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When Heaven is about to confer great office upon a man, it first exer cises his mind with
suffering, and his sinews and

bones with tail:
it exposes him to poverty and confounds all hisundertakings. Then it is seen if heis ready.

Meng-Tse, Sol, 6 B.C.

Chapter One

STRUGGLING INSIDE Sunshine's fighting field, Gabriel Connor flung himself and their smal ship
through space while the plasma bolts of their pursuers arrowed past on either sde of him, so close he
could have sworn he could fed the heat straight through the hull. He stared franticaly around him into the
darkness, but there was nowhere to go. They were surrounded.

Thistime, for sure, thistime we're going to die.

We cannot keep this up much longer, Endas seemingly disembodied voice cameto him from
somewhere on the other sde of thefidd. She was handling gunnery, having ataent for it, but the gift
seemed not to be serving her well today.

There are too many of them left, she said, and we are running low on power.

Gabriel glanced at the power readoutsinsde the gunnery field. They were down to ten percent on both
sets of weapons. Hisbig gun, the rail cannon on top of Sunshine, was recharging, but not quickly
enough. It wanted another thirty seconds, and whether it was going to get them was uncertain.

Gabrid tumbled the ship to make sure of thefield of fire. One of thelittle ball bearing shipsthat had
chased them out into the depths of the Corriva e system came plunging through his sights. Hetook aim
with the plasma cannon and fired.

Clear miss.

He cursed, the sweat running down his back and tickling, but there was nothing he could do about it.
Sow down, Enda cried, make them count!

He saw her take aim and fire a another of the shipsasit plunged past them. She scored a hit, but not a
killing one. The ship arced away, leaking amospherein aghodtly sivery vell, but its engines were
untouched.



How many now?
The targeting software says sixteen, Endasaid.

Gabrid cursed again and tumbled the ship once more, wishing that he did not have to handle piloting as
well asfiring. The atack unfolding around them was a standard englobement with ten smal vessds at the
vertices and Sx stitching in and out of the defined space. The enemy craft held Sunshine at the optimum
locus of the englobement.

Thereweretacticsfor thiskind of engagement, and Gabrid had tried al three kinds. He had used the
"place holder," where you shoot from optimum locus because it's the best position. That had worked only
aslong asthe gunnery power was at optimum power. He had then tried the pattern-breaker approach in
which you killed enough of the englobersto make the number of ships at the verticesineffective.
Unfortunately, Sunshine's weapons had begun to run low just as this approach began to work.

Therewere ill sixteen of them and no redlistic hope of reducing the numbersto the critica eight or
below. There was nothing left but the rush-and-break, the set of moves enacted simply to escepe. This
Gabrid hated, first because he suspected these little ships could outrun them; second because he
suspected they would chase Sunshine sraight into the welcoming field of fire of the big ship that had
dropped them out here in the distant dark of Corrivaéesfringes.

Also, he hated to run. Marines didn't run. They fought.

But you're not amarine any more.

Surprising, gtill, the access of fury that smple statement could provide him. He was not one of those
people in whom rage clouded the vision. For Gabrid, things became clear—entirely too clear.

Three of the ships holding the vertices closest to Gabriel moved closer together to stop the break, but he
could seethat one of them was dightly out of aignment. He twisted Sunshine off to theleft, and the
enemy ship followed.

Mistake, Gabrid thought, as he flipped without warning, coasting backward on hisinertiaand letting the
nearest ship haveit with the forward plasma cannon. Enda, warned by who-knew-what touch of fraa
precognition, was dready firing that way. She hit another of thelittle round ships as Gabrid hit athird.
From al the targets, metal cracked and splintered outward; vapor spit out under pressure and sprayed
away as snow. More duggish materials dopped out, went rigid and tumbled away in frozen lumpsand
gobbets with the shattered remains of the vesselsthat had emitted them. It was

Gabrid'sfirst closelook at the destruction of one of these ships, and it confirmed what he had thought
ealier.

Undead. The pilots had been people once. Humans, frad, sesheyans, weren . . . The important thing was
that they weren't those people any more. Thiskilling was akindness.

Gabrid!

He bardly reacted in time as the set-of -three came diving at them. The englobement had been reduced to
thirteen and wasless viable than it had been, but it was till dl too effective. The ten vessd's holding aoof
were defining the interior again, thistime on the vertices of paired pyramids.

There were more places for Sunshine to break out; the faces of the solid were wider now. Gabriel spun
Sunshine on her longitudina axis, raking al around with the plasma cannon. The set-of -three dived avay
but il in unison.

Got to break that up, Gabrid thought and glanced hurriedly at the indicator for therail cannon. It was



only up to Sixty percent. It wouldn't even fire until eighty,

Endawas firing. Gabrid fired too, his plasma cannons down to twenty percent now. Boltsfrom their
adversaries shot right past him, blinding and scorching him. Gabrid preferred to work with the ship's
sensors acting like his own nerves—there were times when the effect could mean the difference between
being dive and dead. Well seeif it's enough thistime, he thought. Maybe, just maybe—

Therail cannon was up to sixty-five. Just afew minutes, he thought. Come on, Sunshine, just afew
minutes more—

It al happened at once. The three ships broke formation, two to the right and above, one below and to
the left. Enda concentrated on the two. Gabriel fired at the one but missed. He felt the scorch raking up
unshine's underbelly, and then he felt another bolt hit. He yel ped, the ship lurched upwards, possibly
saving them both from being killed right then, but another bolt lanced down from above, hitting therail
cannon.

It blew. Gone, therailstwisted dl askew; it wouldn't fire anything now.

The englobement dissolved as the other little vessal s registered the destruction of the one weapon that
had been keeping them at adistance dl thiswhile. It was gone now; they could swarm in and take
Sunshine at their pleasure.

Endawasfiring nonstop. Gabrid wasfiring at anything he could see, and the fury was helping again.
Along with the utter terror, he was burning with the knowledge that they were both about to be killed. It
was amazing how life became not less intense at such atime, but more so, afury of life, ready to burn
itself out but not give up.

One hit, then another, blowing up so closeto Sunshine that the entire ship shook, but it was not going to
be enough. More plasma bolts came gtitching in from behind, and Gabrid cried out in agony and rage as
one of them hit the engine compartment.

Then came an intolerable glory of light off to one side, aburning pain dl up and down Gabrid'ssde, asif
someone had thrown burning fuel on him. Herolled Sunshine away from the pain. He had just enough
power left in hisemergency jetsto do that. Thefirgt light had just been the "pilot” detonation. Now came
the secondary one, and Gabriel squeezed his eyes closed tight.

Thelittle shipswerefleaing in dl directions, but six of them were caught together as the squeezed nuke
went off. The remainder knew they had no chance againgt Sunshine even damaged as she was. They

kept running.

Space grew gill and dark, and in it Sunshine drifted, tumbling gently and losing power. Gabriel sat there
gasping in the darkness of the fighting field as the power ebbed away, the weagpons|osing what little
chargethey had |eft.

"Okay," said agravelly voice from out in the darkness. "That went pretty well, | thought."

"Hem," Endasaid gternly. "Y ou were not supposed to do that."

"Aw, Enda, you're too rough on the two of you."

Gabrid knew what the words meant, but he found them hard to bdieve at the moment. It's the software,



hetold himself. But hisbrain ingsted that he couldn't let down his guard, that something terrible might ill
happen. Those little shipswere only fighters. They could not have come all thisway by themsalves.
Somewhere around here was the fortress ship or dreadnought that would have dropped them. It could
not be alowed to find Gabrid and Enda, not alive—not even dead and in one piece. The pilots of those
little ships were reminders enough that there were some fates worse than death.

"All the same, we cannot be congtantly relying on overarmed dliesto come sweeping in out of the
darknessto save ug”

"| thought that was what you kept me around for."

Even through the fear, Gabrid had to grin. "He'sincorrigible," Gabrid said, till gasping for ar. "You
should know that by now."

"Maybel should," Endasaid with asigh. "Meanwhile, let it go now, Gabridl. Thishas been enough
exercise for one day. Shut it down.”

Gabrid reached out in thefighting field to the glowing collection of virtud lights, indicators, and dider
controls that appeared within his reach. One dider well off to hisright was pushed right up to the top of
its course. He reached out and pulled it down.

Reality ebbed out of everything. The blackness of space melted away to the virtual gridlines of the
gysem'strainingmode. . . and it was all adream. Gabrid's
muscles unknotted themsalves for thefirgt timein about five minutes.

"Better?' Endasaid.
"Much."

"Then come out of it, now. | do not seewhy you fed you must drive yoursalf so hard, just for an
exercse”

"It'sahuman thing," he said, taking another bregth for the gppreciation of it not being hislast. "You
wouldn't understand.”

He could sense Enda putting her eyebrows up. A couple of moments later Gabriel wasaonein thefied.
Hetook histime about getting out, shutting down instruments, making gunnery safe, and checking the
piecesthat purported to have been made safe. It was not that he didn't trust Enda, but partners checked
one another'swork when weapons were involved. Besides, said that nasty hard-edged part of hismind,
someday you might haveto do dl thisyoursalf. Get used to the possibility now so that when it catches
you by surprise, you will survive. Shewould want it that way.

Hefinished his checks, then made the smal movement of mind that folded the fighting field away from
him. A moment later he was sitting in the normd lighting of Sunshine's narrow cockpit looking over at
Enda

"Helm," she said as she unbuckled her restraints, "do not change the subject.”

"| got tired of fighting for their sde," Helm said. "Besides, you werewinning."

"Y ou should have let the businesstake its course regardiess,” Endasaid. "That isthe purpose of these



exercises, 0 | amtold." She glanced over a Gabriel, who was wiping the swest off hisface.
"How did wedo?' hesaidto theair.

"Twenty-9x minutes," said Helm. ™Y ou should be pleased with yoursdlf. It's precious few engagements
that run much longer than fifteen these days, especidly with numberslike that. Y ou're getting a better
tactical sense, that's certain.”

"Heisaso running himsdlf ragged,” said Enda, watching Gabrid mop himself up with the cleaning cloth
that he had started to keep by his seat for these exercises.
"Areyoudl right?'

"I was nearly deed, | thought," Gabriel said, till finding it hard to talk without gasping for ar. "Boy, is
that redl. It'sworth it, evenif | do hate it more than anything.”

"WEell, you were the oneto discover how effectiveitis," Endasad, levering herself out of the left-hand
seat and standing up to take agood long stretch. "It isnot my fault if the ‘degp limbic' implementation of
the fighting software deprives you of any sensethat thisisasmulation. If you have aproblem with that,
takeit up with the programmers at Inaght.”

"They'd probably just say that there's no difference between asmulation and the red thing if the
smulation'sred enough,” said Helm. "Like to see some of them out here testing the software under
conditionslikethis"

Gabrid made aface.

"It might be amusing,” Endasaid to Hem. "Anyway, | do not see that it makes the experience of fighting
any lessuseful for Gabrid if, during thefight, he feels asif isreal. Surdly that should sharpen on€'s
reactions. The more frequently that particular reaction is sharpened—the terror and coping with it—the
eader it should get for you, or so it seems, from what | know of human habituation training. Am |

wrong?'

"Not in the concrete sense,”" Gabrid muttered. "I just don't like to have to do the laundry after every
sesson.”

"Y ou do the laundry after every sesson anyway," Endasaid, wandering out of the pilot's cabin and back
toward thelittle living area, "whether we work out in limbic mode or not. Sweet, you keep telling me, is
something no marine can ever put up with."

"The problem'’s not the sweet,” Gabrid said, more or less under his breath. Then he laughed and pried
himsdlf out of his seet.

Even though he had been using the fighting field every day for six months now, it still Sometimes came as
ashock to Gabriel how cramped the cockpit felt by comparison when he came out. The beauty of the
Insght " JustWaddln" weapons management system was to make you fed asif you were the
ship—moving fregly in space with your wegpons available to you in the form you liked best.

At any rate, Gabriel was becoming more expert with Sunshine's gunnery softwareal thetime. He
thought he would probably never master the cool grace-in-fire that Enda displayed. It congtantly
bemused him how someone so peaceful and serene could be so very good at gunnery.



"Guns arethe soul of rationdlity,” Enda had said to him late one night. "They have a certainty of purpose,
and they fulfill it— when they don't jam—and like any other fine wegpon, they pass on some of that
certainty to their users, if the user iswise enough to hear what the gun hasto say to him."

To hear this coming from a ddlicate ethered-looking fraa who might massforty-fivekilosif sheput on al
the clothes she owned, turned Gabrid's brain right around in his head. What guns mostly said to him
was, Shoot me, shoot me! Yes, oh yes!— with various appropriate sound effects. Nonethel ess, Enda's
communion with her gunnery was something to be envied, and Gabrid occasondly listened to seeif the
guns had anything further to say to him on the subject.

He walked down into the living area.and found Enda aready ensconced in one of the two fold-down
charsin the gitting room, talking to Helm again over comms and looking asfresh asif she had not beenin
battle for the better part of haf an hour.

"How do you doit?' he asked her.

Shelooked a him with amusement. "I pull the chair down, likethis—"

"Never mind," Gabrid said. "When did he say he was coming?'

"Twenty minutes. We can finish debriefing as soon as you're done playing with the new hardware.”

"Good," Gabrid said, grinning, and walked on down to the little laundry room to get rid of his present
shipsuit, which smelled asif it had seen better days.

Gabrid shoved his clothes down the chute, clamped the hatch closed and hit "Cycle." Straightening, he
looked at the newly installed shower cubicle and dalied with the idea of areal water shower. Might as
well do it while were close to someplace where water's cheap. If it ever really was, when you were part
owner in aspacecraft, when mass cost money to lift, and noncompress ble mass twice as much.

Findly, he opted for a steam-and-scrape cycle, with ten seconds of water at the end. Gabriel punched
the optionsin, let the machine get itsalf ready. To savetime, he siood over the sink, wet his head, and
took a squirt of shampoo out of thein-bulkhead dispenser.

Getting grayer, Gabrid thought, scrubbing for afew momentsin front of the mirror. And why not? The
last sx months would probably be enough to gray anybody out alittle bit. Still, hisfather hadn't gone gray
thisfast, and he couldn't remember his mother ever saying anything about early gray running in her family.
Gabriel had never thought about this before, but now that he was interested, there was no way to
ask—or maybe no oneto ask. He hadn't heard from hisfather since before. . .

The shower chimed, letting him know it was ready for him. Gabrid got in, closed the door tight, and hit
the control for the steam.

After afew minutes, through the ship's structure Gabriel could fed the very faint bump and rock, which
meant someone was at the airlock. He's early, Gabriel thought, turning to catch the steam. Probably
wantsto chat with Endawithout mein theway.

The steam stopped. Gabriel lathered up in ahurry from the scrub dispenser set in the wall and peered
through the steamy glass a the mirror where he could see nothing. He knew what would be visible there.
He was|ooking more lined than he ought to at twenty-sx. The stress. We've been through alot in the last
half-year. When things even out, when we find work we like better, when the money settlesdown to a



Seadier income. . .
When | find out who framed me.

That was the underlying problem, the one not likely to be solved any time soon. That was what they were
probably aready settling in to discuss out in the Sitting room, Enda over atumbler of kalwine, and Helm
over something stronger.

Gabrid shook his head, scattering water and lather. The water spat down from the shower head above,
and he started counting so as not to be caught with soap al over him when it ran out. Every drop would
be recycled, of course. It had not been like this on his old ship, which had water to spare. Whole
bathtubs full of it, Gabriel thought. Hot. Y ou could splash it around. There had been times over the past
six months when, while hunted from one world to the next, shot at, driven into hiding, kidnapped and
attacked with knives and guns and God knew what else, the thing that had really bothered Gabriel was
that he couldn't have areal bath.

The shower warning chimed. Gabrid scrubbed frantically, turning to rinse himsdlf. Bang! The water vave
dammed itsdf shut, unforgiving. Gabriel stood there, stleaming and wistful, trying to see over his shoulder
whether he had gotten the last of the soap off his back.

He got out, pulled atowe out of the dispenser, dried himsdlf, and put the towel down the chute aswell.
In the delivery-side hatch was his other shipsuit, rigoroudy clean and alittle too tiff for histastes. Gabriel
shook it out, dipped into it, stroked the seam closed, and did a couple of deep knee-flexesto let the
fabric remember where he bent. He paused before the minor to make sure the nap of hishair waslyingin
the right direction before waking out.

The place smdled of hot food—something Helm had brought over from Longshot withhim,

"I swear," Gabriel said as he came up the hall, pausing by one of the storage cabinetsto get out a
tumbler, "I don't know where you get that stuff from. 1t's not like you don't shop in the same placeswe
do. Why does your food dways smell so terrific?!

"It doesn't dare do otherwise," said the rough gravelly voice in the sitting room. Therewas Hem
Ragnarsson, Sitting immensein the foldout guest chair, which had extended itsdf valiantly to itsfull extent
in both dimensons but was sagging under Helm's massive and muscular bulk, originaly engineered for
heavy-planet and high-pressure work. "Hereyou arefindly," Hem said. "Still wet behind the ears.”

"Y eah, thanksloads," Gabriel said. "I'm going to haveto fix that thing again, you know that? We should
make you bring your own chair." He turned to Enda, picked up the kalwine bottle sitting by the steaming
covered casserole on the table, which was now folded down between the chairs. "Refill 7

"Y es, thank you, Gabrid," she said, and held out her glass.

Gabrid poured for them both, then lifted thelid of the casserole. "What isthis?’

"Eshk in red brandy sauce,” Helm said.

"Now you did not buy thet at the package commissary at |phus Collective," said Enda. "Helm, confess.
Y ou cooked it."

Helm grinned, and the look made Gabrid think that the top of his head might fal off. There was aways
something unexpected about this huge, near-rectangular brick of aman with his meter-wide shoulders
and hisiron-colored hair, suddenly producing one of these face-wide grins. It was the kind of smileyou
could imagine acarnivore producing a asocia gathering of prey animas. "And if | did?' Hdm said.
"Then | think we should est it," Gabrid said. "Plates?"

Enda reached under thetable. "I have them here. Helm, tongs or afork?’

"Tongs, please.”

Gabriel went and got the third freestanding folding chair from his bunk cubicle, came back, set it up, and
fell to with the others. There was not alot of discussion during this period, except about the sauce, which
had even Helm bresking out in a sweat within ameatter of minutes.

"| thought you said humans devel oped aresstance to thiskind of spicery,” Enda said, looking from one



to the other of them.

"Eventudly," Hdm sad.

Gabrid was unable to spesk for the moment and resigned himself to suffering in silence and drinking
morewine.

Finally the edge of their hunger was blunted enough to talk over the afternoon's smulation, its high points
and low, and the ways in which Gabriel and Enda's reactions could improve to deal with the combat
Stuations—particularly those little ball bearing shipsthat had been attacking them. Ships of the same kind
had pressed Gabriel and Enda herein Corrivale and over in Thalaassaaswell. All thisside of the Verge
was buzzing with rumors of them now, ships of a strange construction, appearing from nowhere,
vanishing again. Nothing more had been seen of them around here, but this did not make Gabrid fed any
better about the areaor their prospectsiniit.

"You didn't call mein for this practice session so close to our last one without reason,” Helm said, wiping
his mouth with a paper cloth and folding it carefully.

"No," Gabrid sad. "l think we should be thinking about leaving.”

"| supposeit will come as something of awrench for thelocas," Endasaid. "They have been coming to
depend on our custom. . ."

"And on us paying their outrageous prices," Gabriel muttered. "Well, no more.”

"Y ou have decided, then."

"Sincewhenisit'I'?" Gabriel asked.

Endaleaned back and sighed, giving him alook that might have trand ated as affectionate exasperation.
"Gabrid, | have been wandering around this part of the worldsfor along time. My opinion about where
we take Sunshine issmple. | don't care. | am delighted to defer to you in thisregard. Where shdl we
Qo?"

"Someplace with work," Helm said. "1 mean, there's not much money in staying here. If work werethe
only problem, you'd have angled your jets and moved right after we got back from Thalaassa, since
don't think you want to work in this system any more. Well, about time, isall | can say."

"I'm surprised you haven't said anything about it before now," Gabriel said.

"Before you made up your mind?' Helm said as he put hisfeet up. "No point. You're ill atypicd
shiphead—adl strong-and-silent stuff until it's actualy time to move. Then get up and do it with no
warning. Which issmart. The best garfdl isthe unadvertised one.”

"A magterly summation,” Endasaid. " Perhaps, Hm, you will tell usaswell what Gabriel now hasin
mind, for this has been amatter of interest to me aso.”

Helm snickered. "I'd go into futurestrading if | could do that." He leaned back and looked at Gabriel.
"Whét's the word?'

Gabrid shook hishead. "I haven't found out anything further here about the people responsible for getting
me cashiered,” he said, "and the money in this system isn't worth the trouble of staying. At the sametimel
hate getting too far away from the Grid, but it's a so occurred to me that the need to be close to the data
had obscured apossibility . . . and | thought we might look into doing someinfotrading.”

Endabowed her head, a"thinking" gesture. Gabriel glanced at Helm.

"Big profit marginsthere,” said Helm. "Big risks, too. Y ou have a software or hardware crash while
you'e trangting with live stuff from adrivesat relay, or you run into some kind of transportation problem,
missagtarfdl, drop the data, and suddenly there are people suing you from here back to the First
Worlds."

"Not somewhere I'd been planning to go at this point,” said Gabridl.

"Not someplace you'd ever go again,” Helm muttered, "if you lose aload of data. Lawyers. . ." He
shivered. "But the profit margins. . ." Helooked as thoughtful as Enda. "Twenty to fifty percent ona
load, if you pick somewhere just opening up. 'Course places like that are dangerous too.”

"I had thought," Gabriel said, "about hiring some armed backup.”

Helm grinned from ear to ear. His ship wasfull from core to shell with weaponry of al kinds. But then
Hem was a mutant, and unless you were amutant who was dso tired of life, armament out in theseless
than perfectly policed spaces was agood idea. Too many humans considered being a mutant some kind



of treason againgt the human genotype to be punished in any way that wouldn't get you caught. Helm
clearly did not intend to be caught asssting anyone in thiskind of rough justice by lacking the kind of
hardware that would dissuade them.

"Where were you thinking of going?' Helm said. "Got to congder fud, victudling—"

"Teriving" sad Gabrid.

Endanodded sidewise. "It would make sense,”" she said. " Terivine has become acommon enough
waydtation for ships doing the runs between Corrivale and Aegis, and Lucullus aswell, but the placeis
not heavily populated . . ."

"That's not a huge problem,” Gabrid said. "Besdes the colonigts, there's a considerable presence of
scientists studying theriglia, those avian sentients they found. They need to movetheir databack and
forth at something better than the crawl they'd get from using unscheduled infotraders. Tendril and Aegis
both have to move adminidrative information pertaining to their coloniesthere. It looks like agood small
market for abeginning infotrading busness”

"Y ou have obvioudy been doing your research,” Endasaid, "'so you will know what kind of competition
isthere

"Not much,” Gabrid said. "Two firmswork the system at present. One's native, a one-ship company
cdled Alwhirn. Another isalicensee, Infotrade Interstellar Aegis.”

Hem's eyebrows went up. "lsn't Infotrade Interstellar asubsidiary of VoidCorp?”

"These days, what isn't?' Gabrid said wearily.

"Us," said Enda. She pursed her lipsin an expression that made her look unusualy like a disapproving
grandmother.

"Y ou think they don't know it?' said Helm. "But here you St in the system, bold as brass plate, asif they
didn't dare touch you."

"They do not," Endasaid, "for the moment. Not after we put so sharp athorn in their sde at Thalaassa
and Corrivale, and Gabriel became the hammer to driveit in. They would be eager enough to repay him
the trouble. The Concord would be quick to lay that at their doorsif they tried that now. However, once
wemove dsawhere..."

That was aways the problem. Since the vast expanse of the Verge began to reopen, the stellar nations
had been moving in with various degrees of eagerness, acquisitiveness, or plain old-fashioned greed.
Trade was opening out again, or for thefirst time. Thewarsthat had cut off the Verge from the rest of
humanity for so long had kept mgjor trade routes and infrastructure from being established. Now what
should have happened aquarter century earlier was beginning to happen again and in arush. Every stellar
nation or multistellar-nationa with the funds to spare was expanding into this area, hunting marketsto
master and resourcesto exploit. Systems that were backwaters ten years ago had become trading
crossroads of considerable wedlth and power. Through such systems, like Corrivae, Terivine, and Aegis,
the huge cruisers of the stellar nations passed, both to trade and to find ways to extend their own
influence. Mutud -ass stance tregties, joint-use agreements for planets or whole systems, "understandings’
and "gentlemen's agreements’ could result in aworld becoming the property of astellar empire or
company based thousands of light-years away. VoidCorp was probably the least principled of these.
Once a software company, VoidCorp was now an interstellar power with many systems under its
domination and many more becoming increasingly entangled in itsweb of interlocking corporate
affiligtions, treaties, and licensang agreements.

Gabrid sghed. "If wetry to force oursalvesinto a position where we don't go anywhere that VVoidCorp
goes, wewon't have alot of choices. | don't like them any better than either of you do, especialy
consdering that some part of VVoidCorp Intelligence may have had something to do with setting me up.
Thereare millions of VVoidCorp Employees scattered across space who've never heard of us, won't have
acluewhowe are, and even if they're told, they may not care.”

Endafrowned. "1 would not be too sure. We only liberated about athousand sesheyansthat the
Corporation is sure should be Employees. That the Concord declared them not to have been sois
fortunate, but it will not count for much with VoidCorp."

"l.I. Aegisisjust alicensee,” Gabrid said, "loca people running the businesswith V C equipment and



contracts. It'sacommon enough arrangement, and licensees don't necessarily agree with the Company's
ovedl policies

Endanodded. "It istoo easy, | suppose, to become paranoid, and see Corpses hiding behind every
agteroid, plotting our downfall. Have you doneinitid price-estimates as well? We would have to make
dterationsto the hold. The armoring weingtalled for mining work would need to be removed, and the
new data storage facilities would not come cheap.”

"Depends where you get them,” Gabrid said and reached out to touch the part of the wadll that hid the
display for Sunshine's Grid access. It came dive with imagery from the ship'sinternd Grid handling
computers—avast green plain rippling with some kind of long grass, afavorite image of Endas.
"Datatrading," Gabriel said, and the display flickered into an image of many rows of text and columns of
figures

"Oh, brother," Helm said, reaching down under his chair. "Half amoment while | get something to
drengthen me"

"Why, Helm," Endasaid, "surdly so acute abusinessman cannot ook on asight such asthis unmoved.”
"Yes| can," HAm said. "Wake me when we get to the weapons alocations.”

Gabrid threw a sidewise glance at the bottle Hdm now held. "How can you drink that stuff?* Gabridl
asked, for the bottle was one of those squat square onesthat Bols Lucullianacamein.

Helm poured out two fingers of the thick clear stuff and shrugged. "It clearsthe mind. Want some?’
Gabrid shuddered at the thought and looked at the screen again. For afew minutes he went over the
figureswith Enda. She looked cautioudy at the onesfor theingtallation of the data tanks, which Gabrid
suggested should be done by asmdl independent firm a Diamond Point on Grith.

"Itiscloseby," Endasaid, "and would be convenient for maintenance on return runs, but the firm has not
been in businessfor long "

"It comes with good recommendations,” Gabrid said. "Ondway told me about it."

Endablinked at that and smiled. "Indeed. He would have some interest in seeing that our money iswell
spent, and in distributing businessto the local community.”

Gabriel nodded. They had met Ondway in Iphus Collective. The meeting had been an unusud one. In
these spaces where V oidCorp'sinfluence was strong, it was amost unheard-of to run into a sesheyan
who did interplanetary work and was not an Employee. Ondway had put Gabriel and Endain the way of
some unusua business opportunities and aso had given them hints about conditions on one of the
supposedly uninhabited planetsin the Tha aassa system—nhints that had led Gabrid to investigate farther
and get them into trouble. After the dust settled, Gabriel and Enda had been awarded asmall public
bounty from the Concord civil liberties fund. What had amused Gabriel immensely was the notion that,
while one arm of the Concord government wanted him imprisoned, another was giving him grantsfor
catching VoidCorp with its Corporate pants down. However, there had aso been aless public award,
not so much abounty as athank you from a sesheyan interest group of which Ondway was a prominent
member—agroup of native activists profoundly moved at Gabrid's single-handed rescue of morethan a
thousand of their kind from the Thalaassan world where V oidCorp was attempting to quietly exterminate
them. Gabriel had insisted that there had been nothing single-handed about it. Enda had been in the thick
of thingswith him, and he had merely been well positioned to intimidate some people whom he loathed.
The sesheyans were not interested in his excuses, and they insgsted on crediting Sunshine's expense
accounts with a considerable sum. Between these two awards, Gabriel and Endawerein apostion to
live lessmargindly than they had when they first went into business together.

Then had come the question of what to do with the money. Their first indulgence had been ashower for
unshine, and there had been no argument about that, but such asmall luxury had not made much of a
dent in their new funds. Enda, conservative asafraa in her second century might be expected to be, was
al for investment of the rest. So was Gabridl, but there had been little agreement about the kind of
investment to do. Now, though, Endawas looking interested.

"All right,” she said. "I concede that ingtallation may aswell be done on Grith. But the generd risk il
gives me pause in comparison with, say, mining." She reached out to pour another glass of kawine. "A
cargo of ore does not go stale, nor does it have value until one ddliversit to the processor. Thiskind of



cargo ismore sensitive and needs to be better protected.”

Helm looked up at that. The wegpons dlocations,” he said.

"We need more guns," Gabrid said, "or upgrades on the old ones."

Helm grinned.

Gabrid brought up another page of pricelists, and Hem commented at length on the virtues and vices of
the weaponry availablein this part of the Verge.

"I have my own preferences,” he said, "and you don't haveto go dl the way to Austrin-Ontis for decent
wespons any more. Y ou should think about upgrading that rail cannon, at the very least. It would be even
better to get rid of it. What I'd really like to see you get would be a mass cannon, but—"

Gabrid laughed. "Oh, sure, let'sjust stop the next passing Star Force cruiser and pull one of f!"
"Someday," Hdm said, "the cost of the thingswill drop so that people who aren't military can get their
hands on one." His expression suggested that he intended to be the first. *Meanwhile, those upgrades. |
have afriend who knows where you could get a discount.”

"Delde Sota," Gabridl and Enda said in chorus. Enda chuckled. "Hem, isthere any busnessinthis
system that mechal us does not have her braid or her brain plugged into?"

"Y ou want good machinery," Helm said, "go to amechalus. Who would know it better? The good doctor
collectsfavors from everyone she fixes up. She put me onto somebody who's done fairly well by me.
Any morefigures?'

Gabrie looked over & Endaand said, "I don't think thisisadecision | should make by myself, no matter
how you ingst that the things | did got usthe awards that would make this possible.”

Endamerely produced one of those demurelittlefrad amiles.

"Y ou were amarinetoo long," Helm said to Gabriel. "Y ou were good at taking orders, but now you have
other problems— staying dive, mostly. That means making decisions, not taking orders.”

"What madeit hard," Gabriel said, "wasthe prospect of moving too far from where my trouble
happened.”

"Y ou haven't had much luck with tracing the ones responsible, have you?' Helm said.

"Not much. Thetrail leading back to 'Jacob Ricel,' or whatever his name was before he boarded
Falada, iscold. Therésno way for meto go where it might still be warm without being arrested. The
marines have never been happy with the outcome of my tria. They'd prefer to do it again their way."
Gabrid shook his head. "Grid information's cold aswell, or getting that way, and getting at it is
expensve.”

"Wheressif you were hauling data," Helm said, "you would have periodic accessto the drivesat relays
from which you were hauling . . . and hauler's discount on data access, while spending alot of safetime
away from the Conkers."

Gabriel nodded. He had no desire to spend time closer to Concord space than he had to. There were
bounty hunters who would be willing to turn Gabridl in for the reward. Y et outside of Concord space
there was no resolution of his problem. Sooner or later, Gabriel would have to go back with what
evidence he was able to garner and take his chances with Concord justice.

"Asregards 'riding shotgun' for us," Endasaid, "would you be available?'

When Helm looked up from pouring another splash of Bols, there was an odd expressionin hiseyes.
Gabrid thought it looked like gratitude, but it sealed over quickly into the old no-nonsense humor.
"Been waliting for you to make up your mind. My schedule's wide open. When do we leave?"

"About aweek," Gabriel said. "Getting the data tanks installed will take most of thetime.”

"And arranging to see what kind of first load we can acquire,”" Endasaid. "'l will seeto that.”

"I'll talk to the doctor inthe morning,” Helm said. "Meanwhile, | could use anap, and | haveto clean up
after mysdlf. Cooking!" He stood, looming over Enda, huge and amused. "I did it with an autolaser. Ina
pot."

"Y ou do most thingswith an autolaser,” Enda said mildly. "The pot was doubtless added in amoment of
ingpiraion.”

Helm laughed, picked up his bottle and put it on the table for them, and went off down toward the
arlock. "Cal meinthemorning,” he said to Gabrid, "when you get your schedule sorted out.”



"Twill."

Theairlock cycled shut behind Helm, and Gabrid got up to help Enda clean up after their med. 1t was
something they were both punctilious about—a ship in which some parties are tidy and some are Soppy
soon turnsinto alittle hell. Once the table was uncovered and folded away and the plates and utensils
were washed and stowed, Gabridl folded achair down and just sat there looking at the screen, which
hed defaulted to that view of the green field under some dien sun, thelong grassrippling silkily aswater
inthewind that stroked it.

Down in her cubicle, Gabriel could hear Enda moving around, putting her bed in order for the night. A
year ago he had known nothing of her, known no fraal at al and preciousfew aiens of any kind. Now he
could hardly imagine aworld without her—aworld circumscribed by these scrubbed gray wallsand
floors— thefire of Starrises and starfalls, some new primary burning golden or blue-white or green
through the front viewports, the tierce sky-blue of Enda's huge eyes.

Once the world had been different, not gray-walled but white-walled, the color of marine country ina
Star Force ship. Life had been smple, explicable, negtly circumscribed. Y ou went where you were
ordered—or were taken there. Y ou fought who you were told to, and you cleaned up afterwards. Ready
tofight . .. He had been, but the nature of the enemies had changed overnight, and the conflict had
become difficult to understand. Too difficult for the marine he was then—and Gabrid had found himsdlf
cashiered, cast loose on aworld he didn't know, alone and friendless.

Then Endahad turned up. There were aspects of their first meeting and their subsequent dedlings that
Gabrid il did not understand. But he was certain that it was a better world with her init, and that he
owed her most of what he had now. He was partner in aship, half of abusiness, and had come through
some difficult times getting used to it. He had survived, but there was always the question of how long he
could keep on doing it.

"Y ou arethinking harder than usua," Endasaid.

Gabriel glanced up. "Doesit show?"

"I heard you. You are dtill unsure. . ."

Gabrid chuckled. "Mindwalkers. | can't even brood without being overheard any more.”

She pulled down the chair opposdite him. "I have had much lesstraining in the art than most. However, if
you think loudly, | cannot help it. Y ou aso must not think | desireto pressure you in any direction. If |
have been doing so, you must tell me s0."

Gabrid shook hishead. "Y ou misheard me. Y ou can be pretty forceful, but not that way. In fact, it'shard
to get you to tell me what to do even about little things.”

"Perhaps | refuse to be lured into arole that you would accept too easily,” Endasaid. "Gabrid, isyour
choicefirm?'

"Yup. Let'sget out of here."

Endatilted her head to one Side, one of the fraal versions of the human nod.

"We had not discussed how we will leave. Do we make starfdl to Terivine by oursaves, or hitch aride
with some larger vessd?'

"Maybe not on thefirgt leg," Gabrid said. "If you set out on your own, Sometimes people assume you're
going to keep going that way. If we picked up ahitch after we make our first starfdl ..." He shrugged.
"This deviousness," Endasaid, "suits you well enough, you who were such an innocent only six months
a00. Beware lest you lose track of who you are beneath dl the twists and turns.”

Sheamiled asshe sad it, but Enda's ook was more than usudly thoughtful. Gabrid had never had aliving
grandmother to look a him in this particular way. Now it occurred to him that this was how one might
look if shewere about ameter and ahalf tall and so dender that she looked like you could break her in
haf like adtick.

"Therearetimes," Gabrid said, "when I've considered that.”

Endablinked at him. "What exactly?"

"Losing track, of who | am, or was. A little discreet cosmetic surgery, maybe ... achange of look, a
change of name. Let Gabriel Connor have an accident somewhere. Change the name appearing on
unshine's registry. Become someonedse. . ."



"It would be alogigtica problem to change our registry,” Endasaid. "Not impossible, but expensive, and
it isimpossible to do such things without leaving an eectron trail. Additiondly, for those who are
determined to know where you are, and who you are ... | question whether the stratagem would work
forlong."

"Moreto the point,” Gabriel said at last, "iswhether | redlly want to hide. | don't want to throw away my
name. | want to clear it."

"But you are finding that hard,” Enda said, "and potentialy harder astime goeson.”

"Without the evidence | need to prove didn't kill those people willingly, yes."

"Thefrudration,” Enda said softly, "can wear asoul down, if allowed to do s0."

"Even astone wears down under water," Gabriel said. "Every time someone hears the name 'Gabridl
Connor' and looks at me that way—'Oh, that Gabriel Connor, you were on the Gridnews, you
murdered your best friend and got away with it, some lega loophole or other. Aren't you proud of
yourself? Every timel seethat 100k, it's another drip on the stone. Isit so strange to wish it would just
Sop?!

Hetried to look steadily at her. Even now, even with haf ayear of time between him and the deaths of
his comradesin that shuttle explosion, it was hard to talk about it, even with someone as coolly
compassionate as Enda.

"It isone of your people's sayings," Endasaid, "long ago | heard it. "When Heaven intends to confer great
office upon aman, it sheds disaster upon him and bringsal his plansto naught; reduces him in the sght of
the world, and confounds dl hisundertakings. Thenitisseenif heisready.'"

Gabrid laughed. "That'sdl very reassuring if you know that you're intended for some 'grest office.’
Otherwisg, it just seemsdelusiond, away to retionalize the act of the universe doing what it usualy
does—crapping on the ordinary guy.”

"Inthisthen,” Endasaid, "plainly thereisuniversa justice. The great and the lowly are trested the same.
Perhaps what makes the differenceisin how they react to it.”

Chapter Two

A STARFALL AWAY FOR abig ship, or five or six sarfals off for asmal one, a Concord cruiser
dipped massvely through the outer fringes of the Lucullus system. If no onein the system was sure what
its businesswas, that state of affairswell suited one of its passengers.

Lorand Kharls sat quietly in the room he had occupied since arriving aboard the cruiser. It was very
bare, for he did not have timeto go in for much decoration. Hiswork required him to change resdence
often, and he didiked having to pack much more than achange of clothes and abox of reference works,
books and solids and so forth. He had come far enough aong in his job that this was more than enough
to help him get his business done—that, and hours of talking and listening.

There was a soft knock at hisdoor. Y es?' he said, and his assistant, atall young man wearing mufti and
acompletelack of expression, did the pandl aside.

"She'shere”

"Thank you, Rand. Ask her to comein.”

The door did wider, and adark-haired young woman waked in. She wore a Star Force uniform with
Intel pips at the collar, and an expression plessanter than his assstant's, though as neutrd. She would
never have been able to manage anything like his assistant's fade-into-the-veneer quality. Her face had
too much character—a stubborn forehead, strong chin, and those large brown eyes that somehow made
the rest of her face seem inggnificant.

"Aleen Ddonghi, dr," shesad, sduting him.

"You'rewelcome. Please St down.”

Shedid, in the one other chair that the room contained. There was nothing esein the place but atable



with some datasolidson it.

"The captain tels me that you've been asking your superior for achance to speak to me regarding the
mission that brought me here.”

"Yes gar.”

"This suggeststhat you think you know what should be done about the Situation.”

"I think so, Sr."

"After, of course, having gone through al the sdient informetion that we have spent the last months
collecting and coll&ting.”

"All of it that has been made availableto me, g, yes.”

Kharlslooked at her. She was experienced enough at what she had been doing over the past few years.
The adminigtrative department that had sent her to him along with severa other Concord Intelligence
operatives had spoken highly of her talents. Now he would see whether they were justified in doing so.
"Very well. Y ou've seen the subject's statements on the matter, and you've seen Intel's recommendations
regarding the situation so far. What isyour opinion of them?'

Shetook adeep breath. "I think they look like a pack of misdirections and lies from beginning to end."
"Any ideas asto whose lies?' Kharls asked.

She said nothing.

He sat back in hischair. "Y ou know," Kharls said dowly, "there was atime, a culture—a human culture,
mind you—in which, if someone accused you of lying, they had theright to try to kill you. Right there.
|an't that fascinating?!

She paed, and her eyes did to the tri-staff that leaned casually againgt the wall within Kharlssreach.
"They cdled it 'giving someonethelie' " Kharlssad, "or 'theliedirect. What abusy timeit must have
been, human nature being what it wasand is."

"Adminigrator Kharls" Delonghi said, sounding much more cautious now, "maybe | should rephrase
that.”

"Maybe you should."

"Your behavior asregardsthis. . . ass, if that'sthe word I'm fumbling for—for helooks more likea
ligbility every time| condgder him—your behavior regarding him is undermining agenuine Intelligence
priority. How is Concord Intel—or Star Force Intel for that matter, since that's my cover at the
moment—supposed to find out anything useful when you alow other assetsto contaminate him?”
"'Allow? " He looked at her with surprise. "That suggeststhat | know in advance what they're going to
do."

"Of course you—" She stopped.

Kharlslooked at her hard from under those bushy eyebrows. "Miss Delonghi,” he said. "Forgive meif |
do not take you entirely into my confidence at the moment. | have avery large remit, asyou may
know—"

"Y ou are a Concord Adminigtrator,” she said, with the air of someonetrying to cut Straight to the heart of
the matter, "and probably the most powerful being in these spaces.”

Heleaned back again, though not with any look of being flattered or mollified. "Would it shock you,"
Kharls began, "if you knew that my main purpose, as so powerful abeing—Ilet mefor the moment adopt
your language—wasto create the conditionsin which my job description, and my job, became
unnecessary?'

Her eyeswidened. Kharlsdid not smile at her, though the temptation briefly crossed his mind.

"Y ou won't believe mewhen | say asmuch,” Kharls said. "What sane being would? Who would want to
put himself out of ajob in which planetary governments take hislightest word as the equivaent of enacted
primary legidation, in which he can exercise what used to be called 'high, low, and middle justice— the
powers of judge, jury, and executioner? Would you believe something like that? Of course not. So | can
make such outrageous statements and get away with it. Not being believed isatool of considerable utility
when one exercisesit with care." Hewaited to seeif shewould at least react to theirony. Not aflicker,
he thought. It will be awhile yet before this one has come along to where | want her. "At any rate, | have
not sent this particular asset out into the night to remain uncontaminated.”



"There are those who say he's contaminated enough asit is" said Delonghi, trying unsuccessfully to
restrain an expression of scorn.

"So they have and will," Kharlsreplied. "That's al to the good, for the moment. If the Situation changes, |
will judgeit accordingly ... but not before.”

"You'retdling methat you've purposaly sent this operative out to make contact with enemy intelligence
organizetions—"

" 'Enemy’ issuch anarrowing term,” said Kharls. "Who knowsin what rel ationship the Concord will
stand within, say, twenty or thirty yearsto any of the stellar nations that presently are not part of it? Or
how matterswill stand in the Verge? And even insde the Concord, as you well know, there's
congderable difference of opinion about what nations and issues are most important. Nearly infinite
difference of opinion.” He smiled grimly. "Fortunately, my job is not about reconciling opinion, whichis
just aswell, since that would be impossible. My job isto make things out herein the Verge work aswell
asthey can for the moment, and to figure out how to make them work better still for the people wholl
come out hereto live, and those who are here aready. In particular, my remit charges meto look out
toward the edges of things, the unpoliced and untravelled spaces dl around the V erge where Situations
are not as clear-cut asthey arein toward the First Worlds—much less structured and more chaotic. The
textbooks don't do much good out here for even the best-intentioned agent, ambassador, or ship's
commander. One learnsto strike out into the dark and try techniques that might seem foolish e sawhere.”
Kharls sat back again, looking at hisfolded hands. "1 have no scruples about using agents who may seem
tainted or chaotic to the textbook types. If that conceals such agents true value, so much the better, for
vauable assets, unfortunately, tend to be killed the most quickly. As regards the object of our discussion,
however, you need to be clear that | have not sent him anywhere. Heis one of the very few genuindy
free operatives | manage—if manageis even the word, since he completely regjects any ideathat | have
any such power over him."

"Then hesafool," Delonghi said.

"Possibly, but hesasoright.”

Delonghi kept her face ftill. Kharlswatched this exercise with interest. "See that," he said, "you still don't
believe me. | wonder if the ancients had an offense called 'disbelief direct™?"

He got up, stretched, and stepped around to the big viewport that was the room's only other indulgence.
"If he drawsthe attention of other intelligence assets,” Kharls said, looking out into the starry blackness,
"that isdl to the good. Heisalightning rod, Delonghi. Heis being held out into the dark specificaly to
see what forces he attracts. But heis not to be seen as having no value smply because heis being used
asalightning rod. In the old days, the very best ones used to be made at least partialy of precious
metd.”

Kharlsturned away from the viewport. "Now, obviously you want to go out and have a persona |ook
into thissituation ... and meddle.” Her face did not move at the word. "Well, you were atalented meddier
for some years, which iswhy you're here with me and my peopleat dl. | suppose we can hardly blame
you for wanting to revert to type.”

He sat down again. "In short, I've decided to allow you to do so. | am ingtructing you to go and examine
thisStuation personally.” Her eyes narrowed. Badly conceded triumph, which for the moment he
declined to notice. "With the following conditions. Y ou are not to interfere in any way with the subject's
free pursuit of hisown objectives. Y ou may try to determine what they are or what he thinks they are. |
require you to report to me regularly on the details. Y ou are to pay particular atention to the attempts of
other intelligence organizationsto interfere with him. Y ou are not yoursdf to interfere with those
atempts.”

"BEvenif they kill im?'

"They may look like they want to," said Kharls softly, "but | assure you, they do not. They will not either,
unless someone fumbles badly. They are eager to find out why we are so interested in him. As eager as
you are, | dare say."

At that, she did have the grace to blush. Kharls did not react to this either. "Y ou are to keep your own
head down. Do not be noticed by them. For our own part, | want to know the sources of their



interest—the motivations of whoever you find watching him or trying to affect him. No one spends so
much time watching someone merely to discover what he knows that they don't. More often they watch
to see what he knowsthat they know too ... and what they fear for anyone eseto find out.”

She nodded.

"You will return on recdl," Kharls said. " Consult with the colone and the captain about your equipment
and cover. Otherwise, go do your work."

"Thank you, sir," Delonghi said.

"l wouldn't,"” Kharlssaid, "until you come back with your job successfully completed.”

Sheturned to go.

"'Middlejustice, " Kharls said softly. "I dways wondered about that one."

He glanced up again. Hurriedly, she sduted him and left. The door did shut behind her, leaving Kharls
doneinhisoffice.

She had her own agenda. Well, he had no interest in agentswho didn't. The truly agendaless ones were
too dangerousto trust with anything. It was dways arisk, sending an operative out on really difficult
business—especidly sinceit was difficult to tell exactly how he or shewould react. As he had said, he
did not scruple to use the tainted or skewed asset when the moment came right. Hisjob required him to
use histools—thelightning rod or the gun—uwith equanimity, to use them as effectively astheir structures
alowed, and to destroy them if necessary ... and not to count the cost until the job was done. For
Lorand Kharls, as hefet hisway toward the secrets of the deadly and dangerous things that were dowly
beginning to reved themsalves at the edges of the Verge, that would most likely be many years. For the
lightningrod. . .

... hewould haveto wait and see.

* * % % %

Gabrid was desperately busy for aweek and ahalf. Arrangements had to be made with the data tank
ingtdlers on Grith, and while that happened Sunshine had to be landed at Diamond Point and kept in
bond, with dl the nuisance that entailed—signing in and out every time you came aboard and executing a
full "incoming" inventory. Then came provisoning and victualing, with dl those supplies having to be
delivered to adifferent part of the bond facility, every box opened, every piece of replacement equipment
checked. Then for the wegponry ingtdlation, Sunshine had to be taken out of bond again and trucked
over to one of the unsedled parts of the port. Gabriel had laughed at the description of the areaaslow
security." Hedidn't think he had ever seen as many discreetly disguised missle launchers and energy
weapons arrayed around a shipchandler's yard as he saw here.

This part of thework was easiest for Gabrid, for Hem came into his own here—never leaving the
shipchandlery while anyone wasworking on Sunshine, hanging over the mechanics and engineers
shoulders, seeming to watch everything at once. They swore a him, but not too often. Everyone there
knew that Helm was expert with weaponry, and though he did not seem to be "carrying,” thisimpression
could beamistake.

"I never shot anybody for an honest mistake," held joke with them. The ingtallerswould laugh and keep a
close eye on Helm while he checked the ingtallation schematics againgt the circuit-solids that were going
in.

The gunnery work—a very hush-hush removal of the old plasma cannon energy conduits and their
replacement with new ones and new software to match—took three days. It might have taken four if
Gabrid had alowed what Hem wanted, the removal of therail cannon, but at the last moment he
decided to keep it. Helm argued the point, but not hard, perhaps detecting that Gabriel had something on
hismind. He did, but he couldn't explain it and refused to try. He was nervous enough about the work
being done on the plasma cannons. They were not lega and were being carried " concedled” with flap
portstypica of much more innocuous wegpons covering them. The thought that someone whose silence
had not been paid for might drop aword about those gunsinto the wrong ears was one that recurred



more frequently to Gabrid the longer they stayed.

On the morning of the fourth day, they took Sunshine over to the other side of Diamond Point to alittle
private pad. Therethey left her under the supervision of guardswhom Helm had hired while the data
tankswere ingtdled. All their shopping was done, so Gabriel had aday or so free—indeed, Hem told
him to get lost, and Endawas nowhere to be found, still busy with lining up their infotrading contracts.
Gabriel therefore spent ahappy day doing tourist things, findly climbing up to the observation platform on
the hundred-meter-high bluffs, a gpot he had once visited as amarine and once again asatourist afew
months ago. Now he stood there in slence around sunset, watching as the huge reaches of Grith'stidal
sea darted to fill with the daily inrush. Despite dl the activity in which he had been involved over the last
few days, Gabrid's mind felt oddly empty, asif waiting for something to happen.

Hereached idly into his pocket and began to turn hisluckstone over in hisfingers. In some ways, thelittle
stone was the last remnant of the life held led before being held for murder. Everything €l se from that
pre-life was gone now ... his uniforms, the notebooks for his studies, the various bits and piecesthat a
young man on active service picks up over atour of duty. Only thisremained, atoken givenhimasa
"lightening exercisg" by abuddy who was going home and happily giving away every possible ounce of
freight. Sometimes Gabrid thought he should get rid of thistoo, but thelittle thing was too evocative of
thelast of the good things about being a marine—the companionship, the sense that there were things
worth fighting for and friendsto fight beside. At first, he had not been able to think much about those
friends. The screams of the ones he had killed echoed through his dreams for weeks. He il heard them,
but not as often. Gabriel thought as he looked down at the ten-kilometer-long waves of the shallow tidal
sea, when will | stop hearing them atogether?

Will that beagood thingif I haven't found out who killed them?

There would betime for that. He would not stop looking. In the meantime. . . better to try to get on with
some other kind of life.

He made hisway back to the ship that evening to deep aboard. The next morning, the instalation crew
unceremonioudy rousted Gabrid out, telling him not to come back until lunchtime. When he did, he heard
avoice echoing down Sunshine's middle corridor. Gabridl paused—then redized with ajolt of happy
surprise whose voice that was.

"Delde Sotal" he called.

Sheturned toward him, smiling that cool wise smile of hers as Gabridl stepped out. "Greeting: looking
wel, Gabrid."

"Soareyou,” Gabrid sad.

It was true, for she was quite handsome, even when you reckoned her looks by strictly human standards.
Easly two meterstal, Delde Sota had long dark silvershot hair pulled straight back from her high
forehead. Around shoulder level her shaggy mane was braided, the silver sheen of the cyberneurd fiber
and custom-made prehensle fibrils weaving in patterns through the hair as the braid tapered and became
more complex. Findly, therewas only adender slver tall a the end, which might lie fill or part itself
again and weave itsdlf into many-fibrilled patterns while the doctor considered something. Thiswas most
of thetime. Delde Sota was not one whose mind was long inactive, and she seemed to consider it part of
her business to keep you thinking, too.

Endawas there aswell, which surprised Gabridl. He had expected her to spend another day out in town,
but here she was chatting with doctor, who was dressed for travel in the usua mechaus rlin noch'i, the
ample utilitarian one-piece garment that covered the body from neck to fest—a soft gray-silver, in Delde
Sotas case. Over this, she wore along, wide-deeved, floppy overcoat of some soft fluffy
charcoal-colored materia, amarked contrast to the dick gleam of the rlin noch'i. Gabriel was bemused
by how pleased he was to see the doctor. It was not merely that she had been agreat help to him and
Enda—she had. Therewas a peculiarly cheerful quality to her that made the power and complexity of her
persondity pleasant to be around.

"Doctor, what brings you over thisway?' Gabrid said. "1'd hoped we'd see you before we left, but |
didn't think it would be here"

"Agenda business," said the doctor. "Also have been in touch with Helm Ragnarsson about your plans.



Suggestion from him: desired in-depth system check of your ship's software with an eye to—shal we
say ?—tampering. Have found none.”

She paused asif to give Gabrid achance to say something, but the silence was acomment. There were
indeed some devices aboard Sunshine that enabled the ship to be monitored from outside. They were
there at Gabriel's sufferance, for the time being, and he only thought about them when he chose to.
Gabrid smply blinked at Delde Sota, and the end of her braid wreathed about and tied itsalf into a brief
knot before undoing itsdf again. "Thank you, Doctor," he said.

"Query: departuretime?' Delde Sotasaid.

"Response: uncertain asyet.”

Gabrid looked over a Enda. She gave him asmilethat, for itsintengty, was unusud.

"We have no more businessto do here after our tanks arefull,” Endasaid, "and full they will be. The
response has been better than | had hoped—far better. We now are only delayed by the remaining time
that the tank ingtdlation will take. When that is done, we may download from the planetary Grid and be
away immediady."

"Reaction: congratulation,” said Delde Sota. "Propitious start. Wish that your business may continue so."
She gave Gabriel alook, suggesting that she was referring to other aspects of hisbusinessaswell.

"If you'd like to check the tanks when the loading isfinished,” Gabrid said, "aso with an eyeto
‘“Tampering,' | would appreciateit.”

"Statement: would gppreciate it myself,” said Delde Sota, her eyes glinting with amusement. Data tanking
was usudly proprietary hardware—something into which a mechaus was dways delighted to get her
wireswith an eyeto smulating it for her own purposes. "Query: thiswill not violate any end-user
agreements?”'

Endabowed her head "no" and said, ""Obvioudy you may not examine the dataitself, which lieswithin
confidentiaity sedl and encryption, but asfor the tanks—"

Delde Sotasmiled. " Statement: know something about confidentiaity myself,” shesaid. "Ancillary
Satement—"

She broke off. Gabriel smiled, hearing amechausjoke. Computer circuitry and software were part of
the physical world through which Delde Sota moved, dmost an dement, like air or water, and part of her
own being. Asaskilled former Grid pilot, no leve of encryption would long have kept Delde Sota out if
she had her mind set on making her way through it, but she did not. Her ethics were as hard and
dependable as the circuitry she had weaving through her.

"How long will you bewith us, Doctor?' Endasaid. "Will you havetimefor amed before we leave?’
"Reply: numerous," Delde Sota said, turning away from her brief attention to the Grid access pand across
the hal from them. "Information: | will be accompanying Hem Ragnarsson on Longshot to Terivine"
Gabrid's mouth fell open. "Wha— Delde Sota, that's wonderful! But what about your job on Iphus?!
"Clarification: have taken extended sabbatical," said the doctor. "Requirementsfor service at Iphus
Collective, medica, medico-mechanical, have dropped off nearly thirty percent over past two months.
Assgtant physician complaining of boredom.” She grinned, abriefly fierce look. " Conjecture: no more
complaintsfor theimmediate future.”

"Why the drop-off, do you think?" Endasaid.

Delde Sota gave Enda athoughtful look. "Theory: pressure from VoidCorp against independent mining
operations on Iphus Collective increasing. Theory: VoidCorp pressure dso being exerted against
Collectivefacility proper, with aview to forcing closure.”

"They have wanted that for along time," Endasaid. "Do you think our recent activities might be
respongble for thisincreased pressure?’

"Reply: uncertain,” the doctor said. " Agreement: action hasbeen in train for sometime. Speculation: other
influences may dso be responsble.”

Sheturned to look over at the Grid access pand. "Extenuating circumstances: any job growswearying
with too much timein asingle place. Medicine may be practiced anywhere. Oaths pack smal and light.
Other equipment requires moretime." She glanced sdeways at Gabrid. "Phymech on Hm's ship has
been upgraded to high standard. Query: has yours been serviced lately?"



"Not sinceyou last looked at it."

"Have closeout dedl on new upgrade pack,” Delde Sota said. "Twenty percent off. Twenty-fivefor old
and trusted customers.”

Endalaughed and covered her eyes, agesture indicating that the fraal who made it could not cope with
present events and was cond dering taking up the contemplative life. " Another of your discounts! Gabrid,
take her somewhere quiet and negotiate with her, or push her into the tank hold and lock her in,
whichever you please.”

"Twenty-three percent,” Delde Sotasaid over her shoulder as Gabriel guided her away, "for insufficient
show of enthusasm.”

They walked down Sunshine's hdl to look through the round port in the door that gave onto the main
hold. Once the hold would have been alarge empty space. Now it wasfilled with rack after rack of data
sorage facility, the "tank," aseries of ceiling-to-floor framesfilled with heavy-duty datastorage solids
and their holding and processing shells. Occasiondly afraa or human technician could be seen squeezing
among the racks, aways with armsfull of more solids. Closer to the door, another technician was
ingaling the high-speed upload and download channdling transmitters that would alow the carried data
to be dumped to asystem grid or planetary fecility on arrival.

"Very impressve," Delde Sota said, peering through the heavy glass, and the end of her braid twitched.
"It'll be another couple of days before they assgn us our system address and bring the automatic router
onlineg," Gabrie sad. "They haveto finish theloca network testing first." He Sghed. "A whole new set of
software to learn and no room to maneuver if amistake gets made.”

"Opinion: software not al that complex,” said Delde Sota, "and will be within cal if you need assstance.”
Gabrid leaned againgt thewdll. "What brought thison?" he said.

"Statement: have dedlt with that issue," said Delde Sota, but her neura braid was wreathing again, tying
itsdf inasmal tight knot. "Addendum ..." Shelooked through the window. " Sense of things moving.
Generdized shiftsin politica stances, of balance of power among stellar nations. Fedling . . . that there
might be wisdom in relocation € sawhere while Stuation settles down.”

Gabriel nodded. "I was going to ask if you'd bewilling to act asarecipient for some datafor me, but
sinceyou're coming with us ... Do you have anyone remaining in Corrivae that you trust to receive
senstivemaerid?'

"Response: Ondway, certainly. Query: type of data?"

"I have some Grid searches underway for old personnel information on the man who caled himsdf
‘Jacob Ricd,' " Gabriel said. "The search materia is coming to our local Corrivale-based Grid address.
But with Sunshine now designated for infotrading, shelll get anew address and routing codes, and the
old ones can't be carried aboard her any more—the infotrade authorities won't permit multiple addressing
for haulers. | waswondering if someonein the system could hold anything that came in for metill we pass
thisway agan."

"Solution: pass keywordsto Ondway," Delde Sota said. "Research materids safe with him. Query:
manage for you?'

"I'd appreciate that," Gabrid said. "Come on through and you can take what you need out of the ship's
Grid sysem.”

She wandered back up the hallway with Gabriel and leaned againgt the bulkhead in the sitting room while
her braid indgnuated itself into the fold-down control pand that serviced the ship's Grid access. Gabriel
leaned over the control pandl and touched in his password.

Delde Sotaraised her eyebrows. "Result,” she said, "system configuration and keyword materia found.
Store?!

"Hlegse”

She nodded and straightened up. " Secure. Intention: will passthisinformation to Ondway this evening.
Satidactory?'

"Absolutely. Thanks, Doctor."

"Misson statement: menta health requirements not to beignored in favor of physical/infrastructure
needs," said Delde Sota as Enda came back in, carrying the small plastic water bottle that she used to



water her pet plant. "Body, mind, dichotomy illusory/fase. Query: plant sorout yet?'

Endagave her alook. "Thereisno point in hurrying something that is not ready," she said. "Some would
say that owning a Gyrofresia issmply adisguised exercisein the art of patience.”

"Opinion: too much patience bad for the bile ducts," said Delde Sota, and turned toward the lift.
"Intention: completion of errands. Helm will contact me when departure imminent." Delde Sotawaved a
hand; she vanished into the lift, and her braid followed a moment later.

Gabriel sat down. "Y ou said we were going out full ?*

Enda nodded, putting the Gyrofresia bulb initslittle ceramic pot onto one of the service ledges. "We
have done unusudly well for afirst load,” Endasaid, pouring water carefully on the bulb.

"Y ou mean we had alot of help.”

"From Ondway and his connectionsin Diamond Point . . . yes."

"Connections that would not otherwise have given their businessto afirg-time operation,” Gabriel sad.
Endatilted her head to one side. "Goodwill, asthey cdl it, isworth agrest ded. We have alot of it
aboard, and we must do what we can to repay it. We must make thisfirst run with al due speed. Some
people will be watching carefully how we perform.”

"And some to see how our performance can be interfered with."

Enda sighed. "Unquestionably. For the meantime, doing our job with care will be the best defense.”

She went down the hdl again, leaving Gabrid to st and wonder whether it would be enough. Still, with
Helm along to help with defense and Delde Sota there for computer and medica problems, we're aswell
prepared as we can be.

Gabrid sghed, got up, and headed off to the utility closet down the hall. If he was going to worry, he
could at least scrub something while hedid it.

Chapter Three

THREE DAY SLATER, Sunshine departed Grith. The day before departure was the tensest because of
abureaucratic problem. The ship'sinfotrader routing address, the complex set of passwords, encryption
routines, and system information that would identify it to planetary grids, had not come through from the
nearest assgning authority on Aegis. That information itsaf was coming in on another infotrader, Snce
Corrivae had no drivesat relay of its own. Without that address, there was no point in Sunshine leaving
the system at dl. Y et much of the data she was carrying was time-sengitive. The guarantees under which
the data had been embarked in Sunshine specified that most of it had to be dumped a Terivine within
fifty-five days. If the guarantees were broken, the fees for the data haulage had to be first discounted,
then refunded if the delay was more than ahundred and twenty-one hours past the designated time of
adivery.

Gabriel and Enda spent the day worrying in their respective styles. Gabriel paced up and down outside
the ship, since he had aready cleaned everything aboard that could be cleaned. Enda sat till, looking at
her favorite vistaof grassflowing in an dienwind on the Grid access display.

"Atlesdt," shesaid to Gabrid, "I will find out quickly enough when anything happens.”

Two hours later, everything moved into high gear asthe other infotrader made starrise in the system,
cleared Grith landing control, and dumped its data to the planetary Grid. The access panel chimed, then
lit up with al manner of bizarre error messages.

"Oh no, something e se has gone wrong," Gabriel moaned and ran back to the hold.

"Gabrid," Endacdled from the gtting room, "is the holding system st to ‘active'?”

"How would | know? They didnt—" He stared at the control panel set againgt the near bulkhead wall on
theingde of the hold. "Oh," Gabrie sad, finding himself saring a ablinking tdltale buried in the black



plastic of the control panel, while out of the blackness next to it, the words Go to Active? cameburning

up.
He touched the words. Active, the pand said, and then immediatdly after that, Storing waiting inload . .

Theinload processtook ahaf-hour or so, while the system loaded the waiting information, checked
itself, checked that the storage was secure, and then encrypted everything. By then the hum of in-system
drivers could be heard as Longshot cameto rest on the pad beside them.

Gabrid was aready in theleft-hand pilot's seat, running Sunshine through her pre-starfall checks. "I
thought you were meeting us at the spaceport,” he said to Helm viaaudio comms.

That gravelly laugh came rumbling back. ™Y ou don't go nowhere unescorted,” Helm said, "now that
you're carrying. Let me know when you're secure and well make our last stop.”

It took another ten minutes for the infotrading system to convince itself that the data destined for
unshine had been safely loaded.

"Delde Sotawasright,” Enda said, looking over Gabrid's shoulder at the new sets of telltalesflashing in
the master 3D control display. "This software leaveslittle to chance.”

"It would be niceif it would let ustake off," Gabriel muttered. Finaly the readouts said, Secure. Clear
Ready for transport.

Enda strapped hersdf in. They made the quick jump into the spaceport's bond areaand admitted the
usual port reps, an officious and very well spoken sesheyan named Settali accompanied by severa
assgtants. They confirmed the supplies now going into Sunshine's cargo hold. Their procedures required
electronic Sgnatures, spot-card payment for port services, and last of dl, Sign-off on the ship'sregistry
documents. Gabriel provided all these as requested.

Setdi said something polite and wedged himsdlf into the lift. His assstants followed. Severd of them
winked at. Gabridl, agesture they had adopted from humans. Somehow, it |ooked more impressive than
usual because of dl the eyesthat sesheyans had to work with. Thelast of them exited the lift, which
retracted itsdf into Sunshine's girth and locked up.

"Y ou were mentioning good will," Gabriel said, checking al the indicators to make sure everything was
closed tight for space. "We seem to have alot.”

"May it follow us" Endasad. "Hdm?'

"Reedly."

The port clearance control flashed permission-to-depart to their console. Helm lifted clear firdt, the
scream of hisengines dwindling upward and away. Gabrid touched the system driveinto life and
followed. The furious golden fire of Corrivale on Grith's green and violet surface dropped away benegth
them, glinting blindingly but briefly on the girdling turquoise-violet tidd seas. Behind the curve of Grith,
growing smaller now, the vast red — and — ochre striped bulk of Hydrocus loomed up over the thin
bright band of atmosphere asit grew and dwarfed itsjungle moon.

"Out of atmosphere," Enda said. "Ten minutes on system drive to the exit coordinates. Isthe stardrive
reedy?'

Gabrid checked the readouts three times, making sure that the coordinates matched the hard copy in his
persona data pad. "We're set."

"Y ou ready over there?' Helm's voice came down comms.

"Y up. Check your info against ours?'

A pause.

"Onthenose," Hem said. "Wesgpons ready.”

Gabrid'swere ready too, but he had not brought up the fighting field, not expecting to need to do any
shooting at the momen.

It was at the other end of the trangit that his concernslay.

Endatoo was|ooking at the gunnery readouts. " Are these latent energy readings supposed to be this
high?" she said softly.

Hem chuckled. "The readings are fine. Well play with the new toys when we get where we're going.
Meanwhile, coming up on the tick—"



Gabrid had his eyes on the countdown. Ten seconds. He cut out the system drive and brought the
sardrive to stlandby, watching the statusindicators as the gravity induction coils and the mass reactor
wound their waveformsinto synch. Five seconds. The coordinates for the drop-out point & Terivine
system converted into athird set of waveformsinterwoven with the first two. Two seconds. One—

Blue fire sheeted up over Sunshine in tendrils and waves, obscuring the burning gold of Corrivale as
Longshot dropped into drivespace with aflare of crimson off to onesde. Like liquid flowing upward,
blue light webbed over the front viewport and fdll into the pilot's cabin as Sunshine dropped into starfall.
It was dark again, the unrelieved blackness of drivespace clinging dl around them.

Enda checked her instruments. " A new beginning for us, then,” she said, "and well begun. Gabrid, when
didyou last eat?'

His stomach growled at him. "About ayear ago,” he said, "or at least it fedslikeit. Let's seewhat the
new catering packslook like."

* k % % %

Some light-years away, down a Grid commline that was as secure as alarge amount of money spent
could make it, aconversation was taking place. One end of the conversation was on Iphusin the
Corrivae system. The far end of the conversation wasin asmall secured cabin of alarge and well-armed
ship presently orbiting Grith.

Thetal, thin man gtting in the thick-carpeted office on Iphus was leaning forward on hiselbows at hisbig
polished desk, looking down into the small tank that he preferred to the large flashy 3D displays of some
others on thisfloor. Thethingslesked signd, for one thing. That was wasteful, no matter how secure you
thought your commswere. The big displays were tastelessaswell. He had no desireto imply that his
communications were unimportant enough to let just anyone who walked in see them. That was not the
way to get ahead in the Company. Perception, if not everything, was a substantia part of it.

". .. don't care what they think," said the woman at the other end. "Therée's been alot of comm traffic
from that end. I've dumped it to your location. They're getting ready to move."

"Where?' hesaid. "If they take themselves anywhere there's a significant Concord presence, theré'sno
pointinit.

"They won'," thewoman said. Her expresson was scornful. "They don't dare. Heswanted. Thereésa
reward out now, thanks to us, enough to arouse interest. Sooner or later, somebody is bound to fit the
faceto the offer and pick up on him."

"Isit one of those ‘'dead or dive things?'

She sniffed. "Y ou'reliving in thewrong century. What point isthere in just letting someonekill him? Due
process hasto be followed if you're going to make any kind of example that will stick in people's minds.
It would be too obvious ... not to mention creating problems at this end.”

"Well, when it comesto problems" he said, hunching down lower, "weve got some at thisend.”

Her eyebrows went up at that. "What kind? After what that bunch of traitors and renegades did to you a
Thaaassa, 1'd have thought everyone would have agreed about what to do for achange.”

Helaughed. "Y ou know how big this company is. Everyone with aletter higher than Jin front of their ID
thinks they're entitled to an opinion, and some of them act on them, the misguided idiots. Discipline has
been going to hell around here latdly. That shuffle up high three weeks ago—"

He stopped himsalf. Some topics it was unwise to discuss, no matter how carefully you thought you had
secured your comms ... ways remembering that the people who had installed your linesin thefirst place
were aso Company and might have agendas of their own.

"Never mind." He Sghed. "Our Intel people are apparently involved again.”

Shelooked suspicioudy a him. "Why?"

"They think they missed something thefirst time. Apparently Concord Intd is after him too, and they want
to know why."

She swore. "They dumped him thefirgt time aswaste, and now they—" She broke off, shaking her head.



"Do you serioudy think they might be onto something?”

"I havenoidea. If you think | can get anything significant out of our own Intel people about this, you're
mistaken. They'redl creegping around in hush-hush mode. The only thing that's certain isthat somebody
whose ID startswith X or Y has had his nose pushed right off hisface by this hashmash at Thal aassa.
Action hasto be taken to cdm his or her ruffled temper, and this probably means exposing the subject as
Intel from the other sde.”

"He'snot," shesad fiercely. "We know that."

"Asif that matterdl If they have their way, they'll make him look asif heis, and then either sde can chuck
him away into whatever jail they like to waste therest of his days away. The example will be taken by
those who need it, beieve me. Unless certain others get their way—"

She shook her head. "Y ou lost me.”

"Thereisastrong line of opinion in some offices up here" he said, "and not Intel—the Enforcement
offices, | mean—that he should just have an accident. Safer, quicker, lesstroublein thelong run. What
he did was aone-off, they think. Crazy guy, thrashing around for some kind of vengeance, took it against
the nearest target—if he even knew that much of what he was doing.”

She swore again. "There's got to be moreto it than that.”

Helet out an annoyed breath. "1 know. They're smplitic. Yes, the guy needswatching. Well seeif he
redly needsto bekilled. He might find out something useful about the other sde, and if he does... fine,
then let the mouse run alittle farther. Weve got dl the timein the world, and we have him outnumbered.
The minute hé'sno longer useful . . " The man's thin hand came down, clenched clawlike, on the shining
desk. "For now, wait and see."

Then he chuckled. "Y es, why not make life asinteresting for him as possible in the meantime? There are
al kindsof posshilities."

"Aslong as none of them are pleasant for him," she said, "I can cope with that for the time being.”

"Il bein touch,” the man said. He reached out to cut the connection. "Don't let them move without us
knowing."

"It'shandled.”

Hekilled the comms circuit and sat back in his chair. When the mouse had run for the last time, she might
have to be taken care of aswdll. It would be unfortunate if her knowledge about thisline of action should
become public.

WEéll, time enough to think about that. Meanwhile, he had other business. Within afew days, there would
be more data to help him work out what to do. He dipped along finger into the tank display, touching
the dumped datainto life. Columns and figures, rows of text scrolled by, and he smiled dightly.

I nteresting times, he thought. Y es, those can be arranged. Intel can just dedl with it the best they can.

* * % % %

Just over six weeks later, Sunshine and Longshot made starrise a Terivine,

Terivine A and B, the two main stars—a pair of G-class yellows—had been too close together at only
ninety million kilometersto alow any exception to the no-planets tendency of binary systems. When the
Verge started to open up again, trangiting vessals had used a spot outside A and B'srotational locusasa
target for starfall and rested there for recharge before moving on. No one bothered with the little cool
orange dwarf, Terivine C, orbiting ahundred AUs ouit.

Ten years previoudy, the Alaundrin freighter Desert Wind had anavigationa accident—the computer
involved with calculating her path through drivespace dropped a decimd place in the coordinates due to
apower fluctuation. When she made starrise, Desert Wind was no more than two million kilometers out
of thelittle star's atmosphere. They were lucky to have come out no closer. When the ship's crew got
their composure back, they had reason to lose it again. There, orbiting the star no further out than
forty-five million kilometers, was a Class 1 planet that no one had ever noticed.

As Sunshine made garrisein adown-diding deet of trickling whitefire, Gabriel looked out on thelittle



system and tried to imagine what that first crew's reactions must have been. No one looks for what they
don't expect, and no one had ever expected a planet around a star so small and possibly so old.
Argument was il raging asto whether the little world, eventually named Rivendde, was a capture or the
remnant of anatura formation. In any case, the planet had suffered from tremendoustida stresses and
volcanism whileit wasforming. Its crust was unusudly strong on the light eements and thoroughly faulted
S0 that even the world's older mountain ranges were spectacularly shattered by time and tidal spasms.
The younger ranges were labyrinths of splintered basalt needles and pinnacles, spearing upward over
valeystorn deep between them, rearing above oxide-streaked canyons kilometers deep and cliffs
kilometers high. All these features might have been expected of alow-gravity world, but in Rivendaes
case, it was asif someone had attempted to produce a particularly extreme example of the class. There
were other oddities, again dueto tida effects. Terivine's unusually powerful braking effect on so light a
planet had left Rivendade with arotation period nearly seven dayslong. Fierce heat and numbing cold
aternated on aweekly basis and grew worse with the turning of the seasons. Theinitid surveyors had
looked down at this dramatic and intimidating landscape and had been sure that, whatever future settlers
might talk about on aregular basis, one topic would aways be the weather.

Nor did it take long before the settlers began to arrive. Rivendal€s discovery attracted the inevitable
attention from the nearest gellar nations. Alaundril, located in the Tendril system, and the Regency of
Bluefdl, based around Aegis, got in first and settled their daimsin 2492, splitting the colonization rights
70-30. It was only afew years after the first colonization parties arrived that acompletely unforeseen
complication arose. Rivenda e turned out to aready be inhabited by intelligent life.

Gabrie had checked this aspect of the planet with some care. His acquai ntance with Enda had made him
more curious about dien life than he had been during his marine years, and he had not been surprised to
discover that it had been afraa xenobiologist who stumbled on the truth. Riglia had been known since
Alaundril and Bluefdl's Regency conducted thefirst joint precolonization survey. Long, graceful,

trand ucent creatures, gossamer-thin, like ribbons of shimmering air, they excited some brief interest.
Though avian, they were very unlike other avian species so far discovered. They spent their wholelivesin
the air, subsisting on airborne dgae and plankton native to the high mists of the Rivendale mountain
chains. Thefrad, who with various other scientists had come to study the unique Rivendal e ecosystem,
had looked up at apassng riglia, glinting and wreething its rainbowy way past in the warming sun of early
noon, and had thought, Cousin, you are fair. Thefraa had not expected the chilly and pragmatic
response, tentative but clear. You are no cousin of mine, but you areright.

Thefraa, amindwaker aswell asa scientist, had gone to the authorities and explained that they had a
problem. Therigliawerefully aware that their planet was being colonized—or from their point of view,
invaded—and were furious. The Alaundril and Regency authorities were annoyed but dso sensble
enough to be cautious. There was no chance of reversing their own plans and removing the colonies. That
would have congtituted an unacceptable loss of status for both nations, but they stopped further
colonization, citing concern about the local ecology.

Gabrid, during hisinvestigations, had reason to smile at that. It was not the Rivendae ecology that wasin
danger. Humans and fraal who lived on that world literdly had to hang on by their nails, suspended more
or less between heaven and earth in areslm where air pressures could range from near vacuum to nearly
three bars down in the deepest canyons.

The one city, Sunbreak, perched precarioudy on anine-kilometer high col between two
fourteen-kilometer high mountains. There, two thousand people lived—breathing deeply, Gabriel thought,
and being very careful wherethey put their feet. Some intrepid homesteaders had struck out into the
surrounding mountain range to make themsalves small farms, terracing some of the lessintractable, lower
reaches and collecting water from the warmweek mists with condensers. It was adangerouslife. The
rigliaregarded any damage to their environment, no matter how minimal, as damage to them and were
likely enough to attack solitary humans smply out of pique. There were other cregtures, like spidermis,
that would gtrip the flesh off you right down to the bones without pique being involved.

"Hey, Sunshine! Everything dl right over there?' Hem's voice came over comms.

"No problemsat al," Gabrid said. "Y ou two have aquiet time?'



Helm chuckled. "When Delde Sotais around, you wouldn't ever describe anything as'quiet.’ She
reprogrammed my entertainment system somehow—"

"Correction: did no such thing," came asharp voice from the background. " Augmented gamma correction
for imagery player. Long overdue.”

"All the colors of every thing are strange now," Helm muttered. "1 liked my playback theway it was."

"Y ou have brought this on yourself, Helm," Enda said, unstrapping hersdf from her seet beside Gabrid.
"It isamechaluss business to seek perfection in the machinery around her, aswell asthe machinery
which is her, unless you desire the doctor to reshape her persond ethics whileriding with you."

"Dont gart with me," Helm said, though there was humor in hisvoice. "Got ahail from Terivine control
down in Sunbreak. They've got a spot ready for us at the port.”

"Good," Gabriel said and checked his coordinates. "Not abig place, that. Are they going to warehouse
us somewhere e se after we land? They can't have more than afew acres of active space down there."
"I know. It'slikelanding on adinner plate. No matter. Y ou just follow me down."

"Helm, have you been here before?' Enda said.

"No," said Helm, "but I'm here to ride shotgun, which means | go down first and impress everybody.
Stay back a couple kilometers."

They rodetheir system drivesin toward Terivinethen let the planet's gravity well pull themin. Thiswas
one of thefew partsof piloting that till made Gabriel nervous: waiting for thefed of thear to makea
difference to Sunshine's flight characterigtics. It was not that she was atricky or difficult ship to manage
in atmosphere, but the speed with which atmospheric dengties varied sometimes made for arocky ride
until Gabrid could work out which attitude the ship preferred on theway in. Terivine, with a"sealevd"
pressure much higher than most worlds, could produce problems during landing if the sequence wasn't
carefully managed.

The problems did not materialize, and Gabrie followed Helm down through the banks of mis—almost
too thin to be thought of as cloud—uwhich layered the upper atmosphere. After afew minutes, they broke
out of these and into an intermediate layer of clear air above the highest mountains. Gabriel shook his
head at the broad, jagged, green and cream Stresked |andscape bel ow them, al warm-tinged from
Terivings orange-ydlow light. On the milky, misty horizon lay wave after wave of fiercely jagged
mountains, like afrozen sea. Fog lay far down between them in most of the valeys, hiding greater depths.
"Forbidding" was one word that immediately occurred to Gabrid at the sght of the place. Too much
vertica and not enough horizontal!

It was abeautiful place aswell. Gabridl liked mountains and mountainous worlds. He liked to stand and
look up at alandscape that was far too big to be conquered, akind of reminder that humans might bea
great power among the worlds, but sngle beings till had to fight their own battles with the physica
universe. And the physical universe sometimes had them completely outclassed.

From Longshot, Helm grunted and said, "Deep valleys down there. Full of those. . . what did they call
them. .. Rigla?’

"Riglia" Gabrid replied. "Very annoyed people, if | got the right impression. | wouldn't waste my time
trying to have afriendly chat with the natives.”

"Wouldn't normaly have been on my list anyway," Hm said. "All they've got arelittlecilia, if | remember
what you told me before we left Grith. Can't pick things up, except with their minds. . . Don't think
they'dgoinbigfor amssdes”

Gabrid gave Endaasideways ook asthey dropped deeper into the atmosphere. "Think you might make
some sales down here?' he said.

Helm chuckled deep. "There are humans here," he said. "No matter where they live, these days, what
human ever fedsredly secure?’

Gabrid had no quick answer to that one.

"There'sour port,” Helm said. " About ten degrees to starboard. Watch your approach asyou comein.
Wevegot to follow thisvalley, and it twigts."

He dropped into abroad valley that wound between two huge mountain walls. Gabrid nosed Sunshine
down after him. There was less striation among the mountains here and more volcanic rock. Here and



there, you could pick out apeak that had clearly once been avolcano, now shattered or undermined by
the pressures of other local formations againgt it. The colors were darker—browns and blacks, mostly,
old basalt, faulted in massive square or hexagonal blocks, or shattered to pinnacles by millions of years
worth of latera pressure.

Away ahead of them two great peaks soared up, high and narrow, angling away from each other like the
horns of abull. There was a pale patch on the yoke of stone that connected them.

"That'sit?" Gabriel asked.

"That's the spot. Five degreesto the right at the back of the settlement—"

"l seeit," Gabriel said. His 3D display crosshaired the spot for him. As spaceports went, Sunbreak's was
nearly nonexistent— you could have dropped the whole of it into one of the service yards that
surrounded the port a Diamond Point.

Helm led them down, the golden light of Terivine on Longshot's hull going out like asnuffed flame ashe
dropped between the mountains and descended toward the spaceport. It was still warmweek, but not for
long. Therewould be no direct sunlight on the city for another ten days, until coldweek was past and the
new warmweek was coming.

If city istheword I'm looking for, Gabriel thought. The pale patch had resolved itsdlf into a scatter of
buildings, somelarge, some small, ajumble of localy quarried stone and caststone edifices. The place
certainly could not house more than a couple thousand people.

Infront of them, Gabriel saw Helm skirt around the high back of the yoke between the two mountains,
coming at the port beacon from the back side. He cameto ahdt in midair, hanging on his system drivers,
not even engaging his attitudinas as yet. Showoff, Gabrid thought, getting ready to cut in hisown landing
systems, but he had to admire the featherlike way Helm settled himsdlf down on exactly thetiny scrap of
light-bounded tarmac. He came down so dowly that there was no way that anyone could have missed
the Sze, orientation or number of hisgun ports.

Endas smilewas smdl and prim. "Art comesin strange forms," she said, looking down at Longshot half
akilometer benegth them. "Hem? Shdl we follow?"

They saw atiny figure exit and walk around Longshot, looking carefully at the surroundings. The shape
was carrying something that looked like atwig at this dtitude and was probably capable of making ahole
inaConcord cruiser.

"Yeah," Hm said, "you might aswell. Thelocasareal looking out the windows now."

Gabrid brought Sunshine in and down—perhaps not with the same expertise, but in the manner of
someone unconcerned with the locals opinions. He grounded her about three meters from Longshot,
where the smdler ship's main guns covered her, and powered the drives down.

"Sunbreak control, good afternoon,” Gabriel said, reckoning that it would safely be afternoon for another
day and ahdf yet. "We have an infotrade cargo for you. Can we conclude port formalities and get the
meaterid awvay?'

"Formalities have aready been concluded, Sunshine," said a man's voice down station comms. "Were
not big enough to need much in the way of paperwork here: the detectors told us you were coming.”

Did his voice sound uneasy? Gabrid glanced at Enda. She reached into the 3D display between them
and touched the "privacy” light.

"It isto be expected,” she said. "Any world so isolated would normally have the best starfall detection
hardware it could afford. They would have known the time and location of our arrival nearly as soon as
we departed.”

She dipped her finger away from the control-light, which dulled. " Thanks, Sunbregk,” Gabrid said. "Then
weld like to dump, if you would pass us your authentication protocols. The dump addresses we have
dready.”

Enda shifted the infotrade control systemsinto the front display. It filled with lines of code, asthetwo
Grid systems— Rivendal€'s planetary-level one and Sunshine's local portable Grid—acknowledged one
another's bona fides. The code display dissolved, leaving them with the message Discharging cargo.
They watched the words blink. Thiswas the part of the processthat Gabriel dreaded—when the
machineswerein control, and being built by morta beingsin auniverse where entropy wasin force,



could conceivably falil. If that happened, no one would blame the machines. It would be Gabriel and
Endawho would be responsible. They could sue the people who ingaled the machinery and might
someday recoup some of the losses they would have had to pay out of their own pocketsfor the lost
data.

The display went black. Gabriel swallowed.

Darknessfollowed, for several seconds. Then, Discharge complete, said the display. Receiving facility
backup complete and confirmed. Cleaning cycle begins.

Gabrid sat back in hisseat and said, "L ook a me. I'm wringing wet."

He had never been clear about whether fraal sweated. Enda breathed out one long breath, and said, "It is
nice when thingswork. Shal we go out and see about amed ?"

"Not until | shower," Gabriel said, unstrapped himsdlf and went down the hall.

* k *k k%

Some while later, Helm was coming up in the lift, and Gabriel was stretched out in one of the chairsin the
gitting room in aclean singlesuit, while Endalooked over theloca Grid access channels. They were
gpare—afew music channds, some solid or 3D entertainment, most of it stale.

"Y ou could make somemoney," Gabrid sad, "just bringing entertainment materid in here.”

"If we had cargo space to spare,” Enda said, distracted by the list of loca amenities, which was aso
brief. Thelift door opened. "Look, thereisafraa restaurant here.”

"Feding the need for home cooking?' Helm said.

"Sweet heaven,” Gabrid said. Hm wasin acostume that could only be described asfull battle
armor—tunic and breeches and boots and armlets and greaves of dull refractory materias, shiny in
places but mostly scarred with use, and huge pistols on both hips. "Hem, you look like atank, but better
amed.”

"l dwayswear the armor on my firgt night out on anew planet,” said Helm, grinning that innocent grin.
"Saves me having to weer it later.”

Endalaughed. "Asfor home cooking, | eat that every day; Sunshine ismy home. | would smply be
interested in seeing exactly how ‘frad’ the cooking hereis. Such atiny settlement is not the kind of place
you would expect to find cosmopolitan ingredients. For red fraal cooking, you would need such.

We never saw acuisne we did not borrow from.”

She and Gabrid got up. "What isit like out, Hdm?' Endasaid. Shetoo had chosen to wear a singlesuit,
aplasma-blue number in which Gabrid had first seen her long ago, and which picked up the vivid blue of
her eyes gartlingly well.

"About nineteen. A little breeze."

"No need to bother with awrap, then. Let'slock up . . ."

They met Doctor Delde Sota on the blacktop at the bottom of the lift. She was standing and looking
around her at the spectacular ebony or cream and ebony striped mountain vista, al gilded in the orange
light that surrounded them.

"Opinion: gravity leve enjoyable" shesad.

It was lighter than usud: about Six tenths of agee, and there was a dight tendency to bounce until one got
used to how to put one's feet down. "I wouldn't overeat in thisclimate,” Helm said, asthey waked
toward the port buildings and the road into town. "Don't think it would stay down long.”

Laughing and talking, they made their way into the heart of the settlement past the port buildings. Those
were stone, but the business and leisure heart of the settlement was amixture of stone and prefab. The
little blocky apartment houses and shopping clusters were set amid carefully maintained but minimal
landscaping, on ground which was little more than bare stone. They did not see many people—afew
humans and somefrad, waking in smal groups or heading home with bags or parcels of shopping from
thelocd stores. Everything seemed quiet and peaceful, but aso londy—the influence of theterrible
jagged peaks looking down from al sides, even in the subdued, prolonged afternoon light, was somber.



It couldn't much affect Gabrid's mood, though. He wastoo relieved. "It was easy,” Gabriel said asthey
dowed down, hunting for Enda's fraal restaurant, which was supposed to be on the Main Thoroughfare.
"The softwareredly did handleit dl.”

"That was just onerun,” Endasaid. "I would not be inclined to classthiswork as'easy’ just yet. We may
have come out full, but will we go back that way? If we do not, the fine fat-looking profit we have made
on thisrun will be undermined. If the message traffic we have brought with us from Grith does not
generate somein the opposite direction, there will be no point in continuing this particular run. We will
haveto look elsawhere.”

Gabriel nodded. "I know, but it's too soon to think about that. We just got here! Let's see what
tomorrow brings."

Thefrad restaurant turned out to be attached to one side of akind of community center for the local
inhabitants, along low stonebuilt edifice, quarried from black basdlt blocks and boasting awide
shdlow-pesked roof of some other dark stone split in thin layers. Inside, there was light and talk; large
round lights hung down over agreat number of trestle tables soread over awide expanse of stone floor.
People, humans and fraal and amechaus or two, glanced up with interest and bemusement from their
mesdls or drinks as Gabrid, Enda, Helm, and Delde Sota came in and looked around.

From off to their right camethe smell of something aromatic frying. Gabriel thought it smelled like ginger.
Dining tables were gathered there around acircular counter, and Enda sniffed the air with ddight. "I
swesr, that is delya," she said, heading off in that direction. "What wonders the worlds hold!"

The othersfollowed her and found atable. The fraal gentleman who was doing the cooking came out to
greet them, and he and Enda began along conversation in their own language, with much bowing and
waving of hands. After amoment the chef went off, and Endalooked at them all, dightly abashed.
"Hewill be happy to bring you menusif you want," she said, "but | think we are onto something excellent
here. Will you let me order for you?'

"Everything but the booze," Hem said amiably.

"That | leaveto you with joy," Endasaid.

Shortly thereafter, they had bottles of kalwine, and smal metd dishes began arriving, full of portions of
cooked vegetables. At least that was what Gabriel thought they were. It became plain that the dinner was
going to be one of those a which you eat agreat number of unidentifiable but ddiciousthingsand are
never afterwards clear about exactly what you had or how to get it again.

The laughter and the talking at their table got ever more cheerful and seemed to spread as the evening
drew on (though the light outside didn't change) and the community center around them filled with people
edting, drinking, talking, and laughing. Gabrie found himself enjoying the good cheer, though he
wondered if therewasn't adightly nervous cast to it—as if practicaly the whole community of Sunbreak
was gathered in thislarge room, making a brave noise againgt the vast silence of the world outside, a
world beautiful but essentidly inimical, aworld very much done.

The second time the thought came up, Gabrid shook his head and poured himsalf another glass of the
kawine, turning his attention to Delde Sota, who wasin the middle of some mecha usjoke that she was
telling Helm for the second time. "—couldn't find his head. Result: the captain says, 'Screw its eyes out
and seeif they work better.' "

"] ill don't get it."

"Semantic problem,” Delde Sota said, lifting her glass with her braid, while propping her chin up on both
fists, her elbowson thetable. " 'Head' is—"

"Excuse me," said avoice off to theleft. They dl looked up.

Standing by the table was asmall man, dressed in the kind of long tunic and baggy breeches that some
people from Bluefdl favored. He was plump and round faced, with little eyeslooking at them dubioudy.
"Y ou the people who landed those two ships up the port this afternoon?”

"Yes" Gabrid answered.

"Infotrading?" the man said.

"That'sright,” Hem said.

"Wall, | runtheinfotrading company here. Alwhirn Company. I'm Rae Alwhirn."



"Y es, we've heard of you," Gabrid said and got up to extend a hand to the man. "Pleased to meet youl.
Gabriel Connor—"

"The pleasurés not mutua,” Alwhirn said, and looked at Gabrid's hand asif it were dirty. Then he darted
aglance at HAm, and quickly away again. "Not at al. We don't want your kind here.”

"What exactly would 'my kind' be?" Gabrid sad.

" Speculation: competition?' said Delde Sota.

The man glared at her, then at Gabriel. "Y ou think we don't read the news we carry? We know what you
were up to in the Thalaassa system. First murder—then union-busting—"

Gabrid dtared, and laughed. " Excuse me?'

"Those sesheyans you were hauling al over space were Employees,” Alwhirn said. "Y ou wereinthe
middle of that big Concord PR exercise to make them look like 'free’ sesheyans, poor oppressed people
who got the wrong end of the stick somehow.” He sneered. "The same way you did, huh? | suppose
you're going to try to tell us someone set you up to makeit look like you killed dl those marines, your
own buddies, that someone framed you—"

Gabriel was slent for amoment. "Were you there?!

"What? | read the—"

"Were you there?"

"Of course| wasn't there, | have ajob to do, unlike some people who try to come in out of nowhere and
take my businessaway. If you think—"

"What weve brought into the system is new business,” Gabrid said, "from Grith and |phus. Businessyou
never went out of your way to find. Y ou've been bringing in data from Aegis and Tendril and not much
else. Now if | wanted to—"

"Seethat," Alwhirn growled. "Y ou cometo spy on usand—"

"Y our business hereisameatter of public record,” Gabriel said wearily. "If you—"

"Soisyours™ Alwhirnsaid. "Murder. Get out of here before you regret having comein thefirst place.”
Gabriel took abreath. "If | was amurderer, you'd be asking for trouble. A good thing that there are
witnessesto the statement.”

Alwhirn glanced around the table then turned away. As he went, he muttered something. They stared
after him, but he was out the front door afew seconds later. Other people turned to watch him go, then
looked at Gabrid and the others. Not all the looks were friendly.

Gabriel sat down again, and looked at the glass of kalwinein front of him, just refilled. All of asudden it
had lost agrest ded of its savor.

"That was strange," he said.

"Granted," Endasaid. "What do you make of it?"

Delde Sota shook her head. Helm, for the moment, was |ooking toward the door and windows. "Bad
newstravelsfast," he said under his bregth.

"It'sInfotrade Interstellar that | would have expected thiskind of thing from," Gabriel said. "Not the local
independents!” He pulled his glass close again. "What's the matter with these people, anyway? It'snot as
if weretaking food out of their mouths.”

"I have seen much human behavior in my time," Endasaid, "but | do not consder mysdf aspecidist.
Though the likeliest answer would seem to be that, for some reason, they fed threatened. Asfor 1.1., they
sent usavery pleasant message.”

"What?"

"It'sin Qunshine's Grid mail center—it came in while you were showering. It is nothing fulsome. They
acknowledge our presence here and wish us luck."

That piece of news made Gabriel shake his head. "Asfor the rest of that, the ideathat VoidCorp's
Employees have a union—"

"Very likely they do," Endasaid. "Probably it seems, superficialy, to have the same kind of rulesthat
other labor unions do, though membership is probably mandatory . . . .as Employee statusremains
mandatory."

Helm was il looking around, watching the people who were watching them. "No grest interest,” he said



after amoment. "1 think we're safe for the moment.”

"Query: later?' Delde Sota said softly.

"Thereisnoway totdll,” Enda said, sounding rueful. "With the active opposition of some of these people,
our business may not be pleasant.”

Gabrid frowned. "Well see, but asfor Alwhirn—does he think he ownsthis syssem?1 don't want trouble
with him, but if he wantsto start it, he's going to get some back, possibly more than he bargained for."

A slencefél at that. Then Delde Sota said, forcefully, "Dessert.”

They had dessert, aflambeed concoction that drew applause from some of the tables around them. They
paid their bill, said "good evening" to the people around them, congratulated the frad chef, and then
walked back to the ships, making little of the uncomfortable incident during dinner. Gabrie did hisbest to
sound untroubled as they went. He was tired and that helped him. One issue kept rearing up at the back
of hismind to be dedlt with.

Terivine had no drivesat relay. All its data cameto it viainfotraders. No information could have cometo
Rivendd e about Gabrid'sarriva before today.

How did this guy know so quickly that | was here and who | am?

Helm and Delde Sota went off to Longshot. Enda and Gabriel headed back to Sunshine, secured her,
and turned in. As Gabrid lay down and spoke hislight out, the thought hung in the darkness there with
himfor along time, al too clear.

So much for my new beginning ...

Chapter Four

THE NEXT MORNING was gtill the same afternoon, athough the orange light of the sun cameinat a
lower angle. Light did in long golden rays between the peaks and tangled in the mists that were starting to
riseto higher levels now, filling theinvisible valleys below like water. Warmweek was fading, that
leisurely afternoon tarnishing down to a brassy orange pre-sunset hue, alight with color but progressively
lesswarmth.

Gabrid stood on the cracked gray tarmac outside Sunshine and looked across at the fanglike peaks
sarrating the horizon on dl sdes. The landscape well suited how he fdlt at the moment— hemmed in and
unable to escape the atmosphere of silent, low-level threat, no matter how far he went. And not so
low-levd, hethought, thinking of Alwhirn'sangry, frightened facelast night.

How did they find me?

It was agood guess that someone a Diamond Point had been spying on Sunshine and her crew,
watching to see where they were going. That information would have been no secret for aday and ahalf
before their departure when they filed their starfall/starrise plan. Someone getsinto a ship, Gabrid
thought, and hurries here with the news that we're coming and what we're coming for. He recalled again
the edgy sound in the port controller's voice when they had comein. 'The detectorstold us you were
coming."

Y es, Gabrid thought, and who else?

Who would have the funds and inclination to send someone dl the way over hereinashipwhena
holomessage could have done as well? We could have been carrying amessage like that ourselves,
Gabrid thought, and we'd never have known it. It would certainly have been cheaper.

But there had been a couple of hours between their arrival and Alwhirn's appearance at their table. Am |
just being paranoid? Gabriel thought. Did he receive amessage about usin the same load we brought in,
or did hejust hear gossip about us from the port people? In a place thissmal, anew infotrader suddenly
turning up in the system would be discussed.

Gabrid sat down on one of Sunshine's landing skids and gazed out at the morning— cum — late



afternoon. He hadn't dept well. It had been another of those dreamslast night, arepetitive conflict of light
and shadow. Hares of brilliance lashed out againgt some inward-pressing darkness, dl of it haunted by
unexplained fedlings of fear and excitement. Gabridl took these dreams for some kind of obscure
message from his subconscious, though he had no ideawhat the message might mean.

Something to do with starrise and starfdl, he thought. He was not yet sufficiently inured to them that the
excitement of ajump failed to move him. Whileliving in aConcord Cruiser that carried the marine
complement of which hewas part, Gabrie had gone through starrises and starfalls without comment.
They were pilots business, an insgnificant artifact of getting where you were going. Now that Gabriel
flew himself, suddenly drivespace was a serious part of the day, and he listened to whatever Helm or
Endamight say about the fables and rumors of starfals—what caused the differing color, which ones
were supposed to be lucky ... Gabrid shivered.

The sound of the lift coming down distracted him. Amazing how noisesthat would have been completely
logt in the rumble at Diamond Point now seemed louder among the pesks and rolling mists. All sound fell
into that moist quiet asif into a sack where they were dampened and lost. That silence seemed to say,
There are very few of you. We can wait. Some day you will be gone.

"What abeautiful morning,” Endasaid. She walked out to join him, looking around at the swirling,
churning mists and hugging hersdlf againgt the cool dampness of the morning.

"Nnnh," Gabriel said. He didiked pouring cold water on her pleasures, but in his present mood he had
trouble seeing the beauity.

"Did you despwdl?'

"Not redly."

"That dream again?'

Gabrid shrugged. "1 think so, but | may be getting used to it now." Not that it was any easier to bear
whilehewasingdeit. At least it doesn't make me wake up yelling any more.

Endanodded. "1 am ill thinking about our gentleman at table last night,” she said.

"Not much of agentleman.”

"Well, hismanners were not the best. His reasons for being angry with usdid not ring particularly true,
ether." She sat down on the skid next to Gabrid. "I cannot help feding that he was more frightened than
angry, but of what or whom?"

Gabrie shook hishead. "Don't ask me until after I've had my chai," he said. "Cometo think of it, don't
bother asking then, ether. I'm till wondering how we're going to pick up any businesswith thisguy out
poisoning people's minds againg us, and whether it'sredligtic to think we're going to get any business at
all whenthe placeisthissmal.”

"I would definitely wait until you have had your chal," Endareplied. "Y ou should dso wak around and
talk to people. Our businessisto see exactly what the other firms have been doing here, then examine
which parts of theloca market they may have missed.”

Gabriel gave her acockeyed look. ™Y ou sound like some kind of sales representative.”

She chuckled. "Well, so | was, oncelong ago.”

Gabrid sat back againgt the upright of the landing skid and laughed at that. "1 thought you werein suit
maintenance.”

"Oh, | did that too," Endasaid. "Gabriel, when you live in agreat spacegoing city, conscientious
marketing is something you cannot ignore, especialy when you tend to keep your contacts with other
gpeciesto aminimum. Y ou will not succeed if you go barging into established business relations between
planets or between a planet and another free trading facility that servesit. Trade wars only make life
harder for everyone. . . and eventudly people die of them. One must rather work to become part of a
network, a cooperative structure.” She looked out across the mountains. "Life among the starsistoo
hard asit is—resources dl stretched too thin over the terrible distances, and communication much too
difficult and expensve to waste on attempting to destroy infrastructure that others have built. To compete
without an eye to your competitors continued success aswell as yoursisto court disaster.”

Gabriel had to shake hishead at that. "Enda, are dl frad as nice asyou?'

Enda looked at him in some shock, then she began to laugh softly. "Many arefar nicer. | have had my



falures, which is one of the reasons| do not travel with my own kind any more. | thank you, Gabrid.”
Shelooked out into the mist, then turned to him again. "Meanwhile, you have driven out of my mind what
| came out to tell you. Thereismore mail for you in the ship's system.”

"For me? Where from?"

Enda had pulled her hair down out of itslong tail and began braiding it. To Gabridl, it looked like the
braid Delde Sota used, which reflected the Sealed Knot of her particular medica professon—a
four-gtrand braid with astrange sort of "hiccup” in its pattern.

"Some of the data we dumped came back to us through the local sorting facility,” Enda said, weaving the
long silver-gilt strands over and under one another, "at least, if | read thelog files correctly. A good
question whether | do. The software manuas are not exactly lucid, but certainly there is a packet of mall
foryou."

"Probably hate mail from our friend from last night.”

Endaraised her eyebrows. "I hardly see why he would waste the money when he can ddliver his hatred
in person. But no. Thiswas datawe brought in with us."

"Huh," Gabrid said as he gazed over toward Longshot.

"No sgn of them yet?"

Gabrid shook his head.

Endashrugged. "After last night, | think that Helm did not care to deep right away. He told me before we
left Grith that he needed to do more work on his externa security and surveillancefields. | doubt he
would have felt comfortable about dropping off while hiswork was gill incomplete.”

Gabrie shook hishead. "I'm till not sure | understand why he's doing this. Coming over here for no
particular reason, watching out for usthisway. . . ."

Endalooked over toward Longshot as shefinished her braid. "I would not care to hazard detailed
guesses,” shesaid. "But thistime | doubt heisrepaying Delde Sotaany favors.”

"Think not?"

Endaturned away from Longshot, looking toward the eastern sky, which was gradudly beginning to
deepen toward something that would be dusk in another day and ahalf or so. "It must be a bitter life at
times," she said softly, "being amutant—having to hold your own worth like ashield in front of you, never
knowing for certain what a'norma’ human might think. Friendship, even casud friendship that does not
much touch the depths, could be a precious thing to someone in such circumstances.” She gave Gabrid a
look. "1 would not say our dedlingswith Helm are all one-sided, or that we do not offer him something he
much needs, though it might seem alight and easy gift to us.”

Gabriel nodded. It was not a subject he would normally have discussed with Helm. He had afeding that
one of the reasonstheir friendship worked was precisaly because he didn't think about Helm being a
mutant. "Y ou may have something there. Asfor Delde Sota. . . who knowswhy she doeswhat she
does? Though she is curious about most things.”

"There was not much for her a 1phus, perhaps,” Endasaid, "even when it was busiest. Mechdus, too,
have their problemswith the world outside Aleer and the Rigunmor sphere of influence, people who fed
that it'swrong to meddle with biologica life. The Hatire are only the most outspoken of many." She
shrugged. "' Perhaps Delde Sota sees it as aworthwhile chalenge to be out among those who live another
kind of life. Perhaps something elseis on her mind. Certainly she will have a chance to explore other
modes of existence besidesthe gtrictly virtual or mechanical. Thereisnot much to keep aformer Grid
pilot busy here." Shelooked out at the mists, which had begun to billow up amost to theleve of the
yoke between the two mountains.

"Look," Gabrid sad, gazing westward.

Endafollowed his glance. Away off in the distance, in the high airs above the migt, they could see afew
thin, twigting ribbons of tranducence, writhing and weaving their way through the lengthening afternoon,
catching the light of Terivine high above the mountainsin brief gleams of tarnished gold.

"Riglia" Endasaid, and shivered.

"They won't bother us," Gabriel said. "They avoid this place, supposedly. Too many wel-armed humans
and others”



"I would wonder," Endasaid, standing up again. "l think | will have some chal mysdf.”
"Wait for me" Gabrid said. "l want ashower, and then I'll have alook at that mail."

* * % % %

Asit happened, the mail came first, and the shower was forgotten as Gabrid sat down at the Grid panel
and touched the controls that brought up the mail. He keyed in his passwords and then took a quick
breath as the package of mail de-encrypted.

"Alta!" hesaid. "It'sfrom the research service.”

Enda cameto look over his shoulder, handed him amug of chai, black as he preferred it, and stood
spping her own while Gabriel scrolled through the greet blocks of text that suddenly began to spill out
into the display.

"What isit?' she said. "They have used one of those hard-to-read typestyles again.”

"Ricd," Gabrid said. "They'vefindly turned up something on him."

"Ricd" was not the man'sreal name or his only name. He had served on board the Star Force cruiser
Falada, to which Gabriel had last been posted. Ricdl's position was ostengbly in engineering. Early onin
Gabrid's assgnment to Falada, he had been instructed by Concord Intelligence—to which he had been
"seconded"—that Jacob Ricdl was his shipboard contact, someone who might get in touch with him and
have him investigate one matter or another. It had only happened once or twice. The problem was that
the last intervention Ricd asked Gabrid to perform was the passing of asmall data chip to someone
aboard ship. The person in question was the assistant to the Ambassador Plenipotentiary dedling with the
crissin the Thalaassa system to which Falada had been sent to intervene. The data chip was not a
message coded in solid form, as Gabriel had thought, but the trigger for adetonator in ashuttle
transporting the ambassador and her party. Everyone aboard died. One of Gabrid's best friends, acting
as marine security escort aboard that shuttle, had died.

The deaths had happened in atmosphere, so the government of the planet Phorcys demanded theright to
conduct the trial, much to the annoyance of the Concord Marines. To their even greater annoyance, the
trial body refused to convict Gabrid of the murders—though he had not been exonerated either.
Gabrid'sinsgtence that Ricd had given him the data chip and that Ricel was hisIntel contact aboard the
ship had been rejected by the marine prosecutors. Elinke Darayev, Falada's captain, had ingsted that
Ricd had not been Intel, and she should have known. Thisleft Gabrid with the question: who was
"Ricd"? Apparently he was now dead, due to a space suit accident, but Gabrid could not let matters rest
there. He needed whatever information he could find on the man if hewasto clear himself.

Gabrid shook his head in combined annoyance and satisfaction. "I can't believe it. We spent six weeks
with this stuff in our hold, and | never knew it. We have got to have aword with our sorting software.”

"l am not sure the software was at fault,” Endasaid. "Weleft in arush, and therewas no time to
de-encrypt or sort the material. Next timewe will leavein amore leisurely manner and do our sorting
firg"

"You bet," Gabrie muttered. The display flickered, and severd images, each tagged below with more
text, came up.

Gabrie took adeep breath. "L ook at these," he said.

Threeimages rotated there. They were al the sameif you looked past superficia differences. One of the
images was clear, the other two grainy, but this had not bothered the Al software that Altai had been
using to hunt through public recordsin the systemsit had scanned. Gabriel had paid extrafor theimage
search facility. Now he saw that the extrainvestment was beginning to pay off.

"Therewere at least three of him at onetime or another,” Gabriel said quietly. "How many lives hasthis
guy had?"

"Discovering that may take sometime," Endasaid, looking over his shoulder. "Doesit not say there that
'Ricd' hasdied?"

"Y eah, wdll, I'm becoming suspicious about such claims when they're made about anyone attached to this



face" Gabrid shook hishead. "Why doesn't he changeit?'

"What?"

"Hisface. You'd think hewould, if hereally wanted to stay secret. Look at this one: amustache, but that
doesn't hide anything. And this one, the tattoos are adistraction, but take them off and it's il the same
face. Why doesn't he have his nose done, or hishair color or skin color changed, or the hairline inhibited
from'life to 1ifeé?’

Endatilted her head to one side. "1 have no answer for you, but it does seem to be the same man.”
Gabriel studied the four précis. "These span ten years," he said. "What was he doing in between? Where
else was he that hasn't shown up yet?' He sighed. "These results aren't bad, but Enda, the price!™

"Y ou must not count the price," she said, "not while you are fill hunting answers, not unlessyou vaue
your peace of mind so chegply. We are not without resources, and we made a hedthy profit on thisrun.”
"Will we make another, though?' Gabrid said, sitting back. "Any offers on the return-leg screen this
morning?'

Shetilted her head sSdeways again, thistime more dowly. "Nothing yet, but thereis no need for buyers at
this end to be sudden, especidly not with Mr. Alwhirnin his present mood. If anyone wantsto ship data
with us, well enough; but they would have shipped with Alwhirn or 1.1. before now. No oneinso small a
placeis going to rush off to give their business to someone they have never seen before. Timewill be
taken to study us. Therefore we should be out and about today. We should see about resupplying.”
"With what? We're full up after Diamond Point—"

"Y ou know that, and | know that, but the storekeepers here will not. Besides," Enda said with an amused
look, "I want to find out where Oraan, our chef of last evening, is getting his vegetables. Canned they
may be, but they are of high qudlity. If heisgrowing them, then wewill be back here, infotrading or not.”
Gabrid got up and stretched, thinking about his shower. Enda gave the screen one last 1ook, then went
down the hall. After amoment, she stuck her head out of her cabin door and looked at him. "I wonder
about these dreams you have been having. They seem to be making you circumstantia.”

"Maybethey have," Gabrid said, uncertain what she meant.

She came down the hal with the plant pot. "Good. Meanwhile, alittle natura sunlight can do thisno
harm.”

"You know what | think?' Gabriel said. "'l think that thing's made of somekind of pladtic. It'sajokeon a
poor human who doesn't know any better.”

Endaamiled. "When | play ajoke onyou, it will be abetter one than that. When you are ready, let usgo
into town and see about those vegetables and anything else we can discover.”

* k *k k %

They went out an hour or so later. By the time they finished their sops at the various shops and
businessesin Sunbreak, lunch was starting when they findly got to the community center.

Enda sat down with aglass of the bubbling water and started making notes on the morning's discussions.
Gabrid had cha while he gazed out the windows at the extraordinary view, row after row of serried
peaksin the now-fading afternoon light.

Rather to his pleasure, they didn't stay alone for long. A couple of people came along to Sit and chat with
them. "Just curious,” said the lady, an Alaundrin, who sat down with atall mug of some pungent kind of
hotdraft that Gabriel couldn't identify.

"Nosey," said the man who sat down across from her, a short broad man with abig nose and merry little
eyes.

Thelady was Maridle Esephanne. Her hushand was still in the office taking care of some paperwork in
his job as a secretary to the Regency Expansion Bureau, the department that oversaw infrastructure
mattersin Sunbreak. The man introduced himsdf as Rov Mdek, cousin to ahomesteader growing beef
lichen and broadleaf maeaster on asmal terraced farm just across the valley from Sunbreak on Black
Mountain.



"But they'redl black around here," said Gabriel.

Rov winked at him as he turned around his own glass of chai, waiting for it to cool. "Makesit easer to
namethem.”

Endalooked up from her notes. "You are responsible for the vegetables. Let mefinish this, then | want to
talk to you about those."

Rov grinned. "We're becoming agourmet's paradise,” he said to Gabrid. "People come, oh, tens of
light-yearsfor our food, but it would be nice if more of them came back more than once. We get so
many of these one-time charlies.”

Gabrid chatted with the two Sunbreakers while Endafinished her notes. As he had suspected, it turned
out that most people in the settlement worked for elther Alaundril or the Regency of Bluefdl. Therewas
not alot elseto do here. However, the settlers seemed to consider one administration about as good (or
bad) asthe other, and Gabridl heard Maridlle or Rov refer to "the government™ and mean both sides of
the colonid divide.

Maybe, Gabriel thought, it's because this placeis so small and isolated. Making abig dedl over oneside
or the other wouldn't get you far. They'redl stuck here together, along way from anywhere ese.

They were eager enough to hear what news Gabriel had to pass on from Grith. Everyonein town knew
about Rae Alwhirn's outburst of the previous evening, but no one knew what it was about or had
connected recent events at Corrivale with them. Marielle and Rov listened without much comment to
Gabrid's much-edited story of hisvisit to Rhynchusin company with Endaand Helm.

"That guy,” Rov said in reference to Helm, "looks like he might own agun or 0."

Gabrid agreed. When he finished telling about their arriva at Grith and the standoff between aVoidCorp
dreadnought, Falada, and agroup of Concord cruisers, Maridle whistled softly. "Theréswhy Rae got
s0 upset. He's sure that VoidCorp's trying to shut him down."

Gabrid blinked. "But they weretrying to shut us down. I'm not surewhy hewas angry at usfor being on
thewrong sde of them . . ."

"Rag's got more conspiracy theoriesthan arigliasgot cilia"" Rov said. "He's dways been on ahair
trigger, seeing something hiding behind every rock. He'shad alot of troublein hisbusiness. Bad luck,
mostly. A power failure awhile back cost him alot in insurance; there were lawatits. . . . Now Rae
thinks everything that happens around hereisamed at him." Rov scratched his head. "Have to admit, |
haven't seen him pop like that before. He must think you're out to get him in particular because you're
infotraders.”

"Did hetrest thel.l. people the same way?' Gabriel asked.

"Frikes, no, they were here six years before he started. They've been trading in and out of this system, to
Aegisand Tendril dl that while, but you see the problem.” Rov gestured around him. "Weé're so smal
here, and so quiet. Our Grid's so small you could spit acrossit. A lot of people don't like theidea of
them,” hejerked adesultory thumb over his shoulder, "theriglia”

Enda pushed her notepad aside. "Do you not like the idea of them either?”

"Don't seethat they care about my opinion one way or the other,” Rov said, "but they were herefirst. We
didn't know when we came that they were more than dumb animals. A lot of us came along way to settle
here, got oursalves set up, and then what do we find?' He pulled his head down between his shoulders as
if seeking protection from something. "Government shoulda checked things out more carefully before they
let anyone settle here, before those fraa scientists came in and told everybody ‘Guess what, you've got
company.' " Hesghed. "Sorry, lady. | know it wasn't your fault. Anyway, there are people leaving al the
time. Thefeding that you're being watched ... it getsto you after awhile."

"I'vefet that," Gabrid sad. "An uneasy kind of feding."

"That'sright,” Mariellesaid. "Well, it'stheriglia, | suppose. They're mindwalkers, so they can do that.
There are alot more of them than there are of us." She sighed. " Some day maybe therell be nobody but
them here again, but meantime alot of us have spent everything we had to come here. We can't just go.
Theres nothing to go with."

Gabrid nodded and took adrink of hischai.

"Thisisn't abusy part of space, anyway," said Rov. "No other well-seitled systems are nearby. There are



some usaless ones— stars but no planets, or planetsthat're just rocks, no point even in mining 'em. Y ou
hear stories, rumors about one world or another that got missed when they did the surveys, but you can't
takethingslike that too serioudy.”

"They missed Rivendale that sameway," said Enda, "when they first came through the system. No one
thought so smdll adwarf star would have aplanet.”

"Well, true enough, lady,” Rov said. "It'srare, isn't it? Hasn't happened since, though you keep hearing
stories and rumors. People go out looking for those places and don't come back." He dropped hisvoice
lower. "And there are ships out there, too, that nobody knows where they come from—out in the empty
spaces, the 'back of the Verge,' the Barrens. Nobody sensible goes out that way. Crazy explorers, they
go, but you don't see them again. We had a couple through here," he said as he reached for the wine
bottle, "had themselves an exploration contract from the CSS and everything. They were on their way to
someplace out past Coulomb."”

Gabrid looked a Enda. "What's past Coulomb?"

"Nothing that | know of "

"That'sjust my point,” Rov said, "but they were going that way anyhow. Something caled Elder?
Cadera? Something . . . No, Eldda, it was."

Enda shook her head. "I have never heard of it."

"You're not done. But off they went, she and her friend, and we haven't seen hide or hair of them since.
Hair enough her friend had, too." Rov chuckled.

"Maybe," Gabriel said, wondering what Rov's last comment might have meant but deciding not to press
it. "Were they just more of the one-time visitors you mentioned?'

"l wouldn't have thought s0," said Rov, drinking thelast of hisdrink and eyeing the glass absently. "The
onelady, the human, she was real taken with this place. She said it reminded her of home. Wouldn't want
to think what her home looked like, but she said she was definitely coming back.” He shrugged. "Infinity
only knows where sheis now. And thereve been others. A few went missing in trangit to somewhere
ese—Aegis, Richards, Annahoy—and didn't turn up at the other end. They found one or two ships, but
no sign of the pilots or passengers. That wasweird.”

"Where were the shipsfound?' Enda said.

"Just floating near their outward trangit points. One of those was strange. The detectors said the ship had
goneinto drivespace, dl right, but it didn't trangt. No sarfal.”

"Bad coordinates," Gabriel said, "but nothing happens when you do that. Y ou just pop out in the same
place afew seconds later. Y ou fed stupid—"

"Thiswasn't like that. The one ship, Wauksha its name was, should have come out at a halfway point on
itsway to Aegis. It didn't, though the detector showed it onitsway. It turned up just out of system, over
by Terivine A. They were lucky to have found it. The star would have pulled it in, in afew more weeks.
The other ship was by its departure point, but it never left. They just found it, empty. . . ."

"That isvery odd," Endasaid.

Marielle shook her head. "Not haf as odd as somethings you hear," she said softly. "Remember the
ghost ships, Rov?'

Rov nodded. Maridlle looked over at Endaand said, "A few people have seen this, over—what—two,
three years or s0? They made starfall, were coming in on system drive, and saw something on theway in.
Likeabig ship that just came up out of drivespace, then went away again. Can't be aship. A ship would
have to recharge. But thisthing, thisbig dark ghost, just comes bobbing up out of drivespace like a sat
relay and sinksright back again.”

Gabrid did not look a Enda, though he very much wanted to. "What wasit?"

"No oneknows," Maridlesad, "but it givesmethejillies. | may not be on kissing termswith the laws of
physics, but | don't like hearing about things that can just throw them out the door like thet, either.”

Rov nodded. " One guy—didn't hear thismysdlf, afriend of afriend heard it—one guy who saw thissaid,
'l thought it was dive. It looked at me before it went off again.' "

"Ghogt stories,” Gabrid sad.

"Oh, I know," said Rov. "Every place has them. Some of them are just that. Peoplelike to scare



themselves, but thisis different. Y ou won't hear people talking about these alot. Maybe some folks here
arealittle superdtitious. They think that these things might creep closer if you mention them.”

It was awarning, however gently phrased. Gabriel nodded. ™Y ou're right, of course, but you weretelling
usabout Rae Alwhirn."

The conversation veered off into good-natured gossip after that, though Gabriel had trouble concentrating
on the chat after what he had just heard. He and Enda had seen just such ahuge vessel come looming up
out of drivespace at them before sinking away into the darkness again. A degp uncomfortable green
color it had been ... very likethe little green ball bearing ships that had come after them way out in the
Thal aassa system, the ones with the pilots who had once been dive but were not any more. Gabridl
reminded himself once more that he needed to talk to Delde Sota about what had come of the autopsy
she had done for them at 1phus Station on the body of one of those vessals pilots.

He stretched, turned to yawn, then froze as he caught a glimpse of someone off to one side of the room.
Sowly Gabriel turned back forward again and leaned on the table.

". .. butit'sbeen busy anyway," Rov was saying. "Unusua number of vistorsfor thistime of year."
Endalooked at him, then briefly past him, with mild interest. ™Y ou mean you have atourist season”?”
"Not assuch,” said Rov. "Government pretty strictly controls the number of people who comein here.
They're concerned about therigliataking it wrong. Y ou wouldn't have been affected. Infotraders aren't
regulated, but afew ships camein over the past week. One was atouris—another was atrader, bringing
in entertainment solids™”

"Ohredly," Gabriel said, crossing another business possibility off an ever-decreasing mentd list.
"Gabrid," Enda said then, "something occursto me. | want to talk to Helm about plansfor this afternoon.
Do you want to come back to the ship with me? It won't take long.”

"Sure," Gabrid sad. "Maridle, Rov . . . seeyou later?

"Thisevening, maybe," Maridle said. "Herés my husband coming. Rov, talk to you later.”

Gabridl and Endawent out. "Gabrid," Endasaid quietly to him asthey made their way up the street
toward the port entrance, "did you see where | was looking?"

He shook his head. "It was behind me. | didn't want to stare. | thought you were looking at what 1'd been
looking &."

"Perhaps. There was awoman Sitting away at the back of the room, having chai or some such. | have
seen her before.”

He gave her alook. "Where?'

"In the port offices at Diamond Point. Shewas going in as | was coming out."

"Interesting,” Gabrid said, "because | saw someone here whom | saw back on Grith. Not at the back of
the room. Over on theleft Sde.”

"What asmall universeit's becoming,” Endasaid. "Listen, Gabriel, we have more important busness.
After that talk with the owner of the provisioner'sthismorning, | would definitely bring in aload of
foodstuffs when we come again. They have little here except pre-packs and staples of the most
elementary kind. Y ou would get very tired of starch noodlesif you lived herelong. I think we would get
good resultsif we brought in some of the smpler dried and preserved fish and fungus packs, vegetable
dumplingsand so forth—"

Gabriel went along with this, and they were well into the virtues of amagjor dried soup brand native to
Aegis, and discussing wherein the ship they would stow it by the timethey got up into Sunshine's lift.
When they findlly got insde, Gabrid laughed.

"Youaeincredible!™

"Inwhéat regard?’

"Y our ability to talk about anything but what's on your mind.”

Endagave him adry look. "I assure you, | am thinking about the soup aswell. Wait amoment™ She
stepped over to the Grid access panel and touched it for loca network access. "Helm?”

"Wondered when you were going to call.”

"I did not want to wake you untimely. Would you and Delde Sota come over? There are some things|
want to check in our mutud inventory before lunch.”



"Lunch,” said Hdm, immediately interested. "Beright over”

Endaturned away. "We may want an excuse to come back that does not involve data, if we are unable
to pick up an outward dataload or another Terivine-bound load from Grith. | am more interested in your
sghting. Whom exactly did you see?’

"Like you, someone from Diamond Point," Gabrid said. " She was parked over in bond a couple of dots
down from Longshot. Little brunette woman, maybe aboui fifty kilos, short, with pale eyes.”

"Not dark ones?' Endasaid.

"No. The eyes got my attention first. She was dressed asif she was from Austrin-Ontis—you know,
those layered rigswith pockets al over them—not that that proves anything one way or the other. She
was exchanging docs with a port officiad—I'm not sure whether she was coming or going at thetime. She
had alittle al-purpose ship, aWesthame or something similar. Light haulage, possibly converted from a
live-in ship." He closed hiseyesfor amoment, trying to seethe vessd in memory. "Fairly new. |
remember thinking afair bit of money would have beentied up inthat.”

"Indeed. Now both of these people are here. What would you say the odds are of this being an accident,
Gaborid?'

"Hard to say. 'What asmdl universeit's becoming." "

Endareached up and thumped Gabrid on top of hishead. "1 will take the imitation asflattery, poor
though it be. Now we face another question: which of these isthe spy you have been expecting?’

"Both of them?' Gabrid said.

Enda gave him athoughtful look. "Well, why not? We know that the Concord has evinced interest in
your movements... if only through your friend Lorand Kharls" Gabriel snorted at theword "friend.”
"Yes," Endacontinued, "well, we know he has some interest in using you as a—'stalking horse," your
phrase was? Though from what you told me of your conversation with him, he was not forthcoming about
what hewas stalking." Enda pulled down one of the chairsand sat iniit. "He could not come into this part
of gpace without attracting considerable attention. So he has sent someone to keep an eye on you.”
"Seemslikely. The question is, who's the other one?!

They looked at each other.

"VoidCorp," Gabrid sad.

"Y ou would not have many friendsin that camp,” Endasaid. "Nor would |. Nor Helm, not after
Thalaassa. Even Delde Sotamight have crossed paths with them. She was cautious enough about the
possibility that they were monitoring her medical facility back on Iphus.” She sighed. "Now al we must
do isdiscover which of these people isworking for which sde.

"And do what then?' Gabriel could imagine what Helm would suggest. "Besidesfeed them
dignformetion.”

"All we can," Endasaid, "keeping the information as mutualy contradictory as possble. Indeed, it might
be wise to find some way to split away from Helm and Delde Sota, so we can see which operative
followswho where." She smiled, awicked look.

"I don't know if HEm's going to be wild about |etting us go off on our own," Gabrid sad.

"If we have no load to take back to Grith, that might change," said Enda. "Meanwhile we must let Hem
and Delde Sota know abouit this. We should go into town again, seeing and being seen. If we see our
spies, we should make common cause with them asfelow vistors. Buy them adrink and hear their lies
s0 that we may more carefully shape our own."

Thelift chimed. Endamoved to the lift column and touched the "alow” pand.

"What would you know about lies?' Gabridl said. "A nice respectable fraal likeyou "

"Only thet, in life asin marketing, they havether place," Endasaid. "Though you must be willing to pay
the price afterwards.”

* * % % %

The four of them went to lunch at the community center but didn't see the two people they wanted to see.



Instead, they had to console themsalves with another medl of astonishing quality. Gabriel was amazed, for
in his marine days he had eaten on much richer and well-visited planets, but rarely aswell ashewas
doing here.

"It'snot just the vegetables," he said to Delde Sota as they fought over the last few spoonfuls of
something brown but inductably delicious. "Oraan isagenius.”

Gabriel managed to come up with asecond spoon to get the last of whatever wasin the bowl, but Delde
Sota's braid came up and took it neatly out of his hand and held it out of reach. The braid had brushed
Gabrid's hand in passng.

Now, amid Endaand Helm'slaughter, Delde Sota said quietly, "Query: adjusted dectrolyte baance
recently?'

Gabridl, confused, looked at her. She ate the last spoonful of sauce and put the spoon down.

"Andyss. body dectrolytesare out of kilter," she said.

"Jud stress. . "

Delde Sota shook her head. "Negation: not the kind of shiftsthat are stress-related. Diet changes?”’

"Not until we got here. I'verarely eaten so many thingsthat | didn't know what they were. Not evenon a
marine trangport”

Delde Sotalooked wry as she said, "Intention: to run full enzyme/endocrine series on you. Premature
gray infamily hisory?'

That brought Gabrid up short. "No. Y ou think they're connected?’

"Etiology: impossible to judge except on case-by-case bagis. Insufficient data at the moment. Require
more concrete information and andyss.”

"YouwereaGrid pilot once," Gabrid said, thinking with some distaste about what that " concrete
information™ was probably going to involve—blood and tissue samples and the like. Gabrid had aways
been able to cope with the sight of hisown blood in battle, but in aclean quiet office full of
ominous-looking medical instruments, blood became acompletely different matter. "Can't you just snesk
into my old marine records?'

"Do not haveto sneak," Delde Sota said with an amused glint in her eye. Asusua when dedling with
medical issues, her language started to contain less of the mecha us didect and become more common.
"Copiesincluded in your vehicle registry sedls aboard Sunshine and in your present persond data and
credit chip. However, that datais antiquated. New datais required.”

Gabrid groaned. "Do | haveto be consciousfor this?!

"Preferable,” said Delde Sota, "especidly for extraction of brain tissue. Hard to know whether oneisin
the right spot, otherwise. Y ou are unlikely to missit, in any case.”

Wide-eyed, Gabriel pushed back hischair. The end of Delde Sota's neurobraid came up and patted him
onthewrist. She smiled at him and said, " Stress may actudly be afactor. Unable to recognize joke when
presented with one. Examination can wait, but not too long. Some concern about physical satus.”

"Uh," Gabrid said. "Uh, dl right." He was having trouble with the concept of the remova of hisbrain
tissue. Heliked it where it was.

Helm was glancing around and drinking kalwine asif it was much later in the day. "No sign of them," he
sad. "Mugt have flown the coop.”

"Must have. Hem, what's a'coop'?" Gabriel asked.

"It'sasmall hangar,” Helm replied. "Haven't seen our cranky guy here, either. What's his name,
Alwhere?'

"Alwhirn," Endasaid. "No, hetoo is congpicuous by his absence.”

"Statement: no surprise, Snce departing plus minus twelve hours with dataload,” said Delde Sota.

Helm gave her abemused look. "Y ou been in their system?”

Dede Sotalooked innocent. "Vdue judgment: hard to avoid,” she said quietly, "since port scheduling
system security Smilar to air in opacity and impermesbility. Ship Quatsch in pre-loading cycle, purging
tanks, overwriting data solids, usua security routines running.”

Gabrid knew that some mechaus Grid pilots did not even have to physically touch a computer to
infiltrate it, but knowing that in the abstract and being presented with it as an accomplished fact were two



different things.

"Y ou could get in troublefor that!"

"Requirement: have to be caught first," said Delde Sota. She lifted her glass and drank.

"Well, onelessthing to worry about,” Helm said. "What about us?'

"I have been up one sde of the main street and down the other," said Enda, "and have found no one
willing to ship datawith us. Now we know why. Indeed | can hardly blame them when thereisa
scheduled departure imminent, and the loca hauler is probably offering them better than usud ratesto
keep usfrom taking hisbusiness.”

"If you'd moved alittle faster,” Helm growled as he downed another drink, "we might not be Stting here
with empty holds our only option.”

Endalooked annoyed. "Helm," she said, "it was not | who dept in thismorning.”

"It wasn't my businessto be up early. | was up late taking care of you-know-what. If you had been a
little sharper off the pad, we wouldn't have to—"

"Wait aminute, you can't talk to her tike that," Gabrid said.

"Who says| cant, you runty little—"

It got loud and relatively content-free after that, but that was how they had planned it. Lunch was over,
and the community center was beginning to empty out, but that process stopped as the inhabitants
paused to watch afraa, amechaus, ahuman, and some kind of mutant al shouting a one another. Even
Oraan the chef stopped in the middle of scouring a pan to watch the argument scale up. Enda caught
Gabrid around the arm and dragged him away from Helm. Delde Sota, in turn, grabbed Helm and hauled
him out of range of the other two. People seemed generdly impressed by how strong Endawas, to be
ableto control such abig young man. She pushed him out the front door and marched him down the
dreet, yelling at him like an annoyed grandmother. Behind her, at adistance, came the doctor with Helm
roped up in her braid while the mutant blared threats and imprecations.

The two parties went into their separate ships and did not stir for the rest of the afternoon. Later that
evening, Gabriel and Enda came out to go to dinner. They sat by themsalves, looking sour and pained.
The locals noticed this and commented quietly to themselves. A couple of others noticed thisaswell.
One was asmadl, dark-haired woman with striking pale eyes. Another woman, dark-haired aswell, but
with brown eyes, was petite and dressed like someone from one of the Aegisworlds. They sat on
opposite sdes of the room and took no notice of one another. All their attention was on Gabriel and
Enda, eating their dinner siffly and in haste, like people anxious to get something over with and leave.
Findly, they left without a backward glance. Shortly thereafter—though not so soon asto arouse any
particular notice—one of the women, then another, went out aswell.

* * % % %

"And?' Enda said down the commsto Helm awhile later.

There was adight pause, due to an extralayer of encryption that Delde Sota had laid into the
ship-to-ship network channels.

"Nothing new," Helm replied. "Both of them are at their ships at the moment. They haven' filed any plans
with Jod at the port's systems. We'd know right away if they had.”

"Well," Endasaid and turned to Gabrid. "Now we must make our choices. Wewill not be getting any
Rivendale-originating data to take with us on thisrun. Nor do | see much point in waiting here until our
competition has|eft.”

"Not when the I.1. ship isdueto arrive in another two days," Gabrid said. He was sitting in one of the
gtting room chairswith hisfeet up and hisarmsfolded. "I don't see why we should linger with not one,
but two, of someone's covert agents sitting out there and waiting to see what we do. We ought to hop
and make them do something, if only to annoy them.”

Helm laughed at that. "All right. Hop where?!

"I'd be tempted to say back to Grith," Gabrid said, "but that seemstoo predictable. Also, I've seen



enough of Corrivaefor awhile

"You could do Aegisin three starfdls," said Hem. "It'd make sense, anyway. Once there you could seeif
there's any data for Corrivale or Terivine and haul it back out.”

"Itisnot abad idea," said Enda. "Unscheduled courier runs pay ten or fifteen percent better than the
scheduled ones.”

Gabriel wasthinking more dong the lines of how busy asystem Aegiswas, and how much essier it
would beto lose agtaker or two there than here. "All right," he said. "Aegisin three sarfdls, twenty
light-years and some small change. Is there an established ‘tween-jump recharge point?'

"There are acouple spots that people use" said Helm, "just out by themselvesin empty space. Star
called Mikoa on your second-to-last jump.”

"Fine" Gabriel said and headed forward to talk to the piloting computers.

After checking the coordinates and the timings, he came back to the sitting room and said, "Helm, how
soon would you fed likeleaving?'

"Any time." He paused. "Delde Sota says nothing would keep her here except the food, but she's had
enough beef lichen to last her amonth or s0."

"Well, then," Gabriel said, looking over a Enda, "anything el se that needs to be done before we leave?
Did you get enough canned vegetables?'

Endasighed and said, "The ones| was interested in were not canned, and like Delde Sota, | think | have
had enough of them for the moment. When we come back thisway again under less pressing
circumstances, | shall see about bringing some away with us. Meantime, let usgo.”

"Right," Helm said. "Four hoursfrom now? Mogt everyonéll bein bed. No comms activity within an hour
of the takeoff time. Well do afast heat-up to give them least warning. Y ou'll want to program the prehest
sequence for your system drive into the computer. Want atimetick?"

"Hold on and you can giveit to mein the cockpit,” Gabridl said, getting up to go forward again. "Wait. If
we want our two ladiesto follow us, shouldn't we give them plenty of warning?'

"We shouldn't give them too much of awarning,” said Helm. "If they're any good, they'll catch up. Infact,
how fast they catch up will indicate how good they are. If they'reinept, I'd sooner find out thisway.”
Gabrid laughed and went up to the cockpit again. A few minutes later, Sunshine's departure time was
set. They would warm engines for exactly three minutes, then take off and make starfall about twenty
minutes | ater.

"Thisway you've got time for afew last errands," Helm said.

"I'm not leaving the ship,” Gabrid said. "I've had enough of Rivendaefor now."

He glanced over at Enda. She shook her head. "L et's get out of here."

Chapter Five

FOUR HOURS LATER, Gabriel and Endawerein the pilots seets, strapped in and waiting for
Sunshine's prehest cycle to start. Rivendal€'slong afternoon was findly shading toward evening. The sun
was well down below the jagged peaks, and the eastern sky was dowly purpling.

Gabrid sretched in the straps and |ooked out the windows. "It's a pretty place," he said, "but it'strying.
So much day getsto be anuisance, and | wouldn't even want to think about aweek'sworth of night.
How can anyone live here and stay sane?’

"Obvioudy they manage," said Enda, "though | think | prefer shorter days mysdif.”

The ship went hhup around them, asoft awakening hum, and half the system indicators that had been
dormant or gray inthe 3D display now began to show power readings asthey dowly escaated. Gabrid
glanced over at Longshot. With the sunset glancing off her windshield, it was hard to seeinside; but he
thought he caught a flash of motion—yprobably Helm giving him athumbs-up. He returned the gesture and



looked around outside the ship.

At the port building, amae figure came out the front door, looked at them curioudy. After afew
seconds, another human, shorter and rounder than the first, came out and looked aswell. The two
looked at the ships. One of them pointed; the other gestured.

"Two minutes," Gabrid sad.

One of the two humanswent back insde. A few momentslater, Sunshine's comms chirped. Someone
was halling them.

"Oops," Gabriel sad, reaching out to kill the loca network connection. "Another systemsfailure. We
redlly ought to have that looked a when we make port again.”

"Somewheredse," Endasaid, smiling.

Another half minute ticked by, and another. The man who had gone in now came out, and he and his
companion stood watching the ships. They made no move to come any closer.

"Thirty seconds," Enda said, reaching into the 3D display to touch one of the driver displaysinto "query”
mode. Thetelltae folded itsalf into awider display of ship's power levels, al showing 100% or better.
"Everythingisasit should be."

"Good," Gabrid sad.

Hewaslooking around the field for any sign of activity, and also watching the Street that led up to
Sunbreak town proper. There was no sign of anyone. Am |. poiling someone's deep over there? he
thought. Wouldn't that be aterrible thing?

"Ten seconds," Enda said. "Do you want to take her up, or shdl 17?7

"Y ou have control," Gabriel sad. "I'm going to get into the fighting field."

Enda put her eyebrows up as Gabrid reached into that part of the display. "No harmin that,” she said.
"Fve seconds.”

Thefina countdown bled away, Endasaid, "Now," and Sunshine lifted straight up, gracefully but with
rapidly increasing speed. That was very much Endas piloting style as Gabriel had observed it. Smooth
acceleration, but plenty of it. Up they went, through layers of mist, over the rapidly widening terrain of
jagged pesks, and up into Teriving's orange light again. With Helm pacing them off to starboard, they
cleared the peaks and danted low over the beautiful but hostile landscape. Gabriel perceived al this
briefly asvisud input while the fighting field was till settling over him. When it took as a schematic, bright
linesand curves stitched againgt diagrammeatic darknesswith lines of gaactic |atitude and longitude.

"Out of atmosphere," Endasaid.

Gabrid shifted hisbody in the seet to get the fedling of where hisweaponswere. Therall gun was
reporting amost ready, and the plasma cannons were hot.

"That didn't takelong," he commented.

"With their gravity, | would be surprised if it did,” Enda said as she spun Sunshine on her axisto point
away from Terivine and Rivendale, out toward the point where they had agreed with Helm they would
make sarfdl. "Anything of interest behind us?"

Gabrid looked back at Rivendalein the fighting schematic and said, "Nothing coming, &t least not at the
He jumped then as the darms howled. Something was coming, but not from the direction in which
Gabriel waslooking. The virtua display whipped around to show him the direction from which the threat
now approached. Gabriel had instructed the display to disdlow Longshot but to dert him of anything of
unknown mass over aton. Here came something, asmall tight knot of light in the display with a"comet's
tall" spread out behind it to illustrate course and speed.

"Another ship, dl right,” Gabriel said, and felt around him for the paired joysticks that were his preferred
method for handling the plasma cannons.

The other ship was diving straight a him. "Helm," Gabrid said, "Company—"

"l seehim. It'sour friend Quatsch," Hem replied.

"Y oumean Alwhirn?" Gabrid said. "He wasn't supposed to be leaving for another twelve hours!™
"Damn," came Helm'svoice, sounding more gravelly and annoyed than usud. " "Plus minustwelve hours!'
Sonofabitch must have sneaked right out past us while we were in the community center!”



"Even schedules can lie," said Enda. Her face set grim as she broke off to starboard. Quatsch came after
them.

"He's not eager to try conclusonswith me, that's plain,” Helm said with some amusement as he curved
around to match course with Sunshine again. "Let'sseeif | can—"

Thefirgt plasmaboltslanced by Sunshine much too closaly for Gabridl's tastes.

"What's the matter with him?" he muttered.

"Quatsch!" he shouted over an open channel. "What are you doing? Quatsch! Alwhim!”

No answer.

"He's not in amood to negotiate, | would say,” said Enda. "Helm, one of usisgoing to haveto do
something about this poor creature, at least enough to make him break this off. | didike the idea of
harming him, and it would do our return business on Rivendale no good, but it is preferable to—"

She threw Sunshine to port as Quatsch dived at them again, firing. The bolts went wide.

"I'm not sure that his crazinessisn't some kind of act he useswhen it'sgoing to get him somewhere with
hisfriends," Gabrie muttered, getting his own plasma cannon reedy. "Helm, if your sharpshooting's better
than mine, you'd better do something about this boy, because I'm in no mood for him."

"Targeting,” Helm said and fired. At the last moment, Quatsch tumbled aside, diving away from both
Longshot and Sunshine.

"Let'snot bother with this" Endasaid. "Helm, isyour stardrive ready?"

"Three minutesfor prep,” said Helm, "and well be— Uh-oh.”

Gabrid'sindgdes twisted as he saw what Helm saw. Another ship was accel erating toward them from
Rivendde.

"Smadl," Hedm said. "Not much bigger than Sunshine.”

"Thanksloads," Gabrid said. "It'sthat Westhame. That's Miss Blue Eyes.”

" She doesn't have much,” said Hlm. "One plasma cannon. Onerail gun. No help; she's aone aboard.”
"Doesn't make that much difference,” Gabrie muttered. It was perfectly possibleto fly and fight asmall
ship with the computer to help you. "Enda, get usready for sarfdl.”

"Here comestherest of the party,” said Helm. "Third trace. Must be your brown-eyed number, | think.
My good godsin abucket of ade, what has she got fastened onto that thing?"

Gabriel did not much careto hear thiskind of language from Hem. "What has she got?' he asked, eyeing
their sardrive energy level indicators. They were nowhere near ready.

"Too much. | want to know where she bought it," Helm said. Gabrid could hear more than ahint of
glesful awe cregping into Hm'svoice. "Hell, | wish I'd sold it to her, what acommission I'd have—"
"Helm!" Endasaid. "Detailswould be useful!”

"She's got that mass cannon we were discussing,” said Helm. "Don't let her get within akilometer of you.
The results could be unfortunate—"

"Damnit!" Gabrid said as Quatsch dived a them again, firing. " Quatsch, stop it! We don't want to hurt
you, but if you—"

Gabrid fired in frugration, intending to miss. Quatsch veered past as Endathrew Sunshine out of the
way. "I'll shoot him next time," Gabridl muttered, "1 swear | will." He punched the comms open again.
"Quatsch, that wasthe last piece of dack I'm going to cut you. Next time I'm going to put one right
through your hold, and there goes your business. Get out of our way!"

"Goonandtry,” cameashrill response. "I don't care! Y ou and your kind have tried before! Y ou're just
one more of them! Won't let aman make adecent living, you and the big companies, youre dl the
same—"

Gabrid could hear Enda breathe out. "Heisungtable," she said, "but he might damage us. Maybe one
through the rear hull would be the kindest thing—"

"Trouble," Helm brokein.

Heflipped Longshot end for end and came streaking past Gabriel at great speed. He wasfiring hard and
fast. Gabrid swung in the fighting field to follow where Helm was going and saw the third trace. Thethird
ship, more massive than any of the others, swung from sdeto sdein quick graceful curves, skillfully
avoiding Hem'sfire and firing something that Gabriel didn't recognize. There were no bright bolts of



power or clouds of projectile vapor, just a pae streak of cloudy fire that shot out, enveloped Quatsch
and toreit to shreds. Not an explosion—though that followed, asdl the air ingde the craft flew out
through a hundred suddenly formed gaps. Quatsch became athousand twisted fragments, spinning away
indl directions while continuing briefly aong the same generd course.

Gabrid stared. "Shekilled him," hewhigpered. "Why would she have killed him ? "
Endawas as shocked as Gabriel but had her mind on other problems. "Helm, whereisthat third ship?*
"The smaller one? Away up in zenith' direction now. No action. Watching."

And listening, Gabrid thought. On whose behal f?

"Possihility,” Delde Sotal's came over comms. " Open communications with hogtile vessd.”

"What for?"

"Stdl," said Delde Sota. ""Pump for information. Have other businessto attend to."

"Right," Gabrid said. He swallowed, for dl thiswas hisfault. It was not Hem or Delde Sota that these
people wanted. He opened a clear channdl and said, "Pursuing vessdls, thisis Sunshine. State your
intentions or be prepared to face the consequences.”

"Theresno point in running,” said avery coal, very cam femaevoice. "I can outrun you. If you make
garfdl, that won't matter either. I'll know where you're going sooner or later and find you there. Giveit
up now and resign yourself to being boarded.”

"Y ou can forget that," Gabriel said, furious. "Why did you kill him? No one needed to do that!"

"Y ou were about to," said the cool voice, "not that it matters. Everyone's going to think you did,
ayway."

A terrible shock of fear ran down Gabriel's spine likeice water. She'sright. I'm the one who murdered a
bunch of my best friends. Why wouldn't | kill acrazy man who gave me an excuse?

"Y ou can just come dong with me," said the calm femae voice, "or suffer the consequences.”

" 'Come dong with you.' For what purpose?’

"Y ou know very well. Theresinterest in you that you've been avoiding with varying amounts of success,
but the gameplay hasto stop now. We're past that.”

"Oh, arewe?' Gabrid said. Delde Sota, whatever you're up to, get on withiit.

"Don't try my patience. If you cooperate, thingswill be made alot easier for you. If you don't. . ."
Hefdt along tremor go through Sunshine, and dl her displays and readouts wavered asif they had lost
power for afraction of asecond. Gabriel shot aglance at Enda. She shook her head and threw Sunshine
away in the opposite direction.

"I'mwilling to disableyouif | haveto,” said the cool voice. ™Y ou won't be dead, but you'll have alot of
repairs to make—and this poor little place isn't set up for them. When the rescue parties come up from
Rivendd e—if they manage to organize anything— and they discover what's happened to poor
Alwhim—"

Endakept running. Helm followed, not firing, possibly to avoid interfering with whatever Delde Sota had
inmind. Gabrid dipped deeper into the fighting field, getting into synch with therail cannon. If he could
get off one well-aimed shot, even from afew kilometers away, shed have anasty surprise.

"Stop running,” Gabrie told Enda

"What?"

"Stop running. Let her catch us.™

Hefdt her looking a him.

"Areyou sure?'

"Jug doit!"

"Gabrid—" came Hem'svoice.

"No, Helm," Gabrid said, asforcefully as he could—trying to have him get the message that he was not
to interfere, without saying so openly. "'I'm not going to run. I'm through running.”

"l wouldn't try anything at this point if | wereyou," said the cool voice.

"Youidiot," Gabriel shouted, "you're not as delicate with that damned thing asyou think you are! | can
hear atmosphere leaking, haf my weapons are off line, and my rail gun's been pulled right out of track. It
wouldn't fire now if | got out there and hit it with ahammer! After | spent how many thousand dollars



having it replaced! Y ou—"

He swore as cregtively as he could under the circumstances. The woman laughed at him. Gabrid's anger
made everything extremely clear for amoment as he reached for the large joystick that managed the rall
cannon. For just amoment he had an image of how niceit would be to throttle that pretty little neck and
watch those lustrous brown eyes goggle out. Hisfist tightened on the virtual control.

Sowly she came drifting in. He watched carefully, waiting. The ship was coming quite close now, less
than haf akilometer away. Well out past it, Longshot was coasting away, watching. Closer and closer
the other ship drifted. Gabridl saw the change. There had been cockpit lights. Abruptly, they went out.
Power loss. Delde Sota got into her system over carrier—

Gabrid fired therail cannon. He had not been lying; it had indeed been pulled out of dignment by that
first ripple of force from the mass cannon . . . but not that much. The meter-wide bl of heavy metd hit
the back of her ship and took it right off, but there was not the huge bloom of silvery air that he had been
expecting.

"Gabrid—" Hdm said.

"Dont bother, Hm!" heyelled. "Weredl right! Just go!"

"Going," Helm said. Liquid fire streeked up around Longshot, veiling her in aferocious dectric blue; then
shewas gone.

Ship's comms suddenly filled with the sound of more curaing, from two different sourcesthistime. Enda
tilted her head in an eva uatory way as she activated the Stardrive.

"Colorful language," Enda commented.

All around Sunshine, blue-black fire trickled and ran, obliterating the view of the space around Terivine.
Good luck, Gabriel thought distiractedly. The best starfall thereis, supposedly.

They vanished into the empty blackness of drivespace.

* k % % %

The next five days were as quiet as Gabriel had expected them to be, amost so much that he had trouble
deding withit.

He found himsdf wishing that he had more to keep him busy.

He could not rid himsdlf of theimage of Quatsch blooming into athousand crackswith air pouring out of
them, freezing asit came. Though he had not pushed the button, he was fedling increasingly responsible.
Whoever these people are, Gabriel thought, | don't mind them coming after me, but when they start
taking out people who just happen to be in the neighborhood ... that's another matter. If thisisanything to
do with Lorand Kharls, I'm going to rip his head off when | see him next.

On congderation, hedidn't think Kharls was involved. The man might be manipulative, obscure, and
underhanded, but Gabrid fdt certain he would not have countenanced cold-blooded murder. Nor,
Gabrid thought, would he have sent out anyone likely to behave that way.

Now what? he wondered. What happens when we turn up at Aegis and someone says, "Hear you killed
somebody elseout by Terivine" | cantdl themal | likethat it isn't true, but | know what they're going to
think, and whoever sheis, she knew too.

Who is she?

Who wasthat other one—Miss Blue Eyes, who just sat there and watched it all?

Gabrid sat inthe pilot's seet along timethat first day after they jumped, trying to work out what could
possibly be going onin thelarger world around him. Findly, he turned to find Endaleaning over his
shoulder and gazing into the blackness.

"What's on your mind?' hesaid.

She sighed. "Food. Perhaps | was not astired of the beef lichen as | thought | was"

Gabrie gave her alook.

"Well, more than that, of course,” Enda said as she sat down beside him. "Poor Alwhirn. Asfor
Rivendae, who knows whether we will ever go back there now? What va ue the place might have had



for uswill now belost, no matter what the investigation into Alwhirn's desth may revedl. The presence
there of two different agents spying on us makesit plain that seeking out 'smal quiet’ marketsinwhich to
work is not going to work™

Gabrid shook his head and said, "Alwhirn might have been crazy, but there was no reason to just kill him
like that. Whoever that woman is—I don't like her. Were going to have words if we ever meet again.”

"I suspect it would be more than words," said Enda. She paused for amoment, then continued, "I
wonder if shekilled him because it looked like he might actudly have been about to kill us?"

Gabriel stared at her.

"Wdll," she said, "granted, there are people out there who would prefer to see you dead. Elinke Darayev,
the captain who was your shuttle pilot's lover strikes me as one of these. Doubtlessthere are others. Are
there not, at the moment, also those for whom you are more useful dive than dead?’

Gabrid brooded over that for afew moments. "Some, but if thisistypical of their protection, | don't think
much of their methods."

"Insofar asthey leave such people with another possible hold over you,” said Enda, "'l would agree." She
frowned. "It istoo easy atactic, now, and one which you will have to guard againgt in the future.”
"It'slikely enough to be pretty effective right now," Gabrid said. "Isit even going to be safefor meto
show my facein the Aegis system?’

"Wadl. Firg of dl, we areriding the crest of that news, so to speak. No onewill cometo Aegiswith it any
sooner than we will, unlessamuch larger, faster ship than ours becomesinvolved.”

"Not beyond possibility,” Gabrid said.

Endabowed her head in acknowledgment. "I would suggest, though,” she said, "that under the
circumstances, we should go straight to the authorities when we arrive there and file areport. First of al,
that would not be the act of aguilty person. Second, it may put the people who weretrailing us on the
defensive— however briefly. If someone comes hot-jets behind us to accuse you of murder, you will
have |eft them in amuch weaker position.”

The authorities. Gabrid thought about that. All hislife, the authorities had been nothing that he feared, and
in themarines, he had considered himsdf part of "the authorities” Now he routindy found it difficult
dedling with the pang of discomfort that went through him when he heard the phrase. He knew that until
he cleared his name—maybe for along time thereafter—he was on the wrong side of that invighbleline
and had to consider whether it was safe to spesk to the people on the "right” side.

"That would probably mean one or another of the embassies on Bluefdl," Gabrid said, "the Alaundrin or
the Regency, since they both have afoothold in Rivendae.”

"And moreto the point,” Enda said, "the Concord one."

Gabrid threw her aquick glance.

"Naturally you would not have to file those reportsin person,” she added.

"Especially not the Concord one,” Gabrid muttered. " The Regency may be running the planet as
functionaly neutrd, but if 1 walked into the Concord officesthere, extraterritoriaity would function.
They'd arrest me as soon aslook at me."

"Indeed. Wéll, you need not." She gave him amore thoughtful 1ook. "Would you want to stop on Bluefall
at dl? That was home for you once. . . ."

Gabrid took along breath and et it out. It had been years since he had been home—just after his mother
died, infact. Asfar as he knew, hisfather was ill there, but lacking any answer to recent holomessages,
Gabrid didn't know for sure and was becoming nervous of finding out. Do | want to walk up to him and
have him rgect me asamurderer? Gabrie thought.

"I don't know," Gabriel answered. "We don't need to, | guess, but also we don't need to decideright
now. Thefirgt thing we need to find out iswhat datawe can pick up at Aegisand where well go after
that.”

He stretched, leaned back in the seat again, and said, "It's just so unfair. | would never havekilled him."
"Forensicswill provethat you did not,” Enda said. "We have no wegponry of the kind that destroyed
Alwhirn's ship. The people who did our ingtalations at Diamond Point will be able to verify that. There
was certainly nowhere to get such equipment at Sunbresk—even if we could have afforded it."



Gabrid sighed. "I know that, and you know that, but will the people at Diamond Point testify? Who
knows who might be getting at them even as we speak? Besides, considering some of the weaponry we
hed ingdled, their testimony might be more damning than helpful .

Endagot up. "l refuseto speculatein that direction,” she said. "Thereisno point inimagining
complicationsthat may never arise. Besides, right now | am wondering how Delde Sota managed to
interfere with that other ship's power."

"Soam|," Gabrid muttered. "It's more like magic than anything dse."

"| daresay she had a connection to comms through Helm's computers,” Enda said. "Past that point, it
certainly looks like magic to me aswell—if by that you mean something outside natura experience. Let
usjust be grateful that it isbeing exercised on our sde.”

Shewent away and left Gabrid to histhoughts. If shewas able to get into that ship's system, he thought,
what else might she have been ableto find out? That information was going to have to wait until they
came out of drivespace.

* %k %k * %

The next morning, and again the morning after that, Gabriel sat down with the information about Jacob
Ricel. He had timeto try to work out what to do with it, but he found himself wondering whether it was
redlly worthwhiletrying to follow any of this. Theinformation was dl between fiveand tenyearsold ... dl
gae. If he went back and questioned the people who had known this man, what would he find? Eroded
memories, more sale dataleading . . . where?

He gazed at the three faces with the three different names and wondered what other lives Ricel might
have changed the way he had changed Gabriel's? How many other lives had the man destroyed or
atered out of recognition . . . and then just changed his name and passed on into other circumstances?
Wheat kind of person do you have to be to do thingslike that to people? And in the name of what,
exactly? Intdligence. . . planetary or stellar-nationd security?

"Thoughts arefree, they say," said Endaquietly from behind him, "but | would pay asmdl fortune for
yours."

Gabrid shut off the Grid access array and let it relapse to Endas green field again. "I sometimes wonder
if thisisever going to be worth my while."

"What? Clearing your name?'

He nodded. "I think it would be nice to forget about it, to just go off and explore strange places where no
onewould know me or care where I'd been.”

"Exploration contracts. . ." Endasaid, sitting down across from him. "They are not lightly awarded. Nor
arethey cheap."

"Oh, I know. It'sjust something to think about." Gabriel stretched. "I remember—what was his name,
Rov?—talking about that system—or wasit a planet?—out past Coulomb. . . ."

"Eldda" Endasad after amoment. "Not aname | know, and | know quite afew."

Gabrid shook hishead and said, "I don't know much about the details of survey methods. | know no one
thought to look for Rivenda e because Terivine C seemed such an unlikdly primary. Could they still make
amigake like that? Miss an entire planet on survey?'

"Or misclassify it?" Enda shrugged. "In ahurry, one may make al kinds of mistakes. | suppose you would
haveto look at the survey information.”

"W, you know, | got curious earlier,” Gabrid said, and pulled out the Grid access keypad again. He
touched it in afew places, and the waving grass vanished to be replaced by along, dry-looking page of
figuresand names.

Endablinked at thet. " Surely we do not routindly carry planetary exploration information in our own
computers.”

"Inthe raw form, yeswe do," Gabrid said. "The compiled CSSligtings are there under 'Standard
Reference, Gazetteer.' There's nothing more involved than that. No graphics or descriptive detail. Look,



thereésthe name. Eldda”

"A system name," Endasaid, leaning closer. "Goodness. That is along way out." She squinted at the
display. "Planetsindeterminate. Distancesindeterminate.” Shetilted her head to one sde. "What kind of
urvey information isthat?"

"All thelisting saysis'Incomplete, " Gabrid said. "They didn't finish. They |left early for some reason.
When we get a adrivesat relay, we can send off for the information and wait for it to come back."
"Morbid curiosity,” said Enda.

"Wl admit it. Wouldn't you like to know what happened?'

Endalooked doubtful. "My guessisthat it is some kind of bureaucratic hitch. A civil servant made a
mistake compiling the information. It would not surprise meif someone misfiled awhole planet.”
Thethought of the necessary Sze of thefiling closet made Gabrid grin. "All thesame. . . we could go
find out, after we've done some more infotrading, enough to get oursalves supplied.”

Endaleaned on the bulkhead, musing. ™Y ou might be able to convince me," she said, "but | would want
to make sure we are well equipped with emergency stores and the like, and the phymech would have to
be checked again.”

"Of course. Theidea of awhole planet falling between the cracks..."

Enda shook her head. "It isinteresting. Nevertheless, there is Aegisto think about first, and what may be
picked up there. We will not have any difficulty finding information to haul. There are never enough
infotradersto service dl the deaf Grids and minor systems out thisway, but we will have to consider
where we might go besdes Terivine."

Gabrid sat back and folded hisarms. "Not much choicein the Verge," he said, "unless you want to go
right back into the Stellar Ring. A longway ..."

"l don't think s0," Endasaid. "Nor, | think, would you desire to get too far away from your own
researchesinto Mr. Ricd." She stretched, so that the blue crewsuit she wore shimmered, then steadied
down into matte blue again. "Aegis, Tendril, and Hammer's Star are our opportunities. Aegisis most
centrd. Tendril—"

"No, they're not,” Gabriel said.

Endalooked at him, confused. "Have | missed something? In the Verge, there are only the three
drivesats.”

"Theresafourth,” Gabriel sad. "The Lighthouse.”

Her eyeswidened.

"Atthetime" Gabrid said, "1 didn't think much of it. I had my mind on those three pictures of Ricel
yesterday, but Altai routinely sends aong a news package to its subscribers. | skimmed it and forgot
about it. One of the tories saysthat the Lighthouse is passing through this part of the Verge. It'sgoing
to be stopping at Aegison itsway further out.”

Enda shook her head. "Now, | fed foolish, for | have not thought about the Lighthouse in sometime. It
jumpsabout so. . "

Gabriel chuckled softly, for Endawas understating again. Origindly that massive congtruction, akilometer
and ahaf long, had been an Orlamu Theocracy space station caled the Lighthouse of Faith. Now it
journeyed through the Verge accompanied by severa Star Force cruisers and various smaler vessals,
bringing trade, news, and a semblance of armed security to the scattered worlds of the Verge. It housed
the headquarters of the Concord Survey Services, which supervised and assisted independent
exploration contractors through the Verge and beyond. It aso carried large diplomeatic and trading
complements, acity'sworth of permanent inhabitants, and numerous docking ports, repair stations, and
cargo bays. It had alarger population than some planets, was better armed than many, and had the
additiona advantage of amassive sardrive that could takeit fifty light-yearsin asingle sarfal.

There was one aspect of the Lighthouse that bore some consideration. It had adrivespace commsrelay.
Infotraders flocked to it to transfer datawhen it came into or near their systems.

"Certainly we can drop our data at either the Lighthouse or Aegis," Endasaid dowly, "but after thet . . .
Gabrid, why stop there?'

Gabriel looked at her dubioudly. "Y ou're suggesting that we might hitch aride wherever she'sgoing?”



"The thought crossed my mind.”

Gabriel consdered that. The Lighthouse's provenance— origindly it had belonged to the Orlamu
Theocracy—meant that its status in Concord terms had become peculiar. The Orlamu had no problems
with the Concord refurbishing their "great experiment” after it had amost been completely destroyed by a
Solar raid into their space in 2461, but they had ind sted—and so had others suddenly faced with the
prospect of this behemoth turning up in their systems—that it should be considered gtrictly aneutra
facility. The negotiations had gone on for agood while, but at last the station's neutrality had been
accepted by dl partiesinvolved.

"Well . .." Gabrid sad. For hisown part, neutrdity wasal very wdl, but he was uncertain how it would
hold if aparty wanted by the Concord was suddenly to turn up insde the place. "If we wanted to pick up
or drop datathere, | don't think thered be any trouble with that. Actualy piggybacking Sunshine onto
the thing concerns me. | wouldnt like to test the facility's neutrdity too rigoroudy.”

"And haveit fail, you mean," Endasaid. "Y ou also mean that there are marines there, a permanent
contingent.”

She said nothing more, only wandered back toward crew quarters. A few moments later she came out
again with the squeeze bottle she used for her plant.

Gabrid watched her water the small brown bulb, of which maybe a couple of centimeters stuck up from
the surrounding gravel. "Isthere something that plant needsthat it might be missing?' he asked after a
moment.

Enda glanced up. "Asregardsits nourishment or its normal growth cycle? Not at dl. It isbehaving
perfectly normdly.”

"How long isit supposed to say likethat?!

"Aslong asit likes" said Enda. "Rather like you."

Gabrid put hiseyebrows up in away that was meant to look ironic.

Endaturned to go down to her quarterswith the bottle again. "I understand that you might find it
uncomfortable to be within range," she said from down the hal. ™Y ou would have to decide whether the
discomfort would be so unbearable asto put aside a useful business opportunity. Asfor dropping data
at Lighthouse, the ‘physical ingress rules would matter only if we had no right of egressto beginwith. As
infotraders, we have such aright.”

She came back up the hall again and folded down her segt by the Grid access panel. "Asfor hitching a
ride, that depends on whether we pass the usua security check when we apply for space. It dso
depends on where Lighthouse would be going after we visited her. Her schedule varies without warning
and is much affected by local conditions and the political requirements of the moment. Mysdif, | would
not disdain afifty light-year hitch in auseful direction, but we would need more recent information on
where sheis headed next."

Gabrid nodded. There was no question but that the Lighthouse could be useful. Onelong starfal instead
of many smdl ones....

"If you were serious about exploratory work," Enda said, "the Concord Survey Services are located
aboard Lighthouse."

Gabrie shook hishead. "Again, I'm not sure | want to just walk in there.”

Enda shrugged. "It is not a decision that needs to be made now. We should dedl with Aegisfirst.” She
glanced up the hallway into the cockpit. "We now have only alittle over aday until we make starrise and
recharge our drivesfor Mikoa While doing that, we will want to discuss this with Helm and Doctor Sota,
but firg thingsfirst. When did you last egt anything?

"Uh," Gabrid said.

"Precisdy 'uh,' " Endasaid, getting up. "It isagood thing the sarfal/starriseinterva isno longer than itis.
Y ou become philosophica and would waste away unless you were reminded to take nourishment every
now and then."

"You'rejust trying to get rid of those prepacks you got on Rivendae,” Gabrid said, "the onesyou've
decided you don't like after al." Nonetheless, he got up and followed her down to the galley.

The Lighthouse, he thought.



Why not?

Chapter Six

TWO DAY SLATER, Sunshine made starrise in the endless black between Terivine and Mikoa. This
jump made Gabrid nervous, for he till hated jJumping to alocation that didn't have aplanet or astar
associated with it. Such gpproximate destinations, defined by agreement rather than by some physical
feature, struck him as a perfect place to be ambushed.

"Paranoia," Endasaid to him cheerfully after he had expressed thisto her.

Nonethel ess, when they were ready to come out of drivespace again, Gabrid had the fighting field down
over him.

"Thirty seconds," Endasaid. "Areyou s&t?'

"Asset asl'm going to be" Gabrid said, muffled in his darkness with the controls for the plasma cannons
inhishands.

They waited.

"Five seconds now," Endasaid.

Gabridl nodded.

"Starrise,” Endasaid.

Gabrid saw it rendered in thefield. Light washed into the cockpit, apale gold, trickling away to one side.
"Right," he said, tumbling the ship dowly and looking around him for another starrise, but there was none.
"WherésHem?'

"I do not know," Enda said. "The detectors do not see him anywhere."

"What happened? We dropped into drivespace at the sametime. The last time we went into starfall
together, we came out together, tight as you please.”

"Thelast time we went into starfall together,” said Enda, " Delde Sota had not been doing something
ungpecified to another ship down Longshot's comm circuits.”

She reached into the 3D display, touched one of the indicators, and the whole thing wavered and jumped
asif there had been a power surge. Gabriel swallowed, starting to fed twitchy in hisgut. It reminded him
too clearly of what had happened when the mass cannon had hit them. She couldn't be here, he thought. |
shot her buit off. Impossible—

Then his nerves steadied down, though his ssomach was still burning him, asurprising discomfort low
down on hisleft sde. Gas pan? Cramp?

Who needsthisright now? Gabrid thought, squirming.

The display jumped again.

"We have lost the mass detectors," Endasaid. "Gabriel, how could that happen?" She started touching
other controlsinside the display, one after another, and Gabrid watched them go ash-pae and
nonfunctiond.

Ow. That hurts. The pain was becoming unbearable. After thisI'm not going to eat within six hours of a
garrise, | don't care how hungry | am.

"I haveno idea," Gabrid said, "but how could anything Delde Sota did to that woman's ship have
possibly affected Helm's stardrive?!

"I don't know," Endasaid. "I would prefer to wait until Delde Sotaturns up and ask her mysdif.”

No onewasthere. Gabriel watched hisin-field verson of the main display flicker, waver, and then pae
to nothing. Everything—ship's environmental energy levels, her fue, al her stardrive readouts—faded
and were gone.

Gabrid's somach was churning. Without instrumentation, the ship not only couldn't fight, she could barely
move. That burning was now like acod, fierce and concentrated. That's not gas. Gas doesn't burn on the
outsde! What the—

Gabrid hurriedly unfastened his stirgps and jumped up. The pain dipped down hisleg.

Not the stomach. My pocket—



He started to reach into it, then hurriedly changed his mind and grabbed the fabric of the pocket so that
he could dump the contents on the floor.

The luckstone fell out. It wasfiery hot and blazing with light. 1t bounced to the floor, lay till, and began
szzling itsdf alittle holeinto the supposedly indestructible plastic decking. The smooth ova stone,
normally dead black, now shone with a greenish-golden-white light. Thefiercelittle glow dowly pulsed
bright to paeto bright again.

Enda stole a glance downward, and her eyes widened as Gabridl hurriedly sat back into his chair and
began refastening his straps.

"It has never done anything like that before, hasit?' Enda asked.

"What, try to burn ahole in me and then succeed in doing the same to my deck?' Gabriel said. "Now that
you mention it, no!" He threw the luckstone a very annoyed glance. "What if it kegps on doing this? It's
going to burn gtraight down into the persona cargo hold!"

"It may if it pleases," Endasaid, reaching into the display again. "1 have other problems. Oh!"
Thedisplay lit up again with asudden flash. Endascowled asif shedidn't trust it. Gabriel busied himself
with getting back into the fighting field, which till ssemed functiond for the moment.

"Everything isback again," Endasaid, "and the mass detectors are up and running once more. What a
reief.”

"I'd bealot morerelieved if we knew where Helm was."

"Somewheredse, planly.”

Gabrid gave Endaalook. "Have | mentioned to you that the fraal sense of humor can be alittle strange?”
"Severd times" Endasad. "Similar clams can be made about the human one. That joke about the wire
brush, now—"

One of thewarning lights, the one that ssid EMERGENCY , grew to an darming sizein the 3D display
and began flashing on and off.

Gabrie looked frantically at al the other indicators, but nothing seemed to be wrong with Sunshine.
"Itisnot our emergency,” she said, reaching out to theindicator. " Someone e se's.”

"Hdm?'

"No. Heisnot here, but someonedseis.”

The display filled with data—not just text, for once, but a schematic.

"Small," he said as he sudied the data. "A cargo ship?

"Possbly. We have not seen this one before?"

"Y ou mean, isthisthe other little ship that was at Rivendae? No."

"That," Endagghed, "isardief."

The emergency message now began to play in several different sets of characters, saverd different sets of
colors, and one sound. "Thisisfree ship Lalique, out of Richards, en route from Mantebron to Aegis.
We have suffered stardrive faillure and are near the Mikoa-Aegistrangt point. Trangting vessels, please
render assistance, or if passing through on emergency transit, please convey emergency message to
nearest drivesat relay. Thisisfree ship Lalique—"

"It'srecorded,” Gabriel said. "Still, I'm surprised we're the first ones on the scene.”

"Assuming we are," Endasaid, "and that they have not merely forgotten to turn off the broadcast.” She
studied the display. "WEell, let us go see what we can do for them. Thisis abad place to have agtardrive
falure”

Gabrid nodded. They might have to take the passengers aboard and leave the ship here, then go for
help. Aegiswould be the logical placeto take them, so Gabriel and Enda's own plans would not suffer
much, but he didn't much like the thought of having strangers aboard Sunshine. He looked down at the
luckstone, which was till glowing in thelittle socket it had melted for itsdf in the floor, though it no longer
seemed to be working itsway any further in.

"Have you got afix on them?" he asked.

"Y es, no problem. They're no more than forty or fifty thousand kilometers awvay. They were probably
using the same arbitrary starfal figuresfor the system that we were.”



Gabrid nodded. Sunshine's system drive kicked in, and the two of them sat there looking outside for any
sgn of the ship and stedling glances a the floor between them.

"It seemsto be quieting down,” Endasaid. "Areyou dl right, Gabriel ?'

He touched the seam of the top of his shipsuit open and stared down inside, then frowned. "1 got
scorched. It burned right through the pocket materia.”

Enda blinked at that. "The material is supposed to befireproof, | thought.”

"Then that wasn't fire," Gabriel said. "1 thought the decking was indestructible, too. Can we claim for
repairs on the guarantee?’

"Y ou would probably have to explain to them how you did it,” Endasaid, "and then they might ask you to
reproduce the effect. First you will have to work out just why the stone behaved that way."

Gabriel shook hishead. "Never mind. I'll just use some hull patching on the hole. It'sjust ashame. That's
thefirgt real scratch or damage that Sunshine has had. She was perfect until now."

"Ah. Y ou mean, except for when the hold came apart and nearly fell off when you landed on Grith that
time"

"Oh, that,” Gabrid saidwithasmile.

Endalaughed softly. "Takealook in thefield and tel meif that is the ship we'relooking for.”

Gabriel could seethe gravity "dimple’ of thevessd, drifting intact. At least the stardrive hadn't caused any
sructura damageto the vessd.

"Lalique, Lalique, thisisfree ship Sunshine," Endasaid. "We are within two hundred fifty kilometers
and closing. Can we render you assistance? How many are you, and are there any medica problemsto
dedl with before the mechanical ones?’

There was along pause. " Sunshine?" said awoman's voice after amoment. "Oh, what arelief! Thank
you so much! There arejust two of us. No medical problems, thanks. Can you manage
arlock-to-airlock?

"We have acollgpsible tube, yes," Endasaid. "I will squirt the tube specs and coordinates to your
computer when you're ready."

"Ready now."

They closed in dowly and caught their first glimpse of the ship just akilometer away. Lalique was
obvioudy an old family-style ship. Shewasbig, nearly twice Sunshine's length, and broad in the beam.
Two pair of short wings, alittle bigger than canards, just out from the cigar-shaped main hull. Four big
cargo pods dung high, two and two, sat snug against the hull near the back.

"Nice" Gabrid said asthey closed in. "Plenty of room in there.”

Endamaneuvered Sunshine in closeto Lalique until the two vessels were drifting at the same speed and
in the same direction. The computer confirmed the match. Endathen triggered the flexible airlock tube so
that its counterpart program on the other ship could lock the ships together.

Thistook severd minutes. Gabrid stayed in the fighting field, looking everywhere for Hm. "Where the
frikesis he?' Gabriel muttered.

Enda sighed and said, "He has probably popped out further out in the system where the mass detector
cannot see him. Let uswait and see what happens.”

There came asoft chimefrom the display. "Thisisworking, at leest,” Endasaid. "Lalique, our computer
is showing the mating as complete and secure. Are you showing the same?”

"Yes, we are. Please come aboard," said the woman's voice.

"Five minutes," said Endaand cut the channdl. "Gabriel, | think you can safely come out of that for the
He nodded and collapsed thefidd, blinking in the norma ship'slight. "I'll leave it on automatic announce,
though,” Gabrid said, unstrapping himsalf and heading down the hall to the arms and equipment locker. "
want to know when Hem turns up.”

Enda nodded as they both paused by the locker to pick up hand comms and a sidearm each. "It's not
likel don't trust them," Gabrid sad, "but—"

"Y ou don't trust them™ said Enda gpprovingly. "Why should you? At any rate, thisfar out from anywhere,
no oneisgoing to be offended by anyone carrying defensive weaponry.”



"Right" he said as he checked the charge and the safety of hispistol. He holstered it at hiship, and then
reached down into the bottom of the locker for hisroll of genera accesstools, the ones used to get into
panels and under deckplates. The other ship probably had tools of its own that were suited to the
fasteningsits own hardware used, but Gabrid liked to have histoolswith him.

| just hope | don't haveto try to do anything really technical, he thought as they made their way through
the hold to the airlock. If Lalique's stardrive was anything like Sunshine's, it was covered with darming
labels saying thingslike No user-serviceable parts inside and Opening casing invalidates warranty.
Sometimes such warnings were just clever ways of making sure that the drive manufacturer and its
licensees were not cheated out of the price of service calls, but sometimes they were genuine indicators
that anything you did to the drive might cause you, it, and everything around you to suddenly become
collgpsed matter. Thetrouble lay in telling which waswhich.

They paused by the airlock port, and Endatouched the opening combination into the locking pad. The
door hissed open, and the two of them dipped into the tube and pulled themsel ves d ong the cables down
the orange-walled corridor.

Another hiss of air herdded the opening of the door at the far end. "Comein," said that female voice,
sounding more cheery thistime,

Gabrid was concentrating on keeping his ssomach under control. He had never liked going rapidly back
and forth from gravity to non-gravity areas, though it was something every marine learned to handle, if not
enjoy. Modtly it involved keeping your cardiac sphincter shut by muscle pressure, and this meant
single-minded concentration until you got back to gravity again.

Shortly he saw floor in front of him, or what would be floor in amoment. He braced himsdlf against the
cablesand put hisfeet through.

A moment later he was upright and looking around a akind of entrance hal with several doorsand a
corridor leading out of it. A hand saized his upper arm, steadying him.

"Welcome aboard,” said the hand'sowner, "I'm AngelaVdiz."

Gabrid looked up and replied, "Gabriel Connor.”

He looked at her closdly as he said it, watching for any reaction, but there was no flicker of recognitionin
her face. Shewas atal, strongly-built young woman, maybe Gabriel's age. Her fair hair tailed down the
back of her neck rather the way Endadid her own. She was dressed in the baggy trousers, tunic, and
soft boots popular for casua wear in most places of the Aegis system.

Shelooked a him curioudy and asked, "Bluefal?

"Uh, yes"

She nodded and said, "' recognized the accent.” She turned to Enda, who had come in behind Gabridl.
"Respected, welcome."

"Thank you indeed. Enda, they call me." She made agraceful gesture with her |eft hand, avariant on the
human handshake. Most fraal were | eft-handed, and this gesture showed that the hand was empty of
Wegpons.

"Y ou're very welcome, Enda”

Gabrid looked around him. What he could see of Lalique was handsome-looking. The ship'swallsand
ceiling panelswere soft pastel beiges and blues. High ceilings and broad doorways gave the interior an
unusualy open and airy look.

"Nice place you've got here," Gabrid sad.

"Thanks. It'sbeen in thefamily for the last fifty years, but right now | just want to get it home safe.” She
looked down the hallway with a concerned expression.

"What happened, exactly?' Gabrid sad.

"Come on down to the control room,” Angelasaid. ™Y ou can look at the drive controlsthere. We made
starrise here five days ago, recharged, and got ready to drop into starfall again, but the drive wouldn't
engage. Everything ese seemsfine. The drive diagnostics report it ready to go, but when you hit the go
button . . . nothing.”

They cameinto the control room. It was genuinely aroom, not just alarge cockpit asin Sunshine.
Severd people could crew the bridge at five stations arranged around asmall circular array of panels.



The viewport ran three-quarters of the way around the circle above the pandl array.

"Over here" Angelasaid and indicated one pandl.

Gabrid sat down and studied the control configuration of the keypad for amoment. Fortunately it was
one of the configurable control pads that the mgor manufacturers had been using for the last couple of
decades, having finally redlized that no one had to relearn the system every time it needed to be checked
out.

"Right," Gabrid said, and started working hisway down through the diagnostics tree to where the
stardrive'sinboard routines could be accessed.

Thedriveitsalf wasaRoanTech, one of the ten or fifteen main manufacturers. Stardrive manufacturers
too had begun to produce drives dong broadly smilar lines, partly so they could start dedling in
replacement parts for one another's drives, and partly because it made sense—there were only so many
ways you could put agravity induction engine and amass reactor together. Their diagnostic routines
tended to look much the same these days for the same reasons as the control pads did.

Endaleaned over Gabrid's shoulder, watching him examine the drive's controlling software, and then
looked at Angela.

"By theway," Endaasked, "have you been suffering any irregularitiesin the way your insrumentation
works?'

"Yeswe have" Angelasad. "Right after we got here, dl our displays and readouts started to act up. |
waswondering if it had something to do with the stardrive. When that went, the instrumentation kept
misbehaving, but don't ask mewhy."

"Well, at least it wasn't just us," Gabrid said, "but | can't think what might be causng it."

There was anoise from down the halway through which they'd just come. Angelaglanced in that
direction. "Oh, herés my partner.”

Down the central hallway was a door belonging to alift that apparently serviced the lower leve of the
ship. Thelift door opened, and he could hear footstepsin the hall. There was something odd about the
rhythm. A second later, through the control room door, came the largest weren that Gabrid had ever
seeninhislife

"Grawl, these are the people who answered our distress cdll,” Angdasaid. "Gabrid, Enda, thisis Grawl."
Weren could be twice the height of asmall human, and thisone was. They aso could betwicethe
breadth, and this one was. She was absolutely massve, with fur much more silver than was usua for
weren. It had light striping that made Gabrid think of apale gray tabby that one of hisfamily's neighbors
on Bluefall had owned. The neighbor's tabby, fierce asit had been on occasion, did not have
ten-centimeter claws, three-centimeter tusks, or avery large gun dung on abaldric over its shoulder. This
weren had dl of these, and shelooked at Gabrid and Endawith an expression of which Gabrid could
make absolutely nothing.

Gabrid did not have much experience with the species. The marine contingent he had served with had
not spent much time in the worlds where the weren had much of a presence. He knew enough about
them to understand that politeness was much valued in their culture and likely to keep one's own head
from being torn off in an excitable moment.

"| greet you," he said, "and hope that we are not intruding.”

The dark eyes|ooked a him. "Welcome enough you are,” the weren said in asoft rumbling voice, "here
where any vigtor islikely enough to be welcome, were he hdf your size."

Gabrid nodded noncommittally. He wasn't sure if she had complimented or insulted him.

"Cousn," said Enda, "well met on the journey."

The weren swept an arm low before her body. " Respected, starlight shine on your road aswell."
Endasmiled. "A long road—nearly aslong asyours. Kurg isfar away indeed.”

"Digtance," said the weren, "isan artifact of themind."

Angedachuckled and said, "Grawl and | ran into each other in

Alaundril about ayear ago. Weve been together since. Shewastraveing . . ."

"| was outcast,” Grawl corrected.

Gabrid looked at her with surprise. "'l can't imagine who would have had the nerve to throw you out of



anywhere."

She gave him alook that he hoped was a amile. "1 wasthe daughter of warriors, the granddaughter of
warriors," Grawl rumbled, "but | was adisgrace among my family.”

"Inwhat manner?' Endasad.

Gabriel looked at Endain shock, but Grawl lowered her head to Enda's level—a good way down—and
said, softly, "I wasthe smallest of my kindred, the weakest, the poorest fighter, last-born, last in regard,
but there was worse than that to come.”

Gabrie looked up at her, easly two hundred kilograms of muscle and claws, and could do little but
shake hishead. She saw the movement and turned toward him. Hot breath blew about him with a
peculiar cinnamony scent, ruffling hishair.

"l am apoetess,” Grawl whispered.

"Poetry ishardly an art scorned among the weren," Enda said. "What was your clan's objection with
this?"

"There have been no artists of any notein my family for some generations” Grawl said. "My clan-grefdt
that mine was an unsuitable caling for the daughter and granddaughter of warriors, and though the rest of
the clan did not agree with him, he is our sire. When he said | had gotten the best of my brothers by skill
and gedlth and craft when | could not do so by force and fight, the other clan members dared not argue
withhim."

Then asound came out of her the likes of which Gabriel had never heard. Weren laughter, the sound of a
pot boiling, but a pot full of lava. "Get the best of them | did. None of them can wind wordsas| do.
None of them could stand before me when | made satires upon them! | caused my eldest brother to go
den-living from embarrassment, and my eldest Sster to snaich her mate half bald, dl by merdy tdlling the
truth about them in public, in meter, in the meeting-place of our people. Furious my family was, and they
raged and shrieked in housemoot! They sought to tear me with their claws, but the claws of my words
were sharper. They sought to blast me with their flintlocks, but the bullets of my scorn flew truer. Findly
they gathered together outlawed me, and paid my way off planet." She smiled. The expresson, even with
those tusks, was surprisingly benign from such amassive cregture. "Having received what | desired from
them, | went out into the Old Night with agood heart and sought my hirein ships, doing security work.
So we met, Angelaand |, and we have done well together.”

Gabrid glanced over a Angeladuring this. She had the expression of someone hearing avery familiar
gory.

"The meter isreminiscent of the sesheyan double-stave," Enda said, "though not as telegraphic.”

Grawl's eyeswent wide. "You too arean artist!" she cried. "Always and far and wide the fraa are known
for their sengtivity and craft.”

And flattery, Gabrid thought, keeping hisface straight. "About your stardrive. . ." hesaid.
Angelalooked a him. "Don't tell me you know what's the matter with it already!"

Gabrie laughed. "I wish. Doesthe drive have its own display pand?’

"Yes," Angdasad, "though | would think that it would display everything necessary up here.”
"Sowould|," Gabrid sad, "but it doesn't. Can we go down and have alook at it?"

"Certainly,” Angdasad. "Comeon."

Sheled him down the hdl and to the lift again, while behind them Endaand Grawl began to discuss
poetry. "How long have you been out with this ship?* Gabrid asked Angdaasthelift door did open.
"About ayear and ahdf now," shereplied. "I have afive year lease from the family. After that, if | can
demondrate aprofit when | get back, | get another five years. Otherwise my little brother getsaturn.”
They stood in thelift, and it sank toward the hold level. "Have you been back home since?’ Gabrie said.
Angelashook her head. "Not achance. | wanted to get the family out of my hair for awhile. . . find out
what life without congtant commitments hanging over your head lookslike." She sighed asthelift door
opened. "It's been refreshing. A little hectic, sometimes, but | wouldn't giveit up. Oneway or the other
I'm going to make the best of thesefive years, not get tied down, and roam around a good ways."
Gabrie raised hiseyebrows at that as she led him down a halway that was twin to the one above them.
"So how was Eldala?" he asked.



She stopped and stared at Gabriel in complete disbelief.

"Eldda" Gabrid sad. "Did you get there, eventualy?!

"Where did you hear about that?' she asked, more surprised than suspicious.

"Wewerein the Terivine system the other day. On Rivendde.”

Shelooked at Gabrie uncomprehendingly. "So?!

"So were you, gpparently. One of the locals mentioned you and where you were going.”

"Well, yes, we were there, but—" Angela shook her head, started walking down the hall again. "I don't
remember telling anyone about Eldda.”

"Little guy named Rov something,” Gabriel said. "He remembered that moderately well, and he
remembered you well enough to wonder where you were. They're worried about you."

Now, as Angela paused by adiding door and touched a combination onto the face of it, she looked
completely confused. "Why would they be worried?"

The door opened, and they went in.

"You'rekidding, right?" Gabrid said, pausing to look around the room. "It'sjust asmall town, that
settlement. They gossip about everything there. Y ou told someone you were coming back through, and
then you never came back. They think you're lying dead in aditch somewhere.”

The room was small, square and empty. The sedled main drive array took up the entire back wall, and a
black metd pand with

Qualified Service Personnel Only seded the main access panel. Faired into the black metal wasabig
sguare pand of glasswith akeypad at the top of it. Gabriel reached up, typed in the access command,
and the entire diagnostic and drive system management directory rosette fanned out across the glass
pand.

Angelaleaned againgt the nearby wall. "It's so strange. | don't remember mentioning where | was going to
anybody on Rivendde, athough,” she added, "we were partying alot whilewe werethere. ..."

"Ah," Gabrid said as he studied the directory rosette. They got blitzed, told everybody where they were
going, what they weregoingto do ...

Gabrid was beginning to form some opinions about thisgirl, and they were not flattering. Rich, probably.
Careless. Mouth like a ramscoop.

"Aha," he said, finding the spot he wanted on the rosette. Gabrid touched that petdl, and it became the
core of another "flower" of options, one of which waslog play. He selected that one. Hisold friend Hal
had been an e-suit engineer on Falada, and Hal's second rule—after the one about reading the
dumb-ass documentation—was to read the dumber-asslogsaswell. "If nothing s, Hal had said, "it
makes you look like you know what you're doing, however spurious thisimpression may be."

Gabrid began working hisway through the stardrive'slogs. It had adiagnostic program to help him with
this. The program looked &t the logs, then a what they should look like, and then it finally showed any
major differencesit found.

Gabrid quickly scanned through the last several starfalls and starrises, and then started to read them with
more care while the program was doing the same for the entirelog. To Angelahe said, "When they told
me about this place you were going. | got curious. I'd never heard of it before. What caused your interest
init?'

"Well, it was ablank in the gazetteer,” Angelasaid. "There had been some kind of accident when the
origind survey came through. Said they were having mechanica trouble. Anyway, they reported the
planet astoo cold and went on to their next stop.”

"Too cold?'

"Bad ambient temperature,”" said Angela. "Eight C below zero, gpparently.”

Gabriel nodded. That would have been reason enough to pass on when there were hopes of finding
something better in the next system dong. Eight was avery low ambient, if he remembered the planetary
climatic information held been taught asamarine. It suggested that even summer highs might not be much
better than twelve C, which was bad for crops, even those that had been genetically tailored for chilly
conditions. There waslittle point in settling a planet that was both far avay and where food could not be
successfully grown. Y ou wound up having to bring everything in, and if there was no other resource there



to make the trip worthwhile, no stellar nation or company would bother investigating settlement any
further.

He paused, looking at something the diagnostic program had flagged. "L et melook &t that,” hetold the
compuiter. "So you gave up on it?" Gabridl asked Angela.

She shrugged and said, "It wasn't what we had in mind. We got tired of being far away from everything .
.. Sarfdl after garfdl, never seeing anyone, watching the same old entertainment over and over on the
ship'schannds. . ."

"Y ou have Grawl to make poetry for you," Gabrid said with an absolutely straight face.

Angela punched him in the shoulder, morefiercely than Gabriel had braced himself to withstand. He
rocked and barely kept from faling over sdeways. "Don't mock her," Angelasaid. "She's had ahard
time"

"Shelookslike shes survived it,” Gabrid said, touching the paned again to focus the diagnostic's attention
on what he thought he had found.

Angeafolded her arms and stared down at the toes of her boots. "Surviva isn't joy,” she said.

Gabrid paused, glancing at her. "1 wouldn't know alot about what congtitutesjoy for aweren.”
Angelagave him aresigned look. "How clear can any of us be about what goes on in an dien'smind?
Any more than any of them can be clear about what we're thinking? | just worry about her, that'sdl. |
think sheld redlly rather be home on Kurg, getting involved in triba politics and ripping out the occasiond
suitor's throat, but she's made the best she can out of her life." She scratched at aworn place on the
decking. "1t must have been awful,” Angelasaid softly, "aways being beaten up and sat on, having the
food stolen out from under your nose and everything else worthwhile being taken away from you by the
stronger ones, the faster ones. Grawl found another way."

Angelalooked up again and said, "But is she happy?' A touch of familiarity there? Gabriel thought. "And
you," he said, "you got beaten up and sat on aswell?"

She gave him alook both indignant and amused. "Ah, an amateur thought-wrangler,” she said. "For your
information, | was one of two and bigger than my brother. Asamatter of fact | beat him up whenever he
needed it, which was most of the time. Brothers are dways getting out of hand. If you don't show them
the error of their ways early on, they run around making messesforever after.”

Gabrie smiled a that. "I'll take your word for it. Meanwhile, look at this." He pointed at the log display in
the glass and at the diagnostic program's suggestion of what should be present there. "1'm no expert, but
this might be thetrouble. | know our drive has routines to keep this from happening. Y oursis enough like
oursto suggest thisisthe problem. | think the synch between the two atomic clocks that handle the drive
has been failing. See." He pointed. "The logs show them having gotten progressively more out of synch
over the past few weeks. Thisonein particular, the gravity induction apparatus, lookslikeits clock has
been speeding up. Not by huge amounts, but enough for it to start interfering now. Hasthis started acting
srangdly over thelast couple of garfalls?

Angelanodded. "Just after we left Mantebron." Gabrid stared at the diagnostics showing in the pand.
"All right. I'm going to try to reset it. Y ou willing to have me do that?'

"Yes. | don't seethat it can do that much harm.”

| hope you'reright, Gabrid thought. He backed up through the diagnostic program again and went down
the tree to where the clock routines were. Touching a spot labeled Synchrony, he was rewarded by a
message that asked, Reset clocks to match?

"Aha" hesad. "That they have this particular routine makesit sound like this problem might come up
more than infrequently.” Gabriel looked sideways at her. "Have you missed a scheduled service, by any
chance?'

"Uh..." Shelooked embarrassed. "Possbly."

"Thismay be one of the things they do on those routine services," Gabriel said, and touched the fork of
the choice-tree that said YES.

DONE, it said asecond later.

"All right," he said. "When we're off the ship, punch it and see what happens. We won't leave until we see
you safely away. If you can't get out, you and Grawl come aboard Sunshine with us, and well get you to



Aegis o you can arrange areturn-and-tow with somebody there.”

"Seemsfair enough," Angelasaid as she went out. Gabriel closed down the panel routines and went after
her.

Asthey were walking back to the lift, Angelalooked at him curioudy. "Something leak in your pocket?*
"Huh? Oh." Gabriel glanced down at the pocket where the luckstone had been. "No, just aburn. | got
carel esswith some equipment.”

"Must have been some equipment. | thought those things were burn-proof.”

"Sodid|," Gabriel sad, thinking morosely of that spot on the decking. "Another of lifeslittle surprises.”
Inthelift, Angelaleaned againgt itswall, |ooking thoughtful. She glanced up a him then, and Gabriel
thought, Oh, please, don't invite meto dinner; | just want to get out of here and get on with what we
were doing.

"Eldaa" Angdlasad. "Areyouinterested init?"

Gabrid blinked. "Uh.. . . why?'

"Y ou mentioned it first. Plainly it must have stuck in your mind when you heard about it."

"Well," Gabrid sad, "yes" He shrugged. "It hardly matters, though. Y ou've got the exploration contract.”
"Il Al ittoyou,” Angdasaid.

Gabrid stared at her asthelift door opened.

"Why?"

"It'sno good to me now," said Angela. "If you're right about the drive clocks, I'll be glad, but I'm not
going anywhere again without having this drive serviced. That may take meawhile. By then . .." She
shrugged.

By then you may have found something more interesting to do with your money, Gabriel thought. Hmf.
She looked a him as they waked back into the control room. "Are you interested?”

Gabriel looked over a Enda, who was seated next to Grawl. Enda, looking from him to Angelato him
again, gave Gabrid alook that said, Should | ask?

"Angdasinterested in sdling the exploration contract for Eldala,” Gabrid said.

At this, Grawl screwed her face down into what looked like afrown. Endalooked more than usually
thoughtful. "The price?"

"Isnegotiable, believe me" Angelasaid. "l just don't fed prepared to carry on with that contract at this
point.”

"Youwerethere, | takeit?' said Enda

Angeanodded and Enda continued, "Not for long, though. Isthe world habitable for humans?’

"Not without alot of support, | think,” Angelasaid.

"Low ambient, supposedly,” said Gabrid.

"We landed, looked around the place, picked up some minerd samples and thingslikethat,"” Angelasaid.
"Rocks, mostly. We ran assay on some soil samplesfor ore artifact but didn't find anything terribly
usful.”

"There was much snow," said Grawl. "Great white peaks that towered to the blue heavens. Snow
bannered from them in the sun, and the winds blew the snow about—"

"Wait aminute,” Gabriel said. "How glaciated wasthis planet?”

"A mighty polar cap straddled the world's nadir,” Grawl said, "and alesser one the pole which pointed
toward the sun. Seasond, we reckoned the difference, for the ambient temperature—"

"It was cold,” Angelacut her off.

Gabriel looked at Enda.

"Widll, cold is not sufficient to disalow colonization, as we have seen dsewhere,”" Endasuggested.
"Digtanceislikely to be more of apreventative factor. Still. . ."

The back of Gabridl's mind was caught in anoisy argument. One part of it was claiming that thisrich girl
was just trying to cut her losses and make some money off awasted investment . . . possibly adding to
this the amusement of sdlling someone something worthless. Another part of his mind was sure that she
had missed something and that this might be agood idea ... avery good idea.

"By theway," Endasaid, "l did not have a chance to mention that Hem isin the system. He just got



within detection range."

"What kept him?

Enda shrugged. " 'Standard error, he said. Y ou know aswell as| that there can be aconsiderable
differencein arriva distance between vessdls departing at the same time and from the same area.”
"He'sjust got me spoiled,” Gabriel said. "He's such ahot pilot. That'sardief, though."

He looked back at Angela, then. "How much money are we discussing here?’

"I'll giveyou aflat price for thewholething,” Angelasad. "Haf what we paid: contracts, exploration
pack, the support software, al that.”

" 'Support software?' Enda asked.

Angdalaughed and said, "It'sjust abig reference library on survivd in hostile environments, atrandator,
and some other stuff. | never even configured some parts of it. The manuals are terrible, and when we got
there and redlized the environment wasn't anything we couldn't handle with overcoats and common sense,
and there wasn't anything to use the trandator on ..." She shrugged.

"Andyou pad. .. 7" Gabriel asked.

" Seven thousand Concord."

Gabrid thought about that. "Refund guarantee? If we go to these coordinates and don't find a planet—"
Rather suddenly, Grawl loomed over him. "Thereis,” shegrowled, "aplanet.”

"Grawl, | think he was making ajoke," Endasaid hurriedly. "It can be a strange thing, the human sense of
humor. Thereisthis story about awire brush—"

"Contract becomes effective immediately on sde?' Gabriel said, refusing to move, no matter how Grawl
tried to intimidate him.

Angelanodded. "The only thing that would affect the contract would be transmission time to a Concord
Survey fadility.”

"Well," Gabrid sad, "wereinfotraders. We can carry the contract transfer oursalves, if you're
comfortablewith that."

"It'sgoing encrypted, so it'sfinewith me" Angelasaid with ashrug.

"A dedl, then," Gabrid said. They struck handsonit.

The remainder of the deal took little time. Gabriel had to go back over to Sunshine for hisaccounting
chip. He brought it back aboard Lalique, and they recorded the sale in both ship's computers at the
sametime, passing the software and other filesinto Sunshine's databanks. Gabriel took possession of the
"hard" documentation and software copies on solids, and then looked around one last time.

"Well, apleasure doing businesswith you," he said. "I hope dl thisworks out well for you."

"Sodol," Angelasaid, "because otherwise we're going to need aride to Aegis."”

"Wadl," Gabrid said, hoping thiswouldn't happen, "let's see what happensfirst. Well break the ships
connection and stand away the usua safe distance—"

"Right,"” Angelasaid. Suddenly shelooked anxiousto be gone, aswell. "Come on, Grawl, let's get her
hot."

At least she walked them down to the airlock first. "Listen, Gabridl, Enda," she said, "if this doeswork
out dl right, our commsinfo isin the solids and the contracts. Get in touch when you make Aegis. We
can get together.”

"Certainly,” Endasaid, They dipped into the tube again, and the door closed behind them.

When they were on their Sde again, Enda asked Gabrid, "Isthat what humans cal ‘impulse buying?'
"Probably,” Gabrid said. He looked down at the solidsin his hands. "It was kind of a hunch.”

"I think it was stress," Enda said. "Having things burn holesin your pocket seemsto make money do the
same"

Gabrid smiled, though weskly, and they made their way back up to the pilot's cabin. Gabrid paused by
the door and reached down to gingerly touch the stone. It was as cool asit had ever been. "Weird."

"Y ou do not seem terribly eager to put it in your pocket at the moment,” Enda said as Gabrie stowed the
manual and contract solids.

"No, and you won't see me acting eager until were out of thissystem. Let it just St there until I'm sureiit
wantsto behave." Gabrid sat down in the right-hand chair and opened acomms channd. "Helm?"



"Hey, you're back. How bad was her drive busted?"

"Maybe not at dl. Well find out." He changed channdls. "Lalique?"

"Here," said Angelasvoice. "Well beready to test in thirty seconds. Hey, Gabrid, | meant it about
dinner.”

"Uh, thanks" Gabrid said. "Haf amoment while we move out of range."

He backed Sunshine well away, then gave the system drive atwo-second pulse, pushing them some
kilometersaway from Lalique.

"Good luck," Gabrid sad.

"Thanks'

The secondsticked by as they watched out the viewport.

"Please," Gabrid muttered, "pleaselet it work."

Endathrew him an amused glance.

"Herewe go," said Angdla. "Five, four, three—"

She broke off. Gabrid swallowed, hoping desperately that their drive had not failed again.

Sarfal light sheated in brilliant gold dl over Lalique's shape, and she vanished.

Gabrid bresthed out.

From Longshot, Hem said, "Are they gone now? Can we talk?'

"Therésplenty of timefor that,” Gabrid said. "A few daysto recharge, then well get out of here. Come
on over and well have dinner.”

"Bring the autolaser,” Endasaid.



