

Joat did her best to follow, but the speed was too

much. Then, "Got it." Now the main conputer was al so
encoding it for her little friend. She fiddled to get a
finer tuning, get rid of the drivel, giving her the visua
and aural stuff. She reared back in surprise, hitting her
head on the nmetal bul khead but ignoring the pain as

she realized what she now had.

Hey, this is from Channa. Strange, heavy strange N Tm
getting what she's seeing. She nust have an inplant to input
directly to Sinmeon like Ms. And what Channa was seeing
made Joat feel a little nore charitable towards her

Channa wasn't squi shstuff, her private termfor

organi c tissue.

"Beats hacking in to the hol o system any day," Joat
muttered, eyes glued to the miniature screen. She
squirmed into a nore confortable position, plopped
down a purloined pillow so she woul dn't slam her head
agai n, braced her feet against the roof of the duct,
pl ugged t he earphone into the helmet outlet, and
absorbed the action.

"Real -time adventure holo!" Perfect, apart froma
wavering |ine down one side of the picture-cube that
nmust represent breathing and life-signs and stuff "Go,



Channa, go!"
CJt AFTERSI X

Station-born and bred, Channa had gone space-
wal ki ng as soon as she was old enough to fit into a
juvenile suit. But there the difference between her
Hawki ng Al pha Proxi ma Station days and now ended.

Theoretically, she knew that SSS-900-C was at the

edge of the Shiva Nebula. Trade routes crossed here,
carrying processed ores essential for drive-core

manuf acture. As the ship which had brought her had
approached the dumbbel | - shaped station, she'd

wat ched the process on her cabin's screen with great
interest. But theory, and that shipboard viewin com
pl ete safety, had not prepared her for the great arc of
pearly m st that filled her vision plate; m st glow ng
with scores of proto-suns in a score of colors.

"Spectacular, ain't it?" Patsy asked.

Channa cane to herself with a start "Wat are”ow
doi ng out here?"

"This tug's ny emergency station," she said, grin-
ni ng broadly inside her bubble helnmet "The al gae' U
keep right on breedin' for a while w thout ne, randy
little bastards. An' I'ma right good tug pilot, too."

"Believe you, ma'am" Channa said, throwing a
salute from her bubbled tenple. Wat's Simeon on
aboutl He's got a fleet N of sortsNtocomand. "Let'sgo."

In turn, they slid down into the cranmped cabin of the
tug and plugged suit feeds into the ship system The
tugs were stripped-down little vessels, just a

power pl ant and drive with mniml controls; wedge-
shaped, with grapnel fields and an inflatable habitat for
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taking survivors in their dual role as rescue vessels.
The docking bay and the cabin itself were open to

vacuum but she felt a | ow whining as Patsy brought

the drive up and lifted themout. ijiere was the usua
disorienting lurch as they passed out of station gravity.
Now the only wei ght was accel eration, and the bar bel
shape of the station was a huge bul k bel ow t hem i nst ead
of behind. Her senses tried to tell her she was climnbing
vertically in a gravity field, then yielded to training as
she nmade hersel f ignore up and down for the omni -
directional outlook that was nost useful in space.

"Vectoring in," Patsy said into her helnmet nike.

O her tugs were drifting notes of light, fireflies
agai nst the bl ackness. The anal ogy renmained in force



as they circled the drifting hulk of the intruder; it was
big. Forward was a frayed mass of tendrils, and the rear
still glowed red-white, heat slowto radiate in vacuum

"Readi ngs?" Channa asked. Her nose itched; it
al ways di d when she had a hel net on

Si meon' s voi ce answered her. "Main power system

went out when they burned their drive," he said. "Be
careful about that, by the way N it's radiating gamm,
real nuseum piece. Main internal gravity field s down.

There are localized auxiliary systenms still operating
am dshi ps, and traces of water vapor and atnosphere.
There m ght be a chanber in there still running life-
support”

Channa scanned the bridge section of the ship again.
The instruments available in the cockpit of the tug
were basically little nore than sophisticated notion
detectors.

"I can't get a thing," she said in frustration. "Am|
m ssi ng somet hi ng?"

"Not rnuch," Simeon told her. "There's too nuch
dirt out there, which'U confuse readings. See if you can
get aboard."

'"Right," she said, and | ooked down the hull toward
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t he equator where the shuttle bays shoul d be I ocated.
"Bring us in there, Patsy."

Channa flicked an indicator light on the hull. They
sank gradually, until the ancient ship filled half the sky.

"Don't build "emlike this anynore," Patsy said as they
behel d shuttl e bay doorsVhich were easily two hundred
neters |long, big enough to accommpdate a small |iner
"They don't havejto," Channa answered absently.

Drive cores were a | ot cheaper and safer nowadays,

whi ch made ships this size obsolete. "Sonmebody did wA
hke them"

This close in, the scars on the hull were enornous,

nmetal heated to nelting with a slagged | ook around the
edges of the cuts, but mraculously there didn't seemto
be much structural danage as they swung further into

t he bay.

"They have to be alive,"” Channa nurnured. "Noth-
ing could kill people this lucky."

"Except running out of luck," Sinmeon said grimy

"There is that." She cane at last to a smaller shuttle
bay and attenpted to open the portal with severa



standard call codes. "Sinmeon, what does the library
suggest we use for a ship this old? I'mnot getting any
response with the usual ones."

"Three one seven, three one seven five?"
"Tried it, nothing."
Si meon rel ayed several nore codes.

"Not hi ng's working," she said in disgust. "Could
t hey have | ocked thenf"

"Hard to say until we're sure they're crazy or not.
Try another bay. That one m ght just be inoperative."

She had Patsy fly out and down the massive ship's
side until they came to another shuttle bay. It, too,
refused her adnmittance.

"This is ridiculous,” she said in exasperation. "They
got in, so there has to be an operable entrance!"

"Consi dering the visible damage, maybe you'd have
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more luck with a service hatch. There're close to a
hundred of them and only six shuttle bays. Try sone-
t hi ng m dship."

"That's a good idea," she said, feeling nore optims-
tic with such odds. Just in case, what do we use for a
can opener? W don't want any survivors dead of old
age before we reach them™

The very first hatch they tried opened, about half a
neter. Channa | ooked at it, Sineon |ooked at it

t hrough her eyes via the inplant which connected
directly to her optic nerve.

"You're not that big, but you're also not that small,"
he said with a wistful note

"I"mputting us down," Patsy said. "Contact" A feint
dunk cane through the nmetal of the tug as the fields
gripped the big hull.

"And 1'mgoing to try and effect entry. | think it's
wi de enough." Channa told Si neon.

"Just you be very careful, Channa-mine..."

"For Ghu's sake, Simeon, |'ve been space-wal ki ng
since | was five. I'ma stickfoot"

"Yeah, but | don't think your station ever experienced
a hostile attack. And there's all that flying junk! Could
knock you right off the hull... or smear you across it"



"You do know how to give a girl confidence. |I'm

goi ng, Simeon, and that's that." She nuttered to her-
self about titaniumtw ts and agoraphobic asses as she
prepared to | eave the tug. Patsy Sue at |east gave her a
cheerful grin and a thunbs-up. "W need to know

what or who's in there."

"No problem" Patsy cut in, reaching into the tool-
box under the pilot's seat. Her hand came out with the
ugly bl ack shape of an arc pistol

Channa | ooked around, her jaw dropped. "Aren't
t hose ill egal ?"

Pat sy waggl ed the pronged nuzzle. "Not on
Larabie, they ain't"
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Channa shook her head, then picked up where
she'd left off. "You know, Simeon, they do give us
brawns training. |I've done search-and-rescue before."

"How of t en?""

"Once. My inexperience will only make me nore

cautious. J can-do thisj#ineon. Once |'minside nmaybe

| can do sonething to wi den the hatch opening. Direct
some of the other tugs this way so |I'Il have reinforce-
ments nearby, if | need them"

Pat sy waggl ed the arc pistol, apparendy accustoned
to the wei ght of the weapon.

"Assum ng it's needed," Channa added cheerfully.

"Have you got any positive |life readings, partner?" she
asked as she eased herself with practised care out of the
tug. Wth one hand on a hull bracket, she let herself
drift to the hull where the stickfield of her boots held
her safely.

"According to ny sensors, nobody's conscious. But
there ingfa be N'

"Stop being so reassuring,"” she said facetiously.
"Have you got a nedical teamready?"

"W were just getting to know each other," he said

regretfully.

Channa paused, caught by the enotion in his voice.

"You are the nost mani pul ative creature it has ever

been ny nmisfortune to nmeet," she said coldly, dipping a
reel of optical fiber to her suit. Sineon sighed. "Look
I"'mnot a total idiot The tug will shield me on one side,
and |"'monly two strides away fromthe hatch.”

"Me? Mani pul ative? |'m supposed to keep ny brawn



fromrisking its fluffy little tail."

Careful |y breaking boot contact, she took the first

step to the hatch, and the second. Then clipped both

feet free and fl oated neady to the opening to exam ne it
nore cl osely. The magnetic grapple built into the left
forearm of her suit twitched, with a feeling like a |ight
push. The contact disk flicked out, trailing braided
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nmonofi |l anment, and inpacted on the door of the bay.

She activated the switch that reeled her in. Patsy fol -
lowed with an expert somersault |eap that |anded her

I ess than an arms Iength fromher friend.

"Showof f, " Channa sai d.

"You ain't the only one with wal k experience," Patsy
said. Her voice was light, but the arc pistol was ready as
she peered within the half-open hatch.""Coburn to res-

cue squad. We're about to enter the Hul k. Stand by."

Channa licked dry lips. It's the suit air, she told herself
firmy. A ways too dry. She spoke al oud to Sineon.

"You're just jealous of me, Bellona Rockjaw, heroine of

t he space frontier."

"I"'mright there with you, Channa," Simeon said
with a trace of wistfulness in his voice.

" Hhmph. "

She struggled to get through the narrow opening,
grunting with effort.

"Do not get stuck," he advised her

Channa started to giggle. "Do not make ne | augh,”
she adnoni shed. "And stop reading ny nind."

Wth the unpl easant sensation of netal and plastic
scrapi ng agai nst each other, she pushed through at |ast.
The chanber had hel d mai nt enance equi prent of sone

sort long ago; there were feeds and racks for EVA suits,
and enpty tool holders. Only a single strip lit the dimin-
terior. On the hullside wall was a massive, clunsy-I|ooking
airlock, and a blinking row of readouts beside it

"Some systens still active," she said. "Patsy, prop
yoursel f against the frame and see if you can't push the
hat ch door open."

"Nevah get through iffen | doan," the ol der woman
nmuttered. "Makes ne wish | were fiat-chested, too."

"She is not," Sinmeon replied vehemently.



Channa grinned, but Patsy Sue was busy getting her-
self into position in the hatchway, attaching her fil ament
to the inside of the hatch before she grabbed the top of
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the frame with both hands and gave a m ghty heave. The
hatch did not so much as budge a mllineter

"No, it's jammed tighter'n... nenm nd. You got a

pol ari zin' facepl ate?" Patsy asked.
"Standard. "
"Ckay. I'"Il try sonetnifa' subtle."

Coburn stepped t&ck, raised the arc pistol and fired
four times. The bar_oT actinic blue-white Iight was
soundl ess in vacuum but a fog of netal particles
expl oded outward like glittering donuts centered on
the aim ng points. Patsy nodded in satisfaction and
twi sted herself around to brace her feet on the hatch
and grip two handhol d | oops on the hull nearby.
Channa coul d hear her give a grunt of effort, and the
hat chway fli pped out into space, tunbling end-over-
end.

"Ni ce brand of subtle you wield,"” Channa said.

"Think nothin' of it," Patsy said, pretending to bl ow
snoke off the arc pistol's barrel. "Any |uck?"

Channa bent over the touchpad beside the airlock
"Not much. Ah, that's got it. Sinmeon, hows the trans-
m ssi on hol di ng up?"

"Loud and dear, since Patsy got the door out of the

way. | may |l ose Patsy's signal further inside. Maybe you
should wait? There're four nore tugs dosing in on

your position."

Channa ignored the pleading note, not without a

pang of guilt But what the hell, the situation is irresistible,
she adm tted. She had been trained as an
admiriistrator-paitner-troubl eshooter, but nmost of the

time, circunstances were fairly conventional. Not

bori ng; she wouldn't have made it through brawn

training if she were bored with it. On the other hand,

she woul dn't have been picked if there weren't an el e-

ment of the adventurer in her psychol ogi cal profile.

"String this, would you, Patsy?" she said, passing
over the reel. The optical fiber was encased in woven
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tungsten-filanment, with receptor-booster chips at
intervals. Barely thicker than thread, it had a breaking
strain of several tons. Tacked to the wall behind them
neither her inplants nor Patsy's suit communits could
fade out Patsy wel ded the outer encj to the hull beside
the hatch, using the spot heater in her construction
suit's gauntlet,

"Ready?" Channa said, taking a deep breath.

"Surely am" Patsy cane up behind her, arc pisto
ready.

"Standi ng by," Sinmeon said.

The keypad lights blinked green and anmber. "I think
it's saying there's sonme doubt about the atnosphere,™
Channa said. "It's definitely pressurized in there." She

attached a sensor |line to the surface.

"They're in trouble,” Simeon said. "Hear that whin-
i ng?" Channa shook her head, and felt himboost the
audi o pi ckups of her helmet. A feint tooth-grating
sound came through

"What is that?"

"That's the main internal drive cores,"” Sinmeon
replied grimy. "The powerplant's down, but they're
still superconducting. The alloys they used back then
were tough. They built 'em nore redundant then,

too."

"Whi ch neans?"

"Which neans ... to stop this thing, the pilot put
everything the powerplant had into the drive. The
exterior coils blew before it could go all out. Now the
internal coil's going to go."

"Bad news," Patsy said.

"It's going to bl ow?" Channa asked apprehensively.

The energi es needed to nove negatons between stars
wer e i nmense

Sinmeon |istened. "Not/urf yet, but soon. Building,

but the noise will be considerably nore audible before
I'd panic. Get that inner hatch open, woman! |'Il send
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the troops. You've got about thirty m nutes before you
have to be off."

The interior airlock slid open. The two wonen kept

their helnets firmy ori as it slid down again and the air

hi ssed in. Channa | ocjked down at the readouts on her



sl eeve and punched foranal ysi s.

"Oxygen's down, COg's way up," she said grinly.

"Necrotic ketofaes, or so it says N decay products. |'d hate
to have to breathe this stuff. Could anyone breath it and
[ive?"

"Depends oh natural tolerances," Patsy replied.

"And it mght not be bad further in." Being an environ-
nment al mai nt enance specialist, she knew the

paraneters. "Fromthe volume of n.k.'s, their scrub-
bers must have been down for a while."

The inner hatch of the airlock slid open. Now t hat

they were no longer in a soundl ess vacuum the

exterior pickups of their suits relayed the hiss. Unfor-
tunately, a high-pitched whine was now equal |l y

audi bl e: the kind that nade the hair on your arns |ift
up. Channa | ooked down the I ong corridor, shabby

with age and dimwith the energency gl owstrips

ghostly blue light.

Flies buzzed around them Patsy slapped one agai nst
the wal |

"Blowflies," she said after a good | ook. There was a
feint quaver in her voice. "Had 'emon the ranch."

"Sound pi ckup says there are live ones down there,"
Channa said. "Let's go."

Doct or Chaundra's hands flew over his keypad as he
made notes. He was a smallish brown-skinned man
wi th delicate bones and a precise, scholarly manner.

"Fifty maxi mum you say?"

Si meon switched back to the inplant data filling
anot her part of his consciousness. Channa's breat hing
sounded ragged; her heartbeat was el evated, and the
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stomach-aci d | evel indicated suppressed nausea.

Si meon wasn't surprised. The things she was seeing

made Aimfeel a little sick in an entirely nonphysical way
that was still highly unpleasant.

"Short-term inprovised attenpt at col dsl eep,” she

said, voice struggling for the objectivity of a report. He
| ooked at the tangl e of cobbl ed-together equi pnent

around living and dead. "Probablyto cut down on air
consunpti on. Heavy equi pnent failures."



The | atest chanber held nostly dead ones, eyes fal-
len in and dried lips shrunk back over grinning teeth.
Maggots, too. Sone of the corpses were children, dead
children nestled agai nst dead nothers. In a few, the
maggot s gave a ghastly senbl ance of life, noving the
swol I en, bl ackened |inbs. About the only nercy was

the elastic nets that held living and dead down to the
pall ets on the deck or to the bunks. Evidently someone
had foreseen that the interior gravity fields might go.
Si meon i magi ned wal ki ng i nto one of those chanbers

and finding die putrefying bodies floating | oose...

"This one N' Channa began, swallow ng and bend-

ing over a body that was either still alive or only
recendy dead. Drifting maggots brushed the surface of
her faceplate and clung wedy, writhing. She retched,
then forced herself to brush them away.

A chuwngggg sound echoed t hrough the still air.
"What was that?"

Simeon split his viewpoint yet again. TTie rescue ship
hovering off the side of the hulk had | aunched a mssile
carrying a large-dianeter hose and attached to a

punpi ng system a force-deck system which punched

t hrough the hull and sealed itself.

<4Ai r har poon, "hesai d. "WeTl bepunpi ngi nhasecond. "

"I kin hear it," Patsy said fromthe corridor. Her arc
gun crashed, opening a seal ed door. "Mrre in heah
Bout the sane.”

"Wth fifty living, we should have no trouble," the

doctor was saying to Sineon in the safe, clean sickbay

of fice. Chaundra tapped for a cl oseup on one of the
recordi ngs, looking at the life-signs readouts beside the
wast ed face of a refugee. "Col dsl eep dosed, the old par-
tial method; very” unsafe dosage, and oxygen

deprivation. Dehydration, starvation, but nostly

i nadequate air. Hmm"

He blinked. "Physical type? Sonetimes there is
genetic divergence on isolated colonies. | mnust check
These | ook to be of sudeuropan race N archaic type,
very pure.. We should evacuate them as soon as

possi ble."
"I"mworking on it," Sineon said with controlled

passion, fmnever going to | ook at battlefield reconstructions
quite the sanme way agai n, he thought

Through Channa's ears, he heard feet clacking in

the corridor outside, stickfields in the suit shoes sub-
stituting for gravity. The volunteers came in briskly
enough, inflatable rescue bubbles in their hands, then
halted in disbelief One tried to control his retching for
a nonent and then went into an excruciating and
dangerous fit of vomiting inside a closed helnet. H's



squadrmates renoved it, only to have his paroxysm
grow worse as the stink hit his nostrils. The |uckl ess
vol unteer went into the first of the bubbles.

"CGet moving!" Channa ordered. Only Sineon could

hear the trenors in her voice beyond the range of nor-
mal ears. "The living ones are marked with a slash of
yel low from a cargo checker. Use plasma feeds, the
energency antidotes, and get them out of here. These
peopl e belong in regeneration. Now "

Raggedly, then with gathering speed, the stationers
nmoved to their work. Channa escaped back into the
corridor, exhaling a breath she had not been conscious
of hol ding. Sinmeon was profoundly thankful she had

not tried cracking her suit seals when the air hose went
in. It would take nonths of vacuumto get the stink out

i
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of this ship. Mich nore tine than the vessel had. The
final fire of the interior coils would at | east cleanse it

"How | ong?" she asked.

"Not |ess than an hour, not nc-re than three," he
replied. "I think the pirate hypothesis is out."

Channa nodded jerkily; too many fam lies and

children. Pirates were nuch nore comon in fiction
than in feet, anyway. Bodies floated in the next cham
ber down, and medi cs working over the three living
before transferring themto |ife bubbles.

"Ms. Hap, I'm!Tez Kle." The Sondee worea nedica
assistant's armflash on his suit.

Channa gl anced at himin surprise. Not many aliens

chose Co specialize in Terran nedicine. O course, Son-

dee were rather humanoid, if you nmanaged to ignore the

four eyes Ntwo |arge and gol den about where eyes

shoul d be, and two nore above the whorled ridges that

served as ears; you could not sneak up on a Sondee N

and the lack of any facial features apart froma nostril slit
and round suckerlike nmouth. They had | ovely voi ces,

with far nore vocal range and control than a hunman.

She canme up beside the bubbles. "You're in charge?"
He nodded. "Let ne give you a hand," she said.

The first figure she turned to had reddi sh-bl ack hair,

a short muscular man with a square face. She rel eased
his restraints and lifted him then gave him a gende
shove into the body-length sack, sealed it and activated
it. His color seenmed to inprove i medi ately. She

turned to his compani on and froze.



"Channa, your vital signs just did the strangest little
jig. What's the problen?" Sinmeon asked.

This young man was tall, dose to two meters, broad-

shoul dered and slim hi pped, shapely and muscul ar as

an athlete. He had a clean, classically perfect profile,
with firmy nolded chin and sensitive nouth. Hs deli-
cately curving cheekbones were brushed by | ong dark

| ashes, the corners of his eyes tilted upwards. Hi s |ong
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hai r was bl ue-bl ack, curling back fromhis high intel-
ligent forehead to fell alnost to his shoul ders.

Channa sighed in admiration, then caught herself.
This stud is so handsone even being sick makes hi m| ook good.

"Ch ho," Sinmeon crowed. "Very nice, Channa, but if
you don't put AHorys there in his sack, he's going to go
a very unflattering shade of blue."

"Em ... right" She unbuckled the man and seal ed

himin his sack, connecting the two bags together. Then

she tugged them behind her to the | ock where she

turned diemover to the waiting ned-techs. The goods-
transporter's hold was filled with floating, jostling sacks
whil e Channa and the ned-tech chief stood in the |ock
checking their sensors for heart-beats.

"CQuess we got themall,"” !'Tez Kle said. "But | don't
think we can save themall. W left those we were cer-
tain we couldn't help," he said apol ogetically.

"Not hi ng el se you could do," Channa told him "W

don't have time for anything else. Go," she said, and
sl apped his shoulder, "l've got a tug outside." She
seal ed the end of the caterpillar |ock behind himand
waited inpatiently for the pilot to retract it "Damm,
wi sh we could have gotten to the bridge."

"You and Patsy give it a try," Simeon answered.
"Every bit of data wJ help, but we're cutting it alittle
close. I"'mpositioning tugs to push that weck away
fromthe station and soon"

Channa | ooked up sharply. "It's still a danger to you?"
"Nothing this brain can't handle," Sineon said
blithely. "You do what you can, brawn."

She | ooked down at the notescreen tethered at her

wai st, studying the map of the ship's interior which she
had managed to acquire fromits own data banks,

archaic as they were.

"I'"ll try through here," she said, struggling with the



toggl es of the hatch. "It'dbe the nore direct rou

te, if

it's

open. If it isn't, I'll rendezvous with Patsy immediately."
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"I need sone people for tug and detonations work,
Si meon announced. "It's going to be dicey."

The assenbly room beneat h t he-sout h- pol ar dock-

ing bay was full of second-wave vol unteers, those
needed or qualified for the energency nedi cal wor
Every single one stepped forward. Despite the ser
ness of the situation, Simeon found time for a gr

internal smle. That old line's worked its chall enge since

ganesh, he thought, proving that even the ol dest
on mlitary psychol ogy were right. People were ve
reluctant to appear frightened in front of others
cially their friends. He called the roll of those
needed. They were al ready suited up, helnets unde
their arms. Gus, of course, and six of the nore
experienced tug pilots, with six of the mning
expl osi ves experts who had been taking R & R on t
SSS. "Thank you and | thank all the rest of you

As soon as the roomenptied of all but the par-
ticipants, he began the briefing with the truth.

"That ship is going to blow The engines, by the
sound of them are critically unbal anced, redlini

not
k.
i ous-
im

books
ry

, espe-

he
r

he
too."

ng far

of f scale. W've got the survivors off her. But we've got

to get her far enough fromthe station so that when she

goes, she won't take us with her. That's not the
problem W' ve got to be sure she'll break into t

smal | est possible fragnments and that they are thrown in

a favorabl e dispersal pattern.”

The expl osives nmen grinned at each other. "Easies

thing in the workl, Sinmeon," their spokesman said with
a rakish snmle. "If you know what you're doing."

"W do," one of the others said, thunping the

spokesman jovially on the back. The man didn't so

much as rock on his toes.

"That's good to know, guys! Can you tug pilots

match their skill by redlining your engines a little to

putt her as far away fromus as you can?"
i

"Hell, Simeon," @us said, "you oughta know we'd
have no trouble doing that little thing for you."

only
he

t



Til be monitqgring and should be able to give you
fair warning to get yburselves clear." He paused a
nmonent, anxious despite their obvious disregard for
t he i nherent danger”. "Have 1 made the situation

cl ear?"

Qus grinned. "Couldn't be clearer, station man," he
said, giving his broad shoul ders a preparatory twitch in
response to the challenge. "And we don't have nuch

tinme for further chatter!”

Anot her voice broke in: Patsy's. Sineon keyed her
vi sual transmi ssion to one of the ready-room screens;
she was back in the control seat of her tug.

"My, ain't the nmachisno | evel high around here? You
got one tug already in place, Sineon N mne. Count
nme in, too."

@Qus winced. "Look, Patsy, we're in very deep, ah N'

"Very deep shit," she finished, grinning at him "Ah
know t he words, Cus."

Everybody | aughed. Simeon | ooked them over and

stifled a wave of bitter longing. A nilitary conmrander of

any stature led his troops fromthe front, not froman

i mpervious titaniumcolum. Don't worry, if they fail you'll be

the only one left to say what happened, thanks to thai sanetitani um
colum. |fyoucan buew t hyowconsei ence, thatis.

"I"ll keep ny eye on the coils and give you enough
warning to peel 0S," Sineon pronised

Al most simul t aneously, hel mets covered the faces of
this small band of heroes.

"This is taking nmore tine than it's worth,” Channa
said in disgust, giving the control panel a final thunp
with her fist. The door val ved open,

"Dam! And | thought that was a station |egend,"”
she said. "Does it work for you, Simeon?"

"Having a servo whack me with a wench to nake
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me wor k properly?" he asked. "No, not often. The
bri dge ought to be right down there. And hurry"

"How are we handling the denpolition?" she asked

him stepping through the hal f-open door and trotting
down t he darkened way, her helnet |ight fanning

ahead. Mercifully, no bodies floated about this section.

"I'"ve got a teamrigging explosives all around the



ship to blow it to," he paused, his own nerves naking
himplay the down, "smthereens. Real, genuine, non-
station piercing smthereens. It would be disgraceful
utterly disgraceful, to get holed by flying debris after
surviving this nmorning, don't you think? Ah, the tug

vol unteers are in place, ready to grapple. Ah! They've
broken her out of orbital inertia.”

Movenent was not obvious this far in the bowel s
of the dying ship. "Who's in charge of the tean®?"
Channa asked.

"Qus. "

"Patsy said he was a good pilot," Channa com
mented. "Soon as | finish here, I'lIl join her. Is she stil
standi ng by at the hatch?"

"She is, to pick you up and bring you straight back to
the station with any information you di scover."

"I can scan the info back to you, Simmate, but first |
have to find it, you know 1 She stunbl ed over sone
junble piled in the corridor and recovered herself.

"You and Patsy getsfra”jA back here. | can't have ny
brawn riski ng her neck when..."

"Si meon," she said reasonably, "brawns are supposed

to risk their necks far their brains. And if you, the station
are at risk, / amrequired to reduce that risk any way pos-
sible. This tine | can do it by helping tug the risk away
fromhere. Have | made nyself clear on this point?"

"I don't like it," Sinmeon said in a disgruntled
munbl e. "Foolish risk."

"Thank you for your input, but Simeon..."
"Yeah?"
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"Don't you ever try to forbid nme to do the job I'm
here to do. You got that?"

"Right in the forehead, sweetheart"
"Not quite where | was aiming, but it'll do," Channa
sai d.

"I'f you get thronghte the bridge of that ship, can I
ask you for a downl oad?" Sinmeon said plaintively.

"Why el sel am | penetrating this about-to-blow up
wr eck?" Channa said. "Patsy, you read ne?"



"Wl come to the pahty, Channa," cane Patsy's
cheerful wice.

"You don't mnd ny crashing?"
Pat sy | aughed. "Watch yoah choice of words, girl."

"I just noticed sonething,"’
pace.

Channa sai d, slow ng her

n \Mat ?u

"Paper. Wiat's all tiuspaper doing around?" There
were sheets of it drifting down the corridor and sticking
with static attraction to the rubbery walls.

"This lunbering hulk nust be filled with gear so
ancient it's exotic," Sineon said.

"Paper storage?" she said dubiously.
"Maybe they regressed.”

"Could it originally have been piloted by a shell person?"
Channa asked, suddenly junping to some concl usi ons

mat ought to have been nore obvious to both herself and
Si meon. | fshegottheedgeonhi nont hi sone. .

"Highly unlikely," Sinmeon said patronizingly. "B & B
ships weren't that common then. Al of these little back-
of - beyond col onies were literally a shot in the dark, too
risky to expend us on. Cnon, forward is to your right,
one nore passage to reach that control room"

"Aye, sir," she said. She worked her way forward,
past | eaki ng pi pes and the occasionally sparking con-
trol boxes, ruptured by the overloads of the

cat ast rophi ¢ decel eration
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"Paper," Channa said in wonder, w shing she could
touch the val uabl e substance with her bare hands.

"And books! At least | think that's what | saw when
you gl anced into that corner. Nor further right. Yes!
Books!"

"No time for browsing now," Channa said firnly.
"Right," he said. "Antiquarian refjex, sorry."

"Ah, | amnow at the control room" she said.

It was large and circul ar; nost of the consoles were
under shrink-shrouds of plastic that |ooked rigid with

age. Raw, hasty jury-rigs had restored a few panels to
functionality. She had to duck under festoons of cable



whi ch were draped to and fro with no noticeabl e pat-
tern. In the dimring light, she saw jury-rigged contro
boxes taped to consol es. The whol e bridge seened to
have been reconstructed with nad abandon

"Chu! They flew this thing?" Simeon exclained.

They must have been crazy, he thought and cocked a

weat her-ear to the sound fromthe engine. "The log,"

Si meon rem nded her. "Though I'minclined to doubt

that this outfit has anything that fancy. Strip the data
bank, too. W want any information we can get,"

"You tell me howto retrieve information fromthis
archai c mess and you've got it," she answered, peering
fromworkstation to workstation, trying to figure which
one m ght access the nmain banks.

"I"ve got to go a long way back in my own files to find
somet hi ng conparable,” he said. "There're only three
centuries of buggering-up to decode but... ah, try the
second console to your right. About the only one they
hadn't been trying to use."

She drew the information feedline out of her glove
and pressed it over the inductor surface. The screen
beside it clicked to life and began flowing with a
spaghetti-conpl ex web of symnbols.

"Ch, nmy oh nmy," Sineon muttered.

"Probl ens, SinP"
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"Not hi ng oT Sinmeon can't handle," he said. "But the
code is old. | don't have anything that esoteric on file.
Nothing | can't eventually decipher.”

"Don't |let your nmpdesty run away with you," she
nmuttered, |ooking down at her wrist chrono. Plenty of
ti me, she thought | Twpe?

"I"mjust cracking the interface and downl oading it

to decode at leisure,” Sineon replied. "Don't get your
tits in atizzy."

"What did you say?"

"dd slang,"” he replied blandly.

"Anot her antiquarian reflex, no doubt," she said archly.
"Touched Ckay, got it," he said, "Get out of there."
"Gawd-dawm this thing!" Patsy said in frustration

The tug was presenting its broad rear surface to the
anci ent col ony ship. Channa scanned carefully on



vi sual and deep-nmagnetic, |ooking for a place to
engage their grapple.

"Time is a factor here, Ms. Hap." Qus's voice was a
little testy. Aligning an extra tug in the pattern had
taken nore time than anti ci pated.

"I just got up here, M. CGusky. I'mlooking for a flat

spot anong these struts. | can see why you gave it a
pass. It's a ness. Wait, | think | see sonething now,
it's..." She | ooked again and increased the magnifica-

tion. "Bloody helir she cried.

"Crap!" Sinmeon's voice overrode hers. It took the
others a few nonments | onger.

"I don't believe it," Channa whi spered.

"What ?" Pat sy demanded. "Wat do you see?"

"It's a shell. There's a shell person out there,
strapped to the hull."

"Are you sure?" @us voice cut in. "Look, everyone
else is in place, we have to get this thing away fromthe
stationN'

Simeon ordered in a roar that nearly fractured
110
Anne McCaffrey fc? SM Stilling

eardrunms. "BELAY THAT, GUSKY!" A nonment of

stunned silence followed. "Check it out, Channa. Now "
"Aye, aye, sir," Channa said even as she strobed a

| andi ng spot where Patsy could set the tug down. "Yes,
M. Qusky, it's a shellperson all .right. Ganted, it
doesn't 1l ook like anything you're likely to have seen
but brawns learn to recognize ema)lL"

She hoped Si neon never had occasion to bellow |like

that again, with the decibels going off the gauge.
Under st andabl e, of course, or at least to her. If brains
had a collective nightmare, it was being cut off from
their equipnent and | eft hel pless. Attached to their

| eads and machi nery, a shell person was the next thing

to imortal, a high-tech demigod in this world. Cut off
fromit, they were cripples. Spamin-a-can, as the
obscene joke had it. Neither Simeon nor she were

capabl e of abandoning a shell person, even if its
occupant shoul d prove dead.

"Qus, why don't you set the haul in notion," Channa
said, knowi ng her priorities had just shifted. "Patsy and
I will get this shellperson off."

She anchored the grapple just above the shell and as
qui ckly as possible, reeled the tug to it. She studied the



shell in the nonitor as she drew closer. "It's inward
feeing, they did that right at |east."

"Fardl i ngr~fo?" Sineon cursed. "Did it right? There

is nothing right about this. What kind of shit-for-brains
did this? That shell person was | odged on the exterior of
the hul\ Anyt hi ng coul d have happened to himor her
Bastards, bastards, bastards. Get himout of there!"

Channa heard the cold passion in Sineon's voice

and recogni zed anot her aspect of him one his often
di ffident manner and sonetinmes boyi sh ent husi asnms
had masked. Shel |l people were as individual as nor-
mal s. Way had she thought him shallow, even trivial?
Because of his fascination with ancient wars and
weaponry?
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"I"'mon my way, Sineon," she said. "CGusky, step on
it. W'll get out of your way. This won't take |ong."

"It had better not," the ex-Navy man said, his voice
still carrying a trace of resentnment. "WIlco. Qut"

The surge of acceleration was feint but definite as the
bul ky vessel began-to idt>ve. Channa | ocked a safety line
to her suit before s$ie swung down to the pitted, cor-
roded surface of the_hull and began to thread her way

t hrough the crazed jungle of beam fused girders that
covered it like fungus. The |light had the absolute

whi t e- and- shadow of space, but the froth where

vapori zed metal had recondensed | ooked out of place.

Tmtoo used to things being new and functional, she told
herself at a | evel below the nachine-efficient nove-
ments of hands and feet. Fear coiled at a deeper |evel
still, shouting that she was risking two |iving humans
for a shell person who could have died | ong ago. Brawn
training overrode that trickle of fear al nost before she
noticed. A shellperson could not be left, not while a
brawn coul d renove him

"I's the brain alraht?" Patsy asked.

"Can't tell yet," Channa told her. Of to her left a white
light flashed and the netal toned beneath her feet-

"What was that?" she hal f-squawked.

"Iron ore," Qus said. "She's noving into the disper-
sal cone of that |oad of balled ore. There's a lot of that
crap out here. Hurry."

fm hurrying, Tm hurrying, Channa thought. The shel

was a shape like a netal egg split down the nmiddle, wth
a tangle of feed lines and telenetry jacked into opened
access panels. Three nore wi nks of light as ore struck



at hundreds of kps further down the derelict's hull
then a whole cluster. Debris flipped away i nto space
with leisurely grace

"Channa..." Sinmeon began. Tne rage was out of his
voi ce, replaced by fear for her. Sonehow t hat wanned
Channa despite the cold clanp she'd put on her feelings.
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"Can't be hel ped," she said and planted her own

grapple at the top of the shell, just beside the Iugs.
"It's a different design frommne," Sineon told her
"I"mdoing a search now to see where you can put a
heavy magnet wi thout interrupting anything vital."

"Fine," she said distractedly. "Looks like they just
took a dozen |l oops of wire cable and tack-welded it to
hold the shell down. Tal k about inprovisation!"

Si meon wat ched her hands as she used a snall |aser
to cut through one of the cables |ashing the capsule to
the hull. It broke free and the shell fell away fromthe

hull slightly, fine wires floating like roots in a glass of
water. God, it |ooks so naked, he thought hel pl essly.

Channa's gaze had passed over the code nane

i nci sed on the shell so he could read it. PM&266-S, a
| ow nunmber brain of very advanced years. Quiyon. The
nane fl oated up out of deep storage where all the
nanes of his kind rested. A managerial sort. Wrking
for the Colonial Departnent as it was, back then. Paid
of f his contract and dropped out of touch, presuned
rogue. A hermt

"He's a two-hundred series,” he told her. "Now put
t he grappl e dead center, upper side."

Channa used a renote control device to | ower one of

the smaller grapples fromthe tug, gingerly placing it as
directed. Then she returned to cutting cables. She was
wor ki ng on the next to | ast one when a pebbl e-sized

pi ece of ore struck the back of her helnmet, hard

enough to knock her sideways and to burn straight

t hrough her air regulator fromleft to right. Sinmeon

saw specks of plastic spin off in the wake of the tiny
nmeteor. The exterior view fromthe tug's pickups

showed netal gl owi ng white-hot

"Channa!" Sineon called. The ned-readouts

fl ashed unconsci ousness. He overrode the suit and
ordered it to inject stimulants, a horse-dose, anything
to buy her tine.
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"Omv. " Channa jerked and then shook herself,

haul i ng back on the safety Iine until her feet touched

the surface of the ship. Ared light flashed on the inside
of her faceplate and di e message:

"Systemfailure N atr-meul ation. Ten m nutes emergency
supply (m/appearefi Irwas replaced by 10: 00. Then
09: 59, and the seconds scrolled down inexorably.

"Channa, you okay? Should Ah git down there?
"No!" Channa rasped. "Keep ready for lift."
Si meon cal |l ed. "Channa, get inside."

"I"mal nost finished," she said gruffly.
"Now, " he said.

She ignored him He watched the cable part, and

her hands reached for the | ast one. From another view
he wat ched the anci ent col ony ship being dragged

away at an ever increasing acceleration

"Channa! Get your ass in that tug now "
" Shut Nupr she snapped.

The final cable parted and the shell swung free. For
the first time, Simeon saw that the feeder |ine was
damaged. No, he thought.

08: 38.

Channa began to di sconnect the shell's input |eads.

It was difficult work in the unwieldy suit gloves, but her
| ong-fingered hands noved with careful delicacy. She
dosed the valve on the broken feeder |ine.

"M ght not be too bad," she nuttered. "There'll be
an interior backup. Probably ruptured when they
st opped. "

Then she keyed the rempte to reel them both back Co

the tug at a careful pace, holding on to the exterior |ugs
and using her feet to fend them off random proj ec-

tions. The shell went ter-wmggg against the Iight-Ioad
grapnel s up near the apex of the stubby wedge; the
nmechani cal daws dosed on the hard alloy with inmov-

abl e pressure.

06: 58
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She turned and pivoted around a handhol d and
dove feetfirst into the control seat.



"CGet yo' suit plugged in!" Patsy snapped, beating
Si mreon by nanoseconds.

"Can't This is a standard EVA s?jiit, the input valve's
upstream of the break. Get noving, we have to help

haul this thing!"

"Negative," Simeon said. "Make tracks back to the
station, Patsy."

"Negative on that" Channa said. "If we don't get this
hul k far enough away, there won't be a station to go
back to."

Patsy bit her Iip and touched the controls. The tug
sprang straight up, the derelict shrinking from sky-
spanni ng vastness to child' s nodel size in seconds as
the great soft hand of acceleration shoved at them

"Then you plant that grapnel field," she said
urgendy. "W can help the boost with our own rise. But
when that's done, we're goin' home, girl."

Channa began the adjustnents. The tug was

designed for straightforward long slow pulls, not this
redl i ne-everything race agai nst disaster. She nust

bal ance the uneven pull that mght shred the tug's
structure and conpensate for the hul k's weakness by
intuition as nuch as anythi ng. Wio knew what struc-
tural nenbers had given way within? It would do very
little good to rip a |large segment of it |oose. ... The
gi ant ship began to grow slightly smaller

She gl anced at the readout "I hate these clock things,"
she said fiercely. "They nust have been created by a
sadi st |' ngoi ngt coAnoa>whenl runout ofair."

"Stop tal king," Sineon ordered, "you' re wasting
oxygen. Wen that clock has flipped over another
thirty seconds,you return to station!"

@us' conmand rang through the conversation
"Synchroni ze rel ease, slave controls to nmine as Patsy cuts
| oose”
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Channa keyed it in. "Five seconds. Mark."

Patsy cursed with scatol ogi cal inventiveness as the lit-
tle craft surged”"Then it flipped end-for-end and the
space behind them pal ed as the drive worked to shed

vel ocity. They woujd have to kill their delta-V away

fromthestatioh before they could return

"Priority" she barked over the open circuit "Everyone
gi touttamyway.' causelain'tstoppiri!"”



Decel eration turned to accel erati on agai n. Channa
wheezed a protest as her ribs clanped down on her
| ungs.

04: 11

Si meon' s nmonol ogue took on a frantic note. He
forced his mind not to calculate tines, with an effort
t hat al nost bani shed fear

Keep her inforned, he thought: "... nadness to have
attenpted that sort of linkage. The nutrients m ght

have given out on the trip. It depends on when the

feeder line was damaged. / might be responsible for

that It could have happened when | hit themw th the
satellites. Wat do you think? No, don't answer, save
your air. | know we won't be able to tell anyway until we
exam ne him

"What kind of people are these?" he asked for per-

haps the twentieth tine. "Could they be pirates who
stole the brain? Then why didn't they bring it inside?
The access-way? Sure, that nmust be it, they couldn't get
it through the hatch. Still, a shellperson is a val uable
resource. You'd think they try to protect himnore if
they had to | eave himoutside. It could be sonme kind of
punitive measure by an insane religious sect. Nah
Central would never assign a brain to a group like that,
it wouldn't make sense." He began to curse again.

"Hey, Channa, stop rolling your eyes |like that You're
maki ng me dizzy." The circling increased in tenpo.
"Ckay, okay, I'll change the subject. Sheesh, take away
a wonan's ability to talk..." Channa dosed her eyes. "I
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was jotting, Channa." Her eyes renai ned cl osed.

"You're getting close to the st#tion. You're going to
need to see where you're going. Remenmber what it's

like out there." No change. "Ckay, | apologize. It was a
stupid, ignorant remark and | regret it | didn't even
mean it Bad j oke, okay?"

She opened her eyes.
03:0 2

She was m dway between the receding col ony-ship
and the station.

"I estimate that you'll run out of air three mnutes

bef ore you reach the station,” Simeon said. "But, if you
take the nost direct route, that unfortunately wll take
you right through the thickest concentration of spilled
ore."

"Shit!" Patsy hissed. "Tell mesonethin' Ahdon'tknow "



Channa fought down an oxygen wasting sigh. "Play
saf e?"

"Then you'll fall short by four mnutes, eight
seconds. "

"Play safe. Don't want a shell full a holes."

Si meon was silent for a nmonent, feeding the pilot
i nstructions for avoiding the worst of the ore-neteor
cl oud.

"You' ve got nore guts than sense, Channa."

Pat sy cl osed one eye and | aughed, "M nd now, Ah

didn't say Ah didn't like it, Ah was just remarkin on it"
She opened her eye. "Y hold on now, we're goin'

through like a scalded armadillo."

Channa's breat hing began to rasp; psychol ogi cal
but it wasted air.

Ch, God, don't let her die, he thought. That shel Fs hang-
ing out then. Is the nass of the tug enough to shield himfrom
debri s?

Even one pebble of ore at the right angle and all her
sacrifice would be for nothing. Sineon knew Channa
was about to undergo an experience that would fee
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i ke dyi ng- Humans coul d survive for several mnutes

wi thout air N hours, sometinmes, in cold water. The
length of time to brain death was utterly unpredictable
but oxygen deprivation m ght cause brain danage.

Despite a very real and intense anxi ety about Channa,

hi s thoughts inexor”~blyreturned to the shell... to Guiyon.
He's al one mthe dark, Sineon said to hinmself, Channa's got
Pat sy, and ne: Sensory deprivati on woul d nake every

second feel like a subjective hour, and the backups woul d
keep the shell person -conscious until the |ast precious

nol ecul es of nutrient were gone. Sineon w shed

desperately that he could spare himthe nightnare.

"Headache, " Channa gasped. "Hurts." Her head
lolled, would have fallen forward if the savage hi gh-G
acceleration had allowed it

Her breathing was rasping | ouder now and not
psychosomatic. It was instinct N the hindbrain telling
the lungs that they were suffocating. The readouts
showed an adrenaline surge, just the wong thing.
Ref | exes ol der than her renote reptile ancestors were
preparing the body to fight free of whatever barred it
fromair.



"Hang on, Channa, hang on," Simeon chanted.
Then: "Can't you go any faster'?

"Not 'lessn you want this here tug smeared all over
the loadin bay," Patsy said grimy.

"Isn't inertia wonderful ?" Gusky muttered to him

sel f, |l ooking down again at the readings, fourteen kps
and building. Not very fast, but the battered remant of
the hulk still massed multiple kil otons.

"Bit of a paradox," one of the volunteer mners said. "I
want this thing as far fromthe station as | can get it Nout
| want to be as for away fromit as possible myself."

"Ho. Ho. Ho," CQusky said. "Nunber three, you're a
little off synch. Don't waste our delta-V."

"What's our safety margin, Qus?"
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"That depends on when Sineon tells us to cut and

run." fmvaly, realty sorry lIgotyou mad at ne, Sinmeon! "I'd
like to get twenty k&cks fromthe station before we drop
the thing. But, what can | tell ya? If she bl ows wi thout
warni ng, if the explosives don't dojwhat they' re sup-

posed to, if we don't get far enough away before she
goes... actually, | don't think we haye a safety margin."

"Sorry | asked."
" Hph. "

Si meon's voice broke in. "Prepare to drop in one
m nute seven seconds frommark. Mark, Get it tight, Qus."

"Yeah," said one of the mners who had rigged the
charges, "that thing has to stay in the sane attitude.
Charges won't be half as effective if it's tunbling."

"Roger that," Simeonsaid. Notineforalinkup. They'd
have to listen, reaSy carefully. "Everyone got that mark?"

A chorus of affirmatives. Qusky licked sweat fromhis
upper lip. He'd never told Sineon, exacdy, but his five-
year hitch in the Navy had been pretty uneventful
patrol s, exercises, show ng the flag, nmapping expedi -
tions. The nost nerve-w acki ng nonents had been the

fl eet handball conpetitions and surprise inspections.

"You pull the trigger, right?" he said.

"You got it, buddy," Sineon replied. H's voice had
less tinbre, less humanity to it than usual

"I hate being reassured in a voice that calm"”



Fve got other things on ny mnd. "Channa's suit got hit
She's running out of air."

"Ch." | screwed the pooch again, goddamitt. "Sorry."
"Cet ready."

The tugs were arrayed around the great tattered

bul k of the intruder ship like the I egs of a starfish,
i nked by the invisible bonds of the grapnel fields.
Qusky kept the rear-field screen on at a steady x25
magni fi cati on. When the fields rel eased, the inage of
the hul k seened to disappear into a point-source of
light in less than a heartbeat Vision went gray at the
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edges, before the engines cycled down to sonethi ng
bear abl e. Tugs necessarily had hi gh power-to-wei ght
rati os. Then the shrinking dot of the derelict blinked
with colorless fire.

Qusky cycled the screen to higher magnification
"Phew," ne said gustily. The charges had cut the

remai ning forward section | oose fromthe hal f-nelted
engi ne conpartnment and its core. Joined to the power
nmodul e, whatever parts of the ship did not vaporize
woul d be hyper-velocity shrapnel in all directions.
Wth a ldick-or so distance and a vector away fromthe
station, nuch less could go wong. Blast is |ess
dangerous wi thout an atnosphere to propagate in.

There is nothing to carry the shock wave except the
actual gases of the explosion and they disperse rapidly.
G ven mnimal |uck, the explosion would just kick

what was left of the hulk further away.

"When will itN

The screen bl anked protectively. So did his faceplate
and the forward ports of the tug's cabin. Beside himthe
copilot flung his hand up in useless reflex. Even from
the rear, the intensity of |ight was overwhel ni ng

"Did it work?" Gusky called as visibility returned. That
was not as reassuring as it could have been. Half the sen-
sors and telltales on the board were blinking red.

"Sorry." This time Sinmeon did sound sorry. "That

ship ... the engines were so old, the paraneters were
different... There's a | ot nore secondary radiation
and subflux than | thought there would be."

"Thanks, " Qusky said facetiously. "Al right,
peopl e, report."

"I"'ve got a flux in ny drive cores | can't danp," one
of the volunteers said imediately. "Induction, | guess.



CGetting worse.

"Let me see it," Qusky said, surprised at his own
calm This was nuch better than waiting; there wasn't
time to be worried. "All right, you ve got a feedback | oop
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there and it's past redline. Set your controls for maxi-
mum accel eration at ninety degrees to the ecliptic with
a one-mnute delay, then bail out"

"Hey, this is my tugf the volunteer wail ed.

"It's going to be your ball of incandescent gas in
about ten minutes," QGusky said grimly. "Or hot gas that
i ncl udes you. Take your pick."

Sinmeon cut in. "Station will pick up full replace-
ment costs."

"Lobachevsy and Wng, you're closest," Gusky said,

pi ck 'emup!" Gusky's pickups showed the | uckless

vol unteers jetting away on backpack and their craft
streaking for deep space on autopilot. "The rest of you,
dunp ne sone data."

"Yessir, Admiral," one replied dryly.

The information dutifully cane in. "Ckay,

Lobachevsky, Wing, you | ook functional, sort of. Take

the others with overstrained drives in tow, and well go

back nice and slow and easy." Wth several nmitticnms'worth

of tug that just becane so much scrap. Suddenly boring routine
becomes very attractive as a way of life. War ganes are excite-
ment enough

He touched the control surfaces to establish a tight
fine circuit to the station. "Sinmeon, what about us?"

"Let's put it this way, @Qus. None of you are going to
die. But some of you aren't going to be very happy for a
while, either. Sickbay will be crowded.” A |ong pause.
"Congratul ations. "

Qus grinned; half of that was relief fromraw fear
Everyone who lives in space is afraid of deconpression
whi ch is why many becone agor aphobi c pl anet si de.

Those who do much EVA work or serve on warships

develop a simlar fear of radiation, which has the added
terror of killing insidiously. On the other hand, nost
dangers in spaceeitherkilldeanly or letlive.

"You're wel cone, "
about Channa?"

the big man continued. "What
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Patsy's voice joined in. "She's gonna be fahn. Hey,
Gus," she went on lazily, "you thaink people wll
respect us for this?"

GQusky keyed for the visuals. He got a double view, over-
head from the docki ng chanmber where the tug rested in

its cradle and frSmthe Chicle itself. Both showed Channa
Hap being carried offin a floating stretcher

"Phew. d ad she made it okay."
"Yayuh, mah sentiments exactly. Got a good one
thar."

@Qusky nodded. On station, Channa acted like a cryonic

bi tch, he thought, but she's there when it cones down to cases.
This was the worst energency SSS-900 had faced in the

time he'd been here. SSS-900-C, he reninded hinself.

"I dunno," he said, 7 never respected anyone who
led fromthe rear."

She | aughed. "Hey! This might get us a nice rest
cure sonewhar pretty. We could go tagetha." She
made the | ast a question

"If any two parts of us are still stuck together when
this is over, Patsy, you got a date."

"Unh- hunh!" she said enthusiastically.

Hey, first base! Gusky thought After thirty nonths of
ritualized sparring so routine it had gotten to be as
confortably | owkey as playing war ganes wth

Simeon. That is, ifTmnot sick as a puke once sickbay gets
through with nme. Doctor Chaundra believed in repairing

you rapidly. In some circles he was known as "Kill or

Cure Chaundra."

"I need a drink," he said solemmly.
"Ah' U buy," Patsy said.
a CHAPTER SEM"EN

Channa woke to an excruciating, high pitched
wai | i ng.

The engi nes! she thought fin still on the derelict! Fve get
to get out of herel

She lifted her head with a gasp and laid it back down
again with a heartfelt groan. This has to be a fata
headache, she thought, nobody could feel lake this and |ive.

The ceiling overhead was a soothing pale blue as
were the privacy screens around her. There was a vase



of flowers on the bedside table and a bank of portable
equi prent on the other side, quiedy talking to itself
and occasionally waving a sensor probe over her body.

A suit of working clothes, overtights and jacket and
belt, were draped on a clothes stand at the foot of the
bed. The air had a slight, pleasant scent of cedar

Si ckbay, she thought The anbi ence was unni st akabl e.

The wailing went on and on, sometines breaking
into sharp yelps. / hope | Hve |long enough to kill whoever
maki ng that racket.

"Who is that?" she finally denanded.

"Ah, Channa," said Simeon in a voice as soft as rain
wat er .

Channa si ghed and cl osed her eyes again. It was

restful, and her body was beginning to accept that she
was alive and in no clanger. Wiich was a difficult thing,
if you'd gone under deeply concerned about your

chances of ever waking up again.

"Wl come back to the living," said a flatter voice with a
tilting singsongaccent There was a sound of novenent
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She opened her eyes to see Doctor Chaundra | ean-

ing over her. He had his professional expression on; a
sort of antiseptic smle, nothing |ike the genuine

ent husi asm he showed in a social situation talking
about his specialty. Cranna managed the conpl ex pro-
cedure of smiling and M nting sinultaneously.

"My head," she said in a croaking voice, feebly rais-
ing a shakingitand to rub her brow

"CGot just die thing," he said. He touched the angle of
her throat with an injector. It hissed and she felt a touch
of col d. '

Al most instantly, the pain boring its way into her
brain began to fade. "Oh, CGhu! that's better." She
licked dry lips.

"No, | have nerely bl ocked the pain," the doctor said
pedantically. "The organic danmage is mnimal but wll
t ake several days to heal."

"Thirsty?" She raised her brows in pathetic query.

Chaundra poured a gl ass of water from a bedside
carafe, put in a straw and handed it to her

She sucked greedily on the straw, m ndful of her head
position, and handed himthe enpty glass. "Mre," she



demanded. He refilled it, and she drained it again al npst
as soon as he handed it to her. The wail er took offagain.
Channa frowned. "Who's thatbadly hurt?

He grimaced. "She's one of the people we evacuated
fromthe ship; the first one awake. W don't know who
she is. She's done nothing but shriek since she woke
up. To answer your other question, no, she's not badly
hurt She's dehydrated, and probably has a headache
like yours fromthat, and she had a bl oody nose from

t he abrupt decel eration.”

There was an especially violent shriek and the sound
of something nmetal tipping over and of things scatter-
i ng. Voices murmured soothing words in edged tones.

"If she can screamlike that with a headache |ike the
one | woke up with, she's crazy," Channa said.

124
At meMcCaffrey &M Stating

Chaundra nodded. "That, too, is a possibility, but I
feel that she is presently venting hysteria as a

by- product of coldsleep." He sighed. "The earliest
nmet hods sonetinmes had the effect of suppressing basic
i nhibition."

"Can't you give her somnething?" Sineon asked from
a wall mke. "That sound has just gone frompathetic to
seriously annoying."

"No," the nedical chief replied. "Or rather, I'd

prefer not to i mediately. They drugged thensel ves

rat her heavily, indeed, presumably to keep their

oxygen consunption down. |'ve no idea for how long a
period of time, but fromtheir physical condition, it
must have been too long." He gave another of his

sighs. "lI'd really rather not put anything el se into her
system Especially since many of the substances they
used seemto have been past reconmended shelf |ife,

or discontinued types, or both."

"They say that if soneone gets hysterical, a sinple
slap across N " Sineon began.

Chaundra interrupted him "I amthinking that has

nmore to do with relieving the frustration of the listeners
than the distress of the patient," he said with a resigned
smile.

"You're a saint, Doctor," Channa told him Actually

she knew that he was a pacifist widower with a passion
for surgery, but no matter. "But |I'mnot So, before I'm
conpelled to go over there and knock the little git
through the wall, 1'd like to get out of here."

He smiled and touched the machine. It waved nore
probes over her, prodding in two or three sensitive



pl aces. The readouts had hi m noddi ng al nost at once.
"Yes, you can be going now "

She stood with a satisfied sigh. "Um is there anyone
coherent awake yet ?"

"Yes, a young man. He's still nore than a bit groggy,
so we haven't let himup yet He wants to help this girl.
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"Can't you put himon a pallet or in a chair and push
hi m over there?" Sineon asked. "It m ght help both of
them™

"Depends, " Chaundra said, "on how he's doing."

#Just seeing himmnight help her," Channa suggest ed.
"Wirth-a try Chaufcdra shrugged and grabbed a

float chair froma cluster of themby the door. "Over
here," he said andj Cfhanna foll owed, pulling on a
dressi ng gown.

The man in question was the beautiful |ad she her-

sel f had packed lip. Sineon watched Channa's pupils

enl arge and deci ded that she was probably respondi ng

even nmore enthusiastically than she had on die ship.

Pher omanes, he told hinself w sely. And fewer distractions.

The young man had rai sed hinself up on one el bow,

a slight sweat glistening on his shapely brow. He | ooked
at themwith distress in his |ight blue eyes.

"Please, let me go to her," he pleaded. H s accent was
exquisite, his voice a |light baritone. The | anguage was
recogni zabl e Standard, although the vowel s had an
archaic tonality.

Fromthe | ook on her face, Sineon decided that
Channa woul d have taken himto hell if he wanted to
go. Sinmeon wanted himoff the station

@Quys like himcause nore trouble than beautiful fenales,
Si meon thought. On the other hand, if he can shut that
screaner up, fllput himon the payroll

Channa and Chaundra hel ped the Adonis into the
chair and pushed himover to the pallet where the
young wonan |l ay. He reached out for her hand and
began stroking it

She had wai st-1ength dark hair and a pale, bony face
with plain features and hi gh cheekbones. Long, gold-

| ashed eyes of a dark blue that was al nost bl ack stared
at him her screeches cut off for a blissful noment of
silence. Then the whites showed all round the iris of



her eyes, and before Channa or Chaundra coul d stop
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her, she had grabbed the carafe fromthe tabl e beside
her and was swinging it at him

"You did this! You could have killed nme! 1'al nost diedr

The netal carafe connected witfc his tenple in a sick-

eni ng smack. The young man slid| x>nel essly fromthe

chair while, not content with the damage she'd j ust
inflicted, the girl strove to clinb over the safety railings
on the side of her pallet, shrieking'that it was his fault,
all his fault. Then she began to sob wi th equal vigor

"My love, ny love, what have they done to you?"

Chaundra's interns and head nurse | eaped for the pal -

et in well-choreographed unison. This infirmary saw a

ot of visiting miners, still high on various recreationa
chemicals, not to nention plain ol d-fashi oned ethanol, so
t hey knew what to do. One pinned her arns and anot her

sl apped an injector on the nearest portion of her flailing
body. Instantly she slunmped into unconsci ousness.

"Doctor," Sinmeon said firmy, "put that girl in

restraints until she returns to rationality. She can bl ane
me for this one.”

"You have it," Chaundra said. The nurses buckl ed

t he unconsci ous woman onto her pallet but were too

prof essional to show the slightest trace of vindictiveness
as they tightened the straps. Chaundra bent over the
unconsci ous man.

"d ancing blow after all,"” he said, pulling up one
eyelid. "Should regain consci ousness soon."

"I'"ll be in ny quarters, Doctor," Channa said, and

gat hering up her clothing, walked wearily to an

el evator. She entered and | eaned against a wall, dosing
her eyes.

"You okay?" Simeon asked anxi ously.

She smled. "I'mvery okay, thank you." She opened
her eyes and straightened, rolling her shoulders to
| oosen the kinks. "I'mstill thirsty," she said, "and hungry,

and alive." Then she w dened her eyes in dismy. "How
could | forget? The brain, did he nake it?"
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Si meon paused. "No."

Channa sl unped and covered her face with her



hands. She | ooked up, her lips pressed tightly together
for the rest of the ascent. Then she asked quietly, "Have
you had a chance to find out anything about our sur-
vivors?" - ~

"Not as much as |1'd hoped to, but 1 did find out
somet hi ng ahout the shell person. He was Pl anetary

Manager Quiyon. Last assigned to a col ony planet

called Bethel, orbiting the sun GK 728, known |l ocally

as Saffron. Ijnfdrned Central Wrlds of his... death:
beyond the call of duty, 1'd say. They told nme what they
had on record. After his original contract ended, he just
stayed on, apparently for no other reason than he |iked
Saffron's pretty yell ow col or

"Bethel's seenmingly just an undi stingui shed col ony

of no great population, located a little off the beaten
path, more than a bit xenophobic in their attitudes.
They won't trade with nonhumans, for example. It was
est abl i shed about three hundred years ago by a '"tightly
knit, religiously oriented group." Hmm" Sinmeon
paused. "In three hundred years, a religion could
devel op any nunber of nasty kinks. The refugees may
have been cast out. They may have left voluntarily to
establ i sh another base for their sect | don't have that
information." He continued softly. "Quiyon nust have
been there a long, long time. Along time and a | ong
way to die like that, alone in the dark."

Hs final words were said in the nerest whisper and
Channa felt tears pricking at her eyes. It was fitting for
a brawn to nmourn a brain. She let her tears fall. She
could. Simeon couldn't.

She left the elevator and entered the | ounge, dropping
weakly into the nearest confortable chair. She | eaned her
head back and dosed her eyes, letting the tears fell. For a
long time she and Sinmeon observed sil ence.

"\What about the data we got fromthe bridge?" she
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said at last, wi ping her eyes again with the back of her
hand. "Was it bl ank?"
"I, uh, can't read it," Sineon said. Under the grief;
enbarrassnment tinged his voice. "The codes are

ancient. In fact, it may not be a code, it may be a | an-
guage. One | don't have on record, which nmeans it

nmust have been extinct before spaceflight and in
limted use even then."

Channa began to | augh, suppressing it with effort

before it took her over. She stifled it with a groan. "I'm
alnost afraid to ask this but.. . and she found herself

gl ancing at his colum for reassurance. "Wat's the

report on the people we rescued? Besides the screaner."



"Forty of the fifty we found survived to reach the
station.”

"Ch, Ghu!" she said and sat forward, her arns

crossed on her knees, her forehead resting on them
"We didn't have tinme to count the dead, did we? Damn!
W could at | east have done that!" She sat back again
and | ooked around the roombitterly, as though resent-
ing its confortabl e, unchanged appearance.

"l know," Sineon told her. "I feel that |'ve foiled."

"You aren't the only one," she said, and sobbed once.
She pl aced her hand over her nouth, pressing hard, to
stifle any others that mght follow After a nonent she
spoke again in a thick voice. "And the station?"

"That came out all right," he said, and gave her a
report |ong enough for her to regain control: good news

in the fortunate lack of injury to station personnel, |ack of
any real structural damage to the station or traffic, with

t he notabl e exception of the ore carrier. He reported that

i ncom ng ships were huddl ed on the for side of the sta-

tion Nust in case N and ended with an invitation to the
party being thrown by the tug pilot volunteers for

anyone who wanted to cone. By the tinme he was

fini shed, Channa was struggling to keep her eyes open

"I never thought |I'd see the day when | was too
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drai ned to debauch," she said in a hoarse voice. "| nust
be getting old."

"Cut yourself some slack, kid," Sineon said, revert-

ing to his juvenile affectation. "You did actually die.
Subjectively, | mean. | think it's a bit much to expect to
be in a partyingl nt>oa4wo hours after being brought

back to life. Renenber, the slogan is 'eat, drink and be
merry for tontgrroui we nay die.' So you're covered."

Channa nmanaged a weak grin.

/oof o exactly t% she feels. "How would it be if | sent some-
t hi ng down i nyour nane, chanpagne or sonet hi ng?"

"Perfect," she said weakly, but with feeling.

"And you nust eat sonething. Doc Chaundra said

you' d feel better for it. It'll stave off a return of the
headache. "

"I"'mfor that" She rose, reeling slightly on her way
to the small galley to find whatever was easiest to
prepare. She was staring into a cupboard, not even
regi stering what she was | ooking at, when the door to



t he | ounge swooshed open. She stunbled out to see
who it was and arrived in time to see Mart'an, hinself,
and a bevy of waiters sweep into the main | ounge.

"Ah, ny dear and valiant nadenoiselle!" He

snapped his heels together and bowed crisply fromthe
wai st. "I salute you. W of the Perineter Restauran
woul d I'ike to thank you for your extraordinary bravery
whi ch has saved the station.” H's arm swept out grace-
fully, indicating the serving trolley. "A nere token of
our esteem | know, but we put our hearts into every-
thing that we prepare, and this evening, | think that we
have even surpassed ourselves. As our gratitude is sur-
passing." He bowed again, a nore nodest version

with his right hand spread across his heart.

Channa smiled stupidly at himfor a nmoment until
she coul d gat her enough of her wits together to tel
himthat he was very kind.
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He offered her his armand |l ed her to a chair.

Instantly his cohorts flowed into action. A table was
brought, a cloth spread, service |aid, w ne poured,

napki n spread and food appeared on her plate. The
arrangenent al one was a work, of art. Sineon

recogni zed actual Terran truffles decorating the

appetizer and the entree was no | e$s than carre d' agneau
Mstral. Afile said the recipe was by Escoffier, Mart'an's
boyhood her o.

/| bet they'd chew it for her if she asked themto, Sinmeon
t hought, anused.

"Ah, Monsieur Sinmeon." Mart'an exhaled a tragic

sigh, his face wearing the bl ank expression softshells
adopt ed when addr essi ng soneone unseen. "How we

wi sh we could offer a simlar tribute to you."

Si meon put his |ikeness up on his columm-screen

made it smile appreciatively and bow slighdy. "By com
ing to the aid of ny brawn in this nmanner, nonsieur
you are serving both nyself and the station superbly.
cannot begin to express ny appreciation.”

Channa's eyes wi dened; her nouth, however, was
fully occupi ed.

Ha! he thought, triunmphandy. Didn't think | had it in
me, didja, Happy? Diplomacy 'R Us.

"I wonder," he said confidentially to Mart'an, "if it
woul d be possible for you to clear away at a later tinme?
Ms. Hap is extrenely weary and | need to bring her up

to speed on station business before she retires...."

"Of, course,” Mart'an said heartily. Wth a flutter of



hi s hands, he gathered his nagic m nions together and
t he whol e group departed as smoothly as they had
arrived.

Channa si pped her wine with an appreciative gl ow
on her face.
"Go easy on that," he cautioned her. "I know you're
thirsty, but water would be a better choice."

"Yes, Dad." She picked up her fork and began eating
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agai n, chewi ng appreciatively. "Too bad you can't taste
foods, but | assure you this lanb is deeelicious." She
rolled her eyes. "Sq, bring me up to speed. What else is
there to crown today's glad tidings?"

"Nothing nmore really," he said, "except that the
conputer has finally regurgitated a translation pro-
gram for me. The | anguage was extinct N Chuvash

what ever that is. TheAl worked back from | oanwords

of known | anguages, but it's warning ne that there are
gaps in vocabul ary and nost certainly in shades of
nmeani ng...",

"What does Central Worlds say about this disaster?"
She yawned deeply. "Or don't we have enough consat
capability left?"

"I gave them an outline of events and the reap-
pearance of ... Quiyon. They were nore concerned

that | was still operational. Which | am They expect a
full report, of course, but I'mhoping to include nore
i nformati on about the ship. They can wait. They've the
bones of the matter.”

"Any news on Joat ?"

"Not hi ng specific," he said with a sigh. "Wth
everyone suited up, it was inpossible to tell who was
who. Not all suits have nanetags and skill - codes.
haven't heard a sound fromthe engi neering section.”
"Well, | want to be sure she's all right," Channa said,
expl oding in angry anxiety. "You open up a channe

down there and tell her that we need to know if she

made it. One lousy 'yes, | did" wll be sufficient." She
pi cked up her fork again but was nmerely pushing food
around the plate, her expression al nost sul ky.

Si meon regarded her with a nmldly exasperated

mental smle. Wien she was tired, Channa was anaz-

ingly like Joat. Sending the necessary discreet query, he
was al so relieved to have received a pronpt reply,

t hough he puzzl ed over Joat's odd undertone.



"She made it. | told her one word would do it, and
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she gave ne two. Quote, |I'm okay, end-quote. You
should try to get sone rest, Channa." A pause. "No
wait a mnute. She's adding sonething. Oh, really?
Quote, Tell Channa she did a neatojob.

Unutterably relieved, Chanha pushed the table

asi de. Sonehow, know ng that Joat was safe rel eased
the tension that had kept her going so long. Like a
robot, she noved toward her quarters, nade it to the
door before she stopped, holding onto the frane.

"Si meon," she said, |ooking over her shoulder at his
colum, her head of its own accord resting against the
cool metal panel, "I amyour brawn, remenber. You are
required to informnme of any untoward incident. Yes?"

"Yes, ma'am"” he said meekly.

She nodded sharply: a "you'd better" gesture, and
entered her quarters. The bed beckoned irresistibly;
she had a dreanli ke nenory of funbling with the sick-
bay wapper and crawing onto the bed, of a servo

pul ling the covers up around her. Soft rnusic humed
her to sleep.

"Good norning," Sineon greeted her the next day.

"You | ook rested,"” he said. Fm | earning, he congratu-

lated hinself, / didn't say, you |looked |ike hett on a ramnpage
| ast night, or even, you look a lot better. |I'macquiring sen-
sitivity, he thought snmugly, suppressing the thought

that she had made him so. Hope it doesn't weck ny style.

"I feel rested, too," she said in some surprise. "After
yesterday, |'msurprised | woke up today. You didn't,"
and her tone became suspicious, "let ne oversl eep?”

The essential Channa has not altered overnight! "Nothing
new to report I'mstill parsing through the | anguage,

but it's odds on we'll get nore out of the passengers
than the | ogs."

"How are they? Anybody el se awake yet ?"

"Doct or Chaundra says that poor bastard the
screechi ng Val kyrie cold-cocked is their |eader, name of
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j (V\Jnos ben Sierra Nueva. The val kyrie is Rachel bint
Damscus. | knew you'd like to put names to the face..

es(" he added hurriedly, not wishing to single the man
out for her attention in any way. "The doc says he'll be



able to join us at the nmeeting."
"Whoel se?" - -t

"Leader Anps ahd his sidekick, a guy called Joseph
ben Said." # -

Channa took a sip of the coffee she'd nmade. "Wen
are they due here?"

"W've a station ofncers neeting in about an hour
Chaundra, too, if soneone's not critical. \Wenever

we've finished that, I'Il call down for Sierra Nueva and
this Joseph fell ow "

"Do ne a favor," Channa said, "call him Anos,

woul d you pl ease? Sierra Nueva makes hi msound I|ike
one of those dances that are supposed to make your
bl ood boil and your 1ibido unhinge."

"You got it. We don't want forbidden passions run-
ning riot all over the station, now do we?"

"Well," she said with a grin, w ggling her eyebrows
suggestively, "that part's negotiable."

Vell, well, Channa ma belle, nothing like dying to | oosen a
person up, eh? Let's hope the "nellow' lasts a while inyou.

He noticed a visitor in the corridor and opened the door
before the boy outside could ring for adnittance: a tall thin
twel ve-year-old, dark and sl ender of face but with green

eyes and a reddish tint to his brown hair. The boy stood
there a noment startled, his mouth a perfect O

"Come on in," Simeon invited. Channa | ooked up
from her notescreen and reinforced the wel cone.

"Uh, hi," the kid said nervously. Simeon noted that
he wal ked with a cane. "I'm Seld Chaundra? |'min
Joat's cl ass?"

"Ch, really?" Simeon said hel pfully.

"Yeah." Seld's free hand bunched the material of his
trouser leg. "Um is she here?"
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"Not at the nonment," Channa told him resting her

chin on her fist "W'lIl give her a nessage," and Chan-
na added a nental /tknk. Ms there a probl en?"

"Ch, no," he shook his head in wi de-eyed denial. "It's
just... Well, she wasn't in class today and I was worried
that she m ght of got hurt or something yesterday.

"That's very kind of you," Channa said approvingly



"But she came through.., okay!"

"We'll tell her that you were asking about her, Seld,"
Simeon told him

"WII she be in school tonorrow?"
"Quite possibly," Simeon said nmendaciously. "I'Il let
her know you were asking for her and tell her to con-
tact you. Does she have your call code?"

"Yes, sir, she does, sir." Like all station-born
youngsters, Seld was not unaccustomed to Sinmeon
speaki ng fromthe nearest sound cube, but he had the
good manners to bow to the colum. "Sorry to have
bot hered you." He waved at Channa and stepped back

t hr ough t he door.

"Welir Channa said, pleased. "She has a peer who
cares enough about her well-being to beard you in
your lair."

"You think that's enough to entice her back out?"

Channa deliberated. "I think it will certainly alter

her thinking. Wen you' re sure no one cares about

you, it's easy to be depressed and feel hopeless. Go on,"
she said with an encouraging smile at his colum, "tel
her Seld was here, worried she might have been hurt,

and | ooking for her in class.”

"Yeah, he's okayNSeld is, sort of," Joat said. "Bit of a

kid,y" know?"
"Chronol ogi cal | y speaking," Simeon renarked
blandly, "you're a kid yourself."

Joat laughed with nmore than a trace of bitterness; it
was a sound like a yel ping coyote. "Never had the tine
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or chance to be one. So it's alittle late, like, to expect
to act |ike one."

Silence fell in the inprovised nest at the intersection
of the ducts, butthe girl heard just the softest sigh of
regret issue from Si neon.

Softie, sbe thought,>fith a rueful affection. Even if he
was ... what was tike jingle? Spamin-a-can? N ce guy,
she deci ded. He need&soneone to | ook after him Besides
Channa Hap, that was. Channa m ght be his brawn,

but she seenmed to have | ooked after everyone el se
yesterday instead of him

"Yeah, Seld's not a bad osco. Sorta knows his way
around a keyboard, in a kid sorta way. Can't fight worth



shit, though."

"He says they miss you at school,’
nonconmittally.

Si meon replied
Joat gave a second bark of sour laughter. "Not that
bitchite Loui se Koprekni, she doesn't"

"Pushing her face in the toilet bow was a bit
extreme, wasn't it, Joat?"

"She said | snelled."

"You did snell. Then! That's about the time you con-
sidered regul ar washing wasn't such a bizarre notion."

Joat's lower lip stuck out, and she turned back to her
keyboard and the collection of mscellaneous electronic
junk which Sineon had been trying to identify.

"What's that you're contrapting?" Simeon asked.
"Riffler."

"Dare | ask what a riffler is?" Do 7 want to know?

"U trasonic. Pops the caps." M Sinmeon's interroga-

tive sound, she explained. "Bursts the capillaries, |ike,
you know, instant really, really bad sunburn?"

"It what?" Then he nodified his tone to a nore
conversational level. "W hadn't planned on draggi ng
you out, you know "

"I didn't figure you would.1

"You haven't... ah... tried it out, have you?"
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"Not yet."

"How wi | I you know it works?"

"I't will!" Hi e confidence in that reply was unnerving
"Wwuldn't kill anyone, but it'll sure make 'emthink
twi ce about follow ng ne." #

"Ah, | see.”

H s visual picked up just the hint of a grin as Joat
bent her head to continue her handi worKk.

"Some things," she said cryptically.
Silence fell again. Conversations with Joat remn nded

Si meon of docunentaries he had seen of catching trout
by hand. You had to be very patient to succeed.



"Looks like trouble comng," she said neutrally.
"Troubl e's over," Sineon said. "Look, Joat, | do
apol ogi ze for not checking on you during the alert, but

"No need. You gave me a suit, renmenber. That was

all | needed," Joat pointed out reasonably. "Something
threatens you, the station, we're all in deep kinthee.
Ri ght ? Much better you spent your tine keeping us
fromgetting in so deep we have to shovel our way out."

"You've an extrenmely realistic attitude, Joat,"

Sinmeon said, with a certain tone of admration for the
i ndependence in her that also worried him

"I"'mno sap,"” Joat announced with satisfaction

"Troubl es don't cone by ones and twos, either N you get

"em by kilobyte |loads, fll be ready. " She patted the riffler

Tm sure you will," Simeon replied soothingly.

"Yuh. See you at dinner."

"At dinner?" He sounded surprised but that pleased
her. "Umm yes, see you then," he added, doing a good
job of soundi ng casual

Joat whistled soundl essly to herself as she felt
Sinmeon's attention withdraw N nost of it, at |east She
al so switched on the white-noise maker and the
scranbl er she'd rigged up . She was no | onger conpl ete”
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sure they worked, Sineon having had enough of a | ook
at her contrivances to perhaps neutralize them Not
that he'd have had tinme to bother about her with so
much el se on his'mnd these days. Even a brain had
sone limtations.

She didn't want an ai”lience while she reran the stuff
she'd recorded dfiring Channa's exploits on the

i ntruder ship. First she screened sonething that had
cone in on the Central datablip just today. The

wat chman program Joat set up had cut it out and
routed it~to her system automatically.

Stretching luxuriously, she popped the tab on a can of
near - beer. She stayed away fromthe real thing because it
made her feel |oggy and squiff. She bit a big hunk off a
chocol ate nut bar, grinning around the mouthful wth
vindi ctive delight as the scene played on

A crowd surrounded the obviously official building
and their chant ran shrill and nenaci ng as they waved
their placards which bore the same nmessage they

chant ed.



"Dorgan the bigot! Dorgan out! Dorgan the bigot! Dargan
out!"

The ground-floor wi ndows have been shattered and
aline of riot-armed police were holding the SPRIM
denonstrators at bay The visual shifted to an interior
room where Ms. Dorgan of the Child Wl fare depart-
ment, | ooking runpled and al arned, was gesticul ating
wildly.

"And | categorically deny saying that shell people are
unnatural abom nations with no right to live!" she
wai l ed. "Or that they nake nme want to puke!"

Joat grinned. She wanted to be a systens engi neer
when she grew up N or naybe even a brawn N but
editing was a nice hobby. Editing transm ssions of
recorded conversations sent to SPRIMand MM for
exanpl e. Channa had the right idea, but adults had no
ent husi asm for taking an idea and running with it
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"Li ke the teacher said," she nuttered, taking
anot her mouthful. "1 gotta lot of buried hostility | got
to learn to express."

"I felt a good deal |ike scream ng nyself" Joseph said.

Amps sighed and | owered hinself fnto a chair. Once
Joseph insisted, the doctor here N a man, oddly
enough N had noved himinto a small suite, with a
private sitting room

Apparently private, he reninded hinmself, though

there m ght well be |istening devices. Gtherw se, it had
t he common strangeness of everything here, |ike soft
synthetics for the walls which could alter shade or sud-
denly turn thenselves into view screens. He had

conmmanded t hat the space-scene transformitself into
somet hing nmore restful, and the hol ograph had

turned to a neutral brown solidity. In its way, that nade
hi m uneasy too. \Wat appeared to be plain bare plastic
was obvi ously anythi ng but.

"It is difficult to beUeve that we are safe,” he said,

rubbi ng a hand over his face, which had grown

enough beard to rasp. He resolved to ask for a some, or
the [ ocal equivalent "To be frank, my brother, | never

expected to wake again."

"Neither did I," Joseph said, prowing with slow rest-
| essness. The gravity was slightly higher than Bethel
just enough to be noticeable. "But we do not know t hat
we are safe N even fromthe Kol nari."

Amos | ooked up sharply. "W do not?"



"The shell N @uiyon," Joseph anended, at Anops'
fromn "N said that it N'

"He." Anps conpressed his lips firmy after that cor-
rection; the nore so since he hinself had never felt
entirely easy with QGuiyon

Qui yon saved us, he remenbered. Mrre than that.
Qui yon had been the first to listen to his youthfu
doubts without recoiling in horror and ordering himto
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do penance. Only famlies descended fromthe

prophet were allowed speech with the Planetary

Manager. Most Bethelites thought that entity was at

best | egend, at worst an abomination of the infidel. |am
too old to befeve in nursery tales, Amps thought. He was a
nian now, with many dej pending on him

"He," Joseph sai4, making a soothing gesture with
both hands, "He intended to take us to Ri gel base. This
is not Rigel."

"No," Anps conceded. "SSS-900-C. Although they
seemreluctant to tell us nore."”

"Under st andabl e, sir. Wuld you i mediately trust
fugitives who cane so close to destroying them though
we knew it not? However, there are things they cannot
help but tell us."

"Yes," Amps said slowy. "For one, that this is no
mlitary base."

"Just so, ny brother. These are a peaceful people." At
Anos' dubi ous | ook, he went on. "I was raised dockside,

you will renenber. | know nore of traders and trading

than nost. These are respectable nerchants and

spacefarers, by their own ethics, if not by Bethel custons.
Docksi de, we woul d have call ed them easy narks."

They | ooked at each other, haunted by what neither
woul d mention first. Anpbs took hold of hinself. A
respectabl e, an ethical people deserved the truth.

"And we cannot know if the Kolnari still pursue,"”

Anmps whi spered. Sickness tugged at the pit of his

stomach. To achi eve safety, even for so few, and jeopardi ze m
turn their saviors. "W nust talk to them"

CHAPTER EI GHT

"Al'l things considered, we didn't come out of the day
too badly at all,"” Chief Administrator C aren said, once
nmore running his stylus down his notescreen to be sure
he'd m ssed not hi ng.



Ducki ng her head, Channa nanaged to hide a

yawn. Meetings were nmeat and drink to G aren. Wen

he had the opportunity to trot out his careful graphs

and statistics for an audi ence, he positively gl owed and
inflated. Uke a plain giri nmho's just been asked to dance by a
hi gh- school hero, she thought nordandy.

"We're down about three million credits," she
poi nted out, reaching for the water carafe.

Two section chiefs sprang to fill the glass for her

feme was already a bit wearing. The neeting was sup-
posed to have started as a working breakfast. Plates and
crunmbs were scattered around the table. Gusky was

there too, looking a little pale N either fromthe

nmedi cations, or fromthe party. Not only was he

prom nent in his own business, he was a section repre-
sentative and, with the recent favorable publicity,

| ooked likely to be re-elected.

Patsy was filing a fingernail. "Somebody has ta pony
up the expenses," she pointed out. "Per exanple, we

conmandeer ed equi pnent from Namakuri - Si ngh N

who arh not known to be a charitable organization."

Gusky grunted, "/commandeered the equi prment
which will have to be replaced, which you, Sineon,
aut hori zed ne to use."

"Not me personally. The station!" Simeon said
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sharply. Brains tended to be sensitive about persona
debt, having had to pay off such a whacki ng great
amount for their early care and education. "No one
could say that | didn't do everything possible to mni-
m ze damage.

Loss of the tngs-wa$unavoi dable and the station is
norally obligated tfc conpensate their owners for the
| oss. Wiich; Caren,’ we will recoup fromLloyd's,

i nvoking the force nmjeur clause.”

"Yes, yes, of course, it will," C aren nuttered,

maki ng a qui ck notation

"The ot her unavoi dabl e | osses and damages whi ch
we' ve di scussed today are going to wi pe out the contin-
gency fund."

"It will?" Gus asked unhappy.

"Yes, it will," C aren agreed in a |lugubrious tone of

Voi ce.



"In a good cause," Sineon said briskly.

"On this Lloyd's claim" Gus went on, "well be deal -
ing with bureaucrats, bureaucratic accountants at that
CGovernment bureaucratic accountants, with | awers in
tow '

"The wi thered hand on the controls," Sineon
i nt oned.

"We could just rely on their decency, good nature
and inherent generosity," Qus suggested. Even C aren
| aughed at that

Channa shuddered. "So we shoul d be prepared for

accusations of m smanagenment and hand-w i ngi ng over

the cost of every rivet, bolt and coupling." She affected a
nasal tone. "Didn't you realize that seventeen-point-

t hree seconds boost woul d have done just as well as

sevent een- poi nt - seven?"

Chi ef Administrator C aren assured themthat his
entries would be meticul ously checked, all forms woul d
be properly made out, filed on tinme and to the proper
bur eaus.
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"I won't go so for as to guarantee pronpt or even
early paynent," he said, allowing hinself a very snall
smle, "given that we'll be dealing with departnents
over which | have no control. But, | can prom se you
that I will do nmy best, and that is very good indeed."

There was a runbl e of agreement
"At |east we," Channa said firmy, "can authorize

i medi ate rel ease of the contingency fund to private
persons who suffered damage and | oss, or have to

make repairs gernmane to station functions. Caren, just
get the clains into the insurance conpani es as soon as
you can."

"Good luck," said the owner of a minerals conpany in
a wy tone. "l've noticed they' re always nore enthusiastic
about collecting prem uns than paying clains.”

That brought anot her chuckle. Channa turned to

the pillar and Sineon's inmage. "As far as the station
exterior damage is concerned, isn't there a rel evant
clause in the station's charter that guarantees imedi -
ate repairs?"

"Hmm " The holo turned static for a nonment

before Simeon smiled, "Yes, as a natter of feetNener-
gency expenses for mmintaining station integrity and
saving life and linb are covered under the general sta-
tion contract with Lloyd' s. W ought to be able to cover



everything."

"Excellent," Caren said, tapping at his keyboard.
"*Nuther li'l thing. Fo' all themdrills, Simeon, when
we was supposed to know what to do iffen thar was a
real one, thar was a mghty lot of fol ks ended up
runnin around |ike scal ded roosters. Qught to be
fined, to renind '"emto pay attention."

"Fi ned? Yes, fined! Fine. Good notion, Patsy,"

Si meon said, "And the |longer they' ve been on station
and shoul d know better, the heavier the fine. Pinch a
pocket, mark the menory. What bothers ne is why

didn't they know where they were supposed to be. | cal
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these drills N even if you' re always conpl ai ni ng about
them N of ten enough for everyone to know exactly
where to go and what to do. Their nanmes are al ways
checked off on the roster, so why the hell were they
runni ng around bunping into walls?"

"Aw, thar's allus sone #> k who panic, Sinmeon," Patsy
said. "Ms' of us waswhar we shoul da been. And Lord
knows, we got-it all done, din we?" Patsy said.

"I"'minclined to think that perhaps we shoul d give

them the benefit of the doubt here," Channa put in.

"But perhaps you should keep an eye on the group

| eaders, in the event that they just automatically check
of f every nane on their list without verifying that
everyone is in position and accounted for."

"Assign thema buddy," CGus said. "If they're too
hel pl ess to know where to go and how to get there,
make it a joint responsibility."”

"Shoul d be the group | eaders,"” Chaundra said in a
di sgusted tone.

"Joint responsibility! Excellent,"” Sineon said, "just
like B & B teans."

The resol uti on was passed unani nously.

"Move that we break for lunch," sonebody said. "It's
1300. "

"Seconded," Channa said. "1 think I need a ful

stomach to hear what our guests have to say. Spacefl ot
suggests they've got a fairly lurid set of adventures to
tell us. Any objections? Adjourned."

Alittle different fromlast night, eh Happy? Sinmeon

wat ched as Channa nmunched on her thin sandw ch.
He hoped she was conparing this fare with the feast



Mart' an had spread for her. The deck comm ssary was
not up to Perineter standards, although Gus clained
that they did an acceptabl e | ate-night pizza.

"So, brief us with what you know, Simeon, about our
|atest arrivals," Gus said.
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Si reon nade a throat-clearing sound. "Data base
describes "emas a "tightly knit, religiously oriented
group' in origin," he said. "Judaeo-Sufi Buddhi st
roots."

"Ww, " Patsy said. "Thassa nmouthful. But do they
believe in God?"

Wondering | ooks, sage nods and qui zzi cal "ooh's"
went around the table.

"Probably worshipping snails and marrying their

si blings, or sonme such genetically stupid custom" Vick-
ers said. The station security chief was a short, rather
squat worman from New Newf oundl and. "Buddhi sts,

you sai d? No wonder they nearly crashed us. That kind
don't know nuch about mnechanical stuff."”

"Wait, just a precise mnute." Doctor Chaundra held

up a protesting hand. "To begin with, | saw no nedica
i ndi cati ons of dangerous inbreeding. They may have

| ooked as if they didn't conprehend directions or our
comments, but they were all dazed fromtheir experi-
ences. They are needing rest and recuperation, but
under that is health. Genetic diversity is low, but there
are few recessives. | would hazard that they nust have
had a good screening programto begin with. The

group is above the norm One or two may have endo-
crine behavioral problens fromthe col dsl eep drugs.
They adm ni stered drugs well beyond their storage
lives. The Bethelite |leader is a very articul ate nman,
educated and intelligent

"Al t hough," he went on, with a slight frown, "he has
not been particularly comruni cative."

"Unfortunately, education and intelligence don't

al ways go hand in hand," Simeon comented. "It's not

that |1've got ny heart set on the 'religious fanatics drive
the heretics away' scenario, but it does fit the little I've
been abl e to deci pher of Guiyon's |og. Phrases like,

' Damm rockheaded el ders who said immorality and

doubt in the young had brought doomi; 'told them
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their children had a right to live'; 'feared sone of them



m ght betray us'; 'escaped as best we could'; and sad-

dest of all, '"had to | eave some behind to face death.'"
Pat sy put down her sandwi ch. "I'mnot hungry

anynore."

"Nor am1," Channajfcaid grimy. "It's rime to get this

fromthe nouths oftfie horses.”
Stallion, you nean, Sinmeon renmarked very privately.

Amps ben Sierra Nueva was acconpani ed by the
smal | er, thickset-man who had been found beside him
on the colony ship. Two of Vickers guards were dis-
creetly in attendance, nore to guide the floatchairs
t han guard.

They' re weak as kittens, Simeon thought, not to mention
unarmed and with no place else to go and nothing to go there
in. Station personnel devel oped a special kind of

paranoia as a survival trait: nothing, no one nmust harm
their station. Any station, no matter how state-of-the-

art and safety conscious, was totally vul nerabl e. Had

he, in innocence, wel comed aboard terrorists fleeing
'rockheaded' el ders? Oddly enough, the presence of

Qui yon argued agai nst that possibility.

As their chairs thunped softly off their air cushions
to the floor, the two strangers | ooked w th inpassive
expressions at those seated around the table.

Si mreon heard Patsy murmuring under her breath;
very faintly, alnost subvocalizing. He focused, upping
the gain on his receptors:

"Ch, my oh ny, that one is pretty" she was saying. "My oh
nyohny”

Patsy's obvious interest in the man did not surprise

Si meon but it did suggest he might have an entirely dif-
ferent problemon his hands. However, if Patsy's

charms should win Amps, Sinmeon could relax. Then

he caught Channa, glancing surreptitiously at Amps
classic profile, slightly clouded with a worry that only
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gave hima nore Jovian solemity. Then, seeing the

| ook exchanged between Anps and Joseph, Sineon
wonder ed hopefully if the short, nuscular man was his
boyfri end.

"Dr. Chaundra says that we mustn't tire you,"
Si meon said by way of calling the neeting to order, "but
we' d appreciate your filling us in on a few details."

Amps gave a start, and his eyes wi dened as he sud-
denly |l ooked up to the pillar at the head of the table



and saw Si neon's synthesized face. So, he knows about
shett people, bid he's surprised to find one here.

"We are grateful for your succor," Ampbs began for-
mal | y, bowed his head, touching forehead and heart
wi th one hand.

"I am Anps ben Sierra Nueva, and my companion is
Joseph ben Said." The short nman repeated Anps's
gesture.

Seeing it, Qusky frowned slightly and noved his
fingers. Simeon read the nessage. | figure the short one
for a hard case

The brain accepted that verdict. There were sone

thi ngs that only personal experience could teach

Anmps conti nued speaki ng, pausing as he sought the
appropriate words but gradually becom ng nore

fluent and his blue eyes began to warmwi th sincerity.

"We are of the colony on Bethel, | amloathe to tel

you, in the face of your generosity, of a terrible scourge,
a bright evil that flies upon us even now "

"A... bright evil?" Channa asked uncertainly.

Scourge Evil? Sheesh! Sineon wondered. The

archai c syntax nade the man sound as stilted as a his-
torical holoplay. Wiat's he tal king about? Devils So he can
bl ame the whol e di saster on the supernatural'? There was a
rustle as the others around the table | eaned forward.

They had expected to hear about sonmething safely in

the past, not a newthreat to the station. Yesterday's had
been nore than enough for a | ong while.
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"I ndeed, lady, you are in grave danger." He caught
the blank or startled expressions around the table.
"Has @uiyon told you nothing?" he asked desperately.

"Quiyon is dead," Simeon said, and saw both nmen go
rigid with shock and grief. He thought better of them
for it and pausedto | et themrecover. "The ship's | ogs
are all but unreadable. Wiy don't you fill us in?"

Si meon suggested quietly.

"He is dead?" Anps's drawn face had gone pal e under

its snooth light-olive coloring. "But, howis that possible?
He wa&a sljellperson, an imortal. Ah, perhaps that is

why we are not at Rigel Base or some other Central

Wrlds facility where we thought to seek assistance.”

"He brought you here, to SSS-900-C, a space station
and many light years fromRi gel Base."

"How can an imortal die?" Joseph asked softly,
suppliant as he spread his hands wide in his Iap.



"The feeder lines to his nutrient sources had

sheared of f and, as there was no backup ..." Sineon
trailed off and both Bethelites bowed their heads a
nmonent, honoring the dead. "Considering the state of

that truly ancient vessel of yours, he did well to get you
this for."

Anmps gl anced at his conpani on. The other nan's

hard bl ocky face was drawn, and he nodded his head
slowy twice, as if encouraging. Anbs hesitated, cleared
his throat and, throwing his chin up, spoke directly to
Si meon.

"This is even worse than | had i magi ned. Quiyon nust
have been truly desperate. Can you defend yoursel ves?"

"Well, we fended off your out-of-control ship pretty
successfully,” Sineon replied. "Wat did you have in
m nd?"

Anmps | eaned forward, supporting hinmself on the
arnrests of the chair. H's eyes took on a fierce gl ow.
"I will tell you," he said passionately, sweeping a | ook
at those around the table. "W of Bethel are a peaceful
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people.” His fists net and clenched. "Virtually a

def ensel ess people.” His mouth twisted in pain. "W
were attacked fromthe skies above our peacefu

pl anet. 1 do not know how you countthe hours in a day
or the days of a week, a nmonth or a yegr. | do not know
how | ong we were unconscious in the Sleep. W fled

our home world for four periods of twenty-five hours
before I took the drug. Just before | did, Guiyon told
me that he thought we would have a solid five days

| ead. So nine days of twenty-five hoursNtwo hundred
and twenty-five hours."

"Sixty mnutes in yo hoah, M. Sierra Nuevah?"
Pat sy asked.

Looki ng over at her expressionlessly, he nodded
slow y.

Simeon called up a holo of Bethel, culled and real -
ized fromthe Survey Service data base.

"That is our world as it appeared before this

Exodus," Anos said bl eakly, watching the slow rotation
on die screen. "Qur capital city was there," and pointed
to where two large rivers flowed into a bay. "Keriss, we
called it. The place where the Pilgrins | anded and
erected our Tenple. The Kolnari. . ." He broke,
squeezing his eyes dosed, his face a mask of pain.

Ref erence, Simeon pronpted silently, feeling the



conputer begin its work. Tlien he felt a nmental lurch as
he revi ewed what Anps had said. The city of Keriss was
there:.past tense. Gus caught it as well, his pupils

wi deni ng.

"They demanded unconditional surrender," Anmos

was saying, his face wi ped dear of any enotion. "By
sneak attack, they disabled our orbital habitats, our
conmuni cati ons, everything we m ght have used to

call help."

He fol ded his shaki ng hands, clasping them so
tightly the knuckl es showed white. "Tne Council of
El ders convened," he said. His lips tightened. "They
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decided this tribulation was punishnent for the
increasing imorality of the younger generation. Mel"

He stabbed hinmself in the breast with his fingers,
"And those like me, who only wanted a little nore
freedom who only wanted to have answers to
reasonabl e quCsti DnsAThey would not listen to nme N
even though I am a mal e descendent, in the Prophet's
own line." -

Locked in bitter nmenory, Anos did not notice the
surprise his words generat ed.

Ah, patrU neal descent system Sineon thought.

"I thank the All-Knowi ng for Guiyon, for when | |eft
the council chanber that last tine, he called to ne.
Escape, he said. 'To go where? How?' | asked. He told
me then of the colony ship that had brought us to

Bet hel . For three hundred years we had used it as a
weat her and relaying station, nothing nore. | left to
gat her those who might follow ne."

H s hands knotted together. "And the Kol nari ..
when the Elders refused surrender, they destroyed the
dry with a fusion weapon!"

A shocked murnur ran around the table. No one
had used fusion weapons in generations. Certainly not
in any sector answerable to the Central Wbrlds.

"Murderers! Looters! Pirates!" he spat out the words
and rubbed his face with his hands.

Anot her nmurnur. SSS-900-C was in a very peacefu

sector; the only nonhumans were spedes who did not
practice institutionalized violence. The settlers were
nmostly well-integrated types, if a bit rambunctious, but
no nmore than was expected on a frontier. Piracy was an
hi stori cal phenonenon or a sporadi c occurrence far

out on the Arm



In a steady voice, all the nore effective because of its
calm Anps went on. "A tenth of our people died in that
nonent, and all our |eaders. The Kolnari told us that

we nust capitulate or they would strike again. They
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broadcast their nessage froma dark screen. They

woul d strike again and again until we were obliterated
to the last man. Just this inplacable voice. The
cowardsl They did not even show us the face of our
enemny. They gave us two hours to make up our m nds.

"And so we began. It was very hard, we had to deter-

m ne who we could take." Hi s cheeks grewred with

shanme as he continued. "First we took' Guiyon fromhis
colum. We could not open the main bay doors. Ah,

but we were so stupid, so innocent, so untrained! Wd
managed to get supplies, disconnect uiyon, gathered
our people, flown to the ship w thout being detected
and then," he gave a harsh bark of |aughter, "the doors
refused to open! Sonme murmured that the El ders had

been right. W were being punished for our sins.

"Then, Joseph here," and Anps laid a |ight hand on

the short man's shoul der, "opened one of the service
airlocks. Only it was much too small for Guiyon's shel
He insisted that he didn't have to be inside, that we
nmust strap himto the hull near die bridge, so that his
brai n synapses could be wired into the conmand

panel. He had to tell us everything that had to be done.
W knew so little of such matters.” Another bitter snort
"And we were so afraid. None of us knew anything at

al |l about spatial navigation. | had piloted a ship, but
only a small one, and never beyond Bethel's noons.
Beyond Bet hel's noons," and he nmade a broad sweep

of his arm "was not fit for men of Bethel. Al so, we know
not hi ng of the worlds outside our litde system Guiyon
handl ed what outsystem comrerce was permitted to

us on Bethel."

He paused, swallow ng hard, and Chaundra filled a
glass with water for him Anms nodded gratefully and
drank before he resuned his story.

"Quiyon dared not risk bringing us to one of the
nearer colonies for fear of |eading those nonsters to an
equal |y defensel ess planet. Instead," and he gave a
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mrthless |augh, "we nmay have led themto an even

nor e defensel ess space station. At |east on a planet, one

may know of safe hiding places. | do not know why we
are here and not at Rigel Base. QGuiyon nust have



changed course again. There were four fiends in our
wake when | had to adtept the drug. Well-armed war-
ships, or so Quiyc& thought. And we have | ed them
here to you who have" saved the poor fragment of our
peopl e who fled from our once beautiful planet" He
bowed his head, his shoulders slunmping with his con-
sumrat e despair.

An appal | ed silence had broken into a quickly rising
babbl e of "they've brought trouble here," "they |ed

fiends to its?, " "But we're defenseless.” Sineon let out a
nmodul ated how and they all shut up

"Thank you," Sineon said ironically when silence
fell. Wen in danger, or in doubt, run in circles, scream and
shout, he added to hinself.

"Qui yon brought them here because first, the

engi nes were about to blow, and second, they were

dyi ng fast anyway, and third, SSS-900-Cis, after all, on
the main route in this quadrant of Central Worlds

sphere of influence. Now, if we could exam ne the
probl em nore cal my?"

Claren turned to May Vickers. "As security chief,
you're required to defend us!"

Vi ckers | ooked at the man. "Wth stundart pistol s?"

she asked incredulously. "lI'"'ma police officer with fifty
part-tinme assistants. | lock up drunken m ners and see
donestic disputes don't get out of hand," she said. "l've
never had experience with fiends and I want no part of
four warships."” She crossed her arnms across her solid
chest and | ooked accusingly up at Sinmeon.

"I's it possible that you mi ght have | ost then"
Chaundr a asked.

The two Bethelites shook their heads glumy.

"Unlikely," Simeon said, "not when Gui yon was
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overdriving the engines and |leaving an ion trail a blind
alien could foll ow "

@us nodded. "Any warship could."

"Iffen they couldn't see the trail, thar's all them

pi eces of the ship rollin about, saying 'theah heahh!'"
Pat sy waved her arnms like a signalman. "W cain't
hardly say they passed on through.".

"My information banks give me no information at al

about any group, or star system known as Kol nari,"
said Simeon. "While J realize that your experience with
these people is short-term had you even heard of them



on Bet hel before they struck?"

Amps shook his head. "Guiyon had heard runors of

a band of marauders in the Abmfromthe few traders

that came to Bethel. He was al so forbidden by the

Elders to tell any but thensel ves what news traders
brought of the worlds beyond Bethel. On the ship, he

did tell nme," and Anpos furrowed his brow, trying to
renmenber the exact words the shell person had used,

"that they struck so swiftly that no alarmcould go forth.
That that was how they avoi ded detection by any force
great enough to cone against them"

"Central Worlds, for instance," Channa said with a
rueful quirk of her Iips.

Anps nodded. "The first wave of destruction was

aimed at our air and space ports, at conmuni cation
installations. The strike was as conplete as it was unex-
pected. They chose not to show thensel ves to us unti

all our space capacity was destroyed ... or so they

t hought. Al we know of themwas froma very brief

time when we fought them They follow us to destroy

the evidence of the destruction of Bethel, the |atest of
their crines. They will kill, and quickly. No doubt," he
added with scorn, "they feel uneasy being only four

i nstead of three hundred."

"Three hundred?" Sinmeon asked.

"Three hundred ships. So Guiyon told ne. He had
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seen them coning in but was forbidden by the Elders
to speak until they had deci ded what to do."

GQus whistled. "If that's three hundred warshi ps,

peopl e, not only do we have a problem this whole sector
has a problem " The Navy was nuch |arger, but it was
scattered. - " ~ "

"Have you hadany recent word from Central
Si mreon?" Channa asjced him

"Basically no nore than an acknow edgenent of the

ah... incident in the vein of 'CGee,that's too bad, but
you' re equi pped to handle it and when your reports
are filed, we'll see what we can do.1 But of course that's

based on what happened yesterday; this may get us
action."”

At least | hope it will, Sineon thought. Three hundred
ships! Shit! Sinmeon opened a tight beamto Central with
a mayday flag attached. Hopefully he'd have sone

hard news before too |ong.

"What sort of armanent did they have?" Gus asked



while the rest of the station's | eaders sat, trying not to
| ook at each other and especially not at Anmps and

Joseph. Anps had gone even paler and the blue of his

eyes had faded. He just sat there. On the other hand,
Joseph was wat chi ng each and every one of the station
heads with a critical gaze and the slightest of know ng
smles on his full lips.

Si meon could see that the initial numbness his

peopl e had felt was giving way to fear. Gus was fighting
it with trained reflex, but the others were edging slowy
toward pani c.

"You must have something to fight with," Joseph

sai d, suddenly leaning his arnms on the table and direct-
ing a piercing gaze fromone face to another. "W
fought, and we had much |l ess than you did who turned
the vessel fromyour station yesterday. Wth what did
you blow it into pieces? Do you have nore? That is
something. It is nore than we had who saw our ships
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withered to slag. Qur city..." He broke off and struck

his fists inpotently into the table. "W have brought
you war ni ng. W had none!"

Amps caught his friend by the wists before he could
damage his hands. "Peace, ny brotfier," he said softly.

"Ch, youah brothas?" Patsy saicfin mld surprise,
peering closely at both to find some fam i al
resenbl ance. "

"Not of the blood," and Anpos touched his tenple
with his index finger, "of the nmind."

"Unh- hunh!" Patsy blushed and ti ghtened her 1ips
into a straight line.

"I'"ve sent a nmessage to Central Wrlds,"” Simeon told
themin a brisk voice that he hoped sounded as if he had
matters well in hand. "They're consulting with the Space
Navy brass N to see what to do. | was hoping they'd tel
me what they were doing, and or what we can do.
shoul d' ve anticipated a full fledged dipl omatic-

bur eaucrati c- gover nnent al - bunfi ght, conplete with
quarrels over jurisdiction. Everyone with something to
say about this has to be tracked down and gi ven an
opportunity to give his fardling opinion in triplicate.
Ampos, believe ne, kid, | know just how you feel about

el ders. The good news is that Navy intends to act fast,
only there aren't any Navy units dose. The nearest is

ei ghteen days away. Tliis is assuming the brass cut nove-
ment orders today and not sonetine after we've becone

t he subject of nere academ c debate, because we don't

exi st anynore.



"Which neans that at best we can ook forward to thir-
teen lucky days with our naked butts hangi ng out waiting
for a kick froma booted foot That nearest Navy unit is a
patrol corvette, a warship only by courtesy."

"Then you nust flee!" Anpbs |eaned forward urgent-
ly. "You cannot hope to defeat them You nust |eave
this place."

"Great idea," Simeon agreed, "in principle. Only the
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station can't nove. That's why it's a station. It's station-
ary. Get it?"

"You nmock ne nost unfairly,” Anmpos replied with
sol emn and offended dignity. "I have no know edge of
space stations or of your capabilities. Further, | am not

wrong. |#the stationltftelf cannot nove, then its people

nust

"As far as- such advice goes," Gus cut in, "he has a
poi nt. W shoul d evacuate as many as we can N
children, the sick, nonessential personnel. Woever we
can, or whoever's hot to go."

"By ny calculations,” Simeon said, finishing themin
that instant, "given the nunber of ships currently in or
near me at the nmonent, we should be able to evacuate
over a thousand souls."” He liked that touch. "Not
counting crews."

Tliere was silence for a noment A thousand was a frac-
tion of the average ever-shifiingpopul ati onofthe station

Amps broke the silence hesitantly. "How many
people will that | eave on the station?"

"Fifteen thousand, or so," Channa said grimy. "Qur
popul ation varies. Sineon, does your estimate include
enptyi ng cargo bays and stuffing our people into them
in suits?" A desperation procedure and liable to result
in some fatalities.

"No, wecould evacuate a few hundred nore that way."

Al t hough, given the average softperson's reaction to |ong-

termconfinenent in tight spaces, we probably won't get many

vol unteers for traveling that way.

"And before you ask," Sinmeon continued, "no, |

haven't even asked the captains their views on such an
exodus. That's a best case scenario. W can't

prevent those who aren't docked in the station physi-



cally fromleaving, so the schene is still just inside this
room | think diat before we start bringing anyone el se
into this, we should have at |east one plan to present,
preferably nore than one."
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"Evacuation plans?" Chaundra asked, his brow
furrowed.

"Those," Sinmeon said, "and plans to fight for the
station.”

There was a certain brightening around the table.
Not hing visible, but the Iift in attitude was al nost
pal pabl e.

"That's right up your alley, Sineon," Channa said
gendy, "even if this isn't anmlitary installation."

"To fight," Joseph said, his dark eyes glinting with
revived hope. O was it vengeance? "Yes, this is what
we would Iike to do, but how? Did you not say that you
had no weapons? And surely they will not give you a
chance to conbat them Wy should they not sinply

rush in and destroy you? That would be but child' s play
for them™

"W will enploy guile." Ceeze, their lingo is contagious,
he thought. "Renmenber, you said these people were

pi rates?"

"Yes," Amps said. "Wen they nmade their initial

demand for surrender Nt hey nentioned deliveries of
materi als, machi nes, |abor. Pirates, but they speak as
t hough they were a people, a nation. The Hi gh O an

t hey sometimes naned thensel ves. At others, the

Divine N' his nouth puckered in distaste "N the

Di vine Seed of Kol nar."

"Right" Sinmeon spoke briskly. This is just (nother exotic
scenario, he told hinself firmy. Ganes theory, experienceN
don't freeze up now. You've done things |like this thousands of
times. "So they're no nore than crimnals, not a true

arny, disciplined, strategically trained. Mre |ike gueril-
las. Junp in, grab what they can, junmp out Ri ght now,
they're pursuing you, and these four ships aimto destroy
you to keep you from spreadi ng any nasty runors about

them So, what we better do first, is get their mnds off
killing by distracting themwi th the material things they
wanted fromyou in the first place. Right?"
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Every station officer thought about this. Then Gus
nodded sl ow vy.



"If these people are space-based, and fromthe
description I think they must be N what a prize the
SSS-900-C woul d be!" He turned to Anmpbs and Joseph
"What sort of intlustrfe”does... did Bethel have?"

"Very few, " Amofe said, rubbing a thoughtful hand

al ong his stubbled jajr' W could nmaintain equi pnent
and manuf acture sone conponents for in-system

work. We traded rare foodstuffs and organic nol ecul es
for what little eke we needed. Traders canme perhaps
once in a generation. The latest only |astN'

Joseph swore antiphonally with Gus, Patsy, and
Si meon. Channa snapped her fingers. "They nust
have been... what's the phrase?

"Casin" the joint," Patsy said for she had a store of
such archai ¢ phrases.

"Spies!" Joseph said. Tears welled in his eyes, tears of
pure rage.

"Al ways soneone who can be bought," Sinmeon said,
giving his holo image a wi se appearance. O so info tapes
say, but Tve never had to use that tactic.

Joseph nodded jerkily. "I knew several who woul d
sell their nmothers and fathers... maybe their fathers
for the price of two bottles of arrack."

"Back to the here and now, please," Qus said,
boul der-sol i d.

Amps shook his head, sending the Iong black curls
flying. "W have ... had, very litde high technol ogy,
and of what there was... nmuch was in Keriss."

"So they'll be hurting for equi pment, possibly for
skilled labor," Simeon said. "They've got to be. Whad-
dya bet that nobst of those three hundred ships are
transports, factory vessels, that sort of thing. They
woul dn't be self-sufficient even if they have a hone
base or star system"”

"There' ve al ways been fol k who'd rather steal than
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work," @us said. He had no argunments on that score
fromanyone. "And they' Il want to steal fromus."

SSS-900-C was a mmi ntenance and repair center. It
was al so heavy with rare materials intended for

shi pyard and general shipbuilding use. No one argued
with that, either. A

Si meon addressed the two refugee |l eaders. "First, we



have to get themthinking al ong those" lines. O herw se
they may sinply sweep in and put a couple of high-

yield mssiles into us. My plan calls for a sacrifice on
your part that I'mreluctant to ask of you."

"Ask," Amps said quietly. "A drowning man will grab
even the point of a sword. | should like to prove worthy
of @uiyon's sacrifice. Ask!"

"1 want to tenpt themw th booty too rich to resist

and get their acquisitive juices flowing. W'll conman-
deer one of the conpany yachts that sal esmen travel in
when they show their samples to rich customers, and

we'll cramits holds full of things the bastards won't be
able to resist. Wth the prom se of much nore easily
avail able N here!"

"Such as? Channa asked suspi ciously.

"Technol ogi cal stuff, upgrades in software, in com
puters, the latest inprovenents in fuel efficiency. W'l
i nclude luxury fabrics, perfunes, jewelry, exotic
delicacies..."

"Bribery will only make them hungrier to sack the
station," Joseph all but shouted, half-rising fromhis
chair.

"Peace, my brother," Anps soothed him "renmenber
t hat sicatooths do not eat grass. One nmust put out a
goat to bait the trap for them"

"See, you don't shoot the cow you're mlking," CGus
contri but ed.

"Hell no, you don't eat a pig |lahke that all at once,"
Pat sy sai d.

Si meon al nost | aughed al oud to see the puzzled
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expressions on the faces of Anbs and Joseph. Good one,
Pat sy, remenberthat "my brother" fake they pulled onya and
don't let "emthink they can be nore obscure than we can.

Chaundra expl ai ned the hunmor and only raised his

brows slightly when Joseph asked, "Wat's a pig?"

Channa hersel f was! puAl ed. She woul d have expected

the natives of an agricultural world to recognize the
nane of an inportant’' farmanimal. Her own protein

cane out of vats, the way nature intended, as far as she
was concerned. If not literally, then she didn't want to
t hi nk about it.

"Wn't they think it's kinda odd, though, one guy
sellin so many different things?" Patsy asked.



"Not if he's a mddle-man type, inmporter-exporter
rather than a manufacturer's rep," Sineon said. "It's
not that hard to deceive people once, Patsy."

"But we have none of these things you have nen-
tioned," Amps said, puzzled. "W have no cloth or jewels
or softwear. What is this sacrifice you woul d ask of us?"

"W need soneone to put in the yacht we'll be send-

ing out, and |I'mnot about to send a living person. |'d
like to send one of your people who died in transit from
ship to station. Preferably soneone who died as a result
of the environnment failure, since that's why he's going
to be out there in this luxury ship, broadcasting an
offer for a huge reward to anyone who'll rescue him"

Amps and Joseph | ooked shocked. They sat unnmov-
ing for a mnute, then slowy turned to neet each
ot her's eyes.

"I npossi bl e!" Joseph said, his lips tight with fury.
"What you ask is base sacrilege!"

Channa gl anced at Sineon's colum as though

appealing for help, then plunged in, knowi ng no

di pl omati c way of putting this. "Your funerary customns
are... firmy set?"

"Yess!" Joseph hissed. "We honor our dead, we bury
them and revere their resting place."
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"Well," Sinmeon told him "we have no place to bury

our dead here on the station, and it's prohibitively
expensive to ship them back to their hone planets. You
can't sinmply bury themin space because eventual |y
they constitute a navigation hazard. Here we cremate
our dead." =>

"And the ashes?" Anpbs asked.
"Unl ess specifically requested, there are no ashes.™

Amps bowed his head. "For bur dead, we request

ashes, so that one day, hopefully, we mght return our
friends to Bethel. As to your ... your appeal for the
body of one of ours, I thirik, my brother,"” and he
turned to Joseph, "that we shoul d consider that an
honor to serve is being offered one of our dead rather
than sacril ege. Surely, whoever we choose, would have
been pl eased to be of help to those who survived."

"Itis wong!" Joseph said. "And | object!"
"My brother," Anps said through gritted teeth, "if

you angle with a straight hook, only those fish which
are willing get on it. Be reasonable, or we may all be



dead. It is only a hope, a possibility we are offered. If
they destroy this decoy, they will then destroy the sta-
tion and we will join our friends who are dead and we
can all go unburied forever." He stared at his com
panion until, after a | ong nonent, Joseph |owered his
eyes and nodded. To Simeon, Anps said, "Choose the
person nost suitable for this ruse from anmong our

dead brothers."

"Thank you," Sineon said sinply, and the others
around the table murnured their thanks as well.

"Ckay, " Channa said, bringing them back to nore
i medi ate concerns, "these pirates come upon this
derelict space-yacht. They hear the message, 'Help,

hel p, my environnent systemis down, auggh, |'m

dying, save ne and |I'Il reward you with unmpity-zillion
credits.'"

"Ri ght"
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"They give hima buzz, no answer, so they bip on
over to his craft and board it"

"R ght"

"They find N whomever Nseveral days dead due to
environnent failure/

"Ri ght/ " ~
"Why don't theyjust hold their noses and sail on?"

"Un, well~first, itls the nature of pirates to be greedy.
So we'll pile the ship high with cases of sanples, clearly
mar ked sanpl es, dearly marked as com ng from SSS-

900- C. Second; no one likes to go back to their senior
officer and say, 'It was a total waste of time, sir,' because
it makes them |l ook bad in their captain's eyes. So | think
we can expect themto nake at |east a cursory search of
the ship. Third, there'll be a curiosity factor, since
pl an to choose the nbst opul ent yacht in the area.

These guys probably haven't seen anything like it

hangi ng around the out-systens.

"So they'll probably be crawing all over it saying, 'l

can't believe it! Look at this! Watluxury!' One of these
factors will attract their attention to the com screen

which will show a report our sal esman was inputing

when disaster struck. It will say something to the effect

of AJrabj wus day, fvejust made the biggest sale of ny career to
t he SSS-900-C. Tve prom sed themdelivery in fourteen days or

| ess. The hone office has confirned the delivery date. O der
mani f est f oUows. Hooray, hooray, bounce bounce!

"And there will be a listing that would nake ne drool
and want to turn pirate.”



@Qus nodded. "It sounds do-able, though | hate to
spare even one ship fromthe evacuation effort.”

"l can understand that, Gus, but bal ance the dozen

or so who could be evacuated on the yacht against the
fifteen thousand plus people at risk on the station, and

| think the sacrifice is justified," Sinmeon replied. Seeing
that he had his audience |listening very carefully, he

went on. "Now, to prepare the rest of the station for
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pirate-fell, |I want all irreplaceabl e equi pnent di scon-
nected and hidden, or ifit can't be noved, | want it

di sgui sed or dismantled with no spare parts visible. Al
menus on all conmputer terminals will be changed.

intend to nake them as confusing and difficult to
understand as possible, in order to entourage any out-
sider using our equi pment to make as many horrible

and damagi ng ni stakes as possible. W'll need to have
the emergency crews on alert at all tines.”

Twenty gl um faces surrounded the table.
"Just a minute," Channa said slowy. "You' re sug-
gesting we let these... these/tends occupy the station?"

"We can't stop them" Simeon explained patiently. "W

can't stop a single real warship fromsinking a nmssile into
the station's equator and blowing all fifteen thousand of us
to MC-squared. | don't like it either, Channa. But we have
to keep them from doi ng too nuch damage until the Navy

gets hereNand we know the time frane on that If we can

conf oozl e them | ong enough so the Navy can catch 'em

that' Il solve howto get rid of them

"Once they nmake a few di sastrous m stakes, they'l

prefer to use our people. Wiy should they break their
brains trying to learn howto run a station they'll only

be occupying until they can loot it enpty? | want our
people, not theirs, in sensitive positions. No matter

how it |ooks to them | want real control of the station to
remain in our hands. I'mwlling to take a fewrisks to
gai n that advantage."

"Ch," Channa said carefully. "Sounds reasonable."

"Doctor Chaundra, you're really going to hate this
one."

"You want ne to make people sick."
"Got it in one. How d you guess?"
"I assune that you know | didn't becone a physician

because | enjoy watching people suffer," he said calmy
"I will not kill. Qtherwi se, who do you want ne to do it



to and why do you want ne to do it?"
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"I want Co be able to declare a class-two quarantine,
make themreluctant to enter the living quarters. W
can't keep themout entirely unless we declare that a
deadl y di sease is ranpant on the station, in which case,
we might as well blow the place ourselves and spare them
the missile. 1'd like to fee the infirmary littered with
vol unteers groaning in msery, for authenticity's sake.
But, nost inportant”™ want every one of the pirates who
enters the living area to wal k out w th whatever bug
you're using in his or her systemdoing what it does best
Fairly soon, tJieyTl get the idea they should confine their
comuni cations with stationers to hol ocasts."

Chaundra wore a crooked smile. "Leper, unclean

uncl ean," he said in a singsong voice. Patsy was the

only one at the table who understood his reference, but

Si meon did, too. Then Chaundra shook his head. "Too
little time to fake that particul ar di sease. So! Agreed, |
will search for a suitable virus. W can synthesize readi-
ly N but we nust hope the . . . Kolnari? have

i nadequat e nedi cs and no equivalent facilities."

"Pat sy?" Simeon began
"Yo, lover."

"As soon as we've got some data of a physical nature

on these fiends, | would appreciate it if you could cone
up with sone spore, or pollen or mxture of gases that
woul d make our anticipated visitors real unhappy. If

you can arrange to afflict their ships only, and not the
station, I'Il like it even better."

"Ch, Sineon, an opportunity! You do |ove ne,
doncha honey?"

"First and al ways, sweetpea."

"Aw, blush." She consulted her keyboard.

"Allergies'd be a good bet. They're pretty dami specific
in groups with |l ow genetic divers'ty. Once we get sone
ti ssue sanpl es, yeeehahl "

"Seriously, we can evacuate people or critical supplies
i ke m ning explosives, but not both," Channa said.
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"I was just coming to that We'll have to | eave sonme in
the stores or it would | ook odd. After all, we are a sup-

ply center. But | want as nuch of that particular
commodi ty rel abel ed, rerouted, or hidden wherever



W shoul d | eave, maybe, four percent bel ow the | ownest
reserves we've ever recorded. Have the records show
that we're between shipnents, the additional four per-
cent shortage of explodables is .because we used sone
of the stores to blow up the colony ship." Sineon saw
no point in giving the Kolnari free weapons. Td like to
do the same with food and nedical supplies as well.

Any questions?"

"Yeah," one of the supply officers spoke up
"where are we gonna pitt all this stuff, particularly the
expl osi ves?"

"You get it together," Simeon said, "I'll tell you
where. Right now, let's work out what supplies the
evacuation ships will need and | want you to start pull-

i ng together those tasty goods we're going to use to
tempt the . . . sicatooth.”

"You got it," the woman said.

"W, too, would like to serve," Anps said earnestly,
"in any way that we can. Ask and we will aid you to the
best of our ability.

, Simeon thought

Anmps continued. "It is to our great shame that we
have brought this terror down upon you. Better that
we had all died..."

"Shut up! Channa snapped, the verbal equival ent of

a slap to a hysteric. "How dare you say that? Al Hves are
preci ous. Quiyon thought so. He recogni zed that he

must save as nmany of you as he could and he did. Stop
beating your chests. YouTl only get nore bruises. For al
we know, they night have cone this way anyhow "

"You have been harbingers, and though such aren't
much appreciated, I'd like to say now that I, Sinmeon,
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SSS-900-C, amgrateful to you, and particularly to..
Quiyon. If you'd all died at Bethel, no one in this sector
woul d have known of the Kol nari and how t hey

operate."” Sineon paused. "l gather they operate on a
scorched earth policy?" Wen the two Bethelites | ooked
puzzl ed, he addedgenfly, "They dear away all traces that

t hey' ve been there? That anyone's been on that planet?
Hrfm Thought so.#&n't | eave dues behind if they want

to keep on cutting their swath of destruction.”

Si meon caught an, odd sound coni ng from Joseph

and did a quick enlargenent of the man's fece. Tlie
Bethelite was actually grinding his teeth. Amps' blue
eyes dulled with the pain of his own thoughts on the
subj ect of total annihilation



By now that concept was dawni ng on three or four
stationers and their expressions reflected their shock
Piracy and | ooting were bad enough, but these Kol nari
had gotten away with inplied multiple acts of

genoci de.

"Central and the Navy are receiving hourly update
blips,"” Sinmeon went on to provide what reassurance he
could that SSS-900 was al ready ahead of the Kol nari on
the dice roll. MBethel will have retribution, if not

bl anket reparations when the accounting is rendered.
You' ve saved not only yourselves, but us and what's |eft
of your world."

M'He who fights and ..." " Diplomatically Channa

edited the old adage slight" ' escapes away! lives to
fight another day.'" She even made it rhyme. She went

on firmy. "Dying would just..." She waved her hands,
racking her mnd for the right words.

"Woul d be wasteful suicide," Sinmeon concluded for
her. "And allow the Kolnari to sweep the board."” He
caught Channa's little grinmace over his constant use of
war - gam ng term nol ogy.

"Exactly, and you can't let those . . ." Again she
fumbl ed for a dire enough epithet
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"Bl ack- hearted sons of bitches?" Sineon offered.
Ni ce conbination of informality and traditional epithet,
pl eased wi th hinsel f.

"Thank you ... black-hearted sons of bitches go on
killing and stealing. So, if you want to wi sh sonebody
dead, wish it on themt Channa finished, thunping the
table with a fist for enphasis.

Ampos sniled in chagrin. "You have burnt away ny
weakness with your fiery speech, beautiful lady. | shal
direct ny hatred towards our nutual eneny."

"Fine! dad that's been settled. Now I'mgoing to
adjourn this neeting," Simeon said, "Channa and | have
to address the ships' captains in two hours and you al
have plenty to do. 1'd like progress reports every six
hours from everyone, please. You nmay contact ne at any
time with any difficulties encountered. Amps, would you
be good enough to accompany Doctor Chaundra to the
norgue to choose our decoy. He'll also assist you with
proper funeral arrangements for the other victins."

Amps nodded sol enrmly. Chaundra put his hand sym

pat hetically on the younger man's shoul der, powered up

the fioatchair, and they left the | ounge together. Joseph's
float, activated by one of the guards, started back to the



infirmary. The station officers bustled off, no one of a
mnd to chat or rehash the neeting. Only Channa
remai ned, staring off, her eyes unfocused.

"l take it back."
"What ?"

"At the monent, |'mdeeply and utterly grateful that
you chose to study war instead of ronmance."

"There goes another one," Simeon said glumy.

A spot crawl ed through the plotting tank Sinmeon

was screening on one wall of the [ounge, trundling out
of SSS-900-C s vicinity and heading for the | ow nass
zone and its interstellar transit.

"How did they find out?" Channa said.

"That's the Herod's Dream She's an independent.

One of those nmerchant-famly ships that kick around

the fringes, picking up stuff that's not worth the big
outfits while. They don't have to be told about trouble.
They can snell it"

"I suppose it's understandable. They've sunk their
savings in their ships which produce their livelihood."
Channa sighed tolerantly. "Wat about the others?"

"They should be..." He broke off "By CGhul"

Channa al so heard the tranmp ofboots in the hall and
swiveled in her chair as a half-dozen variously dressed
figures swng into the neeting room

They may wel |l head out again faster than they came in,

Si meon t hought as he watched captains file into the
roomin pairs, or clunps, or singly. As notley a crew as
ever docked here. Shipsuits were designed to be confort-
abl e under a pressure outfit. Fromthere on
individuality was often loudly or vulgarly expressed by
adjustrments to that basic attire. For instance, the
worman with the shaved, tattooed skull wore a par-
ticularly vile shade of pinkish blue that wasn't the | east
bit beconing Nif highly visible. The two nonhumans
didn't need to be anything but thenselves to fit in with
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the other surly faces. They know sonething's up, but at | east
they came to listen, unlike those who scanpered.

What the hell, he thought with a nental sigh, well use
what we've got and be glad we've got it to use.

As the captains began to fill the room few taking
chairs at the table, Channa, |ooking& too elegant in a



light blue suit, had gone to the head of the conference
table. Wen a mnute had passed with no new arrivals,

she opened her notescreen on the podi um and | ooked

out at the assenbled captains, waiting for themto set-

tle. Especially after a couple of Vicker's part-time police
appeared just beyond the entrance, w th breather

masks and gas projectors as well as shock rods and dart
guns. Channa made a note to rem nd Vicker that the

eneny was not yet here and not to nake enem es out of
anyone el se just now

"Thank you all for coning," she said.

You' re probably wondering why fve catted you here today,
Si meon thought, anticipating Channa's openi ng
wor ds.

"No doubt you're wondering why we've asked you
here, " Channa said.

Gl ose, but no cigar

"Station SSS-900-C is currently involved in an ener-
gency. | am Channa Hap, brawn to Simeon and we are

i nvoki ng section two, article two of the station's
charter." Wich she tried to read out so that everyone
knew the station had the right to commandeer their
vessel s,

A roar, surprisingly loud fromso few throats though
t he non-humans hel ped a |l ot, swelled through the
room drowni ng her out. An occasional "whereas" or
"said captain" were all that could be heard.

Let "enget it out of their systens, Sineon thought It was
under st andabl eNor eaki ng schedul e woul d be expen-

sive, particularly for the small conpanies and the

i ndependents. Hopefully they'd be nore cooperative
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afterwards. In any case, he had control of them all
ei t her because their ships docked to the station or their
ski ppers were attending this nmeeting. And nobody was
going to |l eave wi thout accepting an assignnent Not a
single captain here had an ounce of altruism but sta-
tion vouchers woul d! valid anywhere on their routes.
There'd be insurance when the dust settled but,
psychol ogi cal l y, neither voucher or insurance-when-it-

m ght - be-pai d was as conforting as cash-in-hand.

At | ast they wound down. Sineon turned his vol une
up to an al nost painful |eve

"Sit down, please."

The nmechanical roar filled the room He added sub-
soni cs that ought to make the humans feel uncertain



and cowed.

"Now that | have your complete attention," he said
suavely, adjusting to a nore bearable level, "I'd like to
rem nd you that we have duly decl ared an energency."”

He paused and exani ned the defiant, angry faces.
"The station is expecting to be under attack shortly."

Anot her roar, this tine of fear.

"SHUT UP." A second's pause. "Thank you very

much. We're all in this together. Except that you
gent | ebei ngs are going to get away safely, which is nore
than the rest of us can |look forward to. Please keep that
in mnd.

"Now, " he went on, "we're going to evacuate

everyone we can; children under twelve and pregnant
worren first, of course. They nunber eight hundred,

give or take a few " Not all that nany, but passenger
facilities on freighters were generally nonexistent or
cranped cubicles. Addi ng any nore bodi es woul d

make a voyage of weeks unconfortable, but would at

| east keep life in those bodies. "I want to reduce all the
edi bl e supplies on the station, so conmissary is advised
to stock you up to your contowers." There was a nmnur-

mur of appreciation. "However, at this noment in
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time, | cannot guarantee full conpensation for cargo or
non-delivery fines. 1'd like to and you'll probably get it,

but I can't guarantee it."

Just a damm ninute!" a stocky captain with a

bul | dog face roared. "Wo's attacking the station?
W're three nonth's transit time fr& any trouble, and
that's mnor."

"Pirates," Sinmeon said succinctly and that one word
was sufficient to cause sturdy captains, and even one
nonhuman, to pale. He waited as accusati ons and

count er-accusati ons bounced about the hall, noticing
hands going to belts that were, by station regulation
enpty of accustomed defensive inplements. This tine
it was Channa who brought them back to order

Adj usting the volume on her nicrophone to the
hi ghest notch, she bellowed, "SIT DOAN "
"As you were," Simeon said sweedy. "Could we con-
sider any further riots as done and noted, and not
wast e val uabl e escape time? As | started to explain, a



conpl emrent of four, heavily arnmed, pirate ships were

in pursuit of the colony ship that... ah... docked here
yesterday. Having ascertained details fromthe sur-

vivors of that vessel, we are reliably inforned that these
pirates were in hot pursuit W are given the distinct

i npression that these pirates will either destroy the sta-
tion imrediately, or strip it of everything val uable and
then destroy it W have to evacuate as nany as possible,
which isn't that many, even if you are generous in your
assistance. But you're all we have to save as many as we
can. Sorry."

"You're sorry?" the bulldog was on his feet again.
"You're sorry! |I'm supposed to | eave ny cargo behind

for pirates and you're sorry? Wll, Fmsorry, too, cause
"sorry don't pay no bills!"

"Captain ... Bolist,"” Channa said smoothly, check-
ing the Iist on her notescreen, "you're telling nme that a
cargo of,.. chem cal salts is nore inmportant to you

than saving the lives of forty children, which is the
unmber that can be accomodated on the size of vesse
you conmand?"

The man | owered his head, like a bull considering a
charge. "Ms. Hap, ne and mine worked for forty years
to get the Gunf /fo.T(e're still paying off our |oans.

Losing a major cargoNwel|l pay forfeits if we don't get
the I oad to Kobawasltfet FillesNcould break us. Then
we'll be on the beach. Hell, | like kids s'nuch as the
next guy, but a man's gotta live."

"Well, then, Captain, you'll be pleased to know that
children are much lighter than chem cal salts.
Exchangi ng one for the other should get you well out

of the danger zone in excellent tine." Channa gave
hima pleasant snile, and held his gaze until the man's
eyes dropped. "Yes, you have a question?" And she
pointed to the shaven, tattooed captain who had

| eaped to her feet, waving both hands to be heard.

When the question of how to deal with pregnant

worren giving birth on her ship was satisfactorily set-
ded by assuring her of a trained nmedic in her

consi gnnent, she subsi ded.

In the end, all capitul ated, but nine begged a few
hours' leeway to ditch and buoy-mark such cargoes
that a period in space woul dn't danage beyond use.

"Phew, " Sineon said as the captains wal ked out.
"That was unpl easant."

"Not by conparison,” Channa said grimy
"Conpari son to what ?"

"Announcing it to the station," she said.



n O’]. "

"You are shitting ne, Joat," Seld Chaundra said
scornfully. "Pirates! What do you think | an? A play-
school ki d?"

Ks, Joat thought. "I amnot lying, shit-for-brains,"
she said.

1
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They were in Seld' s quarters, which were conprised

of a bedroom and study, off his father's suite near the
mai n si ckbay in North Sphere. The study was

crammed with ship nodels and hol oposters, nost of
themfromtravel catal ogues but a few from adventure
serials. Joat particularly liked the ofee of the bug-eyed
man screaning in the jaws of one fanged head of a

t hr ee- headed nonster which waved hi m above the

rubbl e of a burning building. Curiously enough, the

man resenbl ed the captain who had won her from her

uncl e.

"G me anot her bar," she added. Seld flipped it

over fromthe sofa where he spraw ed. Joat caught it
out of midair and di scarded the w apper on the floor
Sel d wi nced but said not hing.

"How can you eat so many of those things?" he asked
as she gobbled it

"Cotta eat 'emwhile the getting' s good," she replied,
chewing with her mouth open. He winced again. He's a
wuss, she thought. "Anyway, they're supposed to be
here soon."

"Suuuuure. "

Suddenly Seld was tunbl ed backward agai nst the

back of the sofa. He gave a strangl ed squawk as Joat's
thin strong hands, crossed at the wist, gripped his
jacket below the throat. Her bony knuckl es dug pain-

fully into his windpipe. He couldn't breathe at all, as
she was al so kneeling on his stomach.

"Look, you wuss N

"I amnot a wuss!" he wheezed.

"N and | amnot shitting you! Here." She let himup

mar ched over to his work table and sl apped a chip on

the receiver plate of his screen. It lit, showi ng the con-
trol lounge and Sinmeon's pillar, the shouting captains
surging around it

Seld listened open-nmouthed. "Pirates," he concurred
weakly. "Hey! That's private, you stole that chip!"
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"Did not, just jacked the feed and copied it"

"Unaut hori zed copying is stealing, Joat. And
eavesdropping on official neetings is..." Seld trailed
of f, unable to identify the offense though he knew it
nust be one.

fordting wuss, shethbilght He sounds just |ike fas father

#when he says things lifo "that. Yet his father was a | ot nicer
than hers had been.,Her nmenories of paternal care

were the kind you woke up at night sweating from

Hopeful |y he was dead from Jel eb ni ght mare- snoke

by now. Her uncle had been worse, after he took her

over, but at |east she knew her uncle was dead. She

pushed such thoughts aside as tine wasters.

"Ckay, |'m a Sondee nud- puppy eavesdropper and
dat a-banditNso listen to what they're saying, will you?"

Seld blinked and did so. "Holy shit," he whispered.
"W are going to be attacked by pirates."” His eyes lit.
"Hey, Joat, this is like a holo."

Joat kicked him

"What did you do that for?" he demanded,
out r aged.

"Because | like you, fool," she said.
"You do?" he said, straightening up and then w nc-
ing. "Hell of a way to showit, ferdler."

"Fardl er yourself. This ain't no holo, Seld. Those
pirates, those Kolnari, are for real. Half the outies on
that ship that nearly dipped the station were dead, osco.
That's d-e-a-d, dead, finished, off to the big tax-haven
inthe afterglow, dead. This is major crimnal we're talk-
ing, Seld. Like, we could get seriously fardled up N

you, ne, Sineon, Channa, your dad."

"Yeah," Seld said, in a small voice, looking totally
scared. "But what can we do?" That word canme wob-
bling out as Seld tried not to show Joat how ti ght ened
he really was.

"Cone close and listen to nonma, " she said.
"Si meon has some ideas. | got nore."
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Rachel bint Danscus sat and shivered on the edge of
the bed. There was nothing under it. Not even legs to
hold it up, just sonme sort of field mechanism vyet it did



not nmove. She shivered again, | ooking down at the pil

in her hand. The strange dark manl they call ed Doctor
Chaundra had given it to her, saving that it would

make her feel better. She didn't want to feel better. She
wanted to feel pain, because pain told her she was stil
alive.

Her eyes flicked around the little cubicle. There was

a sink in the corner. She darted to it and threw the pil
down the drain, scrabbling at the unfamliar controls
until a gush of water followed it. Then she scranbl ed
back to the bed, hunmiliatingly conscious of how the
thin hospital gown reveal ed her body. Conscious al so

of the enmotions roiling beneath the surface of her

m nd, |ike great boulders grinding and nmoving in the
dark. ...

/ wish | was home, she thought desol ately. But hone

was gone, further than all the light-years between this
accursed place and the sun Saffron. Home had been in
Keriss... Keriss was poisoned dust floating in Bethel's
ski es. Mother, she thought, father. Little sister Delilah

Most of the other Bethelites who escaped had been
fromthe Sierra Nueva | ands. Anmpos' fanmily had been

di rect descendants of the Prophet, menbers of the
Synod of Patriarchs for twenty generations. They had
owned the city of El kbre outright and tens of

t housands of square kilometers around it. And they
had al ways been an enlightened famly, as nuch as any,
nore than nost. Hence, the Second Revel ati on had
spread widely there. Rachel had conme to it late. After
heard Anmps speak, she thought, burying her face in her
hands. He was |i ke the Prophet come again. A new voice,
sweepi ng away the intolerable stuffy | oad of conven-
tion. And he is so beautiftd...
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The partition door opened. Joseph cane through

first, one hand under the flap of his jacket as was his
custom Anos foll owed, and Rachel flung herself for-
ward into his arns, gripping himfiercely. It was a
nonment before she felt the awkwardness wi th which

he pattediier back. Site withdrew, clutching at the
gown. That only enphasized its skinpiness, and she
flushed deeply, |ooking down at the floor

"Pardon, excellent sir," she said.
He nade a dism ssive gesture. "No need to be for-
mal , Rachel ," hesaid. "You are wel|?"

"Relieved," she said. "They would only say that you
woul d return, but not where you had been taken or
why. Where have you been?" She raised her eyes
anxiously to his fece.



He hesitated for a noment 'Joseph and | have been
nmeeting with the station managers. W have arranged a
funeral service for those who died on our journey here.

She turned aside to spare his enbarrassnent. "They
are not to be trusted."

"What do you nean, Rachel ?" Hi s tone was
appr ehensi ve but al so stern

"Not hi ng, yet," she said sullenly, hangi ng her head.
Then she grasped his wist painfully tight, neeting his
eyes earnestly. "But who knows? They are mezanerin."
Strangers. In the ancient liturgical |anguage, infidel

"Rachel, do not start parroting the Elders at this late
date," Joseph said in exasperation. Mre gently, he put a
hand on her shoulder. "Did you take the nedication?"

"Yes," she said brusquely, shrugging off bis hand.
Then she turned to Anbs with a sigh. "I amsorry,
Excel |l ... Anps. "

The nmenory swept over her again: the crowded
chanmber and the sickly-sweet taste at the back of her
nmout h as the col dsl eep injection took effect

"I... thought | had died, when | woke here," she
said. "My father... did 1 tell you?"
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"No," Anps said, taking her hand. H s |arge dark-
bl ue eyes held a sudden conpassion. "He cursed you?"

"Yes. When | left home to follow you, he put the
Patriarch's curse upon nme: hell, and miserable rebirth,
and damation again, forever."

Ampos bl anched slighdy for, though his father had

been di sappointed in his son, even appalled by his son's
apostasy, he had not uttered th”-curse. Perhaps that

woul d have cone about had his father not died during

Amps' early teens. If | had been cursed? Perhaps that was

why |, fatherless, could beconme the | eader of the Second Revel a-
tion, he thought. Wat courage ny followers had, to dare the
curse for ne!

"I thought | was damed indeed," she whi spered.
"Since |l awoke ... I... | really do not feel nyself,
Anos. "

"It is to be expected," he said, patting her cheek
"You will feel better soon."

"And did you tell them of what follows us?" she
asked, blurting out the words since his touch had given
her the courage to speak them "Have they defenses?"



Joseph had been broodi ng, facing slightly away.
Now he | aughed bitterly. "Defenses? These people are
as open as a canal -side harlot"

Rachel drew a shocked breath.

"You forget yourself, Joseph," Amps said as Rache
drew closer to his side, an instinctive nove toward his
protection. "There is a | ady present."

The shorter man bowed. "Apol ogies, Excellent Sir,"
he replied stiffly. A deeper bow. " My lady."

"I cast your own words back, ny brother N do not
imtate the Elders," Amps said. Unnoticed, Rache
sti ffened.

"I's it true?" she said. "They have no def enses?"
Anps nodded, his nmouth drawn into a line. "Yes.
These are peaceful people, as we were. Fortunately,
they are in communication with the Navy of the
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Central Worlds. Unfortunately, the Kolnari will be
here before that help arrives.”

Rachel gasped. "How can we flee Scorn here?"

"W cannot," Anos replied, shrugging away the

chance of flight. "There are ships, but they are snall
and have no facilities f& passengers. Children, those
with child, and the infirmare to be evacuated. The rest
of us must remain here and seek to delay the eneny."

They will know us!" she said in a trenbling voice.
Joseph shook his head. "I think not, Lady bint
Damscus, " he said formally. "Not in this place, and

anong such as inhabit it. Already we have seen nore
races of men than | knew existed outside | egend. Sone
very different customs,” he pulled his mouth down in
di sapproval, "and non-nmen as well."

Rachel 's eyes went wi de. The nost cogent incentive

for the Exodus to Bethel had been the Prophet's deter-
m nation not to pollute the pure bl ood by congress
wi t h non- humans. Nonhuman intelligence was the
creation of Shaithen, whether flesh or nachine.

Joseph made a soothing gesture. "They are not

rulers here. Still, anbng so many and so various, our
handful wll di sappear and not be remarked by the

Kol nari for what we are. The fiends nust believe that
they strike without warning, that no help will be called

to this station. So they will wait, thinking to feast at their



ease. Then the warships will cone, to rescue us N and

return us to our poor Bethel."

"Yes," she said, thoughtfully. "I had not thought of
returning."

"In a sense,"” Anps began, and her eyes snapped back

to himwith a fixed attention, "we have won the war. Now
we nust try to survive it Please, Rachel ny sister, would
you go anong the other wonen and children? They are
awakening, and will be lost and frightened. Prepare

those who are eligible to | eave here.™

M obey, Anos." She | ooked around, realizing that
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she could not go even anbng wonen and chil dren of
her own people in what she wore.

Joseph opened one of the closets and handed her a

| arge, shapel ess robe. Rachel nodded a di stant thanks
bef ore she donned it and left, thej|ull folds sweeping
behi nd her.

"W have sonet hing we shares-she and |I," Joseph

said bitterly, throwing hinmself down in his float chair.
Even his solid bulk did not make it bob on its support-
ing field. Anos noted the feet and filed it

7 must nmake a quick revi ew*he thought. Find what tech-
nol ogi es have arisen during our isolation on Bethel. \Whatever
supports the chaircould be altered to support otherheavywei ghts.

"What do you share?" he asked the other nman.

"W both aspire above our stations, she and I,"
Joseph repli ed.

Amos blinked in surprise. "Ch," he said after a
monent. "Sits the wind so? | had thought her nerely
devoted to the cause."

"So she is, but that is not the whole story."

"Even if we followed the old custons, | would not

take her even as a second wife," he said with a disms-
sive shrug. "Since | have not even a first, speculation is
usel ess." Then he rai sed one eyebrow. "You have not
pressed your suit?"

"Was there time?" Joseph asked rhetorically. Then

he sighed. "Anpbs, could you see ne going to her father
for perm ssion? Bastard son of a whore and a docksi depi np
he woul d have call ed ne, whether he had di sowned

her or no Nand it would be no nore than the truth."”

Amos | aughed grimy and thunped his foll ower on



t he shoul der. "Joseph, ny brother, you are a bold nman
who has saved ny life nore than once. But there are
ti mes when you allow your birth to blind you as much
as any hi debound El der."

At Joseph's puzzl ed | ook, he continued. "Joseph
where did Rachel's father |ive?"
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"KerissNah! | see.”

"Where did the Elders live, for the nost part?"

"Keriss N and those that did not, they were in the
city for the council neeting," Joseph said. "You have
had rine to think, eh?"

"It is necessary tfiatsomeone do so," Anps said. "W

of the Second Revel ation were planning to | eave, to
escape the bonds-of custons gone sterile in their
changel essness, Joseph. Wien NifN we return to

Bethel with the Space Navy at our backs, very litde will
remai n unchanged after what the Kol nari have done.

God has given us a sharp lesson. If we ignore the

uni verse, the universe will not necessarily ignore us.
And on Bethel... the last shall be first, and the first,
last; that at the very |east.

"Furthernpre," he went on, with a man-to-nan

grin, "I now stand in her father's place, in law. | hereby

formally give you |l eave to press your suit, and for the
marriage portion, I will dower her with the Gazelle
Rancho at Twin Springs."

Joseph's | aughter matched his |leader's. "I may press,
but | doubt she notices ny existence," he said. "Con-
sent may be as far away as the Rancho." A pause.
"Although that is where | would take her to live, if we
were wed and our cause victorious. She is stronger

than she suspects, | think N but her liking for the new
ways you preach is of the head, not here." He touched
his heart. "As lady of an estate, there would she be
happy. She would not thrive anong strangers.™

CHAPTER

TIN

"Detection. Ship track."

Bel azir t'Marid | ooked up fromhis crash couch

wjiere he had been rerunning a tactical manual on the
screen.

"\What signature?" he said.

"lon track, very feint," Baila said. "Could have been



weeks ago."

Bel azir ran his hand through the | ong bl ond nane of

his hair and cursed inwardly. The second mtwo days, he

t hought They were getting into well-travel ed space,

despite the feet that their data showed little or no setde-
ment in this area. The centuries-old G and Survey

reports listed no inhabitable planets, although there

was a nebula with potentially valuable mnerals. There

must be a regular traffic now, perhaps habitats or small
space col oni es. Dangerous, very dangerous.

A time woul d come when the Kol nari would not
have to skul k around the fringes of known space,
hiding |like scavengers. But that tine was not yet

"Reduce speed," he said. "Pul se nessage to the con-

sort ships. Keep formation on new vector." Trjat form of
conmuni cati on was so short-range that it was undetec-
table. "Anything nore on the subspace nonitors?"

"Plenty of nearby traffic, but nostly encrypted," the
intelligence officer said. Belazir nodded. Perfect codes
were an ol d phenonenon, available to anyone with

decent conputers.

"And the prey?" he asked.

Bai | a shrugged. As she was al nost as well-born as
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Bel azir, he decided to let the informality pass
unrepri manded. Al so, she was daughter to a staff
of ficer of Chalki/s.

"The track is firmand hot," the woman said. "W

gain, at an increasing rate. Signs of deterioration, as
one woul d exj Serffrom ol d engi nes heavily stressed N
sublimated particles fromexterior drive-coils and cool -
i ng vanes. She cannot survive nmuch | onger."

"Much | onger, much | onger! You've been saying that

for days!" Belazir snarled, starting half-erect. The
junior officer's eyes dropped before the captain's lion
stare. Belazir sank back, satisfied that deference had
been restored.

"Transmit to all vessels," he went on. "Mxi num
alertness. W strike hard and then we run. Plasma tells
no tales."

"Dad, I'mnot going," Seld Chaundra flatly told his
f et her.

The head of SSS-900-C s nedi cal departnent | ooked
up in surprise. For a monent, he tried to fit the words into
a context that nade sense as his hands continued auto-



matically packing a carry-all for his son's trip. Then he
shook his head. He was very tired. Since the

announcement was made two days ago, there had been

absol ute chaos in the station. Literal chaos in sone

i nstances, and sickbay was full of injuries, everything from
carel essness through flare-ups to attenpted suicide.

"Do not meke troubles now, son," he said. "There is

too nuch to be doing."
"I"mot going, Dad," Seld said again.

Cods, but he | ooks like his nother, the doctor thought

wi th despair. She had had exactly that set to her jaw

when she decided to stand on an issue of principle. And

| could never convince her of her error when she | ooked Iike
that, either. Fortunately, he did not need to convince his
son, who was still a m nor
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"Yes," Chaundra said, "you are going. | need SOT you
to go." '
"Well, | need for ne to stay!"

Chaundra grabbed his son by his upper arns and

shook himgendy. "You're all 1've got, Seld. You're the
nmost important thing in ny life ana |'ve got to keep
you safe. He pulled out his ace,, "It's what your

not her woul d have want ed.

Sel d's red-headed tenper flared and, for the first

time in his twelve years, he contradicted his father. "No,
she woul dn't! She'd say what.l' m gonna say. You're al

Fue got, and if you can't be safe dien |I've got to be with
you!"

He pulled his son to himin a fierce hug to hide the
sudden glisten of tears in his eyes. Then he sank into
his arnchair, covering his eyes with his hand.

"Yes," he said thickly, "that's just what she'd say.
But," he pointed a finger at Seld, "she'd be tal king
about hersel f, not about you."

"Dad..."

"I have packed one change of clothes, two changes of
underwear and one," he held up one finger for

enphasis, "thing you can't bear to part with. 1'Il be back
in half an hour to walk you to the ship."

" Dad!

"Hal f an hour." He stood and |l eft. There are tines
when a man nust weep al one



"Joatl" Sinmeon said in exasperation, "Answer ne! |'d
hate to have to send sonmeone in there to flush you
out"

He heard | aughter echo softly then, from sone-

where in the ductwork. Dammed tunnel rat, he thought

i n exasperation. She had rigged the sensor in her room
to show her present and he was still trying to figure out
how it had been done.

"You know they wouldn't find ne."
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"C non Joat, you've got to go. Channa has packed

some of your things. She'll neet you at the lock. You're
one of the lucky ones. You don't have to wear a suit and
travel in the hold for the whole trip."

"Hunh. Done it before.1l

"Well, you don't haife to do it now Cone on! They're
leaving in fifteen M nutes."

"I'"'mnot going." /

"Perhaps | left sonething out here? Pirates, heavily
arnmed, al nost certain death and destruction? Did
nmention any of those?"

"You need ne," she said sinply.

"Yeah," he said slowy after a nonent's pause, "but I
think I should do wi thout you for a while.

Joat came into view, grinning. "You are so soft," she

said and shook her head. "You need ne because no

adult except you knows this station the way | do." She
crossed her arms snugly. "This is ny hone, too, and

want a crack at defending it Besides, |'mnot about to
deliver myself to Dorgan the Gorgon." If she's still alive.
Those denonstrators | ooked nmean. "So here | stay!"

"Joat, is avoiding Ms. Dorgan and the orphanage
worth risking your life for?"

"You better believe it!" That forced an unwilling
chuckl e out of Sineon

"Look, Joat, no nmore kidding. Channa and | are

fighting for our lives. If we have to worry about you,

too, it mght make that last little bit of difference and get
us killed. W catitafford distractions froma kid."

Joat's lips went white. "You fight dirty," she
whi sper ed.

"I fight to win," Sinmeon replied.



"Well so do ir Joat shouted. "And Vnotive, aren't |7?"
She paused for a moment, breathing hard. Then the
urchin grin came back. "lI've got an instinct for this
ki nda thing. Trust ne." She took a step back and

di sappear ed.
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I wish | knew how she did that, Simeon thought. It
woul d, come m handy when the Kol nanget here.

"Channa's expecting you on Boat Deck!" he called
after her.

A voice filtered in fromnowhere. "Tell her 111 be
seei ng her."

#5;
"Detection ... ship detected! Ship detected! Captain to
the bridge!"

Bel azir t'Marid had been kneeling between his wife's
thighs, with a heel in each hand.

"Denonshit!" he swore, diving off the pallet and

toward his clothing. The woman N she was his second
wife, and a third cousin N cursed antiphonally, rolling
away in the other direction

"The Divine Seed damm them " she sai d, hopping
on one |l eg as she stuck the other into her skinsuit.

"Easy for you to say," he snarled and ki cked at her
struggling with the hum liating and acutely uncom
fortabl e process of getting into space arnor in a state of
arousal . Then he raised his voice. "Battle stations, ful
alert Brief nme."

"One vessel. Approaching on path of our trajectory,
in normal space."

"Normal space?" he said. The door hissed away as he
trotted out of his quarters which were aft of the bridge
and one deck down.

"Confirned," Serig said as Belazir stalked into the
bridge. Wiile the captain slept in hostile space, the
executive officer stood the watch. He now rose from

t he commander's couch; a squat nman for a Kol nar, a
hand bel ow Bel azir's height, and nuscled like a troll
"You have the bridge, lord."

"Acknow edged." Belazir felt an obscure confort as he

slid into the crash couch and let his hands fafl on the con-
trols. And that cold plastic catheter has settled my otherprobtem
he thought with an inward quirk of the tips. "Data."
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"Vessel is in the one kiloton nmass range." The battle
team was on the bridge now, the circular room

bri ght eni ng as consol es cane up to ready status.
"Neutrino signature indicates merchanter-class

engi nes, presendy running on ballistic. There may be
energy or-kinedc weaj #>ns, but | detect no triggers for
fusi on warheads."

"Interesting," Belazir said calmy. "Serig."

"Conmmand nme, lord."

"Indeed. W're going to take a cl oser |ook. Prepare
for drop into nornmal space. Notify the flotilla.

"Lord..."

"Yes, yes. The primary m ssion. W are gaining

swiftly and have the tine. Also, if we detect this ship, it
may have detected us." The Kolnari fleet had the best
instruments diey could steal or copy, but there was no
telling how nuch performance had i nproved in areas

in close contact with regul ar shipyards. There had

been one or two nasty surprises like that before in the
Can's history. "If they have, all the nore reason to

i nvestigate and nake sure they have no tale to tel

anyone. "

"Prepare for breakthrough.” Al arm chines tinkled
and sang. "Thirty seconds, mark."

A twisting at the fabric of the universe; the view on
the exterior screens did not change N the conputers
conpensated during FTL running N but a subtle

sense of reality returned, something at the corner of
the mind

Serig's voice spoke beside Belazir. "Lord, we have
her on el ectromagnetic detectors. No answer to hail -
ing. Shall we use the kinetics?"

Their relative velocities were in the thousands of
kps; solid shot would strike with nuclear force.

"Not yet," Belazir said thoughtfully. "Gve ne a
vi sual . "

The i mage sprang out before hima few seconds
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|ater. There was a noticeable | ag now that they were
confined to Einstein's universe. A flattened spheroid,



quite a small ship. Fairly fast, fromthe size of the
exterior coils; neatly nade, nearly new. And totally
unarmed, as far as the detectors cguld determi ne. Cer-
tainly not meant for rapid transit in atnmosphere as a
Kol nari warship of that size woul *rbe

"They have a small laser," Serig said. "Meteorite-
clearing type. Apart fromthat, nothing."

"Is she dead?"

"The cabin is at sixteen-degrees," he replied, and
touched a control. The screen's inmage split. A notded
doubl e of the ship appeared, infrared scanning to
show t enper at ur es.

"But no reply to our hail," Belazir rnused, tugging at
his lower lip. "This is too interesting to pass by. Al
shi ps, establish zero relative velocity and stand by."

"Great Lord." The comunications officer. "The
Age of Darkness is hailing, inperative code."

"Put her through." Belazir nodded to hinsel f; exactly
what he woul d expect A face that night have been his
brother's flashed into a screen on his couch-arm

"Aragi z tfVarak," the man said. Equal -to-equal greet-
ing, full personal and subdan-nane. Socially correct as
the t' Varak were one of the noble gens of the High
Clan, but a mlitary solecism One of the problens of a
fam |y busi ness.

"t'Varak," Belazir said, reminding himof it. In a
soci al situation, he would have replied with his own fufl
nane.

"Why are we halting?" Belazir waited. "Sir."

"Because there is a potential prize of great val ue
here," Belazir said mldly. "In any case, we nust dea
withit"

"Amssile is quick.” And father Chalku is inpatient: the
unspoken t hought was plain enough

"Amssile is wasteful,"” Belazir said. He grinned for
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an instant. Aragiz |ooked slightly alarnmed. "But your
objection is noted. You will not, therefore, insist on
sharing in the prize creditNyou or your ship."

Now Aragi z's face was unreadabl e bl ack iron. Fool
t he captain of #hel Mk thought Everyone on the”4gE
woul d be' monitoring ms, as the Bride was broadcasting
in ship-to-ship dear. An intact nerchantnman could be a



prize of great worth, particularly a new, fast ship,
suitable for conversion to a fanmly transport or an
assault carrier. No matter how well-born or ruthless, a
captain could not afford to alienate the comon crew
too badly; not to mention the relatives who would fill
nost of the comrand positions.

TVarak had just sharply reduced his chances of sur-
viving to flag rank. Belazir's hand cut off his protests
and the intership screen

"Serig," he said, allowing hinself a slight feral snile
of satisfaction. "You will take the assault team One
boat, three fighters. Full nonitor at all tinmes."

Serig grinned, white against his ebony face. Being
petit-noble, he could afford such open enjoynent at
the tVarak's disconfiture.

"Perhaps there will be a scunverm n wonan
aboard, " he said.

The | ock cycl ed open.

Serig na Marid signed behind hinself on the count of
three. He felt good, |oose and easy and fast, the plasma
gun in his hands an extension of his body. Nothing else
felt quite as good as the tension just before conbat: not
sex or wealth or satisfied revenge. The know edge t hat
his lord would be observing through the hel net pick-

ups was an added bonus. \Watever he acconplished

woul d not be just another snmall byte in the chaotic

nel ee of |arge-scale destruction: it would be uniquely
his, with commanders and officers on all four ships

wat chi ng.
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4Now! '

Swiftly, snoothly, the three figures in dark conbat
arnmor swung into the I ock. The deck rang under their
boots as they landed in the interior field.

"Still no sign of reaction," Seric said. "Field is point
six-three &K " Kolnari gravities, mat was. It was 1.0 G
Terran, the old human standard. "Pressurizing.'

Serig dropped to a three-point" stance on the floor

fingers of his left hand, toes ofboth feet, knees bent Tlie
two ground-fighters were on either side of the airlock

The inner portal was of standard form circular, with a
seam down the niddle where the | eaves nmet Air hissed

into the lock, and the light went fromvacuumflat to a

war ner, yellow tone. Mich like that on sone planets he

had seen, although the Kol nari fleet still kept the harsh
bri ghtness of their vani shed homework!.



The | eaves snapped back. In the sane instant Serig
vaulted forward, plasma rifle ready. A single octagona
corridor lay in front, ending five nmeters ahead in a
T-junction. He went to ground just before the intersec-
tion and pressed a thunb to the stock of his weapon. A
long stiff thread extended out, and Serig keyed the
image it carried onto his faceplate. Mre enpty cor-
ridor, this time running north-south through the main
axi s of the ship. Again octagonal, 2.0 neters in
diameter, with a synthetic fabric covering on the
"down" side and the ceiling; extruded synthetic sides,
l um nous at regular intervals, and recessed hat chways.
Anot her door was at the north end of the corridor with
a keypad, and a duplicate at the south.

A careful one second later the two backups | eapt past
him facing either way. They waited in silence, eyes
flickering in trained patterns.

"Not hing," Serig said, coming to his feet and wal ki ng
into the axial corridor. He glanced down at the
readouts on his gaundet
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"Air is Terran-standard basis." Thinner than Kol nar
but with nore oxygen and | ess sul furk acid and ozone.
Homewor | d had nmuch ozone at the surface, little in the
stratosphere. "Slightly depleted oxygen |evels, high

| evel of necrotic decav products. Wuldn't Iike to have
to breath'it" j.

"Proceed" Belazir's.voice said.

"As you conmand, lord," Serig replied. In the |an-
guage of Kol nar, that phrase was one word.
"Proceedi ng up axial corridor now. "

Al most al |l human- made ships still had a notiona

"bow' at the north pole, and that was the nost com
nmon |l ocation for a bridge. Serig directed his

subordi nates forward with hand signals. They noved
from one conpartnment to another, opening each

checking inside with a vision thread and then going on
to the next

"Sensors detect no live presence," Serig reported.
They noved forward again, two covering the one
exposed, up to the small ship's control center. "These
chanbers appear to be stateroons, lord, presently

di sused. "

"Better and better," Belazir's voice said. That inplied
extensive |life-support facilities.

The north-end hatch yielded to the same sinple



random nunber code as the exterior entranceway.

The control chanber was a doned heni sphere with

t hree couches, only one occupied. It had hal f-cl osed
around the pilot's body in a col dsl eep cocoon, not fully
depl oyed.

Serig noved to | ook down at the body.

"You were right; a woman," Belazir said dryly.
"Not one that appeals to nme," his second-in-com
mand replied. "Tshakiz, get a tissue sanple." He was

glad for the filtered, neutral air that flowed through his
hel et

The rotting flesh slid greasily away fromthe probe.
190
ArmtMcCaf frey& SM  Stating

Serig | ooked el sewhere, touching the controls with

sl ow caution. The shrill accented voice of the Medica

O ficer broke in. That was a | ow status occupation, arid
the man was the gel ded son of a sl ave not her

"Subj ect has been dead approxi mately four days,"
he announced. "Scan, please, ny great lords."

One of the ground fighters detached a sensor wand
fromher belt and ran it slowy frorn head to toe of the
corpse. Anmnute's silence foll owed.

"Prelimnary analysis: death from overdose of
col dsl eep drugs, combined with oxygen starvation and
dehydrati on when cocoon failed to properly deploy."

Serig nodded. On single-crewed vessels the pil ot

woul d often use col dsleep, relying on die Al systens to
handl e the sinple and tedi ous work of long interstellar
transits. Slightly risky, but it saved |ifespan

"Ship systens are live," Serig said. "Cryptography,
pl ease.” He punched a jack into the receptor and
wai ted while the powerful machines on the Bride
wor ked on the guardi an prograns of the enemy ship.
"Wrmis through. | have control of the conputer.”
That was sinple, he thought. Not nuch computer
security at all, and..

"Ah! Lord? The col dsl eep system was sabot aged. "

"How wi cked," Belazir said, and they shared a
chuckl e. "Why?"

"A nmoment, lord. Yes, by the dugs of the Dreadful

Mot her! This is a commercial courier. The femal e was

an agent for sone nerchant house, traveling with

sanmpl es. She boasts of making the 'sale of a lifetine' at
her nmost recent stop, a nexus-station designhated SSS-



900-C. Sone rival didit"
"It was the sale of her lifetinme," Belazir said.

This time Serig could hear nore laughter in the back-
ground. He turned sharply to his assistants. "Nobody told
you to stop working" he barked. "Divine Seed of Kol nar!
Lord, | have accessed the cargo manifest!"
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He coul d hear Belazir grunt like a man belly-

punched as the figures and data scrolled across to the
Kol nari warshi ps. Computers and computer parts;

engi neering software; fabrication systens; drugs;

[ uxury consumner itens, w nes, silks..

"And | ord! Thfe cJrgo conpartnents have ful
climatic control "

Ri gged for the carrying of delicate cargo? That
made t he vessel beyond price to the Can. Wth
climate-controll ed holds, she could be easily and
cheaply rqrigged to hold famlies or troops in
col dsl eep.

Bel azir's voice grew sardonic. "Captain t'Varak, |
hope you are satisfied." Nothing cane over the circuit
but the sound of teeth grinding. One of the other cap-
tains did venture a comment

"Does this not seemtoo nmuch |ike the answer to a
prayer?" he murrmured. "l sacrifice nuch to ny joss
and the ancestors, vessels of the Divine Seed, but..."
The joss help the strongest fist, the saying went

"Under other circunstances, Zhengir t'Marid,"

Bel azir answered himcoolly, M mght agree. But
cousin, who could know we forayed in this direction?
Only those we pursue, and they press forward in a dis-
integrating hulk with no conmuni cations capability
since we blew it away." Comrand snapped in his voice.
"Serig. Secure the ship. Discard the corpse and flush
t he environmental systens. Are fungi bl es adequate?”

"Mre than adequate, Geat Lord," Serig said, ham

nmering the glee out of his voice. My gods! My greed! he

t hought A full percentage point would be his as nobl e-

i n-command of the boarding party. My lord is well

pl eased with ne, he decided. He nust, to give his bastard
hal f - brot her such an opportunity. Petit-nobles had

been translated to full status for |ess.

"There is plenty of air,"” he went on. "Surplus water
The pil ot never awoke to renew "
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"Good. Await the prize crew NAlyze b'Marid will com

mand it N and then return. Expedite! W will resune
superlumnal in less than an hour, or skin will be
stripped. "

Alyze was the commander's new third wife. Serig
suspect ed she m ght be pregnanl “and Bel azir anxi ous

to have her out of harm s way before even the slight
danger at the end of their chase, He nodded to hinself.
Such was good noble thinking, for a man's honor was

in the diffusion of his portion of the Divine Seed.

"Hear keni ng and obedi ence, lord," he said. And this
SSS-900-C will also be in the path of our pursuit, Serig
thought Iwill light ten sticks to nmy personal joss in apol ogy.

He had kicked the litde idol across his cabin in anger
when he | earned they were to be sent on a | ootl ess,
honorl ess pursuit mssion while their conrades and
clanfol k plundered Bethel. It seemed he had been

pr emat ur e.

qdi pTERELEVEN
"Tol d ya/' Joat said.
"Yes," Seld Chaundra said, turning his head aside.

The transit |evels of SSS-900-C were still chaotic and

bar el y- suppressed pani c was ranpant Squads of weep-

ing children pressed by, herded by an adult with a child in
her arms. A caterpillar of toddlers held on to a cord which
was tethered to a few protesting sub-adol escents.

Joat and Seld were off to one side in the shadows of

an access bay. There were nany at the upper gl obe's
north pole, what with the punping and docki ng

facilities and the multiple feeds needed. The
housekeepi ng prograns were | aboring overti ne,

punpi ng odors of pine, sea-salt and wildflowers into

the air. It still smelled of vonmit and unchanged di apers
and fear, and the baffles only nuted the roar of voices.
The two teenagers stepped backward as a man wearing

the armband of a part-tine policeman went by.

"I hate running out on ny dad like this," Seld said in
achoked voice. "He' sgonnakill nejoat"

"No, the pirates may kill you, but all he can do is slap
you around. "

Shocked, the boy | ooked up. "Dad never hits ne!"
"Well, then you've got a pretty good dad, and you're
not running out on himN you're staying with him 'S

what you wanna do, isn't it?"

"Yeah." He turned his face to the wall. "I can't go..



my mm..." he said in a fierce tone. "I never saw her
again... | woke up and she was just... gone."

Surprised at hersel fN she generally hated to touch
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peopl e N Joat put an awkward arm around his

shoul ders. He clutched at her for a noment, sobbing.
"Sorry about bl ubbering,” he said after a noment
Then he grew consci ous of the bearhug grip he was
exerting, and broke away. A

" "Salright," Joat said. Sonmehow it is, she thought, then
flogged her nmind back to practifjal matters. "Need a
snot -rag?"

"Thanks." He blew noisily on the one which she offered
andt hengavei t backt oher. "What do we do now?"

"W get out of sight. Channa's going to go ballistic,
and she's nearly as hard to hide fromas Sineon.
Wrse, 'cause | can't screw up her sensors."

"There she is," he said.

Joat's head whi pped around. The noi se was reach-

ing tidal proportions around the tall lean figure of
Channa Hap. Only the escort of Vicker's security per-
sonnel kept her from being bow ed over in the crowd.
She had a canvas carrier bag in one hand. Joat
recogni zed the foot of the stuffed bear sticking out
one si de.

"That satisfies the letter of it," she said. "Let's go."

Channa stal ked into the | ounge, opened the door to
Joat's room and flung the canvas bag she carried as

hard as she could against the rooms far wall. It nmade a
solitary spot of disorder in the servo-neat room Then
she shut the door and wal ked stiffly to her desk, sat
down and began keying through her nessages, back

hunched in rejection

"It's not ny fault,"” Sineon finally ventured to say.

She turned slowy to glare at his col um.

Qooh, Vrnglad this is titaniumcrystal, Sinmeon thought.
Now, if only there was sonething simlar available for the
psyche.

Just as slowy, just as silendy, Channa turned back to
her consol e.
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Si meon sent her a nessage that read. "lI'msorry you
had to go through that scene at Di senbarkation."

Channa | et outan exasperated little hiss and sl apped
the screen. Sineon's image appeared on it, w ncing
realistically. - i

Unwi I lingly, a srrule quirked at her mouth. "Sinmeon,
| woul d have been tljere anyway, to speak words of
encour agenent, to wish well, to shake hands, to show

solidarity.” She swng a fist in a go-get-'em gesture.
"But | would have had a ot nore credibility if | hadn't
been standing there with an overni ght bag in nmy hand.
Did you see the suspicious |looks |I got? Half of the
evacuees probably think I'm on one of the other ships.
You coul d have said sonething, a quiet word of warn-

ing inny ear, as it were. Then | coul d have dunped

that dammed incrimnating bag!" She turned to | ook at
his col um again. "Wy wasn't she there?"

"She woul dn't go," Sineon said weakly. "Shesaid she'd

see you. | thought she neant there at the Boat Dock."
"Your f~?"
"Well, | hoped,” Simeon said. "I tried nmy best to get

her there. Pushed every enotional button | could.
Mani pul at ed shanel essly, you know the way | can."

"Or silver-tongued Sineon slips up again, huh?"

"I can't exactly get out of ny shell and chase her

down and hog-tie her, Channa. She wouldn't go. She

told me that we could never find her in fifteen mnutes
and she was right. Even you'd have to agree with that.
Trying to mani pulate Joat is like trying to suck liquid
hydrogen through a straw "

Channa si ghed. "lIndeed! But standing there with

t hat bag was hi deously enbarrassing for me. Besides,
really wanted to get her to safety.”

"I know how you feel," he soothed her. "This sur-
rogate parent stuff is pretty intense.” And it was your
i dea, he reninded hinself. Gddly, he felt no inpulse to
remnd her. | guess / fi& & he decided.
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She ground the beds of her hands into red-rimed
eyes. "I apol ogi ze."

Wll, that's a first. "I accept”

"Announce ne," Anmps ben Sierra Nueva said to the

door.



It hinged softly, and he knew it would be turning to a
screen on the interior, showing his inmage in real -tine.
Such things still nade hima little nervous. Bethel had
never used much in the way of sophisticated

el ectronics. Doors there were usually plain honest

wood. He smiled slightly in spite of hinself. Here,
wood was an unt hi nkably expensive |uxury, and the

nost advanced technol ogy, the stuff of common life. At

| east he had been able to dress properly, fromthe
baggage sonebody threw into the shutde at the | ast
mnute. It was denoralizing to | ook |ike sone

cott onchopper goatherd fromthe back | ands. Loose

bl ack trousers tucked into his boots, silver-link

belt emphasi zi ng the narrow hi ps, open robe

throwing his broad shoulders into relief. He bowed
cerenoniously as he entered, sweeping off his beret to
Channa.
"Cone in." Channa's voice was flat and tired as the
door opened, but her face H in an inadvertent smle of
wel cone.

Good, he thought, smling back. Even in this
desperate hour, it was pleasant to have so exotic and
attractive a wonan smile at him Then he bowed again,
to the colum. To Sinmeon, he forced hinmself to think
And tried not to think of the pale defornmed thing in

t here, anong the tubes and neural circuits. \Wenever
the image cane to him a slight tinge of nausea accom
panied it. He was afraid that Sineon could detect his
reaction. He could imagi ne several sensors that would
make it difficult or inmpossible tolie to a shellperson
@ui yon he had never thought of so. @uiyon had al ways
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been there in the background, a synpathetic voice
fromhis earliest days. Quiyon was ny friend.

"I amsorry to disturb you," he began. "Now that the
nost urgent tasks are done, | wish to reiterate ny
desire to assist in the comng battle."

"When our J5ians art: nore solid, | assure you there
will be a place for you in them" Sinmeon said.

Amps' s nouth quirked. You mean, when you' ve figured
out somrething we can do, he thought

"We are not trained as soldiers,” he said with a self-
deprecating snile and a shrug. "And we are froma
backward world. But," he raised a finger, "I have

t hought of sonething which you both, being so dose to
the matter, may have overl ooked." He glanced from

Si meon to Channa and back again. "It is sonething
that Quiyon said that makes ne think of this.



"He said to ne, | amone of Central Wrl ds' nost val uabl e
resources. The Kol nari do not have any brainships in their fleet
and | do not intend to be the first.

"Ch," Channa nur nur ed.

"Hell," Simeon said. "I knew it but | didn't think of it
Brains are so rare, out in the backlands."

"Yes." Amps nodded vigorously. "W nust hide the

feet that Sineon exists. O the/htf thing that the Kol -
nari do will be to cut out Sineon's shell and send it back
to their fleet This nust not happen."

"Indeed it must not," Simeon said, his voice slow and
flat AH three of them knew what followed fromthat I|f
the Kolnari did get their hands on a brain N one
trained in strategy, at that Nit would i mrediately
change them from a wanderi ng pack of scavengers to a
first-rate nmenace

"Si meon woul d never N' Channa began hody, then
trailed off.

"Yes." Sinmeon's voice was now as expressionless as a
subroutine robotic. There were dozens of unpl easant
ways of forcing a captive brain to capitul ate. The nost
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effective was also the worst sinply cut offthe exterior sen-
sor feeds which woul d nmean sensory deprivation fugue in

days or less." | tend to forget how .. helpless | am npst of
the tine," he went on." Forget |I'ma cripple, so to speak."

"You are not!" Channa bl azed.

Ampos blinked at the sight. She seened to bristle, the
wi dow s peak of her rusty-brown “air rising. |wouldnot
like to have this lady wathful with ne, the Bethelite
t hought respectfully.

She forced herself to be calm "Conpared to you, we
are cripples, Sinmeon," she said. "You have a hundred
abilities we lack."

"Thank you," he said in nmore normal tones. "Still

what Anps says is true. At all costs, we can't let the Kol -
nari get their hands on ne."

The sel f-destruct sequence surfaced in the mnds of

both brawn and brain, |ike sone nonster rising from

the depths of the ocean, with a wave of cold bl ack water
sweepi ng before it.

Amps coughed. "There is a way, | think. W may foo
them Convince themthat there is no brain controller
on this station. If indeed," and his |ips peel ed back over



his teeth in a nasty grin, "barbarians such as the Kol -
nari even know of such persons.'

Seei ng Channa about to speak, he held up his hand

to forestall her. "Do |I assunme that Sinmeon's nane
appears on far too many docunents or news hol os or

what ever, for us to hide his very existence? Al so, some-
one is sure to | apse and nmention the name, thus giving
rise to questions. So," and he gave his cloak a little

flourish, "I have cone to offer nyself as a fal se Sineon.
To deceive them" He | ooked fromone to the other
eagerly. "lIs this not a good idea?"

"It's ..." Channa began, and | ooked at himw th

shining eyes. "It's dam brilliant!" She sprang up and

hugged him for a nonent, then began to pace, """we
can get the substitution to work."
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"Well, it sure beats suicide," Sinmeon said, for he had
had to consider that as his only option. "One small
poi nt pops up, Anps. |'ve been here for forty years,

and you're what, twenty-eight?"

"Ah, a valid point tq consider," he said, "but as you
have al ready pointed pat, during their stay in this sta-
tion, they are unliKely to spend tinme reviewing its

hi story. They woul d have no reason not to accept ne as
Channa's assistant. If you feel it is an inportant con-
cern, we could always tell themthat Simeon is a tide,
could then be the Sineon-Anos."

"Yes," Channa said enthusiastically, "we could

pretend it's a traditional title. A position named after
the first person who held it, an honorific! Wy would
they check if we say it is so and has al ways been? And
that ploy would involve jimmying fewer personne

records N that's a major plus. Especially with people
who' ve been here a while. Faking that is like trying to
pul | one card out of a tower. Every change neans nore
changes and pretty soon it cascades out of control”
"There are the transients,” Sinmeon said neditatively.
"Mbst of themdon't bother about who nanages what

so long as they're not inconvenienced. W' ve pretty
near di spatched so many who do know that the ruse

m ght just work." Sinmon began to enlarge the concept

of deception. "Mmm you know, we could use that old
secondary control center that was on-line when the sta-
tion was being built Before | was installed here. These
quarters don't look much like an office. W could say
this is a living accomodation."

"Ah! Then you accept ny offer as inpostor," cried
Amps. "Excellent! | shall nove here as soon as you
require ne. Until then, I1'd like to remain with ny

people. If you do not mnd a conmpanion in your |ovely



roons?" he asked, turning swiftly to Channa, con-
cerned that he al so m ght have offended her with his
presunpti on.
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~WeH | et you know when," she said, a |itde dazed.
"Of course," he said. He took her hand and kissed it
tenderly, smiled in Simeon's direction, and |eft.

Channa stared at the cl osed doors for a nonent,
then turned to Sinmeon's shaft "Excuse me, but did we
just accept his offer?" » ;

"Well, not exactly, but we didn't say no."
"I noticed that. Wiy not, | wonder?"

Sinmeon was a little amused at the idea of Channa
bei ng bowl ed over by another personality. "Hmm

Maybe because we agree with hin?" Slyly: "O it could
be di e pheronones, in your case, Happy baby."

Channa bridled and threw a cushion at the col um,

"Cet serious. It is a good idea, even if | didn't think of it
first You have to be protected fromthe Kol nari."

"\'es," he said, enduring excruciating enbarrassment

at that truth. "Nor can | see any reason not to take himup
on his offer. Maybe having an outsider dose to our coun-
sels will keep us on our toes, so to speak."

Channa gave a litde grunt "As | said, it's a good idea,
but on second thoughts, why Ain? He'd have to learn a

lot invery little tine to sound as if he knew what he'd
been doing all this time. | still have trouble finding ny
way around, and | not only grew up on a station, | had
time to study the layout of die SSS-900 before |I cane
here. Wiy not soneone fromthe station? Someone we

know and have confidence in?"

"1 think we can have confidence in him Channa,"
Si meon said thoughtfully.

"Hunh! Based on what ?" she asked chal | engi ngly,
hands on her hips.

"Authority usually stens fromcharacter, Channa. |'ve
been watching himwi th his people, and there's no doubt
that he's the man in charge. TTiey | ook at himthe way

t hat peopl e | ook at soneone they can depend on. Con-

sider the shocks they've all been through, especially him
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Don't forget he went with Chaundra down to the



jnorgue. Then he canme to us with this... viable, | think
plan. We could do worse than accepting his offer

Besi des, who else is there?"

"Since you ask, | was considering Cus."

"And who's gbiitg ixAje GQus, while Gus is being ne?"

He wat ched her cross her arms over her bosom and

frankly pout "W could end up changi ng every nane

inthe station if we go that route. What with this and
that, we could get so snarled up, we woul dn't know our
arse ends frombur ears."

She | aughed, suddenly visualizing the corridors ful
of peopl e checking their noteboards to see who they
were that day.

"Besides," Sinmeon said, "I like Cus."

"What's that got to do with it?" she replied. "Ch."
Whoever fronted as the station's manager was the

nost likely to receive the brunt of occupational hazards.
She |iked Gus, and even on such short acquai ntance, she
i ked Anbs. He was undeniably nicer to | ook at and had

al ready been through several layers of hell. On the other
hand, sonebody had to do it If she was right there beside
himto give j udicious gui danceNand bei ng besi de Anps
was not a chore, maybe they'd get through w thout any
really bad gaffes.

"Al'l right," she said, raising her hands in capitul a-
tion. "Shuffling people around really could becone
nmore difficult than teaching one stranger the ins and
outs of station managenment. At |east enough to foo

t hese thugs. But, on your enhanced head be it, ny
brave brain, if he turns out to be a disaster."

"I accept your challenge, ny beautiful brawn. Shall
have hi m nmove in tonight?"

For a nonent, Channa | ooked as though she'd inad-
vertently swal |l owed sonething too | arge and | unpy.

"Ah, of course. We'll have to get his training started
right away, won't we?"
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Amps frowned. As attractively as he smiled, Sineon
not ed.

Sheesh. Wien this is over, he could earn nmegacredits as a
wd-star with Sngari Entertai nments, yoking historical

"But | had wanted to stay with ny people,” he said.

"I know," Sineon told him "~it we're placing the

least injured in their own quarters, effective inmedi-
ately, and scattering the rest. We can't risk having them
identified as a group, you know. "



The young man cl asped his hands behi nd his back

"Yes, | see. Al will be strange to the Kolnari, in many
di fferent ways. Qur strangeness will be one nore
anomal y.

"You're not that strange," Sinmeon felt conpelled to
say. Tbo bl oody handsonefor ny peace of mind. O maybe
bei ng that han&one&stranger'n | realize

The el evator opened onto the corridor outside

Si meon and Channa's quarters. Channa stood in the

open door of the lounge to greet Anps. She held out her
hand to him wearing a formal, welcomng smile. He

took her hand tenderly in both of his, bowed over it
gracefully and kissed it gently, his eyes never |eaving
hers. Channa rai sed one brow and smled crookedly,

t aki ng back her hand and gesturing himinto the | ounge.

"I know you wanted to stay with the others," she

said, "but there's a lot you'll have to be briefed on, and
we should get started. Al so, Sinmeon may have told you,
they'Il be nmoving to their own quarters this evening."

"Yes, so he has told ne," Anps said softly.

He | ooked at her with a warm attention that she
found unnervingly intimate. "This will be yours," she
sai d, opening the door farthest from her own.

He entered, | ooked around, his hands cl asped

behi nd his back once nore. He nodded judiciously, "It

is very nice," he said. He opened a cl oset, enpty but for
a few hangers.
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"One of the things we'll have to do is fit you out
according to your new position," Channa said fromthe
door way.

He smiled at her. "Yes, | need everything. And
Bet hel cl ot hi ng woul (J not be appropriate.™

He wal ked over fp stand right beside her. She had

noticed that the Benejites did that; their social distance
was close and they were a very tactile people.

"I shall enjoy that,"
choose?"

he said, "if you will help ne

She | owered her eyes. "Perhaps, if tine allows.
Though you'll be guided by experts in men's fashions,
which 1 amnot." Down, girl' she told herself.

The door chined and Simeon opened it. "I've sent
down to the commi ssary for dinner. | doubt you' ve
found the time to eat, Anmpbs, so |'ve taken the liberty of



ordering for two," he said.

"You do not like to cook?" Amps asked, turning to
Channa in surprise

"Not when | have nmore inportant things to do," she

answered. "It isn't anong ny hobbies."
"Ah, well, doubtless your servants are skilled." Hs
voice inplied that a chatel aine should still oversee

t hem personal | y.

Ah, good one, Anps. Sineon thought, feeling nore

cheerful. He had been review ng what Kttle was known

of Bethelite culture. He did not think Channa would

find it agreeable. Wiy don't you ask her to sit on the floor and

rub your tired feet while you're at it, then retire to the rear of the
house while the nmen tal k busi ness?

It was worrying, though. Mich as | hate to admt it,

maybe Channa was right. This plan has inherent el enents of
disaster. | forgot to take into consideration that he's from an
i nsul ar and probabl yNfttbe kind, ol d-fashi oned. Nan! Wy

be ki ndNbackward culture. Al their preparations were a

m shrmash of inprovisations. Wuld this be one too

many ?
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Amos | ooked quickly from Sineon's colum to
Channa and said in mld di smay.

"I have caused offense. Please, forgive ne. This was
not my intention." He smled ruefully down at Channa
and sighed. "I clearly have nore to learn than | had
i magi ned. Even ny speech N die nore we talk, the
nore J am consci ous of how ol d-fashioned | nust

sound to you. And, forgive nme/we of Bethel are not
used to dealing with people of strange N of different
custonms. That was one thing | disliked about ny hone,
the insularity.”

Hel |, Sineon thought. He's not stupid. Adaptable, in
fact.

Wth a snmooth professional smle, Channa gestured
for himto take one of the seats at the table.

"Then |l et us begin," she said.

Tb his back she made a small noue of distaste, which
quickly turned into a smle as he held out her chair and
| ooked at her expectandy. She grinned and waved him

to his seat

"First," she said, "you must learn that we're mnuch
| ess formal here. W reserve our 'company manners
strictly for conpany.”



"But," he said, smling as he took his seat, "a beauti -
ful woman shoul d al ways be treated like a treasured
guest . "

Channa served herself froma platter and passed it to
him letting go of it alnpst before he'd gotten a grip on
it

"Flatterer. I'"'mnot ugly, but I'mno great beauty,
either."”

He al nost dropped the hot platter in surprise, its
contents lilting alarnm ng cl ose to the edge and burning
his thunb. He put it down hastily and sucked the

injury for a nmoment

"No, truly," he said, flapping his hand to cool it "I
think you are nost attractive." There was no doubting

THE G TY WHO FOUGHT
205

the sincerity in his w de, gentian-blue eyes. The | ashes,
she noticed, were long and curled. H s gaze grew pl ay-

ful. "In a strange, foreign, exotic fashion, of course.”
"Well, you're very attractive, too, Anps," she said
seriously.

"I like attracrive-wo&en," he said, and his gaze was

subtly chal | engi ng.

"Mrh, | don't likeattractive nen," she said posi-

tively. Actually, | don't approve of them which is not exactly
the sane thing, she amended to herself. "They tend to be
spoi l ed and sel f-centered and in general mnuch nore

trouble than they're worth. Now, |et us eat before the

food cools. W have a great deal of work to do and not

much tinme and energy to spare." She gave hima direct

stare. "lI'msure we're going to have an excellent busi -

ness rel ati onshi p, nanager to nanager."

"Of course,” Amps said with a neutral, social snile.
"Shoul dn't you start calling Anmpbs Simeon- Anos,
Channa?" Sinmeon broke in, before the atnosphere got
any cool er.

"CGood idea," Channa sai d.

Anmps, as far as Simeon could tell, was sul ki ng
slightly.

Aha, Sinmeon thought Wth those | ooks, plus brains and
charisma and hi gh position, he's probably used to wonmen suc-
cunbing to his every ploy. And, he noted charitably, the
Bethelite was only in his early twenties. Al the

t ext books said softshells were highly subject to hor-



nmonal influences at that stage in their pitifully short
devel opnent spans.

Ni ne gets you ten, he told hinself, that there's a worn-
down track mthe carpet between their doors within a week.
The notion was oddly unpal atable. He put it aside and

| aunched into sone of the nineteen mllion things

Anpos woul d have to become fanmiliar with about station
managenent

H CHAPTER Tvf eLVE
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Ahhha, gotcha! Sineon crooned to hinself "Channa?
You awake?"

"You can always tell when I'm awake. Wy ask?"
"Because it'spoliteS he replied

"What is it?" Her tone noted that the sleep period
was three hours gone and, in barely five nore, she
woul d have to be awake for nore of the intermninable
nmeetings and briefings.

"I"ve found out sonething about our expected and
uni nvited guests,” he went on

That brought her alert, sitting up in bed and reach-
ing to key up the lights and switch off the soft fugue she
had been playing to court sleep

"Coul dn't sleep anyway," she said. "Let ne have it,"

"Cot a download from Central. Had to burn sone

butts to get it released. It's not nuch. Planet naned

Koi nar, settled way, way, way back. Quite a ways from
here, too, as such things go. About forty times as far as
the sun Saffron, further in on the spiral arm"

Channa frowned. "That's really out in the boonies,
settled in the second or third waves."

"Uh-uh. It was first wave."

She pursed her lips in a silent whistle. "Right at the
begi nning of interstellar col onization

He went on. "lInvoluntary col onization. Translation
program runni ng... Ckay, a whole bunch of bad- hat

groups; the Khé&nir Reddish Rice Cosnetic, the Tem | Large
Striped Felines, the New Council Men, the Resurrected
Aryan- Germani ¢ St at ewi de Associ ati oni st Enpl oyees Party,
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f aeSonsof Chaka, the Lum nescent Footway, the Darw n-



W1 son Society, the N'

"What's so anusi ng?" she said as she caught the
| aughter ripple in his voice.

"You' d have to be”ajhistorian to understand, ny
vol upt uous popsfe,"& said cheerfully. "Anyway,
according to the recprds, they sent out about ten
t housand of these oscos, and about three thousand
reached their destination.”

"Bad voyages?"

"Internal fighting in the holds,"” Simeon said. "Wth
fists and teeth and soft plastic cups, since they didn't
have anyt hing el se. Then when they got there, they
realized they'd have to interbreed, like it or not."

"What son of planet is Kol nar?"

"Ni cknane was 'Hell's Orifice.' They picked it because

it was easier on tender consciences. Society could
pretend the planet killed the convicts, who deserved it,
fromthe records. One-point-six gees, hot sun, enornous
heavy-metal concentrations, thick but |ow oxygen air,
superactive and | argely poi sonous bi osphere. No ozone

| ayer. Vul canism wunpredictable climatic shifts ... the
whol e ni ne yards! Not nuch visited since. Wen the

Grand Survey went through a few centuries later, they
were fired on. Evidendy the | ocals have a nucl ear war
about once every forty years or so, and the ship got in the
way of one. Their descriptions of the physical type match
what Anps and the others say. There's been sonme contact
with them since. That incident with the survey seened to
remind themthat the rest of the universe was still there,
unfortunately."

"Unfortunatel y?"

"Well, I've got cross-references under pinty,

bri gandage, police actions, war crines and aggression. Al so
entries in die anthro fil es under genocide, slavery, cut-
ttiral pathol ogy, xenophobia and societal devolution. There
are apparently pockets of the descendants of the
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original social aberrants scattered through a nunber
of systems in the area nowadays. Little asteroid
col oni es, freebooter dens, unsurveyed worlds."

"Urk. Characteristics?"

"Apart from not being veryEnice? Dark skin is a

climatic adaptation N all that W N and the hair and

eye color genetic drift you'd expect in a small initial
popul ation. They breed like, limm rabbits, though
Puberty at eight, all children twins or triplets. Overall,



the Kol nari subrace seens to have very efficient

i mmune systens. They're extrenely strong and fast.

You' d expect good reflexes on a planet like that N
those with bad ones didn't survive. They can see in the
dark like cats, and they've got an amazing tol erance for
ioni zing radiation. There's so nmuch fallout and natura
background radi ati on on Kol nar that they've geneti -
cally adapted to it. The scientists seemto disagree
whet her their paranoia is inbred or just cultural”

"Hard to get rid of, I'd expect,"”
"Li ke cockroaches," Sinmeon said, deliberately

m sunder st andi ng. "One Space Navy type a few
generations back said the only way to solve the Kol nari
probl em woul d be to drop antimatter bonbs from

orbit. Even then, you wouldn't be really sure of
destroying themall."

"Very depressing, thank you, and now can | get
some rest?"

Later that night, still unable to sleep, Channa called
out his nane softly.

"You shoul d be sl eeping, Channa."

"I know, but |'ve got to dear nmy mind first. WIIl you
talk with me?"

A pause hung in the air. She took a breath and went
on. M know I haven't been as good a brawn as N'

"Anci ent history," Sineon said. "You' ve been
handl i ng a hel | aci ous enmergency better than nost
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nyone could. | can certainly listen. What's on your

she said, as if the two words covered the
pr obl em adequat el y.

"Ah. Not what ycnmtxpected, huh?"

She sighed, "Nf; the opposite. Too nmuch what |
expected. He's . . . I'"'mafraid | won't be able to work

with him"

Why am | not surprised? Sineon thought. "Wy?
What's wrong?"

"Aside fromhis being a smug, pushy, egotist, you
mean? Well, he doesn't have any faith in my com
petence and | expect to have to fight to keep himfrom
trying to usurp ny position. He's very nuch a take-
charge kind of person, you were right about that And



he has no respect for wonen."

"What makes you think that?" Let's hearhowou cane
to that difficult conclusion. Sinmeon enjoyed the chall enge
of follow ng the workings of her mnd

"For crying out |oud, Sinmeon, he expected ne to

cook for him Oh, yes, he got over that. He's al ways
ready with an apology for 'different custons.' But,

deep down, he doesn't really believe it. He thinks
‘custonms' is whether you sit on the floor or on a chair,
stuff like that. He doesn't grasp the difference in fun-
danmental cultural views."

"Channa- my- sweet, back on Bethel, there aren't any
fundanmental differences. This quarrel he had with the
Elders, it's hard to grasp exactly what it was about
but it seens overwhelmngly inmportant to them "

"Ch, | understand why he's that way," Channa said,
striking the pillowwith a frustrated fist. "And it's not as
if he's stupid. He's intelligent and he notices things, but
that makes it nore irritating, not |less. You could ignore
what a stupid person does. Wat's nore, suddenly he's

living in ny pocket I'mjust a little surprised he didn't
ask to see the other roons in order to choose the one
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he preferred." Her face suddenly flushed a becom ng
rose.

Si meon noted that After all, he could see in the dark
too. "And he canme on to you like the colony ship he flew
in on, didn't he?"

"Dam right he did," she nuttered, half under

her breath. "'l like attractive wonen,'" she said in
exaggerated inmtation of his nmanner and accent.

"What do you suppose he does when he has to dea

with an un-attractive woman? Carry a bag to put

over her head? | hate men like that!" She thunped
the bed with both fists for enphasis.

"I thought you were attracted to him" Simeon said
inacalmand mldly curious tone.

"I am" she said with exasperation. "I hate that part
of it the nost."

"I"'ma little confused here. How can you be attracted
to someone you can't stand?"

"I don't know," she said grimy
"Pher onones?" Si neon asked slyly.

"Maybe. It happens." She sighed.



The nysterious pheronones strike again, he thought.

There are tinmes Tmextrenely glad Tm a shettperson. At |east |
can adjust nmy own hornone feeds. The thought of having

hi s bi ochem stry unpredictably rmucked about by eno-

tional factors was nerve-w acking.

"You nean, "
you bef ore?"

he said carefully, "this has happened to

A |l ook of annoyance crossed her face. "Notjusttoiw
It's happened to a great nany people.”

He waited expectantly and patiently.

Wth a resigned sigh, she went on. "He was a profes-

sor of econonics, of all people! I fell for himlike a
stone. And the weird thing was, | never liked him

Quite the opposite. He was attractive enough, but he

was sarcastic and |lazy and snide N ugh! Never to ne,

but it bothered ne to see himdoing it to other students.
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One day | was sitting there and | | ooked up at him and
| said to nyself, Tmin love with him" She w dened her
eyes arid held out her hands in a "go figure" gesture
and let themflop back onto the bed. "Hwmp."

"So... you're in love... with Sinmeon-Anos?"

"No! OF coufsetiod | said | was in love with ny

prof essor, not Simeon-Anos. They're two different
cases." She started to.laugh. "I'molder and w ser now,
Si meon- Sinpl e. "

"As long as you're npt sadder, |ove."
She chuckJed/ " No, not sadder."

"Naturally you and Si neon-Anps will have to

undergo a bit of a period of adjustnent,"” he said
seriously, "but he really wants to hel p. And he's going
to be very busy helping. That'll go a long way in curb-

i ng any ardent tendencies he may have. Try to cut him
alittle slack, Channa; he's the victimof an inbred cul -
ture. Besides which, we're all under threat of death."”

"Mmm Tell that to the subconscious Nit interprets
threats of death as a reason to get nore interested. | do
wi sh this crisis wasn't so i medi ate." She sighed again,
wearily. "Maybe they're not out there. Maybe they gave

up and went back to Saffron, to Bethel. All we'd have to
do is file a report, while the fleet floats by us."

"l wouldn't bet on it, babe."

"I must be nellow ng," she observed, "I've all owed



you to call me love and "babe and... | actually let you
get away with 'luscious popsie,' didn't |7?"

"Yeah. |'m counting coup. Maybe you like nme?"

"l wouldn't count onit,'
ni ght, Sinmeon."

she said grinning. "Good-

"'Ni ght, Channa."

"Ch, CGod, not another neeting," Channa runbl ed

to herself around the light-pencil clenched in her

teeth. In one hand, she held the notescreen she was
studying and, in the other, a cup of coffee. Hot as hell,
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bl ack as death, sweet as |ove: not the way she generally
drank her caffeine, but the proper dose to jolt a body
into action after inadequate sleep. For something
stronger, she would have to go taDoctor Chaundra.

"Why meetings?" she continued to herself as she
stunbled into the lift at the end of the corridor. "Wy
can't | just send nenos?" i;

"Mornin', honeybunch," Patsy's voice said

Channa started so violently at the presence of two

other people on the lift that she al nost sl opped the hot
cofl ee over her hand. GuEput a steadying grip under

her el bow.

"Why meetings?" Qus repeated, "because they're
civilians. They're not used to facing a nmlitary ener-
gency. They need to be told the information again and
again before it'll seemreal to them"

The Iift hissed to a stop. "Fortunately, | don't need to
be told so often, so I can get right on with ny work," he
said. "See you later, ladies."

Channa | ooked across at Patsy. The ol der wonman
was | eaning into the padded corner of the lift, eyes
dosed and a dreamy smile on her lips. "Patsy?"

One eye opened reluctantly and a sweet snile |ightened
her expressi on as she stretched | anguorously. "Yeah?"
"You | ook al nbst as exhausted as | am Aren't

getting enough sl eep?"

Patsy's eyes wi dened, and she worked her eyebrows

nmel odramatically. "Not rmuch," she said with sone

ent husiasm "Unl ess you use 'sleep in the euphem stic
sense. "

" Anhhanh- Gus?"

"Con mucho Gusto!" Patsy giggled. "Ah've read



about this. People in crisis, they jest get together
y' know? You ask Simeon about it He'll tell ya."

"I wouldn't presume to ask Sineon about private

matters. | suspect he's norbidly fascinated by the sub-
ject Besides, | know what you nean."
Aren't you
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"Chho! Ah heard about yoah pretty li'l roommate,"
patsy said with a wi nk. "Hubba hubba." She nudged
Channa with her el bow.

Channa cl eared her throat, stuck the |ight-penci
over one ear and took” sip of her coffee. Chastly, she

t hought. "Sinmeon tolcrne that 'hubba hubba' neant

i #
'sexy | ady

"Did he? Wll, when he says it, it probably does. No,
really, it jest neans sonethinl sexy, anythin' sexy Wat,
is up to the beholder." Patsy rose onto her toes and
clicked her heels together a couple of times. "Ah think
Si meon- Anmos is sexy," she said teasingly.

"Right now you'd think taffy was sexy," Channa said

repressively.

"Qooh, yeah, ya can puulll it..."
"Pat sy!"
"Loosen up, girl! If ya get too tense, all yore hair fells

out. Doncha know that?" She grinned and waved as
she got off on her floor.

"Damm, " Channa said, |eaning against the wall. The
paddi ng held a faint trace of Patsy's body heat. "It's
been entirely too long since | went to work with a snmle
i ke that"

"CGreat Lord, we cannot determnine whether the craft
we pursue left the area of the station or not," Baila said,
tuggi ng at the cupid s bow of her lower Iip.

Bel azir tapped a neditative thunb agai nst his | ower
[ip. "Way not?" he said mildly.

The technical officer swall owed. "There is too nuch
traffic here, lord. Individual trails fade in the back-
ground clutter."”

Bel azir raised his brows, the only outward sign of an
icy stab of concern. According to their best calcul ations,



the way the fugitive ship had been pushing its engines,
it should have blown itself to a ball of plasma and frag-
ments | ong before now Ganted that, in the old days,
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shi ps had been built to last, still... If, by unforeseeable
fortune, they reached a well-travel ed zone first, the

unt hi nkabl e coul d happen. The C an would be in

danger. He would be in even note danger N fromthe

rest of the dan. |,

"Computer," he said, the command-voice that slaved

its attention to him "Extrapolation: the vector of the
prey, matched against |ast definite |ocation and possible
destinations, as updated fromthe chardogs of that cap-
tured nerchant man. "

A spray of possibilities flicked out in the 3-D tank.
"Now, elimnate all those that would require nore than
four days' transit fromlast known |ocation."

Al'l faded but one. "Ah, that station," he said. It was
t he nost probabl e search vector in any case. "W nust
continue the pursuit. Comrents?" he asked the other
captains' faces. They were present by holo, a ghostly
ring effaces on the shadowed command- couches of

their respective bridges, simlar to the Bride's.

Aragi z t'Varak, of the Age of Darkness; Zhengir
t*Marid, of the Rumal N Strangler, in the old tongue N
Pol t'Veng, of the Shark, old and scarred and the only
worman anong them the only one with an inde-

pendent command in the Can fleet. Enem es and

rivals; his ability to make them nove in concert was
anot her test the O anfathers inposed. That which does
not fall us, nakes us stronger, he rem nded hinself
"Captains and kin," Belazir said. "You have the data.
W nust deci de whether to continue the pursuit, or
break off. My recomendation is that we continue."

Aragi z's face pushed forward, tensing |like an eagle

held by jesses to a hostile wist "If you had not stopped
to loot, we would be closer on the prey's trail," he said
sharply.

Pol cut through his words with a snort "lrrel evant
We nust continue the mssion,”

Bel azir nodded at her.
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"I do not like it," Pol said in her guttural runble. She
was known to be a canny and prudent commanders.



"Something is just slightly out of kilter." She made a

rocking gesture with the claw scarred hand.

Bel azir considered her remark. What had that con-
tractor N one of the' 4nes the Clan fenced loot to
occasionally N said? "There are bold pirates, and old
pirates, but there are no old, bold pirates.™

"Still," she went on, "the balance of risk is clear. W
must know if the prey reached this station. To do that,
we rmust take it in our fist"

"And if it did?" Aragiz said.

"We kill, send a nmessage torpedo to the fleet, and we
run," Pol said. "Wth as little as one week's | ead, we can
| ose the Navy anong the stars and dust Nothing is | ost
save tine."

"And the effort we put into subduing Bethel!" Aragiz
snapped. "Stopping for that nerchant manN'

"Was irrelevant and consumed no significant

expense of time!" Belazir said. "In any case, there is a
substantial chance nothing was left alive on the prey-
ship by the tine it reached this station. If it did reach
them In which case, there is the station itself."

"Ah," Zhengir said. He was a close relative, and a
man of few words. "Atargetofgreatopportunity.”

"Ri sky," Pol said, rubbing her chin.

"We conme in fast at the limts of their sensor capacity
and | aunch hyper-velocity anti-rad mssiles to knock
out their communications," Belazir said. "W pul se our
engines to jam subspace for the tine required. It wll

| ook natural to those who conme to investigate later. A
bl ack hol e evaporating, or some such."

" Hmmm "

Pol rasped a hand over the horrible keloid scars that
narrowed one half of her face. Since cosnetic repair
woul d be easy enough, Bel azir suspected she kept
themas an affectation. But with those scars, even the

216
Amu McCaf fny 6?SJVf. Stating

nost arrogant sel domrenenbered that Pol was a
worman. Those grooves had been nade by the daws of
an ani mal which Pol had subsequently strangled with
her bare hands. She wore its tanned hide around her
shoul ders. E

"Hmm " she said again. "That woul d be mni num
risk strategy. However, we can#ot find out if the prey
reached the station if we obliterate the station. W nust



be sure that no warning of us has gone out On the other
hand, a swift raid, catching them unawares, would dis-
cover die truth and we can act accordingly."

"Taking with us whatever the station holds,"” Belazir
said, grinning avariciously. Geed was qui ckly kindl ed,
since everyone knew what the merchant ship had

yi el ded: the nmerest trifle in conparison to what a ful
station woul d render up. "Depending on what we find,

we m ght even have time to call for the dan's
transports to cone and haul the | oot. Even what we
could load on our frigates nmakes a raid nore than
worth our while."”

Agreenent rolled around the circle with the excep-
tion of Aragiz. Belazir quirked a brow at him After
criticizing his conmander for sloth, he could not be
behi ndhand now.

"Attack, then," Belazir concluded. The others
nodded. "Tactical instructions follow Confirmon
receipt”

Several of Sineon-Anpbs's instructors were fennle.

Wco/, Sineon thought. Thin, plain and severely
ascetic in middle-age, Flimma Torkin bl ossonmed visibly
as Si meon- Anos bowed over her hand.

Her smle died a few minutes later. He appeared to
be hovering attentively, but..

"M. Sierra Nueva N'

" Si meon- Anos, " he said.

"WIl you please listen to what |I'm saying? As station
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head, you shoul d have sone know edge of how our
conmuni cati ons system functions.”

"I amsorry," he said nmeekly.

This should be interesting, Simeon nmused. The rest of
t he session went n\uch nore snoothly, although
<everal tinmes Anpsabsently called the conmunications
chi ef nana.

Nonst andard. Simeon thought the computer into

action; a few nanos later it cane up with a probable
derivation, fromthe | anguages other than Standard
spoken anmong the first setders of Bethel, plus observa-
tion of the refugees.

nama: aunt, auntie. Probable nmeanings: fenale
authority figure from chil dhood, nurse, teacher



[primary].

"That didn't go too badly," Anps conmented as
Flimma left.

"You learn quickly," Sineon said: sufficiently true as
wel | as polite encouragenent

Meanwhi | e, Simeon had been busily switching

assignments. The assistant power chief was really the

| ogi cal person to brief Amps. The fact that Hol ene
Jagarth was stacked and less than thirty was irrel evant;
at least to Simeon and anyone el se dealing with her as
an expert on plasma contai nnent

Twenty mnutes | ater she stood, om nously silent for
a nonent, then turned to the pillar.

"Talk to him Simeon. O send himaround to ny

pl ace for recreational duty, but in the neantime | have
work to do!" Holene said in a terse voice, turned on her
heel and stal ked for the corridor.

Anps bl inked in astoni shnment "What was the mat-
ter with her?" he asked plaintively.

"Ahem " Sinmeon said, and watched Amps turn back
toward the training display they'd been using. "I
wonder if you could tell me, what role do wonmen pl ay
in Bethel society?"
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"Rol e?" The question seened al nost neani ngless to

him "They are nothers, of course; daughters, sisters,

wi ves. They keep the home, raise die children, foll ow
gentle skills such as medi cine and painting, the witing
of novels and poetry." He | ooked puzzled. "Wat do

you nmean?"

"I was wondering if, perhapsvwonen played a nore
subservient role on Bethel."

"Subservi ent? No, of course not! Bethel has, as yet, a
very small popul ation. Therefore, to us, the bearing and
rai sing of children is th&highest calling a wonan may
attain. We revere our nothers, and we feel that wonen
and children are to be protected and nurtured."

He frowned, mildly indignant. "There are excep-

tional cases, such as Channa. And | have never been
one of those who think that wonmen should keep to the

i nner roons and stay silent in the presence of nen.
That is ol d-fashioned and ridi cul ous. Wy, some of ny
primary associates in the New Revel ation were

worren! | feel as though you are telling me that respect
is disrespectful.”



"Not at all,"” Simeon said soothingly, "but | think you
may be confusing respect with condescension.” AmDS

face took on the set | ook it had worn through the | ast
hal f of his dinner with Channa. "Alittle less patting on
t he hand, Sinmeon-Anps. You give themthe inpression

that you clai mauthority because of your gender."

"No, no," Anos exclained, throwi ng up his hands in
rejexrion. "If | have an aura of authority, it is because of
my position on Bethel. Birth aside, | ama junior mem

ber of the ruling council. | rule the famly estates, of
course. | have been an admini strator for several years

now." He smiled in a confiding manner. "Al though,

have found that wonmen react differently to ny orders.

| do not deny that |I find it sinpler to work with nmen."

He gave a negligent shrug. "There is no probl em of

seducti on between nen."
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he's consistent, at |east, Sineon thought. Maybe he

needs to cling to whatever ego-confirmation he's got, since he's
SO di spl aced.

"Do you realize," the brain said coldly, "that you've

just patronized ne? Based on your belief that you're

such a treat for ariyprJfe to deal with? I"'ma part of this
culture. You're not | know these people, you don't. |

run this station and have been running it since before

you existed, and will be running it centuries after

you're dead. And I'll be running this station

t hr oughout this energency while you' re only pretend-

ing to. So listen up! You're treating your wonen
instructors as if they're only adequate until sonmeone

real, meaning male, arrives to take over. Wll, the

experts here just happen to be fermale! W' re short of

time, so I'mgoing to pay you the conplinment of

expecting you to be able to adjust to that alien concept

W need you to be one of us. W need you to forget

about Bethel for the time being.

"I know how nmuch we're asking of you, Sineon-Anos,’
he concl uded, his voice |less stern and nore under-
standi ng, "butyou're asking us to trust you wi thour |ives."

Anmps gasped, his eyes wide with a m xture of enbar-
rassment, puzzl enent and astoni shnent

Oh, fugle, Sinmeon thought Channa was right. | do have
the sensitivity of a denolition charge. Seventy-seven of
Amps' followers had died fleeing Bethel. And, being

the conscientious sort of |eader Sineon had seen him

be, he probably had them marchi ng through his

dreans at night, asking, "Wy?"

"Sorry," Simeon said, "that was badry phrased. Look

| need to know if you can do this. | need to know now.
You' || be dealing with Channa, under her authority,



daily. 1"'mnot going to waste tinme. If we have to repl ace
you with soneone who doesn't have the sanme hang-

ups you have, then six hours is all we can afford to
waste on a false start. Now, can you or can't you?"
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Amps put a hand to his brow. They depended on ne, and
they died, ran through his mnd |like a prayer response.
Fol | owed by: No. | saved sone, who woul d ot herw se have
di ed. And Bethel may yet live, what & left of it.

"I have never yet failed to acconplish a thing that I
have set out to do," he said grimy. He touched head
and heart with two fingers as W bowed to Sineon's
colum. "Wyuld you be so good as to convey ny

apol ogies to the lady who has just left?"

"No, but 111 be happy to show you how to call her so
that you can tell her yourself." Simeon watched Anos'
Adam s appl e bob as he swal |l owed hard.

"Of course,” Anps said with a strained smile. "That
woul d probably be best."

C CHAFER THI RTEEN
This is worse than the captains' neeting, Sineon thought

It was absolutely amazing that so little runmor had

| eaked out. In that al one was an indication that they
m ght be able to bring the whole thing off. SSS-900-C
personnel had an uncanny instinct for keeping their
nmout hs shut when silence was nore than gol den

Not so at this neeting, where everyone was sound-
ing off N barring Channa and Anbs N and no one was
listening to a word being said.

The neeting was being held in the | argest auditorium

on the station. Wich, thank Ghu, Simeon thought wth

relief, is not nearly |large enough to hold all of the station's
popul ati on. The sensible had stayed in their quarters

wat chi ng the whol e spectacl e on holo. The skel eton crew

now running the station would have their own briefing

later. Just as well | didn't bother to activate sound fromthe
priuate quarters' screens, he thought wearily. He was getting

a good enough cross section of opinion right here, far the

thing. lcon always turn the audio off. . . No, that's useless.

He contacted Channa on the inplants in her mas-

toid. "This was a mi stake. W should have briefed their
counsel -reps, who woul d have briefed their aides, and

so on. This could build panic to critical nass." For sone
reason the shouting in the auditoriumrose to a higher
pitch. "Or sinply get so |oud the noi se shakes the sta-
tion to pieces and saves the damm pirates the trouble.”



"Hi ndsight," she said softly, "is always so dear. Actually,
they | ook nmore angry than frightened to me. |'ve gotten
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nore used to the snell of fear than | |ike, but the
anmbi ence here has a different reek. O course, | can't hear
what they're saying, they're all yelling so loud."

Si meon pi cked out phrases fromthe uproar with
directional sensors: E

those goddammed assholes in tnat colony ship..."
" yeah, how many ways are, they going to try to
get us killed,.."

"... where's the dammed Navy? That's what | want
to know. They cripple us with taxes and..."

" this is crazy. TTiey don't even know this is what's
gonna happen? Meanwhile, I'msittin here losin'

noney., .. what do they expect us to do?"

"WHAT DO WE EXPECT YOU TO DO?" Si neon

asked in a tone that overrode the babble. He added in a
stew of subsonics intended to stun and intimdate. The
noi se dropped of fabruptly, pleasing him

"For starters, shut up and listen!" he suggested in a
reasonabl e tone. "W expect you to take the emergency
seriously, to listen to instructions and to carry them out
He paused for a nonment to let that sink in. "This neet-
ing will give you what you need to know on how to

handl e yoursel ves during the antici pated emnergency.
Remenmber, what you don't know, you can't reveal. From
this point on, | remnd you that runor hel ps the eneny,
not you or nme, and not this station.

"I'f you hear sonething you think is a runor, report
it to your section | eader, who's the same person who
| eads your ordi nary energency evacuation team If it's

true and it concerns your safety, he'll know about it If
he hasn't heard it, he can check with ne and I'Il con-
firmor deny it. I wtl tell you the truth. Do not spread

runors. Renenber that We fully expect shortly to be
occupi ed by an eneny force which has a very bad
reputation for space piracy."

Echel Mkie, station newscaster, waved both arns
for attention. Sineon acknow edged him
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"Pirates?" he asked. "Look, is this another one of



your dammed ganes, Sinmeon?"

"Absolutely not. This is as real as death. They'll be
here in less than three-days. We've notified Central and
the Navy, who assure us that a rescue mission is already
under way. But it woi A be here before the pirates are
likely to arrive. Therefore this station and its personne
must initiate such delaying tactics as possible. To stay
aliver That silenced the last bit of nuttering.

"Why weren't we told this earlier? Every ship has left
N we're stuck here!" Mkie's face was a study in
out r age.

Channa noved forward to the front of the dais. "You
weren't told because we used the avail able space to
evacuate children and the sick," she said crisply. "Any
objections to that, M. Mlde?"

"As | said," Sineon went on, "we are not only expect-
ing to be occupied, we are hoping we will be." He
paused again to see that they had absorbed that distinc-
tion. He was proud of his people! They got it in onel
Shocked pal e faces now accepted what he did not, after
all, have to spell out.

"Listen up now. These are your station manager's
orders. Don't offer direct resistance. Cooperate when-
ever necessary but don't vol unteer anything. W

expect that nost of the enemy won't speak Standard,

so m sunder stand when you can. Make your answers

as brief as possible, when you can't be silent. If you
don't know, say so, but do not tell them who does know.
Stay in your quarters as much as possible. Keep your
energency suits ready to use. Listen to information
passed to you by your group |eaders rather than any-
thing you may hear over the vid. Remenber, we're on
your side. They won't be.

"Finally," he said, "this is Sineon-Anps." Anps stood
up and bowed politely. "This is the only Sineon on the
station. He is co-manager with Channa Hap, the term
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Si reon neans co-manager. W have a | ongstandi ng
tradition of having the male station managers carrying
that name. It's in honor of one of the first station
managers. There is no brain or brawn on this station

t here never has been. Shell persoas are only used on
shi ps. "

He paused to gauge their reaction, studying their
grimfaces. "If they don't know about nme, 1'll be able to
continue running the station uninpaired Nliterally
behi nd the scenes. If they disconnect me fromthe sta-
tion Nand they will, if they~find out about meNwe're

all in trouble. So, as of now and for the duration, | don't



exist. This is Simeon-Anos, your station co-manager."

Anps smil ed and nodded. The audi ence had that
still ness of about-to-boil-over. Faces began to reflect
expressions now, mld alarm disbelief, skepticism

"This . . . this backworldnttdfoot is supposed to
manage us in an emergency?" sonebody said, with al

t he haut eur of the space-born. Anps' head went back
and he stared down his classical Gecian nose with ten
generations of aristocrats behind his eyes.

"To pretend to run things," Sinmeon said. "Further-
nore, he volunteered to front for ne! Not a role you'd
get many to take under the circunstances,"” he added,
and got a few snorts of agreenent "So, before anyone
frets over Sineon-Anmps' |eadership qualifications, 1'd
like to replay the man in action. The tape's authentic.
I'"ve checked it." Nobody could do that better than a

br ai n.

What Simeon screened for themthen were shots

that he had accessed from @Quiyon's files. I|tbegan when
a wall flashed with intol erable brightness, then

di m ni shed to show troops in black conbat arnor trot-
ting down a burning street of brick-and-tinber
bui | di ngs. The sensor was pitched | ow, | ooking up
froma hal f-basenment wi ndow or a hole in the ground.
Across the way, a human figure hung out of a w ndow,
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| ong bl ack braids trailing in a pool of blood on the
sidewal k. A child s body lay there too: its crushed skul
suggesting it had been thrown agai nst the wall

The screen was abruptly blank. Then lit up again
with a di nmer scene.

Amps' recorded ol g cut through the blurr-roar of
flames. "Now' he sd.

The picture shook "as the ground heaved, and the

burning wall s cascaded across the street, drowning the
black figures in a tide of brick and flam ng tinbers and
glass. Gther figures darted forward, Bethelites to judge
by their rough, inprovised unifornms. Wen the first
powersuits began to claw their way out of the rubble,

t he defenders were ready. Anpbs was unmi st akably

| eading them an industrial jetcutter in his hands. He
plunged it down on the massive sloped hel net that

jerked itself free of the ruins, and hel mand head

expl oded in steam

The screen jerked, a different scene conmng into

abrupt focus: a manor-house anong formal gardens,

only a few scorch-marks on its walls. Invader infentry
stood at their ease; the picture had the slightly glassy



| ook of a flatpic extrapol ated by a | ong-di stance
canera. Arnored fighting vehicles rested in | eagues on
the Iawns, their cannon pointing outward in a her-

ri ngbone pattern, |ighter weapons on their upper

decks tracking restlessly across the sky. An aircraft

sl owed overhead. Bul ky arnored shapes di senbar ked,

one in a suit marked with conplex blazons in a script of
angl es and sharp curves.

The vi ewpoi nt zooned in, as a group of young

worren in | ong robes were pushed out of the front

door of the manor, many carrying bundl es. They knelt
under the alien guns; one opened the chest she car-
ried, filled with mniature crystal vials. She sniled,
gesturing to the bottles, opening one and snelling,
extending it to the warrior in the decorated suit. From
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her | ooks she was about sixteen Standard years and
very beautiful, with the classic features simliar to
Amps' . The pirate rai sed both gauntlets to his hel net,
lifted it free and tucked it under one arm bending to
sni ff. The exposed face was scored with age,

roughened skin pockmarked by radftti on danage,

bl ossom ng growt hs, thinning blond*hair startling

agai nst dark conplexion. It smled..."

Leered, Sinmeon thought, review ng the scene, fve
heard the word, but never really seen the correspondi ng expres-
sion till now.

The view of the pirate's face"was brief. Even as he
bent, a red dot appeared between his brows. Less than
a second later, his head exploded into mst.

The body stayed erect in the arnored suit, blood

punping in a high arc fromthe stunp of the neck. The
girl with the perfume box stood, snmiling truly this tinme
as the blood bathed her. Until one of the other warriors
stepped forward and, gripping her head in a powered
gauntl et, squeezed. Her head burst in a spray of pink
bone and gray matter. The other girlsjoined hands and
wer e singing when the plasma gun scythed theminto

ash and steam

Soneone in the hall was retching; several sobbed.
"For the death of that Kolnar, | claimonly the

mar ksmanshi p, " Anbs said, his archaic accent addi ng
gravity to his clear tone. "The bravery was ny sister's.

Sahrah | ed the naiden volunteers. | did not know what
she had planned. | was trying to reach the manor before
the enemy could. We think ... we think that dead dog

was fourth or fifth in rank among the pirates.”

Al'l heads turned to hinm his was slightly bowed.
"Such was Bethel, when the Kol nari canme to us," he



sai d. "They have the souls of N' he spoke a nonst an-
Jard word.

"Rats," Sinmeon said

"N rats that walk |ike nen. They kill for killing's
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sake, they rape and tenure and steal, and what they
cannot steal, diey foul out of depravity."

Anot her hol o canme up. "Keriss," Anps said. There

was total silence now. A city by a bay, astride a river

| ower-built than the worlds influenced by Central's
architectural styles, Brifrht-tol ored buildings and

broad gardens. A scattering of taller buildings at its cen-
ter, and one that led the eye up and up in a | eap of

towers and domes.

"The Tenple," Anps said. "This was a renote pick-
up, a news-sendee shot, just before the end."

VWhite light flashed. The city dissolved as the bul ging
donut shape of the shockwave billowed out. The sl ow

scene gave it a terrible grace; trees exploding into

flame under the heat-flash and scattering as | ess than
splinters an instant later, the water of the bay beginning
to flow and swell into a wave taller than the hills.

"So died Keriss," Anps whi spered.
"I"'mnot calling wolf this tine," Simeon said, match-
ing that same tone. "If anyone doubts, speak now. "

He | et the ensuing silence echo. "Does anyone think
they're better equipped to play nme than Si neon- Anpbs

i s?" No one gainsaid him "This emergency is all too
real. Until help arrives, we're going to have to rely on
each other. | believe we can do that," he said confident-
ly. "If you weren't pretty brave and i ndependent sorts

of individuals, you wouldn't be on a station anyway.
You'd be on a planet sonewhere trying to figure out

how to get the bugs of fyour vegetables."

This got nore of a chuckle than it deserved, he
t hought, but they needed the rel ease fromtension

Channa rose, ubiquitous notescreen in hand.

"There will be a meeting for council nenbers at

two, " she announced, "and there will be a neeting of
evacuation group |l eaders at four. Subsequent to those
nmeeti ngs, evacuation groups thenselves will neet at

ti mes appointed by the group | eaders. W aren't going
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to take questions because we're now on a need-to-
know basis. W thank you for your cooperation. Ladies
and gentlenen, this nmeeting is adjourned."

"Right, listen up, you crap-headed rock hounds,"
Qus bel | owed.

The noi se level in the docking “hanber fell fairly

qui ckly. Stands to reason, he thought.' These were work-

i ng spacers, not data-pushers and entertainers. About
fifty of themglared up at himas if he'd thought up this
little crisis hinself. The shages of the tugs and miners
in the interior dock bul ked at their backs, huge and
shadow with all but one of the overheads turned off.
That cast a puddle of light over the assenbled pilots

and crew. He had staged the neeting this way at

Si meon' s suggestion, to make themfeel |ike a group

"You know what's com ng down," he said, naking
his voice intense without making it loud. "All our ship-
ping with interstellar capacity has been noved out"

"Not all," one of the miners said, running a hand
over her luridly tattooed head.

"Can it, Shabla. You can do maybe ten lights, scout-
ing for mnerals. That won't get you to the next
system"”

She shrugged, grinning at those ranged about her

"What we've got left is the tugs," said Gus, "and sone
m ning scouts. It isn't nuch, against four frigate-class
war shi ps. "

"It's fardling nothing," another said. "Unless you
want us to ram'enP" The man didn't think nuch of
that idea even as he voiced it-

Ramm ng was not conpletely out of the question; if
you cut sonet hing heading toward you at high speeds
into smal |l er pieces, you were just nultiplying your

troubles. You had to blast it into gas, or deflect it, before

you were safe. They all understood the principle, and
the limtations.

"Ramm ng's not on," Qus said, shaking his head

even as he gave thema sly grin. "Not when we lose to
any beam weapon they care to turn on us. But," and

he waited until a schematic of a standard tug cane up
on the screen behind him "what has a tug got? A"

nor mal - space engi ne' an® a great big power plant, and
a fardlin' hunongous grapnel field. Mning scout's
about the sane, only with a sanpling laser. So there
isn't much sense in us getting into sluggi ng matches



wi th warshi ps." He caught the universal sigh of relief
that wafted about.the' bay. "ButN' and he held up one
gnarled finger "N there are things we can do."

Then he outlined the changes needed on the screen
behind him Gatified and slightly vul pine grins
repl aced frowns even when he expl ai ned the strategy
to be effected by such alterations.

"Hey, wait," Shabla said. "I got a husband N two,
actually Non this tin can. You want ne to | eave 'em
here while the place is taken over?"

"Exactly," Qus said, giving her stare for stare. "\Wat
the crap could you do for 'em here? Get your head
kicked in? Start a firefight in a corridor and bl ow the
pressure hull? Qut there, we've got a chance to do
somet hing worthwhile for all our skins. W' ve all got
someone here, or nearly all of us. This is what we can
do for 'em Wo's with nme?"

The cheer was nore nearly a how .

He's realty much nore attractive when he isn't trying to be,
Channa t hought dismally. And when he's really working.
Whi ch he was, now

"And it's been so long," she nmurmured to herself.

Anps turned to | ook at her, his brow furrowed in con-
cern. "Sonething troubles you, Channa?" He grinned.
"Besides, that is, our possibly inmmnent denise?"

She gave hima jaundiced smle. He woul d nmention
that, she thought, just when | was getting involved
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enough not to think about it Well, since we might all die,
why not take the plunge?

"This is beginning to get to ne. | feel so... so alone."

H s eyes kindled, and a lovely feathery warnth

tickled her lower belly. Her smile spread to a grin, and
he rose fromhis place and cane to sit beside her, their
thighs lightly touching. He took tfer hand in both of

hi s.

Qoooo, she thought. If this one were on the holos, there
woul dn't be a dry seat in the house.

"You're not alone! Fm here,”
wi th synpat hy.

he said, his voice rich



An hour later, things had progressed to the point
where they had drifted into Channa's quarters armin
arm And damm Sinmeon's opini on, Channa thought. Fm
going to enjoy nyself.

They were both three-<juarters undressed and a | ot
war mer when Sineon inmitated the sound of a knock
on the door and shouted fromthe | ounge.

"Si meon- Anos, Rachel's here." The voice was flatly
neutral, but Channa savagely thought she coul d detect
a suppressed giggle.

"What!" Anmps shrieked softly as they both sat bolt
upri ght

"Here?" Channa demanded. "\WWat do you mnean,
her e?"

"She's in the corridor outside," Sineon said cheer-

fully. "Should I let her in?"
just a monent," Anmps said desperately, |eaping
fromthe bed and frantically grabbing up clothes.
"That's mnine,"
the pile.

Channa said, rescuing her shirt from

Anmps bolted fromthe room opened the door to his
quarters, flung his clothes in and ran to the door
Real i zing he was in his underpants, he ran back to his
room grabbed his robe, and struggled to pull it over
his head as he staggered back to the | ounge. The arns

seened to knot and tangle so deliberately, he
wondered if the robe had turned ani mate and was
resisting. Anmos nade desperate, despairing little

sounds.

Channa rol l ed her eye® Eghed, and headed for the
bat hi oom "Cold waterf pul sed, shower," she told the

fixtures. As if | need one with Rachel at the door, she
t hought

Amps took a deep breath, finally pulling the robe
down over hi $4Eddy.

"Why am | agitated?" he asked hinmself. "I do not

have to account for mnmy actions. There is no one in
authority over ne." On the other hand, Rachel could

make an unfortunate scene. At |east there would be no
outraged father, brother, uncle, or cousin likely to
break in with a hunting rifle and blow off the offendi ng
equi pnent

He opened the door. He hopped backward just in
time to avoid a blow from Rachel's fist, aimed at the



| ounge doors. "Rachel!" he snapped.

She stood glaring at him She was breathing fast, her
nostrils flaring, a sheen of sweat across the pale olive of
her skin.

"What are you doi ng here?" she demanded.
He | ooked at her in astoni shnent

"You know perfectly well what | am doing here," he

said. He had hinmself sufficiently under control now to
speak with his usual gentle authority, and he could see

her purpose falter. "I amliving in die nanager's quarters
because | amto be a co-nmanager of the station. |I'm study-
ing very hard and constantly to be worthy of this honor. |
have told you this. 1 told everyone." He let his eyes w den
sfighuy in unaffected innocence.

She narrowed her eyes. "It is true, Anps, that you
told everyone. But, you did not tell nme\"

"Al'l right," he said soothingly, "all right, come in."
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He pl aced his hands delicately on her shoul ders and
steered her to the couch. "Sit!"

She | ooked first at him then at the couch as though
she suspected sonme trap before she cautiously fol ded
hersel f down to the cushioned jfcirface. Looking up at
him she patted the place beside her

"You sit down, too," she insisted.

"You will have sone refreshnent ?"
"No. I will have an expl anation."

He drew over a straight-backed chair, placed it in
front of her and sat down. Her eyes wi dened and she
sat up straighter, |ooking, if possible, even nore
affronted than she had been

"I amsorry," he said, "if | have offended you, but I
have been very busy." Unspoken was the inference that
she should be also, helping to brief the Bethelites and
settle theminto their tenporary roles. "I told Joseph
about our plans, and | assumed that he woul d explain
everything to you."

"Ch!" she said sarcastically, "You told Joseph. Wll,
then of course there was no need to enlighten nme! He
could tell me whatever he pleased of your plans and that
woul d have been sufficient. Then | could go to sleep this
ni ght, knowi ng that you had noved in with that bl ack-
hearted slut-bitch, with an untroubl ed heart."



"Rachel bint Danscusr he said sharply. "You forget
yoursel f1"

She raised both fists above her head and shouted, "It

is not | who disport with the daughters of the heathen
an act forbidden by every scripture! Nor is it Joseph's
place to tell me of what we do. It is yours, yours al one!
Are we not to be betrothed?"

He stared at her in shock. "No," he said in blank
ast oni shment "What ever gave you that idea?"

She blinked. "No?"

"No," he repeated, shaking his head in the negative.
Al'l of the color drained fromher race and he coul d
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see the white of her eyes all around the iris. She
breathed in and out through her nose with a sound |ike
tearing silk. She trenbled. She tried to speak and only a
gar bl ed sound came out, then she said in a grating

voi ce, "She has seduced”ou."

"No," he said and Ehook his head again, waving both

his hands in the sane negative gesture, but his eyes slid
away from hers.

"Always," she said harshly, "fromthe tine we first
met, | knew that you were mine. Mne!"

"No," he said. "You are nmeant for Joseph, who has

al ways | oved you. He will nmake you happy, and he

wants you." He forced his voice to gendeness. She has
became unbal anced, he thought desperately. O all the
times for such a thing to happen! He had thought her

only alittle nore given to hysteria than nost of her sex,
but somet hi ng had changed her; perhaps the trauma

of the attack, perhaps the massive drug dosages they

had been forced to use on the trip.

Her eyes widened still more, until the whites showed
all around the iris. He had heard of such things, but
never seen them except once when an ancient hermt
had gone into a trance and prophesi ed.

/ shoul d have paid nove attention to nmy first-aid training,
he thought ruefully. Perhaps then he would know how

to deal with her instability. Whatever her faults, she

had sacrificed nmuch to follow him She had been

i nvaluable in the chaotic scranmble of the |ast days on
Bethel. My dear friend, | have failed you.

"He wants ne," she said in the same | ow grow "And
you do not?" Her nouth twi sted, and she bit her lip as



she turned her head fromside to side and nodded
several times. Abruptly she rose and was out the door
before he could rise fromhis chair.

He grabbed his hair in both of his hands and pul | ed.
"Arrughh! Sineon," he asked, "what have | done?"

"Pi ssed off Rachel, 1'd say."
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Amps sighed, then groaned. "No," he said despair-

ingly, "I have done worse than that | allowed nyself to
be tal ked out of doing what | knew was right. | knew in

nmy heart that she shoul d be-evacuated, but Joseph

asked me to let her stay. Perhaps | gave you the wong
answer today, ny friend. Perhaps | cannot play this
role if | amso easily convince} to go against ny better
j udgenent "

"You t hought Joseph could keep her in fine?"

"Yes. | hoped that, because he woul d be nearby and
consi derate of her, she would turn nore to himand | ess
toward ne."

"Not a bad reasoning," Simeon replied truthfully.
"Sendi ng her away m ght break whatever hold she has
on reality."

Amos | ooked unreassured and nore niserable than
ever. He might be a good-I|ooking man, but he sure had
cornered the supply of gl ooy | ooks.

"Today, you have said quite correcdy that you are

older than |, and also that in nany ways you are wi ser-
Today | should have been the w ser." He shook his

head sorrowfully and shuffled into his roomlike an ok
nman.

Wl |, Simeon thought, what an interesting evening!

Looks like the forecast for true lave is N not smooth. Such
marvel ous material for teasing Channa. So tenpting to

see how she'd react. No! He had to keep his mnd on

nore inmportant things. Like that Rachel. The girl had

shot out of that intervieww th Anmos as if she'd | ost her

rag. Better keep an eye on her, he told hinself. And so should
Doctor Chaundra, if he's got the tine. Mdst acute nmental ill-
ness was chemical, or could be adjusted with the

judi ci ous use of neutralizing chem cal s.

Wth a weary woof, Doctor Chaundra sat at his desk
and, setting his coffee cup in the nost spill-proof area
available in the surface clutter, he keyed up his mail It



had been two days since he'd had an opportunity to

ook at it Twenty-five attenpted suicides, four of them
anong the refugee Bethelites who chose gruesonely

ol d-f ashi oned net hods. One had actual |y hanged her-

self! Good in one respect: easier to revive, although
there m ght be sone nenory | oss from oxygen

deprivation, and-he'd have to use a nerve-shunt The

sight of that bloated, blue-tinged face with the protrud-
i ng tongue |ingered unpl easantly.

He slipped hinmself a cal mer; just one, although the
gods al one knew what it would do with all the caffeine
he' d been absorbing. He had to get on with this
accursed viral project even if he was a doctor, not a
gene-scul ptor! It disturbed himto deliberately nmake a
virus nore harnful: too nmuch |ike maki ng nedicine

i nto a weapon. Chaundra had grown up on a pl anet

wher e personal violence was fairly common, and done
his internship in a trauna ward. H's own famly cane
froma pacifist tradition, and the internship had con-
firmed himin it

At least Seld is out of this, he thought with relief.
The first message was yet another requisition for
calmers. He signed it out; the organosynth machi nes
were going to be running overtinme. Wuld pirates take
noti ce of supernatural cal n? The doctor sniled rue-
fully at that and told the machine to show hi mthe next
message. It was flagged personal, which was odd. He
began to read.

H s heart stunbled; he could feel the pain in his

chest quite distinctly, but it seened distant and uni m
portant Vision grayed down to a tunnel; it was |ong

m nut es before he coul d speak

At | ast he nanaged to croak "Sineon? Sineon!”

"What is it, Chaundra?"

I don't like the way he | ooks. The sound of the doctor's
voi ce had been sufficiently worrisone for Sineon to
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activate visuals. The doctor was visibly tired but, con-
sidering the work | oad he was pushing, fatigue would

be normal. Nor unusual for Chaundra who tended to

push hinmsel f. If Sineon had been capabl e of

experiencing fatigue, he would be knackered right

now. The slightly built dark man was gray-faced with
sweat beadi ng his forehead. Sinmeon ran a diagnostic
program not good. Extrene stress, to the point of
endangering the man's heal th. Chaundra was not

young anynore, and had endured sone very hostile



environnents in his career. Not to nention the current
pr obl em

"This message..."
to his screen.

and Chaundra managed to point

Dear DadNSi neon read.

"Why on earth didn't this trip nmy watchman
programs N 1'll have ]Joattsfade for this, by God!"

NIl couldn't go, Fmsorry. |hopeyou can understand and
forgiveme, but “artythng were to happen to you and | wasn't

there, Td never forgive nyself. | have to be here, because Mom
can't be. Iloveyou
Sel d.

"Ch!" Simeon paused in full conprehension of
Chaundra's state of mnd. "But didn't you put him
on...."

"No," Chaundra said, in a voice drained of affect.

"He was in line, alnbst to the lock. Then |I received a
bl eep message N the nost urgent of codes. Seld said
must answer. He understood that. W enbraced, said
good-bye and | left himthere."

Chaundra fl opped one hand over weakly, unable for
nore effort than that. "He was practically on the ship.
How the hell did this happen?"

"I"'msorry. I've too good an idea!" Simeon told him
"Il try to find out where that w cked young rascal is
right now" He didn't mean Seld, but did not qualify his
term After a noment's pause he canme up blank. "I'm

not finding him so he's well hidden wherever he is.

That shoul d be sone consol ation, Chaundra,"” he said
inafirmy reassuring tone. "If | can't find him neither
can our expected visitors. 1'll keep | ooking. Count on

me for that! - - j

Looking with every eye | own, Simeon said grimy. How
could the well-nmannered, well-brought up Seld have

fallen for one of Joat's schemes? And what part woul d

the kid play init? And Fmto blane for this situation and
Chaundra's heartache, Joat had been so eager to learn

and he'd seen no reason to restrict her termnal's access
to the schemati cs. She had been bad enough before this
energency sent her to cover; now, he didn't know what

she was capabl e of doing.

Fve an idiot-savant running feral in my station, he

t hought bitterly. Ten years' precocity in advanced engi neer-
ing technics and the norals of a five-year-old. The

sel fi shness of small children can be charm ng, when

they don't have the power to do nmuch harm In a near-

adult, and a brilliant near-adult at that, the possibilities
went out of bounds,



"Well, Seld is here N sonewhere!" Chaundra said,
recovering hinself enough to shout and to be livid with
rage. "The clock says this nessage was entered ten
hours after his ship left!™

"I know, | see it Don't worry, Chaundra. W'll find
him"

H know we'll find him Wat worries me is that he
shoul d hide! That he is no |longer as safe as | thought
he woul d be by now. Do you understand? My son coul d
die. My heart is pounding with the anxiety."

Si meon ran anot her quick scan of the station, this tine
i ncluding apartments left enpty by the evacuation

"Still searching. There are so nmany places he could

hi de and even | couldn't find him" he said by way of reas-

suring Chaundra. "He's a big strong kid who can handl e
hinsel f" As well as any of us, he thought The odds for
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anyone on the station were not good, but there was no
point in ren nding Chaundra of that now.

"No," the doctor said between clenched teeth, "he
isn'"t a "big strong kid,' and he can't handl e hinself.
never going to be strong. Thej "l ague that took his

nmot her left himw th nerve damage."

"Nerve damage?" Sineor”jsaid incredul ously.
Regenerati on of nerve tissue was an ol d technol ogy,
and wel|l understood. Wthout it, shell people would be
i npossi ble, for the sanme technique knitted their ner-
vous systens into the nmachinery that supported them
and that they conmanded.

Chaundra shook his head. "I have done what | could

to bypass the damage, but if he puts too nuch strain
where the repair exists ..." His voice trailed off, and
when he raised his face to Sineon's visual node, he had
turned into an old nan.

"It was a little clinic, you understand. Mary, she was
the nmeditech, |I the doctor. A new continent on a new
colony world. Mich to do, we were on research grants.
Then peopl e began to die. There was nothing |I could

do... They inposed quarantine N quarantine, in this
day and age! Wen | found what had happened,
already it was too late for Mary. The virus ... was a

hybrid. A native virus-anal ogue conmbined with a
mut ant Terran encephalitis strain. The native virus



wr apped around the Terran, you understand. So the

i mmune system coul d not recognize it and had no
defense. The Terran elenent enabled it to parasitize
our DNA.

"Seld was damaged, on the point of death. It took
three years of therapy for himto be able to wal k and
talk and nove as well as he does."

Chaundra turned, picking things up fromhis desk
and putting them down.

"But he will never be strong. If they seize him hel
be as hel pl ess as sonmeone half his age. There could be

convul sions: stress accelerates the damage. It is

cunmul ative. Way do you think | took this position? He
must be near a first-rate facility at all times. He nust
not suffer extrene stress or the effects could snowbal

As it is, he will probably rEt live nmuch past adul thood."

Chaundra slunpefl in his chair, anger, even anxiety
drai ning out of himas he buried his head in his hands.

"Then we'll make sure they don't hurt him?" Simeon
said grimy." First, let's find him He's probably wthjoat

"Seld's nmentioned her." Chaundra's voice was nuffl ed
"He has many-friends, but she sounded... different”

"She is. Ch, she's different, all right. And she
woul dn't | eave, either. So in a way, you and | are in the
sane boat."

Chaundra rubbed his nouth and chin. Whiskers

rasped; unusual, since he was normally a fastidious
man. "Yes," he said and | aughed sardonically, "and the
boat is about to |eak."

"Not necessarily." Sineon said firmy enough to

make hinself believe it "Seld has sonething el se going
for him"

"He has?"

"Yes. Seld has Joat, and she's got such a strong sur-
vival instinct that even if the rest of the station blew,
she'd find a way to stay alive ... and keep Seld alive,
too. He's actually far safer with her than anywhere el se
he could be. So | wouldn't worry about his infirmties,
or stress. Though | hate like hell to admt it, | can't

t hi nk of anyone better qualified to m nd himthan

Joat!'"

"Seld," Sinmeon called. "Seld Chaundra, cone out
where | can see you."

Joat popped into view rubbing her eyes, "What are
you yeUin' about, Simeon?" she asked, yawning.



"Send himout, Joat This is the only place he can
possi bly be."
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Joat crossed her arms and | ooked sl eepily defiant.

"Your father is worried, Seld,"” Sinmn went on. "He

sent you away so that you'd be safe. So you know he's

not really going to kill you for staying, even though you
deserve it."

Sel d appeared beside Joat, whoshoved himin the
shoul der. "Tbldja to stay outta sight)"

He hung his head and said, "I know But | can't |et

you take my rap. Momwouldn't like that in me. At |east
that's what ny dad says she'd say." He shrugged and
gave her a feeble grin.

Joat rolled her eyes. "Do what'choo want," she said
in a scathing tone, and di sappeared.

"Actually," Simeon told themboth, "I don't see any
need to rough it just yet. Wiy not sleep confortably
whil e you can, eat what everyone el se is enjoying,
because we're certainly not going to leave it to the
pirates to gobble up. 1'd prefer that you hide out when
the pirates arrive. Meanwhile, Seld, give your dad the
benefit of your conpany: he needs it. Save your
rations,Joat- Eat with us. Food' sbetter. For now "

He pi cked up her disgusted sigh, and then she

wal ked into view, arnms still folded, expression stil
defi ant
Si meon warned to her all over again. | don't think

was ever that young, he thought, but, y'ftnow, she nakes ne
tvish I could swagger. "Ckay guys, let's go."

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

"Very large mass," Baila said, whispering. "Severa
score negatons, at |east."

"You nee4 not |ower your voice," Belazir said,
anmused and nore so when several of the bridge crew
junped. "We are proceedi ng stealthed, but sound
waves do not propagate in vacuum"

He turned to the schematic and | ong-range visua

vi ews. |npressive indeed, he thought. Far and away the

| argest free-floating construct he had ever seen. Twin

gl obes, each at |east a thousand nmeters in extent, |inked
by a broad tube. Mre tubes at the north and south

axis, evidently for docking |large ships, although none
were there at the nonment Around the station was an
incredible clutter of material: |oose ore, giant flexible
bal | oons of various substances, radiating networks,
fabricators,



Large but soft, he decided. Like a huge lunp of well-
cooked neat, steaming in its own juices and touched

with garlic, waiting to be carved into bite-sized pieces.

was a target so rich that he had trouble convincing him
self of its reality. Mentally he accepted it, while his
enotions could only kick in every mnute or so, as jolts
of near-orgasmc pleasure. He stretched |Iike a cat,
acutely conscious of the anticipatory tension beneath
the quiet ordered activity of the bridge. Everyone in
the flotilla would conme out of this a hero. He couldn't
believe this plumcould be snatched away N not from

t he Kol nari and especially not when he comuanded

the Kolnari flotilla! And he, Belazir t'Marid Kol aren
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woul d be nmore than a hero. He would be placed firnmy
in the logical line of succession to Chal ku t' Mari d.

"Apity it is so big," he nused. "A shane to have to
wast e any of the possible plunder." He sighed for, of
course, they would have to destrqg what they could not
t ake.

The flotilla were warships by sfjetialty, not cargo car-
riers. Even if they had time enough to bring in the
heavy haulers fromthe Clan fleet, only the nmerest tithe
of the goods to be found in this size station could be
transported. On the othgrhand, the ecstasy of sheer
destruction had its own euphoria N the know edge

that so nmuch data and effort could be casually blown to
dust.

"A nmessage torpedo to the fleet?" Serig asked.

"You echo ny thoughts, Serig," Belazir said. "Ready
for instant transm ssion once we close our fist on our

prey."

The nessage sent back with the captured mer-

chantman woul d have the Can fleet on alert. But the
transports could not yet have arrived at Bethel, nuch
| ess | anded there. Rigged for deep-space running, suf-
ficient ships could be diverted to assist himwthout
hi ndering the effort at Bethel. Say, ten days' transit
fromthe Saffron system to be conservative; two or

t hree days | oadi ng, dependi ng on how many Fat her

Chal ku decided to send. Then set demplition charges,
nice |large ones to | eave nothing | arger than gravel
There m ght well be prisoners worth taking for skilled
| abor. The huge rectangul ar frame of a shipyard was
now vi si bl e on one side of the station, and that neant
that there would be rare and val uabl e sl aves to sell.

Wth an effort, he restrained hinmself from rubbing
hi s hands together. "Ch, what a surprise they have in
store,” he said.



"Indeed," Serig said. H s eyes and teeth shone in the
dimblue lights of the bridge and his voice was husky,
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a man in the gr

ip of lust Wiich, Belazir reflected,
was exactly what it was. Metaphorically and literally.

"Keep your eagerness in chains, my friend,
genially- "It is a good slave but a poor master." He
"ained to Baila. "Wiattraffic i nbound?"

"None, Great Lor”l."

"None?" Bel azir

rai sed a brow

Curious, he thought, a space station built
affic. Is it old and due to be abandoned? O is

ly devoid of tr
new and as yet

rarely used ? A small chil

tion of his pleasure. There were alternati
m ght be the hero who brought uni magi nabl e wealth,
villain who reveal ed the existence of
eneny nore powerful than they.

or the imorta
the dan to an

He shook his head with a small, tssk of d
| mpossi bl e. The nerchant man had been rich with

treasure and it

had just left the station.

" he said

in an area near-

di luted the perfec-
ves here; he

sgust .

"1 ndi cati ons?"

"Great Lord, the background radiation is consistent
with | arge-scal e departures over the past five days."
Bai | a paused, hesitant. "Lord, it is diffi

with the density of the interstellar

cult to be certain,

medi um here. Sub-

space distortion danps out very quickly..."

The small chill
base of his sp

becarme fingers of ice stroking the

ne. His testicles drew up i

n reflex.

"I want information, not excuses!" he said in a harsh

voi ce. "Ready t

he seeker m ssiles.'

If the accursed

Bet helite cowards had warned the stationNpronpting

the normal traffic to flee Nthey would destroy it and
run i mredi ately. He was nearly certain he had crip-
pl ed the prey's comunications apparatus in the
pursuit, but "nearly" grilled no nmeat. But
escaped, where was it? Or had the station done his
work for hinf A rich station would have cause to be

wary of unexpected visitors.

appr oach. "

, if it had

"Conti nue stealthed

That meant running with the powerplants down, off

accumul at or ener gy,
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on a ballistic sublight approach

Slow, they would take years to cone near at this speed

but quite safe

at a respectabl e distance.

At any nonent

it



they could power up and close in swiftly at super-

| um nal speeds. This was a nodification of a tactic the
Gl an sonetinmes used agai nst merchantmen on the
outskirts of a solar system And ney were dose enough
that |ightspeed was not rmuch of a problem for detec-
tion purposes. Briefly, he considered running back on
FTL for a few parsecs, to see if he could pick up traces
of in- or outbound traffic over the past week. Then he
shook his head, rejecting that plan. Signal degraded
too nmuch over distance, arid his own trail would adver-
tise his presence. While the station retai ned subspace
conmuni cat or capacity, it presented the Clan with a
deadl y ri sk.

Taking tine to consider a problemfromall angles

was no excuse for inaction. Strike the hardest bl ow you
could, then see if another was needed; that was the

Kol nari way.

"See if you can pick anything up fromtheir

perimeter relay beacons,” he said. In dust this thick
even | ocal real space beacons needed anplification
"Message, Great Lord," said Baila.

"I would hear it"

| mredi ately a woman's crisp voice filled the contro
center, "Warning all ships, warning all ships, SSS-90Q
Cis under Oass Two quarantine: | repeat, Cass Two
gquarantine. The followi ng species are advised not to
make port at these facilities under any circunstances."
A list of alien species followed, nost of them

unknown to t' Marid.

"Human visitors are restricted to the dock facilities
and the entertainment areas i medi ately adjacent to
them You are advised to continue on to your next port
of call. Warning..."

The nessage began to repeat and Baila cut it off.
"Further scan, lord: there are two debris fields. Both of
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t hem between us and the station. The one nearest the
station is largely of natural ferrous compounds, prob-
ability ninety-seven percent-plus sem -processed
asteroidal material. The other, nearest the Bride, is of
nmetal and ship-hull conpounds, finely divided.

Conput er assessnent S that the nass represented by

the netal debris is equivalent to the mass represented
by the prey ship."

She touched several controls, and the multiple

screens displayed a scene of tunbling scraps of half-
nelted nmetal, no single piece |larger than a neter wide
or long. Mbst were a fog of nmetallic particles.

H s eyes narrowed. The quarantine could explain
t he absence of shipping. Baila's analysis suggested that,



either the prey ship, which he knew had been anci ent,
had di sintegrated under the stress of redlining or the
station had destroyed it. The forner was nore likely
since no weaponry had been detected on the station

No doubt the truth of the end to the Bethelite refugee
ship would be found in the station's records.

"Your appraisal?" Belazir asked his weapons officer.

"Great Lord," the man said, collating a probability

run, "the bulk of the fragnents are definitely the result of
ul tra-high tenperature breakdown. The profile is com
pletely conpatible with sudden energy di scharge from

the main internal drive coil of a very large ship. Some of
the other debris N' he called up relevant views "N show

bl ast fragnentation. That could either have been the

result of direct hits with chem cal - energy warheads, or
secondary propagation effects when the engine bl ew.

The shockwave through the hull..."

"I'"'m aware of the phenonenon," Belazir said dryly.
The weapons officer shrank back. Belazir t'Mrid had
fought his first space engagenent before the younger
nobl e was born. "Continue scan and analysis. Inform
me of any anonalies.”

They bl ew up," Serig said.
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"Just as they arrived? How convenient,"” Bel azir said.
He gnawed a thunmb. "Possibly too convenient?"

"Possi bly. However, we were expecting their engines

to foil catastrophically at any nonent They were sub-
limating bits of their cooling vanes for the last thirty
light-years.”

"True. ltisstillacoincidence."
# E

"Once is coincidence," Serig said in ritual tone,
"twi ce i s happenstance N'

"N and the third time is eneny action, yes," Belazir
finished irritably. "But for the station to be pl ague-
ridden at the sane tine?

"The scumverm n races are weak of body, lord," he
not ed.

Bel azir signed confirmation. TTie seed of Rol nar was
strong. It had to be, to have survived so long on a



pl anet not suitable for human beings, and further

devastated by so many centuries of reckless devel op-

ment and continual war with every nucl ear, chem ca

and bi ol ogi cal weapon ingenuity coul d produce. When

the Can fled a | osing struggle, they had kept the tradi-
tion of culling any child who showed signs of

vul nerability to infection. In feet, it was a stroke of for-
tune to have the eneny imobilized by a menace that

was no nenace to the Kol nari

"Hold position. Call in the consorts.”
"Yes, Great Lord."

Bel azir glanced at his conmuni cations officer. Her

face was bright with excitement, too. He snmiled. She was
young; this was her first termof duty. He renenbered

wel | that sharp, eager feeling. He grinned. Ah, but he

was feeling now, at the ripe age of thirty, that his life was
hal f over.

"Al'l captains confirmng receipt of your orders,
Great Lord. Mowving into position.™”

"Excel lent," he said, glancing back at the schematic
Km have abvady given a cry of distress, oh rich and beaut eous

, he thought vindictively. The entire universe was
i n conspiracy against the Can N against all of Kol nar
and its children. Soon you mll scream

Channa turned at her desk

'"H Joat, wel cone

C # C
rome. I
A relieved, shy snile greeted her. "Um ... gonna

take a shower."
"You can use it," Channa said, sniffing. "When
you're through, I want to introduce you to someone."

"Ah," Simeon said |lighdy. "We're a fam |y again."
"Shut up, you hunk of tin," Channa said good-
naturedly, throwing a wad of scrunched-up tissue in

the general direction of the pillar. "How does this |ook?"

She punched a key to feed in the distribution of
supply caches.

"Hmm Not bad. Okay, how about we seal off the fol-

| owi ng passageways?" A schematic of several decks
sprang up." If you didn't know about nodern fabrication
nmet hods, that would | ook right for structural nenbers.™

"Good, good N what does that give us?"

"About a thousand people we can stick away in



corners Nthe V1ist" Those were the ones that they
hadn't had space avail able to evacuate.

"Nobody essential, |I'mafraid," Channa said. They
had agreed that they had to let essential staff take the
ri sks, as their absence would elicit questions.

"No, but it'll cut down the nunber of potential vic-

tims quite nicely. Also, it'll give us a chance to scatter
around sone stuff that'll cone in useful later. Ah,

Si meon- Anps. "

Tlie Bethelite | eader's eyes were red-rimred, but his
smle brought a warmlurch to Channa's di aphragm "I
think | have mastered the basic administrative struc-
ture," he said. "It is not too strange."

Channa raised a brow. A 900-series station isn't too
strange to a backworl der? she thought.

j
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The t hought nust have been obvi ous, but Anps

only spread his hands and tossed his head, setting
aswirl the coal-black curls of his shoul der-1ength mane.
The bl ue eyes tw nkl ed beneath the broad dear brow.

ooooo, Channa thought, and fought to bring her
attention back to his words.

"I'n any | arge organi zation xhere will be certain
constants,"” he said. "The central authority; officers in
charge of various departments; a structure for neetings
to coordinate activities; procedures for routine decision-
maki ng, and so forth. Tips is not too dissinilar to ny
fam ly's hol dings on Bethel. We, too, were essentially
coordinators of the activities of nmany independent
entrepreneurs. There are no ranchers or farmers here,

of course, but both comunities have m ning, nanufac-
turing, education, cultural facilities..."

"Cul ture?" Joat ducked back into the | obby, toweling
her wet hair. For a wonder, she had on sonething nore
formal than the shapel ess, patchwork-colorful overalls
that were current fashion anong SSS-900-C s yout h.

"Li ke holos and virtie ganmes and stuff?"

"Ahhh ..." Anpbs hesitated. He had been thinking
nmore of choral song and traditional dancing. "The
general principle is the sane."

The servos had been setting out the evening neal .

Si meon had programed themto neet the basic

dietary superstitions of the Bethelite religion, although
Anps had turned out to be flexible. Channa shud-

dered nmentally at sonme of the things she'd screened in



that Bethel text. How in God's name, for exanple,
were they supposed to check that none of the materials
had ever been touched by a nenstruati ng worman?

They sat down, Anmps nurnured a prayer, and for

anot her wonder Joat waited a second before grabbing
the nearest bowl. She had turned out to be a
monurent al | y unfussy eater, but in sheer capacity she
beli ed the scrawny underdevel oped frame. BetweenN
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or sometimes during N nouthfuls, she grilled Amps
about Bet hel

"Sounds dull," she said at |ast
"I thought so, too," Anos said, pushing a bow of
steaned mllet closer®aher. She shovel ed several hel p-
i ngs onto her platband heaped themw th sour cream
and chi ves.

"Joat," Channa said gently. "That really doesn't go
wi t h pineapple slices, you know. "

"Why not ?" Joat asked, turning to her with a nmilk

nmust ache on her upper lip. The girl licked it away with
sati sfaction as Channa searched for a reply, gave up
and turned her attention back to Anos.

"Hi ding away all that stuff was smart of Channa,"
she said thoughtfully. "A ways gotta have supplies in
your bolt-hole unless you're fardlin stupid.”

"Sound strategy," Amps said seriously.

He certainly seens to be good with children, Channa

t hought, stirring her food around with her fork. Grls
don't bother him Not pre-pubescent ones, at |east.

In her inner ear, Sineon began to croon an ancient
song: 'Across a croooowded room.."

"Shut up," she subvocalized.

"This place has got nore back-alleys than you'd

beli eve," Joat was saying. "Not like a ship at all, really.
You can get anywhere from anywhere and ain't nobody

can stop you, if you know where you're goin'. Sone of

the places pinch grudly, but they're in-able if you're

svel tsone. "

"I woul d have thought it much like a ship of space,”
Amos replied courteously. Channa could see his |ips
nove silently for an instant as he puzzled out Joat's
slang. That was no wonder. Half of it was her own

i nventi on.



"A whol e other order of magnitude,” Sinmeon said.
"No mass limts on a station N the SSS-900-C wasn't
expected to go anywhere. The outer shell was fixed, as
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wel |l as sonme of the mpjor facilities, but the rest was
intended to allow organic growh up to a couple of
hundred t housand people, max. W've found natura
expansion is the best way to stabilize a real community,
as opposed to a transient comunity, |ike a passenger
vessel . "

"That is good sense,"” Anps said nmeditatively. "On

my famly's estate, planning towns was simlar. If you
set down every detail, the place has no life. Wen

Uncl e Habib decides to put his tobacco store next to
Aunti Scal a's pastry shoppr Brother Fal ken's saddl ery,
and that brings an ice-creamparlor, it then follows that
the town becones a living and efficient entity."

"Why do you talk so funny?" Joat asked

"Why doyou tal k so funny?" Anpbs parried, and they

both | aughed. "Because Bethel was cut off for so |long. W
did not even screen or broadcast data from ot her worlds,
so our people's way of speech changed litde, and those
changes differed fromthose in the Central Wrlds, which
had dealings with many other worlds and cul tures.™

"Central Wrlds?" Joat asked. "Ch, you're fardlin' N
‘cuse me N way off there. This is the hikstik, frontier,
you know. "

"To you, not nme." He paused. "I think, Joat, that
someone besi des yoursel f shoul d know of these hidden
ways of yours."

"You should see it," she said enthusiastically. "You
woul dn't believe what's back there!"

"I would very nmuch like to see it,1 he told her grave-

ly. "But, | have not nuch time left for ny studies." Her
face fell. "Still," he said," |I think that it is inportant
trusted people, other than just you and Si neon,

shoul d know t hese back ways of yours. Wuld you be
willing to show ny friend, Joseph?"

"He's your head honcho, hey?"

"My brother and my right hand," Anps said seriously.
"Ckay, if he's nanna grudly."
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t hat



Anps gave up trying to interpret that remark and
gl anced over at Sineon's inage in the screen

"Gudly,"” the brain said in his nost professorial. "An al
pur pose negative. In this context N'not too grudlyl N
stniight-laced, conventional, boring, uninmaginative.

"No, no. To tel”the truth and shame the devil
Joseph was, in feet, a <Jocksi de desperado when | net
him "Anmos said

Joat lit up, her urchin smle taking a year or two off
the extra tinme life had dealt her, so that she | ooked
twel ve. "Sure! 1'll be glad to show Joseph around.
Whenever you like."

"Thank you. And now | rnust return to ny studies.”
He sighed theatrically and rose.

"I know how you feel,"
resi gnation.

Joat said, shaking her head in

"He's made a conquest there," Channa subvocali zed.

"Wonder how he did it?"

"Joat is no longer a feral child," Sineon pointed out

"W broke the ground for him Being gl anorous doesn 't hurt.
And he listens to her. He's naturally interested in people, |
t hi nk, under the iveird socvHvUgi ous stuffthey rameddown
his throat."
"You're right," Channa said aloud, |ooking dream |y
at the now dosed door of Anps' quarters.

Wl |, Sinmeon-Anps, Simeon thought, you're a hit with
both ny girls. A petty observation, but couldn't he
i ndulge in pettiness in the privacy of his own m nd?
""Course I'mright," Joat said She was having nore of

t he pineapple slices, fresh fromthe vats, |avishly doUoped
with ice cream "You flipping the sheets with himyet?"

Joat!" Channa said warningly, reaching over to flick
her on the ear with thunb and forefinger.

"Watch it!" Joat said, rubbing the of fended | obe. "I1I
report you to Gorgan the Organ." She grinned
unrepentandy. "I know all about it, y'know "

"You may have observed N and | woul dn't put that
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past you for a nanosecond, but you don't understand
what you' ve seen. You al so have no manners."

"Yeah, that's true," Joat said conplacently,

"\'bu needn'tact so snmug about the |ack," Sinmeon cutin.
"Why not ?" Joat asked. "Lots d* way-neat stuff you



can't do if you've got manners."
i<

My God, Channa thought, | ooking up from her
not escr een.

Al of themwere |ooking terrible, but Doctor

Chaundra | ooked ol d. Antt haunted as well. Channa

was a little surprised. She woul d have thought hi m one
of the ones who could handle the fear

"Here it is,1 he said bitterly, holding up a small syn-
thetic container.

Channa automatically glanced down at the box, a
capsul e di spenser, standard nodel, but |ooked nore
closely at him

"Are you all right, Doctor?" she said anxiously.

There were ot her nedicos on the station, but only one
Chaundra. Personal factors aside, he was also the only
specialist with experience in original viral research
"Tired is all," he said. The non-Standard accent in

his voi ce was stronger than usual, a trace of liquid sing-
song. He stood for a nmonent by her desk | ooking at the
box he carried, then he placed it in front of her

"They're ready," he said, pointing to it.

Channa touched the dispenser slot and it dropped a
gelatin capsule filled with clear liquid into her palm

"The virus," she said.

"Yes," he murnmured. "1, who am a heal er, have
created for you a weapon."

"A nonl et hal weapon for self-defense" she said in
gende correction

"Hopefully nonlethal. How can | be sure, with a
genetically nonstandard target popul ati on? | cannot
even be certain nobody on the station will die of it!"
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"The probability N' Simeon began in a firmtone.

# js vanishingly small, yes, indeed," Chaundra

said. Then he sighed. "There is no sense in conpl ain-
ing after the fact W have nade enough so every nan

and worman on theCta(&n gets five. | can't imagine
anyone bei ng unlucty enough to need nore than that.

What you do, is bite down on it. Don't swall ow and
breathe it all over the Kol nari nearest you. It is con-
tagi ous even if swall owed, you understand, but nore

so with direct contact. If the pirate wishes to kiss you

by



all neans let them"
"Ugh!" Channa said, nmaking a face.

"I"ve alerted the group leaders to call in at the clink
to collect dispensers for distribution to their people,"”
Si meon sai d.

"Remind them wll you," Chaundra said, "that

anyone who uses a capsul e should report as soon as
possible to the clinic for the protective shot. They'll get
a light dose then, but their ... um.. victimwll get

very sick indeed."

"Synpt ons?" asked Channa.

"Headache, nausea, diarrhea, fever, possible

delirium" He shivered. "I must get back to nmy lab. So
much nore needs to be done, and there is so little tine
todoit all in."

"You need to sleep,"” Channa said firmy. "Go to bed
for a m nimum of six hours."

"That's an order, Chaundra," Sineon told him "as
of now, you're off duty until tonorrow norning."

"Yes, of course." Chaundra nodded abstractedly.

"And the volunteers," he continued, "have themin the
hospital as soon as the pirates appear. W can accel erate
the onset N'

"Go to bed!" Channa took himby the arnms and gave
hima little shake, finally getting his startled attention

"Ch..." He smled. "Good idea. Um.." He paused
at the door and blinked. "Ch, yes. Joat N | have net
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young Joat She is a bit... nore mature than | thought

she was." He frowned, |ooking concerned. "Do you

think it will be all right, their being together so nuch?
Her and Seld, | mean."”

Channa blinked. At |east nobodyJias been unki nd enough

fr Q

to nention any grizzly tales of Joat's life story, she thought
"Uh, | don't think it will matte#" Sineon said, slightly
anmused. "They'll be kept weil-occupied, you know, and

they are neither of them physically adult.”

"You are very off-handed for a proper father of a
daughter," Chaundra saicl owishly.



"Well, | amher father N or will be when the papers
are conpleted. Truly, Chaundra, | think we can

depend on Joat to be responsible. | trust her. She may
operate on her own code of ethics, but she is nore con-
sistent about it than many adults | have encountered.
I"mnot worried."

Chaundra sighed. 'l wish | had a credit for every

ti me someone has told ne that they are not worried.
They're at a volatile age and they can't even trust them
selves. Hell," he said throwing his arms wi de, "under

all this pressure, the adults on this station can't trust
t hensel ves. How can we expect diese kids to?"

Channa felt her color rise. "W can only anticipate

the problemand talk to them and hope for the best If
they're so inclined,"” to her surprise, she couldn't force
herself to be nmore specific, "they'Il find a time and pl ace
where we can't interfere. So let's not wear ourselves

down worrying about it."

A whol e new set of problens, she thought. Correcting

t he danage done to Joat's psychosexual devel oprent

was probably going to take nmany years. Ri ght now the

girl needed Seld to be her friend, not her bed partner

He was definitely her friend but... Channa remem

bered what boys were |like at that age, too. There's nore of
a danger that she'd break his arm But she needs a friend.
Sonething else to lie sleepless and worry over. O had
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anyone told Joat about Seld's medical problens?
privacy, she thought Seld had the right to deal with that
in his own tine.

"Hey!" Simeon said. "Yoohoo! Channa! Chaundra.

You're both tired. Eveiything | ooks manageabl e when
you' ve had sone slfep. So go sleep. We'll take care of
t he capsules and we'll organize the volunteers. Don't
worry about a thing."

Chaundra sighed again and assumed a wy

expression. "Amateurs,"” he munbl ed. "Wat you're
experiencing, Simeon, is denial. You can't avoid such
probl ems by pretending they don't exist." His

shoul ders fell "I1'Il have Seld bring her home with him
after they're through working today." He waved good-
bye and left.

"Denial ," Sinmeon said rmusingly. Strange, know ng

what he did of her past, he knew that sex was the | ast
thing Joat would think of as a recreational activity. That
was the comonest synptom of the particul ar form of

abuse she had suffered N and still the idea made him
uneasy, fatherhood.

"l don't want to tal k about it," Channa told him and



mar ched briskly back to her desk. She sat down and

spun the box of capsules around with one finger. "I was

t hi nking," she said, "wouldn't it be great if we could up
the ante on these?" She | ooked at Sineon's col um.

"Yeah, it would. But we're already putting our
people at risk. I"'mnot willing to do the eneny's work
for them Y know?"

"Mm True. What if we could nake them believe
it's worse than it really is?"

"Hard to say w thout know ng their physiology, tis-
sue sanples ... Ch. You're tal king about a con gane,
aren't you, Happy?"

"It all depends on their psychol ogy, of course. And
"' mnot happy."

"Well," Sinmeon said dubiously, "the Navy psych
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reports aren't too detailed. These splinter groups are
usual | y aberrant CGenerally speaking, the reports say the
Kol nari are extrenely aggressive towards those they
percei ve as weak, treacherous but willing to bargain with
their equals in power, and have a tight/subm ssion reflex
towards superiors N until the superiors let down their
guard, which is a sign of weakness/

"Ch, what a |love-feast their culture nust bel" Chan-
na said. "Hmm They'd be vulnerable to status and
power anxieties, then. And lots of internal rivalries."

"You betcha. Accordingtb the reports, they're also as
superstitious as horses. They know some science, but
they're not scientific, if you know what | nean."

"I think | get the picture. So?"

"W could nodify some of the hol o-projectors beside

the security caneras and flash 'hallucinations' for the
benefit of those who've had the virus. Auditory hal -

[ uci nations are no problem | could project them and

no one woul d be the w ser."

"Ch, really?"

"Yeah," he seened to be whispering directly into her
ear, "and wi thout using your inplant."

"Ww, " she said, touching her ear, "that's spooky.
How di d you do that?"

Just threw ny voice N heterodyning waves from
mul tiple sources. It takes practice, but as you saw, the
effect is worth it"



She shook her head, wide-eyed. "If you can cone up
with something visual to go with that, they' Il be run-
ning for their ships the first day."

"Can't overdo it. It'll be easiest if they' re al one when
they see these things, otherwise it could be considered
suspicious. I'll sound Joat out. That girl's a fountain of
i deas. "

Channa wi nced and forbore to ask what ki nd.
Chaundra's coments al nost visibly flooded back into
her consci ous m nd.
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"Don't let it worry you, she's a good kid," Sinmeon
sai d enphatically.
"l don't want to think about it"

"You really are concerned about Rachel's sanity,
aren't you?" (

Amps and Channa were settled confortably on the

settee. Simeon had tactfully withdrawn his inmage from

the pillar screen, leaving a strikingly realistic crackling
fire in its place. Somehow he had even nanage to repli -
cate the scent of burning cedarwood. Anpos had had to
tactilely reassure hinself that the fire was an i mage

"Yes, she is definitely unstable,"” he said, his
shoul ders saggi ng hopel essly. "Anong all the other
problems, | rmust worry about this! It is so... sopetty."

"Humans can be a remarkably petty species,” Chan-

na said phil osophically. Partiddarly that hysterical bitch
Rachel . "When you get down to cases, lots of'big issues
have been deci ded on personal matters. From Har -

nodi as and Aristogetion on down." Anos | ooked

bl ank. "Two ancient Greeks. Never mind. Briefly, a
government was overthrown because of a | ove-

triangle."

Amps sighed again and reached for his snifter of

brandy. "I care nothing about her and ny best friend
woul d give his life for her," he said, shaking his head.
" ChannaN

"Yes?"

"I know hereN' he touched his head "Nthat this..

del usi on of hers, has nothing to do with me. But here N'
he touched his heart "N | cannot help but feel that | nust
somehow be to blane. | was a... caller-of-spirit: you
woul d say a preacher. Ch, yes, | knew that half the

wonen in those crowds were in love with me. Wat of it?

| woul d never touch any of them for that would be

di shonorabl e and destroy ny cause nore surely than



any other oflense. The folk of Bethel are... inflexible
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about such matters. Yet if | knew and accepted love, if it
flattered my vanity, aml not in some manner respon-
si bl e? How desperate she nust be, and how lonely. It is

sad.

Channa patted his armanjl smled soothingly.

"From your description, it was never this bad before. If
you're to blame, then so is everyjcharismatic politician
and holo star since time began. Her ... delusion ..

may have been aggravated by those drugs, although

she's not responding to medication. Sinmeon, has

anyone tal ked to Chaund™a about this?"

"Not yet," he said, after a tactful pause to suggest he
hadn' t been 1i stening.

"I have decided to keep her under ny eye," Anps

sai d, adding reluctandy, "Mental care, the cure of souls.
It is part of our religion that only those consecrated can
perform cures of the human soul ."

"Mmim " Your religion sucks wind, she thought silently,

No sense in offending Anmps, of course. Hunans

shouldn't be forced to take religion. That should be free
choi ce. "Maybe we'd better |et Chaundra know that

Rachel isn't responding to treatment. She may need
stronger calners. Let's face it, when the pirates arrive,
you're going to have a surfeit of problens to keep

under your eyes."

"I can keep ny eye on nore than one thing at a tine,
Channa," Sinmeon cut in abruptly. "Simeon-Anos?"

He nodded. | agree with Channa. | will speak with
the doctor of this. This is ny burden, ny obligation.
will doit." He rose and di sappeared into his room
shoul ders bowed.

Channa shook her head, "You'd think he was send-
ing her off to be executed."

"Who knows how hi s peopl e view psych treatnent?

Conf ession seens to be a major elenent in their
religion. To him treating this as a nedical problem
coul d be equivalent to bl aspheny."
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"Hhph." She turned to squint at his columm. "By

the way, don't try to tell me that you didn't enjoy that lit-
tle interruption, Sineon. | know you too well by now. "



"Ckay." H's voice was downright cheery.

She smled rueful jy. "Just don't nake a habit of it,
okay?" i

"There are no guarantees in life, Channa."

"Ch, no? If |I ever get the idea that you're engi neer-
ing any nore little disruptions of ny love life, /
guarantee that you'll regret it."

"Hey, be reasonable, Channa! Wat could | possibly
have to do with Rachel going bonkers? | didn't even |et
her into the lounge. | could have, y'know "

Channa shrugged and grunted.

"I thought about not telling you she was trying to

beat the door down, | really did. But then I figured
she'd go grab a laser and cut her way in. And, of course,
i f she had caught you two in flagrante delicto, she

woul dn't have stopped at cutting up doors."

"Ch, thank you, Sineon, you are such a hero, saving

me froma fete worse than death and death itself. Con-
si der yourself hugged and sl obbered over in an ecstasy
of gratitude."

"That's short for 'my attitude's back,' isn't it?"

She got up and started for her room "Yes, Sineon,
nmy attitude's back."

"Well, why? What did | do?"

She spun on her heel and threw up her hands. "I'm
horny, all right? I"'mhorny and I'mfrustrated!" The
door snapped shut behi nd her

Si meon shut down his pickups in the | ounge, escap-
i ng the charged atnosphere in the only way he coul d.
Sheesh, he thought. Softshells -were strange.

CHAPTER FI rffcEN

"Not hi ng, Great Lord. Nothing but rebroadcasts of
t he sane warni ng nmessage."

Tsssk. You have had no success in nmonitoring inter-
nal communi cati ons?"

"No, Great Lord."

This time Baila's voice held a slight touch of resent-
ment This was no backwater, no hal f-barbarian slum

that used el ectro-magnetic signals for internal com
muni cation. This was a sophisticated Central Wrlds
installation they were planning to attack. It had inter-



nal optical circuitry. What did the Great Lord expect
her to do? Fly over to the station and burn her way
through to tap a line?

W are all inpatient, Belazir thought. The O an

i mpul se was to |l eap upon the prey and take it Loot it
bare, move on. They had been very successful follow
ing that course of action for a long tine.

"Any ot her ships?"

"None since that freighter who acknow edged their
war ni ng beacon and sheered off," she said.

"Serig."

"Command me, lord." The verbal fornula was nore
than routine in Serig's nmouth; he fairly quivered with
anti ci pation.

"W will nove in exactly one-point-five hours from

next day-cycle termnation." This was about three hours
Terran Standard time, since Kolnar rotated nore slowy

t han Manhone. "All vessels to launch their seekers sinul-
taneously and then begi n subspace janm ng pul ses.
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Cftwi gter and Age of Darkness will remain on conbat over-
Avatch, ready to provide fire support as necessary. Dreadfu
Bricte and Shark will nove in to the upper and | ower pol ar

axi s respectively and force-dock, then occupy the station
Here are the areas tabesjcured.”

H s hands keyedja sequence, and the schematic of
t he SSS-900-C was overlaid with col or-coded pl ans for
novenent .

"Move swiftly! Crush any sign of resistance with

utnost force. If resistance slows the infantry down,
secure those decks and bl ow them open to space. | will
be with the second wave at the north polar axis."
"Lord."

"Captain Lord Pol is not to disenbark before the tar-
get is fully secured. Those are ny orders. Repeat them

to her in the nessage.”

"I hear and obey, Great Lord," Serig said. He nade a
few notes to hinself. "Tightbean?"

"Of course.”
"I may | ead the assault party?"

Bel azir and his henchman shared an identical wolf
grin. "OF course."



Joseph ben Said nodded gravely. "I amglad that you
have shown ne these things, Joat."

Joat | ooked downshaft between her legs Nit was the

only way to see the Bethelite's face since they were both
climbing up N and smiled cockily. They had paused at

this intersection with two small feeder ducts so she
could give himdirections. He had hooked one thick

arm around a rung so he could squint down the other
shafts.

"You learn pretty quick," she said. "Hey, and you
don't get fordled up in a tight spot, neither."

Joseph's square fece split in a raptor's snile. Joat-
nmy-friend, where | grew up one | earned quickly, or
one died. Also | spent nuch tinme in narrow pl aces.
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Sewers and tunnels, rather than ductwork, but the
principle is the sane.”

"Yeah, | guess we got a lot in comopn,"” she said. You
poor bastard, she added to herself. -Not aloud. Evidently
these oscos were sensitive about |qiguage.

"But | am surprised that you can nove with such
freedom when any section can be closed off and air-
evacuat ed, " Joseph went on. He cracked his

t hi ck-fingered hands reflexively, and took out a |ong
curved knife to trima callus. "And then there are the
mai nt enance servos, also centrally controlled.”

"Yeah, well, you gotta |look at that sort of thing from
the bottomup," Joat said. "Follow ne."

They muscl ed upward, back and | egs agai nst

opposite side of the passageway, then craw ed out into
a slightly w der connecting way.

"See? There's the seal," she said, running one finger
al ong the edge of the octagonal opening where the two
ducts crossed.

"Ah." Joseph peered nore closely. "I see N a thin
sheet ?"

"Naw, interlocking pointed wedges, 's stronger or

some fardling thing. Don't get in the way if it's gonna
dose. They don't have no safety pressure stops here
where people aren't supposta be, so they' Il cut you
right in half."

Joseph nodded, continuing his exam nation. "And
thi s?" He touched a slight bul ge.



"Access panel. Here."

Joat brought up a square piece of electronics from
her harness and touched it The bul ge withdrew into
the wall. Inside were readouts, a keypad, and a
dat aj ack. She squirmed until her backpack was on the
fl oor between her knees, then pulled out a jackline
from her Spuglish and clipped it into the socket

The machine lit. Hello, Joat, scrolled across it.
Si meon' s gone bye-bye wurfi
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"What is that?" Joseph said, fascinated.

"I usta think it was Sineon in a grudly strange cone-

down, " Joat said, her fingers flying in a rapid
taptaptapt~tiptip. "Only it isn't. 'S just a really neato Al
program runni ng #a the station main conputers.

Fool s ya, y'know? “eaTeasy to get to thinking it's a rea
person, but it isn't. Smart piece of junk, but | can get
around it. Wien it thinks you're Simeon, it really

conmes down as an animal "

Hel | o, Simeon, the screen printed. What's up, boss?
Huh? Huh?

Joat's fingers scranbl ed. Nothing nuch, she keyed.
Updati ng Shame on Me, she added.

Don't rightly know that one, pardner, the machine
replied. Uhyip. The tip of Joat's tongue was cl enched
between her teeth in a rictus of concentration. At |ast,
she | eaned back and si ghed, cracking her fingers two-
handed.

"Now it thinks I'm Si neon again," she said.

" Shane on Me'?" Joseph enqui red.

"Fool me once," Joat said, quoting, "shame on you
Fool ne twi ce, shane on ne."

Joseph's | augh was qui et and appreciative. Joat felt

the quiet glow of satisfaction you only got from anot her
operator. Seld was neat, but he wasn't a ... Wll, he
wasn't grown up, in the special way Joseph was grown

up. She'd known a | ot of people who were grown-up

that way, but Joseph was the first one she had ever |iked
or trusted.

"So you mani pul ate the systemthrough the centra
conput er?" he said.

"Naw, not nost of the time. Too con-spick-cue-us.
Fi nkin" obvious, in fact. There's a distributed node sys-
tem fambly thousands of little conmpus, all got backup



authority, if you can cut in. And nobody cuts in like
jack-of-all-trades, my man."

Joseph cl apped a hand on her shoul der. She
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stiffened and stared at it. He took it away, not snatching
or lingering, either.

"How did you pick this up?" he said in admration
poi nting at her Spuglish.

"Dad." Fdrdlng swiney. "Learned nore fromthe
bastard who won ne fromny uncle,” she said. "He was
smart, really smart, when he wasnX drunk or... well,
when he was sober. Knew his way around any system
there was. Never got caught, except once."

"Who by?" Joseph asked.

Joat turned her face toward him and for a nonent

it was not a child' s face at all. "Me," she said softly. "He
forgot me. And | cracked his system They think he's
still alive. He went thataway out the |ock, peeing bl ood.

H s ship's conmputer said everything was fine."

"Well," Joseph said with a cold smle, "if it's good
enough for the official records, it's good enough for
me. Now, show nme how you decoupl e the | ocal subsys-
tems again."

"Like, it's got to be physical," Joat went on, animated
agai n. "YouN'

"I amglad to see you two are friends," Anpos said.

Joat and Joseph had wal ked in the door | aughing
uproariously, slapping each other on the shoul der

Joseph smiled at his | eader and bowed formally,

hand on heart. "My brother, you have done ne a great
favor by introducing me to this young sorceress,"” he
said. "And our cause."

"You guys are brothers?" Joat asked suddenly.

"No," was the spontaneous answer from Channa,
Si meon, and Anvs.

"Ch?" Joat | ooked fromone to the other, frowning
slightly, then she shook her head di sm ssing the prob-
lem "Yeah, we had a great tine!" she went on. Joe
here picks things up pretty good, for a grown-up."

"For a grown-up?" Anps said, raising a brow
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"You know, " Joat explained kindly, "for sonmebody
who' s ol d"

Amps pursed his lips. He was a year ol der than
Joseph. "I amglad to see you found hi mworthy," he
said dryly. _ C/j

"Yeah, | did. JojU frowned. "Can | ask you sone-
t hi ng?" she said.

"By all means, foster daughter of Channa," Anps
sai d.

"Most grown-ups are funny about kids know ng
things," she said. "You aren't. How cone?"

Anps blinked. "You are... what, twelve?" he said.

"'Bout. Gets hard to tell when you do a ot of FTL 'n
some col dsl eep. "

"At your age, | was running ny famly's estates,"”

Amps said. "OF course, 1 would not have been, had ny
father lived. Sons of poorer folk are apprenticed at
twel ve, doing a day's work and paying for their own
food. Should | be surprised if you can do |ikew se?"

Joat glowed. "At last" she said, turning triunphantly
to Channa. "Told you I'd learn nore doing a real job!"

"What did | say?" Anps asked, flinching at the glare
Channa | evel ed at him

"Promsed |1'd go catch Seld," Joat said, wolfing down

the I ast of her breakfast and sticking a few pieces of

fruit in the pockets of her shapel ess overall. "Ta-ta, all."
" Speaki ng of the Chaundras,"” Channa sai d nmean-
ingfully, glancing at Amos. "I have to run. MoreNack
pftht! N nmeetings. Don't forget"

Joseph waited until silence had fallen again, then
| ooked at Anmbs with concern. "Sonething is wong
wi th you, my brother?"

Ampos | ooked at his plate. "No," he said. He gestured
Joseph to a seat, but stood hinself, his hands cl asped
behi nd his back. "There is nothing wong with ne.

This concerns Rachel." He held up his hand to forestal
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Joseph's protest. "Let me finish. She canme here the

ot her night, furious, raving. She clainmed we were
betrot hed. Her eyes, Joseph! They were wild, and she



shook . .. her face was so white."-.He | ooked at his
friend. "Qur Rachel is shaking to njeces before our
eyes. | amgoing to tell Chaundra what | have told you
and if he decides that she needs treatment, then she
shall have it"

Joseph nodded jerkily, resting his face in one hand.
H s shoul ders noved convul sively, then he steadied.

"I amgrateful that you sbare your thoughts wth
me, " he said. "Though you now stand as her father."

"W have no Heal er of Souls here, Joseph,"” Anmps
said with deep renorse

"So Rachel rmust | ose her soul's privacy before an
infidel, an outsider," Joseph replied.

"I had not thought you so pious."

Joseph sighed, shaking his head wearily. "It is strange
how i ngrained is the training of one's childhood. At the
last, | find I, too, ama son of the Tenple."

"I'f you truly are against such procedures, | wll not

force her," AnDs said.

Joseph rose and gave Anpbs the enbrace of brothers.
"Thank you," he said, "but, if ny heart rebels, ny nind
tells ne you are right... dammably right That is an
irritating habit you have, Anos ben Sierra Nueva."

Amps grinned. "So | have been told. To nyself not
| east, brother. Do you wish to be with her?"

Joseph hesitated, then shook his head. "No," he said,
after a monment "As she is... it would be no kindness. |
will continue with ny work." Hi s nouth quirked.

"Wirk is truly the mercy of God, as the Prophet said.
No?"

"I find more truth in his words every tine | return to
them" Anmos replied seriously, his hand on the other
man's shoulder. "Truth too strong for the chains of
dogma. Go in peace.”
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To make ready for war," Joseph observed.

Amos | aughed ruefully. "Another truth the Prophet
left us: 'Ifyou woul d have peace, then prepare for war/

"What a pity the Elders thought that neant the
spiritual struggle alone,” Joseph said.

"The Prophetwas a ftirprisingly practical man,"
Amps observed. "I strive to emulate him"



"You do so. You do so very well," Joseph replied and
bowed formally: a rare gesture between them

"Let's $o0 get Seld Chaundra," Joat suggested when
Joseph caught up to her at the elevator. "W're sup-
posed to go into hiding when the pirates show up, so
he'll need to see this stuff, too."

"I have no objection,"” Joseph said mldly.

"You and Sinmeon- Anos fighting about somethi ng?"
she asked bl undy.

"No." Joseph shrugged. "W are angry together, at
what is and cannot be changed."

"Yeah, life's like that," Joat observed.

They reached the main corridor and took two

peopl e novers down fromthe wall. Joseph | ooked a lit-
tl e dubi ous as he stepped onto the disk. As it silently
lifted fromthe floor, he gripped the handhold tightly
wi th one broad spatul ate hand. Joat showed Joseph the
address to tap to reach the Chaundras' home. The litde
fl oat di sks took off, dodging agilely through traffic and
sumoni ng el evators when their route took to the

upper decks.

Sel d hinself opened the door
"Hi," he said sonewhat nervously.

"Hi, this is Joseph ben Said," Joat said indicating the
swart hy man beside her. "Simeon-Anps suggested that |
take himround, and | thought you might like to cone."
"Aw, 1'd love to," he said, all eagerness which dis-
solved the next nmoment. "I can't |'m grounded."”

"You' re what?" Joat asked, puzzl ed.
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Sel d blushed to the roots of his auburn hair; the
col ors dashed horribly. "I'mbeing disciplined. | can't
| eave our quarters.”

Joat's expression was anused andaghast. G ad | don't
have parents, she thought. / won't get stigk someplace | don't
want to be.

"Ceeze, Seld, your dad can't seenj & get it right First
it's too much 'go,' nowit's too nmucn stay." She shook
her head in awe. "You can't win playing that way. So
cone anyhow," she added, cocking her head at him

"I can't," he repeated, glancing nervously at Joseph



The Bethelite crossed his arns and | ooked at the ceil -
i ng, humm ng an idle tune.

"He's okay," Joat assured him "Wy not?"

"' Cause Dad's gonna call and check up on ne."

Joat rolled her eyes. "So call in to the answering
machine ev'ry so often. If he's called, you can call back
and say he caught you in the head. He's so worried

about your safety, Seld, he should worry nore if you
don't know this. You gotta know your way around the
backsi de of the station. Hey! If it really bothers you we
can ask Sineon to help, or Joseph ... ?" She turned
appeal ing eyes up to his.

Joseph uncrossed his arns. "I believe it could be put
to your father N' He broke off, his eyes focused on
some one in the corridor beyond Joat. "Rachel ?"

Rachel bint Danscus stopped, |ooking himcoldly up
and down. "Well, Joseph ben Said. | wonder, do you
have any nessages that you are w thhol ding fromne?"

He was nonpl ussed. "Whatever are you tal king
about, ny | ady?"

"No | ady of yours, peasant," she said, spitting the |ast
word at him her eyes wide and flashing. "Anos told ne
that he had del egated you to informne that he was
moving in with that |anky, sallowfaced slut. But you,
apparently, chose not to tell me. Wy is that?"

"We are at war," he said shortly. "Tine is short.
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Rachel bint Danmscus, be known to Joat," he said, ges-
turing courteously to her, "the foster daughter of
Si meon. Be known also to Seld Chaundra."”

Rachel | ooked at the two young people as though he
had i ntroduced her to a pair of rodents. "Simeon... ?"
she said, picking up whit was inportant to her.

"Yes," he hissed In a whisper, noving closer to her
Nat now, his expression said. Spare these children

"Who is this 'Sinmeon that everyone addresses with
such respect ?"

"He and Channa run the station," Joat told her

"Ah," Rachel said, |ooking at her with a false snile
"does that nmake you the whore's foster-daughter, too?

Joseph' s hand noved very quickly, deflecting Joat's
hand, which was hal fway to delivering what it held.



"Drop it," he said. "Now, Joat."

Struggling against his grip, Joat drew her |ips back from
her teeth, but she had to conply. The grip on her wist was
not tight enough to hurt, but it had the inplacable solidity
of a mechani cal grab. The Bethelite wenched the snall

squar ebox from her with his other hand.

"Weapon?" he said, turning it over briefly. "Do not
strike wi thout thinking, Joat. And rarely from anger
That causes problens, always." He handed her back

t he gadget "Wait."

Rachel 's face had turned an ugly nottled col or
partly fromfright and partly from being hum li ated.
Her conpl exi on went brick-red as Joseph grabbed

her by the upper arm and began to pull her further
down the corridor.

"Take your hands frommnmy arm peasant,"” she shouted.
Joseph ignored her stolidly, as he did her attenpts to halt
their novement "Let goofnme!" she shrieked.

Passersby turned at the sound of her voice. Joseph
cast a | ook up and down the corridor. There was little
privacy here and none within easy reach. He rel eased
her arm and spoke in a firml ow voi ce.
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"My | ady, you are not yourself. The col dsl eep
nmedi cati ons have affected your ... bal ance. Pl ease,
acconpany ne to the sickbay and N

"Yes! Back to the infidel doctor,.,so he can drug ne,
poi son nme, |eave so-wonderful Ano& o wall ow bet ween
the thighs of thats/w thata”*wn?N

He reached out a hand, a pleading gesture. Rache
#it i "t

struck it away with the contenpt she woul d have dealt
a spider.

"Don't touch nme, you peasant whore's-get! You
make me sick. Don't touch ne>"

She struck again, a hard ringing slap across his face,
backhandi ng hi m agai n and agai n. Joseph's head noved

only a little on his thick muscul ar neck, although a trickle
of bl ood started fromhis nose and the corner ofhis nouth.

On the fourth slap, he caught her hand. She began to

thrash, trying to free herself fromthat inplacable grip. He
turned her hand, exposing bl eeding cuts where her

knuckl es had smashed agai nst teeth and bone.



"My lady," he said, cutting through her shrill cries.
"Strike me if you will, but you will hurt your hand
using it so. Here, take this."

Hs free right hand made a small flip, and a knife
appeared in it: a short |eaf-bladed dagger with a plain

| eat her-wrapped hilt, |ooking sharp enough to cut

light. Rachel shrieked and pulled back again, but

Joseph' s hand nmade anot her novenent, hol di ng out

the hilt. He waited, his eyes on hers. Silence fell broken
only by Rachel's rapid, gasping breath. The bystanders
were crowdi ng away, their voices sunk to a murnur.

Then Rachel pulled | oose and ran, blundering into a

corner as she scranbl ed out of sight down a side aisle.

Joseph clicked the knife into its wist-sheath, his eyes
t houghtful . Wping his face on a kerchief, he returned
to the two adol escents.

"1 don't think I like her," Joat said |laconically.

"I apol ogize," he said quietly. "Lady Rachel was
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gendy reared. She is suffering fromstress and adverse
reactions to nedication.”

"She's bughouse, " Joat said bluntly. He's gone on her

she thought- Geh! Wsat afardlm waste. People should
reproduce the way bacteria did, splitting cells. That was
cl eaner. Even angrudies |ike Joe got strange when

t hey had the hots.

Joseph frowned at her. "Negative reaction, as | said.1

"Yeah, bughouse, like | said.... Okay, forget it How
did you do that thing with the knife?"

"Spring-1oaded sheath," Joseph said, obviously
relieved to change the subject. He bent back his wi st
and showed them

Joat gl anced at Seld, caught his eye. He shook his
head in silent agreement. Adults! They're nuts.

Channa stunbled into the | ounge and fell facefirst
into the cushions of the couch. "I hate comuting," she
said with a theatrical groan

"Hah!" was Sinmeon's nocking comment. "Call that
conmut i ng? Wiy, in my grandfathers' day..."

"I'n your grandfathers' day," she said pulling herself
into a sitting position, "they probably comuted by
ox-cart through subspace and drifts of snow fourteen
feet high, and that was in high sunmer, being dive
bonbed by stinging insects the size of ore-freighters,



just to borrow a cup of sugar fromtheir next-door
nei ghbor three light years away. |," she said, indicating

herself with a delicate hand and a rai sed eyebrow, "am
not as hardy. And 1 hate to conmute."

"Not a problemI'mlikely to have," he coment ed.
"No!" she agreed.

"So | should just offer synpathy and under-

standi ng, " he suggest ed.

"Absolutely, and I, of course, will accept this with
gratitude as the very balmmy bruised and battered
spirit craves."
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"Poor baby."

"Ah," she sighed. "Well! | feel better. Wat's new on

t he home front?"

"Apparently Joat's gotten Sel chgrounded until he
turns twenty-one." 3

"How d she manage that?"

"Chaundra disciplined himfoff itaying behind and

she talked himinto exploring the station with her and
Joseph. "

"Poor Seld. What's Joat's reaction?"

"Ch, it's all her fault, she's got the kiss of death or
something...."

"Seld staying behind is her fault?"

"No, no. It's all her fault. The minute we decided to
adopt her, Bethel was attacked, so that Anpbs escaped,
the pirates chased himand the station is now
endangered. You see the | ogical sequence of events.
One of her depressed noods."

Those tended to be temporary but of unpredictable
dur ati on.

"I can't deny," she said, fighting a | augh, "that the

| ogic's inescapable when the data is structured in that
fashion."

They were still |aughing when Anps cane in.

"What causes such nerrinent?" he asked, grinning.

Channa | ooked at his handsone face, and it seened
to her that for a nonent the station stood still.



"Ch," Simeon told him "the horrors of being
twel ve. "

Anmps shuddered. "lIndeed,"” he said, rolling his eyes.
"Woul d that all horrors were both so transient and so
anusing in retrospect. |I fell in love with the cook
When that was over, | decided | was religiously

i nspired N and never recovered fromthat."

Channa gave an involuntary snort of |aughter
gl anced over at himto be sure, then dissolved in
whoopi ng gal es of |aughter.

THE CnY VWHO FOUGHT
273

"At least," she said, wiping her eyes with the back of
her hand, "you don't take yourself too seriously."

"I cannot afford to," Anpbs said, bowing with hand on
breast "Far too nmany others do. If dieir prophet cannot
[ augh at hinmself now and then, they are |ost as weH. "
"My adol escence “s”vorse," Sineon said. They
turned and | ooked at tfce pillar. "lInagine ny pure,
unsul l'i ed, young self thrust anong hardened asteroid

m ners. "

"It certainly left its mark," Channa said dryly.
"No one escapes wi thout being marked," Anps said

wi sel y.

"And no one gets out alive," they all said together.
"Are you tal king about the station?" Joat asked in
horror, emerging from her room

"No, no," Channa said. "Life." Teenage life, actually,
but let's not be specific right now.

Joat began to rearrange Channa's desk, banging
down the inplenents.

"It's so stupid!" she said, clattering a note organi zer
screen down.

"What is?" Sineon said, soothingly. Sometines that
tone annoyed Joat so much she forgot what was trou-
bling her. This tinme she was too focused.

"Seld," she said. "I mean, this could be the [ast week
of our lives and Seld is locked in his roonm Wat a great
way to go! Y know?"

No one answered her. Channa and Anps woul dn't
nmeet her eyes. A look of mld exasperation crossed her



features and she tried another tack.

"Look, | need him" she said earnestly. "He's really
pretty good, in ajunior-grudly way, hey? I want to help.
Y' know? So, | thought we, Seld and me, could ..." She

st opped, tapped her fingertips together and stared
upward, biting her lip. "I thought we coul d maybe make
up sone of those signal disrupters | use," she said in a
rush.
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"You mean the ones that keep ne from seeing or
heari ng you?"

"Yeah," Joat appeared fascinated by her fingernails,
"Those. "

"Joat, you could do that in the engineering |lab
Anyone there will be happy t5 help you. If we get
enough peopl e assenbling thje elements, we could
make quite a fewin the time we h'ave left."

"No," Joat said and sat down, |ooking right at Sinmeon's
colum. "I nean, | like the idea of working in the

engi neering | ab, don't getpae wong on that But the sig-
nal disruptor is nmy idea, and I'mnot going to just give it
away. | know |I'njust a kid, but I know you don't dothat."

"I"'mnot going to | et anybody steal the credit for your
i nvention, Joat. | fully intend to watch out for your
interests. | give you ny word on that"

"Thank you," she said sinmply. A silence fell, oddly
solem. After a nonent, Joat continued, "Y know, it's
probably not a good idea to have too many of them
around. | nean, the nore there are, the nore likely

some jerk will | ose one and the pirates will find it and
figure it out, then where' U we be?"

"Avalid point," Channa said judiciously.

"So," Joat slapped her |egs, then rubbed her pal ns

up and down her thighs, "what | thought was, Seld and
me coul d make up enough for you guys," she turned

to point at Anos and then at Channa, "and as many of
the councilreps or team | eaders as we can." She | ooked
at the adults' faces, checking their expressions, then
turned to Sineon's columm. "Whaddaya say?"

"I'"d say you're a heartl ess hard-bargainer, a bl ackmail er
and a techno-w tch. That said, |I'D talk to Chaundra, and
think hell allow Seld to assist on an authorized project But
use nore sense next time, Joat. \Wen | adopt you, you're
going to have limts, too. OCh, and don't work himtoo hard.
He's just not..." Sinmeon tried to finish the caution

di plomatically "... the hardy type."
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"I know," she said softly, nodding solemly. "Il take
care of him | pronmise." Then she smiled a tight,

prof essional -looking little smle, and rose. "Wll, good-

ni ght, everybody."
"Goodni ght," they wi shed her in return.

Wien-t he door ha4 closed behind her, Anpos | ooked
warmy at Channi, then dropped his eyes. "I, too, am
weary, and there is still so rmuch to learn."

"Do what you can,"
rest by ear."

Channa advi sed, "and play the

"And don't forget," Simeon told him "all you have to
dois ask and I'll try to help. Channa, why don't you
give himthat contact button now?"

"Yes." From a desk drawer, she took a small box,
whi ch she presented to Anos.

"W shoul d probably give one to both Joat and
Sel d," Simeon suggest ed.

Channa nodded.

Amps took out the small button curiously.

"That gadget will let me see what you see, hear what
you hear, and respond in relative privacy," Sineon told
hi m

"It is so small," Anps said, exanmi ning the tiny device.

"But so effective,
but t on.

Si meon answer ed t hrough the

Startled, Amps dropped it.

"I can see that it could be very useful," he said,
| aughing as he retrieved it. "Thank you, Sineon."

Channa hesitated. "See you in the norning."

"Yes, altogether too briefly,"’
rueful bow.

he replied, giving her a

Channa yawned hugely and | ooked up at the tine

di spl ay. Evening again already! Alnost tinme for dinner
Hopefully it would be nore cheerful than breakfast,
whi ch had been subdued in the extrene. "CGods,

anot her day gone? \WWere is everyone?"
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"Anmpos is on his way back home and shoul d be here

any second,"” Sineon said. "Joat is conmtting
illegalities in the engineering |ab, chortling madly with
Seld, when | can pick themup at all Siie'll be back here
to eat, or so | believe her plan to be." ~

Channa stretched. "I need a break." She fl opped
into an easy chair and said, "Wul$ you put on the
"Hebrides Suite/ please?"

He listened to it for a nonent and said, "This is
ni ce.

One of ny favorites. My great-grandnother once
told me that this nusic held the soul of Earth's oceans
inits phrases. 1've loved it ever since."

"Your great-grandnmother was from Earth, Channa?"
"No, but she'd been there. Oh, this is ny favorite
partNa litde | ouder, Sim"

She raised her hand, palmup to show that he should
rai se the volunme again, and again. The door opened
on Anps, who stepped backward as though the mag-
nificent swell of sound had washed hi mout on a wave
of nusi c.

Channa | aughed at his startled expression and sig-
nal ed Sineon to |ower the sound. "Sorry," she call ed.

Anmps poked his head incautiously, "Wiew " he said.
"Channa, it is dangerous to play nusic at such vol une.
Your hearing will be inpaired."

She nade a face at him "Don't be a priss, Sineon-
Amps. No one ever lost their hearing on classica
nusic. "

"Beet hoven?" Sineon suggested.

"Hah!" she said. "You nmen all stick together," and
stunbled to the galley for coffee. Wen she had doc-

tored it with cream!liqueur and whi pped Jersey

floating on the surface, she took an appreciative sip.

"Ah! That's good!" Although when | |earned where Jersey
originally came from Inearly lost -ny lunch, she added to
hersel f Sineon had picked up on her tastes quickly.
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"Now, that is something | feel I've mssed out on,"
Si meon sai d.

" Mmh?"

"Cof fee, food, everyone who sits down to dinner at
#the Perimeter says, 'Ww That snells good!' closely



foDowed by 'WiinfThft is delicious!" and | haven't got

an anal ogue for either of those sensations. Snell and

taste N you'd think they could have given ne one of

"em Oh, 1 can taste when sonmething's offin the cheno-
synthesis plants, and I can smell an ion-trail, but it's not
the sane'thing. Sometimes the people at Medic Centra

are downright inhumanly utilitarian."

"Why don't you put Joat on it?" Channa suggested.
"Put me on what?" Joat asked, arriving at that point.

"I was just saying that |1've nissed out on tasting
coffee, or snelling it even, everyone says it snells so
good. | don't even know what that neans. | just

can't get ny mind around the concept. | don't I|ike

the feeling that |I'm being denied one of life's
greatest pleasures. However, the thought of anyone
poki ng about with ny neural interfaces is enough to
keep the thought merely wistful."

Channa and Anos | ocked eyes a nonment, then flick-
ed away. Not before Sinmeon had caught the | ook

"That's terrible," Joat said synpathetically, "'though
maybe if you gave nme your specs..."

"Now, sex... sex provides a lot of mental pleasure.™
Simeon continued with relish. "I'd be willing to bet that

| get alnost as nuch sexual pleasure out of ny own
i magi nati on as anyone does actually having it."

Joat made a derisive grimace

"I'"d say in your dreans, Simeon, but that would be
redundant,” Channa said archly, naking her way back
to her desk. "What have you got there?" she asked,
pointing to the box in Joat's hand.

"Ch, this is sonething for you guys." Joat opened it
to display the two short, gleam ng nmetal rods, perhaps
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three centinmeters long, with crystals at either end. Joat
| ooked at Channa expectantly.

Channa took one out of the box, turning it over. In

the center of the rod was a small gap, bridged by a nar-
row tube which joined its tw hal ves She touched the
crystals experinentally, then | ookeoqueringly at Joat
"It's pretty?" she asked, puzzled at its use.

Joat | aughed. "Seld said we should make '"eminto

jewelry, but |I figured we didn't have tine to experinment
with the effect that m ght have. | wear mne in a sheath in
nmy boot" She tugged up her”pant-leg and pul |l ed down

t he cuffof her boot to show the top of an identical wand.

"How does this artifact of yours work?" Anos asked



her, picking up the other.
"You push the two hal ves togedier to nake a contact™

Anps did so. There was a click as the two hal ves

cane together to forma snooth even surface. He

| ooked at Channa and Joat, then at hinself "Is ... is it
wor ki ng?"

"Ask him Joat said, jerking her thumb at Sineon's
col um.
" Si meon?"

Simeon didn't answer because he hadn't heard the
guestion. He had, however, seen Anmpbs wi nk out of

exi stence, and he was experiencing sone very uncom
fortabl e feelings about that di sappearance. Suddenly,
he was unsure that he wanted anyone besides Joat to
have this ability. Such di sappearances definitely gave
himthe willies.
"Apparently not," Channa said, pleased. She clicked
her own rod together and vani shed from Si neon's

si ght and heari ng.

Anmps | eaned close to her. "I can already see mnmuch
potential for his device." H's smling eyes were warm
and full of meaning.

"Seld and ne knocked seven of these off today," Joat
explained to Sineon. "W'IIl contrapt nore tonorrow,
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now t hat we've found the parts we need. Wat's the
matter?" she asked in response to Sinmeon's groan

"Sorry, Joat, seven is pretty good really, and there's
nothing to say that we can't share these around. R ght,
Channa? Channa? QUie-ollie in-freel™

Channa grinned srmgly at Anos. "He really can't
see us, can he?" Then she pulled gently at the rod.
"How nice of you to drop in," Sinmeon said in a sour
tone. Damed if Til et you know how nmuch that bothers ne.
"Sorry," Channa said. "I know it bothers you," she sub-
vocal i zed. Sonmehow Sim connected it with being cut off
fromhis sensory input. Me, now Fm a sensory input? She
turned to Joat. "Un, do you actually have to have it on
your person for it to work? O would it work if, say |
had it on the desk beside ne?"

"I't should keep you disappeared if you stay very
dose to it. You're not really blanked out It's nore like a



| ocal override conmand to the sensor not to record
you, you know? | didn't really nmeasure it very close."
Joat gave a self-deprecating twitch of her hands. "I
need nore theory and stuff, | know "

"Well, I'minpressed, Joat" She cl apped her hands
together. "Let's celebrate, and send out for dinner." She
took the rod out of Amps's hands and unsnapped it

"You know, " Simeon commented as Anos reap-
peared, "this invention of Joat's could be the biggest
boon to burglars since hacking."

Channa froze, then | ooked over at Joat. The girl
managed to | ook sweet, innocent and furtive at the
same noment. It was true. Al-driven surveillance was
uni versal in public places. So were attenpts to
counteract it Joat's seenmed to work better than nost
O course, once the device was publicized, counter-
nmeasures would be initiated. No wonder Joat wanted to
keep her ace-in-the-hole secret.

Wl |, of course, she steals! Sinmeon whispered in her ear.
How di d you think she survived before you took a hand?
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"Li ke many swords," AnDs agreed, "it is two edged.
But, they will be of help, and | shall enjoy testing
mne." He snmiled at Channa.

Channa | ooked at Simeon's colum. Just think, well
be able to keep secrets fromyoujSim How will you
stand it?"

Amps tiptoed carefully out of Joat's room "She never

woke," he said ina hall-whisper. "I put a blanket over her."
Channa shook her head. Joat's subconsci ous seened

to know who to trust This evening was the first tine

she had noticed die girl sleeping with the linp, irresis-
tible finality of the trusting child. She'd al so had al ong,
hard, if triunphant, day.

"I thought she'd never get enough of your stories

about Bethel,"” she said. And neither would I. It didn't
have t he urban sophistication of Senal gal, but Anps
could make his world and his way of life sound..
beautiful, she decided. O course, he was an el oquent
man, and he was describing what he truly | oved. He

had descri bed what she had al ways yearned for in a

pl anet - si de posting: the hugeness, the variousness, the
al weness of a breathing world.

"I't was as rmuch for me as for her," Anps said, |eaning
back on the sofa and raising his face to the ceiling, eyes
dosed. "I speak, and | see what can never be again."



She put a hand on his. "Bethel will be freed and

made beautiful again. The Kol nar only stripped the
surface, not the nature of the planet"”

"Yes. Yes, | believe N nust believe that." H's fingers
curled around hers; fine long-fingered hands, a little
cal | oused.

fromriding horses, she thought A sport she had only
read of before. Simeon had provided holos, and riding
| ooked nore dangerous and exciting than piloting

m ni -shuttl es.

"Yet when the eneny are driven off, the wounds... and
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beyond that W need to change, we must change. More

than | thought or wi shed, and | was a rebellious youngster
a radical, a breaker of images, or so they called ne." He
turned his head to her. "The enornmity of the task ahead

f hghcensme, overwhel ns ne. Yetw thhelp..."

Ch, great, shethougAt. To hersel f: "Lost prince of
beautiful, exotic& planet, seeks hel prate/com

pani on/l over to assist in rescue/reconstruction
Requires intelligent, forceful manager with strong
sense of duty. WII furnish lifelong | ove and affection
pl us pal aces, estates, interesting experiences. Apply
Amps ben Sierra Nueva." What was that quotation?

Get thee behind ne, Satan?

Anmps sat quietly beside her and placed Joat's box in
her lap. Hs glance was filled with meaning. Channa
opened the box and they each took out a crystal-tipped
rod. Then diey glanced at Simeon's colum with iden-
tical schem ng smles and clicked the two parts

t oget her.

Amps | eaned over. They kissed; she stroked his dark
hair and gently cupped the back of his head in her hand.

"It is good to have privacy," he said huskily.

"Yes," she agreed, "it is good." And it adds spice, she
t hought Li ke sneaki ng out of bounds when you're in school

Si mreon wat ched Channa's door open and cl ose,

t hough no one appeared to be near it He suppressed a
burst of resentment He had told themhe'd turn off the
sensors if they requested it. But no, they'd just gone
and shut himout wthout a word...

What is the universe conming to ? he thought inirritation
Besi des, there's a child present!

A child who had presented himwith a techno-itch he
could not scratch. On reflection, he decided the anal -



ogy was maddeni ngly accurate. Try as he nmight, his
attention cane | ooping back to the nagging gaps in his
recordi ngs. He was accustonmed to know ng everyt hi ng
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that went on. Joat's earlier white-noise machines and
attention-deflectors were minor irritations comnpared
to this newest gadget O course, she hadn't had access
to the engineering | abs before this.

"The child was probably bopo with a mcrotool in

her hand," he nuttered. Now, how did the wands func-
tion? Joat had, after all, given hpi a hint She m ght be
a genius, but Simeon was a shellperson, with all the
conput er power and experience that inplied.

And |'mal so constitutionally unable to resist picking tip the
gauntl et, he thought happily. There were tinmes when the
only way to get nd of a tenptation was to give into it...

/ can't betieue this, he told hinself, fifteen mnutes |ater
Equi prent nmade by the best minds in the Central

Wrl ds flumoxed by a preteen! Wich confirmed | ong-

hel d t houghts about the quality of nminds attracted to the
Central Worlds bureaucracy. Sinmeon had | ong thought

that it was a private mracle he hadn't cone out pros-
thetized into a canel, since the design teanms were
conmittees. Now, he nmust neet this challenge.

Chaniia arched her back agai nst Amps's wei ght, her
hands caressed the slick, silken skin of his back. He
ki ssed her throat and she sighed happily, ready forN

"Ch, Chaaannaaa, |seeeyooou."
HAck, ckgak! "

Anos raised his head fromthe crook of her neck to

| ook at her. The mi xture of puzzlement and sensuality
on his face | ooked very silly, not to mention slightly
nauseat ed. Si meon | aughed.

Ch, this is terrible, Channa thought. Yet it was inpos-
sible not to see the nmonment from Simeon's point of
view for a second. She | aughed, caught between rage
and hel pl ess nmirth. Anps bobbed up and down with

her laughter. H's expression assuned a martyred
quality that caused her to | ose control conpletely.

"Channa, " he said desperately, rolling off and hol ding

her in his arns. "Channa, ny darling N are you al
ri ght?"



She struggled to speak, to reassure himthat her sanity

was intact "Sim.. Sim.. he... hehe... hehehe," she
had to avoid the word he. "Sim.." she gasped, "ny
inplant... he... he”ie, "nnrrnph... can see us."

She stopped, panting and watched his | ook of con-

cern melt Suddenly she was slightly frightened. This
was a man accustonmed to redressing insult, and his ego
had just received a terribly humliating one.

"Sinmeonl" he roared. The door seened to recoi
bef ore his headl ong passage, and the cool er wind from
t he | ounge brought goosebunps to her skin.

Anmpos picked up the first thing his hand
encountered, a vase, and threw it against Sinmeon's
col um.

"You incest eater!" he bellowed. "You filthy pi dog!
Banchat T

Channa appeared in her doorway, wrapped in a

sheet, fve never seen a naked, erect man in a/it of rage before,
she thought dazedly. On, | really shouldn't have broken up
Menget so focused at that particular nonment!

"How coul d you do sonething so vile! Have you no
decency?" Amps was denandi ng.

"What the hell is goin' on?" Joat asked, and stopped,
pol eaxed at the sight of a naked and ragi ng Anos.

Ampos dived for the sheet Channa was wearing and

they tussled for it. He settled for dragging a small
corner of it over his hips.

He drew hinsel f up. "Go back to bed, Joat, this does
not concern you." The pure mad anger had drai ned

out of his voice. Bethel had a nudity taboo, and he was
suddenly and acutely consci ous of being naked before

a twelve-year-old girl.

"Don't take it out on her, Sineon-Anmps, |'mthe one
you're mad at," Sinmeon said.

Amps spun round, losing his grip on the sheet | am
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unlikely to forget that!" he said between denched teeth.
"Ni ce buns,"” Joat nurnmured in abstract appreciation
Channa and Anos turned to stare at her

"Hey, you guys," she said blushing. "I'myoung! |I'm
not dead."

"What kind of people are you? Anmpbs nmurmured in



shock. "Your children | eer, yo#r sheUpeople are
voyeurs ..." His gaze snapped to Channa. "And you
what sort of pervert are you?"

"Me? Oh, now wait just one mnute, Sineon-Anos,
I"'ma victimhere, too." s'

"1 do not think so. You find this amusing, but | do
not!" Turning his back on themall, he strode to his
quarters in a fury, the door calmy sw shing shut
behi nd hi m

"Whoa!" Joat said enthusiastically. "Wiat's a
voyeur ?"

Channa's mouth firned grimy. "A voyeur, Joat, is a
nasty-m nded son of a bitch who keeps poking his nose
into private matters."

"Ah. Sorta like Dorgan the Organ from Child

Wl fere.”

Quch, Sineon w nced.

Channa nodded, with crisp malice. "I pronmise I'l
explain tonorrow, but right now !l have to talk to Sinmeon."

" Cboyoboy," Joat said. "Are you ever in the deep
pucky, Simeon." She sl apped his colum on the way
back to her room "Naughty, naughty!"

Channa hi ked up the sheet and sat herself down in

one of the |ounge chairs. She clasped her hands in her
| ap, saying nothing, chewi ng her |ower |ip.

"Un" Sinmeon said. "He's still furious. He's throw
ing things around in there."

"Stop spying on him" Channa said irritably.
"I don't have to spy. Just listen."

It was true, even through the door the sound of objects
hitting walls could be heard. Then an om nous sil ence.
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After a mnute, a fully dressed Anbs energed and |l eft the
quarters wi thout a backward gl ance or a further word.

Channa rose quickly and took a step in his direction

"Hey! You can't follow himlike that! Besides,
wher e' shegonnago?"

"Well... | suppose ms show of your vigilance was



our own fault," Channa said grimy. "W would chal -
| enge you." She smiled, a wintry expression. "l guess
you showed us."

Si reon gave a soft groan. "l'd rather end the eve-
ning on a positive note. I now know that | can contact
you even when their sensors can't find you."

"Yes, there is that application of tonight's experi-
ment," she said tiredly. Til be sure to point that out to
Si meon- Anos when next | see him If | see him"
"I"'msorry, Channa," Sineon said contritely after an
awkward pause. "I was out of line."

"Yes, you were. For that particular activity, an invita-
tion is required.”

"And | know that it's difficult for you fol ks when
coitus is interrupted.”

She raised a brow. "Are you asking for information?"
"Um nooo," he said hopefully.

"You are a swine, Sinmeon, an utter filthy pig! If you

want to know, look it up, in a nmedical text, skip the por-
nogr aphy,"” And then she gave a despairing |augh

"Ch, CGod, hell never speak to nme again. Were is he?"

"He's still on the nmove. At a guess, he's going to
Joseph's. Best thing for himreally, a litde mal e bond-
i ng. Maybe they'll get drunk together and conplain
about how badly the wonmen in their lives treat them"

"This woman in his life was treating himjust fine
until you showed up!"

"Is it ny fault he's so parochial ?"

"Parochial!" Channa excl ai ned. "Si neon, w ong
use of that word. A man, any nman who is one, wll take
of fense at being spied on while naking | ove. So now
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you've called hima nane, it's all his fault, and none of
your own, is that it?"

"No," he said calmy, "I still accept responsibility for
what | did. Let's not fight about Sineon-Anos, Channa."

She | eaned her head agai nst the back of the chair,
"No, let's not fight about Sineon-Anmps. We don't
have tinme." She | ooked at his colum fromthe
corner of her eye. "It occurs to me that you were
def endi ng himnot so | ong ago."

"Maybe | was wong."



"No, you weren't. You jpaow it, too. W are putting a
| ot of pressure on himwhen he'd arrived al ready under
crushing weight. He's lost everything, Sim a whole
world, famly, friends. He bl anes hinself for bringing
pirates to our door. Now he's working hinself into the
ground to save us fromthem W should try very hard

not to subject himto these little power ganes we play.

"Ah... sure."

"Because, Sineon, if you can't, you're not the person
| thought you were. And if you aren't, | don't want to
have anything to do with you once this is over."
"Channa! "

"Thi nk about it, Simeon. You're sixty-eight years
old. Gow up!"

Amps returned to the |l ounge for work the foll ow ng
norni ng, pale, distant, and polite. Sineon found an
opportunity to apol ogi ze and convinced the Bethelite

t he

of his sincerity, vowi ng never to do such a thing again.

Anmps accepted the apology with the same detached
courtesy that he received Channa's expl anation, then
dosed hinmself firmy in his room

D nner conversation that evening was so stilted that
even Joat noticed. It was still early when Channa was
left sitting alone next to the titaniumpillar

"Si nmeon, cone talk to me?"

"Ah, she asks now instead of demanding."
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"Your charm has hunbl ed me," she said with a grin.
"Besides, |'mbored and really crave your conpany."

"You sure if s ny conpany you crave?"

"Heh. Last night | was horny! Tonight |I'm bored.
Different things, fella."

"I think that if | wei4 you, 1'd rather be horny."

"Then you'd be an idiot," she said scornfully.

"But | wouldn't be bored."

She was silent a while. "Sinmeon, |'mscared. W
may die."
"Yeah," he replied. "I'mscared, too, Happy. Rea

scared. W don't have much tine left." Another

pause, and he added nore brightly, "That was a



i #i"
hi nt .

"Nah!" she said, shaking her head. "The nonent
cane, was interrupted, and went. AnDs needs sorme-
one kinder than a ball-buster like ne."

"Channa! " Si meon excl ai med, |aughi ng and
appalled. "I wouldn't call you a ball-buster."

"You probably have."

"But that was before | knew you," he admitted.
"Rachel is a ball-buster. You're just a bit prickly."

"Prickly?"
"Yeah."

"Maybe | am horny," she said thoughtfully. "Lordy,

all the male generative organs that are creeping into
this conversation. But you know |I'mright W have to
maintain a certain distance to carry this thing off...
Si meon, say sonething to make nme feel better.”

"Um how about. ..

"Stern daughter of the Voice of God!
O Duty! ifthat name thou I|ove..

When enpty terrors overawe

Fromvain tenptations dost setjree..."

"Hey!
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"No huh? Wong nood?"
"You mght say that," she answered between

clenched teeth. "Right now, the stern voice of duty is
overrepresented in my thoughts."

"True. Hm Different nood Ckay, how about
j &

"Sound sl eep by night; study and. ease
Toget her m xed; sweet recreation;’
And i nnocence, which nost does please
Wth nmeditation.”

"Sarcasm || becomes yon', Sim Don'tyouwwnftohel p?"
"Sorry, one nore try,

"lamike lion, and his lair!

| amthe fear that frightens ne!
| amthe desert of despair!

And t he night of agony!



Ni ght or day, whate'er befall,
1 nust wal k that desert |and,
Until | dare ny fear and cal
The lion out to lick ny hand."

She was silent for a long tine. He could tell by her
breat hi ng that she was not angry, and he waited for her
to think it through. At |ast she sighed.

"You know ne pretty well on short acquai ntance, Sim"

"Channa, he won't refuse you. He needs you as mnuch

as you need himright now. | screwed the pooch! | admt
it My only excuse N' she gave hima tired snile "Nis
that it's an area of life I'mjust not equi pped to under-
stand very well. Wy should you both be m serable

al one, when you coul d be rmuch happi er together?"

"After last night? And don't forget, |'ve already
turned hi m down once, Sinmeon. He's got one free
refusal coming to him"

"What is this? A conpetitive sport? There are scores
and free throws and penalties?"
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She | aughed. "Sometinmes. Depends on who you
play with."

"Take up military history, Channa. It's a |ot easier on
t he psyche. ™

She sighed again. "Not when you're about to becone
mlitary history/ - A

"Ch for Christ'sfeake, Happy, get your butt off the
couch and go knock on his door! You know you want

to. C non, be honest."

"I"mgoing to get changed, first, at least," she said
glumy, striding into her room "And don't call ne
Happy," she call ed over her shoul der

Why should | acconmpdate you on that, Channa, when Tve
noticed that, whenever | call you "Happy," you do what | tel
you. Vm not giving up an advantage tike that.

"Ready?" he call ed.

"What do you think?"

He opened a sensor inside her room She now had

on a sinple black skinsuit, but he thought it showed

her of f to advantage.

"You'l | do."



Channa wal ked glumy to the door. "Here | am
courting rejection. You'd think I |earned about that
back when I was Joat's age."

The door slid aside to reveal Anps on her threshold,
his hand raised to knock. They exchanged | ooks. After
a nonent, they reached out to one another, and
touched. Anps stepped into the roomand the door slid
firmy dosed.

They nelted into an enbrace that marked the first step ma
dnb to the heights of passion

Si mreon echoed the thought off the conmputer. Wen

it cane back, it had a fruity announcer's voice. He
keyed on Ravel's "Bolero," an insinuating thread of
sound that swelled and grew in intensity and vol une
until its passionate, vibrant climx. On the counci
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table, he projected scenes: palmtrees crashed in the

wi nd and waves rolled in to wel conmi ng shores, trains
roared into tunnels and out again, wild beasts roared in
the forests and people worked wet clay into nmessy

phal lic synbol s on spinning potters' wheels.

"Perfect," he decided, saving-rhe programto hard
storage. It wouldn't be tactful to show it anytime soon
but someday they would be a lot ol der and nore nel -

l ow. Providing, of course, they survived the next

weeks. Shell people had a ot of tinme to fill in. He Iis-
tened to the nusic as it”billowed and soared and
swooned.

Bl ess you ny children, he thought in the direction of
Amps and Channa. And now | will check in again with the
auxiliary bridge. Soon to be the fake/real conmmrand cen-
ter for SSS-900-C s encounter with the Kol nari

eHAVERSI XTEEN

"Hey, Simeon," the Traffic Control watch said.

"Yeahj uke?"

"I think |I've got sonething here."

Si meon shunted nuch of his attention to the sen-

sors. This was part of the reason no conputer could
ever replace a colloidal brain; apart fromthe inherent
| ack of sel f-consciousness, of course. Conputers were
wonderful at collecting and collating data, but they

could never really interpret it the way a human coul d.

And there's no interface |ike that between a shettperson and
hi s ext ensi ons, Simeon thought smugly.



"Yeah, that is something," he said al oud. "But what?"
"No powerplant neutrino signatures,” Juke G el pi ed
said. He was a fresh-faced young man with a thatch of
blond hair. "But the mass is there, that's for N Holy
shi t house. r

Suddenl y the sl eepy torpor of Conmunications and
Navi gati on was a blur of activity. "Mssile signatures,
mul tiple, hom ng!"

Si reon nade an incoherent prayer. This was it.
They m ght have no nore than thirty seconds to |ive.

"Starting mayday call," he said, 'jammed! Engines
pul sing."
"Ch, boy, |I'mgetting powerplant signatures now'

Juke said. "They just kicked online and then steadied.
Four. Big nothers. Way overpowered for the masses,
even nore than a tug."

"Warship engines," Sineon said grimy

The missiles were streaking in fromall sides. He
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depl oyed the anti-neteor |aser. Seconds later it slagged
and expl oded in a spectacul ar burst of vaporized syn-
thetic and netal

"Neutral -particle beam" Sinmeon said. "Danmage

report follows." Thank The Bfcwers That Be that it
hadn't hit an inhabited area, at least. "Red alert. Al
personnel to energency station”."

This time there would be no fooling around. It was
for real

Qoops.

Si meon activated hi &fensors in the lounge and lis-
tened, hoping that things hadn't gotten too for in the
very few monents that had passed since he'd politely
turned them off. Unfortunately, judging by the soft
sounds energi ng from Channa's quarters, that was a
vai n hope.

She' |l never believe | didn't plan this, he thought, and
wavered. It's an hour before they'll be here. H's sensors
showed the ships boosting at a very respectabl e

nor mal - space acceleration. But if | don't tell her, Tngoing

to be in the same bad odor, just a different situation. A nore
i mportant situation. Okay, here goes everything. He

knocked.



Channa froze and Anps slowed down. "lI'mgoing to
kill him" she said.

Amos chuckl ed and ki ssed her; his hips noved and
she gasped. "Wy don't you ask what he wants first,"
he advi sed.

"WHAT | S I T NOAP"

"Uh, the eneny's just come into sensor range, four
heavily arned ships, E.T.A forty-one mnutes. Sorry,
guys, you needed to know "

Channa cl asped Ambs to her with arns and | egs.
"That's ... enough tine," she gasped. "And if you..
stop I'mgoing to fall you."

The hull of the station toned like a giant bell as the
sprayshot slammed into the subspace antennae.
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Automatic al arns nmade their banshee wail. Dutifully
waiting with his sensors turned down, Sinmeon m ght
have m st aken Channa's high shriek, under other cir-
cunstances, for a cry of alarm

"Brief us," she called % ew nobments | ater

Quite brief, Sineon thought, but did not say. He
began, using a focused beamto cut through the noise
of a very quick shower.

The corridors had been full of rushing people. Now
their floatdi sks were speedi ng down enpty hal | ways,
banki ng at the corners in energency-override

maneuvers as the popul ation suited up and huddled in
their shelter-sectors. The silence held no calm only a
tension so great that Channa expected sparks to pop
fromher hair. She gripped the handhold and | ooked
aside at Anps. His face was set and renote, a carven

i mge framed by the fluttering black curls of his hair.
"I"'msorry," Sineon said to Channa, whispering

t hrough her inplants for the tenth tinme. "I wish this
hadn' t happened. "

"Ch, give it arest, Sineon. |I'mhardly going to bl ane
you because the rest of the universe won't organize
itself for ny convenience."

"Surel Sorry!"

She grinned. "And for future reference, buddy,

much prefer 'Carmna Burana to al arm kl axons as

background nusic."

The eneny warships were in plain sight now.



Si reon nmagni fi ed, analyzed, and projected the results

on the big screen in the secondary control chamnber.

The room was the usual shape, a Cwith a large virtual -
screen at the flat section and a bank of positions and
consol es. There had been a full crew here for the past

few days, to elimnate the slightly fusty air of an unused
facility. Now the circulators were working overtine to
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carry off the ketones of tension-sweat, and there were
very convinci ng coffee-stains and rings by nost of the
recUner seats.

"That is the eneny," Anps said somberly.

The ships were very different tjpmthe usual stubby

egg shape: elongated darts, with triangular vanes

swel ling al ong nost of their lengths, like flight-feathers
on an arrow. Designs scrawl ed across their sides in the
spi ke- and- curve script

"Yup, Kol nari naval architecture," Sineon said. He
set the computer on thejafcmes. "Phonetically: Shuk
Kel yug, Dhriga, Rumal."

" Why the odd design?" Patsy said, |eaning forward.
"Not your nost efficient |ayout"

"It is optimized for rapid atnosphere transit,"

Simeon said grimy. "Courier Service ships are nuch
like that | think the Kol nari have different naneuvers
in mnd for their vessels. For exanple, swooping down
to sack a town planet-side. Note the design's not

uni form They probably build, or rebuild captured

hull's, as they get the chance. But it's still a class-type.
Roughly equivalent to a Navy frigate, |'d say. Bigger
hul I, though; they nust carry a hunongous great

crew. A hundred, at least." He studied the arnmanment
and whi sded. "And, with all those weapons nounti ngs,
they nmust sleep in shifts.”

"I"'mglad you've finally gotten a chance to indul ge
your hobby," Channa said tighdy.

"I"mnot," Sinmeon said. Odd, he thought That's true.

"dosing," Juke said, licking his lips. "Two of them
are orbiting the station around our notional equator
The other two are closing at the poles. O osing fast.
HeUT

Exteri or screens danpened to cut the energy fiux of
sudden decel eration. Al arns cheeped and burbl ed as
energetic particles sleeted into the exterior shielding
fields.
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A voice roared through the hull; an induction field,

vi brating the substance of the station itself. The words
were blurred by the coarseness of the nediumand by a
thi ck accent Itsounded |ike the shoutingofan angry god.

"SCUWERM N SUBM T!* Then a feedback

squeal tore at their eardruns as the broadcaster
adj usted. "SLAVE TO THE SEED OF H GH CLAN
KOLNAR ARE YQU, PERSON AND NONPERSON

THI NG OUR PCSSESSI ON. CEASE EXTERI OR
SCANATONCE! "

"What N' somebody began

Then the lights faded for a second. Everyone gasped
as pressure fluctuated, and the tenperature rose per-
ceptibly. On the heels of the pressure wave cane a

ri sing wave of vibration through the hull. Banks of
lights flashed from anmber to red.

"Hit! W have been hit!" Patsy was shouting from
her environnmental systens console. "Loss of pressure,
N-7 through 11!"

Si meon' s hands itched, netaphorically. He had to

step back and let the infuriatingly slow responses of
softshells handle his station, his body. There was one
thing he could do. He cut all the active exterior sensors
i medi ately. Except, of course, for the one that had

just been converted to vapor along with a section of

hul I .

"Passive scanners only," Juke said. "Th... that was a
hi gh-energy particle beam™

"Chaundra here." The doctor's voice had the slight-

ly flat tone of a vacuum suit pickup. "Rescue squads in

pl ace. The people here were all suited up. No fatalities
so for. There will be radiation problenms." From second-

ary gammua sl eeting, where the beam had struck

matter.

Channa acknow edged his report. Injuries could
have been nuch higher. Wuld have been if the war-
ship had conme on themw th no notice whatever. A
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screen activated, showi ng suited fornms noving down

an interior corridor, but it had the depthless bright | ook
of light in vacuum no blur at the edges of the shadow.



The huge voice struck again. "OBEY. GENTLE

WARNI NGS NONE MORE W LL BE FOREVER

STAND BYTO BE TAKEN | NTO THE FI ST OF H G+
CLANKCLNAR, SCUWERM N. "

"Eat shit and die, you fardling maniacs," Channa
muttered. Amps cast her a quick | ook, then nodded
and gave a thunbs-up gesture.

"Still closing," Juke whispered. The infrared and

ot her passive receptors were still working. "d osing on
t he docki ng tubes, but inboard of the docking rings."

"Quick," Simeon said to Channa, |ike thought in her
i nner ear. "CGet anyone there away fromthe tubes."

"Al'l personnel in north and south polar docking
tubes, into the core! Myve!" Channa barked. Then, to
privately to Sinmeon: "Why?"

"They're going to force-dock. |'ve heard of it.

The Dreadful Bride floated dose to the docking tube.

So dose, that of a sudden she seened small to Belazir,
waiting inmpatiendy in the off-corridor to the boardi ng
tube, with his personal guard around him He had an
exterior feed, one of the nultiple tiny screens around

the lower rimof the helmet's interior. It took long train-
ing to assinilate the information w thout being

distracted. H s ship seemed like a tiny fleck of bright-
ness next to the huge bulk of the target.

"Now," he said. But a knife is smaller than a man, too, he
t hought with hanmering gl ee.

Serig stepped forward and sl apped an arnored pal m

on the bul khead besi de the conbat | ock. The assault
party filled the antechanber. Decki ng shuddered
beneath their feet. Fromhis helnet's exterior view,
Bel azir could see the accordion-folds of the boarding
tube extending their arnored | ength. G apnels and

cutting-beans protruded fromthe forward edge, like the
teeth of a hungry nmonster. A feint clung went through the
ship as the tube struck. Then a savage roar of white noise
as the weapons punched an oval hole through hull, con-
duits and inner surface, into the eneny vessel
fonx-sealing it with agudden crude wel d.

Air whistled past them fromthe higher pressure of
the Bride into the station

"Go!" shouted Serig. The first team|eapt forward,
pushing a floating, arnored powergun platform
before them "Go, go, go!"

Serig followed them Belazir bit down on his tongue,
suppressing the inpulse to take i medi ate comand.
Instead, he froze the joints of his arnor and com



manded the faceplate to show Serig's inputs, seeing
what he woul d see

"Ch, snooth, very smooth," Sineon said in sone
di smay. Channa nade an enquiring sound into the
denched silence of the control room

"To begin with, they're wearing heavy field arnor,"
he replied, calling up interior shots.

The Kol nari were in powered hardsuits. At once nore
massi ve and sl eeker than the Central Wrlds naval

equi valent, the suits were a soft matt black, and noved
with the jerky quickness of servo-powered systens. In a
dosed environnment they | ooked nore el ephantine than
they had in Anos' shots from Bet hel, nore unstoppable.
The deck thundered under their weight, though the
pirates noved with fluid precision and the snappi ng

qui ckness of long practice. Teans of three or nore
secured corridor junctions; techs noved behind them
tying down control of one facility after another.

"And | ook at the way they're noving," Sinmeon went

on dol efully. "Look." He brought up a schematic of the
station. "Power, atnmosphere, conmunications.

They' re coming here, too. They've done this before."
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And those plasma guns they're carrying like rifles are crew
served weapons tn the Navy, he added to hinself

"Yes," Channa said, "that's howit |ooks to ne.

They' ve done this before. Only where?"Xnd did that sta-
tion die? Do | renenber ever hearing of a died station? She
wat ched in a norbid fascination as the units noved

i nward, followi ng the direction of the conduits. "O

course, they're heading here now. 1

"No resistance,” Serig reported.
Either they are wi se cowards”r sinply wi se, Belazir
t hought "Secure the control center! Pol?"

A mniature of the scarred face of the Shark's com
mander canme up on one hel met screen

"My people are neeting no resistance," she said. "Al
targets occupi ed on schedule. W have themin a
nut cracker fist."

"Good, dan-kin Captain," he said. He trusted Pol nore
than nost. She had no anbition to clinb beyond her

present position. Any equal of his own rank and age was a
dangerous rival Nrival by definition, and dangerous if
they had survived to clinb so high. "Now we will crush
their stones. Serig! Watch and wait when you' ve secured
their command center. |Tljoinyou there."



"I hear and obey, lord," Serig said, slanmng
t hrough anot her door with his assault team

Serigs pickups showed a roonful of suited figures.

Pl ai n vacuum suits, sone small enough to hold

children, and the chanber | ooked to be an emergency
shelter, reinforced and near the core of the station. The
peopl e noved away fromthe arnored viol ence of the

Kol nari |ike grass rippling under wind. To Serig, their
cringing was a profoundly satisfying sight

"Faugh!" he said in sharp disgust "There are non-
humans here! Shall | open fire, |ord?"

"No, Serig," Belazir said patiently. O course, non-
hunman sentients were worse than scunvermn
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They bore none of the Divine Seed that nade Kol -

nar. "We're going to destroy this place and
everything init, Serig. O had you forgotten? In the
neantime, we need it functional."

"I abase nyself before you, Great Lord," Serig said
formally N another one-”ord expression in then-
tongue. "Proceeding with plan."

"Qoof ," Channa sai d.

They were all lying with their faces in the fortunately
soft decking with their hands tied behind their backs.
The Kol nari had not noved or spoken since they
ordered the others down on the floor, except when one
of the stationers so much as twi tched N in which case
they prodded themw th the nmuzzle of a plasma rifle,
hard, as one had just done to Channa. None of them
spoke Standard, she thought, except perhaps the

| eader with the gold slashes on his arm He had the
same thick accent as the anplified voice which had
hail ed the station

The iron tranp of powered-arnor boots sounded in

the corridor outside. Another squad of Kol nari entered.
AU she could see was feet and a glinpse of something
heavy carried in by the last two. A voice spoke in the

i nvader's incongruously nusical, lilting tongue, and the
feet with the | oad put sonething over the main com

muni cati ons consol e. There was a chung and then a

m nut e of hi gh-pitched buzzing, followed by silence.

More clanks and clicking sounds. They're getting out of
their arnmor, she thought, watching a pair of bare feet
step to the deck.

"You may kneel," a voice said in Standard, nuch | ess
accented than the first Either an interpreter, or the big



boss; fromthe authority in the tones, the latter. "Let
t hose who once led here, identify thensel ves."

"Cbeyl " screanmed the other voice, the first one, and a
foot sank into her side.

300

Arme McCaffhy & 5M Staling
THECri Y WHO FOUGHT

901

Channa grunted and cane to her knees, sinking
back on her heels. Then she raised her eyes and
gasped.

The pirate chieftain was the nost beautiful human

bei ng she had ever seen. 190 centinmeters, but so perfect-
Iy proportioned that he | ooked shorter. H's skin was bl ack
N not the dark-brown usually mscalled as such, but an
actual gunnetal black; tightly stretched over |ong, swell-
i ng muscles, and he stood and nmoved as lightly as a
racehorse. Much of this was visible, because what the
pirates wore under their arnor turned out to be a pair of
tight briefs the same color as their skins, and an equi p-
ment belt. The chieftain's race had the sane i nhuman
exotic perfection as his body: high cheekbones, slightly
aqui line nose, full lips, slanted yell ow eyes, and the | ong
mane of white-blond hair was caught at the back with a
clip of silver and iridescent feathers.

Channa bl i nked, shook her head, and forced her-

self to look at the others. Apart froma pair still in
power arnor, the rest |ooked eerily sinmlar. Two of

t hose were wonen, with the same features and | ong

| ean bodies. Even their breasts |ooked as if they were
carved out of ebony . . . and the expressions dif-
fered, of course. The pirate beside the chief was
paring his nails with a small sharp knife. He | ooked
at her and smiled. Channa gl anced down agai n.

O, great, Sinmeon thought, noting the reaction from

the others as well. W' ve been boarded by the Utinmately
Intimdating Elves from Hell. OM That hurt. Something
tugged at him catling.

Behi nd Channa, one of the arnored troopers

touched his belt. The unoccupied suits turned and
marched like a line of |ockstep golens to stand them
selves along the walls.

OmM Pain-signals flooded in fromthe conputer

ext ensions of Simeon's m nd. Enmergency overrides.
He turned his attention inwards.

Channa subvocal i zed. There was no reply.



"Si neon! "

"I amthe Lord Captain Belazir t'Marid Kol aren,"

the pirate chiefsaid soMy. "Master here now, by right of
conquest. | hold your lives in ny fist, to spare or crush
as | will. Who |led here before we cane?"

H CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
#1

hel pbosshel pbossowowow OW

Si mreon had never told anyone about the Al system

Wl |, nobody but Tell Ration. He was interfaced with
the conputers directly, of course; he could "renem
ber" anything in the banks and use their capacities the
way he could those of his own human brain. The Al
program was sonet hing el se again. It was as sophisti -
cated as anything this side of Central. He and Tell had
spent many a happy hour tweaking it further. Sineon
needed the best. There were limts to how many tasks
even a shell person could do sinmultaneously, and nany
were far too routine for continual supervision. An ordi-
nary human had the hindbrain for running heart,

| ungs, and ot her physical basics, a consciousness for

t hought, and a subconscious for nonitoring and nen-

tal housecl eani ng. Simeon had the Al.

hel p! boss!

O course, it was inmpossible to actually visualize what
was going on in the Al system any nore than you

could visualize every neuron firing in your brain.

Si meon had chosen to nake it something of a

pl ayground, with sonething he had al ways want ed.

"Here, boy!" Simeon call ed.

He was standi ngNhe had a softshell body in the vir-

tual world of the Al N on a grassy plain, cut up into

pat hways by tall hedges with gaps. The sensations were
full-tactile; only snell and taste were m ssing. This part
of the | andscape was nenory-scan and basic access-

control programm ng, all anal ogued to the physi cal
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Bot h sense and response, automatically translated into
al gorithms by a subprogram

"Here boy!" He whistled sharply. "I'mhere, boy!"
A dog bounded into view around a corner. It was the

dog of his dreans, big and shaggy-red, with floppy ears
;ind a cold wet nose It was al so the SSS-900-C s



primary artificial intelligence program

Now it was surrounded by a swarm of wasps, huge

mal evol ent things with wi ngspans a neter across.

Their beaks were hollow, and out of them worned

| ong pi nk tongues, lashing and rasping with serrated
teeth set along their sides. A dozen bl eedi ng wounds
mar ked the dog's sides. One of the wasps clung to its
head, with the tongue pulsing out and into the animal's
ear.

boss! hel p!

The dog's barki ng voi ce was weakeni ng. Sineon

stepped forward, and the ground shook with his anger
Beneath it was fear. The pirates had cl anped sone-

thing to the conmuni cati ons consol e and now he knew

what it was. A specialized battle conputer, stocked with
wor m and subversion prograns. If it took over his

har dware, he was dooned.

He turned the Jets cap backward on his head and
gestured. A glowi ng green enchanted bat appeared in
one hand, a hand that was suddenly gauntleted wth
steel, part of the arnmor that covered him Wth the
ot her steel glove he grasped the wasp on the dog's
head and crushed it, pulling. The long tongue flailed
as he pulled it out of the brain, jerking and cutting
bone with a tooth-grating sound.

On ny own, then, Channa thought. "I am Station
Chi ef Channa Hap," she said. "This is my coll eague,
Si meon- Anps. "

The Kol nari commander renai ned notionl ess, |ike
a statue in oiled ebony. Hi s conpani on reached down
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and jerked her to her feet by the front of her coverall
Fingers like steel rods slamred into shoul der, ribcage,
hip. Pain flowered through her in a wave that snapped
her teeth shut with a grinding clack and left her linply
bonel ess when he rel eased her to sarawl facedown on

t he decki ng.

For m nutes she was too linp,to do nore than

sprawl . Anps had surged halfway to his feet The Kol -

nari who had struck Channa turned and gave hima

casual buffet across the side of the head: the sound was
like a wet board hitting congyete. Anps flew backwards
two neters and ploughed into the deck at an awkward
angle. One of the others hooked himback to Channa's
side with a foot. He lay with glazed eyes, breathing in a
harsh rasp that sent bubbles of blood oozing from nose
and nouth. She forced down an overwhel ni ng

i mpul se to rush to him but their |lives depended on her
wits.



"Scunverm n address the Divine Seed of Kol nar as
'"Great Lord,' " the second-in-command said. He put a
foot on Channa's neck and ground her face into the
coarse fabric that covered the floor. "When the Lord
Captain Belazir addresses them they respond wth

' Master and CGod.'"

Eat shit and die, Master and God, Channa thought.

"Master and God," she managed to choke out, the
words nuffled by the synthetic fabric.

Bel azir nodded benignly, a slight smle on his carven
lips. "Let her rise to her knees once nore. |gnorance
pardons not hi ng but explains nuch. Do you under -
stand?" he said to Channa.

"I understand perfectly, Master and CGod," she said
to the Kolnari |leader. "You're the Good Pirate and he's
the Bad Pirate, eh?"

Bel azir frowned a nmonent, then threw back his
head and | aughed in delight as he caught the
r ef er ence
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"No no," he said, restraining his conmpanion with a
slight gesture. The feral aggression in the other man's
face was unchecked, but he sank back obediently. "You
do not understand ny good Serig's role at all." He
turned to the other prone figures. "Up on your knees,
scum verm n. Announce yfcur functions."

The lights flickered? Belazir | ooked up sharply. One
of the Kol nari spoke from beside the nechani sm
danped to the communi cations term nal

Channa felt her stomach danp with a fear ol der and
nore visceral than the pirates. Sonething was interfer-
ing with basic station functions.

The dog lay panting, healing visibly but nore slowy
than it should. The wasps lay crushed or buzzing

mal evol ently at a distance. Sineon's great bronze
shield prevented their approach. On its surface were
concentric rings of figures. Geat heros: Armstrong, da
Luis, Helva. At |last the dog craw ed over and |icked

Si meon' s ankl es, whi nmperi ng.

good better make' engoaway(!) boss

Si mreon checked the dog, who had sustained no per-
manent damage, although there was some nmenory | oss.

"CGet up," he said. "Run."



runl

"Change it as you go," Sinmeon said. "Ganme. He

added specifications.
gane!

The hedges nelted and shifted as the dog ran, |ong
ears flopping in the mld afternoon sun. A new sound
cane fromaround a long corridor in the nenory-

maze. A long raw raaaaaaaaaaaaaaa sound, |ikeNwhat

was that ancient holo? Like a chain sawl Then the beast
that made the noi se surged around the corner

Ww, Sinmeon thought. Wornprogram indeed.

The end of the creature stretched off into the dis-
tance, a grayish-pink tentacle covered in rough-edged
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scales. It was two nmeters thick, an endl ess segnented
arm of tough fibrous nuscle, dripping acid mucous.
Where it passed, the bare ground snoked. Each drop

of slime turned the dust into a pulsing globule the size
of a fist, like a wet cyst. Wen jjiese popped, a |ong-
tongued wasp crawl ed out, flexed its wings, and took to
the air to join the buzzing cl oud around the worm The
head of the thing reared up suddenly, sprang open |ike
a fleshy blossom Twenty | ooping pseudopods whirl ed
around it, each one tipped with a lidless eye. At their
nmeeting was a series of gpcular nouths, one within the
ot her, each ringed wth pyram d-shaped teeth of urine-
col ored di anond. The teeth spun and cl enched and
gritted over each others' adamantine surfaces in a con-
ti nuous blurred roar of hostile sound.

"By their programs shall ye know them " Sineon

i ntoned, suddenly wi shing that he had not made the
construct he inhabited in this virtual reality quite so
vividly lifelike. He could definitely do without the dry
nmout h, poundi ng heart, and sinking stomach ri ght

now, for exanple. He could change the setting, but

that woul d deprive himof one nore sl ender

advantage; his famliarity with it. So long as the matrix
remai ned, the intruder had to fight on his terns.

"These people are not going to garner nany

SUMs," he said resolutely, and stepped forward, rais-
ing his shield. Central awarded Social Uility Marks to a
nunber of unlikely people, but this would really be
stretchi ng the bounds of possible recipients.

"Come on, you bastard!" he shouted aggressively.
"Nobody hurts ny dog!"

The worm program struck. Simeon groaned,
stanped his feet into the ground, and braced his



shoul der agai nst the shield. Datal/fangs gnawed at it,

recoiling with a sound like frying bacon ami d choking
cl ouds of green vapor. Hi s bat flailed, knocking aside
eye-tentacl es and tongue-wasps. For a |ong subjective
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time there was only batter and strike, |eap and w ggle
and dodge. The oozing serrated nouth | ooned in con-
stant nenace. It wants to swallow ny pattern whol e and
assimlate it in one gulp.1l Tongue-worns flicked alarm
i ngly around his head. They woul d subvert the Master
Control Programw th lkeir probes. He continued to flai
t he wasps out of the air, stanped them underfoot,

swung the bat, and an eye exploded in a shower of

bl ack syrup like a giant overripe fig. Finally, the worm
recoiled for a nmonent, and Sineon whirled aside and
fled, dodging and jinking through the maze.

CGot to keep it off-bal ance, confused, he thought, |istening
to its triunphant screeching hard on his heels. Every
muscle in his "body" already felt bruised. But it was nore
sati sfying that way, too. Know ng you'd disorganized a
section of code wasn't nearly as nuch fun as seeing bl ood
Nor ichor, in this caseNfly and feeling flesh pul p under

a blow. The how sounded again, closer

"Tal k about your slash-and-burn data collection," he
gasped in tine with the pounding of his stride. \Wat
sort of maniacs would let sonething like this |oose
inside an information systen? It had to be destroying
as much as it gathered.

CGot to nake it think it's won, eventually. Isolate it in the
out er subsystens of the conputers, keeping the

ultimate control -keys behind barriers the worm

t hought were the edge of the entire system O herwi se,

it would infest the whole system |ike maggots in rotting
meat. Including his own mnd, unless he comitted

sui ci de by severing all connections between his organic
brain and the data system

That was an unfortunate inmage. He flashed back to
the refugee ship and the dead Bethelites, their bodies
nmoving with burrowing life.

/ will pull the plug first, he thought grimy. Theoreti -
cally, it was inpossible to self-destruct the station. In
practice, he probably could. Wn or die.
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" Raaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaar the worm screeched.

"As Channa woul d say, eat shit and die." Sineon
panted the words out as he turned a corner and took a



stance again. Thorns and | eaves Hew into the air as the
data-wormtried to smash directly through to him

Then there was a huge splat sound and a watting cry of
pain as it ploughed into the stone core of the hedge.
That persuaded it to cone around the corner. It

seened | arger; frothy pink blood streamed around the
wor ki ng, pal pi ng mout hs. Sone of the teeth had shat -
tered on stone, but they~generated as he wat ched.

The worm s approach nade the ground shake. Behind

him he could hear the wffle and grow of the A, set-
ting new barriers and deceptions.

"Step right up, lay right down!" Simeon bell owed.
Don't worry about the others. This is going to take attyour
attention for a while.

" Raaaaaaaaaaaaa! "

This time the gravity bounced them about as the
lights flickered. Belazir turned to the technicians with a
wel | -controll ed snarl of inpatience

"What now?"

"Great Lord, there is unexpected resistance. W

t hought the worm was successfully penetrating the
Master Control progranms, but they w ggled free. W

are nmaking progress, but the Al is exceptionally agile
N the parallel N'

Bel azir cut themoff with a gesture. "I aminterested
in results, not jargon-laden excuses. Grasp the core in
your fist, and quickly."

He turned back to his prisoners. Wat naked faces they
have, he thought. In a new conquest, it was often so.
Those who survived long | earned better, but it could be
ent ert ai ni ng.

Reports of the station's assets and supplies were
fl oodi ng in.
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getter than |I expected, he thought exultantly. Far

fatter. Unimaginably rich! This facility could build dread-
noughts, given a little time and the plans which were
available in the Oan's computers.

The High dan's greatest weakness was the | ack of

;arge purpose-buttt \rarships. They could turn out

frigates, nmore or less, but for larger craft they could only
nodi fy captures. Nocobbl ed-t oget her nerchanter coul d

rival the perfornmance of real battlecraft. A warship was
nore than a ship with weapons and defense-systens: it

was a single organism alnmost living in itself. Mist we aban-
don the shipyard"} The frustrati on was as agoni zing as the
satisfaction of taking the station was euphoric, with its



destruction as a second orgasnic "hit." On the other
hand, possession of such equi pmrent woul d cut genera-
tions fromthe great plan, the spreading of the D vine
Seed of Kol nar and the power of the O an

Even worse was the humiliation the C an had suffered

for too long. The human gal axy teened with such prizes,

yet the O an fleet nust skul k about the outworlds, gnaw

i ng di scarded scraps: border worlds, mserable

settlenents of poverty-stricken exile, |ike Bethel. Skulk
like jackals, even as they had been driven fromtheir |ands
and possessions on their ancient homeworld. Ghaw ng

poor bones, while feasts like this lay spread before them

I ntol erabl e! Itwasnottobeborne!

H s pl easure dissolved. "You have mmintai ned physica
separati on?" he asked, his irritation at this check pal pabl e.

The technician ducked his head. "Of course, G eat

Lord. No data enters our nmachines fromthis system
save by hedron. Al such hedrons are first analyzed to
the I ast byte of information. Qur duplicate backups are
kept powered down and physically severed while any
captured data is running."

Bel azir nodded. "Continue," he said, satisfied that
el ementary precautions were being taken. You witt suffer
you wi Il suffer, ahhhh, how you will suffer, he thought,
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barring nental teeth at the universe that stood between
the Can and its apotheosis. Al of themwould withe in
the fist, one day. "You have a prelimnary report?"

"Affirmative, Geat Lord," the technician said,

Why can technicians never use ajDnple word where their
accursed slang can be stretched toftf? Belazir wondered as
he heard the technician out 5;

"We captured the message logs in the first penetra-

tion, before the Al reacted. No nonroutine nmessages to
Central, except the arrival and spontaneous destruc-

tion of a large, nysterioutfship. Little evidence was |eft.
Central said they would search their files."

Wth a white-toothed grin, Belazir condescended to
give a nod in reply. "Excellent! Order: |aunch the nes-
sage torpedo. Sumon the transports, all that can be
spared; al so personnel for the disassenbly."

He | ooked around at his fighters, smling. "Wll done.
W will settle in, drinking the prey dry and eating it to the



bone at our leisure. Staff, draw up a prelinmnary plan to
strip as nuch as possible as quickly as possible and I oad
efficiently when the transport arrives."

Smal | er, high-value | oot would go to the victorious
flotilla, of course. He would have to arrange priorities:
priorities that would give the Bride the first and best pick
and t'Vsrsk' sAge of Darkness the last and worst, of course.

Part of his attention had been on Serig's interroga-
tion of the prisoners. He brought his head up, smling
at the executive officer's wt

"He says," he translated for the benefit of the scum
vermn Serig had been taunting, "that he will explore
your internal environment, Environment Systens
Oficer Coburn.”

No\ Channa thought hard at her. Don't resist, Patsy!

The ol der worman's broad fair fece was flushed, red
spots on her cheeks showi ng her rage. The pirate reached
a hand down her shirt and squeezed a breast casually.

patsy spat in his face.

Channa started to rise. Belazir jabbed a precisely cal-
culated toe into her bruised stomach. She coll apsed to
t he deck again. The pirate grabbed her ear in strong,
al nost prehensile toes and forced her head around.

"Wat ch, scunverpiin,” he said pleasantly. "And | earn
not to defy the High dan."

Behind her there was a flurry as Anps tried to rise
again. A Kol nari pounded her heel into the small of his
back over the kidneys and he collapsed with a stifled
shri ek, thrashing. Nobody el se noved.

Si meon, she thought desperately. Sineon!

Serig touched his face where the spittle ran and

spoke in his own | anguage. The other Kol nari | aughed

or grinned, watching with bright-eyed interest. Patsy

t ook advantage of his inattention, lashing out in a kick
at his groin. A fist snapped down and met the rising
foot with a sound like a nmallet hitting rock. Patsy gave a
sharp gasp of pain. Wth bound hands, she was thrown

of f - bal ance and staggered back against the coffee table.
The Kol nari | aughed as she alnost fell, stripping away
his harness and tossing it aside. The briefs canme away
with it, menory-plastic rolling up into the belt. The
stationer's clothes followed, torn away as if they were
paper while one hand held her imobilized, clanped

to her jaw. He stepped back and stood like a licentious
Greek statue, gestured.

"Down, " he said in Standard. "Spread."

Yes, Bel azir thought, |ooking down at Channa. In the



end, this one is mne. But not at once. Wth subtlety.

As a child, Belazir t'Marid had been the despair of his
not hers and nurses. For all their whippings and shock-
rod treatnments, for all the day-cycles spent |ocked in
t he hotbox, they could never break himof the nasty
habit of toying with his "food."
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Si meon dropped to the ground, panting. Atop the

di stant mountain, another wi ng of the castle
crunbled and fell int” the gulfs belowwith an

eart hquake runmbl e of rock. The worm screaned tri -
umph and wound itself further around the centra
tower as flanmes billowed into the darkening sky. A
tiny figure stood on the battl enents above the
nmonster, waving a bat that glowed iridescent green
Queasy, Sineon sw tched viewpoints, just intinme to
see the open maw engul f his pseudo-construct
duplicate. The gnashing teeth ripped it into shreds.
The illusion faded and his last sight fromit was a
rushi ng uni verse of |ight and onoffonoffonof f onof f -
onoff as the code was di sassenbl ed and "di gest ed"”
by the intruder.

Phew, he thought, shakily turning his Jets cap right-

si de around agai n. That ought to hold km For a while, at
| east. The worm woul d be here, always probing and
testing, as long as the Kol nari battle-conputer stayed
clanped to the SSS-900-C s system Even if he

destroyed the program and purged his system that

woul d nerely ring every alarmthe enenmy had. They'd

only launch another worminmediately, with a dif-

ferent configuration. Despite its self-nodifying
abilities, he knew this one now

Gently, stepping backward, brushing his footprints

out of the sand, he faded fromthe bl asted | andscape of
cinders, where pustules in the soil spewed |ine after
line of questing wasps.

"The Kni ght came home fromthe quest;
Muddi ed and sore he cane.

Battered of shield and crest,

Banner| ess, bruised and | ameN'

Charma was weeping. "Jliat was his first thought, as his
"ot her" awareness flared back. Everything was a little
mur ky, but he could see dearly enough down into the

| ounge. She was sitting on the sofa next to Anpbs, head
cradl ed agai nst his shoul der, sobbing with slow m sery.
Both of them | ooked battered, as if they' d been thrown
froma moving vehicle. Anmbs wi nced every tinme he noved.

"Channa!" Si neon said when a few nm croseconds' of



a scan told himthe roomwas safe. Alittle further
adj ustment put an i nnocuous scene on the security sys-
temthe Kol nari and their conputers were nonitoring
"Channa, are you all right?"

"Where were you!" Channa shouted, springing erect.
"\Where were you, Sineon?"

"l wasN'

Si meon noticed what was playi ng over the genera
channel , again and again, |ocked in fromthe comand
circuits. Nearing the end of one |oop, Channa was
kneeling by Patsy's side, trying to staunch the henor-
rhage with the scraps of her clothing.

"Pl ease, Master and God, may | summon the
doct or ?"

"OfF course,"” the pirate chieftain said. "W are a
reasonabl e people." Abroad smile. "As you see, you
were wong. / amthe 'bad pirate.' Serig is the worse
pirate.’

Si meon blinked back to the present. He felt his auto-
mati c feeds cut in, danmping down hornonal flows and
adrenal glands, filtering his blood. Even so, he cane as
dose to feeling faint as he ever had.

"I ... oh, God, God" he whispered. "Shit." There
were no words adequate in any |exicon.
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"\Where were you, Sineon?"

"Fighting," he said. "Channa, they put a worm pro-
graminto die station system | had to fight it, it wasN s
N a monster. If | hadn't, it would have burrowed ri ght
into ny brain and eaten ne. |'d ako be under their con-

trol and telling them everything they wanted to know. |
couldn't even self-destruct!”

i
" |1 see," Channa said, "Not that there was anything you

could have done for us. Excuse ne." She wal ked qui ckly
into her quarters: he could hear water splashing.

Amps stood, |eft hangVcl enched around right fist.

"Though they be thieves fromtheir birth, for this, they
shal | pay," he said softly, alnost to hinmself. "For Patsy,
for Keriss, for ny sister and ny father's house and for
all they have done, by the living soul of God, they shal
pay in full, every jot and tittle."

Channa cane back, her face set harder than Sinmeon
had ever seen it. She waved Anps back and turned to



the pillar.

"What damage did you sustain?" she asked in a
pr of essi onal tone.

"Not hing crucial N yet," Sinmeon said. "lI've got to

keep a fair share of ny attention and the systenis
capacity involved in just watching and waiting. That
worm programmnutates like a retrovirus: the sort that
never gives up. | could dean it out Nif | dared. Apart
fromthat, |'ve lost about a third of the nmenory and
conput ati onal capacity. That's what could be terned
"occupied territory at the monment. Wth luck, their
conputer will keep thinking that's all there is. It's
power ful but specialized. They haven't hooked up

their ship conputers to the station, yet Probably afraid
of us hacking in to them

"But," he went on, "I've got to be really careful Any
action | take in what they think is safe territory has to be
el aborately screened. | can jimy the records. How

ever, even | can't make the inpossible convincing."
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She narrowed her eyes. "Could you take back those
functions in a hurry?"

"Somewhere from seconds to mnutes. They'd know
pretty quick, and that battle-conputer they've got
jacked in could ... hnm Cone to think of it, I could
probably take that over too. But they'd know. "

"No problem. .later. Can we conference?"

"Yeah, |'ve got all of their people under continuous
surveil l ance. ™"

"We'd better get nmoving as soon as we can," she said.

Si mreon nade an affirmative sound. "Qur people are

going to be pretty shook up,"” he said. | sure am "W've
got to get things in hand, before they start |ashing out
It'Il take some tinme though, for a cycle when they're al
avail able. "

"Good. Let's get, hmmm Chaundra, the section
| eaders, and N' Anps began

"Everyone's gone," Seld Chaundra said in a | ow and
careful voice. "You sure we oughta do this, Joat?
Joseph sai dN

"Joe can wait a minute, 'n so can you, carrot-face,"
she whi spered. "Now keep that thing running, hey?"

He nodded and bent again over the two nodul es
and the jack clipped to the main conduit above them



This way was very narrowNan adult woul d have to be
a dwarf to get through N but it cane in conveni endy
over the sickbay entrance.

"Look," he went on, without glancing up. He was

still breathing hard fromthe effort of crawing up the
axi al ventway. "Look, maybe Ms. Coburn doesn't need
someone el se talking to her right now? It's been |ess
than a day, and N'

"Yeah, | saw the broadcast, too," she said. She had.
Seld had feinted. H's neets weren't doing himas much
good as they should. "You stay here."

She crawl ed forward, pushing the |ocal sensor-override
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unit ahead of her. To the naked eye, the cover of the duct

was a panel just like all the others. The only real difference
was that it was selectively perneable and rmuch thinner. It
recessed obediently and Joat | ooked down into a darkened

room One float bed, the usual Jurnhure, and a figure

under the sheet She curled herself into a bafl and soner-
saulted slowy through the opening, holding on with her
fingertips and then dropping the final neter to the floor

"You awake?" she said, noving to the bedside. "It's
Joat "

Coburn's eyes were Epen. She lay notionless, but

they tracked through the darkness. Joat shone a small

light under her own chin. She had procured for herself

a very expensive coverall, made of adjustable Iight-

fibers. Simeon had gotten it for her because it was
fashionable, but with a little creativity you could rig it to
m m c the anbi ent background col or, which was right

now a mottl ed charcoal gray. Her face floated above it

inthe lightstick's feeble [ owsetting gl ow.

"Go 'way, Joat," the wonman said in a dull voice. Her
face | ooked old, under the seal ant bandages. "I don't
need any nore synpathy. Leave ne al one.™

"Great, 'cause synpathy's not what |'m gonna give

you," Joat said. She brought her face closer to Patsy's,
and her own eyes held the same flat deadness. "Let ne
tell you sonething about ne." She explained, in a flat,
matter-of-fact tone all about her father, her uncle, the
capt ai n.

"So I know, Ms. Coburn," she went on. "Forget what

anyone el se's said. They don't know jack shit But Joat, she
knows exactty how you feel. And like |I said, you don't need
synmpat hy right now | know what you do need."

Slowy, Patsy raised herself on her el bow "An what
woul d that be?"



Silently, Joat reached around and opened her haver-
sack. Her gloved hand canme out with Patsy Sue
Coburn's gunbelt and arc pistol

THE dry WHO FOUGHT
317

"Payback," Joat whispered steadily. "And here's how
it's gonna beN'

The nedi cal -storage room had its own surveillance

subl oop. That nmade i”a good place for the clandestine
.-neeting. It was alsq chuly, bare, and crowded. The walls
were gray nmetal bins outlined with fluorescent paint

Appropriate, given the state of our norale, Channa
t hought

"I have two hundred fifty-seven people down wth

the virus," Chaundra said. "The synptons are spec-
tacular but not life-threatening, as |long as they stay
hooked to the machinery. | have also treated sixty-four
patients for traumas and wounds of various sorts. No
fatalities, so far. One or two are in critical condition, but
they should recover. This total includes several of ny
nmedi cal ai ds who have been assaulted by Kol nari com
ing to check up on our 'sick.' They seemto find the
sight disgusting and ... exciting at one and the sane
time. Several of Qutpatients have been assaulted."

So rmuch for scaring themoff with the virus, Channa

t hought "Patsy?" she asked aloud. She's my friend. Patsy
hadn't wanted to talk to her or anyone el se, which was
under standable. Bid I want to know about her

"She ... there were no broken bones, apart from

the foot. | internally splinted that N' gluing the
bones together in a synthetic sheath stronger than
the original material, to give thema matrix to hea
"N repl aced the | ost blood, and plas-sutured all the
softtissue injuries. Ms. Coburn is nobile although in
some .. . physical. .. disconfort. Wth the usua
growm h stinmulators, full recovery should take no

nore than a week."

He |icked his lips nervously." | cannot answer for her
nmental state. | fear catatoma. | have administered the
usual psychotropics, but the mind is nore than the
brain and its chemistry."
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Channa nodded jerkily. "Anything el se?"

"Yes. | now have ... abundant tissue sanples from
the Kol nari. There are things we shoul d di scuss



privately."

Anmps | ooked at the faces in thejscreen. "Continue as
pl anned, " he said. "The eneny are pushing you to

work. Be as stupid as you dare. Mike m stakes as often
as you dare. Above alt, keep as much nmaterial half-

di sassenbl ed as you can."

"When are we going to fight thenP" sonebody burst
out. "You and Sinmeon, tal ked a good fight, about
Cochi se and the Viet Gong N' Gong, Sineon corrected
silendy "N so far all we're doing is rolling over!"
"There is the virus," Simeon said. "That's working,
they're catching it. 1've begun psychol ogi cal opera-
tions. Most inmportant, |'ve deciphered their

| anguage. " That brought a rusde. "It's not nuch |ike

the ones in the survey files N both are pidgin Sinhal a-
Tam |, but... anyway, |'ve got it. They' ve ordered sixty
units here.”

"Ch, great!" the man barked. "Mre of them™

"Shut up," Channa remarked. "That neans they're

not just going to strip the station of everything they can
carry in their warships and then blow it up. You can't

kill a cowand mlk it. It'll be at |east a week before the
transports arrive. There ought to be about sixty of

them You know how long it takes us to | oad sixty
freighters with honmbgenous ore when we're trying to

work fast. Imagine what it will take to renmove and | oad
fixed equipnment, with everyone dragging their feet.
And the nore of themthat are here, the more will be

caught when the Fleet arrives."

"And," Anps said, with a feral smile, "that nmeans we
can be nore direct in the interim Do not worry, ny
friends. They, too, will suffer, know fear and pain."

That brought a chorus of satisfaction

W think revenge is primtive, Sineon thought, until we
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need it to satisfy indignity and huniliation. He was feeling
consi derabl e desire in that direction hinself

Amos lifted a hand. "Wait W want to lure as many of
theminto the station as possibleNas | nsurance, and so we
can wear them down. JBut we cannot risk key people who

know a good dea”l about our plans and our station

prisoners being dragged in for interrogati on because they

t hought they could be clever. No action is to be taken save
on ny express orders. The personnel to effect those

orders will be fitted with a suicide tooth and have psych
profiles which assure its use. Wait until you receive orders.
W have a fine general N' he nodded in Sinmeon's direc-



tion"Nand wenust follow his words."
That brought sil ence.

"We'll try levering themto cut back on the
atrocities," Channa said. "Say it's reduci ng working
efficiency Nthat's true enough. Stay tight, endure!
W'll see themall fried yet! Qut."

One by one the faces vani shed fromthe screen
except for Chaundra's.

"The bad news, Doctor," she said.

This nmeeting was a fleeting thing, time stolen as they
were all supposedly on their way sonewhere el se.

They could fool the sensors for a while, but nobody
could explain being in two positions at once, one of
them under the real-tine eyes of the eneny. Only the

fact that there were fifteen-thousand odd of the
stationers and less than a tenth that nunber of Kol nari
made it possible at all. That and the invaders' inperfect
control of the surveillance computers.

Channa studi ed Chaundra's grimface. "Wat is it?"
she asked him

He scrubbed his face with both hands and shrugged,
exhaustion in his voice. "It's not working."

"What is not working?" Anpbs asked inpatiently.

"The virus," Chaundra said. "They are infected N
somewhat Nbut it hardly bothers themat all."
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"Shit!" Channa swore. She had hoped die illness would
make the Kol nari shun civilians of their own volition
"Doesn' tit have any effect?"

"M Id headache, sone nausea, onex>r two cases of diar-
rhea for a day or so. Al in all, much |I|ss than our people
have experienced even with the inmunization. The

afflicted individuals act enmbarrassed”jiot frightened, and
t heir conpani ons | augh at them" Chaundra shrugged in
despair. "I nove that we discontinue this plan. Qur people
are getting raped, beaten, huniliated and catching the flu
whil e the Kol nari just have”fun. | tested their tissue
sanmpl es N the Kol nari inmune systemis barely human.

If some of the rape victins were not pregnant, | would
doubt that the Kolnari are human. No, | correct that O
human origin. Their actions certainly are not," he added
bitterly.

"Pregnant ?" Channa asked, bew | dered.

"I terminated," he said, "ectopic pregnancies, in the



fall opi an tubes. This despite slowrel ease inplant
contraceptives." Those nade the body's own i mune
systemtreat spermas foreign matter unti
count er act ed.

"Channa, the pirates seemto have netallic-salt and

ot her contaninant |evels that should nake every one

of them stone sterile. Instead, their spermare a whole
order of magnitude nore motile than the norm The

rest of their systens are built the sanme way. Their

anti body response is... their bodies use the poisons to
kill bacterial or viral invaders. Their DNA is | ocked into
position with redundancy and sel f-repair mechani sns

like nothing | have ever seen, resistant both to radia-
tion and to viral contamnination."

"I refuse to believe these animals are supernen,”
Anps sai d.

"Ch, they're not that," Chaundra said. "Fromtheir
DNA, |I'd say they have shorter |ifespans than ours.
i magi ne the degeneration past early mddle-age is ..
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spectacul ar and swift, as the whole system abruptly
foils. Several other disadvantages; for exanple, they
could not live without dioxin and arsenic conmpounds
in their food. An equivalent of scurvy would strike
them™

He fell silent'

"There's sonet hing el se you're hiding, Doctor,"
Channa said quietly. Anmos sat nore erect, glancing
narromy fromthe woman to the screen, "Tell us!"

Bi ngo, Sinmeon thought, narrowi ng in on
Chaundra's pupil dilation and breat hi ng.
"There is a possibility," Chaundra said, |ooking aside
fromthe pickup. "Another virus." A long pause. "The
one that killed Mary. It is of unparalleled virul ence.
Possi bly the worst natural... unnatural disease ever to
be di scovered."

Amps' head jutted forward. "Wy did you not nen-
tion this before?" he asked harshly.

"Because it killed my wife!" Chaundra shouted sud-
denly; the nore startling comng fromso mld a nman.

"Because it is killing ny son!" More softly, nore ration-
ally: "Because | swore that the filthy disease should
never kill another human being. | no |longer classify

t he Kol nari under that heading."

"Still," Channa said, "the virus is a good plan. The
eneny don't have much medi cal capability at all And



Chaundra has lucidly expl ained why they don't need

it For our purposes they are nedically ignorant Little
experti se beyond treati ng wounds and broken bones,
really. | get the inpression they just sort of.. .junk
anyone who's sicker than that"

Chaundra | ooked t houghtful, professional com

pet ence taking over despite hinmself. "I do not have the
live virus, you understand. But | have the infornmation
on a rninihedron. The protein is nothing, the replicator
can produce it imrediately. But nodifications... yes.
What sort of disease did you have in nind?"
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"Somet hi ng scary,"” she said.
"Somet hing fetal ," Anpbs added.

"If possible,"” she agreed. "But at the |east, spec-
tacul arly incapacitating, disgusting, horrifying.
Sonething with nental deterioration? W want them
terrified, and what's nore terrifying than madness?"
"Whoa now, | dunno," Sineon .said. "Do you really

want a stationload of crazy Kolnari? Crazier than they
already are, | nean."

They | ooked t houghtful and slightly sick
"No, no, wait a nonent," Chaundra said, and
paused. "As Channa suggested, we could target only

t hose who've had the virus. They catch it. It's just not
capabl e of getting much beyond the first few cells.

Anti body response is very quick. That's a manageabl e
part of the Kol nari force, enough to hurt and rattle
themw thout driving theminto a killing frenzy. It
woul d be cunul ative, spread anong thensel ves. C ose
contact is needed, and | could increase that |nmunize
our people stealthily, under the guise of normal treat-
ment. It can be done. I'msure of it."

"CGet onit, then," Channa said. Wien the doctor's
i mge had faded: "That takes care of that!"

Simeon' s i nage nodded. It was | ess nobile than

usual, with so much capacity tied up. "This is a war of
norale. GQuerilla war always is. W have to denoralize
them and much nore inportant, maintain our own
noral e. "

O our people will crack and soneone will go to the Kol nan,
went unspoken anong them

" Speaki ng of which," Anmpbs said, rising.

"Must you?" Channa said quietly.

"Yes, | must," he replied, wal king over to her and
lifting a hand to his lips. The gesture seened far nore



natural than it had at first, |ess.staged.

"This isn't going to work for long," Channa said to

the air, after he had left.
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"It doesn't have to," Sinmeon replied. "Only | ong

enough. "
"Cet ready, Seld," Joat breathed

"I'"'mready" he whi spered back. He was pal e and
S5weating heavily. --"A

Her hand rested dh the di aphragmthat separated the

vent fromthe corridor. Her other hand gripped the
spring-1 oaded device, adjusting it so the red dot on the
not escreen i mage beside her lay precisely over a spot in
the corridor. Below, Patsy waited at the junction of the
passageways, one hand behind the concealing wall. That
hand held the arc pistol, but if all went well they would
not need it.

If all did not go well, they were probably going to die
in the next twenty seconds or so. Die quickly if they
were | ucky.

"One of them™" Seld said. "Still only one." He was
peering into the mniscreen jacked into the security
caneras fromtheir local lead. "Still coming."

Bare feet scuffed lightly below The Kol nari cane
swiftly, not running: they seened to wal k on the balls of
their feet in a light half-trot nost of the time. He
checked slightly at the sight of Patsy.

"Who goes?" he called

Stationers not on essential duties were supposed to

be in their cabins. Then he recogni zed her and snil ed.
One taken by the na Marid was a prestigious victimand
here she was, wal ki ng al one. He started towards her
speedi ng up as she dodged around the corner

The warrior was stopping and turning even as Joat
keyed the di aphragm open. Hi s speed was awesone,

but she had triggered the hand-cobbl ed device at the
same instant the panel cane down. Behind her there
was a click that nmeant Seld had cut in the danper. For
the next few minutes, security records would show an
enpty corridor. Safe, unless a human observer were
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| ooki ng. Even checking the files would show recordi ng
errors, normal enough considering the havoc the Kol -
nari had caused the station conputers.

The darts struck the Kolnari as his finger was tighten-
ing on the trigger of his own weapon. A hundred

t housand volts flowed through the thread-thin super-
conductor w res behind them He convul sed.

K-tash. Hot air blossoned away fromthe plasma rifle
aroundar od of sun-hot violence, literally sun-hot; it was
an ultra-mniaturized, laser-triggered deuterium fusion
pell et focused by magnetic fields. Normally the pirate's
nmuscl e and refl ex woul d have been enough to hold it
steady on his aimng point. Now the superheated gas
slewed his lifel ess body around and the substance of the
wal I s sublined away, the beam choppi ng t hrough syn-
thetics and conduits and the enpty chanbers beyond.
There was a hiss and cherp-cherp-dierp of pressure al arns
as theouter hull was punctured.

Joat wi nced. That was -not part of the plan. "Quick,"
she said in soft urgency. Dropping down into the cor-
ridor and grasping the pirate's weapon, she heaved it up

"Here," she gasped, wobbling under the burden of

the clumsy thing. Between them Seld and Joat got it

up into the duct. Then she bent and grabbed one of the
Kol nari's arms. She heaved and her heel s skidded. The
juddering, twitching body was heavy, far heavier than a
man dressed only in a belt and briefs ought to be. Patsy
darted back.

"I't's not hn? she said.

"It'"ll do for starters,” Joat said with a grunt.
"C nmonr

Toget her they dragged the body to the airlock
around the corner and cycled it through

"Meet you at N-7a x L," Joat panted, trotting back to
t he open di aphragm "Need that stuff on the list."

"I"ll be there," Patsy said.
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"Hwll work," Joseph said reassuringly. "At |east
once," he anmended. "Joat is an odd child, but any con-
traption she clains will function, will function."

Amps nodded dubi ously. / have never found reason to
doubt you in matters of violence, he thought. That was
fonforting. On the otnbr hand, no man was infallible,
and even Joseph was an amateur at war.

They were in the | ower-equatorial park, near the



central core of the station's upper globe. For a wonder,
there were no surveillance cameras here. By Centra

Wrld |aw, there had to be such places in any substanti al
habi tat Most of the inhabitants being | aw abidi ng types,
SSS-900-C s was in the park. It was fairly | arge, severa
hundred hectares, with part of the station water-reserves
depl oyed as | akes and ponds. Currently it was in night-
cycle, and the Kol nari seened to find that fascinating.
Anos coul d understand that. He had found it
heartbreakingly |ike, and yet unlike, Bethel. The scents
were strange, greener, and fresher than the arid hills of
the Sierra Nueva estates, mlder than the irrigated

| oWl ands. Strange birds N or was it small animals? N
chirred and rustled in the undergrowth. He was an out-
doors man, but these were not the fields he knew

"They come,"” Joseph said. "To stay," he added.

He noved off into the shadows of the bushes, bent

low, noving with a skill he had learned in the alleys of
his chil dhood and the hunting grounds of his |eader's
properties in later years.

God was not entirely unfair. The Kol nari hearing

was not quite as good as human norm it need not be in
the thicker air of their honeworld. Amps crouched

with hunter's patience, waiting as if for sicatooth.

God of our fathers, be with me now, he prayed with utter sin-

"Hai, dog-turds, what brings you out this fair
ni ght ?" Joseph's voice rang clear. "Tired of banging
your nothers or |ooking for sheep?"
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Amos felt a lurch of fear. They were counting on the
eneny's inexperience with guerilla tactics, their
arrogance. That was perilously close to counting on
t he Kol nari being stupid, and that was dangerous.

Poundi ng feet cane closer: Jgseph's heavier tread,

and the lighter, fester sound of ffie folk the hell-pl anet
bred. Joseph flashed between the trees with his head
down, arms and | egs punpi ng. The pursuers seened

to float by contrast, loping effortlessly Iike nen on a
lowgravity noon. Their eyes and trailing manes

gl owed | anbent in the sjmulated starlight, and their
nmoverrent s had the achi ng graceful ness of swans

taking flight. They were beautiful, and horrible

beyond belief, and he feared themin a way that had
nothing to do with the long knives in their hands.

He stepped out. They stopped with a plungi ng



abruptness. Their heads turned to scan himwth the
snoot h accuracy of gun-turrets tracking under com
puter control. Joat had counted on that in designing
her gadget A scanner detected the alignment of their
eyes.

The thing he carried strapped to his chest yawped.

Then it was red-hot, and he was scrabbling to rip it

| oose and toss it away. The pirates stunbled as if they
had run into a wall of iron. They screanmed as if that
iron were white hot and dropped their knives to tear at
their feces in a frenzy of pain.

Scream dogs, Anps thought, gratified. Scream as Bet he
screamed, as Bstsy screaned, scumverm n/i &A

Cries of pain were not going to attract attention on
the SSS-900-C. not while it was held in the Fist of High-
G an Kol nar.

A dozen nen and wonen edged out of the shadows.

Cutting bars and |l engths of dull-gleam ng synth tubing
were in their hands. Anpbs reached over his back and drew

a long curved sword fromits sheath with the sl ender

sound of steel on steel: the notion so Iong practiced from

bl ade-dance training that it was as unconsci ous as breat h-
jng. The heads of the Kolnari turned toward the sounds

he made; their ruined eyes were circles ofblood-red now,
and tears of blood dribbled down their cheeks. They
nmoaned in their agony, but they noved toward him teeth
hared in a rictus of pain a&d savagery.

"Quickly, but carefully,"” Amps said to the others dos-
ing in on their victins.

Afterwards they nust throw their clothes into dis-
posal and go through full decontam nation cl eansi ng.

Joseph was behind the blinded pirates, a half-dozen
stationers at his back. Two knives glinted in his hands.

"Now! " Anps sai d.
C CHAPTER N&ETEEN

"Shall | performan autopsy, Great Lord?" the
eunuch nedico asked in its shrill whine.

Belazir t'Marid | ookejtt down at the bodies in their
separ ate bags. Separate bags, but who knew what went
where? One bag might be a few parts short or extra, for
all he could tell.

"Creature," he said to the eunuchs, cuffing one

asi de, "when nmen have their skulls crushed by heavy
bl ows N as these have N and their eyes gouged outN

as these have N and their throats cut to the neckbone



N as these have N and their bodies cut to pieces, as
t hese have, then generally speaking, as a rule, they die.
An aut opsy seens sonewhat superfluous.”

The nobl e's voice was even and pleasant, as it usually
was, but the slave nedico sank deeper and deeper into
a crouch of abaserment with every word, as if they were
bl ows fromthe powered whip normally used on such
At the last, all the eunuch could do was whi nper.

"Cease," Belazir said. "Now, this other; in that, |
have interest"

The nedi co seal ed the bags containing the body-

parts of the two dead Kol nari and hastened to the
intact casualty. Relatively intact. He stroked a hand
down the opaque material, and the stuff turned utterly
transparent.

"What ever killed him he was not pleased with it,"
Bel azir remarked to Serig, |ooking at the dead man's
bul gi ng, staring eyes. Shifting to the interrogative
tense: "Creature?"
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"It is uncertain, Great Lord. Either the electrocution
or the explosive deconpressi on woul d be fatal, of
course. Here, the dart struck. See, a burned patch
hi gh on the shoul der, towards the angle of the jaw As
he was turning to confront that which killed him it
struck fromthe reqr."

"Bl indingly obvious,"
Preserve the bodies."

Bel azir said facetiously. "Go.

"And what do you propose to do, t'Marid?" the third
Kol nari nobl e present said.

"Do, lord Captain t'Varak?" Belazir said, turning
with an expression of perfect courtesy.

TVar ak' s presence provided a wel cone distraction. A

ki n-eneny was al ways nore entertaining than outsiders,

if nmore predictable. He waved a | angui d hand about

them at the dewcool grass, at the holos for overhead that
m m cked the blue cloud-scattered sky of Earth. The
tenmperature was far bel ow what Kol nari preferred, but

t hey coul d endure anything down to and bel ow freezing

wi t hout undue di sconfort. None of them needed to

wear nore than briefs and shipbelt for utility. For status,
t he nobl es wore | ong open-necked robes of watered silk,
jewelry of fretted silver, and homeworld fire opals. Their
hai r was brushed to shining shoulder-length waterfalls,

pi nned back with conbs of sea-ivory and precious netal

and the knife-sharp feathers of Kol nari birds.

Bel azir stretched. H's robe was severely plain, daz-



zling white with gold and indigo trim

"I shall enjoy the beauty of this place. So fair, and so
tragi c because soon it will perish as if it had never
been." He added a cl assical quotation on transience

and death in the three-tonal scale.

Anger glowed fromthe other man, |anmbent as hot

nmetal . He m ght have been Bel azu-s twi n, except for a
hair-dip of gold rather than silver and the petul ance of
his expression. Belazir t'Marid never showed an

eneny his frustrations.
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"Three of ny nmen are dead, t'Marid," he said.

"Dead!" agreed Belazir in a mld tone. "One slain from
anbush, another two destroyed hand-to-hantl, by scunuer-
mm O course, to be caught so carelessly, they becane
litde better than scunverm n thenselves. Far better for
the Can that they were cut off before they could breed."
O breed nuch; Kol nari becane fertile early. "Culling by
t he universe, not so? They will |eave no sons of disgrace
to propagate lines of weakness anmid the Divine Seed."

For a nonent, he thought Aragiz would attack him

here, while Belazir was in~ctear conmand, with Serig at
his side and arnored crewfolk fromthe Dreadful Bride

at his back. If he did, he was better culled out of the

Di vine Seed. That was the point of the delicate insult, of
course. Back on Bethel, old Azlek t'Varak had taken off
his hel met a nonent too soon and | ost his head by such
preci pi tousness. That had been a scandal of some note,
shadowi ng the prestige and honor of all his sons N

Aragiz t'Varak not |east. The t'Varak were al ways hot heads,
Bel azir thought, armused at his own pun. Azl ek had

been all of fifty, though; tine enough to be slow and
senile. Aragiz should know better

He did, though barely. "You should bring the scum
verm n here under better control," Aragiz said in a
bl and tone which matched Belazir's. "Kill a few
hundred. A hundred for one."

"TVarak, t'Varak," Belazir nmurmured. He bent and

pl ucked a flower, sniffed deeply of it "There are fifteen
t housand or so scumvermin on this great fat-dripping
norsel that the Clan N and Father Chal ku, by the

| atest message N yearns to pop into its ever-hungry
mout h. And, if the scumverm n suspect that al nost al

of themw |l die when we are done, sone one of them

wi Il sabotage this station and rob the O an of that feast-
ing, for all that we can do. Despair makes even
scumverm n brave. Hope brings forth their cowardice,

each one hoping for hinself."
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A songbird swooped by. Bel azir's hand snapped out

like a trout rising to a fly and caught the tiny creature
within the cave of his hand. He brought it up under

Aragi z's nose as the soft feathers brushed his skin, in
rhythmwith its heartbeat.

"I have themin my nmt, cousin,"” he went on. "Shall
open it N' he suited words to action "N and let them
go?" The bird flew away.

"Blood calls for blood," Aragiz said. "Avenge our

bl ood, or you are no Can |eader."

"Bl ood-call can wait a few days," Belazir said, his
voice flint-hard as the two nmen stared face-to-face.
"Until the transports arrive," he added negligently.
"Ei ght days to |oad and | eave, and watch this station
vanish in a spark of fire as we go. Because Fat her
Chal ku's nmessage giving me mandate over all the High
Clan in this action has already cone, has it not

"It has," Aragiz said. "Be glad, O cousin, be very glad
of that!"

"Be assured | am" Belazir said anmbi guously. "And

now, Lord Captain, |oad your ship with choice loot. Let
you and your fighters enjoy thenselves as they wll
anong the scumvermin, so long as they do not reduce
the slave work-output."” He dropped his voice to a

whi sper. "Do not obstruct me, t'Varak. Not until you
can bring the Clan a prize like this."

"No. Not yet."

Bel azir watched himgo. "Serig," he said, "behold.
Never underestimate an eneny."

"Aragi z, lord?" Serig said incredul ously.

Bel azir threw back his head and | aughed nerrily.

"No, no. 1 should have specified; never underestimate
even a scunuermmm eneny. As that dolt does. This
station's two | eaders, they have between thema three
hundred percent increnent upon poor Aragiz's sum
total of wits. He has the technique of a tungfor."
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That was a nmetaphor for the younger Kol nari, who

had never seen homeworl d. In Kolnar's seas, there was

an animal N nore or less an animal N that con-

centrated the abundant transuranics fromseawater in

a specialized section of its gut. It sucked in water and
sprayed it on the heated chanber that resulted, expell-
ing it behind as steam for proptUsion. Tungl or massed



in at about the sane as the Dreadful Bride, and they
attacked by rising fromdepth at fifty or sixty knots and
ranm ng with their netal -sapphire-fiber prows, never
deviating fromthe shortest course. Belazir's ancestors
had made t hensel ves nobl es by hunting tunglor, hunt-

ing themto gain plutoniumfor weapons and

power pl ant s.

"As you do when you take your pleasure," Belazir
went on, slapping his conpanion on the back of the
neck in nock reproof.

Serig grinned slyly. "lIt's not as if they were wonen"
He omitted the "lord" in this brief instance, speaking
man to man. "And how will you take this Channa
creature?"

"Wth slow care, fool, as all true pleasures should be
savored: wi ne, a woman, revenge. And on the Dreadfu
Bri de, when we have left," Belazir said.

Serig raised brows in surprise. "You think her wor-
thy of bearing slaves, lord?" he said.

"Many." The male of fspring would be castrated N

t hat was how such as the nedi co were nmadeNand t he
femal es bred back to the Divine Seed. In four or five
generations, with careful testing, they could becone
Kol nari of the |owest caste.

"I will need sone pleasure to relax me after our
| abors," Belazir added.

Seri g nodded, needing no further explanation
They woul d have to destroy and | eave for Bet hel
i medi ately. The Central Worlds Navy woul d be al
over these stars as soon as they | earned of the
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destruction of SSS-900-C. The Can would run a

long, long way, to wait anmong unpeopl ed, unsur-
veyed systens while they assimlated this treasure
and bred the strength to use it. Enpty systenms held
raw materials and energy in plenty, if you had the

| 0ol s, and the uni~gerse was uni magi nably vast. That
voyage woul d be a giant step nearer the good day
when it was the Central Worlds' scunvernin who

were the scattering of fugitives, and the Divine Seed
t he power that bred and covered world upon world
upon world. A long, if necessary, flight would be

t edi ous.

"So, leave nme," Belazir said. "See to the preparations
for the transports. Now |l wll speak with the two scum

vermn."

Their Kol nari guards seened incapable of letting



them just wal k through a doorway. The prisoners were

al ways propelled over the threshold with a hearty

shove. Thus far Channa and Anps had nanaged to

keep their feet, which seenmed to inspire ever nore
energetic pushing. Channa wondered if the two

guards bet noney on which of themwould stunble

first Such treatnment irritated her and it nust infuriate
Anmps beyond endurance, since he was born nobl e

anong a cerenoni ous peopl e.

The | ast door gave onto the nature deck, one of the
jewel s of the SSS-900-C. Anpbs straightened then

al nrost smling. The deck covered several hundred
hectares; |akes, several small wooded areas, and
nmeadows. A stream wandered from savannah to a mn-
iature rain forest, through prairie and into the softly
i nformal confines of a classic country-house garden
here by the entrance. Herons stal ked through the

reeds by the river, alert for the fish that |eaped after
dragonflies. The snell was overwhelmngly green. Of

in the middle distance, a herd of small deer browsed.
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The air was full of birdsong. Normally there were
parties of picnickers and the shouts of children. Now a
pl asma gun swung down before them

"Wait the Great Lord' s pleasure, scumvernmin," the
anplified voice of the Kol nar said”,

k- oh, Channa thought, with a sinking stomach. That
sounds bad. She and Anps had di scussed what to do
under interrogation, but she had doubts about his
ability to keep control of his tenper.

As for me, FU Ilive through what | have to. And Ptt dance on
their graves, she thought grimy. She had been one of
the first to take the new virus

"Buck up, kid," Sineon's voice whispered in her
inner ear. It had the odd gravelly tone he adopted in

tense nonments. "Remenber, |'ve got no fixed sensors
in there, so the inplants will have to do. I"'mw th you,
and I'lIl give a running translation of anything the

pirates say in their jabber. Ckay? And fromthe struc-
ture of their |anguage, the phrase they just used neans
something like 'front and center.'"

"CGot it," she subvocalized

They jumped back against the wall smardy when a

Kol nari bossman cane through, |ooking as if he would
rather wal k over them For a nonment, Channa thought

it was Belazir, and then caught the few subde differences
which told her he was not. Sinmeon's voice confirmed it
Serig followed, a mnute later. They both cast their eyes
down, to avoid showing the raw desire to kill they shared



"Now, scumvermin," the guard said.
"Chhhhh, am | getting sick of hearing that word," Channa
subspoke.

"You and me and Si neon- Anos both," Sineon

agreed. The Bethelite had the button in his ear, but he
hadn't been able to train a subvocal |evel that was

i naudi bl e. The Kol nari didn't hear all that well at the
margi ns of audibility and had no reason to use sensitive
heari ng devi ces.
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Bel azir had set up his conmand post beneath a huge

oak tree. He lolled at his ease on a reclining chair, a
wreath of fresh wildflowers adorned his hair, dappled
shade noving on his sleek skin and the pricel ess silks of
his clothing. On one side of himwas a nobile console
and a table scattered with notescreens, printouts, small
pi eces of equi pment Al so sone artwork which Sineon
recogni zed, garnered fromagalleries and the nmuseum

One piece Channa did not remenber and the brain

could not nane, a flanboyant carving in sone bone or

ivory of a... submarine with fangs? jet-propelled spearjish
What ever, it had the same air of ruthless speed that a
stri ki ng hawk m ght

"Ah, your eyes light on the tunglor," Belazir said
affably. As always, the sheer physical presence of the man
struck her like a blow. "From honeworld... Kolnar."

The guard behind themreached out an armto force
t hem down.

"No, to one knee will do," Belazir said easily. H's
Standard was better, even in these few days. "Do you
wi sh refreshment?"

He waved to his other side to the table where food and
bottles of wine rested, patently supplied by the Perineter
Rest aurant The young waitress was fromthe Perineter

too, although there she had worn cl ot hes.

"No, Master and CGod," Amps and Charma said in
nmeek uni son

Bel azir smled and held out his hand. The waitress

put a water-glass tunbler of Mart'an's famous apricot-
brandy liqueur into it. He drank it off in ten |ong
swal | ows and Channa knew a nonment's wild hope.

Si meon's voice was sour. "No joy," he sent. "I
checked with Chaundra. They metabolize ethanol so
fast he'll only be mildly buzzed.



"Well," the pirate said in that voice like a bronze bel
that purred. "There is business. The matter of the
attack on the Divine Seed of Kolnar."
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"He's not too upset, | think," Simeon told them
"Heartbeat absolutely Kol nar-normal, no pupil dila-
tion. Got an idea the victinms may have been from one of
the other ships. Play it polite-firnj."

"Lord and God," Channa saii "The crimnals wll
be found and puni shed."

Subvocal from Sinmeon: "You hit hisfurnybone with that,
Happy. He's killing hinself Iaughing mnside."

Channa went on. "I've nmade several general broad-
casts calling for obedience, Master and God."

"So you have. | notice,joo, that it is always you and
not your conpanion... colleague?"

"Sinmeon-Anps is N' Channa fell silent as the
Kol nari's hand indicated that Simeon-Anps shoul d
answer .

"I amthe junior, Master and God," Anps said, eyes
fixed on the ground.

"Look at me, Sineon-Anps." The stares nmet for
| ong seconds. Then Bel azir gestured again, turning his
attention back to Channa. "Well and good. As we

expect to hold the station in our fist for sone tine,
these acts of stupidity must cease.”

"Lying through his teeth, babe."

"You sent nessages desiring audi ence, Channahap,"

Bel azir went on. He rose, like a black fountain tipped
with white gold, the |oose sleeves floating back fromhis
arms |ike wings. He | ooked down fromhis near two

nmeters of height. "Continue."

"Master and God," she said, in a tone as enpty of any
but the formal semantic content as she could make it,
"your troops fornicate |like N' she paused to search for
a word "Nrotweilers."

"Bi g chuckle at that one, Charmie." Simeon was furious.

Bel azir crossed his arns. "Why does this not seem
conpl i ment ary?"

Channa | ooked up at him "They bite," she said
enotionl essly, covering her disgust, "all the tine."
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"Then the sc N the chosen ones should not resist
their fete," Belazir said. "It is our custom when we neet
resi stance. "

"They don't resist!" Channa said sharply, then
managed a taut smile. "Should we bite back?"

A rustle went throijgh the line of arnored troops

behi nd Bel azir and the duster of officers with feathers
and jewels in their hair. The noble silenced themw th a
toss of his head.

"I would not recomend it," he said sardonically.
"The customto which | refer is that of enjoying the
fruits of victory. A npbst ancient custom surely, even
you must know of it? Make another of your speeches.
Qutline their duties. A hard, sincere effort to pl ease.
Then they shall be caressed as they |abor, not savaged."

"Master and God, when you bruise the fruit too nuch,

it goes bad! The problemis that | have a hundred people

i n sickbay being sewn back together and under nedica-

tion due to human bites and various other wounds.
Initially, there were three hundred sick to begin with, not
counting the ones who've been fl ogged."

"Are they injured?"

No, apart from shaking and crying and waking up with

ni ght mares, she thought The Kol nari had a whip that did
something to the nervous system "Master and God N'

however she tried, she couldn't quite keep the sarcasm

out of that"N the probleminvolves vital work positions
which are left enpty. This isn't a planet It doesn't run
itself. Everything has to be done without error. Fatigue

| eads to error, error leads to failure, and failure can | ead
to death. | cannot do the inpossible, order ne however

you want"

"Now that," he said, "is the wong tone." Suddenly he
was nuch closer, and took her chin between thunb and
forefinger. "Entirely. Do you understand, Channahap?"

"Yes," she nurnured,
seened to sl ow

yes, | understand." Tine
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He smiled. "Excellent. However, your remarks, if

not the manner in which they were delivered, are
reasonable. | shall give orders that ny troops be..
gentler with their slaves. After you have enphasi zed
the proper attitude toward their duties.”

Channa' s eyes w dened.



He actually | aughed this tine~"Yes," he assured her
"that, too, is our custom Those of you that please us or
are useful will leave this place on our ships." He

wat ched her absorb this privilege.

"Walk with nme," he sa; & putting a hand under her
arm She jerked slightly at the contact, |ike the touch of
a |live conductor.

Amps started to foll ow. A servo-powered gauntl et

cl osed down on his skull, so gently that it would not
have cracked an egg. A duplicate of the one that had
crushed his sister's skull. Wnd blew through the trees

above them naking the | eaves nove in a dance that
contrasted to the stillness of the humans bel ow
"A strange way to spend so much effort," Belazir
sai d, as he nodded to the | andscape around them A
chuckl e passed his lips. "Preferable to expend effort
and strength on this than on weapons."

"Who does he think buiU his ships and the weapons they're
carrying " Sinmeon whispered in her ear

Channa shrugged in answer to both.

"Still, it is beautiful,"” he said. Hi s hand traced the
back of her neck, lightly enough that the pads of his
fingers just touched the hairs. She shivered invol un-
tarily.

"I amnot Serig," he added, stroking the fingers
down her spine and away. "This is like Earth, is it not?"

"Msdy, " Channa said. Unconsciously she tilted her
head to one side away from Bel azir as Si neon gave her
the relevant information. "A few of the plants and
organi sns are fromRi gel 4, but they' re conpatible."

"Li ke | ooking back into the past," he said. They
THE CTTY WHO FOUGHT
339

stopped, out of sight of the tables. He | ooked up into
the sky. "Conputer," he said. "Night."

The constellations of Earth's northern hem sphere

bl azed out, as they had not in reality since nen | earned
to bend electricity to light.

"Yes," t'Marid sakl, looking upward at the fal se sky.
"Very beautiful, but it seems too nuch openness. As if a
body m ght fell upward and be sucked out into limtless

space. "

Wl |, a weakness, she thought. Many spaceborn were



slightly agoraphobic. That could be useful, if Belazir
had been spaceborn

She thought a smile appropriate. "The sensation is
called vertigo. |'ve occasionally experienced it nyself
when planet-side. | was born and rai sed on a space sta-
tion, so | feel nore confortable under a ceiling."

"Sonet hing of that," he admitted. "But also... Com
puter. N ght on Kol nar. From Maridapore."

Channa gasped in shock at the change. The dark sky
over head vani shed. In its place was a gl ow ng noon-
colored cloud full of colored lights fromhorizon to
hori zon. She blinked, then realized the |ight was not
that rmuch nore brilliant than the Terran sky. Yet this
phenonenon was not a sky: it was a ceilng across
heaven.

"A dozen tinmes full Luna brightness," Sineon supplied.
Of to the north, auroras circled and noved, scrolls
vaster than worlds, electric blue and white and pearl.
Beneath them on the horizon, a volcano was a gl ow ng
firestormspout, powered by its own natural fission
reactor. Something gigantic and wi nged slid across the
alien constellations. Smaller things pursued it, diving
and tearing as it fluted an intricate song of grief.

"I have never seen this sky," he said thoughtfully.
"Not really. Not even a sinulation as good as this." He
i ssued a second command and the Earth ni ght

returned. "This is nore restful."”
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"Ah ... The birds won't like it if you change day to
night like this,” Channa said. "You' d better set it back
when you | eave. Master and God," she added absently.

He | ooked at her in astonished anusenment. "The

birds won't like it?" he said. "Ghannahap, you are a
wonder. The birds won't like iffthe insects will be dis-
turbed ... does this matter?"

"W brought themhere, to a totally unnatural

environnent If we expect themto thrive, then it's our
responsibility to provide themw th whatever they

need. They're a part offill this," she said gesturing

wi dely. "Wthout the birds and the insects, this would

be sterile, a lifeless tableau. So we have to be m ndful of
their needs."

He nodded. "I shall leave it on night setting and
dawn shall be in twelve hours. Things have changed
here. Even the birds nust realize it"

Channa had no reply for that bit of arrogance.



"That is the suprene | aw, of course," he went on
"for Earth, for Kolnar, for the universe."

She nmade an interrogative sound.

"Adapt! Master changi ng circunstance, or die

unbred. The Seed N the genes, you would say N are

the reality that underlies all this. Taking energy from
the Dead World, growing in conplexity and adapt a-

tion. Al this,” and, with a swift novenment of his hand,
he caught a dragonfly by its legs for a second, then
released it, "is waves on the surface. Beneath is the
Seed, seeking to replicate itself. Al beings, all nind, al
war and trade and art and science, nere waves on the
changel ess sea." He smiled kindly. "And fittest of all, of
course, is the Divine Seed of Kolnar. O that Seed, fit-
test is the High dan. Wich is why you |long for union
with it, for such imortality."

"I disagree. Lord and God."

"No, you do not Your mind may, but that is merely
the vehicle of the ... gene. Watch, when we return
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Your Sineon-Amps will be enraged. Naturally enough

for he suspects the immortality you offer is to be taken
fromhis seed.” He sighed and turned back towards the

tabl es, hidden behind a line of trees. She trotted to keep
pace, although he did not seemto hurry. "Enough of

pl easant idl eness and ]#hil osophi zing. To work!"

"Si meon, why do all ny Prince Charmings turn out to be

t oads?" Channa subvocal i zed. Anmps stood stiff and

wi t hdrawn besi de her on the people nmover as it slid

down the corridor. "Is he really jeal ous? Under these cir-
cunstances, that's ridicul ous!" v

"/('5 also maybe involuntary. Your girl goes wal king mthe
woods wi th Lucifer, chattnguup..."

"Absurd!"

"Beats ne, Channa. But FU never, ribbit, turn onya. Rib-
bit!"

"Or turn ne on, either. It's nice to know soneone is still safe
to be with."

Whoa! Kick ne again, Channa, | think sone of nmy ego is

still unbrui sed.

"That is the scariest son of a bitch |I've ever had the
m sfortune to nmeet," she said. Anps nodded silently.

" Si neon- Anos?"



"Yes, Channa?"

"Hold me, would you?" Hi s armwent around her
and she nelted into die firmsupportive warnth of his
side. "Thank you," she said.

"For what?" His tone was |ight

"For not really being green and warty or eating
flies."”

"Ah, guys?" This time Simeon's voice canme to both of
them "I just figured something out"”

"What ?" Anps sai d.
"Bad news about Bethel."

The Bethelite stiffened again, his face drawing in
lines that showed what he might |ook like on his
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deat hbed, in the currently unlikely event that he would
live to die of old age.

"\What ?" Anps repeated, this time as a conmand.

"These scunbags N I'mnot going to use scunmver-
mm even in reverse N they' re planning to | oot nme bare
and then bl ow ne up."

Si meon was under st andably upset if he was refer-
ring to the SSS-900-C as "ne."

"That is bad news for you," Anps said, steeling him
self for how that would al so be bad news for Bethel

"But if they do that, th”"Central Worlds Navy will

firid out Nwould find out, even if the Kolnari had
pull ed this hijack off the way we fool ed theminto

t hi nking they had. Central Wrlds'd send flotillas al

t hrough this sector and | ook behind every space rock

For sure, they'd inspect any inhabited system While

the Saffron system may be ferdlin' rempte, it's still on
the maps. And the Kol nari know that, hey So they're
sacrificing their chance of stripping Bethel in exchange
for the station. Means they gotta | eave both, fast. So
what odds they plan on doing Bethel the same way

they do me, when they go? Blow it, too, and cover any
traces they hadn't time to sweep under the carpet.

These guys are pigs, but they're not stupid.1

"Yes, | see,"” Anps said, barely noving his |ips.
"Sound strategic anal ysis. Thank you, Sineon."

Thanks for nothing, the brain thought dismally. Anmos



had had the confort of know ng die Navy woul d at
| east rescue the survivors on his homeworld, win or
| ose here on SSS-900-C.

"Anyt hi ng we can do about that? Channa asked as
they entered the | ounge.

"Not much nore than what we're doi ng now, "

Simeon said. "But it's going to be a very dose run at the
end. We've got to be ready, at all costs. Mnutes may
make the difference.”
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Keri Holen tried to read, but she'd been on the sane
page for some tine now and still had no idea of its con-
tent. Trivia, she thought. Before her life was put in
danger, all her friends and famly's lives, she hadn't
known what triviality was. It was anything that didn't
have to do with keepinj you alive; anything that didn't
have to do wi th wi nning.

"On the other hand, fretting doesn't do ne any
good, either," she said. Wiy did | volunteer she asked

herself. Well, the risk nmas there anyway, and we need to get the

second vins working, she thought. Not everyone was a
gymmast and martial artist, either

Frustrated, she threw the reader onto the cushion

besi de her and rose to pace the room There was a soft
chime and Sineon's public face bl oomed on the wall
screen.

"The Kol nari are in your area," he said, warning al
those in the threatened sector. "Get your virus capsul es
in position. Don't panic. Don't argue or they will harm
you. Remnenber, place the capsule in your nouth, bite
down, try not to swallow Good |uck," he added fervently.

Keri rushed to the cabinet where she had stored her
supply anong ot her pharnmaceuticals. Her hands were
shaki ng so much the capsules flew out of the bottle |ike
confetti when she at last got it open. Maning, she
rushed to gather themup and put them away before

the Kol nari arrived. She put one in her nouth, hold-

ing it between cheek and gum

She returned to the living area and stood wat chi ng

the door, fingers twining with the tabs of her robe. She
could feel her pulse beat in her lips and fingertips, she
felt as though she'd been running.

The door opened.

God, she thought as she bit down on the capsule.
There are four of them The capsul e dissolved with a rush



of coolness. Keri smiled broadly and | et the robe drop
"Wel come to ny parlor." Said the spider to the fly.
CHAPTER TVEENTY

Mazkira entered the el evator and sel ected her des-
tination. The m ning conponents fabricator was a
treasure of imense value to the dan. Wth it, they
coul d scavenge several crucial materials from unin-

habi ted asteroi ds at need. Besides that, the

scumverm n operator was a pleasure to torment, in
several different ways. She grinned. Then the expres-
sion faded. She could snell him the scent was heavy in
the cage N far nore than it should have been when he
nerely passed through several tines daily.

She | ooked up... into the barrel of a rock-cutter and
above it the grinning face of Kevin Duane.

"Eat this, bitch!" he snarled and powered up the cut-
ter. He cut the Kol nari woman in half |engthw se and
snmled as he watched the two sizzling halves crunple to
the floor.

The el evator arrived at his level and he repl aced the
hatch cover. There was the access tunnel, just where
Joat had told himit would be.

He handed Joat the rock-cutter and she raised an

inquiring brow He gave her a grin and a thunbs-up

sign. Suddenly the el evator dropped out from under-

neat h himand he was hol ding on by his el bows, feet
scrabbling against the slick shaft walls. He inched his way
in, his broad shoulders making it difficult to maneuver

Far bel ow he could hear the el evator com ng up again.

"Hurry up!" Joat said, sliding the rock-cutter down
t he access tunnel and turning back to pull himin by his
shirt.
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Al'l she succeeded in doing was pulling it up over his
head; his arnms were al nmost i mobilized by the tough
febric.

"Stop," he said. "Stop it."

"Hurry up!" she cried and slid backwards to give
himroom "O thaj: elevator will snear your carcass al
the way to the top of the station.”

He was nost of the way in now, but couldn't seemto

get his feet in. He began to panic, barking his knees on
the side walls of the tunnel, the space too narrow to
allow himto turn or pull up his legs. In a panic, he
caught at Joat's legs and yanked. Her pal ns squeal ed



on die slick metal as she struggled futilely to keep her
pl ace.

The drag was just enough to get himall the way in,
the side of the elevator lifted the soles of his feet gently
as it passed.

Kevi n dropped his head into his arnms and gi ggl ed
with mld hysteria.

Joat glared at himfor a nonment, then grinned and
whi spered, "Hooray! Another one for our side."

"Yes?" Belazir said, |ooking up fromhis notescreen

It was the nedico again. The Kol nari repressed an
impulse to kick it. If you hit messengers, nessages
ceased coming. On the other hand, his rinme was val u-
able. Especially now, with the transports here and

| oadi ng round the cycle.

The t hought restored his good hunor. Sixty ships, a
fifth part of the Can's fleet, under his command. Not
only transports, but a fighting platformand a coupl e of
the factory ships. It was as good as havi ng Chal ku

procl ai m hi m successor. Better, since his chances of
living long enough to claimit were rmuch higher. A for-
mal announcenent might drive sonme brick-skull [Iike
Aragiz t1 Varak to desperation.

"Great Lord, there is... a problem"”
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"M ne or yours, creature?" he said, slightly
i npati ent The | oadi ng was going so slowy.

"Great Lord, we have disabling sickness."
"What ?" Suddenly he was | oom ng over the eunuch

"No, pleasel Don't hurt me. IUc only old Veskis, the
bonesetter. Please, ny Great Lord?"

Belazir's aquiline nostrils flarett "Speak."

"Over sixty ill warriors have sought nedical aid,
Great Lord. W have never seen the like." It swal -
lowed. "Great Lord, we do not know how to cure the
illness!"

Bel azir had just finished a large neal. Now it |ay Hke
curdled hot lead in his gut. Inpossible. He tapped at the
not escreen, accessing recent files. Yes, over thirty war-
riors put down or suicided for infection. Not conpletely
unprecedent ed, but anong the heaviest nunerically of

i nstances on record. If another threescore had reported
sick, there nust be nany who had not



"How does the illness run?" Bel azir asked.

"Swiftly in some, Great Lord. Fever, |oss of nervous
control, debility, nausea. Others nore mldly. Stil
ot hers recover quickly and are whole. Fromthe bl ood
of those | may produce a vaccine, in tune."

"Do so," Belazir ordered, "Swiftly." In tine to avoid
spoiling ny triunmph here, he thought "Wit"

He tapped his notescreen again. Mst sickness

occurred anong those on no fixed duty. O those,
t'Varak's ship suffered the nost casualties. Belazir
racked his brain for what he knew of diseases. Not

much, since Kolnari were rarely bothered by di sease:
accident, yes. He reflected on this problem queried the
i nf o- banks, thought agai n.

"Orders," he said. "lsolate those infected." Those
whom they could, that is. A noble could be killed but not
pl aced under restraint "This may.. ." He hesitated. "My

be related to the disease troubling the scunvermn.”
H deous, that a disease would strike the Divine Seed
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nmore strongly than nere scunvermin. "The infected
scumvermn are to be avoi ded. Go, post the orders,

That such a scourge should arise now he thought,

| ooki ng back at the notescreen. Loadi ng was novi ng
far too slowy. Chal ku #ad gi ven him a deadl i ne; past
that, they were to abandon anythi ng remaining, kil
and | eave. If there was nuch less than he had

prom sed, he would go fromhero to goat Even if the
total he did manage was nore than any ot her Kol nari
had anassed, perfornmance and prestige would be
nmeasur ed agai nst expectation.

"Time," he nmuttered. Tine was wasting, and the
margin for error with it He stood. "Conputer. Kol nar
noon at Maridapore."

White-blue light flashed across the parkland, hurtfu
even to himin the instant before his pupils shrank to
pi nhead si ze.

Jekit nor Varak prowl ed the corridors. He was not in
powered arnor. There were not enough suits to go

around and their mai ntenance requirements were

fierce. The patrol was to enforce curfew and prevent

sabot age, which was beconing a problem He was in a
flexible suit, with a comink and a plasma rifle. The cor-
ridors in this section were darkened, which gave his

| R-sensitive eyes the advantage over any scunverm n.

As if | needed it, he thought. H's nmain eneny was



tedium The corridors were changel ess and identi cal

Ten paces left, take a turn at random Trot down a | ong

| engt h, checking that the seals on the doors were
unbroken. Flatten to a wall and wait He did isometrics
then, nuscle pulling on nuscle against the strong

fl exi bl e bones of his body. Nothing nuch else to do;
except that he tired too soon, probably because of the
dammabl e light gravity he had been living in on this sta-
tion. It would be a relief to get back to Kol nar-standard
on the ship.
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Al t hough there were conpensations. Keriholen, for
exanple. Jekit's teeth clicked together as he renem
bered how they had taken her, he and his brothers.
Many times since the first occasion

Wrth the trouble, he thought tinmber as an eel and tire-
I ess as a real woman. Wonmen were scarce for conmoners.
The nobl es took so many. He and his four brothers N
they were born at one birthingNhad only two wi ves be-
tween them held in compn, and a nere eight children

Jekit was sweating. He wiped his face on a sl eeve and
resumed the pacing, trying to push such thoughts out
of his mnd. Not until after his watch. It was hot,
what ever the gauge said. Hi s stomach felt odd. Maybe
t he plundered food was bad, although the Divine Seed
could eat pretty well anything organic.

Si meon watched the pirate. This Jekit was a perfect
choice. Definitely had the Mark-11 virus, too pig-
i gnorant to know it and he was al nost asleep from
boredom anyway. A little surprise would be good for
his circulation.

He checked the progress of the relief party, ten sol-
diers and a squad | eader. Plenty of witnesses, also
perfect Timng was the key. They had only two guards
to relieve before they reached Jekit.

Hurt ny people, will you, Jekit? he thought. Ckay, now
let's see how you tike being on the other end of the stick

He began whi spering. The words were | oud enough

to be audible, but not I|oud enough to be understood.

Just nonsense syl |l abl es pronounced in inflections
simlar to the Kolnari |anguage, mnute after mnute,

not steadily but rising and falling and stoppi ng
altogether for randomintervals. Then an increase in

the volume until the nonsense was a tease, tantalizingly
on the edge of audibility. Add subsonics guaranteed to
have the hair standing up along the spine, although

Kol nari didn't have body hair.
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Goosebunps, then, he decided. Jekit paced, stopped,
shook his head and brought the plasma rifle to port,
t hunmbi ng of f the safety.

Doesn't this snardfy have any nerves ? Sineon asked him
self in frustration. Then he added the refinenent;
things flickering atfhe edge of vision. The pirate was
probably seeing things without Simeon's visual aids
since the sensors said his tenperature was five percent
over normal and rising. Sweat poured down his fece.

That was rare since the Kol nari netabolismdidn't

wast e noi sture.

Si meon constructed a | ess transparent image. Ah,
that made hi mjunp, Simeon thought. "Rankest!" he
whi spered, just |oud enough to be understood.

Die, in Kolnari.

"Who's there?" Jekit called out, sw nging his weapon
around. "Who goes? Answer ne.r

Si meon had a conversation goi ng now, nale and
femal e voi ces whi spering vehenently. He noved the
whi sperers down the corridors, through chanmbers and
halls and galleries. Now they were around the corner
now t hey were overhead, now right behind him

Jekit spun, his weapon |eveled. "Scunverm n!" he
shout ed. The warning indicator flicked as his
forefinger took up the slack on the trigger key.

The squad had exited the el evator on Jekit's |evel

and were marching towards his station. Trotting like a
wol f - pack, rather; the | eader was in armor, noving at

t he sane pace. Slamslamslam half a tonne poundi ng
down at every step

The Kol nari had his back pressed to the wall Sineon
overlaid the powersuit's footfalls, turning theminto
drunbeats in tine with the fevered warrior's own heart
H s head was snapping back and forth wildly, rims of
white showi ng around the anmber of his eyes.

Of to the right, around the corner from which his
repl acement woul d come, a voice called
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I Jekit!" H's officer called. "Turn to, idler, fool
Report™

Jekit al nost noaned with relief, opening his nouth

to call back. When he did he found the words matched,
overlaid, neutralized by something. Shout, scream noth-
ing but the sanme blurred yamer.



"Painrod for you, seedless stothman," cane the
warning fromhis officer.

Jekit crouched and began making his way al ong the

wal | towards the voice. Hal fway down the long wall, he
jerked and vonmited convul sively, bew |ldered. It had
never happened to himbefore, that he lost his food.

Foot st eps sounded from around the corner as the

repl acenent squad advanced smartly towards him He
heard a soft hiss behind himand turned. He screaned
as he | ooked into a shape out of homework! |egend, a
twenty-eyed wormwi th gnashi ng concentric nouths,

t hi cker through the body than a man was hi gh

"Ancha\" he screaned and fired. Ginder. There was
nothing wong with his reflexes yet, and the spear of
nucl ear fire |l anced through the nonster

Cot cha, Sineon thought again. He'd been pretty
sure that worm program was nodel ed on sonet hi ng
native to Kolnar. So its nane was "grinder"!
Appropri ate enough.

"Grinder vanished. Behind it was a figure in power
arnor, slowy topping over backwards with the whole
upper pan of the torso gone. The squad behi nd had

al ready gone to earth and returned fire. A line of I|ight
touched Jekit's right shoulder, and the plasma gun fel
away. The blurring, blanking wall of un-sound fel

away fromhis ears so suddenly that he could hear the
slight whine as the weapon automatically cycled

anot her deuteriumpellet into the chanber. A plasm
beam | i cked out at Jekit and his |egs vani shed fromthe
knees down.

And he was still hot. H's wounds did not hurt yet,
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i nsul ated by shock, although he could snell the heavy
fried neat odor. But his head hurt, it hurt... Tlie others
were rushing forward to secure himfor interrogation. It
woul d go very badly for themif he died first

Aurnght! Sineon thought Still, it should be fun lis-
tening to Jekit, the mighty warrior, explaining why he
freaked like that Now, rvho's next?

Bel azir and Aragiz knelt together before Pol t'Veng.

She was wearing the black robe and hood of an

adjudicator and, in the dimlight, that left only the yel-
| ow gl ow of her eyes visible. Belazir knelt with grace.
The t' Veng was inferior by rank and birth, but she was
efficient Also a woman, of course, but that meant |ess
these days than it had on Kol nar. Everything in space

was a protected environment, like the fortress-holds.



You either lived or died, generally. Aragiz knelt in
quivering tension and the smell of his rage was nusky,
irritating to Bel azir.

"I find," she said at last, "that Jerik nor Varak, free
common-fi ghter of subclan t'Varak, opened fire on
clan-kin while in hostile ground, wi thout prior attack."
That was the only excuse, and notivations or reasons
mattered not hing, by Kol nari |aw

"He killed: one petit-noble officer of subclan t'Marid.
He destroyed: one suit of powered arnor. Here is the
j udgrment of the High d an.

"At the next rendezvous of all units, t'Varak gens

shall render to Belazir t'Marid forty hundred units of
Clan credit or goods to the sanme value, neutrally

apprai sed. They shall al so render five breedi ng-age

but unbred fenal es of petit-noble or higher rank, fully
educated. In addition, Belazir t'Marid may go anong

t he concubi nes and wives of Aragiz t'Varak for one

cycle and sow there as he wills. Aragiz t'Varak shall do
i kewi se anong Belazir t'Marid's. Judgenent is
rendered.”
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As one, they bowed | ow enough to touch their

foreheads to the deck. A good judgenent, Belazir

t hought. Fair, wi se, and nost of all, expedient. Part of
the I ongstanding trouble was that the t'Varak gens

were not as closely linked by seed as ike rest of the High
Can fam lies. They had been | andl ess mercenaries on
honmewor | d, and had had the bad hick to sign on with

the High dan just before a war that ripped up half a
continent and ended in headlong flight for the sur-
vivors. Technically mercenaries were not subject to the
exterm nation-proscriptioivo' f the vanquished nobility.
Li ke peasants and comoners, they could switch

al l egiance to the winning side. Technicalities did tend
to get lost in the fine glow of victory, though...

O course, Aragiz t'Varak would be unlikely to look at it
in quite that way. Still, in the long term know ng the
closer relationship would reduce hostility. Hopefully.

W thout word or gesture, Aragiz rose and stal ked

out. No style at all, Belazir thought The fine was a trifle
conpared to what the station was bringing in, and they
both had sixty or seventy children already. He nerely
hoped the t'Varak intellect was training and not a taint.
The lights canme up, and Pol renoved the hood. That
changed her from adjudi cator to ordi nary noble once

nmore. "Fool," she said, with no need to say exactly who.
"Dolt," he agreed, and snapped his fingers.

Serig entered. They setded in confortably.

"Loading is going too slowy," Belazir said.

"Truth, lord," Serig answered.



"Ckay," Sinmeon whispered in Channa's ear. "He's in
position."

The | oadi ng bay at the south-pol ar docking tube was

nore crowded than it had ever before been in the
station's seventy-odd years, nostly cluttered with disas-
senbl ed equi prent fromthe electronics fabricators

two | evel s bel ow, broken down just enough to | et them
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be moved through the freight elevators. It would be
nore efficient to strip them down further and box the
conponents, but that nmade themtoo easy to sabot age.
There had been executions of stationers after Kol nari
i nspections showed hoy easy. Delicate el ectronics..

Weird, Channa thought, ostentatiously |ooking down

at her notescreen. There had been no reprisals at al

for the deaths and there had been a fair number. The

Kol nari had just increased their patrols, as if taunting
the stationers.

Channa turned to the pirate technician. Even weirder
You didn't think of pirates as having technicians. They
| ooked much the sane as the sl eekly dangerous warriors
and fl anboyant nobl es, but brisker.

Then again, they've kept thousands of people and hundreds
of skips going for three generati onsNseven of theirs.

"Lord," she said in the appropriate nmeek tone,
"here's the next |oad. Do you accept ?"

The Kol nari | ooked at the fabricator. It was a spindle-
shaped synt h-and- netal machi ne about three nmeters |ong

and one through at the w dest point; half tubing and

nol ecul ar shape chanbers, half nodul es. Both points of

the spindle ended in tapped burls that fitted into a bearing
race. Underneath it was a floater cradle w thNapparently
Nsix arnms and a twenty-centi neter base.

The Kol nari said something in her own | anguage to
her team N wonen were nore comon anong their
techni cal class, evidently N and they went to work,
plugging in their own info-systens and a portable
power-feed to bring the fabricator up to standby.

"Al'l order is, the pirate said to her, waving her back
"Scunverm n, next bring.

The | oadi ng bay was one hundred nmeters by two
hundred by three. Two Cl an transports were docked at
the outer hatches. Two-thirds of the way down the
deck, the eneny had drawn a red line. On either side
was a squad in power armor. Floating over them were
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pods of small servo-guns, antipersonnel weapons,

heavy needl ers that could be fired w thout endanger-

ing the fabric of the station. The weapons were highly
dangerous to anyone not in conbat arnmor, of course.
Stationside of the line were civilians, working nmostly in
their own teans with a few Kol nari for supervision.
Docksi de of the line were only the O an, crews. There
were three checks fromthe initial position to the line:
once while the equi pment was being stripped down, a
second when the stationer stevedores took charge, and
athird when it was ready to go pver the line itself.

If any of the checks showed danage, the stationers in
charge were flogged to death with a powered whip.
Fal I i ng bel ow quota earned ten strokes, which reduced
the team s efficiency drastically but was a very potent

noti vat or.
It was ingenious, and working far too well.
Si meon nurnured again. "Yeah, they're | ocked in."

Channa forced herself not to ook at the eyes of the
Kol nari. However Sineon was doing it, it was not

si mpl e hol ographi c projection. Maybe tightbeam on
the retina...

Amps was whistling cheerfully as he swng the lifter
around. CGod, he's even gutsier than he is pretty, Channa
t hought They'd volunteered for this. Too many nerves

had been shattered by the hol ocast record of die flog-

gi ngs. Sonmeone had to restore confidence. To the

Kol nari, it |ooked |like the | eaders were giving an
exanpl e of enthusiastic obedi ence. Joseph bowed | ow

as he handed over the controller pad for the cradle.
Across the back of his overall was printed Scunuermn
Rule OK. One of Simeon's suggestions to build norale.

The cradl e foll owed obediently over the red line,

behi nd the Kol nari technicians and toward the waiting
cargo bay of the transport The line divided the gravity
fields; one Standard gravity at the line itself, running
quickly up to 1.6 at the |l owered ranmp-entrance. The
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wor k party noved through the crowds and the waiting

chains of lifters. There was a how as the four light arns
_ suddenly there were only four N of the cradl e gave

way. The Kolnari teamleapt in fearlessly, but the lifter
failed in a burst of sparks and boormed hollowy to the
deck plates. The fabricate® slewed out of the broken
cradle and onto the bent |legs of the crew chief as she
heaved back at the weight ten tines her own.



The pirate alarnms rang |i ke angry w ndchi nes. Chan-

na and the others froze. So did the danaged tech. The
other Kolnari lifted the damaged fabricator and set it
down on a pad of packing-fiber nearby; lifting with

uni son grunt of effort and wal king six steps with a | ow
voi ced chant. They set the machine down with a

nmother's tender care. The tech lay with the broken bones
projecting through the dark skin of her kneecaps, blood
wel i ng around them and the whites showi ng aU around

her honey-col ored eyes. The flying guns swooped in.
Channa found hersel f | ooking down the business end of
one, and so did each of the group that had brought the
rui ned machine to the edge of the Kol nari line.

Warriors followed; not the arnored specialists, but
crew on rotation duty. One was pulling a powered

whip fromhis belt as he cane. Channa dosed her eyes,
but the first stroke never |anded. She heard his voice
mur mur t he Kol nari equival ent of, "Yes, sir."

She opened her eyes again. Anpos and Joseph
were rocking back on their heels as if they'd been
ready to spring.

"Hequewdt hebi gboss, " Si neon ghost - spoke t hrough her
i mpl ant. "Bel a*stel “hnt ockeckt hern”ctionrecords."

The Kol nari did, snapping away her notescreen,

t hen goi ng over to check the injured technician

Nobody had attended to her. Despite her being an

eneny, Channa felt a little squeam sh | ooking at the
white splinters and the quivers of pain that ran across
the fine-boned oval |ace.
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"She's saying it mas a regul ati on nedi um heavy Ufter, when
she I ooked it over," he said. "He's checking. Belazir says it's not
your fault."

Sweat was runni ng down Channa's back. She began

to relax, then swore under her brej#h as the warrior
drew a knife. The technician closed her eyes and tilted
her head; a quick stab in the back of the neck and she
was still.

"Well, that worked," she said to Sineon.

"What do you nean ? "

"Tm not quite sure.”

The fabricator would have to go back to the

machi ne-shop, two |levels up, to be repaired. The
machi nes required to produce replacements for the

damaged parts could not be disassenbled until the
wor k was done.



Bel azir noved a squadron of light cruisers to a new
guadrant and sat back. So, he thought.

Amazi ng. Channahap was fighting himto a standstil

in this strategy gane. She had actually won one of the
earlier rounds. A very, very good player; few Kol nari
seni or officers could have done better, and war-gane
tournanents were one of the main ways they filled
their leisure

"The Channahap does wel | ?" Serig said. He | ooked

over his commander's shoulder into the Bride' s display
tank, then reran the opening noves on a smaller

screen nearby. "Well, indeed.”

Bel azir nodded. What a wonan! he thought

ent husi astically. He had stopped referring to her as
scumvermn to hinmself some time ago. The battle of

delay and lies she had waged agai nst himwas just as skill-
ful and tricky as the war ganes. It was a true pity she was
not of the Divine Seed; an even greater pity that she

woul d not live very many years in the environment of the
Can's ships. Qutsiders rarely found the air, food, and

r.
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wat er of Kolnar |ife-supporting. Certainly the Kolnari's
own ancestors had not, until they adapted.

But | vritt enjoy her greatly while she lives.
"Now, these reports,” he went on to Serig. "They read
like the ravings of the insane. \Wat do they nean?"

"An excellent question, my lord. One that | should
like to ask some of these scumvernmin."

"You consider this to be the result of eneny action?"

"It seens reasonable to me, ny lord. Drugs to the
troops affected. O, they may know somet hi ng about
t hese phenonena. "

Bel azir considered his second. "Or they may know

nothing. It could even be sone sabotage schenme of

Aragiz, difficult though that is to believe. O a side-effect
of this... illness."

"Bad for norale either way, nmy lord. And the illness
itself may be a weapon.™

He nodded. "Very well. Take five slaves, chosen at
random none critical to the station's function, and tor-
ture them"



"Only five, ny lord?" Serig's soft voice expressed
ast oni shnent .

"These are an unusually soft and sensitive people,"”
Bel azir answered. "Five will be quite sufficient Mre
woul d cause panic. For now, let the scumvermn as a
whol e remai n cal m and conpl acent and cooperati ve.

Let thempanic later at a time of our choosing. Hm®?
Torture the 6ve for the information we need on this N
phenonenon. |f they know nothing, take others.”

"Shall | broadcast that?"

"No, no, Serig. If we broadcast our ignorance, we

make plain that there is sonething our warriors fear. If
it is eneny action, they will know what we seek N or

the next five."

Serig bowed fromthe waist. "Very good, ny lord."

Bel azir returned his attention to the gane.
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"Why?" Channa asked.

"You will take your hands fromny desk and you will
stand straight," Bdazir told her calmy, pointing a slender
dagger at her. He stared at Channa until she conplied.

"Two of those people are probjlbly going to die," she
whi spered, breathing hard. "Lord and God. They
were tortured" Al

"Of course they were. | ordered it so."
" But aAp?"

He stood and wal ked slowy around the desk to

stand dose behind her, then spoke softly into her ear
"We are conquerors. W do not explain our actions.
This is not a game such as we play in your quarters,
| ovely Channa, this is reality.”

She carefully fol ded her hands before her and
| owered her eyes.

"I apol ogi ze for ny inpetuousness,” she said hum

bly. "I was trained to take ny duties seriously, and
sometines this makes me rash. It's why | nust ask
about this terrible matter. | can't believe that you enjoy

doi ng such things." She | ooked at hi m appealingly over
her shoul der. "Please don't hurt my people.”

' he said. He studied her face
" he went on thoughtfully,

"And you lie so badly,"
for a noment. "My troops,



"spoke of'things' flickering at the corners of their eyes,
of Voices' murmuring things not quite heard."

"What has that got to do with us?"

He wal ked around her and sat on a corner of his
desk. "Perhaps not hing, perhaps everything. That is
what we wanted to know. "

"And it never occurred to you that perhaps sonething

in the mxture of gases that we breath m ght cause this
effect in your people? O that these 'things' flickeringjust
out of sight mght be an infestation of insects...”

"Ch no, they were, according to the reports, nuch
too large to be mere insects.”

"Sone other vermin, then."
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"Doubt ful ."

"Well, what about ny first suggestion, perhaps our
at nosphere requires adjustnent?"

"Possi bl e. "

"Then perhaps you gpuld send sone volunteers to
our medical center for tests.”

Bel azir | aughed. "No. W know that a virus is |oose.
However, we have no interest in a cure for it. If it causes
troops to becone nonfunctional, we will kill them our-
selves. Unless it endangers this mssion, we will take no
count er neasures. "

Channa gaped for a nonent.

"We did not becone the Divine Seed," he continued,
"by panpering weakness. After in-vesting so nuch
capital and tinme in training, it is, however, inconvenient
to have adults die. Wen we return, we will spread the
virus ourselves, quite deliberately, anong the children

of the Hgh dan. If this sickness is your doing, you do
us a service N as do those who anbush our troops in

the corridors. It reduces the ranks of inperfect Seeds.'

"Ah, she is magnificent," he quoted softly to hinself

in his own | anguage. "Her stride is the lightning strik-
ing. In her right hand is a sword of flane, in her left
the goad of pain. Her voice is the shriek of the north
wi nd. In her eyes flash conmets, portents of wonder,

and her hair is a stormat mdnight. Between her

thighs is the road to Paradise. | | ook upon her and ny
strength rises, yet | rage without fulfillment." He

| eaned cl oser and Channa could feel his breath on

her 1ips.



Wl |, Simeon thought, that last bit rather neatly sums up
nmy relationship with Charma. He relayed a running trans-
[ ation.

"You' ve made a real conquest, Happy."
"That Nl sNnot Nf unny" Channa subvocal i zed.

The Kol nari touched her lighdy with the point of
t he dagger, then returned to his chair, |eaving her
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shivering where she stood. He touched his tongue
to the bead of blood on the steel

"Perhaps," Belazir said, his voice amused, "I should
take you with ne when we go. | would give you some-
thing to fight besides boredcgn. You deserve the
chal |l enge." Then he sniled. "You may go."

Channa turned and wal ked away on shaking | egs.
When she was in the el evator, she vented her frustra-
tion in a savage tone.

"I really want to kill him Sinmeon. | can see nyself
doing it, just what | would do, and | think | would
enjoy it." She paused. "See how bad company corrupts
nmy noral s?"

"What did you think of that poenf"

"I wasn't listening."

"I think he was trying to flatter you."

" "Her voice is like the shrieking of the north wi nd1?"
"I thought you weren't |istening?"

"Well, | caughti/wi ." She | aughed weakly. "Never tel

a wonan her voice rem nds you of something shriek-

ing. It won't win you any points."

"I mportant dating dp, Channa, thank you."

"Ch... | love you, Sineon. You keep nme sane. And
the Prince of Darkness can N'

"N eat shit and die." / love you too, Channa, and you
drive me crazy.

CHAFr t RTVENTY- ONE

Anot her point of light flared in the hol o tank.

"You have destroyed ny dreadnought,"” Bel azir said,



surprise and anusenent in his voice. He | ooked up at
Channa. She was sweating heavily, strings of black hair
pl astered to her forehead. The Kol nari was cal m as

ever as he took another draught of the sparkling water
flavored with netal salts.

"That makes ..." He paused to recollect. "Seventy-
five wins for ne and three for you. Ah, well." He
dapped hi s hands, and attendants brought his equip-
ment. "Enough pl easure; there is work to be done.™
"Ckay, people," Sineon said. The voices died down.
"We've got alittle time. You-know who's sl eeping the
sl eep of the wi cked."

The screens went silent, and so did the litde dutch of
men and wonen seated around the | ounge table.

"They're going to be nore or less finished in one
nore day-cycle,"” he went on

"One?" Amps said. "They have nore itens narked
for shipping than they could handl e in one day."

"Trust ne. |'ve been eavesdropping. They're doing
that to fool us. Nearly fooled nel Only their top people
know. "

"How | ong has it been?" Patsy whispered.

"Si xteen days," Simeon said.

Doct or Chaundra swal | owed. "A hundred dead.

Many times that are ... injured, in various ways. W
cannot endure nmore of this.”
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"W won't have to. One nore day, and we're saved
or we're all dead."

"Hi e Navy?" Joseph said.

"They dropped a scout into the systemtoday,"

Sinmeon replied. H's image raised a hand to stemdie
babble. "It's heavily stealthed. | have the recognition
codes, or |'d never have detected it. Yes, the flotilla is
com ng.

"They should be here, and soon. However, we've got

to have a plan for the worst case. He paused before he
could go on. "The worst case is the Navy doesn't get
here quite in tinme. W' ve got to give it our best shot.
The Kol nari've got a lot of their people spread out, and
their ships docked. They're planning on keeping it that
way until the last mnute. |'ve figured out a few
indicators that'll tell ne right down to the mnute."



Channa swal | oned and nodded. One of them woul d
be Belazir coining to take her off to the Dreadful Bride.

"The battle platformw || undock first. Wen they

start that, we've got to begin our uprising! If we can cut
enough of them of Ffromtheir ships and keep the ships
from undocking N I've got sone plans on that tactic N#
then they can't blow the station."

Anmps nodded sonberly. "The cost... the cost in lives
will be very high. But there is no alternative."

"We cannot fight for long," Joseph said. "A del aying
action at best. They have the weapons, arnor,
organi zation. And they need not fear damage to the

station. They will use their onwatch ships to force-dock
t hrough the hull, outflank us. W have no rea
weapons. "

"How many tines have we ganed the uprising?"

Anmps said, rubbing his hand across his face. "Forty,
fifty? Not once have we won, no matter if you or
comand. "

Si meon nodded. "Better to die on your feet than die
on your knees," he said. Gimsniles greeted the sally.
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Most of them had seen his tapes of the Warsaw Ghetto.
"I can disorganize thema |lot nore than they expect,"
he went on. "W've got some weapons, too."

They all | ooked at the col um.
"M kesun?" he said.

The section repcwas haggard and drawn, as you
woul d expect from someone who had been working in
cranped quarters for nore than two weeks.

"I"ve got them unpacked and ready," he said. H's
hands nmoved into the light. "'Bout a thousand. Plus
t he expl osives you told us to get ready."

Suddenly he had a needier in his hands. A huge
chunky- 1 ooki ng thing, of no make any of themrecog-
ni zed.

"Where on ... where did you get those, Sinmeon?
Channa asked.

"Ah, um" Sineon sounded slightly enbarrassed,

she thought. "Well, you know how 1 like to collect stufE
They were cheap N a ship needed sone fuel bad and

didn't have credit. And | just l|iked the thought of
havi ng nmy own arsenal. 'Someday we m ght need this

kind of stuff.' |I was right, wasn't |?"



"Yes, bless you," she said sinply, because the relief
she felt at seeing honest-to-God weapons was SO
i nt ense.

Sonebody swore. "Wy haven't we had those before
now? |'ve had my people attacking Kol nari patrols
with their bare hands N'

"Because we couldn't let themtake us seriously too
soon!" Channa said sharply. "Any sort of formal
weaponry woul d have alerted them W had to do as
much damage as we could wi thout such assists, unti
the I ast nonent. They won't be expecting us to have
needl ers. W'll have surprise and shock on our side."

Anps | eaned forward, nbre warnth in his tone than
was usual when he spoke to the brain." How are they to
be di stri buted?”
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"Remenber when | said |I'd put sone other stuff that

m ght be useful in the seal ed-off sections? And Patsy
and Joat've been mxing stuff around, too, through the
passageways. "

"Wth a thousand needlers -3-" Anps began, and
t hen shrugged, oddly hopel ess. Joseph nodded.

"Hrmm What nmeke are those?" Patsy said, with a
spark of her old interest

"Ursinar manufacture,” Sineon said. "Cbscure

race, big and hairy, always insisted that it was their right
to arm bears. " #'

"This may only prolong the agony and del ay the
inevitable," Amps said. "So little against so nuch.”

Then he shook hinmself. "Still, it is better to die fight-
ing."
"Hell, better to win and live," Sineon said.

"I'n the meantinme," Anps said, standing and sweep-

ing his eyes fromscreen to screen, "push them hard.
They are incapable of resisting a territorial challenge
froma weaker opponent N even when it would be

logical to pull back. Take nore risks."

Well, he takes as many as the rest of us do, Channa
thought. Quite the little conmander all the same. Wy
anusenent col ored her exhausti on.

"Security nonitor's |ocked," Joat said. "Now, your bit"

Seld went to the electronics access panel and began
fiddling with its innards. Then he inserted the hedron



he had prepared. The resulting picture would be dis-
torted in the way the security conmputers had been
since the pirate worm programwent in. But they would
distort the imges of Joat and Seld in selective ways.
Maki ng t hem appear taller, nuch darker..

Joat went in die opposite direction, placing herself at
the end of the corridor in the | ookout's position

When he had finished he joined her and tapped her
shoul der. "Time," he whispered.
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#Just a sec." She opened her pack and withdrew a
nmonocrystal filanent dispenser. The thread was a

nol ecul e in diameter but incredibly strong. Dangerous
to handl e, too. Thinner than the thinnest knife-blade
coul d ever be.

"What are you gonna do with that?" he asked puz-

zled. "I thought you were planting sonething."
"Stick around and you'll see," she said, waggling her
eyebr ows.

She knelt beside the wall and attached an end of the

beryl I i um nonocrystal filament to the corridor panel at
about knee height Using the tiny laser that was part of
t he di spenser, the end was sol dered into place, |eaving

a slight stickiness when she touched the wall. She
reeled out the invisible fiber and tacked the other end
to the opposite wall, keeping a careful mental image of

where it was.

Seld turned pale. "You can't... you know what t hat
stuff does!"

"Sure do," she said smugly. "A 1 Jack-of-All-Trades is
gonna give new neaning to 'cut off at the knees.'

"You can't," he said, and grabbed her arm "They're
bastards, but they're... they're sentients. You can't be
mai M ng themlike that." H's voice had taken on a

tinge of his father's accent again, but he was shaking
with tension. Drops of sweat broke out at the edge of

his reddi sh-brown hair. "It's evil! Wat are you think-
i ng about ?"
She snatched her armfromhis grip. "I'mthinking

about what they did. Tortured people. Wiat they did to
Pat sy, and your friend Juke. |I'mthinking about
payback. "

He licked his Iips. "Not like this, I won't have any-
thing to do with it Couldn't you just... kill themclean?
C non, Joat ?"



She pushed hi m back with her shoul der and tacked
anot her line through at about waist height for a taD adult
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"Simsays," she went on, drawing three nore lines

about shin-height, "that cutting the eneny up is better
than killin' 'em Shakes themup nore, and they gotta
take care of them™

"I'f we do stuff like this, how are we different from
t hen?"

She turned on him snarling. '"Cause we live here and
we're not doing this forfunl O to make a nardy credit
offit!"

Sel d sat down abruptly against the corridor wall

"Sel d?" she said, her fage snoothing out abruptly
and her voice changing. "Seld, you okay? You need
your meds?"

"I"'mokay. | just. .. | just don't like you as nuch
when you're like this, Joat. And | really like you. You
know?"

Sonetimes | don't |ike ne nuch, Joat thought. She
turned away and bl ew out her lips in exasperation

"Don't go buckawbuckaw on ne now, Seld, 'cause it's
gonna get worse around here before it gets better. If it
gets better." Everything always gets worse.

He rai sed his head fromhis knees. "If I'mgoing to
die soon | want to die clean," he said. "G mre your
V-pills."

n W]y?ll

"Lost mne."

"Ckay." They were supposed to take the pill if they

cane into contact with a Kolnari. Joat didn't intend to,
or tolive if she did. Seld pocketed the pills and stal ked
of f toward his own escape route.

She pursed her lips and tacked a new line to the wall

at the opening of the connecting corridor, at what she
estimated as head-height for a Kol nari .

Then she ducked under it by a wide margin, tip-toed
back toward the first line. She stopped well short of it
and | i stened.

Cone on, you gruntfudders, she thought. Rzrdling nove.
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They shoul d be amazed that it was taking the first patro

so long to respond. She went to stand by the sabot aged

panel and |istened, hearing only the poundi ng of her

own heart, which felt as if it wanted to tear free ofher thin
chest. Then at last, her quick ears caught the sound of
nmoverent . She counted to five and began to retreat

toward the second line. She entered the corridor just as

she heard a shouted "Halt!" in Kol narL

Perfect, she thought, all they saw was the coveraW They
hadn't said halt, scunvermin, either

A coupl e of shots were fired; |ight weapons, needles
spangi ng off metal. The squad | eader barked an order

for cease fire and pursuit. Feet tapped the nesh cover-

ing of the corridor, in the distinctive long strides of the
pi rates.

Screans rang down the corridor, clanging and echo-

ing in the dose space. Joat |eaned forward from where

she crouched and | ooked out around the corner. There

was a malicious grin on her face, but it died at what she
saw. Two of the Kolnari soldiers lay on the floor in a small
pond of bl ood, hanging over the ultrastrong invisible
wire that had sawn through their [ egs and opened t hem

up fromnavel to backbone like a butterflied shrinp. As
she watched, a body fell to the ground in two pieces, and
there was so rmuch, so nmuch blood and guts and all the
colors, and a pink-purple lung...

One Kol nari trooper reached toward her severed

| egs and cut her hand in half to the wist. Two fingers
fl opped usel essly as she clutched her arm and

screamed and screanmed, not in pain or fear but sheer
terror of the invisible something that had killed her
"Ch, multi grudly," Joat whispered to herself. The

sound of the words agai nst what she saw was so out of

pl ace that she felt hysterical giggles bubbling up
Sonet hi ng warned her that that sort of giggling would

be very difficult to stop once it started, so she backed
away. Her eyes were huge saucers in her thin pale face.
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At the other end of Joat's corridor was one of

Si meon' s hidden el evators. She tossed the wire spoo

out into the corridor before she entered it. Behind her
there were shouts: the next eneny squad. Fromthe
ringi ng sounds, they tested to find the wires with the
barrels of their weapons. There was a double thud as
one unwary Kol nari turned too iast into the corridor
and decapitated hinself on the final trap

Movi ng briskly, Joat exited the elevator three levels
up and entered an access corridor nmeant for electrica



repairs. She transferred tcEone of the snmall ventilation
shafts and dragged herself quickly and efficiently to a

| arger open area where an array of the shafts nmet. She
was safe here: it was one of her bases, with a pallet and
some ration boxes as well as tools pilfered from

Engi neering, if you could call it pilfering when they
handed themto you willingly. They were calling Joat

the "Spirit of SSS-900-C, " or Simeon's Genlin.

Then she was violendy sick to her stomach. Servos
arrived, clicking and cheeping to thensel ves, and
cl eaned up the ness.

Joat lay down, cradling her face on her arns, and
wept bitterly. Long w acking sobs, l|ike nothing she
coul d renenber.

"Joat... honey, have you been hurt?" Sineon's voice
was soft and warm |ike a vaguely renenbered sone-
thing that once held her.

She lifted a face flushed with weeping, but her lips
were white.

"I"'mnot as tough as | thought," she said through her

sobs. "l didn't think ... Shit, no! I've gotta heart like a
rock. That's ne, Joat the killer! Did you hear me snanc-
ing Seld for a wss?" A cough racked her, and she

wi ped her eyes on the back of her hands. "He'll hate

me! | hate nyself! It was so N' And she threw herself

down and bit the mattress. An eerie crooning wail

echoed through the corridor
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"Shhh, it's all right, it's all right."

"I wanna go hone!"

"Joat. Joat, honey. I'mw th you. You are hone.

You' || always have a hone with ne. / don't hate you
Joat. You're not bad, honey. But sonetines things get
through to the good part of you that doesn't |ike the
tough part of you, and that's what just happened."”
The servos rolled forward and tucked a bl anket

around her. Sinmeon began to croon, directing it at her
ears where she hugged the bl anket about her head and
only tufts of hair escaped.

"l want Char ma"

I can't hold her, Simeon thought But | can sng...

"Do you call me liar to ny face, Aragiz?" Belazir said.

"My people were killed," Aragiz t'Varak replied
"Security recorded Kol nari setting the trap, perhaps



thinking to throw the blane on scunvermin. | knew
scumvernmin could notN'

"Do you give ne the lie, t'Varak?"

The ot her captain stopped, torn between unwilling-
ness to retract and inability to attack. Belazir was under
no such constraints.

"Did it never occur to you, oh so straightforward
cousin, that it mght be scunverm n posing as O an?
That they are as capable of playing on our divisions as
we are on theirs?"

"You call ne dupe of scunvermn n?"

"I say that you bare ne, Lord Captain Aragiz t'Varak.
You bore me beyond words, beyond bearing. Your

exi stence nmakes di e universe a place of tedi umbeyond
belief!"

Aragiz's face relaxed, into a soft, welconing smle.
"When?"

"When Lord Captain Pol t'Veng's judgenent is ful-
filled. To the fist" Adeath-duel in die old manner, with
spi ked steel gloves.

370
Anne McCaffrey WSM Sorting

"And now," Belazir went on, "get your househol d

and all else to your ship." Quick suspicion marked the
other captain's face. "Yes, 1 know you were massi ng
your groundfighters. There is no tine for feud here,
t'~rak. Believe ne." E

The screen bl anked. Serig took a step forward, an
eyebrow rai sed. ,

"Lord, he is the dolt you named rum There is noth-
ing wong with his reflexes, though."

"As it may be," Belazir said. "I spoke the truth. It

drives ne to fury to have to call that one cousin, it truly
does." He shook his head. Today, we triunph, Serig.

By running, yes: but triunph nonetheless. So, we N'

The docksi de guards' chinmes rang through the
bridge. "Great Lord, we have a scumvernin female,
claimng to have information for you."

Serig chuckl ed. There had been a fair nunber of
scumverm n fermal es comng to the dock and asking for
Bel azir. Sone few he had taken hinself, and passed the
others on to Serig or the crew

"No, wait," Belazir said. "Information of what?"



"A conspiracy, involving the scunverm n | eaders-
that-were and die prey-ship, lord."

"Send her up." Belazir |ooked at Serig and
shrugged. "Wy not ?"

Waiting was swift. "I would speak with you al one,
Master," the woman said, |ooking neaningfully at
Seri g.

"I am generous to wonen," Belazir declared. Quite
true, or she woul d never have reached him "So
generous | did not hear you, scunvermn."

She blinked and swal | omed hard, |ooking from one
to the other.

"Why have you cone?"

"The... they held ne prisoner, Master and Ggg N'
Even then, she could not quite bring herself to utter the
bl aspheny. Then Bel azir | ooked up at her, and she felt
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hersel f huddl e down behind the barrier of her skull
knowi ng it was not enough. So a sicatooth | ooked at a

| anb.

"N God," she conpleted, uncertainif it was the

obscene honorific they demanded or a prayer, "l... |

have information." She sfemered, put a hand to her

face. / escaped, she thought They must be really conspir-

i ng agai nst her N against Anps, as well. Hol di ng her
fromhim She whinpered slightly. She coul d renmenber

his words of |ove, the prom ses N and ni ght mares of
rejection, of failure. The brass-colored eyes were waiting.

"l am Rachel bint Danscus. | amfrom Bethel. | was
on the ship that you were chasing. Forty of us survived
the journey and took refuge on this station.”

Nei t her of the Kol nari noved or spoke.

"So ... you are from Bethel ?" Belazir |eaned his
head on his fist. One finger caressed his |ower |ip.
"Turn your head. Stand. Bend. Sit once nore."

Bel azir turned to Serig. "Possible," he said nedita-
tively. "Simlar scunvermn race, but there are many
varieties here."

"Unlikely, lord."
Bel azir nodded. And in any case academ c. They

were nearly ready to go. If they have deceived us, what mat-
ter'? The menory of his slap in the face of the Bride's



joss cane back to him Perhaps the old custonms had
some real strength after all....

She stared at him There was sonet hi ng odd about

her eyes, Belazir decided. Her lips trenbled, and her
fingers, but not in terror; he could always identify that.
Sone nerve di sorder, perhaps? He | eaned forward and

snuf fed. Not a healthy scent.

"Yes." She nodded once, sharply. "Master and God."

"Why do you tell me this? Surely you know that it is
danger ous?"

The woman began to trenble with rage, and tears
filled her eyes.
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"She ... that black-haired, black-hearted whore

seduced ny betrothed! She prom sed hi m power! But

she lied. He plays the fool for her, does what she tells
him sleeps in her bed ..." Her voice broke and she
stopped, swallowed a few times before she coul d speak
again. "H e one you have been told is Sineon-Anps is
truly Amos, the | eader who brought us here from

Bet hel . The real Sineon is a shellperson, a thing they
call a brain, and he is still running this station."

"A... shellperson?" Belazir t'Marid dosed his eyes
for a nonent "Ah! W have heard, but never seen."”

Serig |l eaned down to him "Lord, a sort of protein
conputer, no? But our worm subverted their system
and holds it in our fist Wuld we not have known?"

"I't would explain anomalies," Belazir said, chasing
the el ements that made himbelieve the inpossible
"And N ah! | amas great a fool as Aragiz t'Varak!"

"Surely not, lord," Serig said, surprised. "Not on
your worst day. Not on my worst day. Not on the worst
day of this scunverm n wonb here.”

"I was about to dismiss this, time being short Dismss
potentially the richest single piece of |loot on the
station!"

"A shell person is so nuch?"
"A strategic asset," Belazir said. "Come, we will [|ook
into this. It is tinme, in any case."

He turned his eyes back to the scumverm n. From al

he coul d see, she was mani c-depressive, swinging from
healthy, normal terror to an exalted state where she
had compl ete confidence in his interest, in his support
As if he were a player in her play..



"Mad, " he said. "Yet... My vanity, perhaps, but little
Channahap plays the war gane far too well. An
encysted brain, tied to great conputers and their data
banks, though?" He cocked an eyebrow at Rachel

"I can only tell you what | have heard," the wonman
said, babbling in her desire to be believed. "I have been

ir
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told that they are people who have been put into a
casing as infants and that they then becone |like a com
puter." She wung her hands and | ooked desperately
fromone to the other. "I'mtelling you the truth. They
are plotting against you. Master and God!"

Bel azir smiled ii\poflte agreenent "Of course they

are." On that, at least, they were agreed. He rose.
"Come, we will go and talk to them"™ He turned to

Serig. "Have Baila tell Channahap that | will see her in
her office. Tell her to have Sinmeon-Anpbs there as well."

Si meon spoke, interrupting Channa at her work sta-
tion. "Channa, Belazir t'Bastard is heading this way
with Rachel in tow | don't know what's up, but he's
| ooki ng both grimand pl eased. "

Bef ore Channa coul d speak, the conm chi med and
Bail a's face appeared.

"Channahap, " she said. "The Lord Captain t' Marid

is on his way to your office. You will await himthere.
He commands the presence of Sineon-Anps. Obey."

The screen went dark

"Shit" Channa said, and tapped her fingers

t houghtfully. "You're right, Sineon, this does not | ook
good. | amso sick of that girl. She's driving ne... crazy.
Si meon?"

"You're right on the button about her state of m nd
Channa. Qur Rachel's crazy, not just going crazy but
absol utely nuts, gonzo, a sandw ch shy of a picnic,

packin' a short seabag..."

"“Sim*"
"Right, 1'll have Chaundra draw up a case history
about some kind of denentia. You brief Simeon-Anos,

111 spread the word."

"You got it. Sineon-Anps," she said over the inter-
com "get in here."

"And Channa?"



"Yes?"
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"I think this is it. The battle platformjust started
severing its stationside power |eads. W' ve got a rea
opportunity to hurt themhard if we can get Belazir out
of coomwith his people. It could nake the difference."

Channa nodded. She had bedn prepared to try an
assassi nation on the Bride, but that, at best, was
unlikely. Fear was renote: no tine for it

"Si meon- Anos, " she began, when he entered the

| ounge. "Belazir's comng, with Rachel." H's face froze.
"Here's what we're going to do N no time for an

ar gunent - "

The crates made gentl e pl opping noises as they slid

out of the nmeter-deep green water of the al gae pools

and stood dripping on the slotted netal of the

wal kways. Ships had a cl osed system of tubing and

encl osed tanks, but this arrangenent N open neta
rectangl es stacked like trays N was nore efficient for a
station. The environnent systems workers noved

qui ckly, without wasted effort or nuch talking. This

had not been a cheerful section since their chief
returned to them but there was a stolid satisfection as
t he vac-covers were peel ed back and the weapons went
fromhand to hand anong the hundred or so tech-

ni ci ans, office workers, and | aborers.

Pat sy Sue Coburn watched the needl ers energe,

brutal and conpact. She slung one over her shoul der
Ursi nid weapons were subnachi negun size for

humans. Then she reached into the pool and retrieved
her arc pistol, stripping off the plastic film

"Wait for it," she whispered. If the Kol nari nade one
| ast swing through on their usual routes, they'd be by
in half an hour or so.

The crew were crowdi ng around the supervisors,

getting a quick |l esson on how to use a needier to best
effect. Luckily, the weapons had sinple controls: set the
dial on the side to the full clockw se position and take

THE C TY WHO FOUGHT

375

up the trigger slack. Look down the barrel at the target
and pull the trigger. Line of sight weapons with little

recoil at short ranges, they should do well enough

And they're all we've got, she remi nded herself. She felt
conpletely calm In a way, she had been cal m since she



woke and saw Joan's face floating before her, like a
ghost's in its pool of light. There was a feeling under
that, a feeling that when she wasn't cal manynore, it
was going to be very, very bad.

"Reckon | kin wait fer it," she told herself.
The others were | ooking at her

"Just wait 'n till they cone around," she said patiendy
for the hundredth tine. "Simeon'11 keep us all in touch."

| hope, /purely do. "Now, when they git here, you burn 'em
down. Then go down axial G 8 an' hit the bunch of'em
there. ArnosTl be by about then. If not him then ne."

She nodded curtly and slung the needier further

around to her back, freeing her hands for the clinb up

the interval |adder. The entrance to the venting system

was where she woul d rendezvous with JoaL Not a dif-

ficult climb at first, since these were the biggest vents on
the station. The circle effaces fell away bel ow her

growing tiny amd the rectangul ar Escher shapes of

t he ponds and the huge col or-coded maze of pipes for
nutrient and water and waste.

Amps st ood i nmpassi vely behi nd Channa, hands

cl asped at his back. They dropped to a knee as Bel azir
entered. He took the seat before her desk, gestured to
Channa to sit. The squad of soldiers began to crowd
into the small office. The t' Marid snapped out an order
in his own | anguage and all but two of them wi thdrew.

Rachel stood beside his chair. She glared at Channa
and then turned away, her fists clenched by her sides.
To Anps she smiled tremul ously.

Definitely, as Simwuld say, a few cans short of a sixpack
Channa decided. She |ooks as if she's rescuing Am
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Channa fol ded her hands in her |lap. "Master and
God, to what do | owe the honor of this visit?"

Bel azir smled and indicated Rachel with his hand. "I
have been given sone interesting information.'

"1 have told himeverything!" Rachel said spitefully.

Channa and Anos regarded her blankly, then shook
their heads and turned to Belazir.; ;

"Everyt hi ng?" Channa asked.

"She has told nme that she and forty others survived

the trip fromBethel, and that this man," he flicked his
chin at Anpos, "is her betrothed. She tells nme that he is
pretending to be Sinmeon and that the real Sinmeon is in



feet a brain in a container or sone such thing, who is
running this station and the resistance to the Hi gh
dan."

He fol ded his hands and regarded her calmy. "This
truth would solve certain difficulties,

Channa fought not to smile, making her eyes w de
wi th disbelief. Belazir studied her closely. Anusenent
was not what he had anti ci pat ed.

"Si meon- Anos, " she said at |ast, "please inform Doc-
tor Chaundra that Rachel has been found and ask him
to come and fetch her. Advise himthat he nay need
some form of chemical restraint.”

Bel azir rai sed an eyebrow

Channa | ooked to the t' Marid for perm ssion for
Amps to conply. Belazir flicked his fingers. Anps
nodded and went into his own office to make the call.

"She lies yet again, lord," Rachel said, but she fel
silent at a second flick of Belazir's hand.

Channa assumed an under st andi ng expressi on

"This young worman i s deranged. W don't restrain her
because usually she is harm ess and so are her fan-
tasies. A tragic case, very resistant to psychotherapy."”

"Foul whore N' Rachel began, urgently stepping
f orwar d.

Bel azir made a chopping nmotion with his hand. A
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jruard stepped forward and Rachel shut her nouth
wi th an audi bl e snap.

"Who is she, then?" he asked.

"We don't actually know, " Channa sai d. "She was

abandoned here, apnarendy by some transient nmer-

chanter. She had no I.D. No one cane forward wi th any

i nformation about her. The doctor isn't sure if her
insanity is the result of drugs or trauma. He says the only
way to be one hundred percent sure is to do an autopsy,

whi ch obviously is out or the question. She's usually very
sweet, at worst a mld nuisance. Perhaps the condi -

tions ..." and Channa made a vague notion with her

hand to suggest that the occupation m ght have added to
her instability. Channa nade hersel fl ean back casually in
her chair, appearing at ease. "Perhaps it's a sign of
progress that she is this aware of, ah, current events,
Mast er and God. She nmust have concocted this fentasy

about Bethel fromthe newstapes, for exanple.”



Rachel exploded. "She lies!" She |unged for Chan-

na, comng up with a jerk when the guard pulled her
back by her long hair. Her gorgon's mask of rage did
not even register the pain. She struggled briefly and
t hen subsi ded as Anps came back into the room

"Anps, " she pl eaded, weeping, "help ne!"

He | ooked at her with synpat hy.

"OfF course, | will help you, Rachel," he said. Hs

nel |l ow voice rang with sincerity. "W all wish to help
you." He |l eaned close to Channa. "The doctor is on his
way, Ms. Hap."

"No!" Rachel screaned. "No! How can you do this to
me? She is using you, my |lovel Do not betray ne!

Pl ease ..." Tears began to | eak down her |ong nose.
"Pl ease... please."

Channa's stomach twi sted. She is crazy. Probably
curably crazyNmost were. Irritation faded before pity,
and pity faded before the threat of the Kolnari putting
any weight into Rachel's tale.
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Amps' synpathy was achingly rea
"There, there," he said soothingly. "You are ill,
Rachel . Daddy will call the doctor to nake it right" He
of fered the rag doll he was carrying. "You can have
Simnta with you." He pressed it infc> her hands.

For a nonent Rachel's sobs stopped and she stared

at himin confusion. "Wat?" she: said. "You are ny
betrot hed, not nyfatherl" She | ooked down at the doU
then dashed it to the floor and stanped her foot "Stop
nocki ng me!"

Amps shifted uneasily. %annot keep up with this.
May | be excused until Doctor Chaundra cones?"

"It mght be best," Chaima said, addressing Belazir.

The t' Marid's eyes flicked over the three of them
"Daddy?" he said dubiously, then quirked an invol un-
tary snmile

Channa si ghed. "Last week, she thought she was five
years old and Si neon-Anbs was her father. She woul d
start to cry if he left the room For some reason, she's
totally fixated on him Chaundra supposes that he
resenbl es whoever dropped her on us. W don't

know. "

"Lies!" Rachel shrieked. "Lies."

"The doctor should be here by now," Anpbs said,



clearly unconfortable. He picked up the doll and

placed it carefully on a chair. "Ah ... she will grieve
later if it isn't there.”

"You may go,"
Channa' s.

Bel azir said to him Hi s eyes never |eft

Chaundra strode in. He wal ked over to the weeping
girl and touched her shoul der gently. "Poor Rachel, "
he said soothingly, "poor little girl."

"Doctor," t'Marid said sharply. Chaundra turned
and stood very straight, |ooking down. "This is your
patient ?"

"Yes, Master and God."

"I do not appreciate having ny time wasted on the
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daydreans of this nmadwonan. |f she is so nmuch as seen
again N no, no point. You may go. Wit You have
records of her illness? | want to see them"

"Yes, Master and God, but | can't access them from
this computer. Medical records are on a dosed system
to protect the privacy Sf the patient”

Bel azir nmade an inpatient, dism ssive gesture.

"Serig," he said. "See to it then back to the Bride, con-
tinue on the matter we were planning. | will join you
shortly." Serig bowed deeply.

"At your command, lord," he said, his teeth show ng
slightly in cold anmuserment "The doll, too?"

Bel azir snorted. "CGo, insolence.

Rachel took a deep breath and seened to fight for
dignity; the twitching | essened in her face. "They are
lying, Master and God, you will see. | amtelling the
truth.”

That ended in a squawk as Serig turned her about

and pushed between her shoul derbl ades. She ran to
avoid felling, and the door hissed open before her

"Now, " Bel azir snarl ed. Chaundra foll owed.

In the strained silence that foll owed, Belazir and
Channa studi ed each ot her

At | ast Belazir spoke. "Have your man return.”

Channa pressed the intercombutton, "Simeon-
Amps, woul d you come in here, please?"



"This Rachel is in love with you," t'Marid observed, a
hint of laughter in the yell ow eyes.

"I confess," Anps said bitterly, "that | am begi nni ng
to despise the very sight of her."

The Kol nari raised an eyebrow.

"One day," Channa infornmed him "she became con-

vinced that Sineon-Anmps was God and went around

the station trying to convert people to worshipping

him She's been a very difficult experience for all of us,
but she's been a particular strain on Sineon-Anos."

"Si meon- Anos, " Belazir said, "is rather obviously
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the victimof a simlar fixation on you, Channahap. A
strong reason to believe your tale."

"Yes, Master and God," Channa sai d. She dosed her
eyes. Sinmeon? she asked.

"He's hal fway convinced, but still wyndering. |npatient.
Channa, it's starting. No nore than twenty mnutes until the
pirates' sound alarm"” #

She opened her eyes again. "Simeon-Anos," she
said. "Why don't you go see to the primary ware-
housi ng?"

He hesitated for a |l ong second. "As you w sh."
Now, Si meon conmanded.

The wormraised its head fromthe ruins of the

castle, |ooking out across a plain of volcanic fumarol es
and bl ue-glowi ng lava. Flights of tongue-wasps

patrolled there and arcs of lightning jagged over crater
and canyon in patterned displays.

Thunder runbl ed, A barking broke | oose, |ouder

than the thunder, and the vault of heaven split. The
worm reared up, endless, longer than time, glutted
with its feeding.

Si meon burst through and new skies sprang above

the bl asted | andscape. The light changed froma pitil ess
white to the softer yell ow of sunshine. The wasps fell,
twi tched, died. Three-headed and el ephant-sized, the

dog paced beside him He raised the bat, struck

The Ginder lunged and the concentric nouths

danped on the end of the weapon. Then it recoiled, as
the wood turned to a hoop and expanded, thrusting

the rows of teeth back. It tried to shake | oose, but the
dog's three heads pinned its body to the earth. Wder



and wi der the glowing green circle swelled, until the
nmout hs were a doorway.

A scal pel and icepick appeared in Simeon's hands. He
wal ked into the wormi s mouths and raised the tools.

"Heeeeeeere's Sim 1l he shouted. "Openuwfe."
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On the auxiliary command deck of the SSS-900-C,
the Kol nari tech was reaching for the rear casing of the
bat de conputer when he noticed die telltales.

"Lord!" he cried. "TheN'

At that instant, the se”-destruct charge built into the
base of the conmputer detonated. It was not nuch in the
way of an expl osion, but nmuch nore than was required

to destroy the sensitive inner workings. The designer
had intended that to foil tanpering. However, the flat-
tened di sk of jagged housing was nore than enough to
decapitate the pirate.

H s conpanion reacted with tiger precision, scoop-

ing up his weapon and | eaping for the doors. They

cl ashed shut with a snap, and the warrior rebounded
into the control chanber. It was enpty save for him
and there was no other exit. He pivoted, holding down
the trigger of his plasma rifle and firing fromthe hip
into the consol es.

"Naughty," a voice fromthe air said. The vents

began to hiss. Trie Kol nari staggered at the first touch
of the gas. His last act was to strip a grenade fromhis
belt and trigger it, carefully held next to his own head.

"Damm, " Simeon nuttered. The mess was consi derabl e

and the equi pnrent wasn't going to be nuch use for a
whi l e. Then he took the equival ent of a deep breath and
concentrated. Several dozen things nust be done at once.

"Let me up," Channa said, stroking Belazir's back

"Not for a while yet," Belazir said lazily. "I have has-
tened as it is. There is another five mnutes available."
H s body was dry agai nst her sweat-slick one, but mnuch
warner, with the higher netabolismof his breed.

"Are we staying, then?" she breathed against his ear
"No," he replied. "You suspected?"

"That you'd take me with you, or that today woul d

be the day to go? Both." She wi ggl ed.

have to get sone stuff."
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"I shall keep you well,
off her. "Be swift."

Bel azir said, then rolled away

He lay idly on the sofa, watching her disappear into

t he bedroom Menorable, he decided. Starling with her

ski nning out of her clothes the nmonent they were

al one. Anticipation is the best garnish! The Kol nari con-
sulted his interior tinmesense:, twenty m nutes,

unusual ly swift. Well within the day's schedule, too. He
grinned to himself, stretching and tossing back strands
of white-blond hair. Tonorrow stretched out before
himin a road of fire and bl ood and gol d.

"We are close to Channa's quarters?" Joseph asked.

They were | eopard-craw i ng down the ductway; an
action that was hard for one of his shoul der-breadth.
Behi nd them Pat sy was having | ess of a problem since
much of her vol une was conpressible.

"Yeah ..." Joat paused. "I haven't actually been this
way, y'know. | was trying to hide from Sineon." A
pause. "We're right over the main corridor to the

el evator shaft. | think."

"I think I had better check," Joseph said, with a tight
smle. "Are you all right, Joat-my-friend?"

"Yeah." She threw a snile back at him "Just... | got
alittle shook, is all. I"'mfine."

She touched the junction node and her jacker. The
menbr ane beneath them turned transparent.

Chaundra did not |ook up. Instead, he glanced behind
him shook his head, noved on

Joat craw ed past, then froze as two nmore figures

cane beneat h. Rachel was running, but Serig caught

her easily in one hand, pushed her against the corridor
wal | . She screaned, breathy and catching in her throat,
i ke someone awakeni ng fromone nightmare into

anot her.

"Don't do it, Joe, he'll kill you!" Joat cried sotto voce,
lunging for the Bethelite's belt She m ssed and knew it

THE CTTY WHO FOUGHT

383

woul d have done no good. Her hand coul d never have

defl ected the solid chargi ng weight of the man. He was

t hrough the space and dropping to the deck before she
could finish the sentence. Hi s knives were in his hands:

one long and thin, the other short and curved.

The Kol nari had his nand back to cuff Rachel again



as she screaned a second tinme, hopel essly.
"Pirate," a voice behind them said.

The warrior threw her aside as easily as he mght a

sack of wool, and she thudded into the corridor watt.

The sane notion turned into a whirling slash with one

bl aded palm a blow that woul d have cracked solid

t eakwood. Joseph was not in its path, but the long knife
in his right hand was. The yell ow eyes slitted in pain
and a broad streak of blood arched out to spatter

agai nst the cream of the sidewall and flow sluggishly
down. The Clan fighter |eaped back half a dozen paces,

out of reach of the blades, but also farther fromthe dis-
carded equi pnent belt. He was naked and unar ned,

and the slash in his forearmwas bone-deep. He dared

not even squeeze it shut with his other hand. The raw

sal t-copper snell of blood was strong as the wound

began to ooze nore sluggishly. Superfast clotting

woul d save him.. if he did not exert hinself,

"Conme to nme, pirate,"” Joseph said softly. "Cone, see
how we fought in Keriss, on the docks."

The Kol nari snarled and | eaped to one side, flipped in

m dai r and bounced off the upper wall. He was a
hundred- kil o blur of nuscle and bone snappi ng at

Joseph behind a clenched fist Huddl ed agai nst the wal |
Rachel gave a whi nper of despair, but Joseph was not
there anynore. Anticipating such a tactic, he had thrown
hi nsel f down on his back. Both knives were up. The
pirate jackknifed in mdair, but when he rolled erect,
there were two nore | ong sl ashes across his chest

H's grin was a snarl of pain as he slid forward. The
| ong wounds were orange, the Tunneling blood a
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shocki ng deep unber against his raven-black skin. He
held his arnms up: one in a knuckled fist, the other open
in a stiffened bl ade.

"Come, " Joseph whi spered. Rachel blinked back to
full consciousness and the sight of his face chilled her
"Cone to ne, yes, cone."

The knives glinted in either hand, splashed
orangey-red now, the edges glinting in the soft
glowight as they noved in small, precise circles.

What followed was a whirling blur. It ended with one
knife flying | oose and Joseph crunpling back, curled
around his side. The other knife still shone in defiance.
The Kol nari warrior staggered and shivered for a

nonment, then drew back his foot for the final blow Rache
flung herself forward, grasping blindly. Her arns dosed
around the poised leg. It was like gripping a tree, no, a



pi ece of steel machinery that hamrered her aside |ike
some gi ant piston-rod. But blood | oss and t he unexpected
wei ght threw the pirate off-bal ance. He staggered forward
i nto Joseph. For a nonent they stood chest-to-chest, like
enbraci ng brothers. Long-fingered bl ack hands cl anped
down on Joseph's shoul ders, ready to tear the nuscles of
his bull-neck free by main force.

Then she saw die Bethelite's left armnoving. The

right hung linp, but the left was pressed agai nst the

Kol nari's side. There was something in it. A knife-hilt,

and the bl ade was buried up to the guard; the curved

bl ade of theszca, whose density-enhanced edge woul d

carve steel. It slid through ribs as the pirate's killing grip
turned to a frantic push that arched himlike a bow

The two nmen had fought in silence, save for the

panting rasp of their breath. Now the Kol nari

screamed, as much in frustration as in final agony. The
cry dissolved in a spray of blood as the dianond-hard
sica's edge sawed open his ribcage and ground to a halt
hal fway t hrough his breastbone. He flopped to the
ground, voided, and died. Joseph wenched his knife
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free and stooped. He forced his right hand to action
gripped the dead pirate's genitals, severed themwth a
sl ash. Then he stuffed theminto the gapi ng nouth of
the corpse and spat in the dead eyes, still open like
fadi ng anmber jewels.

Bl ood. Rachel wi peS at her nouth, suddenly con-

scious of the blooct: in her nouth, her hair, over her
body, spattered on corridor walls and ceiling, dinmmng
the gl owstrips, nore blood than she had ever i magi ned
could be. Joseph was coated with it, his eyes staring out
of a mask of bl ood, his teeth red.

She stared at the nutilated corpse. "Serig," she said.
"Hi s nane was Serig."

"A dead dog's name di es on the dungheap," Joseph

said in a snarl. Then he turned to her and his eyes were
alive once nore. He bowed, checked hinself with a

sharp gasp, then conpleted the gesture. "My | ady, are
you hurt?' 1 he inquired solicitously.

H s face, for once, was naked. Rachel gasped and
swayed, | ooking down at the body and then at the man
she had despi sed.

"Joseph!" she cried, clutching at his arm "Il..."

Reality whirled, splintered, as if a glass surface between
her and her thoughts had shattered. "Joseph," she said
nmore softly, wonderingly. "Sonething has happened to

me. |... | renenber things that cannot be. | N' she

bl ushed "N | remenber being so cruel to you, so



vicious. And, and I N' she | ooked up at him shaking
her head in denial even as she whispered in grow ng
horror "N betrayed Anpos to the Roman?"

He touched her cheek, a feather soft caress. "Lady,
you have been ill. You were poi soned by the col dsl eep
drugs that we took. It is not your fault”

"Ch," she said, "oh," and threw herself into his arnmns,
weepi ng. "Please forgive ne," she pleaded, "I am
unworthy, | amfoul, but | beg you, Joseph, do not
despi se nme. Do not |eave ne."
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"I could never despise ny lady," he said sinmply. He
ext ended a hand which she grasped, though the
fingers were slippery with death.

"Come, we have little time," he said. "W nust get
you to a place of safety, and | have rmuch work to do this
day."

"Then |l et us hasten, Joseph," she replied.

Joat and Patsy dropped down, halting at the sight of

t he body. They scanned the hall tensely, then edged
nearer. Joat |ooked at it out,of the corner of her eyes,
but the ol der wonman stared hungrily.

The arc pistol rose, then fell helplessly.

"I't's him" she whispered. "It's him And it's been
done! " Her tone was aggrieved, indignant.

Joat noved up beside her. Boy, is he ever done, she

t hought with her newfound squeam shness, and tried

to ignore the snmell. This skudgesueker worked up an awf ul

| ot of mad against hinself. It was not that she regretted his
death, just...

"Sorry it wasn't you?" she said, |ooking up at her
conpani on.

For the first tinme since her rape, Patsy Sue Coburn
was weepi ng.

"No," she said, her voice thick. "No, I'mnot sorry.
Not sorry he's dead, not sorry it wasn't ne. Jist glad this
dawg wi |l never hurt nobody agin. I... won't have to

renmenber doing it, now.

"Yeah, that's right,"” Joat said desolately, slanmng the
doors of menory firmy shut "C non, we got work to do."

They turned to Joseph and Rachel. "Let's boost her
up, " Joat continued. "Axial up one ought to be safe
enough to stash her. Then we can get on with it"



"Si meon?" Channa said softly. "You back?"
"Part of me." His voice sounded dim although the
i mpl ant' s vol ume was al ways the same. "I'm dancing
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on a sawbl ade, keeping their comunications down

and fighting off their ships' computers. Can't keep
t hem out of touch forever." Mre sharply. "You al

ri ght?"

"You want to know*" she said, dressing with calm

hast e. <

"Yeah. "

"It was annoying as hell... and sort of strenuous." A
monent's urchin grin. "And to tell the truth, 1'd have

been forever curious if | hadn't What 1'd |Iike" she said

as she finished sealing her overall to the neck, "is to see

his face when he realizes |I'mnot com ng back through
that door."

"1l record it."
"And don't tell Anps."

A section of the ceiling paneling turned transl ucent
and slid back. Joat's face showed through and then her
body somersaul ted down.

"There's a crawl space we c¢'n get into now that |eads
to a bunch of air-ducts and el ectric-conduits. Conme on."

Channa exani ned the hatch in the ceiling and
smled wyly. '"Just like in a holovid," she nurnured.

Joat grinned. "Yeah, only a lot smaller." She | ooked
anxi ously at Channa's lean length. "You may find it a
squeeze. Had to | eave the others back a ways. Do you
nurdly when you're cranped?”

"I's there a choi ce?" Channa said.

"Then you don't. Push yourself along w th your

hands and toes. Don't try to use your knees or you'l
eventual ly black out fromthe pain."

"Do you speak as one who knows?"

"Uh- huh, |'ve seen it happen. G ve ne a boost?"

Channa braced, cupped her hands, lifted Joat
towards the ceiling hatch.

"Ready." Joat's voice came down, sounding a little



hol | ow.

"Stand back." Channa crouched down and sprang
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upwar ds, catching the sides of the hole and pulling
hersel f straight up, arnms trenbling with the strain.

The craw space was narrow and cranped and con-
fining. She had to breathe and nove in different
notions. It was wonderful &

CHApI f al TVENTYTWO

"Ckay," Florian Gusky croaked. "Go." He coughed,

his lungs and throat a mass of pain and fire. The air sys-
tem had_not been designed to be occupied for

two- week stays. "CGo, you bastards.”

Ei ght tugs and the m ning scout In Your Dreans

brought up their systems. There had been ten tugs,

but Lowbau and Whng hadn't been answering on

ti ght beam for four days. If sonething had gone w ong
with their |ife-support, neither of them had nade a
sound while it happened, accepting death in the
silence of their powered-down ships, alone in the dark

"Comin' hone," Qus whispered.

The tugs had drifted with the other debris that clut-
tered the vicinity of the station. He gave silent thanks
for the fact that Simeon had never been a neat
housekeeper. Mre that Channa hadn't had tine to
reformhimbefore the trouble struck. Now the ener-

gies of their drives painted half of heaven. Acceleration
pushed hi m back into the paddi ng, beyond what the
conpensators coul d handl e. The screen ahead of him

was a hol o-driven schematic, with his target and
approach vector marked off as a box, and the tug a blip
that had to be kept inside it. Easy work for a mlitary
craft, but these tugs were designed for hard slow pulls,
not whi ppi ng around. Nothing el se mattered but the
vector, and the |load of scrap and ore trailing behind
hi m Through his body the drives humred, pushed

past all prudence and all hope.

Hs mind found tinme to note the bright spark that was a
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tuggoing up , a pulse fromthe engi ne detonation and then
the brighterflash of the destabilized powerpl ant

"Well, that ought to let 'emknow we're here, he
nmutt ered. Wi skers rasped agai nst the feeding nozzle



and the mike as his head novedfai the helnet. He

knew his face must | ook neither sane nor pleasant The

tug surged as he corrected. Tfee station filled a

si descreen, and the bristling saucer shape of the Kol -
nari battle platformdocked to its north polar tube, like
some nonstrous tick swelling with bl ood.

"You' re mme, "@usshout ed past cracked |ips.

Si meon stood in the passageway. Rock runbled

around him the bonb expl oded away from a spot

above, chips stinging his eyes and goi ng spang off his
arnor. The long head that battered through was scal ed

i n sapphire and had eyes set all about it, in a bone rill
that turned to spikes. The nmuzzle split four ways, and
each segment was lined with fangs. The tongue

bet ween was a netal -ti pped spear ready to strike.

He struck first, grabbing it in an arnored gaundet
and haul i ng back before the quadruple jaws could

sl am shut When they did, it was on their own tongue.
A high whine of pain drove needles into Simeon's ears.
He kept his grip on the |lashing end, whipped it three
times around the nuzzle and tied a quick slip-knot.
Then he stood back and took a doubl e-handed grip on
his gl owi ng baseball bat. Thwak. The guardi an pro-
gram shi vered, slunped, dissolved into netallic
fragnents that scurried back and forth di sorganized
then decayed instantly into floating bytes.

"Next," he said, walking forward toward the iron-
strapped door, which wasprobably the entrance to the
CPU. "Ceeze, |I've got to patent this Al interface," he
sai d, taking stance again. "It's N

Boom Gak splintered, wought iron bent and
shri eked.
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"N fordlin" N"
Boom

The commander of the Hi gh C an batde platform

Skull Crusher pivoted on one heel. The big circular room
was hal f-enpty; the liberty parties were only now

r et ur ni ng.

"What ?" he barked at the info-systens watch-officer

Not now. He was schedul ed to undock and begin transit
first, to be there when the transports came in for ren-
dezvous with the rest of the High dan. Just in case, but
the wei ght of the responsibility was heavy, and this was
his first independent command.

"Lord, our systemis under attack!"

"The worm progran®?" Chindik t'Marid was a



specialist in those. He had designed the standard Cl an
attack worm hinsel f. He was al so a gane desi gner of
note, although that was nerely a hobby.

"No," the tech said. Hs fingers were dancing over
his board. "Something's just smashing its way in."

"Aside." Chindik called up a graphic. He whisded
silently. Sonething with enornpus conputationa

power was battering at the defenses with trenmendous
force, trying all the solutions. There was no indication
of real space location. H s conputers were spendi ng al
their capacity just keeping the eneny out. But since
there was only one eneny installation in sight N

"Cut the cable feeds to the station," he said. "Batde
alert to all other vessels.1

"l can't cut the feeds," the tech said. "The retractors
won't answer. Neither do the |landline comms to the

rest of the flotilla."

"Well, then N " Chindi k began. Another cry stopped
hi m

"Detection," the sensor operator said. "Miltiple
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detection. Powerplant signatures. C ose, |lord, dose.
Appr oachi ng. "

"Attack vectors," the tactical computer announced.
"Vessel is under attack.1
"Those aren't warships,"” Chindjk said in astonished

di smay as he read the screen. H s head whi pped back

and forth, reflex in a creature attacked fromall sides.
Then he straightened, strode back to the commander's
station, and sank into the couch

"Conbat alert," he said. The chi mes began to sound,
wild and sweet. "Battlestarions. Deploy short-range
energy weapons. Fire on any of those ... gnats as the
weapons bear. Gantry?"

"Lord?" The docksi de guards were | ooking away
fromthe pickup. "Lord, we hear N'

"Silence! Send parties through the sidel ock and bl ow
the feeds connecting us to the scunvermn hul k."

"Lord?"
" Cbey! "

The guards scattered like mercury struck with a
hanmer .



"Bl ast - broadcast," Chindi k said. "Five-mnute sig-
nal, all crewrally to the Crusher. Then undock."

"Lord, 1've been trying to activate the decoupling pro-
cedure." The bridge was filling as the standby crew ran in
and slid into their stations. "My telltales say it is working,
but the visual scanner shows no activity."

"Send a party fromengineering to dog it manually.
Engi nes, prepare to naneuver."

"Lord, we're still physically linked."
"I know. W'll rip | oose, and take the damage.
Estimate."

"Six mnutes to readiness, lord."

The weapons team were working in a blur of trained

uni son. "Eneny dosing. Velocities follow. Preparing to
engage ... Lord, we need maneuvering roonl They

are too close for interceptor mssiles."
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"Make it three minutes, Engines." He turned back to
t he communi cati ons console. "Get ne the commanderr

"Down two decks, use the energency shaft. Down
two decks, use the energency shaft."”

Si meon's voice rang through the corridor. Al up and
down it, the doors of the residential apartments were
opening. Stationers came out, First singly, then in
groups, in scores. They ran past the working party at
the corridor junction, grabbed whatever shapes were
thrust into their hands: needlers, industrial torches,
bundl es of bl asting explosive with fuses cobbl ed

toget her out of cal cul ators, handlights and spare
consumer - goods chi ps. Their faces were set and tight,
or grinning, or snarling wordlessly.

Si meon broke off another fragnent of attention as
Anpos came up.

"Channa?" the Bethelite asked. Then, as she noved
into sight from behind Joseph, he cried in relief. "Chan-
nar They had time for a single swft hug.

H s eye widened slightly as he saw Joseph's body
spl ashed with drying blood from knees to neck

"Mostly not ny own, Brother," Joseph said grinning.
"You are hurt."

"Cracked rib. It is nothing."



Amps nodded briskly. "So for, they are surprised," he
said to Channa. "But that will not last." The fabric of
the station quivered beneath their feet.

Bel azir t'Marid stepped back fromthe door. The
frame of the chair was bent in his hands, but only
gouges showed on the surface. He dropped the shat -
tered mass and | ooked around, his eyes narrowed.

fool, he thought, and suppressed anger. There

would be tine for recrimnations later. Perhaps... He
retrieved his equi prent belt and extracted the univer-
sal microtool. There had to be a connecting line
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somewher e around the entranceway. He cast a gl ance
over his shoulder at the titaniumpillar that had been
beneath the tapestries.

"You will pay for this, my friend," he said. "For a very
longtine." #

"Eat shit and die, Master and God," Simeon replied.

God, that felt good. |'ve been waiting to say that. "You
screwed the pooch. You did the doo-doo, big. Ifou' ve

got a place in the next edition of Fromthe Jaws of Victory

Bel azir turned away with a snile and a shrug, going
to work on the exterior access panel

"Can you feel pain?' he said as he began slicing it open
with the short-range cutting laser in the tool "I hope so.
Very much." He depl oyed die hair-thin probe.

And | was playing below ny |evel on the war
ganes, " Sineon added.

"Barricade at the next junction, lord."

The groundfighter's voi ce sounded in her head-

phones. Pol t'Veng filed it with the other voices filling
her hel met, squeezing at themw th the force of her wll
until they began to assune sonme pattern

Taki z," she said to her second. He | ooked around from

the six power-arnored figures at the junction. Just ahead
the corridor had been wecked by a satchel -charge; the
tangle of walls, tubing and die remains of the floating gun
was still white-hoL Two of the suited Koinari forced their
way into the narrow place and began to straighten. Meta
screanmed as it was deformed again. Hot gases pool ed

around them and the remai ns of die gun-crew

"Taki z, when we're through here, take four and
make anot her attenpt at Lord Belazir's last |ocation
Maxi mum effort."



That translated as "Bring himor don't come back."
"I hear and obey, Lord Pol."

"Lord Pol, we have a cleared |line to the main axi al
corridor."
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"CGood," she said. Good news, the first since this
started. "Reports.”

"Fightingon all the docking levels, Lord. Data follows."

It did; also pickup views. One for only a second; the
view froma powersqgit as its wearer backed into the
open port of a Can transport. Stationers were firing
from behi nd barricades of machinery and crates in the
open space beyond. The lights were out and the view

had the glassy | ook of |ight-enhancement. Softsuited
crewfol k ran past the groundfighter. H's plasma rifle
snapped agai n and a nakeshift breastwork expl oded

along with the bodies of the scumvermn behind it-

Then all the telltales that ran bel ow the visual flashed
red. Not good news for the occupant of that suit, since
the internal tenperature was now over two hundred
degrees. The scene began to fog just as she coul d nmake
out a bundle of plastic bricks wired together arcing
toward the airlock. Then it cut out abruptly.

Bad. That was one vessel that woul d be undocking

with extreme difficulty. She projected a schematic on
the corridor wall and studied it as the information
flowed in. Mre bad news, but at |east she had a pic-
ture.

"Ceneral transm ssion," she said. "Lord Pol t'Veng,
assum ng command in the absence of Lord Bel azir.
Crews, report to nearest vessel. Those near the
exterior, blow your way out of the pressure hull and
EVA to the nearest vessel."

Many of them woul d be suited, and emergency

di ngnasks N filns that protected the face somewhat,
with a miniaturized recycler N were standard issue.
For that matter, Koinari could endure about four

m nutes of vacuumif trained and prepared.

"W retreat?" soneone asked, shocked.

"No, fool!" she said. The speaker was an officer with
an intact conpany ranged behind him It was worth

the tine to answer as she might herself fall, in which
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case he would need the information. "Look!" She

downl oaded her appraisal. "They fight to keep us

here. We fight for fighting room W have conpl eted our
m ssi on. "

"I hear and obey, lord." &
"You had better," she nuttered to herself Now that

t he bl ockage had been cleared, nore Kol nari were
gathering in the cross-corridors.

"We fight our way through to the axial corridor," she
said. "You, Dittrek. Is that barricade still hol di ng?"
"Yes, lord. | do not have enough nen to rush it again."

"Bl ow t hrough the access walls to either side of your
position," she said. "Then bl ow through the connect-
ing partitions and flank them Quickly."

"Lord."
She turned to the others. "To the docksNfol | ow ne!"

"Now " GQus nuttered to hinself. The conmputer did

the actual release. The tug released its grapnel field
and applied lateral thrust, just enough to swi ng him
wi de of the station itself.

He renoved his hands fromthe controls and
sl apped the main power switch; the safest thing to do
now. There were a | ot of high-velocity debris around

i ncluding the wecks of the other tugs. He felt a
curious peace, alnost as if he could sleep
"Lord, we boost," the engine conm of Heart Crusher
said. At the sane nmonent, the weapons consol e gave a
cry of fury.

"Kinetic slugs inbound. Prepare for inpact. |nner
def ense batteries on auto.”

"Full maneuver power. Boosting."

Chindik t'Marid prayed silently to the platform
joss, meking reckl ess prom ses. The big vesse

| urched and rendi ng sounds echoed through the

fabric of its hull as the janmed connectors tore out,
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like roots parting in the earth. The nost effective
weapons were on the underside, and that was stil

poi nted towards the SSS-900-C. There was not hi ng

he coul d do, anyone could do, except the Al systens
handl i ng the cl ose-in cjefense N sonething beyond
even Kol nari refl exes.



Sprays of trajectory crossed on the screens. Absently
he noted the second to | ast attacking vessel taking a
beam An irrelevancy now, after the huge scatter of

hi gh-vel ocity projectil es had been | oosed agai nst bis
command. The slew of dots dimnished, as the beans
swept, nmore and nore with each second as the stubby
disk turned its teeth toward the sky.

Ti nngggggg. Tintggggg. He waited, tense. No nore
contact. The rest of the inconming flotsam had been
stopped, or nissed, or struck the station instead.

"Damage control!'"

A few lights were strobing fromgreen to anmber to
red. The engi nes screen canme on

"Lord... the exciter coils for the FTL were hit"
"How | ong?"

"A week, lord. It is a dockyard job." The Roman on
t he bridge exchanged | ooks. They had just heard news
of their deaths.

"You," Chindi k snapped to a backup crewran.
"Take that N' he indicated the joss "N and space it"

"W have Lord Pol, lord."

The doors hi ssed open. Bel azir junped back with a
yell as the plasma rifle |evel ed.

"Lord!" The man seemed ready to weep with relie#
Bel azir ignored him diving for the enpty suit that fol-
| oned behind the warrior. For a wonder, it was his own,

"Where is Serig?" Belazir barked. He had expected
himto be here, or taking command. Matters shoul d
not have got so far out of hand.

Wth the door open, the snells and sounds of conbat
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wer e obvi ous: deep toning sounds as expl osions tore at the
fabric of the station, far offchuddering of beam weapons,

the stink of hot nmetal and ozone. Belazir folded the suit
around him |eaving the catheters for later. If | have to piss
down mnmy leg, so be it. It cane alive wi|b a jerk, and he flexed
the servo-powered |inbs and gauntlets with exultation

"Lord Serig is dead, Geat ljord. Lord Pol com
mands. We have a link

The news staggered Belazir for a noment. Serig
dead? Then he damped the helmet. "Lord Pol ?"



"Here! Report follows."-Msdy disaster. "They cane

at us out of the walls, must have been hiding there since
t he occupation began."

Bel azir nodded jerkily.

"W hold the ships,"” Pol said crisply. "Except for one
transport that has, incredibly, been overrun. They
attack the docks and encircle pockets of our troops."

"Continue consolidating the pockets and punch
through to the ships,"” he said. "Status?"

"Heart Crusher is free but her FTL is down," Pol said.
"My Shark is also disengaged and | am not bringi ng her
back. Half the transports are noving, but some wth
heavy damage. Dreadful Bride has nearly full crew, plus
personnel fromothers, and is in control of her docking
area and ready to boost."

"Age of Darkness?"

"Still not even answering her comm" Pol said, her
voi ce taking on emption for the first time. "My
youngest daughter against a used w perag. Her
outer info was penetrated and they did not even,"
she spat the word, "notice."

"No wager," Belazir said. He reached back over his

shoul der and swung the punchgun rack down. It click-

ed intoits rest along his right arm The aiming bars lit

on his faceplate as he turned and cycled for sonic and

IR scan on the pillar that held the brain. Ahhh, yes. There
is the interior structure, and the access hatchway. "You may
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assune tactical conmand fromthe Age of Darkness,
Lord Pol, once you reach it. | will followto the Bride
There is a matter to attend to here.”

"Through there," Anps said. He pointed to two

br oken access door across the circul ar open space.

Most of it had been covered w th kiosks, stores, res-
taurants and other structures until an hour ago. Now

t hose were snol dering ruins, scattered anong that

were the bodies and the weckage of the servomechs

the stationers had used as their first wave. "They are
back fromthe entrance on the second to the rightl

"We'l | go through subaxial E-9 and punch across,"”

Keri Holen replied. "That's one of the hidden sections.™
She turned to her squad, a mx of station repair

people with their working tools and ordinary civilians
armed with whatever.

"C nmon, scunvermn," she said. "Let's go show the
| ords what we think of em Follow ne."



"How are we doi ng?" Channa sai d besi de Anovs,

bobbi ng up and | oosing a burst with her needier

Covering fire fromall the stationers |ashed out at the
exit shafts as the assault team dodged forward. The

barri cade ahead of themwas corytium brought in by

t he handl er servos, and plasma rounds had spl ashed

off the front, or welded the ingots together and nade
the barrier stronger. They still had to expose them
selves to shoot, if only in a crevice between two ingots.

Anps ducked down with her as another series of

bolts hit the metal. They could feel the barricade shud-
der and tone. The inner |ayer was barely warm but the
temper at ure above fl ash-heated enough to rmake their
skins tingle. The stink of hot corycium made t hem

cough, and Channa thought how worried she woul d

have been in ordinary tines; the funes were not

heal thy. Then the whol e station shuddered, and the
gravity fluxed sufficiently to be noticeabl e.
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Nothing like a plasna bolt to give you a sense of perspective,
she thought.

"Not doing too wefl, my darling,"” Anps said absently. A
teamfromthe Perinmeter Restaurant was crawing from
person to person wth bags of sandw ches and juice.

More of the restaurant's people were back two junctions,
running a triage station under the direction of one of
Chaundra's nmeditechs. "TTiey are using the battle plat-
formand the warship for fire support from outside, and
we cannot stop themuniting their scattered groups. The
groups that survived, thatjs." He sighed and sniled at
her through the black snmudges of powdered netal. "I
cannot think of finer company than yours to travel to
God with, Channa Hap," he said.

"I"'mglad, too," she said. "Sorry it was this way, butgiad."
He reached out to touch her shoul der. Then her face

went glarid. For a nonment he feared she had been hit,

bef ore he recogni zed the expression. She was com

muni ng with Sinmeon. Her throat worked. "Amps!" she

burst out "They're taking Sinmeon out of his colum!"

The Bethelite paled. Wthout their all-seeing com
mander and chi ef of general staff, the station was
doonmed, and quickly. Channa turned and began to

| eopard-crawl backward. He grabbed for her ankle.
"There is nothing you can do," he hissed

"I'mhis brawn! | have to!" she cried, and kicked free.
Anos | ooked after her and cursed.

"Joseph!'1 he said. "W have to retake main axial, at
| east for a noment N along the path to the centra
command. Take N



The final |ead connecting Sineon to the station cane
free. No\ Sinmeon cried into the darkness. The self-
destruct had been left too | ate. The Navy had not cone,
and the eneny were breaking free. Wen they had

hi m on board, the station would die.

He had not hing now, nothing but the single pickup
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and audio circuit that were part of his inner shell. Life
support was on the backups. It would keep his nutrient
feeds going for days ... but a single hand could swtch

himinto total darkness, utter isolation. Madness, death
wi t hout the mercy of oblivion. Nol

Bel azir was still visible, |eaning over the shell. He
lifted off his helnet'w th both hands, |oom ng over
the pickup to smle whitely. The shell surged as

the powersuited warriors bent carefully and lifted,

t he huge weight comng up slowy as their

arnmor whined in protest. There was a slight klinking
sound as the helmet rested on the upper face of the
shel |l itself.

"So that you should have ny face for your |ast sight,"”
the Kol nari chieftain said, reaching for the keypad on

the shell exterior. "Wen you see again, you will cal
me Master and God . . . and you will nomit." He
touched a finger to the control. "Beg, Sinmeon."

"Eat shit and far

The Kol nari chuckl ed. "Not good enough," he said,
and pressed the stud.

The doors to Channa's room sl apped open. Channa
st epped through, needier at the ready. Belazir could
feel the ainmpoint on his forehead.

"You wanted ne again, Belazir?" she said. "Better

|ate than never. Here | am" A slight novenent wag-

gled the nmuzzle. "This is set on spray. It's quite fetal
Now, away fromthe shell, please.”

Bel azir sniled at her. What a worman! he thought. /

wi |l beat her, but not too badly. "There are three of us," he
said, shifting slightly. Al though unfortunately | have ny

hel met off and these two are immobilized by the | oad they carry,
he added to hinself. "W are in arnor. You can scarcely

expect to frighten us with that toy alone.”

Pat sy Sue Coburn foll owed her friend out of the
quarters, leveling her arc pistol. A red burn-mark
wel t ed one cheek, bl eedi ng knees and el bows showed
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t hrough the holes worn in her coverall, but there was
real pleasure in her snile.

"Life's full a' surprises, ain't it?" she said as Bel azir
snarled silently. "Real bitch sometines, too."

Channa tossed her head in a vain attenpt to get the
sweat - soaked hair out of her eyes.

"Yes," she said evenly, "I do expect to frighten you.
Now, replace the shell in the main columm cradl e and
reconnect it. Then, all of you, throw your hel mets aside
and nove over there." She gestured towards the door

to Anps' quarters. "l expect your pirates will trade a
good deal for you."

"And keep your hands up," snapped a voice from
above.

Kol nari heads turned to the opening in the ceiling. A
head and arms protruded, far too small for an adult of

t heir bi gboned race, but the muzzle of the plasma rifle
was held steadily in those slight arns. The weapon

| ooked absurdly large for the person who controlled it,
but it was braced against the interior wall and the lip of
the hole, and he could see the ainpoint, a red dot that
wavered over the three pirates.

"Up," the child repeated, lifting the nmuzzle of the
weapon for enphasis.

Bel azir's mnd conputed the angles. Good. My left

hand is not irisible, he thought

"You leave us little choice,” he said aloud. Which was
true; honor aside, he had no choice at all. Pol t'Veng or
any other Kolnari noble would cheerfully |et Father

Chal ku or their own sires be flayed alive rather than

di sgrace them by payi ng ransom much |ess do so for

him He would rather be flayed than |live on those terms
hi nsel f

"Move the shell,"” he said to the two troopers. "It's
only three paces."

He rai sed his gauntl eted hands, dosing his eyes and
flaggi ng positions. The deck booned |ike a drum as the
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pirate groundfighters noved a pace in | ockstep

uni son, the ton weights of their suits added to triple
that of titaniumand machinery ... and the few kil os of

a body that had never seen the |ight of day.

Three, he counted and dropped the flash grenade.



Before it hit the shell, hft was |eaping backwards, and so

were the two other Can warriors. He squeezed his eyes
tight and willed his pupils shut, but even so the flash
was dazzling. He hit the doorfrane going out, went

flat, scrabbled the hel net he had snatched onto his
head. The plasma rifle had crashed simultaneous with
the grenade. A brief screamand the smell frominside
told himit had still been on target.

He blinked open his eyes as the |locking ring of the
hel met clicked. The conmbat nedsystem sprayed a m st
into his eyes, but his vision was severely degraded in
any case. He activated the sonic sensor, to cheep the
| ocation of things at him

"Taki z!" he call ed.

"Fully functional, lord," the warrior answered. "Kin-
tirisdead."
/ will beat her very severely, Belazir anended. Even

with the dazzl es before his eyes, he could see several
arc-pi stol shots snap out through the doorway, and
hi s machi ne- augnment ed hearing picked up the tell-
tale click of an arming plasma rifle. The walls were
reinforced here, as well. It would be tricky, and he
had not nuch time. Now he did not put it past these
extraordi nary scumvernmin to blow the station them

sel ves.

The comm chined and Baila's face filled one of the

chi nscreens, a vague dark blur. Her voice was scratchy
with interference but audible. "Geat Lord," she said
calmy. "Ships detected, incomng."

No! he shouted inwardly. No,1

"Lord," another voice spoke. The senior ground-
fighter officer. "We're holding a counterattack on the
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mai n axi al, but | cannot guarantee your wi thdrawal
Not for any period beyond now. "

For perhaps ten seconds Bel azir panted sharply.
"I will be there in five mnutes, or not at all,"”
"CQut. Takiz, follow ne. W head for the docks."™ Thank
the joss, he thought with savage irony, the northpol ar
doting tube is so close to here.

fmblind, Channa thought. Her skin crinkled, wait-
ing for the clanmp of powered gauntlets. Beside her
Pat sy was shooti ng.

"Careful, Pats," Channa gasped. The bl ackness was
starred with red, now, and she felt needles of pain in

he sai d.



her forehead. Her free hand felt upward, touched her
eyes. \Wetness... tears, only tears. The eyes felt nornal
to her fingertips. For a |long nonent, she had feared it
was sonething Iike that horrible popper Joat had

made.

"I"'mcareful, all rant," Patsy said. "Got ny shootin’
iron right on the doorway. They cain't nove quiet in
those tin suits.”

" Joat ?"

"I"'mall right," the girl's voice said. Her voice had a
saw edged note that denied the words. "Hurts and

can't see, though. |I'mcom ng down."

"Don't get between me anl the door!" Patsy said
sharply.

Channa dropped to her knees and shuffled forward,
hand outstretched. That touched sonething hot,

whi ch brought a sharp gasp of pain; next a warm wet-
ness. She wi ped her hand on the carpet and tried
again. The snooth titaniummatrix surface of the shel
was |i ke a benediction. Wien she noved to the keypad,
a smaller hand touched hers. They gripped for a
nmonent, then pressed the key.

"NnoooooooooooooN' The scream was pi ercing, but
Si meon' s backup speakers on his inner shell had limted
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vol ume. He stuttered, babbled, then organized his voice.

"Thhh... ank you," he said. "Channa? Joat?" Patsy
cane into the field of his vision. "What's happened?"

"He dropped sonething," Channa said. "There was
a white light and we can't see."

"Fl ash grenade," Silicon answered. "Don't worry! It
isn't permanent!" "

Channa gave a sobbing sigh of relief and heard it
echoed. "How | ong?"

"Well... how cl ose were you?"

"Two meters to six, and looking right at it."

"Ch." A pause. "About a day, with nedication, |'m

afraid," he said. At least for the person who was six neters
away. About the others I'mworried. Long-termreaction

was vari abl e.

"Ch, great. They may come back in the doorN'



"No, they won't. | can hear their arnmor noving away
toward the docking tube. Lots of fighting. Look, it's the
answer to ny prayers to have three beautiful wonen
huggi ng ny shell, but could you get me reconnected?

Pl ease? It's inportant.”

"We can't lift you back, that's for sure,"” Joat said.

He frowned inwardly at the shakiness in her tone,
but he had no instant renedy for her

"There's plenty of spare play in the cables,” Channa
said. "How did they?" Her voice trailed off tactfully.

Simeon felt hinmself cringing again.

"No, it's all right.” Sure it is. "They cut the cable
guards and then just pulled the jacks," he said. Cutting
away my strength, ny sight, ny feeling, cutting away ne.
"Problemis ... they're color-coded. And the receptors
may be damaged. "

"I"ll get themsorted out," she said as she noved out
of his severely Iimted range of vision

How do softshells stand only one pair of vision sensors? he
wondered. Even for a few minutes, his control had
been strained to the breaking point.
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She returned with the cables, a double arnful even

with ultra-high-data-density opticals. The jacks for the
| eads were like a spray of fine hairs.

"Ch, oh," Sineon said.

"What do you nean, 'oh-oh,'" Channa replied.

"Everyone knows what 'oh-oh' neans,"” Sineon said.
"I't neans, '| screwed the pooch.' Your hands.

" are too big," she answered. "Dam."

"I can do it, Joat said.

"You can't see, Joat"

"Nei ther can Channa. |'v&worked in the dark |ots of
times. Had to. Got that toolbelt with the nmicros from

Engi neering, too."

"They gave you one?" Sineon said, nonmentarily
startl ed.

"Don't tell ne," he said. "All right Soneone shoul d



stand guard. | can hear if anyone's coining and give
you a bearing. Patsy?"

"Surely will," Patsy said. She felt her way to the
door frarne.

"You keep the slack on the cables, Channa.

"I"ve wanted to yank your cord for a long tine

anyway, Sineon," she said with an attenpt at a gafiow s
hunor. Sinmeon felt his heart turn over as she smled
down at him

"Ckay, feel your way up the face of the shell, Jack-of-
AU- Tr ades and master of sone." Her small hands slid
upward over the snooth surface to the rounded top
"Stop," he said to prevent her fingers fromtangling the
hair fine wires protruding fromthe receptor

coupl i ngs.

"You be my hands, kid, 111 be your eyes, kay?"
She took a deep breath. "Ckay, what do | do?"

"Wal k the fingers of your right hand two paces for-
ward, one pace to the left. Feel that wire?"

"Yeah. "
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"Follow it to the lead. Now, with your left hand..."

A minute later Sinmeon yelled again, this tine a |long
hi gh screech that sounded sonmething |ike Patsy as she
had at gane-tinme rooting for the hone team

"Sorry, I'msorry Sineon, | didn't mean to hurtcha,
honest ! "

"You didn't." A bugle fanfare bl ew t hrough the
| ounge, and segued into a Sou/a march, then the
Ganynede Harp Vari ations.

"You' ve bolixed his oxygen feeds," Channa said

frantically, groping forwards.

"It's thecavabyl Ta-ta-tata-tara tat-teraaaa!"

" Si meon! "

"Has he gon' an lost it?"

Aragiz t'Varak lolled, half-dream ng. A very pl easant
daydream He was back on homeworld, a territorial lord
like the old recordings, and sonehow Belazir t'Marid was

there. Aragiz had just defeated himthe old way, spec-
tacul ar battles am d spouting radi oactive geysers.



Bl asting into the stronghold with primtive fission
weapons, hand-shaped plutoniumtriggered by black

powder. Bel azir grovel ed, begging mercy for his |line, but
they were |l ed out and sl aughtered before his eyes. Aragiz
was just getting into the interesting post-victory part
when the conmuni cations officer interrupted him

"Detection ... Quter ring satellites. Ship signatures,
i nbound. "

The bridge of the Age of Darkness cane alert.
Everyone had been waiting, nothing nmore to do unti

t hey undocked next cycle and escorted the transports
back to rendezvous. He had brought everyone in,
ready for departure. NowN

"Anot her pullet for the plucking," Aragiz said lazily.

He felt tired. Perhaps fromthat scunverm n boy, what

was his name, Juke. A nice active squealer, not |ike that
unpl easant one who'd gone into fits after a single kiss,
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back in the corridors. He'd kicked that one aside with a
shudder. Not for a nonment did he think that he woul d
catch any di sease, but it had been an unpl easant sight
"Action stations." The soft chines rang, eerie and
ironic in their gentle harmony. "G ve ne a reading,
and relay to flotilla comrand and station-side."

The sensor officer consulted the machine. "Very
| arge mass, Great Lord. Seventy to eighty kilotons."

"Probably an ore carrier," the captain said. "Useful
if not dramatic " The C an could al ways use N

"Link is down," Conmmuni cations sai d.

"Agai n?" Aragi z barked. He couldn't decouple from

the station w thout clearance. That Bad Seed chugr ut
Bel azir had been fairly dear about that. Al so, running
an intercept on an incomng freighter could be tricky.
And his head hurt, as if he'd been knocked uncon-
scious and recovered..
"Check climate control,"” he said. It was hoi. He was
sweating, and he rarely did, even in conbat practice at
Kol nar - noon tenperature.

"Yes, G eat N\wehavel ost conmw't hf st ati on”si devxitch.'
"W 0?" Ar agi zsat bol tupri ght. "When?"

"Some time ago. W have been getting repeats of the
| ast routine bailings."

TTi at nmade his stomach lurch, and suddenly he bent
over the arm and spewed.



"Fool!" he screaned. "Alarm N' He choked on bile.
What is happening tone? He tried to rise, fell back
t hrashed, and slipped over the armof the
conmander's couch into the spilled vonit

Shouts of alarmrose fromthe crew. The groundlink
screens flickered. One cleared to show a Kol nari face
bei ng pounded agai nst the pickup.

The executive officer | ooked down at the jerking
formof the captain, and took command.

"Remai ning crew, prepare for boarding action. Suit
up and N'

THE C TY WHO FOUGHT
409
"Cancel that," a gravelly voice said.

The officer blinked, and al nost shouted in gratitude.
Pol t'Veng trotted in, her conbat arnor scored and stil
snoking in places, like that of the others behind her
Still, she was t'Veng N

"Lord Captain," he began. There was a carefu
prot ocol about subclan ship territories.

She cut himoff. "Uprising. Couldn't nake the Shark
stationer electronics scranmbled, hostile-controll ed.
Emer gency. Dunmp your system and call up the backup."

Pol glared at him sparing the tine until he sub-
mtted and sal uted. Then she sank into the comand
couch. Inwardly, she sighed. Every tine the joss
seened to throwthe Can a little luck, they were
knocked back to a handful of honel ess fugitives again.
Every system on the ship dipped, then firned, as the
dupli cate backup computers cane on-line. A glance at
the captain's readouts gave her the situation.

"Monitor the incomng," she said

"Lord captain, it is a freighter. Should we not be
assisting in getting the station back in the fist?"

"Shut up. You assuned it was a freighter. Check that
readi ng again. Now " Her voice was a bellow, its
natural volume increased by the suit's systemto an ear
shattering vol une.

"Readi ng... Anonal ous readings, lord."

"Let me see." He keyed over to her the feeds, unfiltered
data. "Youngfool, that's notanonal ousNthat's Fleetl™"

She paused a second to free a sidearmand punp a
pul se of energy into Aragiz's thrashing body. H's
squeal i ng was distracting.



"Enmer gency decouple,” she said. Besides, she had
wanted to kill himfor years. This one shoul d have been
cul | ed before he wal ked.

"W are loading fuel!"

"Move. "

He did. H s hand swept the controls, and the Age of
410

Arme McCaffrey 6? SM. Stirling

Dar kness shuddered as expl osive charges bl asted it

| oose fromthe SSS-900-C s north docking tube. Fire
bl ossomed out of the dockway after them along with
steam and pi eces of cargo and humans. Kol nari as well
as scunmverm n, she supposed. ~

"Broadcast, override, H gh O an seek Refuge, High
O an seek Refuge," she snapped. "Put it on | oop, open
d an frequency."

The officer's eyes flared wide. That was die conmand to
break, run and scatter, to approach the preset rendezvous
points only years later and with maxi num cauti on. Those
points were in no file, no hedron, only in living brains and
only a few of those. The final desperation nmeasure to
protect the Divine Seed, that it mght grow again.

"Heart Crusher. Chindik t'Marid."
"Put it through.”
"Lord Pol, you are receiving what | do?"

"Yes."

"Data coming in," the sensor chief said.

Pol t'Veng | ooked down again. The Fl eet warships

were comng up out of subspace |ike tungior broaching
in the seas of Kol nar; huge nmasses, neutrino signatures
of enornous powerplants, ripping through into the
fabric of reality.

"Command frequency broadcast! ldentifying foll ow

ing," she said. "Fleet units energing coordinates

foll ow, probables: destroyers, six N correction, siXx
destroyers plus three light, one heavy cruiser and pos-
sible ... Confirmed, three assault carriers. Al Can
ships, report status. Lord t'Marid, report status.”

"We coordi nate?" Chindi ck asked.
"No. You have not the insystem boost. Use the sta-

tion for cover as long as you can. They wll not
endanger it."



"Repeat ?"

"Scunverm n psychol ogy. Go. Lord t'Marid, status."

T Marid here,” the familiar voice said, harsher than
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she coul d renenber. "Bride decoupling. W can cover."

"No, with respect Yours is the nore val uable Seed."
Especially since this skip has t'Varak's sweepings as crew
Shark and Strangi er should cover the transports.”

A pause. "Agreed. Y\fciit for us with the Ancestors,
Pol t'Veng." t

"Quard our Seed and Can, Belazir |'Mrid," she
replied.

Then her attention went back to the work at hand. A
Central Worlds Space Navy nedi um attack group bore

down on them with a dozen tines the firepower the

H gh d an had avail able here and now, given the genera
pat heti c bot chup. About equal to the whole current C an
armada, give or take a dozen factors. Pol had fought the
Fl eet before and had a healthy respect for their
capabilities. They were dangerous scunvermn

"Hel m" she went on. "Set course. Coordinates fol -
low. " She had plugged the suit's leads into the couch
"Maxi mum boost "

"Lord Captain," the executive officer said. "That is a
course/or the eneny fleet. What are we to do there?"
Wth one undercrewed frigate, went w thout saying.

"Do?" Pol t'Veng roared out a single bark of
| aughter. "W die, fool!"

The commander's couch reclined, |ocking into
conbat position. "We will attenpt to break through
to the transports,” she said. "The warships will
maneuver to protect them W fight for maxi mum

del ay. Any questions?"

"Conmand us, lord!"

"Prepare to engage."

"They are smashing us |like eggs," Joseph said.

Anps nodded. Wthout Sinmeon, the stationers |ost

t hei r advantage of superior coordination. Against
prof essi onal s, he had been the only one they had had,
once the Kol nari recovered their bal ance.

"Bri de,
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"Sinmeon was a... a brave man," Anps said. And if he
were realty a man, a dangerous rival, he added to hinself
"And very skillful. | honor his nmenory." Joseph nodded,;

they cl asped hand to forearm "Farewell, ny brother."
"Fardlin touching, really," a voirffc said in his ear

Amps | eaped upright, then ducked again frantically
as a bolt spattered nmetal near his face.

"Si meon?" he gasped.

"No, the CGhost of Christmas Past,"” the brain replied.
"I'"'mback. So," he went on, glee bubbling through his
voi ce, "are sone other people.1

A hol o formed behind the barricade: a figure in

green power arnor of a chunkier, nore conpact

design than the Kolnari suits Anbs was used to. In the
background was the bridge of a |large vessel, battle-clad
figures noving about. A woman, with a man in |ike

equi prent but different insignia beside her

"Admiral Questar-Benn," the Wman sai d.
Remar kabl y, she appeared to be in late mddl e age but
undeni ably heal thy and cl ose-knit. "Conmodore

Tel l'i n- Maki e, of the batdecrui ser Santayana."

"Ch, God is great, God is Merciful, God is One,"
Amos murnured t hrough nunmb |ips. "Bethel ?"

"Don't worry. It's a big navy. W hit them as they
were getting ready to | eave. Reports show not nuch
damage to the planet since you left, if you' re Benisur
Ben Sierra Nueva."

"Keep firing!" Joseph barked to the others at the
barricade. "You can die just as dead wi nning as |osing."

The commodore | aughed shortly. "Profoundly

true," he said. "Simeon, Ms. Hap, all of you, you've
done a very good job. Heroic, in feet W didn't expect
to find anything but bodi es and w eckage."

"It was a close-run thing," Sinmeon said feelingly. "A
dammed dose-run thing." Both the officers seened to
find that amusing.

"Here's my record of the whole thing, start to finish,"
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sai d Channa and the Navy officers eyes turned. Evi-
dently they had video of her. Anps hissed a | ow



conplaint, and three nore hol os joined the imge of

t he Sant ayana's deck

"We've still got a lot of t% pirates in station,"” Channa
sai d. "Should we back off?" She swall owed. "Al otof our
peopl e have been hurt"

"Negative," the adm ral said, shaking her head.

"Gve themtinme to think, and sure as death and fete,

one of themw Il find a way to blow the station. |I've got a
Marine reginental combat teamin the transports.

W' || forcedock as soon as | swat the Kol nari warships.

That battle platformcould be tricky."

The conmmodore | eaned out of the sight picture and
spoke to soneone else. "Wll, then, get the destroyers
t oengl obe it, then!"

"It's not over until it's over," Questar-Benn said.
"Er... not the Questar-Benn?" Sinmeon asked, awed.
"Not if you nean M caya," she said dryly. "I'mthe

dull sister, the straight-leg." She gl anced down at the
data flowing in from SSS-900-C. "Bastards. Mirdering
sub- human mut ant swi ne. Maybe now t he inbred

penny-pi nching High Fam |ies inconmpetent corrup-
tionists back at Central will get their thunbs out of

t heir backsides and | et us do sonething about Kol nar
and all its little offshoots."

"Ma'am" Tellin-Makie said warningly.

"I"'mnot bucking for another star, Eddin," she said.

"I can afford to tell the truth without a bucket of syrup
on it" She | ooked up and out at the stationers. "Here's
what we want you to do," she went on crisply.

God, Anos thought. Thank you. For victory, and for
someone else to tell himwhat to do for a change.
Leadership could get very tiring. He suspected Fate
was going to send nore of it his way. The prospect did
not seemas attractive as it once had.
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CHAPTER TVENTYTHREE

"l never understood what he neant before," Sineon
sai d, |ooking out at the huge docki ng chanber which
held only the dead, now in covered silent rows. "I
thought | did, but 1 didn't."

The nedics and their patients were gone, to station

si ckbays or to the trauma stations of the warships.
Equally silent were the notionless Marine sentries who
stood with weapons reversed by the Navy dead. The
squad at the docking airlock snapped to attention as



each shrouded body went by. The civilians | ooking
anong the stationer dead were nearly as quiet, only a
f ew sobbi ng fai ndy.

"Under st ood what who neant ?" Channa sai d,

bl i nki ng behind the dark glasses that hid her
bandages. She appeared detached, al nost al oof, just
like the two Navy commanders who stood with her

and the little group of stationers.

"Wellington," Simeon said." 'ldan'tknowihatitistol asea
battle; but certainty nothing can be nore painful than to gam one
with the | oss of somanyfriends.' He said that after Waterl oo."

The admi ral nodded. "I renmenber when | found
that out," she said very softly. "If you' ve got a grain of
sense, you never forget it."

"Ain't that the truth!" Patsy Sue Coburn said. Beside
her, Florian Gusky put his synth-splinted armcom

pani onabl y around her shoul ders. She stiffened, then
forced herself to put up a hand and pat it gently. "You
don't forget anything. But you learn to live with it.

C non, Gus. | do believe you owe nme a drink."

Channa turned her head toward their footsteps.

"Yes," she said, with a bitter snmle. "W learn to live
withit. If this is heroism why do | feel l|ike such crap?"
"Because you're here," Questar-Benn said.
"Heroi smis sonething sonebody el se does sone-

where far away. In person, it's tragedy." Her voice
sharpened. "And it could be worse, much worse, and
woul d have been but for you. W did win. You are here.
And," she went on nore lighdy, "you're heroes in the
nmedi a, at |east \Wich means, by the way, you can wite
your own rickets."

"Ti ckets?" Si meon asked.

"You al ways wanted a warship posting, didn't you?"
she said. "Wth this on your record..."

Si meon hesitated. Joat had been standing by
Channa's side, quiet and drawn. Now the ol d col dness
settled over her face, and she began to edge away.

Everyone's always |l eft her, or cheated her, or hurt her, he
t hought

"I"mnot so sure," he said aloud, "that | want a
mlitary career any nore."

Admi ral Questar-Benn nodded vigorously. "That

makes you nore qualified. They shovel glory hounds

out of the Acadeny by the job-lot and we have to spend
years breaking them of such fatuous nonsense.™
"Besides, | have a daughter,"” and his instant and
totally gratifying reward was the dawni ng of hope on



Joat's face. "Thanks, though. Mybe, soneday." Sone

dreans don't transfer well into reality, he told hinmself. He
could see Joat's chest lifting with the deeper breaths of

sel f-confidence and she didn't | ook about to di sappear

on him

"And have you soured on Senal gal ?" the com
nodore said, turning to Channa.

"It's still a beautiful world," she said, shaking her head
slowy. "But it s not ny honme." She reached down to Joat
besi de her and, touching the girl's face with her fingertips,
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felt the slightest of resistance to such fondling. Learning to
trust, and to be a human bei ng, was not sonething that

cane quickly or easily. But you had to begin sonewhere or

you never arrived. "Besides, Joat's ny daughter, too. And

I"ve friends here, the best there are#

Questar-Benn threw up her hands. "Sinmeon, you're
going to be around a very long tinme. The offer stil
stands, I'll leave it on record.”

"Hey, Pops," Joat said, her voice a little unsteady
despite the cocky tone. "I mean®ww, Simeon."

"Great CGhu! Canjunt, of all people, not think a nore
suitable title than 'Pops' to call nme?" Sineon demanded
in a sem -indignant tone, but he would have settled for
anything of a famlial nature from Joat.

"Sure, but | don't think you'd like to know 'em" She
smled her urchin grin in his image. "Any rate, |'m
gonna be sixteen standard in a few years. Enlistnent
age. And | don't want you blamng ne for screwi ng up

your career plans. I... I'd sort of Uke to keep this from
happeni ng to sonebody el se, you know?" She turned
to the admiral. "Think these brass-a... um general -

type people m ght have a use for ne?"

Quest ar-Benn shuddered. "I1'm probably perpetrat -

i ng horrors on some unsuspecting conmander left to

deal with you in the future, young |lady, but yes. I'd be
very surprised if we couldn't find a use for all of you."
She swept the present company with her piercing gaze.
"Then we may take you up on that offer," Sineon
sai d. Al though he was too enervated to enjoy

t hought s of revenge, no anount of enotiona

exhaustion could remove the need to do sonet hi ng

about the Kol nari: next week, maybe. "But right

now, I1'd rather call in the gratitude as a favor, if you
don't mind, Admiral," Sinmeon said.

"Favor? For who?"



"Afriend," he said. A holo grew, of a boy about
Joat's age.
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Joat started violently. Seld! They wouldn't let ne
see ya, said you were sick!"

The figure nodded. "You knew that. You know |'ve

been sick a long while, Joat," he said with the incredible
bati ence of the chronic in valid. "Only it went off the
screen. | can see this," ancfne | ooked down at his frail, finp
body, strapped in an upright position on the bed, 1>ut |

can' tfeel anything or nove it, ordoanything, really."

"Ch, damm!" Joat nmoved a hand through the holo as
if she could reverse the danage sonehow.

"The navy nedi cos have got nme hooked up to a
nervesplice nmonitor, to keep ny heart going and stuff.
Si meon hinsel f," and now he managed a proud grin,

"is hacking into it"

Joat blinked. "lI"msorry," she said in a small voice. "I
shouldn't've called you a wuss. | heaved ny cookies
afterwards, too. | guess it's ny fault, hey? Expecting

you to do nore'n you could, should!"

"Nah," Seld on the holo said. "I was stupid, you

know. You could do all those things |I couldn't, and

was... hell, Joat, | was gonna end up |like this anyway,
sooner'r later. Gudly, but | knewit. Dad knew it, but

he sort of didn't at the sanme tinme. |'ve had a lot of tine
to think about it."

Joat nodded, then narrowed her eyes. "Those caps
were the final push, weren't they? Wy'd you use one?"

"'Cause | was so scared of seeing you get killed, Joat.
You're ny best friend. Besides," he went on, "that Kol nari
Lord'd just belted ne real hard. Then... | tell you, the
ultim grudly,” and Seld rolled his eyes in disgust, "when
he teserf ne. sol want edsoneof nyownback. "

"Yeah," and Joat nodded in approval, "you would
at that!"

"That's when | had a fit. Wuld have happened
eventually, really it would, Jo. Dad says another ten
years, max."

Joat | ooked around at the Navy officers. "I don't
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think that's good enough. Can't you guys better the



odds for 'n? Doesn't he deserve nore than ten years?"
Her hard voice cracked a little.

Quest ar-Benn wi nced and the commdore focused

his eyes on sonething else. *

"I never get used to this," the commdore under his
breath. "Wiat's the favor, Sinmeop?

Channa's head came up sharply. "Sineon? You' ve a
suggesti on?"

"1 do," Sinmeon said in such a positive, you-shoul d-have-
known- | -woul d tone of.voice that he conmanded

everyone's attention. "I've been checking around and the
At exHypati a- 1033 told ne about new tricks that Dr. Ken-

net Uhua- Sorgs been working on. No oneNyetNi s able

to regenerate the spinal nerve sheaths. Kenny Sorg

devel oped a prosthesis N for hinself, incidently, but it'll
sui tSel d' sparticul arrequirenments,too. Kid, youre too old
to be a shellperson: you' d never psychol ogi cally adj ust
Kenny Soig's condition is about the sane as yours and he
gets around just fine," and Sinmeon projected a holo of a
man, noving down a corridor but too snmoothly to be
"wal ki ng." He "wal ked" upright, true, but his body was
framed by an sl ender exo-skel eton which held himerect,
with his feet on a platform simlar but nuch thicker than
the station float disks. The base ingeniously held the
power supply and nonitoring equipment. "I'mtold, Seld,
that you'll have use of your arnms and the base is sophisti-
cated enough to do as much for your body as ny shell does
for me. Long as you don't try slipping dirough ventilation
ducts or falting headfirst out of services hatches, you
shoul d | ast as |l ong as nost softshells, skeleton man!"

In this instance, Sineon's rewards were many: Joat
junping up and down, gurgling with [aughter while

tears streamed down her face, as well as Channa's, and
Seld crowed like he'd turned rooster. There were
expressions of intense relief on the faces of admral and
t he comuodor e.
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"I do like to see alternative solutions,"” Questar-Benn
said, "and we'll put a naval courier B & B ship at the
di sposal of Seld and his father for transfer to the
Central Worlds Medstation where Dr. Sorg is currendy
practicing. Is that the f$vor you wanted, Sinmeon?"

"The very one," fhe station replied.

"Frabjus, Skelly Seld," Joat was saying to Seld, "111 be
ri ght down and we can cel ebrate together,"” and she

waved a jaunty farewell behind her as she left.

Exhaust ed as much by this unexpectedly felicitous
out come as the weight of problens still to be resol ved,



Channa sank back into her float chair.

"One nmore on the up side," she murnured to reas-
sure herself. "Sineon, I'msort of tired. Could you... ?"

The ot hers murnured apol ogi es and noved asi de
whi |l e Si neon gui ded her chair away.

"A nonent then, Anps ben Sierra Nuevo," Questar-

Benn. Anos turned in surprise, shot one anxi ous | ook at
Channa's di sappearing figure but had no choice but to

give the Adnmiral his attention.” If you'd be good enough to
acconpany the Commodore and ne to our quarters..."

He was as gl ad as they appeared to be to | eave the
sad anbi ence of the cargo bay, though only one nore
of his shrinking band of Bethelites lay there.

The Admi ral and Commobdore noted his interest in

the interior of their flagship and expl ai ned as they
wal ked through the naze, absently accepting salutes or
nods as they passed details of nmen and wonen hurry-

i ng about their tasks.

None of the Central Worlds' ships had taken nuch

damage though the battle with the desperate Kol nari

war shi ps had been fierce, if brief. The gui ded tour was
enough to nake Ampbs wonder anew how Gui yon had

managed to get the old Exodus anywhere, nuch |ess

reach SSS-900-C

He was sighing in sem -despair for all the probl ens
he now faced in giving his poor plundered planet even
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a senbl ance of the efficiency and expertise Centra
Wrl ds took for granted.

"Ah, yes, here we are, Benisur..." the comodore
said and Anmbos with suitable humility corrected himto
"a sinmple Anos, sir." "We've been Aceiving updates of
aflairs on Bethel and have need of your assistance."

Five men and wonmen were seated about the |ounge,
the two youngest N a man and a wonen in their early
twenties, junping to their feet at the entrance of
Admi ral, Conmmpdore and their guest

"Here he is, gentlefol k®'" Questar-Benn, "Benisur
ben Sierra Nuevos, aka Simeon-Anpos and the putative
| eader of the Bethelites."

"No, no," Anos said, shaking head and hand to deny
that title. He didn't want that mantle laid on his
shoul ders. Not now.

"As you will, young man," Questar-Benn said curtly,



"but you were the | eader of the dissidents as well as the
def ender of Bethel and we need your input." Then

whi | e Anmos continued to dermur, she overrode him by

i ntroduci ng the group. "Senior Counsellor Agrum of

SPRIM Representative Fusto of MM Qbserver

Ni | sdotter, PAs Ferryman for SPRI M and Losh Lentel

for MM Sineon, are you here?"

"I am" Sineonsaid, his voice issuing fromthe conmunilL

He mi ght have warned me, Anos thought sourly. BtU

perhaps swi ftly done is best done. He gave thema dignified
greeting, hand to heart and m nd. The young woman,

the Cbserver, was both startled and charned

Suddenly he was seated and stewards were passing
anong the group with drinks and finger foods.

Perhaps, I'mnmerely |light-headed with hunger, Anmps
t hought, feeling the better after a sip of a sustaining hot
drink and a sanple fromthe plate of delicacies offered.

"Quite sinply, ben Sierra Nuevo ... all right then
Anmps, " the senior counsellor began with no nore
to-do, "we need your help to reassure those el enents
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of your people who managed to hide away fromthe

Kol nari. They are terrified and not about to take the
word of any strangers even when we hol o-ed every sur-
face with 'casts of the Navy taking Kol nari prisoners."

"And meki ng thensinload all die |loot they' d stored,"
sai d die beetl ebrowed Representative Fusto. He | ooked as
if he had personally overseen that operation and enjoyed
it. He had a narrow face and cl ose-set eyes in a narrow
head set on shoul ders much too nuscul ar in contrast

"Some of ny people survived?" Anps tried not to
wi nce for this only reinforced the inevitability of his
return.

"Specific figures nunber the survivors as 15,000...."

The popul ation N the former population N of this station,
he thought, unable to suppress a groan

The Observer misinterpreted it with a smle of great
sadness and under st andi ng. "Your people have been very
brave and suffered terribly. W of SPRIM and MM " and

she pointed to the other four, "are enpowered to assist die
reconstruction of your world...."

Anmpbs groaned again. So much to be done. And his
peopl e woul d resent the intrusion of infidels, no matter
how wel | intentioned.



"We cannot, of course, interfere with the govern-

ment of any planet," Agrum said, clearing his throat

and giving the woman an adnoni shing gl ance, "but
humanitarian aid certainly fells in our jurisdiction and
we are able to provide whatever supplies and materials
are needed on an interimbasis."

Beet | e-brows Fusto gave his opposite number in

SPRIM a dark | ook. "MMrequires you to survive on

your own efforts but we prevent exploitation of
mnority groups for any reason whatever. W prefer to
establish contact with a senior government official
preferably elected by the minority in question, but you
qualify N according to Simeon N as the |ogical and

nost accessible representative.”
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for this |I thank you, Simeon, Anpbs said, hoping that no
one, especially the Cbserver, would hear himgrind his
teet h.

"Your planet got pretty well razed to subsoil,"” the com
nodore said. "'S going to take hetpto restart,"” and he, in
turn, gave the MMofficial a quelling look, smling at Amps
as if to say "they mean well but they're heavy-handed."

"We had to put up a transmitter," and he shrugged as if

such a facility was a nere noti bing, "and di e engi neers put
up a tenp at the space field\Nwhich is littered with a | ot of
hulls, some of which could well be refitted for whatever

[ unar m ning would put you back on-line nere."

A transmitter and space facility? Re-usable hulls for
the craft the Kol nari had fused. Amps began to feel |ess
despondent, though half of himresisted.

"Hurmanitarian aid will be sufficient to see your
peopl e through the on-com ng wi nter,"” Agrum went
on, "using whatever shelters your culture prefers..."

"We cannot |and alter-culturals on Bethel, of

course," Fusto half-interrupted, "but orbital staff is not
consi dered by Central Wrlds Authority to com

prom se indigenous integrity..."

"I'f you wi sh, you may request additional colonials of
your own persuasion..." from N |sdotter

Ampos turned from one speaker to the other, half dazed.
"Gve the kid a break," Sineon said suddenly. "Wy
don't you let himread the reports so he knows what
you' re tal ki ng about, huh?"

"Of course," said SPRIM

"Qur intention, | assure you, Station Sineon," MV
sai d defensively.



"Then let it be so," Admiral Questar-Benn said, sml-
i ng encouragingly at Anos as she handed hi m severa
disk files and |l ed himto anot her room where he could
digest the information in private.

"Not over until it's over," the Admral remarked to
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t he commodore as they watched the sonetinmes con-
tentious del egation | eave their quarters.

"And it's never over," Tellin-Mikie replied, pouring
them both snifters of brandy in the flag quarters. "I
didn't have the heart to remnd themthat those aren't
the only bunch of Kol nari running around | oose."

"And if you |l eave a pair, they breed up again," she

said wearily. "They know that. \Wich is the reason
suspect we'll have Simeon and the others on die rolls in
a couple of years. The Kolnari will be a menace as |ong
as two of themare left alive."”

"The Psych people swear they can be rehabilitated.”

"Rehabilitated to E equals M and C squared," she
said, taking a sip. "Danml cockroaches." Another sigh
"Maybe this little atrocity will get us sone resources."

"For a while, until the general public become inured

to these particular atrocities,” Tellin-Mkie said, "then
we can go back to peeing on bonfires. It's not as if they
were the only serious problem either."

"Wuld that it were so. Wuld that it were so, ny friend."

She | ooked at the screen, which showed an exterior

vi ew of SSS-900-C. Repair servos and suited figures were

al ready wor ki ng on sone of the nore urgent danage,

though it would be a generation before the devastation

was fully repaired. She made a nmental note to have En-

gi neering help out while the task force was on station here.

"Al'l in all, though, 1"'mglad we don't have their
probl ems, poor heroic sods," she said.

" Amen. "

"Yes, yes," Joseph said eagerly when Anos finished

telling himof the help prom sed by SPRIM and MM up
to and including a Brain Planetary manager to repl ace
Gui yon. "Wenustret urnasqui ckl yaspossi ble. ™

"Yes, you and Rachel nust"

"Rachel and I?" Joseph repeated, staring in sudden
al arm at Anos.
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"Yes, because there is nuch to organize on the
ground before we may accept the beneficence..."

"But it is you, Amps ben Sierra Nuevo, who nust

return!'” Joseph's face was stricken. "ltisyour duty. CQur
world is but a |ake of mourning. They need“ow. They
need a heroNand their Prophet"

Amps paced, hands behind his back, clenching and
uncl enchi ng, up and down the floor of his roomin
Si meon's quarters

"They need a hero, granted, Joseph,"” he said, stop-
ping in front of his friend, "but if I ama hero, then so
are you!"

"Me?" Joseph laughed. "I am your henchman. Your
ri ght hand, and proud to be so. Your friend, and
prouder still of that But you are the prophet, the hero,

t he one the people follow"

Amps took him by the shoul ders. "You are ny
brother, as truly as if the same nother bore us."

Joseph blinked as Ambos drew himinto the double
cheek-touch of close kin to enphasize his words. "And

it is you who will return while | deal with these infidels
and nake certain that what charity they would foist on
us will not weaken our people but allowthemto

become strong in such ways that no other scavenger
can ever catch us unawares." Who saves the saved fromthe
savi or he thought

"And | ... | wonder," Amps went on al oud.

wonder if it is good, that the new | eader is of the old
Prophet's line N my CGod snmile on hinm Too many
generations have the people followed the old famlies."
He wi nced. "And followed themto ruin."

"You woul d I ead us to greatness!" Joseph said forceful -

ly. The nore so if you doubted yourself |ess, he added to

hi nsel f. "You have shown your strengths as a self-

t hi nker, a defender of his planet, a guileful strategist..."

"Hi story does not show nmany battl e-|eaders who had
the sane talent for being peace-|eaders!™
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"But you are of a peaceful nature until roused to

def end what you hol d dear," Joseph said, "even as you

have seen your duty now to protect us against those who
wi sh to protect us!" Joseph turned sternly grimnow. "It is



the blind face of Channa dt hides your way."

Anmps | ooked so fiercely at himthat Joseph turned
his face away, his shoul ders saggi ng i n acknow
| edgenent .

"l al so cannot abandon these here to whomwe, for

our very lives, owe a debt of gratitude. If, in this one
i nstance, duty and honor are both served, let nme serve
it." Amps sighed deeply, torn between | ove and duty.
"Are Sineon, Joat and Channa to be nmerely a chapter

of nmy life because fourteen generations ago the

Prophet fathered nmy many-tines great granddather?

We saw on Bethel what cones of that"

"Yes, Anps, in all truth we did. And you are right to
wi sh to be indebted to all,"” and Joseph laid a subtle
enphasis on the word, "the stationers even though the
need for your special role is now over."

"Yes, that is over. Inits place, | nmust assune severa
roles and do each well in all honor." Then he gave the
younger nman a sudden snmile, the sort that had al ways
drawn the required response fromany recipient "And
gi ve Rachel the chance to restore honor to her nane."

Joseph gave hima sudden stare as fierce as the one
Amps had given him "Wat do you nean?"

"She was, after all, trained as an infosystens

adm nistrator. It is her duty to assist you in calling our
people fromtheir hiding places, to organize the

reports that | must receive to know what is nost

needed. Wth you two side by side N that is what you

wi sh, is it not, Joseph? Rachel by your side?"

The younger nman | aughed and bl ushed, which
seenmed to enbarrass hi m nore.

"You know it is what | w sh but, Anpbs, do not bl ane
her for what she did."
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"I do not," Amps lied stoutly, "but she will need to
redeem herself in her own eyes!"

"Ah, yes," said Joseph with a sigh. "She is anxious to

do that. She talks to ne about it," he went on in a softer
voi ce. "She tal ks of you but she aldb talks of you to ne."

"Then go to her, Joseph ny brother, ny friend. If you

i nsist on making me wear the mantel of a |eader, then

have i ssued an order to you. But think also of what | have
told you, brother hero. You return to Bethel as ny brother
and ny equal, not ny retainerNnot even first among ny
retainers. The time forthoae petty protocolsis past”



"I go," Joseph said. He turned on the threshol d.
"And you, too, have earned a |itde happi ness, | think.
God willing, may you find it!"

Channa had insisted on returning to her brawn's
quarters, pointing out that there was nothing el se
Chaundra or his staff could do for her in sickbay.

"I'"1l be much better off there," she told him "because
I know ny way around. Sinmeon can rem nd nme where

| put things so |l can find what | need. Only time wll
make a difference now "

Once Sineon had angled the chair float beside her

sati n-draped bed, she |lay down, not seeing, not speak-

i ng, absorbing the npbst recent events. Not that she
wasn't overwhelmngly relieved that Seld had been
granted a reprieve. But there were so many deci sions

to be nade, hanging in the air, over her head, where
she could feel them even if she couldn't see them She
could feel a trickle down her cheek and, with a gesture
she hoped masked the real reason, she blotted the

cheek on the gray satin cover

"Penny for your thoughts?"

Because Sinmeon had pi cked exacdy the appropriate
light tone, she gave hima wan snile though she wondered
how he had noticed such a snmall thing as a tear

"I"ve none to sell," she said, "justbits and pi eces float-
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jug around. Like, Happy endings suck the galactic muffin.
It's enough to give you a headache."

"D you have one?" Instant concern col ored his voice.

"No, no," she said, shaking her head on the pill ow.
"Look, Channa, youlwfl be all right," he said in the
firmtone one uses when one is hoping agai nst hope

one's statement is correct.

She nodded once sharply, minding her tenper and
her manners. "Yes, I'msure | will." Her voice was tight

"I'"ve scanned every report | could find on this kind
of temporary blindness, Channa," he went, infusing

his voice with confidence. |1'd give anything to be able to
hold you in arms and confort you but all |'ve got is voice con-
tact. Talk to ne, Channa. "Wrse scenario and you'll stil

see N through ny sensors. Renenber that, Channa.
And | see real good and wherever | need to!"

She had stiffened and cut through his opening
words in a rather shrill voice. "Sineon, spare nme the..
Could you do that for me?"

"Sure," he said, both surprised and testy. "But surely



you knew t hat You've been using ny senses for the | ast
two weeks!"

Her jaw dropped and then a trenul ous snmile

crossed her lips. "So | have, haven't |1?" she said in a
broken voice. After a monent's silence, she added in a

contrite voice, "I owe you, and everyone el se an apol -

ogy, for acting like a self-pitying wiss!"

"Well, after all, you' ve had quite an adjustment to
make. "

"But | didn't have to snarl at you."

"Ch, that? | wouldn't know how to answer smartly if
you didn't Don't break that habit, Charma-mnine."

Her smile was stronger. "Then |I certainly won't"

"Because you like the challenge, don't you? And, by
and | arge, |'m good conpany."

"And so nodest"

"So witty and intelligent," he rem nded her
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"And so handsone."

"Do you really think so?"
"Ch yes," she said, "I especially |like your dueling
scar, that's a nice touch."”

"Thank you," he said, gratified. ""Sfeu're the first per-
son who's ever nmentioned it |'ve been waiting for years
for soneone to ask about it. Sonetimes people think

it's dirt on the projector lens."

She grinned. "It goes well with the baseball cap."
He paused a nmonent, unsure, "Um.."
"No, really," she assured ftim "That projection's a

perfect portrait of your personality. It's not based on a
chronosomal extrapolation, is it?"

"Naw, " he said, putting a grinin his voice. "lIt's nme as
| want to be. 1'd have hated it if an extrap of me cane
out with a receding chin and a big nose, so 1 never tried
to find out. I'm Sineon, the self-created!"

"Wse," she agreed, "very w se."



The door opened and Amps stood on the threshol d.
"Channa!" he cried out in a passionate voice.

She sat bolt upright on the bed, her lips parted in
surprise. "I thought you'd left."

He rushed to her side and drew her into his arns.
"How can | |eave you like this?" he said, stroking her hair.

Si meon cursed under his breath. Leave it to Anpbs to
undo all his hard work. Just when fve got her cheered up and
back to sonethi ng near hernffrnudNf or her Nframe of md.

Channa put up a hand, found Anps' face and | eaned
forward to kiss him smling because she had caught
the corner of his mouth and was working her way into
a position that satisfied her.

When the | ong kiss ended, Anps said with a sigh
"You want mne!"

No, you ass! She wants a double malt and a ticket to "Death
in the Twenty-First." Wuld that | had hands, Oh Anps ben
Sierra Nueva, to clout you up alongside the head wth.

Channa didn't answer but held her head as though

| ooki ng at Anos t hrough her bandages. Anmos snmil ed

at her, the smle of a man who believes he can
acconplish anything, a snile that proclainmed the
beai *r to be the recipient of a mracle.

" |1 came to ask you to come with me," he said, |aughing.
"You di d?" she said ina dreany tone. They kissed
agai n, nore deeply, Channa burrowed deeper into his
enbrace, sighing like someone relieved of a pain they
did not know they suffered.

"I love you, Channa," he said.

"I love you, Sinmeon," she murnured.

Anos stiffened. Channa raised her blind face to his
and whi spered huskily again. "I |ove you."

He rel eased her and noved back. She hesitated and
turned her head fromside to side. "Anbs? What is it? Is
someone here?"

"Yes,"he said stiffly, "soneone who comesbetween us,"
Puzzl ed, Channa reached out blindly with one hand,
the other resting on Anmos's chest. "There's no one
here but us. \What are you tal king about?"

"Simeon," he said the nane with a hiss. "For whom
you have just declared your |ove."

Her face altered abruptly fromoy to chagrin. "lI... ...
shebegan i n confusion

"A gentleman of the Sierra Nueva does not intrude.
amin the way," Amps said, flinging off her hands and
junping to his feet. "I will |eave you al one together."



And he was gone.

Channa swung her legs fromthe bed and | unged

after him She noved with unexpected speed and

bef ore Sinmeon could warn her, she crashed into the
wal |, just beside the door. Weping, she stepped to the
ri ght point and the door opened for her

"Anps! Wait!" she shouted and this tine Sinmeon

opened the outside door but she paused on the
threshold to get her bearings and heard, all too dearly,
the el evator's dosing.
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"Anmps! Don't go!" she cried, and heard it engage.

She stood | eaning her head against the netal, sobbing
gently, tears soaking the adhesive synthetic of her

bandages.

I nside the descending lift, j4teios |eaned his head

agai nst the wall, Channa's desperate voice echoing in
his mnd. Al nost, but not quite |ouder than her
whi sper N "I |ove you, Sineon."

"Where do think you're going?" Simeon asked him
He straightened and gritted his teeth. "To the
docks," he said crisply. "I>nust return to Bethel!"

Si reon gave a dramatic sigh. "And who's to go
bet ween Bet hel and SPRIM and MW Who saves the
saved fromthe savi or?"

Anmps was aghast at hearing his own thoughts cone
back at himfrom Si meon

"Soneone has to handle them" Sineon continued.
"Rachel can. She's a trained infosystens spe..."
"Rachel!" Sineon roared in surprise. "She woul dn't
know how to handle them They'd twist her up into lit-
tle knots. Not that she isn't twi sted right now "
"They say they cannot interfere..."

"They say, they say," Sinmeon chanted back at him

"Use your wits, Amps, and don't suggest Joseph. He's
the guy you need on the planet, coaxing your people
out of whatever lairs they' ve hidden in. No, you're the
only one who can be johnny-on-the-spot here!"

Anps said in a snarl -

"What | do now is ny business,’
ing tone. "You have no right to interfere either
Only then did Anps notice that the el evator had
st opped noving. He crossed his arms. "So, do you
mean to hold ne prisoner here until Joseph, Rache
and the others have left?"



"Enotionally you've been a prisoner since you got
here. Wiy do think I went to so nuch trouble to get
SPRIM and MM i nvol ved wi th Bet hel ?"

"You did. But the Admral and the Commodore..."

"Listened to what | had to tell them which is nore
than you ever do. You've got to be here...”

Qutrage, indignation, disgust and fury raced
unchecked across Anps' fece. "So? You admt it

" Huh?"

"You admit that you only wish to make of nme a sex
toy," Amps cried passionately, "a surrogate for yourself
wi th Channa!"

"l what?" Sinmeon's voice reverberated in the con-
fines of the small chanber. "You are bughouse!

Whi ch is probably why it's such an interesting idea,"
he added in a reasonabl e, half-anused tone, "but

you said it, | didn't. However, it's not on ny behal f
you've got to be here. It's Channa's. She really is in
love with you, Anps. Can't you get that through

your arrogant to-the-nmanor-born head?"

"Loves ne? Loves me? Then why does she enbrace
me and say, | |ove you, Sinmeon?"

"And, of course, she hasn't been calling you Sinmeon-
Amps for the past intense two weeks, has she?"

"Banchut T Anos smacked his forehead with the fiat
of his palm his expression one of utter dismy.

"I't sure wasn't me, or ny holo, or even the shell of

me she was kissing just now Cut her a litde slack. She's
been blinded, danmit! She's scared, she's exhausted,
she's under pressure. Don't cut the heart out of her for
a slip of the Up!"

"A slip?"
"A slip! You ego-centric rag-head sel fish bastard!"

"But you |l ove her, too!" Anps brandished his fist, glar-
ing about himto find a target for his frustration and wat h.

"Yes, | love her. Just as nuch as you do. No, probably a
ot nmore. And yes, she's in love with me alittle, and
treasure that But | can't touch her, Anmps. | can't hold her

no matter how much | would like to. What are you wor-
ryi ng about ?

"That she dreans of you and wonders what it would
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be like to be inyour arms.” In the confines of the el evator
Amps heard the sound of his angry jeal ous words echo

back at him "I think that she would Hke to cl ose her eyes
and hear your voice whisper to her as | make | ove to her.
will not be that fantasy for her, no$for you."

"Well, I'lIl tell you what / think. | think that you are a

dirty-m nded, fat-headed, parochial, small-m nded,

j eal ous hunk of pig fat. Just let nme give you a taste of
what she's going through and you stal king of f and | eav-
ing her alone withit."

Simeon turned off the lights in the el evator. Anmps
was plunged into pitch bl ackness; just |ong enough to
reach the stage of imagining lights and colors to con-
sol e hinmsel f. The human eye is not meant for conplete
dar kness. Even on an overcast night with eyes dosed
there is some anbient |ight

The darkness and notion were disorienting.
And frightening, the Bethelite admtted to hinself.

"Stop it" Anpos said calmy, but firmy. Sineon didn't
answer. "Stop it, | said," a trace of unease creeping into
his voice. An accident, who woul d doubt his word?

Si meon brought the elevator to a halt
"It's unpleasant, isn't it?" Sineon asked quietly.

"Yes," Amps said shordy, sullenly. "Please, would you
turn on the |ights?"

"Channa can't," Sineon observed. "It's possible they
won't cone back on and she'll have to get a prostheses,
one of those devices they set into your face. Yup, things
could look like this to her forever."

"What do you want ne to do?" Anps demanded. "I
woul d give her my sight if 1 could."

"That's a safe offer," Sinmeon observed contenpt -

uously, "she wouldn't accept such a sacrifice even if it
was needed. "

"Then what would you have ne do?" Anmps was
nearly shouting now, flapping his arnms hard agai nst
hi s si des.

"Something a |l ot easier. Hold her. Just put your arnmns
around her and hold her close. You softshells need
that. | never had it so |l don't mss it"



Amps shifted position, silent

"{ would hock nmy shel”~if | could physically confort

her But | can't. | can nake sure she gets what she needs
fromthe one person she'll accept it from And let ne

tell you sonething, lordling, even to confort Channa,

woul dn't want to stay a softshell. You're cripples next to usl

You realize that? W have senses, abilities, that you
can't even begin to inmagine. But yes, in this one area,

am j eal ous of you. Despite that, | arranged... yes, noble
being that / am .. arranged for you to have to stay on
this station to handle all the detaik the Bethelite | eader
will have. So that you could also confort the worman we
both | ove. There I've said it al oud!

"I've done all | can, Amps," and now Sinmeon's voi ce was
tinged with a hel pless note. "I've been with her since she
was brought to the hospital | haven't left her. Wen she
wakes up, | wi sh her good norning and mne is the | ast

voi ce she hears at night |I'mdie one who gui des her safely
across a room |'mthe one who tells her that what she's
looking for is alitde to the right I'mthe one who makes
sure she gets her neals. |'ve put up with her bouts of
temper and self-pity and |'ve tal ked her through her no-
ments of panic I'mw th her constandy. But you walk into
the roomN at long last | might add Nand it's like |I've
never existed. Did you see her? She lit up like a star going
nova. Andyou have the gall to wal k out on her!"

Simeon turned the |lights back on and Anps
squinted briefly as his vision adjusted.

The door opened and Channa rai sed her head, half-
di sbel i eving she heard the sound of his step, the
eagerness w th which he approached her

"Ch, Anos!" She reached out her arns tentatively
toward him
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"Ah, Channa," and Amps took her hands and pull ed

her into the circle of his arns. This only I may do, he
t hought possessively, proudly and yet, because of that
bri ef darkness, sadly, too, because Sineon would never

have this.

#
|"msorry. Forgive ne,’

he whi spered, stroking
her hair.

Channa sobbed once and tried to apol ogi ze, the words
stunbling over his, but he stopped her with a kiss.

Si mreon wat ched them enter the |ounge, but decided
not to followthem This is going to be tough enough, he



thought, / think I'U work up to it gradually. But wasn't it
great gane | played ?

"Before... 1 cane to tell you that | nust stay |onger
on the station than we had thought," Amps said.
"When | nust return to Bethel..."

"Stay?" and the gladness in her face and voi ce reas-
sured Arnos as no argurment from Si neon ever woul d,
how nuch Channa did indeed | ove him

"Stay ... for now," he said, trailing caressing fingers
around her lovely face. This, too, | may do that he caTtnot.

"For now?" Then a return of her deep and genui ne
fear caught at his heart.

"I must return to Bethel," he said slowmy. "I have
obligations there."
"I have themhere. | can't |eave Sineon or Joat,"

Channa sai d piteously.

And Anps knew t hat she al so neant these quarters

whi ch she knew even in her blindness, and this station
whi ch was surely now as much her heart's hone as

Bet hel was hi s.

"Neither can | |eave ny people, ny planet Nor do | ask

such sacrifice of you," he said, using die force of his per-
sonality to reassure her. He smiled down at her, thunbs
caressing the velvety skin of her tenples. She searched his
face with her fingertips and smiled in response.

THE CTTY WHO FOUGHT
435

"But several tines in every year, | must return to this
station on the business of ny people and ny world," he
went on. "That, | may in all conscience do." A wy
shrug. "If nmy people cannot do without their prophet
now and then, then | will not have taught themwell.
Perhaps the day will c&ne when they need no nman to
stand between them and God, and | will be free to raise
nmy horses and roses in peace."

Her face lit. "And | could visit sonetines, couldn't
| ?" she nur nmur ed.

"Wth Joat," Anps said, and then in a far nore per-
suasive and loving tone, "although it is not well for a
child to be alone, without brothers and sisters..."
"Yes," she |l aughed as she sensed the change in his
stance, falling formally to one knee but before he
woul d speak. She held himupright with her hands.

"In a matter such as this, | should ask pernission of
your father," Anpos said, rising and draw ng her cl ose.

a



"But Sinmeon will do."

She fisted himlightly under the short ribs. "I'Il speak
to Simeon on my own behal f."

"W will then both address Sineon the Father. But,"
Anps said in her ear, after a tine. "There is one condi -
tion."

"What ?"

"You must never call ne Sineon again." She drew her
head back and nodded sol emmly. He touched her chin
gently. "You may, however," he went on, w shing for once
that Simeon was listening, "call nme Persephone.”

EPI LOGUE

The chills were |l ess now, and the survivors recovering,
al t hough a quarter of the crew had died of the fever and nore
gone nad.

Belazir t"'Marid clenched his rattling teeth against a
paroxysm as he fay in the darkened bridge, while the Dreadfu
Bride fled outward all al one.

"Someday, " he whi sper ed.

THEEND



