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To ordinary human ears the slight crackle of the

speaker being activated woul d have been al nost in-
audi bl e. To Nancia, all her sensors fine-tuned for this
signal, it sounded like a trunmpet call Newly graduated

and comm ssioned, ready for service # and apprehen-

sive that she would not be able to live up to her famly's
hi gh Service traditions# she'd had little to do but wait.

He's coming aboai fl now, she thought in the split second
of waiting for the incomng call And then, as the unms-
t akabl e gravelly voice of CenComis third-shift operator
rasped across her sensors, disappointnment flooded her
synapses and left her dull and heavy on the | aunching
pad. She'd been so sure that Daddy would find time to
visit her, even if he hadn't been able to attend the formal
graduation of her class from Laboratory School s.

"XN- 935, how soon can you be ready to lift?"

"I completed ny test flight patterns yesterday,"

Nanci a replied. She was careful to keep her voice |evel
nmoni tori ng each output band to nmake sure that no

hi nt of her disappointnment showed in the upper
frequenci es. CenCom could perfectly well have com

muni cated with her directly, via the el ectronic network
that linked Nancia's ship conputers with all other
conputers in this subspace # and via the surgically
installed synaptic connectors that |inked Nancia's

physi cal body, safe behind its titaniumshell, with the
ship's conputer # but it was a point of etiquette



anong nost of the operators to address brainships just
as they would any other human being. It woul d have
been rude to send only electronic instructions, as if the
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brai nshi ps were no nore human than the Al -control -
| ed drones carrying the bulk of Central Wrlds
regular traffic.

O so the operators clainmed. Nancia privately

t hought that their insistence on voice-controlled traffic
was merely a way to avoid the enbarrassi ng com

pari son between their sense-limted conmunication

system and a brainship's capabilities of nmulti-channe
conmuni cati on and i nstant aneous response.

In any case, it was equally a point of pride anong
shel | persons to denonstrate the control over their

"voi ces" and all other external comm devices that Helva
had shown to be possible, nearly two hundred years ago.
Nanci a knew herself to lack the fine sense of nusica
timng and enphasis that had nmade Hel va fanobus

t hr oughout the gal axy as "The Ship Who Sang," but this
much, at |east, she could do; she could conceal her disap-
poi nt nent at hearing CenCom i nstead of a direct

transm ssion from Daddy to congratul ate her on her
conmi ssi oni ng, and she could maintain a perfectly

pr of essi onal facade throughout the ensuing di scussion
of supplies and | oading and singularity points.

"Il ?s a short flight," CenComtold her, and then paused

for a noment "Short for you, that is. By normal FTL drive,
Nyota ya Jaha is at the far end of the gal axy. Fortunately,
there's a singularity point a week fromCentral that wifl flip
you intol ocal space."

"I do have full access to ny charts of known decom
position spaces,"” Nancia reninded CenCom allow ng
a tinge of inpatience to color her voice.

"Yes, and you can read themin sinmulated 4-D, can't
you, you lucky stiff!" CenCom s voi ce showed only
cheerful resignation at the limtations of a body that
forced himto page through bul ky books of graphs and
charts to verify the mappi ng Nanci a had al ready
created as an internal display: a sequence of three-
di mensi onal spaces col |l apsing and contorting about
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the singularity point where |ocal subspace could be
defined as intersecting with the subspace sector of
Nyota ya Jaha. At that point Nancia would be able to
create a rapid physical deconposition and restructur-
ing of the I ocal spaces, projecting herself and her
passengers from one subspace to the other. Decom
position space theory all owed brainships Iike Nancia,
or a very few expensive Al drones equipped wth

nmet achi p processors, to condense the major part of a



long journey into the few seconds they spent in Sin-
gularity. Less fortunate ships, lacking the metachi ps or
dependent upon the sl ow responses of a human pil ot

who | acked Nancia's direct synaptic connections to the
conputer, still had to go through | ong weeks or even
nont hs of conventional FTL travel to cover the sane

di stance; the massive parallel conputations required

in Singularity were difficult even for a brainship and

i mpossi bl e for nost conventional ships.

"Tell me about the passengers,” Nancia requested.

When they cane aboard, presunmably one of her pas-
sengers woul d have the datahedron from Centra

speci fying her destination and instructions, but who
knew how rmuch | onger she would have to wait before

t he passengers boarded? She hadn't even been invited
to choose a brawn yet; that would surely take a day or
two. Besides, picking CenCom s brains for infornma-

tion on her assignnment was better than waiting in
tense expectation of her famly's visit They woul d cer-
tainly cone to see her off . . . wouldn't they? A

t hrough her schooling she had received regular visits
fromone famly nmenber or another # nostly from

her fether, who nade a point of how rmuch tine he was
taking fromhis busy schedule to visit her. But Jinevra
and Flix, her sister and brother, had cone too, now
and then; Jinevra less often, as college and her new
career in Planetary Aid adm nistration took up nore
and nore of her tine.
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None of them had attended Nantia's formal gradua-

tion, though; no one fromthe entire, far-flung, wealthy
House of Perez y De Gras had been there to hear the
lengthy list ofhonors and awards and prizes she' d gai ned
in the final, grading year ofher training as a brainship.

/ (wasn't enough, Nancia thought. / was only third in ny
class. If rd placed first, iffd won the Daleth Prize.... No
good woul d cone of brooding over the past She knew

that Jinevra and Flix had grown up and had their own
lives to |l ead, that Daddy's crowded schedul e of busi -
ness and di plomatic neetings didn't |eave himnuch

time for mnor matters |ike school events. It really
wasn't inportant that he hadn't come to see her
graduate. He would surely nake tinme for a persona

visit before liftoff; that was what really counted. And
when he did cone, he should find her happy and busy

and engaged in the work for which she had trained.
"About the passengers?" she rem nded CenCom

"Ch, you probably know nore about themthan | do,"

t he CenCom operator said with a laugh. "Tney're nore

your sort of people than nine. High Famlies," he

clarified. "New graduates, | gather, off to their first jobs."
That was nice, anyway. Nancia had been feeling just a

bit apprehensive at the thought of having to deal with

some experienced, high-ranking diplomatic or mlitary



passengers on her first flight It would be pleasant to
carry a group of young people just like her # well, not
just like her, Nancia corrected with a trace of interna
anusement. They woul d be a few years ol der, maybe

ni neteen or twenty to her sixteen; everybody knew t hat
sof t persons suffered from so many hornonal changes

and sensory distractions that their schooling took severa
years longer to conplete. And they woul d be softpersons,
with limted sensory and processing capability. Still,
they'd all be heading off to start their careers together
that was a significant bond.

She absently recorded CenCom s continuing in-
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strucu' ons while she nmused on the pleasant trip ahead.
"Nyota ya Jaha's a long way off by FTL," he told her
unnecessarily. "l expect sonebody pulled sone strings
to get thema Courier Service ship. But it happens to
be convenient for us too, being in die same subspace as
Vega, so that's all right"

Nanci a vaguely renenbered sonet hi ng about Vega
subspace in die news. Computer nalfunctions... why
woul d that make the newsbeans? There nust have

been sonet hing i nportant about it, but she'd received
only the first bits of the newsbyte before a teacher can-
cel ed the beam saying something severe about the

i nadvi sability of listening to upsetting newsbytes and
t he danger of getting the younger shell people upset
over nothing. Ch, well, Nancia thought, now that she
was her own ship she could scan the beanms for herself
and pick up whatever it had been about Vega |later. For
now, she was nore interested in finding out what Cen-
Com knew about her newly assigned passengers.

"Overton-d axely, del Parma y Pol o, Arnontill ado-
Perez y Medoc, de Gras-Wal dheim Hezra-Fong,"
CenComread off the list of illustrious High Famly
names. "See what | nmean?"

"Umm vyes," Nancia said. "W're a cadet branch of
Armontil | ado-Perez y Medoc, and the de G as-

Wal dhei ms cone in sonewhere on ny nother's side.

But you forget, CenCom | didn't exactly grow up in
those circles nyself."

"Yes, well, your visitor will probably be able to give
you all the latest gossip," CenCom said cheerfully.

"Visitor!" O course he came to see ne off. | never doubted
it for an instant.

"Request just came in while | was |ooking up the
passenger list. Sorry, | forgot to route it to you. Nane
of Perez y de Gras. Being a famly menber, they told
himto go right on out to the field. He'll be at the

| aunching pad in a mnute."
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Nanci a activated her outside sensors and realized

that it was alnost night... not that the darkness nade
any difference Co her, but her infrared sensors picked
up only the outline of a human form approachi ng the
ship; she couldn't see Daddy's face at all. And it would
be rude to turn on a spotlight. GCh, well, he'd be there
any m nute. She opened her |ower doors in silent

wel cone.

CenConi's voice was an irritation now, not a wel-

cone distraction. "XN? | asked if you can lift off within
two hours. Your provision list is nore than adequate

for a short voyage, and these panpered brats are

kvet chi ng about having to wait around on base."

"Two hours?" Nancia repeated. That woul dn't give

her nmuch time for a visit # well, be realistic; it was
probably nore tine than Daddy coul d spare. But

there were other problens with [ eaving so soon. "Are
you out of your mind? | haven't even picked a brawn
yet!" She intended to get to know the avail abl e brawns
over the next few days before choosing a partner. "H e
sel ection process was not sonething to be rushed

t hrough, and she certainly didn't want to waste the
preci ous minutes of Daddy's visit choosing a brawn!

"Don't you young ships ever catch the newsbeans? |
told you Vega. Renenber what happened to the CR-
8997 Her brawn's stranded on his home pl anet #
Vega 3.3."

"What a dreary way to name their planets,” Nancia
commented. "Can't they think of any nice nanes?"

"Vegans are ... very logical," CenCom said. "The
original group of settlers were, anyway # the ones

who went out by slowship, before FTL. | gather the
culture evolved to an extremely rigid formduring the
generations born on shipboard. They don't nake a | ot

of all owances for human frailty, litde things |ike nanes
bei ng easier to renenber than strings of nunbers.™

"Makes no difference to nme" Nancia said smugly.
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Her menory banks coul d encode and store any form
of informati on she needed.

"You shoul d get along just great with the Vegans,"
CenComtold her. "Anyway, this brawn is out in Vegan
subspace, no ship, nothing in the vicinity but a couple
of old FTL drones. OG Shi ppi ng ought to be able to
divert their metachip drone from Nyota, but as usual

we can't contact the manager. So it's either waste
nmont hs of Caleb's service term by sendi ng hi m hone

FTL, or provide our own transport. You're it. You can
drop off your friends and relations on the planets



around Nyota ya Jaha # 1'll transmt a databurst of
your orders after we get through chatting # and then
proceed to Vega 3.3 to pick up your first brawn. Very
neat organi zati on. Psych records suggest the two of
you ought to make a great team"”

"Ch, they do, do they?" said Nancia. She had her own

opi nion of the Psych branch of Central and the intrusive
tests and questionnaires with which they bonbarded
shel | persons, and she had no intention of being hustled
by Central into forgoing her right to choose a brawn just
because sone shelltapper in a white coat thought they
knew how to pick a man for her# and because she was a
convenient free ride for a brawmm who'd al ready | ost one
ship. Nancia was about to turn up her beamto CenCom
and favor the operator with a few choice words on the
subj ect when she felt her visitor stepping aboard. Well,
there'd be tinme for that argument later; she could think
about it on the way out. Agreeing to transport the CR
899' s stranded brawn back to Central wouldn't conmit

her to a permanent partnership, and when she returned
fromthis voyage she'd have plenty of time to choose her
next brawn.., and to tell Psych what they could do with
their personality profiles.

Meanwhi | e, her visitor had ignored the open lift doors
in favor of clinmbing the stairs to the central cabin, taking
the last steps two at a time; Daddy nade a point of keep-
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ing in shape. Nancia activated her stairway sensors and
speakers simul taneously.

"Daddy, how nice of you #

But the visitor was Flix, not Daddy. At |east, from
what Nancia could see of his face behind the enor-

nous basket of flowers and fruit, she assuned it was
her little brother: spiky red hair in an ol d-fashi oned
punk crown, one |ong peacock's feather dangling
fromthe right earl obe, fingertips callused from hours
of synthcomplay. It was her little brother, all right.

"Flix," She could keep her vocal registers level, to
conceal her disappointnment; but she couldn't for the
life of her think of any words to add.

" 'S okay," Flix said, his voice comng slightly mnuf-
fled fromthe stack of Calixtan orchids and orange

Juba apfruits that threatened to topple over himfrom
the insecurely stacked basket. Nancia slid out a tray
froma waist-level cabinet just in time. Flix staggered
into the tray, dropped the basket on it and sat back-
wards on the floor with a ook of mld surprise. Two

gl owi ng orange apfruits fell off the towering display
and roll ed towards Nancia's conmmand consol e, reveal -
ing a bottle of Sparkling Hereot in the center of the



basket. "Know you'd rather have Daddy. O Jinevra,
Sonebody worthy of the honor you do House Perez y

de Gras, You deserve 'em too," he added after a
spraming dive to retrieve the Juba apfruits. "Deserve
a brass marching band and a red carpet instead of this
thing." He brushed one hand across the soft nap of the
sand- col ored, standard-issue synthorug wi th which
Nancia's internal living areas were carpeted.

"You # you really think | didn't disgrace the
House?" Nanci a asked. She had been wondering if that
was why nobody had come to see her graduated and
conmi ssi oned. Daddy had al ways spoken of her
graduation with the words, "Wen you win the
Daleth...." And she hadn't done that.
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Flix turned his head toward the titani um col um

and gave Nancia the sane disbelieving, slightly con-

t empt uous | ook he'd bestowed on the beige

synthorug. "Stupid," he nmourned. "Only nenber of

the famly | can stand to talk to, our Nancia; only one
who doesn't give nme hours of grief about giving up ny
synt hconmposing for a Real Career, and it turns out she
has worse problens than a few little mal functioning
organs. |If you hadn't been popped into your shell at
birth 1'd suspect you were dropped on your head as a
baby. O course you've done the House proud, Nancia,
what do you think? Third in academics and first in
Decom Theory and taking so many special awards

they had to restructure the graduati on cerenony to
make time for your presentations # "

"How di d you know about that?" Nancia
i nterrupted.

Flix | ooked away fromthe titani umcolum. O course
she could still see his expression perfectly well from her
floor-level sensors, but it would have been rude to
rem nd himof that He | ooked enmbarrassed enough as it
was. "Had a copy of the program" he munbl ed. "Meant
to show up, as long as | happened to be on Centra
anyway, but... well, | net these two girls when | was
doing a synthcomgig in the Pleasure Pal ace, and they
taught me how to mx Rigellian stenjuice with Benedic-
tine to make this wonderful fizzy drink, and ... well,
anyway, | didn't wake up until the graduation cerenony
was about over."

He scow ed at the carpet for a nmonent |onger, then

bri ghtened up. "Another thing |I |ike about you, Nan-
cia, you're the only relative |I've got who won't burst
into a long diatribe about how | could | ower nyself by
pl ayi ng synthcom at the Pl easure Pal ace. O course, |
don't suppose you have any idea what those places are
like. Still, neither does G eat Aunt Mendocia, and that
doesn't stop her from sounding off."

10
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He got to his feet and began pulling things out of

the basket. "So ... since | was unavoi dably detained at
the Pleasure Palace ... and Jinevra's off at the tail end

of nowhere investigating a Planetary Aid fraud, and
Daddy's in a nmeeting, | thought I'd just drop by while
you were waiting for assignnent and we'd have a little
private party."

"What neeting?" Nancia asked before she could
stop herself. "Were?"

Flix | ooked up fromthe basket, surprised. "Huh?"
"You said our father was in a meeting."

"Yes, well, isn't he always? No, | don't know

where; it's just a |ogical deduction. You know how

full his dayplanner programis. Y know, | often
wondered," Flix rattled on as he unpacked the bas-

ket, "just how the three of us got born. Wll

concei ved, anyway. Do you suppose he sent Nbther

a meno? Pl ease conme by ny office this nmorning. Can work
you in between ten and ten-fifteen. Bring sheets and pil -
| ow' He reached the bottom of the basket and

pul l ed out two scratched and faded dat ahedra.

"There! | know you think I'ma selfish bastard,
bringing fruit and chanpagne to sonmebody who

doesn't eat or drink, but actually | have covered al
contingencies. These are ny | atest synthconposi -

tions # here, 1'll drop themin your reader

Background nusic for the party, and you can play
themon the trip to entertain yourself.

As the jangling sounds of Flix's |atest experinental
conposition rang out in the cabin, he held up a third
dat ahedron and snmiled. Unlike the first two well-worn
hedra, this was a glittering shape with a slick comer-
cial laser-cut finish that spattered rainbows of |ight
across the cabin. "And here # "

"Let me guess,” Nancia interrupted. "You've finally
found sonebody to make a commercial cut of your
synt hconposi tions. "

Flix's smle dimed perceptibly. "Well, no. Not ex-

actly. Although," he said, brightening, "I do know this
girl who knows a chap who used to date a girl who did
temporary office work for the second VP of Sound

Studi os, so there are distinct possibilities in the offing.
But this is sonething quite different. This," he said,
soundi ng al nost reverent, "is the new, inproved, vast

Iy nmore sophisticated version of SPACED OUT, not due

for public release until the mddle of next nonth, and



I won't tell you what | had to do to get it,"

Nancia waited for himto tell her what the thing was
about, but Flix paused and beaned as if he was expect-
i ng some i medi ate reaction from her

"Wel |l ?" he said after a few seconds. His spiky red
hair began to droop around the edges.

"I"'msorry," Nancia confessed, "but | have no idea
what you're tal king about."

FIl i x shook his head mournfully. "Never heard of

SPACED QUT? What do they teach them at these

academ es? No, no, don't tell nme." He held up one

hand in protest. "I know Deconposition theory and
subspace astrogation and netachip design and a | ot of
other things that nmake ny head hurt But 1 do think
they could have let you have a little time off to play
games. "

"We did play,"” Nancia told him "It was in the
schedule. Two thirty-mnute periods daily of free play
to i nprove synapse/tool coordination and gross
propul si on skiUs. Wy, | used to |love playing Stall and
Power Seek when | was in ny baby shell!"

FIl'ix shook his head again. "All very inproving, |'m

sure. Well, this game" # he grinned# "is absolutely, one
hundred per cent guaranteed not to inprove your m nd

In feet, Jinevra clainms playing SPACED QUT can cause
irreversible brain damage!"

"It can?" Nancia slid her reader slots shut with a
click as Flix approached. "Look, Flix, I"'mnot sure #
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"Consi der our big sister,” Flix said with his sunniest
smle. "Go ahead, just call up an image fromher last visit
Don't you think anything she di sapproves of nust be

worth a try?"

Nanria projected a lifesize Jinevra on the screen that
filled the center wall of the cabin. Her sister m ght
have been standi ng beside Flix. Trimand perfect as
ever, fromthe hem of her navy blue Planetary Techni -
cal Ald uniformto the snooth dark hair that fel
perfectly straight to just the regulation 1/4 inch dis-
tance fromher starched white collar, she was the
pattern of reproach to every disorderly elenent in the
uni verse. Nancia couldn't renmenber just what had
caused the disapproving glint in Jinevra' s eyes or the
tight, pinched | ook at the corners of her nouth at the
monent this inage had been stored, but in this projec-
tion she seened to be glaring right at Flix. One of the
red spikes of his retro-punk hair crown wlted under
the withering gaze of the projection



Nancia felt sorry for him Jinevra had never

bot hered to conceal her opinion that their little
brother was a wastrel and a disgrace to the fanily
Daddy, she suspected, felt nuch the sane way. The

wei ght of the Perez y de Gras clan's disapproval would
have been crushing to her. How could she join themin
condeming Flix? She'd heard stories enough about

his wild tricks # there were tinmes when Jinevra and
Daddy seenmed to have nothing el se to discuss on their
brief visits # but to her he was still the tousle-headed
t oddl er who'd hugged her titaniumshell every time he
cane for a visit, who'd waved and yell ed as enthusiasti -
cally as if she were a real flesh-and-blood sister who
could cuddl e himon her |ap, who'd screaned wth

gl ee when she carried himaround the school track for

a qui ck round of PowerSeek with her classmates.

And what harmcould it do her to try the stupid gane?
"You'd like it, Nancia," Flix said hopefully as the
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projected i mage of Jinevra faded into a blank screen.

"Really. It's the best version SpaceGaners has ever

rel eased. It's got sixty-four |evels of hidden tunnels,

and simulated Singularity space, and hol odwarfs. ..
" Hol odwar f s?"

"Just look." Flix dropped the glittering datahedron
into the nearest reader slit # fanny, Nancia coul dn't
renmenber having decided to open that reader, but she
nmust have done so. There was a soft whirring noise as
the contents of the datahedron were read into com
puter menory, then Flix said, "Level 6, holo!" and a
red- bearded dwarf appeared in the middle of the

cabi n, brandi shing a curved broadsword whose hilt
glittered with a shower of refracted colored light. Flix
dropped to one knee as the dwarf's broadsword

sl ashed through the space where his head had been
rolled towards a control panel and shouted, "Space
Ten | aser arnor!"”

A shape of |ight beanms bent into inpossible curved
pat hs around him The dwarf bent and thrust his
sword through a gap between the rapidly weavi ng
lights #

And vani shed.

So did the lights.

Flix got to his feet, aggrieved. "You cut the gane offl
And | was wi nni ng!"



"Iy umm | don't think I"'mquite ready for the hol o-

dwarfs," Nancia apol ogized. "I have this automatic
reaction to seeing people | |love attacked."
FIlix nodded. "Sorry. | guess we'll have to bring you

up to speed slowy. Want to start at Level 1, no hol 0s?"
"That sounds... better."”

And it was better. In feet, after a few rounds, Nancia
found hersel f actually enjoying the silly gane, al-
t hough she still had troubl e maki ng sense of the rules.

"What am | supposed to do with the Laser Staff?"

"I't hel ps you wal k uphill through the gravity well."
14
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"That's dunb. Lasers don't have anything to do
with gravity."”

"Nantia. It's agame. Now, be sure to ask the sinmugrif
for the answers to the Three Toroid Triples; you'l
need them after you reach the trolls' bridge...."

As Flix instructed her in the rudiments of the gane,
Nanci a di scovered that the actual gane program used
very little of her computing power. She was easily able
to scan CenCom s dat aburst about her com ng pas-
sengers while they played. At the sane tinme she
activated the ship's enhanced graphics nmode to fill the
three wall-size screens in the central cabin with col or
i mges of the gane and of their play icons. Flix had
chosen to be, of all things, a brainship, careening

t hrough imagi nary asteroid belts in search of the Ms-
tic Rings of Daleen. Nancia preferred to inagine
herself as Troll Slayer, the long-linbed, bold explorer
who strode through gravity wells and over mountain
ranges with laser staff and backbl asters.

"Nancia, you can't slay that troll yet!"
"Why not ?"

"Because he's in anbush behind the rocks. | can see
him but you can't."

"I can so. | can see everything in this gane. It's part of
nmy main nenory now, renenber?"

"Well, your play icon can't. He's just a man. He
hasn't got multi-D vision. And you see that blinking
blue light? The programrul es are warning you that



he's going to die of hypothermia if you don't get him
into sonme kind of shelter soon."

"Why doesn't he just increase his fuel # oh. |

remenber. You softpersons certainly are limted in

your fuel allocation capabilities." Nancia went ahead
and bent her laserstaff to take out the hiding troll, as
well as three of his fellows, then sent her play icon
under the trolls' snow bridge. Behind three hidden

doors and through a labyrinth there was a nice warm

cave now uni nhabited, where Troll Slayer could rest
and refuel.

"Nanci a, you're cheating!" Flix accused. "How did
you find that place so quickly, wthout making any
m st akes?"

"How could | not find it? The game maps are in ny

mai n nmenory too, renmenber? All | had to do is look."
"Well, couldn't you not |ook? To be fair?"
"No, | could not," Nancia said in a tone that should

have effectively closed off further discussion. Cut off
her consci ousness froma part of the ship's conputer
menory? The single worst experience of her entire

life had been the partial anesthesia required while ex-
perts conpl eted her synaptic connections to the ship.
There was not hi ng, absol utely nothing a shell person
hated nmore than | osing connections! Flix ought to un-
derstand that wi thout her telling him

"Just shut down that nenory node for a little while,"
Fl'i x wheedl ed.

He never did know when to stop. And the idea of
shutting down her own nodes nade Nancia so uncom
fortable that she couldn't bear to discuss it with him

"Listen, softshell, I'd have to cut off nore than one
node to bring nyself down to your conputational |evell™

"Ch, yeah? Cone outside and say that again!"

"Sure, I'lIl come outside. I'lIl take you right up to the
Singularity point and let you find your own way out of
t he deconposition!”

"Aah, relying on brute force again. It's not fair." Flix
appealed to the ceiling. "Two big sisters, and they both
pick on ne all the tinme!"

"W had to do sonmething to keep you under con-
trol # " Nancia shut down her vocal transmni ssions
abruptly. There was an incomi ng beam from Centr al

"XN? Message relay from Rigellian subspace." Abrief
pause, then the image of Nancia's father appeared on
the central screen opposite her pillar. On the | eft-hand



16

Anne McCaffrey & Margaret Batt
PARTNERSH P

17

screen Flix's brainship icon flipped and rotated in an

endl ess, mndless |oop against the glittering stars of deep
space; on the right, Troll Slayer stood frozen with one

foot lifted to step across the threshold of the hidden cave.
Between them a tired nman in a conservative green and

bl ue pinstripe tunic sniled at Nanci a.

"Sorry | couldn't conme to your graduation, Nancia
dear. This neeting on Rigel IVis vital to keeping
Central's econony on the planned graph for the next

sixteen quarters. | couldn't let them down. Knew

you' d understand. Hey, congratul ations on all those
awards! | didn't have time to read the programin

detail yet, but I'msure you' ve done House Perez y de
Gras proud, as always. And | think you'll l|ike your first
assignment. It'll be a chance for you to get to know

some of the younger nenbers of the High Fanilies #
a very fitting start for our own Courier Service star
Eh? What's that?" He turned towards his left, so that
he seemed to be speaking to the frozen Troll Slayer

icon. "The Secretary-Particular? Oh, very well, send
himin. 1"l need to brief himbefore the next session.”
Eyes front again. "You heard that, | suppose, Nan-

cia? Sorry, | have to go now. Good |uck!"

" Daddy, wait# " Nancia began, but the screen went

bl ank for a noment. The ol d i mage of the snow bridge
and the trolls reappeared and she heard the voice of
t he CenCom oper at or .

"Sorry, XN. That was a canned nmessage beam
There's no nore. And your passengers are ready to
board now.'

"Thank you, Central." Nancia di scovered to her

horror that she had lost all control over her voca
channel s; the trenbling overtones that surrounded

her speech made her enotional state all too apparent.

A Perezy de Gras does not weep. And a brainship could not
weep. And Nancia had been well trained to repress the
son of unseenly enotional displays that softpersons

i ndulged in. All the same, she very rmuch did not want
to talk to anybody just now.

Flix seened to have sensed her mpod; he silently
packed up the basket of fruit and sparkling w ne and
patted Nancia's titaniumcolum as if he thought that
she could feel the warnmth of his hand. For a nonent
she had the illusion that she did feel it.



I'd better get out of the way now," he said." Can't have a
Fterez y de Gras brainship caught partying on her maiden
voyage, can we?"

He paused on the stairs. "Y know, Nancia, there's no
regul ati on says you have to greet your passengers the

m nute they step aboard. Let 'emfind their cabins and
unpack on their own. There'll be plenty of time for social
chitchat on the way out."

Then he was gone, a redheaded bl ur vanishing into

t he darkness, a whistled nelody |ingering on the night
air outside; and moments later, the bright lights of a
spacepad transport shone in Nancia's ground-|evel
sensors and a party of young people tunbled out,

| aughing and tal king all at once and waving gl asses in
the air. One of them stunbled and spilled the liquid
over Nancia's gleaning outer shell; froma fin sensor
she could see the snail-trail of something green and
vi scous defacing her side. The boy swore and shout ed,

"Hey, Alpha, we need a refill on the Stenerald over
here!"
"Wait till we're inside, can't you?l called back a tal

girl with ebony skin and features sharp and precise as
an antique caneo. Right now her handsome face was
etched with lines of anger and dissatisfaction, but as
the fair-haired boy | ooked back over his shoul der at
her she gave hima bright snile that woul dn't have
decei ved Nancia for a minute.

They were all still talking # and drinking that sticky
green stuff# as they crowded into the airlock lift wthout
even asking perm ssion to board. Well, she had left the
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entry port open after Flix's departure; maybe they con-
sidered that an inplied wel come. And Nanci a had heard

that softpersons # at |east those outside the Acadeny # .
didn't observe the formality that governed greetings and
of ficial exchanges in the Courier Service and ot her
branches of Central's far-flung bureaucracy. She wasn't
one to take offense yet, not when she herself was hardly
ready for introductions to this bunch of strangers.

As they trooped out of the airlock and into the

central cabin, Nancia played a game of matching faces

to the nanes Central had given her. The short red-
haired boy with a face like a friendly gargoyl e had
Flix's coloring and the flashing smile that reeled girls
into Flix like trout on a hook; he nust be one of the



two related to Nancia's famly. "Blaize?" the black girl
called. "Blaize, | can't open this." She held out a plastic
pouch full of shimrering green liquid, and Nancia

wi nced in anticipation as the redhead tore off the

seal strip with two short, strong fingers. But not a drop
spilled on her new, official-issue beige carpeting# not

now, anyway.

"Here you are, Al pha," the boy said as he handed it

back, and Nancia matched their faces with the nanes and
descriptions that had come in CenCom s databurst The
red- hai red boy must be Bl aize Arnontill ado-Perez y

Medoc, of a family so high that they barely deigned to
recogni ze the Perez y de Gras connection. And for sone
puzzling reason his first posting was to a lonely Pl anetary
Technical Aid position on the renote planet of Angalia;
she woul d have expected anybody from a three-nane

Family to start off sonewhere near the top of whatever
Central bureaucracy he chose. As for the ebony princess,
wi th her sharp clever face that would have been beauti f ul
if not for the discontented expression, she had to be

Al pha bint Hezra-Fong. The short burst transnitted

from CenComidentified her as a native of the warm

sem -desert world of Takla, with high marks in her nedi-

cal research program and no hint as to why she'd chosen
to take a five-year sabbatical in the mdst of training to
run the Sunmmerlands Cinic on Bahati.

As they passed the pouch of Stemerald back and

forth, Nancia was able to identify the other three from
their casual conversation w thout having to introduce
hersel f. The slighdy pudgy boy with a hal o of overlong
brown curls clustering around his red face was Dar nel
Overton-d axely, going to Bahati to take charge of OG
Shi ppi ng fromthe cousin who'd been administering

t he business during Darnel Ts minority. The other girl

t he sl eek bl ack-haired beauty whose delicate bones

and slightly tilted eyes suggested a fam |y connection
with the Han Parma branch of the famly, would be

Fassa del Parma y Polo. The del Parma y Pol o clan con-
trolled all the major space construction in this
subspace, and now it appeared they were sending this
delicate little thing out to establish the famly's rights in
Vega subspace as well. The girl was probably, Nancia
refl ected, stronger than she | ooked. At any rate she
was die only one refusing the pouch of Stemerald as it
went around the circle, and that was a good sign

And the last one # Nancia |let her sensors take in the

full gk>ry of Polyon de G as-Wal dheim the cousin she'd
never met From die crown of his smoothly cropped yel -

low hair to the gleanming toes of his black regulation-issue
shoes, he was the epitone of the perfect Space Acadeny
graduate: standing straight but not stiff, eyes moving in
full awareness of what each of his conpani ons was doi ng,
even in this nmonent of repose conveying a sense of
dangerous al ertness. Like Nancia, he was newy

graduat ed and comm ssioned. And |ike her, he'd ranked

high in his class but not first; first in technical grades, the



dat aburst said, but only second overall because of an in-
explicable low mark in Oficer Fitness # whatever that
m ght be.

When she'd first scanned the databurst, during Flix's
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sflly computer gane, Nancia had been | ooking forward

to neeting her cousin Polyon. He was the only one of the
group with whom she felt that she had much in conmon.

As two High Fanilies menbers trained for a life of service
to Central, just setting out to neet their destinies, they
shoul d have felt an instant sense of kinship. Now,

t hough, she felt strangely reluctant to introduce herself
to Polyon. He was so tense, so watchful, as though he
consi dered even this |aughing group of other young

people in the light of potential enemes.

And, she rem nded herself, he had personally con-
sumed at |east two-thirds of the recently opened
pouch of Stenerald, plus Central only knew what el se
bef ore coming on board. No, it wasn't a good tine to

i ntroduce herself and tell Polyon of their famly con-
nections. She would just have to wait.

"Hey, guys, look at the welconmng comittee!"

Bl ai ze interrupted the chatter. He was staring past
Nantia's titaniumcolumm, at the triple-screen display
of the SPACED QUT gane that Nancia had absentnin-
dedly left up after Flix's abrupt departure. The
conceal ed vi sual sensors between the screens showed

Bl ai ze' s freckl ed, snub-nosed face alight with pure,
unconpl i cated j oy.

Bl ai ze noved slowy across the soft carpet until he sank
into the enpty pilot's chair that should have been
reserved for Nancia's brawn. "This," he said reverently,
"has got to be the biggest, best SPACED QUT |'ve ever
seen. Two weeks will go like nothing with this setup to
play with." The ganme control channels were still open
and as Bl aize identified hinmself and took control of the
brai nship icon, Nancia let the underlying game program
alter the brainship's course to zoomin on Troll Slayer's
worl d. The brilliance of the graphic display drew the

ot her passengers to | ook over Bl aize's shoul der, and one
by one, with hal f-ashamed comments, they let them
selves be drawn into the gane.
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"Well, it beats watching a bunch of painbrains dose

t hensel ves silly in the clinic,
took a seat beside Bl aize.

Al pha nmurnured as she

Nanci a had hardly recovered fromthe shock of this



cal l ous conment when Darnell, too, joined the gane.

Til have to copy the mastergraphics off this program
and have sonebody install it on all OG Shipping' s
drones," he said, animating Troll Slayer. "Anybody know
how to break the code protection?"

"I," said Polyon de G as-Wal dheim "can break any
conputer security systemever installed." He favored
Darnell with a slanting, enigmatic side glance. "If it's
worth ny while..."

Ch, you can, can you? thought Nancia. We'll see about
that. Software gane piracy wasn't exactly a major

crime, but a newly conmm ssioned Space Acadeny of -

ficer ought to have a stronger ethical sense than sone
commoner who hadn't had the benefit of a High

Fam | i es upbringi ng and an Acadeny training. She

felt distinctly | ess eager than she had been to introduce
herself to her handsone cousin.

Pol yon turned his head and treated Fassa del Parma

y Polo, still lingering beside the door, to a brilliant
smle. "Now you, little one, could nmake just about any-
thing worth ny while."

Fassa noved towards the ganme controls with a

si nuous, gliding notion-that riveted Bl aize and
Darnel Ts attention as well as Polyon's. "Forget it,
yel lowtop," she said in a voice as sweet as her words
were stinging. "A second-rate Acadeny officer with a
pri son-pl anet posting doesn't have enough to keep ne
interested. |'msaving it for where it'll do me sone
good, "

Nancia briefly shut down all the cabin's sensors.

How had she gotten stuck with these greedy, anoral
spoi |l ed brats? She had a good mind to put off intro-
ducing herself indefinitely. Fromthe freedomof their

22
Arene McCaffrey fcf Margaret Bad

comments, they nust be assuming she was only a
drone ship with no power to understand or act on any-
thing but a limted set of direct comuands.

But she would still need to know what they were up

to. She opened one auditory channel and heard Bl ai ze

| eadi ng Darnell and Polyon in a raucous chorus of,

"She never sold it, she just gave it away!" while Fassa
gl owered and slithered off to her cabin.

Nanci a had the feeling this would be one of the
| ongest two-week voyages any brainship had ever
endur ed.

CHAPTER TWO

pol yon



Nanci a wat ched curiously as Pol yon de G as-

Wal dhei m sauntered into the central cabin. The other
passengers were still sleeping off their departure-

ni ght Stenerald party, snoring and thrashing as the

| ast doses of the stinulant worked its way out of their
exhaust ed bodi es. Pol yon had recovered remarkably
early. Like any good Acadeny graduate, he'd been up

at 0600 ship's time, washed in the shower cubicle and
dressed in his neatly pressed undress grays before
presenting hinself in public. Nancia had shut down

vi sual sensors in the cabins to allow her passengers the
privacy they would be expecting, but the auditory sen-
sors brought her enough small sounds to enable her to
foll ow Pol yon through his early-norning routine.

Nanci a caught her first glinpse of Polyon as he

swung down the passageway to the central cabin. This
was public space; she had no conpunction about |eav-
ing all sensors activated here. And Pol yon de

Gras-\Val dheimwas certainly a treat for the sensors.
Just a shade under two neters tall, with his golden hair
ruthl essly cropped in the Acadeny bristle cut, he was a
happy bl end of the best in the Wal dheimand de G as
fam ly lines: \Wal dhei m hei ght and rugged strength, de
Gras refinement and qui ck awareness. Nancia felt a
nmonent of regret. Polyon was a Space Acadeny

graduate; he night have been her brawn.

A de G as-Wal dhein®? jeered an inner voice. \Wat are
you dream ng of, girl ? A young man who conbi ned t hose
two bl oodlines could | ook fiar higher than command of
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a single brainship. He should have been destined for a
staff position sonewhere, being grooned for high
conmmand.

The short databurst of information about her pas-

sengers and their destinations didn't explain why,

instead of joining a Fleet General staff, Polyon was
headed out to be the technical overseer for a prison
metachip plant in a remote subspace. Ch, well, there

must be sone good reason for the assignment. Maybe there's
nore going on in Vega subspace than | realized. Nancia
renenbered that interrupted newsbyte about Vega

and her resolve to study it in depth, now that she was

her own ship, fm Courier Service now, fd better start keep-
ing up with public affairs. But just at the nmonent,

wat chi ng her cousin was nore interesting than pulling

up files of old newsbeans.

Pol yon gl anced about die cabin and his body rel axed



i nperceptibly as he scanned the area; a human observer

m ght not have noticed die slight change, but Nancia #

by now scanning for rnuscle tension and aut onomc

nervous systemresponse as well as for the usual visua

and auditory cues # was inmediately aware of his

rel axati on. That nust be Academny training, that alert-

ness upon entering any unfanmiliar territory. She should
have expected no |l ess of one trained in the Hi gh

Families' tradition of service; just as she should not have
been surprised that Pol yon wakened at a regul ation

hour, no matter what he'd been indulging in the night

bef ore. The other passengers m ght be soft and self-

i ndul gent, but this one, at least, was a credit to his
training. That's the de Gras blood in him she thought with a
trace of smugness; Daddy had al ways stressed the val ue

of Nancia's connection, through her nmother, with the

House of de G as.

Pol yon gl anced once nore around the room# if he
hadn't been a de G as-Wal dheim Nancia woul d have
described his second |look as furtive # and then sat

down, not in the pilot's chair facing the central con-
sol e, but in one of the spectator seats to the side of die
room He nodded once, sharply, as if to say, "That's al
rieht, then," and spoke in a | ow voice that no softper-
son coul d have heard

"Conputer, open master file, pass 47321-Al eithos-
Hex242. "

The automatic security systemthat guarded the

ship's main conputer acknow edged Pol yon's com

mand. Hardly believing what she observed, Nancia |et
the conputer act without overriding it. How had

Pol yon | earned the master file password? Perhaps

there was a secret side to her nission, sonething only
anot her menber of the High Fanmilies could be trusted
to know and to reveal at the proper time. TTiat would
explain Polyon's near-furtive way of approaching the
cabin. It would also explain his crude behavior |ast

ni ght; naturally, as an undercover agent, he'd have to
be sure to blend in with his fell ow passengers.

O ... there night be no such expl anation
forthcom ng. Now that he had master file access,

Pol yon was typing, noving the touchscreen icons, and
i ssuing verbal commands in a rapid | ow streamt hat
rivaled even a shellperson's nulti-channel capacity.
And he still hadn't acknow edged her as anything
nore than a droneship. Wat was goi ng on? Nancia
wai t ed and watched, follow ng Pol yon's maneuveri ngs
t hrough her conputer system while her external sen-
sors kept track of his bodily novenents.

Pi ece of cake, Polyon thought as his fingers darted

from keyboard to touch-screen, setting up his user ac-
count with systemprivileges that would all ow him

access to any data in the ship's conmputer. Easy as debug-
ging a kid's first program Now for the tricky stuff#



persuadi ng the security systemto treat himas a
privileged user on the Net. Once linked to that sub-
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space-wi de communi cati ons system he woul d be abi<
to find out anything he wanted to know abou
anybody who'd ever linked into the Net

Voi ce commands woul dn't work here; just as wejj

he didn't want to be overheard by any of those snui];
ti me snoops he was stuck with on this voyage. H;;
fingers flashed over the keys, rattling out comuands a:
fast as his excellent brain could analyze the result,
Hrfm security block here . . . but having alrea®
granted hinself user privileges on the ship's system
he coul d take a | ook at the object code in the bl ockin;
programitself. He could even "fix" it. "Here a patd
there a patch,” Polyon humred as he entered a sligl i
Iy revised version of the object code, "everywhen -.
trapdoor, dum de-dum de-dum" As the system ;>

cepted and ran the revised program Polyo;

hunm ng switched to a triunphant version of, "1;

the man who broke the bank at Monte Carlo!"

Not quite accurate, of course; he intended to win fo
far nore than the proceeds of a single night's ol =
Earth-styl e ganbling. He would show them # al

them Starting with # but definitely not finishing wi >
# the lamebrains who' d shipped out with him Polyo
knew why he was being posted to a second-rate assigi
ment in a third-rate solar system# his nmenori
skittered like frightened mce over the surface of th
ugly scene with the Dean # but there nust be sorr
reasons why all these other panpered darlings oft)

H gh Fanmilies were going into sem-exile. He woui

start by finding those little secrets, and then... wc:|
t hen maybe even these rich brats could be useful in t>;
G and Pl an.

And after them., the Nyota system Al of Ves.
subspace. Central. Wy not? Pol yon thought, dazzk

by the grandeur of his own desires. If there was on
thing he'd |l earned while he was growing up, it ws

that you could get away with nearly anything if you dt

nost of it while people weren't watching and used
your charm when they did watch.

And where charmdidn't work... there were other
means of persuasion. Polyon smiled grimy and
tapped i nto Al pha bint Hezra-Fong's ned school files.

\'Vhat cfftM Pol yon be doi ng? Nantia watched and



waited as he redefined the ship's security system reached
out to the Net, scanned his fell ow passengers' files.
Qught she to stop hinP Discretion was the first thing a
Courier Service brainship |earned, the first and |last com
ponent of duty. She hadn't been briefed on what to do
with a passenger who started manipulating the Net as if it
were part of his personal comsystem He was redefining
the security paraneters now... no matter, she could
change those back whenever she chose. So for he hadn't
touched her personal data areas, didn't show any signs of
knowi ng that her synaptic connections to the ship's com
puter allowed her to follow everything he was doi ng.

Could it be that he really thought her a drone ship?
Maybe not. At least, he wasn't sure. Now that he was

t hrough playing with the Net, Polyon sent out an ex-
ploratory tendril of code to report on other activities
linked into the ship's computer... a patch that would
reveal the exact location and extent of Nancia's con-
nections within the ship.

A Hale late to check that, ny lad! Didn't the Space Acadeny
teach you to | ook for ambushes before you started maneuvers ?
Self-protection was an automati c response, nore

deeply ingrained even than di scretion. Nancia cl osed

down pat hways and redefined access codes in a single,
instinctive wave of activity that |left Polyon staring at a

bl ank screen and touchi ng a keyboard that no | onger

responded to his search commands.

Dar nel

Darnel | Ovetton-d axely noaned gently as he caught
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sight of his puffy face, a distorted reflection in the
pol i shed curve of synthalloy along the ship's central cor-
ridor. It was too early in the norning to face mrrors,
especially curving ones that made his reflection swell and
shrink and ripple Iike waves on the damed ocean. Dar-
nel | noaned again and rem nded hinself that the

artificial gravity of space was practically like being on
Earth; it was only his imagination nmaking himfeel sick
This was really nothing |ike being aboard one of the ol d-
styl e oceangoi ng vessel s that had been the start of OG

Shi ppi ng, back when they were still a planetbound | oca
corporation. His old man had nade hi mgo on one of

t hose nonsters once, with sone crap about renenber-

ing the fam ly's roots. Darndl had taken a | ot nore crap
fromthe old man when he puked his guts out before the
ship left harbor.

Well, there wouldn't be any nore of ihat\ Dear Papa



was history now, and so was the unexpl ai ned space-
station collapse that had killed himand left OG

Shi pping in the hands of its directors until Darnel
finished school. And last night's Stemeral d debauch
was al so history# if only he could convince his queasy
stomach and poundi ng head of that!

It wasn't fair that he should suffer like this after what
had only been a perfectly reasonabl e i ndul gence to

cel ebrate the end of schooling and the start of his new
career. A pity neither of the girls had seen fit to continue
the celebration in the logical manner. Well, they had two
weeks to planetfall; they'd cone around and see his at-
tractions soon enough. After all, it wasn't as if he had any
serious conpetition on this droneship. De G as-

Wal dhei m was handsome enough, but a cold fish if

Darnel | had ever seen one. Sonething frighteni ng about

him wth those intense blue eyes burning like dry ice

under the stiff Acadeny haircut. As for the Medoc boy,

Bl ass or Bl aze or whatever his nane was, no girl was

going to waste time on a kid with a face like a friendly gar-

e. No> it would be old Darnell to the rescue again, the
n man on board widi the social skills to entertain two

lovely ladies all the way to their destination planets

around Nyot ayaj aha.

And he coul d hear sounds in the central cabin. Was

one of the girls up and about already? Darnell sucked

in his gut, threw his shoulders as far back as they

woul d go, and glanced at his reflection in the synth-

ailoy wall once again. Hs face wasn't really soft and
pufly like that, he told hinmself; it was a trick of the dis-
torted reflection. Made himl ook m ddl e-aged and

fl abby and tired. Nonsense. He was the handsone

young heir to OG shipping and he was fit to take on

anybody or anything...

But not, maybe, that cold fish, Polyon de G as-

Wal dheim Darnell clutched at the doorway and tried to
stop his impul sive movenent into the central cabin. H's
| egs kept going while his arnms tried to haul him back

"Ch, cone on in, OG" Polyon said inmpatiently, his
back to the door. "Don't just cling to the doorfrane
wavi ng your tentacles |like a seasick jellyfish."
Seasi ck.

Jel | yfish.

Darnel I gul ped down a wave of nausea and

rem nded hinself again that space travel on a grav-
enhanced drone was not |ike being on an actua

nmovi ng, swayi ng, shifting oldstyle sea vessel

"What are you doi ng?"

Pol yon rel eased the chair controls and spun slowy
round to face Darnell, long linbs relaxed as if to em



phasi ze his confort in this environnent. "Just.
pl ayi ng ganes," he said with a queer snile. 'Just a few
little games to pass the tine."

"What'd you do, crash the SPACED QUT ganeset so
badly you | ost the screens?"

"Somet hing like that," Polyon agreed. "You can
help ne start it up again, if you like."
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It was the closest thing to a friendly overture Darnel
had heard from Pol yon since they net the previous

ni ght. Mybe, he thought forgivingly, maybe the poor
guy didn't know how to nmake friends. Coming froma
stiff-backed upper-crust lot like the de G as-

Wal dhei nms, spending his life at mlitary boardi ng
school s, you couldn't expect himto have the savoir
vivne and easy social nmanners that Darnell prided him
self on displaying. Well, he'd help old Polyon out, be
his friend on this litde jaunt.

"Sure thing," he said, walking on into the roomw th

a careful soft step that didn't jar his aching head. He
sank into one of the cushioned passenger chairs,

"Nothing to it, | used to play this stuff all the time in
prep school. Tell you what # if | help you get into the
conput er, maybe you'll help ne get into sonething

el se?" He wi nked | aboriously at Pol yon

"What exactly did you have in m nd?" The man
didn't have a due how to make |ight conversation.

"Two of us," Darnell explained cheerfully, tapping

away at the console keys. "Two of them The bl ack one

is more your size. But | need a strategy to get into the
del Parma skirt's pants. Tactics, nmaneuvers, advance

and retreat # Got any suggestions?" Not, Darnell

t hought, that he really needed any hel p, but there was
nothing Iike a round of good, bawdy mnal e-to-nal e

bonding talk to cement a friendship. And since Polyon
evidently wanted to be friends, Darnell was nore than
ready to nmeet him hal fway.

" I'"mafraid you're on your own there," Polyon said dis-
tantly. "l1've... never had occasion to study the problem"
He ni cked an invisible speck of dust off his pressed sl eeve
and affected to study the SPACED QUT screens as Dar nel
brought them back to fill the walls of the cabin.

The inplication was clear; he'd never needed to work
out tactics with the ladies. Well, of course not. Wth the
de G as-Wal dhei m nane and fortune behind him#



and that nuscl e-bound, oversized physique # still, he
had no call to sneer at somebody who was just trying to
he friendly. Darnell glowered at the consol e and

tapped the commands that would set the gane at #

hmm not Level 10, his reflexes weren't quite up to the
i nteractive hol owaniors just yet. Level 6. That should
be hi gh enough to scranmbl e Pol yon's nmoves and | et
himsee what it was |like dealing with an expert

"It's a new version," Polyon said in surprise. "I don't
remenber that asteroid belt."’

Til bet five credits there's a due to the H dden Hor-
rors of Hol ndal e somewhere in the new asteroids,"
Darnel | of f er ed.

"No bet on that. But 1'll lay you five credits that I/it's
there, 1'll find it first. Choose your icon!"

Darnel | chose one of the play icons displayed al ong

the bottom of the central screen. He always |liked to be
Bonecrush, the cyborg nonster who stal ked the | ower
tunnel s of the labyrinth but occasionally blasted out
into space with his secretly installed jetpacks and per-
sonal force shield. Polyon, he noticed with pleasure,
was taking the icon for Thingberry the Martian Mage,

a winp of a character if there ever was one. This gane
shoul d be over in no tine.

"So what brings you out to the Nyota systenP"
Pol yon asked after a few nminutes of seenmingly idle
maneuvering and poi ntl ess comrands.

Darnell scowl ed at the screen. How had Thi ngberry
managed to surround two-thirds of the asteroid belt with
a charmof inpenetrability? Very well, he would | et
Bonecrush turn around and use his internal jetpacks as a
weapon; that should bl ast through sneaky Thi ngberry's
magi c. "Taking up the old inheritance," he replied as he
tapped in the commands that woul d gi ve Bonecrush

maxi mum bl asti ng power. "OG Shi ppi ng, you know.

Can't think why old Cousin Wgran noved the firms
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headquarters out to Vega subspace, but I'msure he'll ex-
pl ai n everything when | get there."

"I'f he can," Polyon agreed. "You have that nuch
faith in hinP"

Darnel|l stealthily maneuvered Bonecrush into range.
That idiot Polyon was |ooking at him not at the screen



he coul d get away with rmurder if he could keep Polyoris
attention away fromthe gane for a few nore seconds.

"What d'you nean?" he asked, not really listening
for the answer. "Wy shouldn't | have faith in
W gran?"

Pol yon | ooked shocked, and for a nonent Darnel

was afraid he'd noticed Bonecrush's noves on the

central gane screen. "My dear chap! You nean you

haven't heard? Decomit," he cursed in a | ow vicious
tone. "I didn't realize # Look, Darnell, | shouldn't be
the one to tell you this. Haven't you been paying atten-
tion to the newsbytes from Vega?"

"Managenent bores ne," Darnell told him "I'IIl be
perfecdy happy to draw the profits fromthe conpany
and | et Cousin Wgran keep running the store.” Hi s
hands were resting on the key that would activate
Bonecrush's jet packs. Any minute now he'd execute a
control | ed power surge that should blast a hole right
t hrough Thi ngberry's defenses. But he wanted

Pol yon to be watching in the nonent of defeat, not
babbl i ng on about sonme boring accountant's trial in

t he Vega system

"Well, | suppose you'd have to know pretty soon
anyway, " Polyon was saying now "l hate like hell to be
the one to tell you, though." He was wat ching

Darnell's face nore closely than he'd ever |ooked at

t he gane screens.

"Tell me what?" For the first tine Darnell felt a chil
of apprehensi on creep over him

"It's all been coming out in the trial,"” Polyon said.
"That accountant who was skimm ng his clients

credits to play Lotto-Roids? OG Shi ppi ng was one of

hi s bi ggest accounts. And your cousin Wgran knew
exactly what the fell ow was doi ng. He even hel ped

kim _ for a share in the cash. Together, they've

ganbl ed away nore than ninety per cent of OG

Shi pping'5 assets. I'mafraid all you're going to inherit
on Bahati is one over-age Al drone and a bunch of

debts."

Darnell's sweaty fingers slipped and punched the

power key harder than he'd intended. Bonecrush's jet
packs rel eased their maxi mumthrust. The bl ast

rebounded harm essly off Thingberry's invisible
charm shi el d and propel | ed Bonecrush, too depl eted

of power to activate his personal force-shield, into the
bl ackness of deep space. Hi s cyborg body expl oded

into amllion stars of synthalloy debris.

"Ww, " Polyon said, finally glancing at the dazzling
light effects on the screen. "This is a great gane! WII
you | ook at those graphics? What is it, a supernova?"



"Me," said Darnell Overton-d axely. A gentleman
knew when to bite the bullet. "I owe you five credits."'

Bl ai ze
Ch, no, not anot her one!

Nanci a briefly shut down all her internal sensors as
Bl ai ze Arnontillado-Perez y Medoc stirred in his
cabin. She had come to the concl usion that her pas-
sengers were nost bearable when they were sleeping it
off. If only she could flood all their cabins wth sl eepgas
and keep them unconscious until they reached the
Nyota ya Jaha system ... Nancia caught herself in

m d-t hought. She was becomi ng as bad as they were!
How coul d she even think such a thing? Hadn't she
made perfect marks in all her Integrity and Shel

Et hi cs cl asses? She shoul d have been doubly guarded,
by famly heritage and Acadeny training, against even
i magi ni ng such a betrayal of her ideals.
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There was nothing to stop her fromleaving her in-
ternal sensors inactive until they reached Nyota ya
Jaha, though. Nancia considered this briefly before
deciding against it. True, her passengers woul dn't

noti ce anything, since they already assuned she was a
droneship programred to carry themin privacy to

their destination. And it was also true that she would
rather performthe Singularity transformations that
carried themthrough deconposition space w t hout

the irritating distraction of these ... brats. But she
shrank fromthe idea of spending days, nore than a

week, in the isolation of space, with nothing to see but
t he wheeling stars, no other brain to communicate

with # for if she opened a beamto Central, her cousin
Pol yon, with his propensity for snooping through the
ship's conputer systems, would be bound to notice the
comm activity. Brainships were as human as any

sof t persons; Nancia knew that it would be unwi se to
expose herself for so long to the strain of partial sen-
sory deprivation.

Besi des, she wanted to know what her passengers
were up to.

When Nanci a reactivated the central cabin's sen-

sors, Darnell was already stal king down the hall to his
cabin and Polyon, lips taut with rage, was about to fol-
low him "I don't care for that nane," he told Bl aize.

Nanci a hastily scanned the cabin's automatic
recordi ng system Bl aize had been teasing his cousin
by calling him"Polly." Acadeny records on Pol yon de
G as- Wl dhei m nmenti oned this nickname as the basis
for several vicious fights that had occurred during
Pol yon' s Acadeny training, including one in which

Pol yon' s opponent was so badly injured that he had to



drop out of the officer training program Wtnesses
had attested that Polyon went on twi sting the boy's
bones and listening to themsplinter long after his op-
ponent was begging for mercy.
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Fol | owi ng that incident, Polyon's file had been
flagged with warning signals that woul d forever
preclude his being assigned to a responsible mlitary
post. " and he had been verbally notified of this
decision in an interviewwith retired General Mack
Erricott, Dean of the Space Acadeny #

What was sfo doi ng? Nancia dosed down all her infor-
mati on channel s nonentarily. \Wiere had all this
private information conme fron? She reopened her
channel s and traced the dataflow. It canme through the
Net, and she shouldn't have had access to any of this
material; it came fromthe Space Acadeny's private
personnel files. Sonmehow the Net had responded to

her momentary curiosity by opening up nmaterial that
shoul d have been shiel ded under the Dean's persona
passwor d.

After a nmonment's confusion, Nancia realized what

had happened. Polyon's nmeddling with the ship's
security system had extended to some very sophisti -
cated tampering in the Net itself. He had, in effect,
defined Nancia as the node of origin for a system con-
troller with unlimted powers to access and change
files and codes in any conputer on the Net. Nancia's
instinctive intervention had then made the " System
Controller" identity unavail able to Polyon hinself...
but had left the node definition in place, allow ng her
access to all the files he had scanned, and a great dea
nor e besi des.

Nancia felt as enbarrassed as if she'd been caught
peeking into an anesthetized classmate's open shel
during synaptic renodeling... the invasion of privacy
was that great. / didn't realize what | was doing! She
def ended hersel f, and hastily erased the super-user
node definition before she could be tenpted into | ook-
ing at anybody el se's private files.

But she couldn't forget the shocking and di sturbing
t hi ngs she'd just read about Polyon. And she was
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relieved that he'd left the central cabin to Blaize, stalk-



ing back to his own cabin in a pose of offended dignity
far nore inpressive than Darnell's pout

Bl ai ze | ooked directly at Nancia's titani um col um
and wi nked. "Bet you thought he was going to beat ne
up, didn't you?"

Nanci a responded wi thout thinking to this, the first
di rect address she'd received since her passengers
boarded and she lifted off fromCentral. "I hope you
weren't counting on ne to protect you!"

Bl ai ze gave a soft, satisfied chuckle. "Not at all, dear
l[ady. Until this nmonent | wasn't even sure what # or
who # you were." He lifted an imaginary cap and

m nmed an extravagant bow. "Allow nme to introduce

nmysel f," he murnmured as he strai ghtened again. "Bl aize
Arrmontil | ado- Perez y Medoc. And you?"

It was too late to retreat into the silence that had
protected her so for. Nancia gave a nmental shrug # no
nore than a quick flashing of connectors # and

deci ded that she might as well converse with the brat.
She'd been starting to get lonely, anyway; the isolation
of deep space was too great a contrast after her years of
confortabl e, constant multi-channel input and out put

with her classmates in Laboratory Schools. "XN 935,"
Nanci a said grudgi ngly. And then, because the call let-
ters seenmed inadequate, "Nancia Perez y de Gras."

"A cousin, a veritable cousin!" Blaize crowed with
unabashed delight. "So tell me, cousin, what's a nice
girl like you doing convoying a rabble of riffraff Iike
us?"

The question was unconfortably close to Nancia's
own opi ni on of her passengers. "How did you know
was a brai nshi p?" she countered.

"The liftoff procedures could have been perforned

by an Al drone. But sonmehow | didn't really think the
Medoc clan and the rest of our loving famlies would
have sent us off to jaunt through Singularity on auto-

matic. Wuldn't be fitting to the dignity of the High
Fam lies, y' know, to have a packet of netachips
responsi ble for our safety instead of a human brain."

"You don't have much respect for your fanmly, do
you? No wonder they're sending you off to a fringe
worl d. They're probably afraid you'll enbarrass

t hem"
For a noment Bl aize's freckled race | ooked cold and

hard and infinitely sad. Then, so quickly that a human
eye woul d hardly have recogni zed the brief betrayal
he grinned and flashed a salute at Nancia's col um.
"Absol utely. Just one minor correction. They're not
afraid I'll enbarrass them They're bloody sure of it!"



Pul i ng out one of the padded chairs, he seated hinself
cross-legged in the mddle of the cabin, arnms fol ded,
and beaned at Nancia's columm as though he hadn't a

care in the world. She retrieved the inmage of his race a
nmonent earlier and projected it on interior space,
conparing the bl eak-eyed young nan of the record-

ing with the smiling boy in the cabin. Wat could be
hurting himso deeply? Against her will, she felt a

twi nge of synpathy for this spoiled scion, this disgrace
to the H gh Famlies.

"And do you intend to?" she asked in carefully

neutral tones.

"What ? Ch# di sgrace then?" Blaize shrugged a lit-

tle too gracefully. Nancia began to wonder how nany

of his seenmingly casual gestures were rehearsed. "No,

it's too late now. Sure, | had fantasies when | was a Kkid.
But 1'ma little old for running away now, don't you

t hi nk?"
"What# to join the circus?"

For another split second, the nobile face before her

mat ched t he bl eak i nage she'd stored. "No. The Space
Acadeny. Actually," Blaize said in a voice as carefully
neutral as Nancia's own, "l used to think I'd train as a
brawn # Don't laugh; it was a kid's idea. But | never

38
Anne McCaffrey & Margaret Batt

could imagi ne anything better than working with a

brai nship. To fly between the stars, saving lives and
worl ds, partnered with a living ship to learn the dance
of space...." His voice cracked on the |ast word. "
told you. Kids have dunmb ideas."

"It doesn't seemlike such a dunb idea to me," Nan-
tiatold him "Wy did you give it up? Did sonmebody

tell you brawns have to be six feet tall and built like...
i ke Pol yon de G as-Wal dhei n?"

"Gve it up!" Blaize echoed. "I didn't give it up. Iran
away three times. The first time | actually got into the
Space Acadeny, too. Took the open tests, forged

papers saying | was a war orphan, won a schol arshi p.

It was three weeks before ny tutor found ne." The
nmonentary, unguarded joy in his face as he remem

bered those weeks wenched at Nancia's heart. "The
second and third times they knew where 1'd go; there

was a squad of House Medoc private guards waiting

for nme at the Acadeny."”

"Your famly seenms to have been rather violently
agai nst die idea."

Bl ai ze's mobile, ugly face twisted into a sneer



"Wl dn't do for folks in our position, y'know Not

quite the thing. My cousin Jillia is in line to be the next
Pl anet ary Governor of Kaza-uri, and ny buddy Hene-

quin # mfather's best friend s son," Blaize explained
parenthetically, "is already in charge of the Vega

branch of Planetary Technical Aid. A son who's in

brawn training doesn't quite match up with those stel-

| ar acconplishments for after-di nner bragging."

"I wonder if nmy fanmily feels that way," Nancia said.
Was that why Daddy hadn't nade time for her
graduati on?

"Shoul dn't think so. They sent you to Laboratory
Schools, didn't they?"

"They didn't," Nancia said, "have many options.
woul d not have survived a normal birth.
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"Ch. Well. Anyway," Blaize said carefully, "I don't

t hi nk your branch of the famly is quite as snobbish as
ours- And neither one can beat the de G as-Wl dheins
for exclusiveness. Polly got to go to the Acadeny, but
he was supposed to turn into a general, not a lowy

space jockey; | can't inmagine what he's doing on his
way to adm nister a metachip plant on Shemali. Must
have been sone scandal at the Acadeny. | thought I

knew all the fam |y gossip, but whatever he got into,
they hushed it up exceedingly well. You probably have
access to the files, though # or # anyway, | bet you
could find out if you wanted to."

"I imagine," Nancia said, "they are in need of his
techni cal expertise." She felt no inmpul se whatever to
share the details of Polyon's Acadeny problens wth
this gossipy boy. Didn't the High Famlies train their
sof tperson children in any kind of discretion? First
Pol yon, using his conputer expertise to hack through
security checks and find out the other passengers
secrets, and now Bl aize, turning his charmon her to

t he same end.

"You don't approve of gossip, do you?" Blaize

guessed. "All right. Have it your way. You will be a
suitably discreet Courier Service brainship and a
credit to the famly, and 1'll be a nice little PTA ad-
mnistrator on Angalia and try not to disgrace ny side
of the famly, and we can all drift on in boredom

forever."
"Planetary Technical Aid isn't so bad," Nancia told
him "My sister Jinevra is an area admnistrator, and

she's only twenty-nine. You could rise rapidly # "

"Frony4ftgtt&?" Blaize's eyebrows shot up like red
excl amati on marks, giving his face a | ook of comica



ast oni shment. "Dear Cousin Nancia, you really don't

pry, do you? If you'd read ny file you woul d know bet -
ter than to try and stir up ny anbitions for Angalia.
The sumtotal of civilization there consists of one PTA
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of fice, one coryriummnm ne, and a bunch of humanoid
natives with the collective 1Q of a zucchini. Asmall zuc-
chini. It's amazing they even qualify for Planetary Aid;
somebody nust have filled out the FCF wong, and

whoever |ater determ ned that they didn't have ISS
forgot to correct the PTA data. The wheels of the
bureaucracy grind on and on.... So here | go to An-
galia, less than the dust beneath ol d Henequin's

chariot wheels."

"You should do well enough,” Nancia said. "You' ve
certainly got the jargon of the bureaucracy down pat"

She scanned her data files for translations of the initials
Bl ai ze had used. PTA was Pl anetary Technical Aid, of
course, and FCF turned out to be a First Contact

Form and ISS # ah. Intelligent Sentient Status. Nan-

cia had learned all the regulations for dealing with
alien sentients in Basic Courier D plomacy and

Devel oprment 101, but she wasn't used to hearing the
abbrevi ati ons tossed about so casually. Daddy, when he
visited and told her about his work, was always carefu

to give each bureaucratic office its full nane, each offi-
cial his full tide.

It was possible, Nancia thought, involuntarily con-

trasting Blaize' s darting, hunmm ngbird speech patterns

wi th Daddy's measured delivery # it was possible that

her father, Javier Perez y de Gras, was just a bit stuffy. No.
That was ridicul ous. She was getting corrupted by her
passengers, straying into non-regul ation and non-

approved ways of thinking. Heaven knew what

i ndi scretions Blaize would lure her into if they continued
this conversation.

"Do you play SPACED QUT?" She filled the three
wal | -si ze screens with the displays that had tenpted

Pol yon and Darnell into the gane. "It'll have to be
solitaire, I"'mafraid."
n W]y?ll

"I can't not know the underlying structure,” Nancia

apol ogi zed. "You see, the gane's part of ny menory
banks now. And |'ve never |earned your softperson
trick of selectively turning off awareness." She wasn't
about to try, either. But she could, she told Blaize,



make the solitaire gane a little nmore chall enging by
redefining the maze of tunnels and Singularity nodes
t hat connected one part of the SPACED OUT gal axy

wi th anot her.

"Rul es that change as you play?" Blaize hunmed in
delight. "Great idea. Polly will hate it, too."

That thought seemed to increase his pleasure in the
gane. And while he happily mani pul ated a solitary

play icon through the traps and surprises set up by the
desi gner, Nancia contenpl ated the vast |oneliness of
the stars around them and the di stance she nust travel
bef ore she coul d make private contact w th anot her
shel | per son.
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" CHAPTER THREE
Al pha

When she awoke after the graduation "party,"

Al pha bint Hezra-Fong nade her way to the main

cabin and found her traveling conpani ons engaged in

one of those silly rol e-playing ganes. Medical schoo

and a demandi ng research program had never given

her the tine to waste on such frivolities. But there m ght
be plenty of time where she was goi ng. Al pha pushed t hat

t hought to the back of her mind. She would find sone-
thing productive to do; she always did. She m ght even
find a way to continue her research.

For the present, her compani ons watched the gane
screens, and Al pha watched them They were consid-
erably nore amusi ng than the gane; especially Blaize
and Pol yon, stal ki ng one another in an ongoi ng verba
battle. Blaize was obviously dying to know why sone-
one Eke Polyon, destined by famly and training for a
hi gh command post, was being sent out to start his
career on a renote planet of no real mlitary

i mport ance.

Al pha rather wanted to know the answer to that lit-

tle puzzle herself. As part of the powerful and

hi gh-ranki ng de Gras-Wal dhei m cl an, Pol yon woul d
seem | i ke a good person to cultivate. And in sone

ways, Al pha thought, it would be a pleasure to nake
friends with Polyon. He was certainly the nost attrac-
tive man on this ship, the only one worth her tinme. But
if he'd disgraced hinmself at the Academny and been dis-
owned by his famly, she couldn't afford the risk of
getting dose to him Sone of that scandal # whatever

it could have been # mght rub off on her. And she
couldn't afford any nore blots on her record, not after
t he way the nedical school had overreacted to that
trivial business about her research protocols. No, she'd



wait and find out a little nore about Pol you before she
noved on him And she'd let Blaize Arnontill ado-

Perez y Medoc, a born gadfly if ever there was one, do
the finding out.

"Shemali's such an obscure spot," Blaize hinted, "for

a brilliant young nman on his way up."

Pol yon stared into the display of distant mountain

peaks for a noment before he answered. Al pha could

see a nuscle twitching in his jaw As well as all the nuscles
everywhere el se ... those Acadeny undress grays don't |eave
much to the inmagination! Wiy doesn't he just break the little
pest in half? But Polyon retained his control. "Yes, it's
nearly as godforsaken as Angalia, isn't it? My brilliant
little cousin-on-his-way-up," he added renptely.

"Ah, but we all know I'mthe black sheep of the fam -
ly," Blaize countered, "a nodern-day remttance man.
You, on the other hand, are supposed to be the pride

of the de Gras-Wal dheins, the last and finest flower of
those entwined famly trees, bursting with mlitary
potential and # umm# hybrid vigor."

"At | east the Academy taught ne not to mx ny
nmet aphors, " Pol yon said.

"I't nust be sonme super-secret military base," Blaize
deci ded al oud. "Nothing | ess would suit for a de G as-
Wal dheim s first posting. So classified even the
droneshi p doesn't know why you're going there.

Al pha noticed that his eyes flicked towards the

central titanium columm as though he expected an

answer through the ship's speakers. Wll, she con-

ceded, it was as likely that the drone would take part in
t he conversation as that Polyon would tell his cousin
anything he didn't want to. Likelier.

She yawned and fiddled with the joyball, rolling the
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SPACED QUT display fromthe Muntains of Mnen-

tumto Asteroid Hall and back. This conversation was
boring. Polyon wasn't going to tell them anything. He
wasn't even going to smash his cousin into the wall. No
i nformation, no amusenent. Al pha was about ready to

go back to her cabin and take a nap. There was little
enough el se to do on this stupid droneship.

"No secret military plans,"” Polyon said. "No secrets
at all, Blaize, sorry to disappoint you. But if it'll shut
you up, I'Il try to explain what I'mgoing to do in terns



you'll be able to understand.... Leaving out the tech-
nical ternms, let's just say that |1'm going to manage the
nmetachip plant attached to the Shemali prison. Gover-
nor Lyautey is out of his depth. He knows how to run a
prison. He doesn't know anythi ng about metachip

manuf acturing. And the productivity record shows it
I"mgoing to set things straight, that's all."

Al pha sighed. The man's discretion was so perfect,

she al nost believed him except that Blaize was right,
it didn't conpute for a de Gras-Waldheimto take a job
as a factory manager.

"Ann, now | understand," Bl aize al nost purred.

"The governor is to take |lessons fromyou in the finer
poi nts of chip manufacture, and you're to take |essons
fromhimin the finer points of... ahhh... torture and
degradati on of prisoners? O do | have it wong?

Maybe it's the other way round."

Pol yon smled. "If the governor wants an expert in
naggi ng prisoners to death, I'll advise himto send for
you. "

"What a pity, though," Bl aize prodded. "All that
mlitary training going to waste. Seens the fanily
could have arranged sonething a little better for you.
Unl ess there's sonmething you' re not telling us about
your Academny record...."

Pol yon's perfectly shaped ears turned red and
Al pha rai sed her head, suddenly alert. The flush of

rage didn't inprove Polyon's |ooks, but that was al

right with her; if anything, his face in repose was a little
tJo perfect And now he | ooked ready to kill sonmebody

_or tell sonething. Al pha nentally appl auded.

Bl ai ze had finally hit on a nerve

"And what better position mght the famly have ar-

ranged foryou, dear cousin?" Polyon inquired. "Save a

U de of that pity for yourself. Wen your posting at
Angalia is finished # if you ever do get off that godfor-
saken planet # vyou'll have nothing but your savings.
Granted, they should be considerable, since there's
nothing to spend noney on there, but how much can

a PTA-17's nonthly salary add up to?"

"About as nmuch as a factory supervisor's, | should

i magi ne. Face the facts, Polyon. W' ve both been

screwed over by our respective famlies. For once

you're in the sane boat I'min, regardless of that pretty
face and stiff back. | know why I'mhere. What |'d

dearly like to knowis why they did it to you."

Al pha, too. She | eaned forward, tensing slighdy in
anticipation of the answer, but Pol yon chose to answer
the first part of Blaize's goading speech rather than the
second. "Ch, but I've no intention of trying to nmake it
on ny savings, dear coz."



"What, then?"

"Metachi ps,"” Polyon said neditatively, "are very ex-
pensive. Not to nention that they're in short supply."
"Tell me something | don't know, " Blaize invited him
"I plan," said Polyon, "to... inprove on the current

rationi ng system"

Unnoticed in her corner, Al pha nodded thoughtful -

ly. Polyon had a good point. Metachips were

exceedi ngly scarce and costly, and for good reason

The netachi p manuf acturing process involved at | east
three different acids so hazardous to the environnent
that nost planets refused to harbor the plants, despite
t he unquestioned financial benefits. Shemali, in-
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hospitabl e, cursed with the perpetual biting north

wi nd that had given the planet its name, with its one

| and nass dedicated to a maxi num security priso®

was the only major netachip inanufacturing site in ex-

i stence; ShemaU, where nothing you did could make

the environnment much worse, and where the workers
bought their lives one day at a tine by laboring in the
nmet achi p pl ant

Because who el se could you use, in the final

anal ysis, but convicts already under sentence of death?
One of the acids involved, when used in the quantities
requi red for manufacturing, released a gas whose ef-
fects on human tissue were slow, painful, deadly..

and so far, irreversible. Al pha was an expert on those
effects; her research at Central Med had been devoted
to trying various drug therapies to reverse the effects
of Ganglicide. She mi ght have had a major paper out

of the work if the school's Ethics Conmittee hadn't got
so upset about her testing methods... Al pha cl anped

her lips down on the flare of anger that possessed her
That was all in the past. The present was Pol yon and
his plan, which he was explaining to Blaize with a

weal th of patronizing detail about die adverse effects
on the econony of the present rationing system

"I't's ridiculous to have metachi ps distributed by a
conmittee of old men and do-gooders," he decl ared.

"Sure, the military is entitled to Erst cut at the chips, but
after our applications have been satisfied, the renaining
chi ps ought to go where they'll do the nost good."

"1 thought that was the object of the rationing sys-
tem" Bl aize remarked. "Companies get Social Uility
Marks for their intended use of the nmetachips, and the



chips are distributed in proportion to the SUM
What's wong with that?"

"Unrealistic,"” Polyon said pronptly. "They're using

chi ps for single-body operations |ike repairing kidneys or
repl aci ng damaged spi nal nerves, when the sanme chips

rould R# m#> on> applications that thousands of people
could use at once. Dorg Jesen would pay mllions for a
handf ul of netas and a prom se of steady supply.”

Bl ai /e began to | augh. "Dorg Jesen? The feelieporn
jyng? That's your idea of a SUWP"

"MIllions," Polyon repeated hinself. "And if you don't

believe | can think of a socially useful function for all that

cash#
"That," said Btaize, "I can believe. But just how do
you think you'll sneak the feelieporn application past

t he advi sory board?"

"I see no reason why the matter should ever cone

before the board. QA testing for the metachips is one
of the areas Governor Lyautey asked me to supervise.

Di sposal of the chips that fail QA will presumably al so
fell within ny duties.” He | ooked so smug that Al pha
felt the need to puncture his self-satisfaction.

"I wouldn't plan on selling defective chips to Dorg
Jesen if | were you," she interrupted Polyon's gl oating.
"He's been known to rearrange the features of people
who interfered with his business." Her shiver wasn't
assumed; one of her first tasks in med research had
been to diagramthe facial injuries on a girl who'd
refused Jesen's offer of enploynent Al pha had even-
tually made a conplete inventory of the danage,

together with holosins of the girl's face before the at-
tack and as she would | ook after plastifilm had

repl aced what used to be living flesh

Eventual | y.

After she rushed out of the Iab theater and threw up
in front of the senior surgical advisor

At the time, she'd thought it would be the nost

hum liating thing that could ever happen to her in

nmed school

Remenberi ng, she barely heard Pol yon's bl and

reply that he had no intention of selling defective chips
to anybody.
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Bl ai ze gave a low, admiring whistle. "OF course. Fitf.
die the QA paraneters one way for Governor

Lyautey's reports, the other way for sales, and who
knows what happens to the metachi ps in between?

You could nake a fortune in 6ve years!"

"I intend to," said Polyon

He was really nuch too self-satisfied, especially for a
man who' d | eft the Acadeny under sone kind of a

cloud that he was afraid or ashamed to discuss. Al pha
decided that it would be doing humanity a favor to

wi pe that snug smile off Lieutenant de G as-

Wal dheim s face. He really shouldn't smirk |ike that
Spoi |l ed his | ooks.

"I do hope you'll still be able to enjoy your fortune

by then," she cooed sweetly at Polyon. "Better stay out

of the way of your convict |aborers, though. Nasty acci-
dents are so easy to arrange in a D-class facility, aren't
they? But don't let it worry you. Even if you do get a lit-
tle spot of Ganglicide on your precious skin, |'msure
Governor Lyautey will rush you to Bahati for nedical
treatment. And you're lucky to have an expert in
Ganglicide therapy right there at the Sunmerl ands

clinic."”

"You." Polyon nodded stiffly. "That was to be your
thesis topic, wasn't it?"

Al pha suppressed a start. How had Pol yon known

of her research? Ch, well, the High Famlies were such
an inbred group. Probably her aunt Leona had been
gossi ping over the chai tables. But Polyon woul dn't
know much nore than the title of her projected paper
the synptoms of Ganglicide exposure were hardly fit
material for chai-table gossip. She rel axed and
prepared to enjoy her project of w ping that superior
smrk off Polyon's face.

"l had some success with chenical treatnments for the

skin decay," she told him "Halted the disintegrating
process, anyway. |I'mafraid we couldn't do nuch to

verse the effects, though. The skin shreds |ike paper

d turns sort ofblue-green. And it spreads very rapidly.

i fvou get a drop of Ganglicide on one finger while you're

n Shemali, your armwll look like it's been through a

per snredder by the time the shuttle delivers you to
Bahati. Do try to keep it away fromyour pretty face."

Pol yon' s handsone features betrayed only slight
uneasi ness, but there was a knowing | ook in his eyes.



"you# had to interrupt your research rather sudden-
ly, didn't you?"

Al pha silently cursed all interfering, gossiping old
relatives and friends. Never mnd. "Mre's the pity,"
she sighed. "I was just getting into the nost interesting

cases. You know, when Ganglicide goes into its gaseous
formit attacks nerves and brain synapses. Has nuch

the sane effects on themthat it has on the skin; we dis-
sected a really fascinating case, a senior assenbly tech
from Shemali, as it happens. The inside of his head

| ooked li ke a wet blue sponge. O course, by the tine
the Ganglicide got that far he was too far gone to know
or care what was happening to him A nercy, really.

Not that we'll ever really know how | ong he felt the
pai n. Ganglicide goes straight to the pain receptors,
you know, we can't block the effects with drugs. And
towards the end he was screani ng continuously. Like

an ani mal dying under torture." She licked her lips

and regarded Pol yon. He was standing quite still, two
fingers beating a nervous tattoo on the conmand

panel behind him The dance of his fingertips on the
sensitive pressure pads made the SPACED OUT screen

on the far side of the roomshift back and forth jerkily,
di spl aying alternate i mages of deep space and of a
flam ng | abyrinth where nolten | ava nenaced the

hapl ess play icons.

"If you're nice to me," Al pha added, "I'Il promse to
kill you before the Ganglicide eats out your brains. No
human bei ng should have to die like that"
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"Ch, I'll be nice to you," Polyon said. H's voice ivas
still even; he thrust off fromthe control panel with HVQ
fingers and floated across the room As he came cl oser

Al pha recogni zed the look in his eyes. Not frightened
Wary. Like a hunter waiting for his quarry to burst
fromcover. And as he reached out to encircle her wi st
with strong, blunt fingers, the | ook changed to a |ight
of triunph. "I think we can be very nice to one anot her
lovely Alpha. It's so kind of you to take an interest in
my career." Hi s voice changed on the | ast words,

nocki ng, savagely amused. "But enough about ne.

Tell us about yourself, why don't you?" He gestured
towards Darnell and Fassa, floating through the open
door to join them "We'd all like to hear about your in-
terrupted research. And why one of the school's

bri ghtest young nedical researchers chose to donate

five years of public service to an obscure clinic on
Bahati You're too nodest, Al pha."

Al pha tossed her head and tried to pull away from

Pol yon, but he was too strong for her. "There's noth-
ing to tell, really. | was tired # wanted a change of
scene. That's all."

"I's it?" Polyon murmured. "Funny. The way | heard
it, there were some other people who wanted to



change your scene. The newsni bbl ers never beaned

the story, did they? Can't have scandal s about a High
Families girl going out as entertai nment bytes. But |
fancy our friends on board here would find the story
very entertaining."

Al pha stared up at Pol yon, |ooking for a hint of com
passion in the sharp planes of his face and the ice-bl ue
eyes that had seemed so attractive a nonent ago. "I

did nothing to be ashamed of," she whispered. "The
tradition of scientific experinments # "

"Does not include testing Ganglicide on unwitting
subjects.” His voice was so | ow the others could not
hear it
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Charity cases," Al pha defended herself "Streetbuns.

ne of themwere so far gone on Blissto they didn't even

ow what was happening to them They were incurable
__nothing but an expense to the state as |long as they
Kved. | did diema favor, making sure their lives ended for

some purpose. "

"Somehow, " Pol yon nurnured, "I don't think the

court would have seen it that way. But then, you never
did come to trial, did you? Hezra clan and Fong tri be
woul dn't | et that happen. Private settlenment in the
nmed school offices, records sealed."

"How # did you find out?" Al pha gasped. He was

very close to her now, his voice the subtlest vibration of
sound fromlips that al nbst brushed her cheek. The

raw power of his will and his anger w apped about

her. She felt weak fromthe spine out. H s smle nade

her shiver.

"That's my little secret,"” he told her, still smling. Hs
face and gestures m ght have been those of a

courtship; Al pha realized that the others in the room
m ght imagine they were flirting. That was a relief.
Anyt hi ng was preferable to having her humliation

made public before these people who were to be her
constant conpani ons for the next two weeks# havi ng
them see her as the disgraced failure she was, instead
of the successful young researcher with a social con-
sci ence she pretended to be. "You were lucky to get off
with five years of comunity service on Bahati,

weren't you?" Polyon comrented, stroking her cheek
with his free hand. "A comoner woul d have been

doing time. Hard time. Who knows, gorgeous, you

m ght even have wound up on Sherali # getting a
chance to check out Ganglicide at first hand, so to
speak. Woul dn't our innocent litde friends |ove to hear



the story?"

But he was still speaking in a | ow voice, head partial -
ly turned away from Fassa and Bl ai ze and Darnel |
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who had grouped together in the far corner of the
cabin and were pretending deep interest in a round of
SPACED QUT

"What # do you want ?"

"Cooperation,"” Polyon said. "Only a little # .
cooperation."

Blindly, drowning in a sea of air that sonehow gave
her nothing to breathe, Al pha turned her face up to
nmeet Pol yon's parted lips.

"Not that sort of cooperation,” Polyon told her
| aughi ng gently, "not yet," H's eyes neasured her with
a cold glance that nmade her nore afraid than ever #
and, sonehow, nore excited too. "Maybe later, if
you're a good girl. You were too uppity before, you
know t hat, Al pha? Now you're the way | like ny

worren. Quiet. And respectful. Stay that way, and we
won't have to di scuss any# ah# painful subjects with
the others. Cone with me and follow ny lead. That's
all | expect of you # for now"

Submi ssive, head bowed, Al pha drifted towards the

t hree SPACED OUT ganers in Polyon's wake. They

were still pretending to be totally involved in the gane,
but she felt sure they had avidly w tnessed her
hum | i ation

She woul d pay them back. That was certain, she
vowed. Fassa, Darnell, Blaize # they would all learn
not to laugh at her.

She didn't even think of retaliating against Pol yon
/

Nancia quietly transferred the recording of the

scene she'd just witnessed to an offline storage hedron
Havi ng those bits in her system made her feel... dirty.
As if she were sonehow inplicated in Polyon's sadistic

ganes.

Per haps she shoul d have interfered. But how ...
and why? Al pha was just as bad as Pol yon, worse even
to judge fromwhat he'd reveal ed of her unauthorized
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nmedi cal experinments. The two of them deserved each
other. Bl aize was the only one of the bunch she would
care to talk to. The litde redhead reni nded her of Flix
- and unlike the others, he didn't seemto have any-
thing wong with himthat a few years away from

fam |y pressures wouldn't cure.

And what, exactly, Tvitt you say if you do interrupt? Nan-
cia couldn't answer her own question. She was a

Courier Service Ship, not a diplomat! She wasn't sup-
posed to interfere with her passengers! She should

have had a brawn on board # an experienced brawn #

to break up nasty scenes |like the one she'd just wit-
nessed, to keep these spoil ed young passengers happy

and away from one another's throats for the two weeks

of the trip. It's not fair! Not on ny very first voyage!

But there was nobody to hear her plaint. They were
still five days away from Singularity and the decom
position into Vega subspace.

At least | can keep evidence recordi ngs goi ng, Nancia

thought grimy. If one of the little brats drives another over
the edge, there'll be plenty ofdatahedra to show what hap-
pened. But at the nonment, the five passengers seened

to be getting along reasonably well. Perhaps his sadis-

tic ganes with Al pha had nonentarily satiated

Pol yon's need for command and control; he had taken

a play icon and seened absorbed in that silly rol e-play-

ing game. Nancia relaxed . . . but she kept her

dat acorders running.

" CHAPTER FOUR

"Why can't | get past the Wngdrake of W sdon®"
Darnel |l griped. He had chosen Bonecrush again, but
his mghty-thewed play icon was backed into a corner
where a wi nged serpent hissed nenacingly at him
every time he tried to nove

"You shoul d have bought sone intelligence for

Bonecrush at the Little Shop of Spiritual Enlighten-
ment," Polyon conmented. His fingers flicked

carel essly at the screen as he spoke, sending Thi ngber-
ry the Martian Mage to spin an apparently pointless
web in the night sky above Asteroid 66.

"I didn't know you could buy intelligence." DarneU s
lower lip protruded in a definite pout "That wasn't in
the rul e book."

"Alot of things aren't in the rule book," Polyon said,
"including nost of what you need to survive. And in-
formation is always for sale... if you know the right
price. Anything fromthe secrets of Singularity to the
origins of planet nanes."

"Ch. Encycl opedi as. Libraries, Anybody can buy the
Gal actic Datasource on fast-hedra," Darnell whined.
"But who has time to read all that crud?"



"The price of some kinds of information," Polyon

said, "is nore than the cost of a book and the tine to
read it. | could print out the rules of Singularity math
for you, but you haven't paid the price of under-
standing it # the years of space transfornmation

al gebra and the intelligence to nove the theories into
mul ti pl e di nensions. "

"Ch, cone on," Blaize challenged him "It's not that
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conpj jcated. Even | know Baykowski's Theorem"

"A continuumC is said to be locally shrinkable in M

if and only if, for each epsilon greater than zero and
each open set D containing C, there is a homeonor -
phismh of Monto Mwhich takes C onto a set of

di ameter less than epsilon and which is the identity on
M__ D" Polyon recited rapidly. "And it's not a
theorem it's a definition."

Nancia quietly followed the discussion with mld in-
terest. The mathematics of Singularity was nothing

new to her, but at |east when her brat passengers were
tal king mathematics they weren't trying to drive each
other crazy. And she was inpressed that Pol yon had
retai ned enough Singularity theory to be able to recite
Baykowski's Definition from menory; conmon gossip

anong the brainships in training was that no

sof t person could really understand mul tidi nensi ona
deconposi tions.

"The real basis for decomtheory," Polyon |ectured

hi s audi ence, "is what follows that definition. Nanely,
Zerlion's Lemma: that our universe can be considered

as a collection of locally shrinkable continua each con-
tai ning at |east one non-degenerating el ement.”

Fassa del Parma pouted and jabbed her play icon

across the display screen in a series of short, jerky noves.
"Very useful information, |I'msure," she said in a sarcas-
tic voice, "but do the rest of us have to pay the price of
listening to it? All this theoretical mathematics makes ny
head hurt And it's not as if it were good for anything, |ike
stress analysis or materials testing."

"It's good for getting us to the Nyota systemin two
weeks instead of six nmonths, ny dove," Polyon told
her. "And it's really quite sinple. In layman's terns,
Singul arity theory just shows us how to deconpose

two wi dely separated subspace areas into a sequence

of compacted di nensionalities sharing one non-
degenerating el ement. Wen the subspaces becone
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singular they will appear to intersect at that element # .

and when we expand fromthe deconposition, pon
out of Central subspace and into Vega space we go."

Nancia felt grateful that she'd resisted her inmpul se

to join in the conversation. Her Lab School s cl assmates
had been right about softpersons. Polyon knew all the
right words for Singularity mathematics, but he'd got-
ten the basic theory hopel essly scranbled. And clearly
he didn't understand the conputational problenms un-
derlying that theory. Pure topol ogical theory m ght
prove the exi stence of a deconposition series, but ac-
tually forcing a ship through that series required
massi ve |inear progranm ng optimn zations, all per-
formed in realtime with no second chances for

m st akes. No wonder softpersons weren't trusted to
pilot a ship through Singularity!

"I agree with you," Al pha told Fassa. "Bo-ring. Even
the history of Nyota is better than studying

mat hematics. "

"You'd think so, of course," Fassa said, "seeing that it
was di scovered and named by your people.” The small

grin on her face told Nancia that this was a jab of sone
sort at Al pha. Hastily she scanned her data notes on the
Nyota system but nothing there expl ai ned why the
Hezra-Fong famly should take a particular interest in it
"Swahili is a slave | anguage," Al pha said haughtily.
"It has nothing to do with the Fong tribe. My people
cone fromthe other side of the continent # and we
were never enslaved!"

"WIl somebody give me a map of this conversa-
tion?" Darnell said plaintively. "lI'mnmore |ost than
was during Polyon's math | ecture.”

"This particular information," Al pha told him "is
free." She drew herself up to her full height, severa
i nches taller than Fassa, and favored the top of her
sl eek, dark head with a withering glare, "The system
we're going to was di scovered by a Bl ack descendant of

the American slaves. In a burst of msguided en-

t husiasm he decided to give the star and all the planets
nanes froman African | anguage. Unfortunately, he

was so poorly educated that the only such | anguage he
knew was Swahili, a trade |anguage spread al ong the

east coast of Africa by Arab slavers. He called the sun
Nyota ya Jaha # Lucky Star. The planets' nanes are
fairly accurate descriptions, too. Bahati neans For-
tune, and it's a reasonably decent place to live #

green, mld climate, lots of nice scenery that stays put.



Shenmali neans North Wnd."

pol yon groaned appreciatively. "I know. Unlike

some of us, | did read up on ny destination. The place
is called North Wnd because that's what you get for
thirteen nonths out of the year."

"Thirteen nonths you have in the year? Ch # | get
it! Longer rotation period, right?" Darnell beaned
with pride at his own cl everness.

"Shorter, as it happens," Polyon said. H s voice
sounded remar kably hollow. "Shenmali has a year of

t hree hundred days, divided into ten nmonths for con-

veni ence. | was being sarcastic about the feet that there
is no good season."

"Never mnd," Al pha told himalnost kindly, "it's bet-
ter than Angalia. Actually the full name is Angalia! wth
an excl amation point atthe end. Itneans Watch out!"

"Dare | ask what that means?" Bl aize inquired.

"I't neans," Alpha told him "that the scenery # un-

like that of Bahati# doesn't stay put.”

Bl ai ze and Pol yon stared at one another, briefly
conpani ons in nisery.

Pol yon was the first to recover hinmself. "Ch, well,"

he said, turning back to the game screen, "you see the
val ue of information, Darnell # and the fact that it
isn'"t always in the Galactic Datasource. And some of

the information that isn't # ah # publicly available #
is the nost valuable of all." Wth delicate gestures he
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nudged the joyball while the fingers of his left hand

t apped out codes to enlarge and strengthen

Thi ngberry's magi cal net. "You need to think of ways

to trade for that kind of information. For instance

your shipping conpany # such as it is # could offer

di screet transport for parcels that don't get on the cargo
list, or that go by a slightly m sleading name# in sone
cases, disinformation or the lack of information is as

val uabl e as actual data."

"Who'd want that?" Darnell objected. "And who
cares, anyway? Can't we just play the gane?"

Pol yon favored himw th a dazzling snmle. "Dear

boy, this is the gane # and a far nore rewardi ng one
t han SPACED QUT. Wy, | can think of any nunber of
peopl e who nmight want a # suitably discreet # cargo
carrier service. Myself, for starters.™

"Why you?"



"Let's just say that not all the netachi ps going off
Shermal i are going to be in the SUMrationing board's
records," Polyon said.

"So? What's it worth to ne to oblige you?"

"I could pay you back with Net contacts. | can work the
Net |ike no hacker since the days of the first virus
breeders. It's an unsecured hedron to ne. How soon

could you rebuild OG Shipping if you knew ahead of

ti me about every big contract about to be let in Vega sub-
space ... and what your opponents' seal ed bids were?"

Dar nel Fs pout vani shed to be replaced by a | ook of
stunned cal culation. "I could be rich again in five years!"

"But not, | fancy, as rich as | could be fromselling
nmet achi ps, " Pol yon nurnured. Thingberry's web
glistened on the screen above him strings of jeweled
fight |ooping and floating above the play icons on the
surface of Asteroid 66. "What would you say to a
friendly wager? The five of us to neet and conpare
notes, once a year # to see how we're each doing at
maki ng | enonade out of the | enons of assignnents
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our dear fanmilies have |anded us with? Wnner to take
a twenty-five percent share in each of the | osers
operations # business, goods, or cold credits?"

do we decide to stop and make the fina

eval uati on?" DarneU asked.
"Five years # that's the end of nost of our tours of

duty, isn't it?"

"You know it is," said Al pha quickly. "Standard tour
And," she went on under Polyon's firmgaze, " |I think it's a
fliarvelous idea. |1've got ny own plans, you know "

"What ?" Darnell demanded.
Al pha gave hima slow, lazy smle. "Wuldn't you
i ke to know?"

"I"'msure we would all like to know," Polyon put in.
Adeft twi st of the joyball set Thingberry's jewel ed web
spinning over the top half of the display screen. "WII
you enlighten them Al pha, or shall | # er # con-
tribute my own scraps of information?" He crooked

his finger, beckoning to her, and she noved closer to
his control chair.

"Not hi ng much," Al pha said. "But . . . Sumerlands is
a double clinic. One side for the paying custoners #
nmostly VIPs # and one side for charity cases, to inprove
their SUMrating. |1've got some ideas for an inprove-



ment on Blissto # sonething we can give addicts in
control |l ed doses. They won't get |ocked into a cycle of
craving and ever-increasing hits of street drugs."

"Hey, / like Blissto," Darnell protested, "and |I don't
get into that cycle."

"Good," Alpha told him "You' re not an addictive per-
sonality. Sone people aren't that |ucky. You' ve seen

Bl i ssed- Qut cases? Bi g enough doses, over a long

enough period of time, until their nervous systens | ook

i ke shredded wheat? My version won't do that. W'l be
able to take Blissed-Qut cases out of the hospital and send
themout to do useful work as long as they stay on their
meds. And I'mthe one who did all the prelimnary
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design work on this drug. Actually, it was a side-effect of
my work on # well, there's no need to discuss all the
boring details of ny research,” she concluded with a

sidel ong gl ance at Polyon. "Wat matters is that |'ve got
the formulas and all the |lab notes on hedra.”

"But won't Central Meds hold the patent, if you did
the work there?"

"When# and if# it's patented,” Al pha agreed.

"And you can't sell it until it's passed the trials and
been patented # so it's no good to you!"

Al pha's eyes nmet Polyon's over Darnell's head.
"Quite true," she agreed gravely, "but | think | may
find a way to profit fromthe situation anyway."

"\What about you, Fassa?" Polyon asked. The girl
had been very quiet since her jab about the slave
nanes of the Nyota system "You going to take this
boondocks construction conpany Daddy handed you

I ying down?" Hi s tone invested the question with a
weal th of obscene possibilities.

"Doubl e profit on every job," Fassa announced
calmy. "lI've got a degree in accounting. | can fix the
books in ways an auditor will never catch."

Darnel | whistled appreciatively. "But if you are
caught # "

Fassa coil ed herself on the other side of Polyon's
chair in a series of |anguorous, sinuous novenents

that drew all eyes to her. "I think," she said dreanily
"that | can distract any auditors who may think about



checki ng the books. O any buil ding inspectors who
need to sign off on materials quality." Her slow,
dreany smile promsed a world of secret delights.
"There's a lot of nobney in construction ... if you go
about it the right way."

The four of them nade a tight groupi ng now

Pol yon in the control chair, Darnell standing behind
him Fassa and Al pha seated on either side of him
Four pairs of eyes gazed expectantly at Bl aize.

"Well," he said, swallowed, and started over again.
""h # PTA doesn't offer quite as nmuch scope for
creativity as the rest of your outfits, does it now?"

"You're with us or against us," said Polyon. "Wich
isit to be, little cousin?"
"Ah # neutrality?"

"Not good enough." Polyon gl anced around at the
other three. "He's heard our plans. If he doesn't join
us, he could have sone idea of informng...."

Al pha | eaned forward, smling sweetly. Her teeth
| ooked |1 ong and very white agai nst her dark skin. "Ch,
you woul dn't do that, would you, Bl aize dear?"

"I wouldn't even think about it," Darnell put in, tap-
pi ng one pudgy fist against his open palm

Fassa licked her lips and smled Iike a child anticipat-
ing a treat. "This could be interesting" she rmurnured
to no one in particular.

Bl ai ze gl anced around the circle of faces, then | ooked
towards Nancia's titanium colum. She kept her silence.
Not hi ng had actually happened yet; if these brats at-
tenmpted viol ence, she could stop it in seconds with a flood
of sleepgas. And Bl ai ze knew that as well as she did. Nan-
cia saw no reason to give up her anonymty just to

reassure him He'd been brave enough when he was

pi cki ng on Pol yon al one; why, for heaven's sake, coul dn't
he stand up to the rest of then?

"But then, Blaize never did have the guts to do

somet hing as decisive as telling" Polyon dism ssed his
cousin with a brief nod. "We'll let himthink it over..
all the way to Angalia. It'lIl be a |long couple of weeks,
little cousin, with nobody to talk to. And a nuch | onger
five years on Angalia. Hope you enjoy life anong the
veggi e- heads. 1 shouldn't think anybody el se in the
Nyota systemwi |l have much to do with you." He
swiveled to face the SPACED QUT di splay, and the ot her
three turned with him

"Ch # don't leap to assunptions so fast. I'mwth
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you, definitely with," Blaize babbled. "There are pos-
sibilities # | just haven't had tinme to think them over
yet The coryriummne, for instance # it hasn't been
properly devel oped # maybe | could get a part inter-
est in that. And PTA nakes regul ar food drops to
Angalia, who's to say how rmuch of the food gets dis-
tributed to the natives and how rmuch gets

transshi pped to some place that can pay for it..." He
spread his hands and shrugged jerkily. "I'Il think of
sonmet hing. You'll see. 1'll do as well as any of you!"

Pol yon nodded again. His fist closed over the joybal
and Thingberry's jewel ed web spiraled down to

encl ose Asteroidland, trapping the others' play icons
in atissue of glittering strands. "Done, then. Five of
together. Here, we'd better each have a record." He
drew a handful of mnihedra fromthe pocket of his
Acadeny grays and dr opped them into t he
dat ar eader. One by one, Al pha, Fassa, Darnell and

Bl ai ze identified thenmsel ves by hand and retina print
and spoke aloud the terns and conditions of the wager
they'd agreed to. Polyon retrieved the minihedra after
the recordi ng was over and handed one faceted bl ack
pol yhedron to each of them keeping the last for him
self "Better store them somepl ace safe,” he suggested
Fassa clipped her mnihedron inside a silver wire
cage that hung from her charm bracel et anong tin-
kling bells and glittering bits of carved pri snawood.
She al one seenmed in no particular hurry to escape

Pol yon's influence; while the others jostled to reach
the exit door, Fassa fiddl ed with her charm bracel et
and tried out the shining black m nihedron in various
pl aces, as if her only concern was to see where it would
show t o best advant age.

As Al pha, Darnell and Blaize left the central cabin,
Nanci a wonder ed whet her Pol yon's qui ck actions and
nmesmneri zi ng personality had nmade them forget that

he al one, of the five, had not recorded his intentions
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on the mnihedra. O were they sinply afraid to chal -
| enge hin?

that it mattered. She had the entire scene

recorded. From several angles.

"You'll see," Blaize repeated over his shoul der as he
left. TH do better than any of you."

"Small time, little man," Al pha sneered on her way

down the corridor, "small-time plans for a small per-
son. You'll be the loser, but who cares? Sonmebody has to



| ose. "

"She's wrong, you know," Polyon comrented to

Fassa. "Four of you have to | ose. There'll be only one
winner in this ganme." And he too left, twiddling his
bl ack m ni hedron between two fingers and hunm ng
quietly to hinself.

Fassa

The gl eam ng bl ack surfaces of the mnihedron

flashed in the central cabin lights as Fassa turned her
armthis way and diat, admiring the effect of the stark
bl ackness agai nst the junble of silver and prismawood
trinkets. The hedron was as bl ack as Fassa's own sl eek
hair and tip-tilted eyes, an admirable contrast to the
whi t eness of her creamed and panpered skin. Inits

hard gl ossy perfection she saw a mni ature of her-

self. . . beautiful, inpenetrable

A shell full of dangerous secrets,

Fassa stared at the mirror-snmoth surfaces of the

m ni hedron and saw her face reflected and distorted in
hal f a dozen directions at once, a shattered self | ooking
out, trapped in the black mrrors that distorted her
lovely features to a mask of pain and a silent scream

No! That's not nme # that can't be ne. She dropped her
arm the jingling silver bells on the bracelet tinkled a
singl e discordant peal. Pushing off fromthe strange
titani um colum that wasted so nmuch cabin space, Fassa
floated into a corner between display screens and a
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storage | ocker. "Blank screens," she ordered the ship.

The dazzling display of SPACED QUT graphics faded

away, to be replaced by a black enptiness |ike the sur-
faces of the minihedron. Fassa stared into the flat
screen, lips parted, until the reflection of her own
beauty reassured her. Yes, she was still as lovely as
she'd al ways believed. The distorted reflections from
the mini hedron had been an illusion Iike the dreans
that troubl ed her sleep, dreanms in which her |ovely
face and perfect body peel ed away to reveal the
shrunken, miserable creature underneath.

Reassured, she stroked the charm bracelet with two

fingers until she touched the sharp faceted surface of

the m ni hedron. | keep ny secrets, avid you keep yours, little
sister. As long as she had the shield of her perfect

beauty between herself and the world, Fassa felt safe.

Nobody coul d see beyond that to the worthless thing

inside. Very fewtried; they were all too nmesnerized by

the outer facade. Men were rutting fools, and they

deserved no better than to have their own folly turned



back on them |f she could use their desire for her to
enrich herself, so nuch the better. Gods knew her
beauty had cost her too nuch in the pastl

Marma, manma, make himstop, wailed a child' s voice
fromthe recesses of her m nd. Fassa | aughed sourly at
the nmenory of that folly. How old had she been then?
Ei ght, nine? Young enough to think her nother could
stand up to a man |like Faul del Parma y Polo, could
make himgive up anything he really wanted # I|ike his
daughter. Mama had cl osed her eyes and turned her

head away. She didn't want to know what Faul was

doing to their lovely little girl.

Ugly little girl. Dirty little girl, whispered another of
t he vaoi ces.

Al the sanme, it had been Mama who stopped it, in a
way. Too late, but still # her spectacular and public
sui ci de had ended Paul's private games with his
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daughter. Junping fromthe forty-second story bal -
cony, Mama had shattered herself on the terraces of
the Regis Galactic Hotel in the mddle of Faul de
Parma' s annual conpany extravaganza, the oneatt

t he gossi pbyters attended. And the news and gossip

and runor and i nnuendo that surrounded the suicide

of del Parma's wi fe had been splashed all over the
newsbeans for weeks thereafter. Wiy should she kil
hersel f? Faul del Parma could give a woman every- -
thing. There was no history of nental instability. And
everyone knew Faul del Parma never so nmuch as

| ooked at anot her worman, he only cared for his w fe#
well, one didn't hear so nuch about the wife, did one?
A homebody type. But he went everywhere with that
lovely little daughter at his side, only thirteen but a
heart breaker in the making...

It occurred to a dozen gossipbyters at once that the
daught er should be interviewed. And that had stopped
it. Faul del Parnma had whi sked his daughter into a
very exclusive, very private boardi ng school where no
gossi pbyters could find her and ask inconveni ent
guesti ons.

Fassa twi sted the mnihedron on its clasp. Tkankyou
Mama. Even now, six years later, the story of the de
Parma wife's suicide still nade an occasi onal gossip-
byte. Even now, Faul del Parma didn't want to risk
havi ng Fassa anywhere near him So now that she was
graduated fromthe expensive, exclusive school, he'd
found a position for her with the | east of his com
pani es, Pol o Construction, based on a planet in Vega
subspace. And Fassa had practiced her bargaining
skills for the first tine.



"Il take it. But not as your subordinate. Mike over

Pol o Construction to me, and I'Il go out to Bahati and
manage the conpany and never trouble you again.

Call it a graduation present.”

Call it a bribe for going into exile, Fassa thought, tw st-
66

Atme McCaffrey & Margaret Batt

i ng the nmini hedron back and forth until the sharp angles
of the facets bit into her thunb and forefinger. Because
when Paul had bal ked at giving her conpl ete ownership

of the conpany, Fassa had | eaned el egantly on his desk
and specul ated al oud about her chances of getting a posi-
tion with one of the mjor newsbeaners. '"They're auU very
interested in me," she teased her father

"Interested in picking up sl eazy gossip about our
fam ly," Faul snapped. "They've no interest in you for
your own abilities."

Fassa snoot hed her gl eam ng bl ack hair back from

her face. "Sone of ny abilities are very interesting," she
told him She let her voice drop down into the husky

| ower register that seemed to produce such an effect

on her nmale teachers. "And the del Parma y Polo famly

is always news. | bet sone of the major newsbeam com
pani es would just love to serialize a book by ne. | could
tell themall the secrets | learned fromny father...."

"All right. It's yours!" Faul del Parma y Pol o slapped his
hand on the pal mscanner beside his deskconp, jabbed

t he hardcopy pad with his free thunb and ejected the
finished m nihedron with a glare for his daughter

"You won't object if | scan it first?"

"Use a public scanner. You can't be sure of mine," Fau

poi nted out "I mght have progranmed it to give a false
readout You'd better start thinking smarter if you want

to make a success of this business, Fassa. But don't worry
#it's all there. Owership transfer and ny palnprint to
back it up. | wouldn't cheat you. | don't want you com ng
back to this office."”

"Don't you, Daddy dear?" Fassa twi sted forward over

t he desk, sinuous and flowing in her fornfitting
sheath of Rigellian spiderspin. She | eaned dose
enough to let Faul breathe in the warnth and subde
perfune of her skin... and was rewarded by a flash of
pain and desire in his eyes.

"Ta-ta, Daddy dearest." She slid fromthe desk and
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cl asped the m ni hedron inside a coryciurn heart that
dangl ed from her charm bracel et "See you around. .



Idon't think."
"I wonder," Faul said hoarsely, "how many of those
Ht de charns contain nen's hearts and souls."

"Not many # yet." Fassa paused at the door and

gave hima sparkling smle. "I"'mstarting the collection
with you."

Now, three days out from Central, she had al ready
added a second hedron to the collection. Fassa jingled
the charm bracel et reflectively. Each of the sparkling
bits of jewelry was a clasp or a cage or an enpty | ocket,
waiting to receive some trinket. She'd collected the
charns over those lonely years at boardi ng school
spendi ng the lavish birthday and Christnmas checks
from Faul on expensive custom made baubl es. One

for each time that Faul had come to her room at night
Only twenty-three hi all; strange, she thought, that

| ess than two dozen carefully chosen nights over a
period of four or five years could nake you rot away
fromthe inside. Twenty-three shining jewels, each as
perfect and beautiful in its own way as Fassa was in
hers; each as enpty inside as she was.

No, not any nore. Two of themare filled. Fassa pushed

off fromthe wall with the tips of her fingers and fl oated
gently through the main cabin, twirling the charns

around her wist Before she was done, she'd fill every
charmwi th sonething... appropriate.

Andt henwhat ?

No answers to that, no conceivable end to the future
she'd mapped out for herself.

Bl ai ze

The central cabin was enpty; Polyon's buddi es had

all slunk off to their cabins to think over their wager
and its probabl e consequences. Good. Bl aize knew he
could perfecdy well have talked to Nancia fromthe
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privacy ofhis own cabin, but sonehow it seened nore
real to cone here and speak directly to the titanium
colum that contained her shell

Besi des, she wasn't answering himfromthe cabin.
He t hought naybe she'd turned off the cabin sensors
to give her passengers privacy.

He cleared his throat tentatively. Now that he was

here, and not so confident of his welconme, it seened
rather strange to be talking to the walls. Sort of thing
that got you shipped off for a nice rest in a place like
Sunmer | ands Care, Inc. Blaize shivered. Not for him



thank you. If he ever did need nedical treatnent, he'd
make sure to go to a clinic where that snake Al pha bint
Hezr a- Fong vtasnot operating.

"Nanci a? Can you hear nme?"

The silence was as absolute as that of the enpty,
bl ack space outside the brainship's thin skin.

"I know you're listening," Blaize said desperately.
"Wat ching, too. You have to be. / wouldn't close ny
eyes or turn nmy back on sonebody |ike Cousin Pol yon
and | don't believe you' d risk letting himsneak into
your control cabin unobserved."

Hs wild gestures as he made the | ast statenent al-
nost overbal anced himin the ship's light grav field.
He grabbed at a handrail and nmade a dancer's turn

into the center of the cabin, recovering fromthe near-
stunble as gracefully as a cat correcting a ms-tined
junp. Nancia's titanium colum coruscated in rain-

bow refl ections of the cabin lights, sparkling and
danci ng around him And she did not reply.

"Look, | know what you're thinking, but it's not |ike
that. Really." Blaize grasped a chair back to steady
hinsel f "1 mean, what could | do? Did you expect ne
to call themall crimnals and wap nyself in nmy own
integrity? They coul d' ve spaced ne before we got to
Angalia, and called it an unfortunate accident”

Si | ence
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"Al'l right," Blaize conceded. "They probably

woul dn't have spaced me. Especially if | told themyou
were a brainship and coul d bear wi tness agai nst

them™

Si | ence

This was worse than the tinme he'd been | ocked in his
room for a nonth.

"But that would have neant telling on you," Blaize
poi nted out, "and you didn't really want themto know
you' ve been listening, did you?"

Si | ence

"Well, what did you expect nme to do, anyway?

They'd all have hated me." Bl aize's voice cracked.
"Isn't it bad enough I have to go out to Angalia and
spend the next five years handi ng out PTA boxes to
some wal ki ng veggies? Do | have to start by |losing ny
only friends in the whole star systenf"



Nanci a answered at |ast. "They are not your friends,
and you knowit."

Bl ai ze shrugged. "Best imtations |'ve got. Look

I've spent ny whole life being the fam |y black sheep
t he one nobody bothers with, the one nobody |ikes
much, nobody respects. Can you blame ne for want-

ing to change that? Just once in nmy life |l want to
bel ong"

"You do," Nancia told him "As far as |'m concerned,
you do indeed belong with the rest of this anoral brat-
pack. And as for respect,.. you can add ne to the list
of people who don't respect you. | don't believe you
ran away from hone three tines, either. You haven't

got the gunption to cross the street w thout sonmebody
hol di ng your hand."

"l did sol"
Si | ence

"Once, anyway. And if | had run away again, it
woul d' ve been just like |I said. They'd have been wait -
ing for ne at the Acadeny. So what was the point? And
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what difference does it make? Wrked out the sane as
if 1'd actually done it, didn't it?"

Si | ence

filaize decided to go back to his cabin before sone-
body drifted in here and caught himtalking to the
wal | s.

"One nore thing," he called as he pushed off for the
return. "I did win that schol arship. Under the name of
Bl ai ze Docem You can check Acadeny records on

that!"

Nanci a mai ntai ned her silence. All the way to
Angal i a.

CHAPTER FI VE
Singularity

The nei ghbor hood of the brainship collapsed i nward

on itself, spiraling down tornado-like to the Singularity
poi nt where Central Worlds subspace could nonmentari -

ly be defined as intersecting Vega subspace. The ship's
nmet achi p- augnent ed paral |l el processors solved and op-
timzed the set of equations represented in a

t housand- square matri x of subspace points, dropped

out of that subspace into Deconposition, rode the col-

| apsi ng funnel of spaces with a new optim zation



problemto choose and resolve every tenth of a second.
To Nancia, Singularity was how she envisioned the an-
cient Earth sport called "surfing"; balanced at the

non- degr adi ng poi nt where deconposi hg subspaces

nmet, she recogni zed and eval uated | ocal paths so quickly
that the nassive optim zation problens blurred together
into a sense of skinming over a wave that was al waysj ust
about to crash beneath her

The Singularity field test she'd taken at the

Acadeny had been sinpler than this. There, she'd had
to deal with only one set of parallel equations; here,
t he sequence of equations and di m ni shing subspaces
streamed past her in an incessant flow It was chal -

| enge, danger, joy: it was what she had been trained
for. She swept over matrices of data and gui ded them
to the ship's processors, choosing and resol ving the
ever-changing paths to Singularity with an athlete's
si ngl e-m nded concentration

The sane newsbeam t hat showed Nancia the sport
of "surfing" had also had a section on a diving com
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petition. The dean lines of the divers' novenents, the
seconds during which they hurtled through the air as
t hough they could give their bodies the Iift and
freedom of brainships, fascinated Nancia; she'd

vi ewed the beam over a dozen tines, marveling at

what softpersons would go through for a few seconds
of physical freedom "Didja see how he ripped that
divel" the newsbyter had jabbered after one athlete's
performance, then explaining that the termreferred
to the clean way the diver had entered the water

wi t hout a single splash.

Nanci a ripped a perfect dive through Singularity
and canme out into Vega subspace.

For her passengers, with nothing to do during Sin-
gularity and no way to filter the barrage of sensory
data, the transition was markedly | ess pleasant. The
few seconds of deconposition and reformation

seened |i ke hours of wading through air gone viscous,
pi cking their way anong shapes distorted out of al
recognition, in a place where colors humed on the
air and light bent around corners.

They gasped with relief when the ship broke
t hrough into normal space again.



Nanci a wat ched them staggering and rubbing their

eyes and ears. She was rather surprised by the inten-
sity of their reactions; the trainer who'd acconpani ed
her through her Singularity test had not seenmed to be
bot hered by the few seconds of sensory distortion. Per-
haps practice made a difference to how softpersons

t ook Deconposition. Polyon's first words after the
return to nornmal space suggested this night be the
case.

"Well, nes enfants" said Polyon, "how did you like

your first Deconposition? It's been so |ong since ny
first training flights that 1've forgotten howit affects
newconers. "

"Once is enough,"” said Darnell with feeling. "If |
ever go home again, |’

I take the six nmonths of travel by
FTL. O better yet, I’

[
[l wal k."

Fassa nodded vi gorous agreenent, then winced as if
she wi shed she hadn't noved her head so soon

"Have a Blissto," Al pha offered. "Wrks on hang-
overs # ought to help with Singularity headaches
too."

Darnel |l snatched the small blue pills out of her hand
and downed six of themin a single desperate gulp.
Fassa started to shake her head and then obviously

t hought better of it. She waved Al pha's hand away
with a languid gesture. "Never touch drugs."

"More fool you," said Al pha. "I know nore about

side effects than any of you, and | prom se you a few
bl ues won't do any harm Just wish I'd thought of it
before we entered Singularity. Blaize?"

"Excel lent idea," Blaize said hollowy, accepting the
offered pills. Unlike Darnell, he nade his way to the
far side of the cabin and found a hal f-enpty bottle of
Stenmerald to hel p hi m choke down the pills. "Al nost as
good an idea as wal king. Don't think |I ever really ap-
preciated Earth before." H's skin was pal e green under
the spattering of freckles.

Pol yon chuckl ed. "My have been a blessing in dis-

gui se that you weren't allowed to go in for brawn
training, little one. Apparently you haven't die stomach
for it. Now when you imagi ne conbi ni ng frequent

Decom hops with M| Spec neal s of boiled synthoprot

and anonynmous vitacaps that all snell |ike cabbage# "

Fassa cl apped a hand over her nouth and ran for
the door. Darnell swallowed convul sively two or three
times. "Would you mnd very nuch not nentioning
food just now?" His |ast words were slurred and
rel axed; the Blissto was already taking effect.

"At least not till 1've had ny own blues,"” Al pha



added, pouring a handful of the shiny blue pills down
her throat.
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Fassa didn't quite nake it to the privacy of her cabin.
Si | endy, Nancia extruded probes that captured and
vaporized the resulting nmess. She activated the rel ease
| atch on Fassa's cabin door so that it irised open in
front of the girl.

"T-thank you," Fassa hiccuped into the wet doth

Nantia's second probe held out. "I nean # | know

you're just a droneship, so this is silly, but# oh, thank
you anyway." She coll apsed on her bunk, a huddl e of

m sery. Nancia closed down the cabin sensors, trans-
mtted a shut conmand to the door iris, and |left Fassa

to recover on her own. At |east, she thought, the girl
had the strength of character to abstain from nind-
rotting drugs. And the manners to thank whoever

hel ped her, even a supposedly inani mate droneship.

Her stated intention of using sex to get concessions for
her company was appal ling, as were her manners in
general ; but maybe she was a shade | ess repellent than
the rest of Nantia's young passengers.

They had conpletely ignored Fassa's distress, Nan-

cia noted. Polyon was playing a solitaire round of
SPACED QUT and the other three were giggling over a
new bottle of Stemeral d. Nanci a wondered uneasily

what the m x of stinulants and depressants was likely
to do to a softperson's nervous system# and what el se
Al pha ni ght have smuggl ed aboard. Maybe it had

been a mistake to turn off the cabin sensors; these
peopl e didn't deserve privacy.

But then, what business was it of hers if they wanted

to drug thenmselves into a stupor? They' d be nuch

ni cer that way, after all. Nancia herself could conceive
of nothing nore horrible than voluntarily scranbling
one's synapses, but softpersons did, by all reports,
have very strange tastes.

Besi des, they were nuch easier to put up with now

that they were too doped to do anything but giggle

softly and spill their Stemerald. Nanria's housekeep-
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i ng probes nmopped up the green puddl es on the cabin

floor; her passengers ignored the probes and their

cl eanup activity, and she, as far as possible, ignored the

passengers.

Because now, at |ast, there was sonebody else to talk



t o-

Wt hin seconds of her energence from Singularity,
Nancia had initiated a tightbeamcontact with Vega
Base. By the tinme Fassa was cleaned up in her cabin
and the odier passengers busy with their own peculiar
anusenments, she had gone through the recognition
sequences and the official messages and was happily
chatting with Simeon, the nanagi ng brain of Vega
Base.

"So how did you like your first voyage?" Sineon
i nqui red.
"Singularity was..." Nancia couldn't find words for

it; instead she transmitted a short visual burst of colors
nmel ti ng and expandi ng |i ke soap bubbles, iridescent

trails of light joyously spiraling around one another. "I
can't wait to junp again."

Si meon chuckl ed. "You're one of the |ucky ones,
then. Fromall | hear, it doesn't take everyone that
vay. "

"My passengers didn't seemto enjoy it nuch," Nan-
ci a conceded, "but who cares?"

"Even brainships don't always get such a kick out of
Singularity,11 Sinmeon told her

Nanci a found that hard to believe, but she remem

bered that Sineon was a stationary brain. Enbedded

in die heart of Vega Base, his only experience of travel
woul d have been the junp that brought him here

from Laboratory Schools # as a passenger, like any

sof t person. Perhaps she shouldn't go on about the joys
of Singularity to soneone who could never experience
the thrill of managing his own junps.

Besi des, Sineon wanted to pursue sonething el se.
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"You don't seemto care much for your passengers
confort"”

Again words foiled Nancia. She danped the colors
of her visual burst to a rmuddy swirl of greenish browns

and grays. "They're not... very nice people," she
finally answered. "Some of the things | overheard
t hem di scussing on the trip... Sinmeon, could | ask you

a hypot hetical question? Suppose a brainship hap-
pened to |l earn that some peopl e had unethical plans.
Shoul d she report then?"

"You mean, like a plot to nurder somebody? O
hi gh treason# an attenpt to overthrow Central ?"



"Ch, goodness, no, nothing like thatl" How coul d
Si meon sound so cal m whil e di scussing such dreadfu

things? "At least, | don't think # | mean, suppose they
weren't planning to hurt anybody, but what they
nmeant to do was norally wong? Even illegal ?" Alpha's

plans to profit froma drug that shoul d have been
credited to Central Meds, Polyon's idea of creating a
bl ack market in netachips # no, Nancia assured her-
sel f, her passengers were nasty and corrupt as al
get-out, but at |east they weren't violent

"Hrfm And how might this brainship have found
out about her passengers' plans?"

"I # they thought she was a droneship,” Nancia
said, "and they discussed everything quite freely. She
has datacordings of it all, too."

"I see." Simeon sounded quite disapproving, and for

a nonent Nancia thought he shared her shock at her
passengers' plans. "And has it occurred to you, young
XN-935, that masquerading as a droneship in order to
eavesdrop on High Families' conversations is a form of
entraprment? In fact, given that the passengers in-

vol ved an High Fanmilies and very close to CenCom

the act of taking surreptitious datacordi ngs could even
be interpreted as treason. Wat if they' d been discuss-
ing vital mlitary secrets?
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"But they weren't # | didn't # Listen, VS-895,
they're the crimnals, not nme!" Nancia shout ed.

n Qjch_ n
Sinmeon's reply was al nost an el ectroni c whi sper

"Turn down your waveforns, would you? That
nearly jolted ne out of ny shell.”

"Sorry." Nancia controlled her inpul ses and chan-
nel ed a clean, tight beamat Sinmeon. "But | don't see
what you're accusing me of."

"Me? Nothing, XN, | assure you. I"'mjust trying to

warn you that the courts may see things rather dif-
ferently. Now, | don't know what your young

passengers have been up to, and 1 don't particularly
care to know. You haven't seen nuch of the world yet,

or you'd realize that nost softpersons have sonme way

or other to get alittle extra out of every situation in
whi ch they find thensel ves,"

Nancia mulled that over. "You nean # are they al
corrupt, then?"

Si meon chuckl ed. "Not all, Nancia, just enough to



make it interesting. You have to understand the poor
things. Short lifespan, limted to five senses, single-
channel conm system | expect they feel cheated

when they conpare thensel ves with us. And sone of
themtranslate that feeling into trying to get extra
goodi es for thensel ves."

Nanci a had to agree that what Sinmeon said nmade a

ot of sense. She tried to ermulate his attitude of lofty
detachrment while she went about the business of |and-

i ng her passengers at their assigned stations in the
Nyota ya Jaha system Since four of themstill thought
her a droneship and the fifth knew she wasn't speak-

ing to him it was easy enough to remain al oof.

Nanci a made each planetary |andfall an exercise in
split-second timng and perfect orbit-matching. It was
good practice, it kept her concentrating on her own
busi ness and not on that of her passengers, and if the
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rapi d maneuvers invol ved gave them a bunpy ride #

wel |, so much the worse. She took pride in nmaking the
actual nonments of touchdown as gentle as the | anding

of a feather. At l|least, Bahati and Shermali went that way.
When she reached Angalia, she couldn't quite restrain

her inpulse to give filaize a good shaking on the way
down. He was pale and sweating by the tinme they cane

to a bunmpy halt on the nesa that served as Angalia's
spacefiel d.

"That," he said as he collected his baggage, "was not
necessary."

Nanci a preserved an icy silence # literally. Each
nmonent that Bl aize del ayed, she | owered her interna
tenmperature by several degrees.

"You could at |east send a housekeeping probe to

help nme with all this stuff,” he conplained, gripping a
box of novel hedra with fingers that were rapidly turn-
ing blue with cold.

"Afou're not ny nmother, you know," he said while |ean-
ing on the button to the lift. "Nobody asked you to pass
judgrment on ny noral standards. Just |ike nobody asked
me if | wanted to come out to this godforsaken place."

"I guess it would be too nmuch to expect anybody to
have a little synpathy," he said as the lift sped downward.

Nancia tilted the hatchway floor so that Blaize's
careful ly stacked boxes of supplies tumbled out as
soon as he stepped onto the surface of Angalia.

"I know what you're thinking," he shouted fromthe
red dust of the nesa top, "but you' re wong about ne!



You're all wong! I'lIl show you!"

Nanci a was pl eased that her assignment nade no
mention of collecting the previous PTA adnini strator,
t he one whom Bl ai ze had been sent to relieve. Ap-
parently, not being a nmenber of the Hi gh Famlies, he
was expected to wait for the regularly schedul ed PTA
transport rather than taking advantage of a brainship
for the Courier Service. Hard on him Nancia
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t hought, but quite appropriate. She woul d proceed
directly to Vega 3.3, collect this stranded brawn, and
return to Central for a real assignnent# with a brawn
of her own choosing. Thank goodness she was

t hrough bei ng used as a substitute droneship for the
conveni ence of the rich and powerful

She di scovered her error when she was hal f way
from Nyota ya Jaha to Vega 3.

"What do you nean, another little errand?" she
bl ast ed poor Si neon.

"Turn it down," cane Sineon's |lowintensity

remnder. "It wasn't ny idea and you don't have to
shout |ike that Anyway, what difference does it make?
you were going to Vega 3 anyway."

"I was going to 3.3, not 4.2," Nancia pointed out,
and this rem nded her of another grievance. "Wy
can't these people give their suns and planets rea
nanes, anyway? This Vega nunbering system nmakes

me feel |ike a machine.”

"They're great believers in efficiency,” Sinmeon said.
"And logic. You'll see what | nmean when you pair up
with Cal eb."

"Hnph. You nean, when | transport the man# for

that's all |'ve agreed to. Efficiency!" Nancia grunbl ed.
"That's a new word for msuse of the Courier Service.
Wiy, it's a whole different solar systemand an extra
stop to pick up this governor Thrixtopple and his
famly, not to nmention having to feed themall the way
back to Central. Tine and fuel and ship's stores

wasted. My fuel belongs to the Courier Service," she
said, "and so does ny tine."

"What about your soul ?" inquired Sineon, return-
ing to a normal -intensity beam "Onh, never nind.

keep forgetting how new you are, XN. Wait till you' ve
been around the subspaces a few hundred years.
You'll start understanding how the rules have to be

bent to accommodat e people.”
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"You mean, to acconmpdate softpersons,” Nancia
corrected proudly. "I've never asked for an exception
or a favor in ny life, and I'm not about to start now. "

Si meon' s respondi ng burst of discordant waves and

cl ashing colors was the el ectronic equivalent of an ex-
trenmely rude word. "1 can see why Psych thought you
and Cal eb would be a good match," he said. Infuriat-

i ngly, he shut down transm ssions on that coment,

| eaving Nancia to wonder all the way to Vega 3.3. Wy
did Psych see fit to match her with a brawn whose
maj or acconplishnent so far had been the | oss of his
first brainshi p? Was there sonet hing wong in her
profile, some instability that nmade it appropriate to
assign her an inconpetent brawn? This Caleb soft-
person was probably going to be stuck doing

i nterplanetary hops and m nor errands# |ike picking

up Governor Thrixtopple# for the rest of his Service.
And Central Psych wanted to stick her with himand his
flawed record! It wasn't/air. Nancia brooded about it
all the way to Vega 3. 3.

Her first sight of Caleb did nothing to restore her
confidence in this assignment. Courier Service records
said that he was only twenty-eight # young for a
softperson # but he wal ked slowmy and carefully, as if
he were already old and tired. His Service uniform

| ooked as if it had been designed for a |arger man; the
tunic hung | oosely from broad but bony shoul ders, the
trousers flapped about his shins. Short, scrauny and
sour-faced, Nancia mentally catal ogued as he nmade his
halting way up the stairs. And why couldn't he use the toft,
if he's too out of shape to wal k up one/light of stairs?

H's greeting to her was correct but lifeless. Nancia
responded in the sane tone. Listlessly, they went

t hrough the Service formulas until Nancia di spl ayed
t he orders beaned from Vega Base

Cal eb expl oded. "Detouring to pick up that I|ard-
bottoned junketer and his famly? That's not a Courier
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Service job. Wiy can't Thrixtopple wait for the next
schedul ed passenger transport Uke anyone el se?"

Nanci a sent a ripple of nmuddy brown rings across

the screen where their orders were displ ayed.

"Nobody told nme anything," she responded verbally

for Caleb's benefit. "Stop here, go there, take these
kids to the Nyota system collect a stranded brawn on
Vega 3.3, pick up the governor of 4.2 and take him
back to Central. / don't know why he rates a speci al
deal ; he's not even High Fanilies."



"No, but he's been working this subspace for a |ong
time," Caleb told her. "Probably has nmore pull than
hal f a dozen enpty-headed aristos with their doubl e-
barrel ed names."
"We are not all," Nancia said, "enpty-headed. Per-

haps you failed to read your orders in detail ?" She
flashed her full name on the screen to get his attention

"Ch, well, you can't help your birth," Caleb said ab-
sent-m ndedly, "and | suppose a good Lab School s

training will make up for a lot. Are you ready for lift-
off? W can't waste tinme gossiping if we have to fit this
extra stop into the itinerary."

| give himten mnutes after we reach Central to get hinself
and his bags off me and make room for a brawn with sone
manners, Nancia vowed to herself as she drove her en-

gi nes through a harder and faster takeoff than she

woul d normal Iy have inmposed on a softperson pas-

senger. No, that's too generous. Five mnutes.

She felt slighdy regretful when she peeked through

Cal eb's cabin sensors and saw himstruggling to sit up
after the takeoff, white and shaken. But she wasn't
sorry enough to change her basic position on brawn
assi gnment s.

"There's one thing we should have settled before
liftoff," she announced wi t hout preanble.

"Yes?" Caleb didn't bother turning his head to | ook
at the cabin speaker. O course, he was an experienced
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# if inconpetent # brawn; he woul d know that she

woul d be able to pick up his words fromany direction
Still, Nancia felt vaguely ruffled # as if she were being
i gnored even as he replied to her

"Transporting you back to Central Worlds is ny offi-
cial assignment, and | cannot refuse it. But | do not
wi sh you to construe this as formal acceptance of you
as nmy brawn. | have no intention of waiving ny rights
to free choice of my own brawn just because this match
is convenient for Central."

Now what ailed the man? He had just begun to
regain some color after the high-GIlift-off; now his face

was drained again, still as a nask # or a corpse. Nan-
cia began to wonder if this brawn would live to see
Central. If he wasn't fit enough to make the journey, sone-

body shoul d have warned ne.

"Of course,"” said Caleb in a voice so | evel and
drai ned of nmeaning that it could have issued from any



housekeepi ng drone, "no one woul d expect you to

wai ve that right. Particularly for ne." He turned his
head and for the first time | ooked direcdy at the sensor
"Shut down sensors to this cabin, please, XN. | wish to
rest In privacy," he enphasized. He |ay down again

with one armflung over his face. After a nmonent he

roll ed over and | ay facedown on the bunk, as if he
didn't trust Nancia not to peek at him

"Si meon? Shellcrack, Sinmeon, | know you're pick-
ing up ny beans. TALK TO ME!'"

"You' re an excessively demandi ng young t hi ng,
XN-935, and you're shouting again."

"Sorry." Nancia was so glad to have got sone
response fromthe Vega Base brain that she imedi -
ately lowered the intensity of her beamto match

Si meon' s al nost inaudi ble burst. "Simeon, | need to
know about this brawn they've saddled ne with."

"So scan the newsbeamfiles."
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"I did. There's nothing in them Not what | need to
know, anyway." The files had been enlightening in
their own way, with their lurid stories of a ship and a
man al most destroyed by a sudden radiation burst, the
brawn's |inping, nonths-long journey homeward in

his crippled, brainless ship and the hero's wel come he
had received when he arrived at Vega 3.3 with the sur-
vey data he'd been sent to gather. The tale of what

Cal eb had gone through, the nonths of solitude and
deprivation and the lingering effects of radiation

poi soni ng, had done rmuch to reshape Nancia's feel-
ings towards the pallid brawn who'd boarded her on
Vega 3.3. She felt a grudging respect for the man she
saw spendi ng hours in her exercise facility, working
out with gyroweights and spring resistors to restore
wast ed ni usdes.

The man who had accepted her initial hostile at-
titude as no nore than his due, who'd shut her out of
his mnd at once and had not spoken a word to her
since. They had traveled in silence through the three
days it took to nmove between the suns of Vega 3 and
Vega 4, while Nancia waited inpatiently for Simeon to
resune conmuni cations so that she could ask what

she wanted to know. Finally she'd begun battering at
the Vega Base brain's frequencies with ever-increasing
bursts of comunication that nust have given himthe
equi val ent of a softperson's "headache."

Nanci a condensed t he newsbytes she'd read and
transmitted themin three short bursts to Sineon, just
to convince himshe' d done her honmework.



"So what el se do you want to know?"

"How. Did. He. Lose. His. Ship?" Nancia punctuated
each word with a burst of irritated static

"You read the newsbytes."

"WE' RE SHI ELDED AGAI NST # sorry." She
started over at normal intensity. "We' re shiel ded
agai nst radi ation. He shouldn't have been harned,
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unl ess he was being careless # |eaving the ship

wi t hout checking radiation | evels? And there's no way
his ship could have been affected. Wat could have got
t hr ough her col um?"

"His colum, in this case,"
that mattered.

Si meon corrected, as if

Unl ess Cal eb used the access code to open his brninskip's shdL
That was the nightmare, that was what she wanted reas-

surance about. No brawn was supposed to know both

the syll ables and the nusical tones that conprised his

brai nship's access codes. One sequence was given to the

brawn on assignment, the other deeply classified in

CenCom s codes. But Polyon's casual dabbling in the Net

had | eft Nancia deeply suspicious of computer security

systenms. Any code invented could be broken... and how

el se could the CL-740 have been lost to sonething as

m nor as a radiation burst?

"Not hi ng did get through the colum,"” Simeon told
her. "The CL-740 was one of the first Courier Service
shi ps comm ssi oned, though. Three hundred years

ago they didn't know as much as we do about shi el ding
t he synapse connectors. The radiation burst they were
subj ected to wasn't enough to harmthe najor ship's
systens, but it fried the connections to die shell

| eaving CL-740 in total isolation # wunable to com
muni cate or to receive signals, conpletely unable to
control the ship. Caleb brought the ship back on
manual controls, but by the time they got to Vega the
CL-740 had gone mad from sensory deprivation,"”

"But the Helva System# " Nancia protested. It had
been a long, long tinme since any brai nship had been
subj ected to sensory deprivation; shell-interna

nmet achi ps, naned for the | egendary brainship who'd
survived the ordeal and suggested the nodification
shoul d have been invul nerable to any outside

i nterference.

"The Hel va nodifications are not universal, though
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God knows they should be." Sineon sounded very

tired. "lIt's a traumati zing procedure for those of us
who aren't |ucky enough to have it built into our first
design, young'un. Sone of the ol der brainships, those
who' d paid off and continued in the Courier Service as
free agents, had a right to refuse retrofitting. CL ...
exercised that right"

"Ch." It was a brain's worst nightnare, that being cut
off fromthe world with a thoroughness no softperson
could even inmagine. Nancia dosed down all her sensors
for a noment, imagining that absol ute bl ackness. How

| ong woul d she be able to bear it? No wonder her super-
vi sor at Lab Schools had canceled the first newshbyte
about the CL-740. No wonder the newsbyte files made
avail able to her now had been censored. No one wanted

a brainship to start thinking about the worst that could
happen. Nancia didn't want to think about it any | onger
Wth an internal shudder she threw open all her sensors
and comm channel s at once.

The minor clatter of everyday life was a warm reas-

suring tide about her, connecting her with the rest of
humanity, the rest of all sentient life. Nancia

cat al ogued the details with surprise and gratitude.

How strange and wonderful all thisis ... to see, hear, feel
t hi nk, know... and | have been taking it all for granted! For
a nonent, the smallest input was precious to her, a gift

of life. Caleb was hangi ng between two spring-resis-

tors in the gym the display screens in the central cabin
were dancing with their el egant geonetric screen-

saver patterns, the stars outside burned with then-

distant fire, Vega 4 was a ruddy gl ow before her, sone-

one was chattering between Vega 4.3 and 4.2 about

Central synthsilk fashions. Sonmeone el se was crying

into a satellite link....

And Si meon was still talking. "Levin." The databits
transmtted |ike a whisper. "H s name wasn't CL-740.
H s nane was Levin, and he was ny friend."
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At Vega 4.2, CGovernor Thrixtopple and his fanily
spill ed aboard Nanria |like a pack of cruise passengers,
droppi ng their luggage anywhere for the patient ser-
vants who followed to pick up, conmenting |oudly on
any feature of Nancia's interior that caught their
attention.

"Hey! Look at these display screens! The youngest

Thri xtoppl e, a weasel-faced brat in his early teens, lit
up on sight of the three wall-size display screens in the
central cabin. "Sis, where's ny SPACED OUT hedron?

could play all the way home # "

"/don't have to keep track of where you drop al
your junk," his older sister whined. "Mama, there's



only one storage bin in my cabin. My Antarxian ruffe
will get all winkled!"

"Who cares? They still won't make any difference to
your ugly face!" Thrixtopple Junior stuck out his
tongue at his sister. She hurled a gl obe of sonething
pi nk and slushy at him he ducked out of the way and
Cal eb caught the globe in a neat one-handed catch

"Now, kiddies," Thrixtopple Senior munbled,

"mustn't upset your nother or the servants." He held
out one skinny hand to receive the pink globe his
daught er had t hrown; gl ance and gesture included

Cal eb anbng those "servants." Nancia bristled. He

m ght not be her official brawn, she mght still have
her reservations about the way Psych was trying to
throw the two of themtogether for the conveni ence of
CenCom but Caleb was still a trained brawn and
deserving of nore respect than that!

"Governor Thrixtopple, I"'mafraid | will have to ask
all of you to enter your personal cabins and strap
down for lift-off now " Caleb said tonelessly.

"Al ready? Wiy, these clumsy servants haven't begun
to unpack for ne yet! I'mnot nearly ready to send
them away! " Trixia Thrixtopple conplained without a
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word of gratitude or fere well to the servants who had,
presunmably, waited on her through the twenty years

of CGovernor Thrixtopple's service. It was dear where
her daughter had | earned that penetrating whine.

"My apol ogies, ma'am" Caleb said, still wthout any
inflection that they could react to, "but I am bound by
regul ati ons. Section 4, subsection 4.5, paragraphs ii to

iv. Courier Service ships are not permtted to dally for
any reason; a prolonged stop here coul d upset urgent-
|y needed communi cations el sewhere."

He personally escorted the Thrixtopple fanmily to

their bunks and nmade sure each of them was secured

agai nst the high-grav stresses of lift-off. Nancia kept
t he cabi n sensors open to doubl e-check every nove,

but Cal eb made no mi st akes.

Once the passengers were strapped down and their

| uggage stowed, Caleb returned to the central cabin

and waved one hand towards the door. "Wuld you

close us off, please, XN?" He sighed w th exaggerated
relief. "If only we could keep them out of here for the
entire flight. People like that are a disgrace to Vega
Why, they didn't even have the manners to greet you!"

"Neither did the passengers | took on the way out,"
Nancia told him "I was beginning to feel invisible."



"Not to me," Caleb told her. His eyes scanned the
entire cabin with a | ook of |onging that surprised Nan-

cia. "Never tone.... If | don't get a new assi gnment,
this could be ny |ast voyage on a brainship. And we
had to be saddled with these, these ..." He threw up

hi s hands as though words failed him

"It is a pity," Nancia agreed, "but there's no reason
we can't be professional about doing our jobs, is
there?" Wiile she nade conversation with Cal eb, she
was rapidly review ng the volunes of Courier Service
regul ations with which her data banks had been

| oaded upon commi ssi oni ng. There shoul d have been
something in the third negahedron.... Ah, there it
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was. Precisely what the situation called for. But she
woul dn't mention it now Caleb was eager to escape
the surface of Vega 4.2 before the Thrixtopple famly
started conpl ai ni ng about their restraints, and she
couldn't blane him

In deference to Cal eb's weakened condition, Nanria
made this lift-off as slow and gentle as she could. After

all, it wasn't his fault that Psych Central was practically
forcing their personal codes into one datastream And
she didn't want to kill the nan on the way hone.

When they entered freefall again, Caleb unlatched

hi nsel f fromthe support chair and noved about the
cabin with none of the | anguor he'd shown after the
previous lift-off. "Being gentle with the civilians? he
inquired. "I seemto recall that you can lift consider-
ably fester than that when you're so inclined, XN"
"I... um.. | didn't see any need to hurry," Nancia
nmuttered. Danm the man! Too stiff-necked to admt
that he, too, could benefit froma slightly gentler
t akeof f |

Cal eb | ooked faintly amused. "No. Considering that
now there's no excuse to keep them strapped in, and

we' || probably have the brats in our laps until you
reach Singularity.... | wouldn't have wanted to hurry,
either."”

As if on cue, the Thrixtopple boy punched through
the iris-opening of the door. Nancia w nced at the
damage to her flexible nenbranes. She left the door
iris open so that Governor Thrixtopple, proceeding
down the corridor at a stately pace behind his son
woul dn't inflict further violence on her

"Ck, we're in space now, lemme play with the com
puter!"™ the boy demanded.

Nanci a slid her datareaders shut as the boy ap-
proached and deliberately bl anked her screens. Tm



sorry, young sir. Courier Service Regul ations, vol une

XVII1, section 1522, subsection 6.2, paragraph
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nmcmii, strictly prohibit allow ng unauthorized pas-

sengers access to the ship's conputer or free
noverrent within the central cabin. The prohibition is
i ntended as a protection against illegal interference
with Courier Service property.”

"Hear now, you # you talking shell, that's not
meant to apply to people like us!" Governor Thri xtop-
pl e blustered as he entered the cabin.

"The official orders which were transmtted to nme

by CenCom at the begi nning of this voyage make no
reference to your famly, Governor Thrixtopple,

Nanci a replied. She paused slightly between words

and gave her voice a slight nmetallic overtone to make
the Thrixtopples feel they were talking to a machi ne
that could not be threatened or bribed. "I am not
nmysel f authorized to change such orders save on direct
beam from Central Conmand

"But Vega Base told you to ferry us to Central!"

"And | am al ways happy to do ny good friends at Vega

Base a favor," Nancia replied. "Nevertheless, it is not in
nmy power to change regul ations. Should Central Com

mand retroactively authorize you to access ny

conputers, | will# retroactively # permt you to have
done so. In the nmeantime, | nust request that you return
to your personal cabin areas. | should be reluctant to en-
force the order, but you nust know that | retain the

power to flood all life support areas w th sl eepgas,"

Governor Thri xtoppl e grabbed his son's collar and
dragged himout of the central cabin. The iris of the
door menbrane slid together

"That," said Caleb reverently, "was brilliant, XN
Positively brilliant. Ah # | suppose there is such a
regul ati on?"

"Of course there is! You don't think I'd Iwrl

"My deepest apologies, ma'am It was only that

had no personal recollection of the paragraph in
guestion# "
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| understand that softperson brains are quite

limted in their storage and retrieval powers," Nancia
said loftily. Then she relented. "It took ne severa



m nutes of scanning to find sonething applicable,
actually. And | never would have thought of it if you
hadn't quoted regul ations to get them out of here
before lift-off."

"If it weren't for nmeals," Caleb reflected al oud, "we
woul dn't have to speak to themagain all the way back
to Central...."

"I have the capacity to serve neals fromany roomin

the living quarters,” Nancia informed him Unlike the

ol der nodels ... She cut that thought offbefore voicing
it. It would be sheer cruelty to renind Cal eb of what he
had | ost

"COkay, XN, try this one." Caleb manipul ated the

joyball to bring up a display of a double torus contain-
ing two sinple dosed curves. Three di sks | abeled Al

B, and A2 contained sections of the torus. "You're in
Al; A2 is your target space. Find the Singularity points
and conpute the deconpositions required.”

"No fair," Nancia protested. "It's never even been
proved that there is a decom sequence that'l|l navigate
that structure. Satyajohi's Conjecture." She quoted
from her nenory banks, "If h is a honeonorphi sm of

E3 onto itself that is fixed on E3 # T, need one of
h(Jl'), h(j2) contain an arc with four points of A+B
such that no two of these points which are adjacent on
the arc belong to the same one of A and B? If so, the
deconposi tion space H does not yield E3, And in this
application,” she rem nded Caleb, "E3 is equivalent to
nor mal space."

Caleb blinked twice. "I didn't expect you to know
Satyaj ohi's Conjecture, actually. Still # let ne point
out, XN, it's only a conjecture, not a theorem"

"I'n one hundred and twenty-five years of deep-
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space mathematics it's never been di sproved,” Nancia
grunbl ed.

"So? Perhaps you'll be the first to find a counter-
exanpl e.'

Nancia didn't think there was nuch point in even

trying, but she set an automatic string-devel opnent
programto race through the display, illumnating

various possible Singularity paths as lines of brilliant
blue light, then letting them fade out as the inpos-
sibility of one after the other was proved. There was
somet hi ng el se on which she very nuch want ed

Caleb's advice, and now # wth the Thrixtopple fam -

ly intimdated into staying in their cabins, and Caleb in
as good a nood as she'd ever seen himafter his



denonstration of Satyajohi's Conjecture # now was
the best time she could have to bring it up

"I haven't been conm ssioned very |ong, you know,
Cal eb," she began

"No, but you're going to be one of the best," Caleb told
her. "I can see it in the way you handle little things. I
woul dn't have thought of finding a regulation to get the
Thri xt oppl es out of our hair. And | don't think I'd have
tested Satyajohi's Conjecture the way you' re goi ng about
it right now, either."” Two possible Singularity lines
flashed bright blue and then vani shed fromthe screen as
he spoke, while a third snaked through Al and into the B
di sk around the doubl e torus.

"Some things," Nancia said carefully, "get nore
conplicated than that. In nathematics a conjecture
either is or isn't true."

"The sane is true of Courier Service Regulations,"”
Cal eb poi nted out

"Yes, well... not everything. They don't tell you
what to do if a brainship happens to hear her pas-
sengers making illegal plans.”

"If you' ve been eavesdroppi ng on Governor Thri x-
topple in his cabin," Caleb said sternly, "that's a

92
Anne McCaffrey fcf Margaret Batt

di shonorabl e action and | hereby formally request you
to stop it immediately."

"Ch, | haven't,"” Nantia assured him "But whatif#

if a brainship had sone passengers who didn't know
she was sentient, and they liked to sit in the centra
cabin and play SPACED OUT, and they just happened

to discuss sone possibly illegal plans while they were
doing it?"

"Ch # a hypothetical case?" Cal eb sounded

relieved, and Nancia felt the sane way. At |east he
hadn't guessed i nmedi ately, as Sinmeon had, that she
was tal ki ng about her own previous experience.

Everyt hing Nancia had | earned or seen of Cal eb# the
newsbeans of his heroic solo return to Vega, the

dedi cation with which he put hinself through a gruel -
i ng exercise program his respect for Courier Service
regul ations # made her think of himas a man of
supreme integrity, one whose word she could trust
under any circunmstances. She woul d not have wanted

to hear himlaugh at her as Sinmeon had done, or sug-
gest # as Sineon had done # that her own actions in
this instance had been norally cul pable.

"Well, in such a case# if it ever arises # you should



renmenber that a sentient ship is norally obliged to
identify herself as such to her passengers at the first
opportunity."”

"That's not in the regul ations,” Nancia defended
hersel f against a charge Caleb didn't know he had
made.

"No, but it's common sense. Anything el se would be
like # like ne hiding in a closet to catch Governor
Thri xt oppl e counting his ill-gotten gains from bribes
while in public office." Caleb said this with so nuch
di sgust in his voice that Nancia shrank from pursuing
di e subject.

So, evidently, did Caleb. He | ooked up at the centra
di spl ay screen, where a network of dimgray lines
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showed Nantia's repeated attenpts to conpute a path
of Singularity points through the topol ogical con-
figuration he'd defined.

"Let's just take it that Satyajohi's Conjecture is
upheld in this particul ar case," he suggested, "and

now it's your turn to put up a problem | don't know
why we're discussing hypothetical ethical problens

that are never likely to arise when we could both be im
provi ng our Decom Math skills. Nor do I understand

why # " He bit his |lip and bl anked out the screen with
a swift roll of the joyballL

"Why what ?" Nanci a asked
"Your turn to pose a problem" Cal eb rem nded her
"Not until you finish that sentence."

"Al'l rightl I don't understand why you're asking for
et hi cal guidance from a brawn whose greatest achieve-
ment to date has been the loss of his first ship!" Cal eb
bit out the words with a frustrated savagery that
aroused Nanci a's symnpat hy. She remenbered

Sinmeon's grief for his lost friend Levin, the CL-740.
How st upi d she had been

"I"'msorry," she told Caleb. "1 should have realized
t hat di scussing such issues would rem nd you of Levin.
Do you miss himso very nmuch?"

Caleb sighed. "It's not that, XN. Levin was a good,
conpetent brainship, and he trained me when | was a

new brawn, and |I'Ill always owe a debt of gratitude to
him But we weren't # we never just talked, like this,
you know? Five years | served with him and | don't
feel | ever really got to know him No, |I'mnot in

nmour ning for Levin. But he had a right to | ook for-



ward to hundreds nore years of service, and | lost him
that time. And | nyself had rather hoped to spend
nore than five years as a brawn."

"You may yet," Nancia pointed out. "Just because
you haven't got a ship assignment yet# "

"And what brainship is going to accept the brawn
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who | et the CL-740 die?" Cal eb snapped back. "You
yoursel f have nade that little point tolerably dear, XN
Now drop it Next problem pleasel”

Nanci a started transmtting to CenCom# on a

private beam# the noment she exited Singularity

and entered Central Wrlds subspace. She wanted to
have everything arranged, with no possibility of argu-
ment, before Caleb was ready to | eave the ship.

Al'l proceeded as planned. Dahlen Rahilly, her Ser-
vi ce Supervisor, requested perm ssion to enter even
before the Thrixtopple fam |y had gathered their
nunerous itenms of |uggage and departed.

"Arrogant snit," Rahilly commented as they

wat ched the | ast of Governor Thrixtopple's bony

shoul ders through Nancia's ground viewport. "He

could at least have credited you with a bonus for doing
himthe favor of this quick transport hone."

"I didn't expect it," Nancia replied with perfect truth.
The only bonus she expected# or wanted # was sufl in
hi s cabin, using the cabin conmboard to enter a job ap-

plication letter that sonehow kept getting wi ped fromhis
and

personal file storage area. This was his third attenpt,
Nancia could tell by the enphatic way Cal eb's voice
snapped out the words for the dictaboard that he was

| osing patience. If she didn't get matters settled soon
woul d quit trying to use the ship's comnm system and
make his application personally, at CenCom offices. And
that wouldn't suit her at all

"Well... there will have to be a few changes. Paper-
work," Rahilly said. "W ... weren't expecting this,
you know, XN. In feet, VS at Vega seenmed quite cer-
tain that you had formally refused the assignnent"

"He ... may have misinterpreted ny words," Nan-

cia said denmurely. "How soon can it be arranged?”
Shel | crack! While she was talking to Rahilly, Caleb had
managed to dictate the conplete text of his application
PARTNERSH P
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letter. He was getting ready to transmt it to CenCom
That rmustn't happen... not yet Nancia shut down al
out goi ng beanms at once.

"Ch, we can finish the paperwork in a day. If you're
sure that's what you want ?"

"I am" Nancia said firmy. There was another party
to be consulted, but Rahilly didn't seemto think that
woul d be necessary.

Caleb stalked into the central cabin, brows drawn
toget her. "XN, what do you nmean by shutting down
ny beamto CenConf"

"Your beanP" Nancia replied. "Ch, dear. Al ny ex-
ternal beams seemto have | ost power for a nmonent"

"Well have a tech out to fix the mal function i mre-

diately," Rahilly prom sed.
"Ch... | don't think that will be necessary,” Nancia
told him "I've been investigating while we talk, and

bel i eve | have found the source of the problem It
shoul d be easy enough to correct internally.” Al she
needed to do was reopen the power gate...

"Very well, CN-935." Rahilly sketched a Service salute
in the general direction of Nancia's titani um col um,
"The remai ni ng paperwork will be conpleted within the
day, and then you and Brawn Caleb will be requested to
hol d yoursel ves ready for a new assignnent# there was
one pendi ng, actually; Central w U be happy not to have
to wait while you choose a brawn."

He left as soon as the |l ast word was snapped out,

and Nancia was grateful for that. Caleb was staring
around the cabin with an expression she coul d not

read. If he was going to be angry with her for going be-
hi nd his back, she'd just as soon have it out in private.

"I... don't understand,"” he said slowy. "You aren't
waiting to choose a new brawn? You're going to go out
sol o agai n?"

"Hardly that," Nancia told him "I've had enough of
sol o voyages, thank you very much; | find that | nuch
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prefer to travel with a partner."

"Then..."

"Didn't you hear the man? From now on |I'mthe
CN-935. |1've decided that Psych Central was right,"

Nancia said. It was a struggle to keep her voice projec-
tions calmand even. "W nake a very good team"”



Caleb was still speechless, and Nancia felt her one
f ear approachi ng.

"If... if that's all right with you?"

"Al right, all right, all rigktl" Caleb exploded. "The
worman gives me back my life # and with the perfect
brain partner# and she wants to know if it's all right?
# Nancia # oh, wait a mnute, would you? There's
sonmething |1've got to take care of before you restore
external beam transmi ssions."

He hurried off to his cabin, presumably to erase the
job application letter that had taken so long to create,
and Nancia pernmitted herself a small coruscating dis-
play of stars and comets across her three w de screens.
It was going to be all right.

More than all right. "Nancia," she repeated to her-
self. "He finally called me Nancia."

CHAPTER SI X

Angalia, Central Date 2750:
Bl ai ze

Bl ai ze Arnontillado-Perez y Medoc stared in dis-

belief at his new home as the exit port of the XN 935
slid shut behind him The nesa top that had served

Nancia as a landing field was the only level bit of solid
ground in sight. Behind the mesa was a wall of crunb-

ly, near-vertical rock that rose in jagged peaks to bl ock
out the morning sun. The long bl ack shadows of the
nountains fell across the mesa and down into a sea of
oozing glop that |ooked |ike the Quagnire of Despair

as displayed in the | atest version of SPACED QUT. The
only variation in the brownish sea was that at a few

| ocations |large, |azy bubbles rose fromthe gl op and
burst with a sulfurous stink

At the very edge of the nmesa, cantilevered

precariously out over the Quagmre of Despair, was a
gray plastifilmprefab storage facility. Bul gi ng brown
sacks stenciled with the initials of Planetary Technica
Aid hung from hooks on one side of the shack, dan-
gling right out over the sea of glop. On the side of the
shanty nearest Blaize, the plastifilmroof had been ex-
tended with sone sort of woven fronds to create a
saggi ng awni ng. Beneath this awning | ounged an im
mensely fat man wearing only a pair of sweat-stained
briefs.

Bl ai ze sighed and picked up the nearest two pieces

of his kit. Staggering slighdy under a gravity consider-
ably higher than ship's norm he made his way
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towards the obese guardian of Angalia.

"PTA tech-trainee Arnontill ado-Perez y Medoc,

sir," he introduced hinself. Wio is this guy? He's got to be
one of the corydum mi ners. They're the only humans on An-
gatia # except, of course..

"And the top of the norning to you, Sherry, me |ad,"

- said the sweating man-mountain cordially. "Never was
so glad to see anybody in mlife. Hope you enjoy the
next five years here."

"Ah # PTA Grade El even Supervi sor Harnon?"
Bl ai ze hazarded. Except ny new boss.

A richly al coholic wheeze al nost knocked himoff his
feet. "You see anybody el se around here, kid? Wo
d' you think I anf"

"The corytiumm ne #

"Dead. Defunct Abandoned. Kaput, all gone splash
stinko," Grade 11 Supervisor Harnmon said with relish
"Went bust. Omner sold the mine to ne for a case of
spirits before he pulled out."

"What went wrong?"

"Labor. Conpany coul dn't keep miners here for

| ove nor noney. Not that they offered nuch | ove #
even a coryciummner ain't desperate enough to try
and get it on with a Loosie, heh, heh, heh." Another
wave of al cohol -flavored breath washed over Bl ai ze.

"Loosi e?"

"Homosimis Lucilla Angalii to you, m boy. The veg-
heads Lucilla Sharif discovered, damm her soul, and
reported as possibly intelligent on the FCF, double-
damm her, and for her sins we're stuck adm nistering
Pl anetary Technical Aid to a bunch of wal king zuc-
chini. Al the conmpany |I've had since they closed the
m ne. And aHyou' U have for the next five years. Next
PTA transport cones by here is taking ne off-planet.”
Har non | ooked enviously at the sleek |length of the
XN-935, her tip now gleanming in the sun that peeked
over the jagged mountains. "N ce perks you High
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you coul d persuade that brainship #
"l doubt it," Blaize said.

Harmon chortled. "No, didn't nmuch sound like it,
way you come out yelling and scream ng over your



shoul der, with it dunping your |uggage after you. You
musta pissed it off real handsome. No matter. Next

PTA shi pnent oughta be al ong any day now. And

when it comes, ny new assignnment should be ready."

He stretched | uxuriously, took a deep drink fromthe
bottl e beside him and sighed with anticipated content-
ment. "Reckon |'ve earned nyself a nice |long tour of
duty on Central, in a nice office tower with air con-
ditioning and servos and no need to pay any bl oody
attention to bl oody nature unless you happen to fee

i ke | ooking out the wi ndow Sit down, Madeira-y-
Perez, and don't | ook so niserable. Do your five years
and maybe they'll post you back in civilization. You're
in luck, comng when you did."

"I an?" The sun was over the nmountain by now, and
it was hot on the nesa. Blaize pulled his largest grip
under the shade of the awning and sat down on it

"Sure. Today's feeding time at the zoo. Put on a rea
show for you, the Loosies will." Harnon waved agai n,
this time as if beckoning the cliff that towered above
themto come on down. Blaize stared in shock as crag-
gy bits of nountain broke | oose and trickled down to
the nmesa top, shanbling like crazy puppets nmade of
rocks and wire. Strange costunes # no, they were
naked; that was their skin he was |ooking at.

"Yaohoo! Feeding time! Woeel" Harnon yodel ed,

si mul taneously jerking the cord that ran al ong the side of
the PTA prefab. One of the sacks overhangi ng the nuddy
basi n opened and browni sh-gray ration bricks spilled out
inatorrent, piling up in the nud bel ow t he nesa,

The Loosies scurried to the edge of the mesa and | et
t hensel ves down into the nuddy sea, fingers and toes
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clinging to crevices in the rocks. The first ones down
threw thenselves on the ration bricks as if they were
greeting a long-lost lover; the later arrivals piled on
top of them swi nging uncoordinated |inmbs and wi g-

gling to burrow into the nuddy heap of rations.

Bl ai ze felt a runbling vibration com ng up through
the soles of his feet.

"Look out!" Harnmon roared.

Bl ai ze junped and Harnon chuckl ed. "Sorry to

startle you, kid. You wouldn't want to niss the other
big show of Angalia." He pointed to the western

hori zon.

It seened to be noving.

It was a wall of water. No, mud. No # Blaize strug-



gled for the right word and could only find the one
that had first occurred to him glop

The "Loosi es" had ignhored Harnmon's shout as if

they were deaf, but something # perhaps the rum

bling vibration that Blaize felt # alerted those still at
the bottom of the quagmire. They swarmed up the

sides of the nmesa, clutching their ration bricks in teeth
and fingers. The |ast one got out of the way just before

t he advancing tide of glop struck the nesa.

The whol e desperate, squirm ng consunption of

ration bricks had taken place in total silence. Now, |ess
than three minutes later, it was over and the nesa was
surrounded by a sucking, sliny tide of glop. As Blaize
wat ched, the tide receded, sliding back down the sides

of the nesa until the new nud nelted into the sane

soggy configuration of puddl es and bubbl es that had
greeted himon arrival

"That was a small one," Harnon said with regret.
"Ch, well, there'll likely be sone better ones before
you go. Bound to be, in feet."

In response to Blaize's questions he expl ai ned,
wi t hout nuch interest, that the erratic climtic pattern
of Angalia produced a constantly noving band of
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t hunder showers in the nmountains which surrounded

this central basin. Wenever the stornms stayed in the

same place for a while, the rainfall built up into a flash
fl ood which raced across the plain, picking up nud as

it went, and sweepi ng away anything that m ght be

foolish enough to remain in its path.

"Terraforrning," Blaize mused. "Dans to catch the
rainfall and release it slowy..."

"Expensi ve, and who'd bother? Nothing here to
repay the investnent. Besides," Harnon expl ai ned,
"it's fun. Damm sure ain't nuch el se to watch out
here!"

Bl ai ze gathered that one of Harnmpn's anusenents

was trying to predict the times of the nmud-floods so

that he could feed the natives just before one, forcing
themto scranble first for ration bricks and then to save
themsel ves fromthe tide of nud.

"Ain't it the damedest thing?" he denmanded as the
rock-1ike natives clinbed back to their nountain

hei ghts, some clutching a few ration bricks for |ater
consunption, sone still chewi ng the |ast nouthfuls of
their haul. "You ever see anything like it?"

"Never," Blaize admtted. Are the # the Loosies starv-



ing'? Is that why their skin hangs loose like that? O is that their
normal appearance ? And how does this fat creep get away tuith
putting themthrough sitch a degrading performancel?

"I know what you're thinking, Port-W ne-y-Mdoc,"

the fat man said, "but wait'll you've done six nonths
out here, you'll forget all the PTA regs about respect-
ing the natives' dignity and all that crapola. Dammed
Loosi es don't have any dignity to respect, anyway.
They're a bunch of animals. Never devel oped agricul -
ture # or clothing# or even | anguage."

"O lies," commented Bl ai ze.

"What ?" For a noment Harnon | ooked startl ed,
t hen he chuckl ed and wheezed w th anusenent.
"Righto. No | anguage, no lies # gotta say that for
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them anyway! But they're ootpeople, young daret-
Medoc. Waste of resources, this whol e operation #
some paperpusher's mstake. Only encourages the
veg-heads to breed nore little veggi es. W oughta pul
outa here and let 'emstarve on their own, /ask ne."

"Maybe they could be trained to work the mne,"
Bl ai ze suggest ed.

Harmon snorted. "Yeah, sure. | did hear about

some prisoners in olden times who anused t hensel ves
trying to train their pet rats to run errands. You could
do that sooner'n you could teach a Loosie anything,

kid. I tell you, there's just three amusenents on An-
galia: feediri time for the Loosies, drinkin' time for ne,
and pl ayi ng conmputer ganes. And |'ve mapped every

damm | evel of the Maze of the M notaur so many tines

| can't stand to look at it no nore.”

Bl ai ze felt in his pocket The datahedron recording
t he wager wasn't the only itemhe'd copied from
Nanci a' s conputer. "Does your computer# "

"Yours now, Sake-ArnontU ado," Harnon inter-
rupted with a cheerful belch. "PTA issue.

"Does it have enough nenory and di spl ay graphics

to run SPACED QUT? Because," Blaize said, "I just hap-
pen to have a copy of the |latest version here.
Pre-release # it's not even on sale at Central yet" He
wi nked at Har non.

"I's that so!"™ Harnmon oozed to his feet "C non in-

si de, Burgundy- Champagne. Pass the time in a li'l
friendly game until ny transport gets here. He
scratched his bare chest, squinting at Blaize with the
rudi ments of a thoughtful expression on his face.
"Have to nanme some stakes, of course. No fun playing



for nothing."

"My sentinents exactly,'' Blaize agreed. "Lead the way.1
Five days later, exactly as schedul ed, the PTA
transport touched down to deliver new supplies and
to pick up Supervisor G ade 11 Harnon for the
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nmont hs-1ong FTL journey to his new assi gnnent.

Bl ai ze renmai ned behind with the Loosies and his

Wi nnings: two partially depleted cases of Sapphire
Rui n, Supervi sor Grade 11 Harnon's hand-woven

pal mfrond sun hat, and the title to an abandoned
coryci um m ne.

Deneb Subspace, Central Date 2750:
Nanci a and Cal eb

"That," said Caleb as he and Nancia | eft Deneb
Spacebase, "was one of our nore satisfying
assi gnhments. "

"Qut of a grand total of two?" Nancia teased him

But she agreed. Their first schedul ed run out of
Central, delivering nmedical supplies to a newWwy settled
pl anet, had been worthwhil e but hardly chall engi ng.
And they had both been apprehensive about this as-
signnent: transporting sone sem -retired general
another High Fam lies representative, into the mddle
of a particularly nasty conflict between Central Worlds
settlers and Capellan traders. But CGeneral M caya
Quest ar-Benn had proved conpletely different from

the spoilt High Famlies children Nancia had taken

out to Vega subspace on her first assignnent. Short,
conpetent, unassum ng, the general had won Cal eb's
heart at once with her in-depth know edge of Vega's
conpl ex history. She'd proceeded to spend nuch of

the short run to Deneb subspace tal king shop with
Nanci a; half the general's body parts and severa

maj or organs were cyborg replacenents, and she was
interested in the possibility of inmproving her liver
functions with one of the newer metachip inplants

such as kept Nancia's physical body healthy within its
shel . Nanci a had never envisioned herself discussing
somet hing so personal with anybody, |et alone a high-
ranki ng arny officer, but sonething about CGenera

Quest ar-Benn's unassuni ng nanner made intimate
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tal k unt hreat eni ng and easy.

Nanria wasn't too surprised to |l earn that before she
and Cal eb had even prepared for the return journey,



Ceneral Questar-Benn had drawn human and Capel | an
ant agoni sts into negotiations and worked out a settle-
ment that would allow each side to feel they had "won."

"And here | thought we were warnongering,
delivering sonmebody with authority to send in the
heavy arnored divisions!" Caleb went on

Nanci a chuckl ed. "The gal axy could do with a few

nore 'warnongers' |ike M caya Questar-Benn. Ready

for Singularity, partner? Central should have a new as-
signnent for us by now "

Bahati, Central Date 2751:
Al pha

Al pha bint Hezra-Fong stared down in distaste at

the writhing body of her experinental subject. \Wat
had gone wong? The nol ecul ar variations of Blissto
whi ch she'd been preparing shoul d have rendered the
patient calmand tractable. |Instead he was contorting
his |inmbs and nmpani ng uncontrollably, trying to break
the restraint straps on his stretcher.

Al pha tightened the straps until the patient stopped

t hrashing and passed a nedscanner over his forehead.

She frowned at the results. Instead of generating
soot hi ng hornones, Blissto.Rev.2 was invading and
replicating itself within the man's nervous systemlike a
cancer gone wld.

"Dam! | haven't got tine for this,"” she nuttered.
Qui ckly she considered her options. If she could keep

the patient alive and in isolation for a few days, per-
haps she would be able to find out what was causi ng

this invasive replication and find a way to stop it. But if
anybody questioned her work #

The man's convul sions increased. One | eg broke the
reinforced restraint strap and kicked out wildly.
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"Too dangerous, " Al pha decided. She pressed a

hypospray to the man's neck and watched his body sag
back against the stretcher. H s eyes rolled upwards and
t he t hrashi ng stopped.

So did all other npvenent.

Al pha had papers prepared for just such an energen-

cy. Tlie clinic director was an old fool, too lazy to check
her reports; nobody el se would dare to question her

Charity Patient B.342.iv would be |isted as having died of
heart feilure brought on by a preexisting medical condi-
tion which the clinic had not had tine to reverse.

The only trouble was, that made the third such



death in the year since Al pha had begun testing her

i nproved version of Blissto. Sooner or later, if she
didn't get the drug dosage right, somebody was goi ng
to notice the string of identical sudden-death reports
and ask questi ons.

Al pha seriously considered returning to ex-
perimenting on rabbits. But rabbit cages stank, and
taking care of the beasts was a |lot of work, and there
was even nore probability that sonebody woul d ques-
tion her sudden interest in raising pets.

She'd just have to think up a few nore excuses for
sudden deaths on the charity wing. Alittle variation in
t he paperwork woul d hel p di sgui se these unfortunate

acci dents.

Procyon Subspace, Central Date 2751
Cal eb and Nanci a

"This is boring,'1 Nancia conpl ai ned as she wat ched
workers on Szatmar |1 unload die cases of vaccine she
and Cal eb had transported there.

"It is inmportant to see that children's vaccinations
are kept up regularly,"” Caleb told her

"Yes, but it's hardly an energency. At least, it
woul dn't have been one if PTA would keep its records
up to date." A horrified bureaucrat had di scovered
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t hat some i nconpetent named Harnon, working out

of PTA on Central Worlds, had forgotten to ship |ast
year's supplies of vaccine to any PTA client planets in
t he Procyon subsystem In consequence, Nancia and
Caleb were getting an extended tour of that subsys-
tem delivering neasles and whoopi ng- cough vacci ne
to several dozen settlenents on w dely scattered

pl anets. "I've got a good mind to speak to ny sister
about this idiot Harmon," Nantia grunbled. 'Jinevra
woul d never tolerate such inefficiency in her own
branch of PTA; maybe she can get Central to transfer
Harnon to a spot where he can't do any harm"

"Nanci a, you woul dn't seriously consider using
your famly connections for personal interest!"”

Cal eb sounded shocked. Nanci a apol ogi zed i me-

diately. She hadn't realized that trying to get an

i nconmpet ent bur eaucrat ousted cane under the head-

ing of "personal interests." But Caleb was doubtl ess
right; he always was. And she felt quite guilty as he | ec-
tured her about the consequences of being flighty and
expecting gl anorous assighnents. He was right about

that, too. Service loyalty demanded not only that she

go where she was needed, but that she do so willingly



and cheerfully.

Nanci a cl osed her |oading dock and tried to lift off
for their next vaccine delivery with a willing and
cheerful heart,

Bahati, Central Date 2752:
Dar nel

Darnel | | eaned back in his uphol stered stimuchair
and activated the interoffice transmtter. "You may
send Hopkirk in now, Julitta movely."

"Ch, M. Overton-daxely!" Julitta's delighted gig-
gles cane clearly through the transmtter. Darnel
activated the double display screens as well and en-
joyed two views of his secretary. The top screen
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showed her tossing her pretty yellow curls and preen-

ing with delight at his conplinment; the | ower screen

di spl ayed her shapely | egs, crossing and recrossing

restl essly beneath the desk. Darnell noted with

pl easure that J ulitta's petiskirt had ridden up alnost; to
her wai st Such a delightful, twitchy tittle girl

Darnel |l considered Julitta, |ike the second display

screen and die vibrostimunits in his executive chair and
the view of Bahati from his glass-walled executive office,
to be one of the perks appropriate co a Man Wo Had

Made It He let Hopkirk wait awkwardly in front of his

desk while he contenplated with equal delight his own
rapi d success, his imediate plans for Julitta, die view of
her legs in the Iower display screen, and the fact that
Julitta didn't know about die second screen

"Hopkirk, 1've got a job for you," Darnell ordered
"Productivity in the glimware plant dropped by three

t housandt hs of a percent last nmonth, | want you to get
out there and send me a full report of any contributing
factors. "'

"Yes, M. Overton-d axely," the man cal |l ed Hopkirk
nmur mur ed.

"I't's probably cumul ative worker fatigue due to the
poor design of the assenbly line," Darnell continued
Ah, that was better; a flash of pain crossed Hopkirk's
features. Six nmonths ago the man had owned,

desi gned, and managed Hopkirk G i mare,

producers of fine novelty prismaglasses for the |uxury
trade. And managed it damm poorly, too, Darnel

t hought; the place woul d have gone bankrupt soon
enough anyway, even without his interference. Now it
was a profitable, if small, addition to Darnell's revital-
i zed OG Shipping (and other) Enterprises.



"Questions, Hopkirk?" Darnell snapped as the nman
remai ned standi ng i nstead of speeding to his task

"I was just wondering why you did it diis way," Hop-
ki rk said.
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"Did it what way?"

Hopki rk shrugged. "You know and | know t hat

Hopki rk dinware woul d have done all right if you
hadn't mani pul ated the Net to bring nmy stock prices
down and cut off my credit"

"That's a matter of opinion," Darnell told him

"Admit it, Hopkirk. You're an engineer, not a

manager, and you didn't know how to run the com

pany. It would have crashed eventually in any case. Al
| did was help it along."

"But why do it this way? Wiy ruin ne when you
coul d have bought the company for a fair price and
still made your profit?"

Darnel | was pl eased that the man didn't argue the
basi ¢ point He'd been an inconpetent nmanager and
he knew it

"You're a brilliant businessman," Hopkirk went on
"Look at how you turned OG Shipping around in just
a year!"

Wth alittle help fromny friends... Darnell quashed that
t hought Sure, Polyon's ability to hack into the Net and
get advance informati on had been useful. But it was al so
true that Darnell had discovered within hinself a true
talent for efficiency. Cut out the deadwood! Fire the in-
conpetent, the |lazy, and those who've nerely foiled to get
results! And know everythi ng! Those were Darnel Ts new

nott oes. Those who' dbeen fired tal ked about the Reign

of Terror. Those who hadn't been fired yet didn't dare to
tal k. And OG Shi ppi ng prospered ... |eaving Darnel

free to anuse hinsel f again.

There was Julitta, of course. There were an infinite
nunber of JuHttas. But Darnell had di scovered that no
nunber of willing girls could give himquite the thril
of victory that his business nmanipul ati ons brought

He regarded Hopkirk thoughtfully. The man
seened to intend no offense; perhaps he honestly
want ed to understand the workings of Darnell Over-
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ton-d axel/s brilliant mnd. A | audable inpulse; he
deserved an honest answer.

"Sure, | could have done it straight," he said at |ast
"Wuul d have taken a little longer. No prob. But," he
wi nked at Hopkirk, "it wouldn't have been as mnuch
ftm.. and that way | wouldn't have had you working

for me, would I? Get on with the job, Hopkirk. 1've got
anot her assignnment for you when you get back."

Now that he'd as good as admitted his illegal use of
the Net to Hopkirk, Darnell thought, the man had to

go. It had been fun to keep himaround for a little
whil e, using himas a clerk and gofer, but one couldn't
ri sk disgrunded victins getting together to conpare
notes. Once OG dimvare was taken care of, Darnel

woul d "reward" Hopkirk with a free vacation at Sum
nmerlands Cinic. The Net reveal ed, among ot her

t hi ngs, that Al pha bint Hezra-Fong's patients on the
charity side of Sunmerlands had an unusual |y high
death rate. He'd "suggest" to Al pha that it would be
conveni ent for both of themif Hopkirk never cane

back from Sumerl ands. That way nobody woul d tal k

about Darnell's use of the Net; and in return, he'd get
Polyon to fix the Net records so that nobody woul d

rai se i nconveni ent questions about the nunber of
charity patients Al pha had | ost

Achernar Subspace, Central Date 2752:
Cal eb and Nanci a

"I wonder if he'll really be able to resolve anything,"
Nanci a said thoughtfully as she and Cal eb wat ched

their |l atest delivery being greeted at Achernar Base on
Charon. The short, spare man whom t hey'd brought

hal fway across the gal axy wasn't doing nuch to take
control of his first neeting with the Charonese offi -
cials. He was just standing there on the landing field,
listening to the speeches of wel come and accepting
bouquets of flowers.
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"None of our business," Caleb reninded her

"Central said, take Unattached Di pl omatic Agent
Forister to Charon, and do it fast. They didn't say to
eval uate his job perfornmance. And we've got anot her
assi gnment waiting."

"Don't we always?" But the little group of ponpous
Charonese officials that surrounded Forister was
nmovi ng of f now, |eaving the spacefield clear for
Nancia's liftoff

"It's just that | like to feel we've acconplished sone-
thing," she lanented as Cal eb strapped down for
l[iftoff, "and | do feel this Charonese situation calls for



somebody a bit nore ... nore forceful." Sonebody

i ke Daddy, for instance. Wth his brisk, no-nonsense
manner and willingness to enforce his decisions, Javier
Perez y de Gras woul d have nade short work of

Charon's seven feuding factions, the continual war be-
tween the Tran Phon guerrillas and all seven
provi si onal governments, and the consequent

destruction of Charon's vital quinobark forests. He'd
have been using Nancia's conmfacilities and worKking
the Net every minute they weren't in Singularity,
preparing for his descent on the Charonese, arning
hinself with every last detail of the conflict, softening
up the principal offenders with stern warning

nessages.

This Forister had spent the three days of the voyage
readi ng anci ent books # not even disks, but some ac-
count of an A d Earth war too mnor to have been
transcribed to conputer-readable format. And when

he wasn't readi ng about this place called Viet Nam he
wasted his tine in rel axed, casual conversation with
her and Cal eb, chatting about their famlies and
upbringi ng, their hopes and dreans. Too soft to stop a
war, Nancia thought contenptuously. GCh, well, Caleb
was right # the results were none of their business.
They were Courier Service; they went where they
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were sent, quickly and efficiently. Sticking around to
report on the failure of the resulting mssion was not
in the CS job description.

Bahati, Central Date 2753:
Fassa

"You can't just leave nme like this!"

Fassa del Parma y Pol o paused at the door and bl ew

a nocking kiss at the gray-faced, potbellied nman who
was | ooking at her with such pain in his eyes. "Watch
me, darling. Just watch ne." She touched her |eft

i ndex finger to the charm bracel et on her wist.
There' d been an enpty prismawod heart there, just

the right size to hold the minihedron recording this
stupi d bureaucrat's sign-off on the Nyota ya Jaha
Space Station contract. "CQur business is done." Al

t hei r business, including those boring maneuvers on
the man's synthofur rug. At least it hadn't taken too
| ong. These ol d guys had dreans of grandeur, but they
really couldn't do nuch when they did get the chance.
You're past it, sweetheart, and the future belongs to nme. Somne-
t hi ng unconfortable withed under the triunphant

t hought, sonme question as to why she exulted so nmuch
in the noral destruction of a small-tinme civil servant
ol d enough to be her father; but Fassa pushed the
guestion away with the ease of |ong practice. She had
got what she wanted. It was as sinple as that



"But we were going to live together. You were going to
quit this nessy, unfeninine job, now that you' ve got
enough noney to pay for your sister's metachip pros-
thesis, and we were going to retire to Sumrerl ands..."

Fassa | aughed out |oud. "Wat, nme? Spend ny | ast
hundred years tending to sone old man in a Sumer-

| ands retirenment cottage? You' ve been popping too

much Blissto, my friend." She paused to let the rejec-
tion sink in before delivering her final warning. "And
don't even think about blowing the whistle on ne.
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Remenber, you've got nore to lose than | have." She
al ways set it up that way.

There was an unwel cone surprise waiting for her

when she reached her offices. Two, in feet. One was

m nor; some kid was slunped in the corner sackback

chair in the outer office, fiddling with forms. Enpl oynent
applications were supposed to be handled in a different

of fice; the kid should have been sent there to begin wth.

Before she had tine to point this out, her secretary

| owered his head and apol ogetically informed her that
Bahati CreditLin insisted on one nore pal nprint

before they would rel ease the final paynment for the
space station construction into her Net account. Just a
formality, the secretary quoted the CreditLin officials.

Fassa's brows snapped together as the man assured

her there was nothing to worry about. "lnspection?

What inspection? Everything' s been passed and

signed by Vega Base." Or rather, by the befuddl ed old
fool she'd just left, who hadn't even bothered to take a
transport up to the station and walk its corridors in
person, nuch | ess assign a qualified engineer to the
task of a detailed structural inspection.

"That's what | told them" the secretary said, "and
I"msure this will take no tinme at all, since Vega's en-
gi neering division has already signed off on all the
mai n structural elenents. Just a formality," he
repeated. "It seenms there's been a new | aw passed,;
CreditLin is obliged to send one of its own inde-
pendent inspectors to verify that our construction
neets standards before they can transfer the credits."

A new law... Damm! | thought all the Bahati Senators had
been paid off. Do I have to do everything nyself?

Fassa suppressed the thought with a quick frown.

She'd deal with the legislature later. For now# so there
was one nore fool of a man to deal with, to wheedl e and

di stract and please into forgetting the obvious checks that
woul d reveal her substandard materials. Annoying, that
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was all. She didn't like surprises. But it would, after all, be
one nore mnihedron to fill her charm bracel et

Fassa caught a flicker of novenent in the corner, just
enough to distract her for a nonent The kid in the sack-
back was stretching, rising out of the envel oping chair.
Not now. Go away. | ~w other things to thJnkaboi U

"M ss del Parma y Pol 0?"

Not such a kid; a man grown, ol der than she was

hersel f# but not by so very nuch. Fassa took in his

appearance with grow ng appreciation. Broad

shoul ders, legs |ong enough to carry off his out-

rageousl y psychepai nted Capell an stretchpants, black

hai r and eyes whose blue was set offby slashing streaks

of ochre face paint. A pretty peacock of a man. Maybe |'I

hire himafter all, even if he did bypass the enpl oynment office.
Who cares whether he can do anyt hi ng? Keep hi m around j ust

to ook at.

"I should introduce nyself now, | guess." He sniled
down at her and envel oped her hand in his. "Sev

Bryl ey, chief inspector for Bahati CreditLin. | reckon
it'll be a pleasure working with you, Mss del Parma."

Cor Caroli Subspace, Central Date 2753:
Cal eb and Nanci a

Cal eb sl ammed one fist into the opposite pal mand
paced the width of the central cabin, growing deep in
his throat. He paused opposite a purple netall oy

bul khead with silver-gilt stenciled borders and raised
his fist again.

"Don't even think about it," Nancia warned him

"You'll only hurt your hand and danage ny nice new

pai nt job."

Caleb lowered his fist. Areluctant smle twtched at

the corners of his lips. "Don't tell me you |like the paint
j ob?"

"No. But it seened suitable for our role. And | don't
wish to return to Central looking as if |'d been through
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a clawing match with sone of Dorg Jesen's popsies,
t hank you very nuch."

They had been undercover for this nmission, Caleb
posi ng as a debauched young Hi gh Fanilies scion who



wanted a cut of Dorg Jesen's secret netachip supply. In
return, he was to have offered the feelieporn king secret
i nformation on certain of his Hi gh Fam lies customners.
"Coul d be dangerous,” Rahilly had warned them

back on Central Base. '[Jesen doesn't |ike awkward
qguestions. Try to keep the neetings on shipboard.
Nanci a, you'll have to protect yourself and Caleb if
Jesen tries anything."

But they hadn't even lured Jesen into one ship-

board meeting. He'd taken one | ook at Caleb's vidcom

i mge, listened to Caleb's stiff delivery of the speech
he'd been assigned to make, and burst out |aughing.

"Pull the other one, it's got bells on," he taunted Cal eb
"And next time Central decides to send soneone to in-
vestigate nme, tell themnot to make it an Academny boy
with a Vega accent you could cut with a knife, in a
brainship with a tarted-up central cabin. If you're

Hgh Families, 1'll eat ny..."

Nanci a cut the sound transmi ssion at that point.

"Perhaps," she said now, "undercover work is not

our netier"

"I hate lies and spying,"” Caleb confirmed noodily.

"We shoul d have refused this mission." He | ooked up
with a glimer of hope in his eyes. "Unless... did you
get anyt hi ng?"

Nanci a had used the brief mnutes of the vidcomlink

to insert feelers into Jesen's private conmputer system so
private that it didn't even have a Net connection. Centra
had surm sed he night have such a systemin addition to

t he open accounts he maintained via Net, but nothing

could be checked until they arrived pl anetsi de.

"Not hing," she told him "I did get into his supply
acqui sition database, but all the netachips in the
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records there show perfectly legitinate Shenali Base
control nunbers."

Caleb made a fist again. "Then you didn't get into
the right records. Sonmebody's counterfeiting

nmet achi ps, and Jesen could lead us to the source ..
could have led us. He nust be keeping three sets of
books. Do you think if | got himon vidcom again..."

An incomng transni ssion reached Nancia, and she
activated her central display screen. Dorg Jesen's nar-
row face appeared. "Been doing a litde research of ny
own, " he announced, al nost pleasantly. "Got your
Central IDnowto add in to nmy report. CN-935, lift
your Courier Service tail fins offplanet in fifteen



m nutes and we'll forget this episode ever happened.
Oherwise I'lIl file a formal conplaint with CS, charg-
i ng you and your brawn with entrapnent.’

"You can't win themall,"” Nancia tried to soothe
Cal eb when they were offplanet and on their way back

to Central. "W do many things well. Lying doesn't
happen to be among them that's all." But fmlying,

right now, by saying nothing. Nancia nade an interna

pl ayback of the datacordi ngs she'd nade four years
earlier, on her mmiden voyage. There was Pol yon
cheerfully announcing his plan to slip metachi ps past
the SUM board and sell themto unauthorized opera-

tions like Dorg Jesen's feelieporn enpire. If only Caleb
knew what she knew, he could nmake a report to

Central that would send them straight to Shemali

Except... he wouldn't do it In the four years of then-
partnership, Caleb had never once wavered or com

prom sed his noral principles. He would never stoop to
usi ng a datacordi ng made w t hout the know edge or con-
sent of t he passengers. And he woul d neverrespect Nanci a
agai n, oncehe knew what she' d doneon thatfirstvoyage.

Sadly, Nancia ended the replay and sl apped five
nore | evels of security classifications on the datacord-
i ng. Caleb nmust never know. But there nust be sone
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way to point Central's investigations towards Shenali,
to stop themthinking in terns of counterfeit

nmet achi ps and start themthinking about the prison
factory.

Shenmml i, Central Date 2754:
Pol yon

Pol yon sl apped the pal nboard built into his
arnchair and activated a vidcomlink with Bahati .

"Summer | ands Cinic, Al pha bint Hezra-Fong,

private transm ssion, code CX22." That woul d

scranbl e his nmessage so that only soneone with the
CX22 decodi ng hedron woul d be able to see and hear
anyt hi ng but gi bberish. "Al pha, nmy sweet, you were
just a tad premature in announcing that you'd

fini shed your Seductron research. The free sanple

you sent up has one of ny key techs too blissed-out to
do any useful work. I've no idea when he'll stop con-
tenmplating his toenails, so you'd better find out# and
fast Unless you want to be the next test subject." He

smled sweetly into the vidcomunit. "I can arrange it,
you know. "
The next nessage went to Darnell, using a simlar

scranbling technique. In a few words Pol yon in-
formed Darnell that IntraManager, the snall

conml i nk manuf acturi ng conpany Darnell was

presently trying to take over, was not to be touched.



"It's one of nmne," he said pleasantly. "I'm sure you
woul dn't have nade a takeover nove if you' d known

that, would you now? By the way# did | show you the

| atest vids of the netachip line?" A tap of his fingers on
t he pal mboard called up a datacording fromthe | onest
circles of Hell: suited and masked workers toiling amd

cl ouds of poi sonous green steam This was the |ast and
nost dangerous phase of netachip assenbly, when

t he bl ocks between the pol yprinted connection pat-

terns were burned off with a quick dip into vats of acid.
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The burn-off process rel eased a gaseous form of
Ganglicide into the atnosphere. Before Polyon's tineg,
this phase had been handled # rather badly # by

aut omat ed servos that misjudged the depth and

timng of the burnoff phase, dropped netachip

boards, and quickly self-destructed in the poi sonous
at nosphere. Expensive and wasteful. By contrast,
prison workers in protective suits could process nore
than three tinmes as nmany netachips in a session, and
only a few of themwere | ost each year to |l eaks in the
suit sealing.

"See the third man fromthe left, Darnell?" Polyon
spoke into the vidcomwhile the i mages unreel ed. "He
used to be High Famlies. Now he's a Shenmali assem
bly worker. How are the mighty fallen, eh?"

He cut the connection on that # an inplied threat

was ever so much nore effective than a specific one.
Actual Iy, Polyon had no idea who the masked workers

on the line mght be. They were the scum of the prison
system the expendabl es who had neither tech train-

i ng nor business sense to justify keeping themin the
saf er areas of design and preprocessing. And while
there was indeed a High Fam lies convict on Shenali,
the man had been sent there for a particularly revolt-
ing series of crimes involving the torture of small
children. Polyon didn't really think he could framne
Darnell for sonething |ike that and nmake it stick
anybody woul d see the rich boy didn't have the guts to
torture anybody.

But I won't need to, will 1? The threat witt be enough to
keep old Darnell in Iine.

The last call was to Fassa. He was |ucky enough to

catch her in person. Polyon enjoyed the sight of Fassa's
eyes w dening while he explained in detail just how
unhappy he felt about the coll apse of his new

nmet achi p assenbly buil di ng, how personally hurt he

was to discover that Pol o Construction had supplied
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t he substandard materials used in the building, and
exactly what he might do to assuage his sense of |o0ss
and betrayal. The only trouble with the Iive connec-
tion, Polyon thought, was that he didn't get to finish
outlining the list of things he could do to Pol o Con-
struction as a conpany and to Fassa personally. Before
he was half through, she was stanmmering apol ogies

and practically begging to be allowed to rebuild the as-
sembly facility. Free of charge, naturally.

Pol yon graciously accepted the offer.

Just one nore item of business to clear up. "Send in
4987832, " he conmanded.

A few nmnutes later, a pale-faced man in the prison
uni form of green coveralls cane into the office. He
gave Polyon a confident smile. "Thought it over, have
you?"

"I nmost certainly have," Polyon agreed. He smled
and shrugged with pal ns outspread. "Can't say |'mal -
t oget her happy about the idea # but | see you | eave
me no choice. You're a clever fellow 4987832- \Wo
were you, before?"

Names Masson," the prisoner said. "Head of re-

search for Zectronics # vyou' ve heard of then? No?

Wll, it's a large galaxy. But it so happens | personally
directed the nmetachip design effort there. That's how
happened to recogni ze the changes you' ve introduced

in the chips."

"My hyperchips will be fester and nore powerful
than die old netachi ps by at |east two orders of mag-
ni tude," Polyon said. "They'll revolutionize the

industry. It didn't take any genius to recogni ze that.
The genius was in figuring out howto do it."

"And that's not all the hyperchips will do, is it, de
Gras-\Val dhei n? Industry isn't the only thing about to
suffer a... revolution."

Pol yon inclined his head slighdy. "YouTl have a gl ass
of Stermerald with ne, to cel ebrate our arrangenent ?"
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Masson's eyes wi dened and he licked his lips. "Wy,

| haven't tasted Stenerald in # in# well, it nust be
ten years! Not since | cane here! | nust say, de G as-

Wal dheim | didn't think you'd take our little
arrangenent so well."

Pol yon's back was to Masson as he poured out the
Stenmerald into two sparkling gl obes from OG GUmar e.



"Alot of men would be petty about cutting me in on

the profits,"” Masson babbl ed on, accepting his gl obe

and draining it between words, "but that's you High

Fam lies type, you know how to accept defeat gra-
ciously. And after all, giving ne a small cut isn't nuch
when you think of what it would do to your plans if |
told Governor Lyautey about all the hyperchips

programm ng." He swallowed the |ast drops of

Stenmeral d, ran his tongue round his |lips once nore to
savor the taste, then sat back with the slightly dazed ex-
pression of a man who'd just had his first strong drink
in ten years.

"As | said," Polyon repeated, "you |l eave nme no
choice in the matter." He frowned quickly. "You have
honored your end of the agreenment, haven't you
Masson? No word to anyone el se?"

"No word," Masson agreed. He spoke nore slowy

now. "I wouldn't... want... anyone else .., cutting
in..." Hs eyes glazed over and he sat staring into
space with a blissful snmle on his face.

"Very good. Now, Masson, | have a special task for
you." Polyon | eaned forward. "Hear and repeat! You
will go to the dip chanbers.”

"I... will... go... to... the... dip ... chanbers,"”
Masson droned.

"I want you to nmke a surprise inspection. You will
not announce yoursel f."

not... announce... 'self."

"You do not need a protective suit."

Masson nodded and smiled. Al the intelligence had
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left his face now Polyon felt a twi nge of regret. The
man had been brilliant; would be again, if the
Seductron wore off. He could have been a useful sub-
ordinate if he hadn't made the m stake of trying to

bl ackmai |l Polyon. But as it was ... well, there was no
point in waiting, was there? Dam Al pha. If she'd only
devel oped the controll ed Seductron she kept prom s-

ing, with doses ranging fromten-mnute zaps to a state
of mndl ess, permanent bliss, there would be no need
for this last distasteful step.

Pol yon finished his orders to Masson and snapped a
di sm ssal. "Go. Now "

Masson stood unsteadily and |l eft Polyon's inner of-
fice. Polyon sat back and began sketching a netachip
i nkage plan with one forefinger, tracing gl ow ng



pat hs across the design screen

Five mnutes later, his vidcommlit up to show the
face of the afternoon shift supervisor. "Lieutenant de
G as-Wal dhein®? Sir? There's been a terrible accident.
One of your designers just... the man must have

gone mad, he wal ked right into the dip roomw thout a
suit... if only he'd knocked they coul d have kept him
waiting in the outer lock until the gases were cleared
out... they didn't even know he was there.... The
roomwas filled with Ganglicide in gaseous form he
didn't have a chance...." Screans sounded in the
background. "Ch, sir, it's terriblel™

"A nost distressing accident," Polyon agreed.
"Begin the paperwork, 567934. And don't blane

yourself. Sometines it just takes themlike that, you
know, the lifers. Better any death than a lifetime on
Shermal i, they think, and who knows? Perhaps they're
right. Ch, sorry, 1 forgot # you're a lifer too, aren't
you?"

He didn't start |laughing until the connection was
br oken.

" CHAPTER SEVEN

Spi ca Base, Central Date 2754:
Cal eb and Nanci a

Nancia linped into Spica Base on half power, depend-
ent on Caleb for reports on the | ower deck danage
where her sensors had sel f-destructed to preserve her
from shock when the asteroid struck them

"Freak accident," conmmented the Tech G ade 7
who cane out to survey the damage in person

Nanci a nmourned the sl eek gloss of her exterior finish
now pitted and gouged around the torn netal shreds of
the entrance hole. "lIshould have takena different route.'

"Freak ship." The tech snapped his IR Sensor gog-
gl es down, hiding his eyes behind a band of bl ack
plastifilm "Ain't natural. Ship talks, pilot don't."

"The correct terms, as |'msure you are aware, are
"brainship and 'brawn,’ " Nancia said frostily. "Caleb
is... it's none of your business. Just |eave him al one,
okay?" She'd seen him plunged into these unreason-

i ng depressions before, whenever one of their

m ssions was | ess than one hundred percent success-
ful. He'd retreated into hinmself w thout speaking for a
week after the disastrous undercover assignnent with
Dorg Jesen, while Nancia tried to tenpt his appetite
with fancy dishes fromthe galley and interesting tid-
bits of news picked up fromthe gossi pbeans.

"I"ll need sonebody at the other end to help ne Iink
t he hyperchips into the ship's system" the tech



protested. "Somebody who knows the ship. My guys
are good, but this is a small base. They ain't never
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wor ked on a tal king ship before. And nobody's got that
much experience w th hyperchips. They night not in-
terface with these sensor setups just like the old

nmet achi ps did."

"Then," said Nancia, "perhaps you should explain to

themthat a talking ship can, in fact, talk. There's no need to
trouble my brawn for information; 111 manage the installa-

tion nyself" She didn't feel nearly so cheerful and carefree

as she tried to sound; the thought of sonme dolt like this tech
fooling around with her synaptic connectors nmade her fee

sick and weak. But she did not want him bothering Cal eb.

One thing she'd learned in the |ast four years of partner-

ship was that Caleb only stayed depressed | onger ifhe was
forced to talk to people before he was ready to.

The tech grunted acqui escence and tw ddl ed sone-
thing she couldn't see, "Sensor connection to
OP-N1. 15, testing."

"I'f you mean can | see what you're doing," Nantia
responded, "the answer is no."

The tech gaped but recovered hinself quickly.

"Hah! OP-Nl series . . . optic nerve connections?

Sorry, lady # ship # whatever you are. What |'m

| ooking at, see, it's just schematics. 1 didn't think ..."
H's voice trailed off for a nmonent. "Awesone, really,

when you think about it that way. That there's zperson
sonewhere inside this steel and titanium"

"Correction,” Nancia said. She was becom ng used

to this tendency anmpong softpersons; they insisted on
equating her with the body curled inside the titanium
colum, as if that was all there was to her. "I am a per-
son. That's ny | ower deck vision you're twiddling with
now, and |I'd very nmuch like to have it # Thank you!"

A partial visual field opened as she spoke. Now she
could see the tech again, and one gl oved hand reach-

ing up into the tangle of fused netal and wires that

had been her | ower deck sensory system

"OP-N 1.15 restored,” the tech noted. "Now i f# say,
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this is going to be easy. Don't need this stuff" He clipped
a test neter to his belt and used both hands to rejoin
severed wires. "OP-NL.16 functioning now? Good. 177"

He worked through the full series rapidly, while Nancia
kept himinformed of the status of each repair.



"Thank you," she said again when he'd restored her

full optic series for the | ower deck. "It's... nobst trou-
bling, being unable to |l ook at a part of nyself"

"Imagine it would be,"
help a lady, any tine."

the tech agreed. "G ad to

Nanci a noted that in the course of one short repair
sessi on she had advanced from "unnatural talking

ship," to "person" to, apparently, "lady in distress." By
the tine the repairs are finished, he'll be wanting to sign up for
brawn framng... and npst distressed to | earn he's over age.

"And this is just the beginning," the tech prom sed.
"We' || have you fixed up good as new in a day or so.
Better than new, really. You had any hyperchips in-
stal |l ed before? Thought not. They're # | dunno #

about a thousand tines better than the old line

nmet achi ps. You're gonna like this, ma'am" H's fingers
twi sted, seating one of the new chips. It felt strange to
see the novenents without feeling the slight pressure

and hearing the dick as the chip slid into place.

"Can you feel anything when | do this?"
"No# yes. Ch!"
"Hurt you?"

"No. Just # surprised.” Nancia felt as if her sensors
had been turned up to full volume, w thout sacrificing
the slightest accuracy. Every novenent was dear; the
worl d sparkled like crystal around her. "How many

nore of those do you have? Can you replace ny upper
deck sensor chips too?"

The tech shook his head regretfully. "Sorry, ma'am
It's a new design out of Shemali. There's not enough
hyperchi ps out yet to go around to all the fol ks who
need themfor repairs, let alone bringing in functiona
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equi prent and retrofitting it. Shemali Plant estinmates
it'll be a good three-four years before they can
produce enough to retrofit all the Fleet ships."

"Ch. O course." Nancia renenbered the plan

Pol yon had descri bed on her mai den voyage. "I sup-

pose," she said, feeling very crafty, "I suppose a |ot of
the chips are failing QA tests? It being a new design,
and all," she added hastily.

The tech shook his head. "No, ma'am Actually,

these new chips don't fail in testing near as often as the
ol d design. Pretty near the full production run is being
cleared for distribution, nost times. It's just that even a



year's full production runs out of Shemali don't

amount to that nuch when you consider all the places

the chips have to go these days. It's not just the Fleet,
y' know. Hospitals, Base brains, cyborg replacenents,
defense systens # seens |like we just about couldn't

run the gal axy wthout "em"

Nancia felt first disappointed, then relieved. She had
expected Co hear that the new design sonehow caused a
great many netachips to foil in the QA phase and that
nobody knew what becane of the substandard chips
rejected by the SUMration board. That woul d have been
evi dence she could nmention to Caleb, sonmething to steer
his mind in the direction of Polyon's illicit activities
wi t hout revealing that she al ready knew about the plan.

Instead, it seemed that Polyon had given up his plan
altogether. He was brilliant. Perhaps the hyperchip
design was his idea; and perhaps, Nancia thought op-
timstically, he had forgotten his original notion of
steal ing netachips in favor of the honest pleasure of
seeing his design accepted and used gal axy-w de.

Angalia, Central Date 2754

The third annual progress neeting of the Nyota
Five was held on Angalia, an arrangenent which
pl eased no one # |east of all the host
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"It was your idea to rotate the annual neetings,"

Al pha bint Hezra-Fong pointed out, somewhat snap-

pi shly, when Bl ai ze apol ogi zed for the primtive
acconmmodati ons. "W coul d have been confortably
settled in a Sunmerl ands conference room but nooo,
you and Polyon had to fuss that it wouldn't be fair if
you two had to travel to Bahati every time just to suit
the three of us who had the good |luck to be stationed
there. So we have to rotate. Two nice neetings on
Bahati, now this godforsaken dunp, and next tine,
stars help us, Shemali. You and your bright ideas!
Send soneone to unpack for me # you nust have

some hel p around the place, surely?"

"Fraid not," Blaize said with a sunny smile. He was
begi nning to enjoy the prospect of Al pha's disconfort
on Angalia. Rotating the nmeeting sites had really been
Pol yon's idea, not his, but Al pha was obviously afraid
to take out her bad tenper on Lieutenant de G as-

Wal dheim Bl ai ze gl anced si del ong at Pol yon, very
straight and correct in his Acadeny dress bl acks, and
admtted to hinself that he didn't blame Al pha. Gven
a choi ce of tongue-lashing the enigmatic technica
manager of Shemali MetaPlant, or the little red-haired
runt from PTA, who woul dn't choose to |ash out at the
PTAwW np?



But this understanding didn't nake him ]l ove Al pha

# or the rest of the Nyota Five, including hinsel f#
any better.
"Wl corme," Blaize said with a sweeping bow that in-
cluded all four of his guests, "to the Angalia Touri st
Center. A nodest facility, as you can see # "

Darnell's snort of |aughter testified to the truth of
that statenent

# but vastly inproved fromits hunbl e begin-

nings," Blaize finished. "If the winner were to be
chosen on the basis of progress rather than of absolute
weal th, I'd have no doubt of succeeding next year."
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And that, by God, was the absol ute and unvarni shed
truth! The rest of them mi ght sneer at Blaize's |ong,

| ow bungal ow with its thatched roof and thatch-

shaded bal cony, the garden of native ferns and grasses
and the paved path leading fromthere to the
corycium m ne. Never nmind. He knew what it had

taken to create these anenities fromthe nud-hol e that
Supervi sor Harnmon had left himwith.

"Al'l done with native |labor?" Fassa interrupted his
expl anation. "But everybody knows the Loosies are
too stupid to do anything useful ."

Bl ai ze put one finger to the side of his nose and

wi nked, a gesture borrowed froman old tri-D show
called Fagm and H s Gang. "Amazi ng what even a veg-
head can do with the proper... incentive," he draw ed.

"Where d'you store the whips and spi ked sticks?"

That was pudgy Darnell, bright-eyed as if he actually
expected Bl aize to produce a panoply of torture in-
struments and denonstrate their use.

"You' ve no subtlety, Overton-d axely," Blaize
reproved the man. "Think. The # er # Loosies were
starving when | came here, kept alive only by PTA ra-
tion bricks. The task of distributing the ration bricks,
natural ly, belonged to the PTA representative on An-
galia. Me."

"So?" Darnell really was amazingly slow. Not for the
first time, Blaize wondered how he'd made such a suc-
cess out of OG Shipping and the smaller corporations
that OG Enterprises had swal |l owed up over die years.

"So, Blaize drawl ed, "I saw no reason togrw away

PTA ration suppl enents when they could perfectly

wel |l be used to train the natives. W have a sinple rule
of life now on Angalia, nmy friends # no work, no eat"
He pointed towards the entrance to the corycium



mne. "And it's not just applied to building the master's
bungalow. | hold the title to that mne. United
Spacet ec abandoned it because they coul dn't keep
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human miners on Angalia. / use the native resources
to mine the native resources, so to speak # you'll see
the day shift coming out in a few m nutes.”

"And you pay themw th ration bricks, which cone
free via PTA?" Al pha gave Bl aize an approving snile
that chilled himto the bone. "I nust adnmt, Blaize,
you're not as stupid as you | ook. Anything you nake
fromthe coryciummne is profit, free and dear."

Bl ai ze opened his nmouth wide in simulated shock

"Dr. Hezra-Fong! Please! | am deeply shocked and di s-

i llusioned that you should think such a thing of ne.

Any profits accruing fromthe corycium m ne natural -

Iy belong to the natives of Angalia." He waited a beat
bef ore continuing. "OfF course, since the natives of An-
galia do not have Intelligent Sentient Status, they can't
have bank accounts # so the credits do, perforce, go
into a Net account in my nane. But held in trust for

t he Loosi es# you understand?"

The ot hers chuckl ed knowi ngly and all agreed that

they did indeed understand, and that Bl aize was a

clever lad to have found such a good way of covering

his tail in the event of a PTA inspection. Al but Polyon
de Gras-Wal dheim who was tapping one finger

agai nst the seam of his black trousers and staring at the
t hunder cl ouds on the horizon

"You' ve done pretty well, considering,"” Darnell ad-
mtted, "but with creatures as dunb as these, surely
you have # er # discipline problenms?" He was get-
ting that whips-and-chai ns expression again.

"If he does, maybe regul ated doses of Seductron

woul d be the answer," cooed Al pha. "l've just about
got the bugs worked out of the dosage schedul e now,
and it mght be interesting to test it on non-hunmans."
Bl ai ze forced hinself to snmile. Time for his
denonstration. He'd planned it beforehand, in case
there was need to make an additional inpression on
the others, but had hoped it wouldn't be necessary.
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still weren't convinced of his firmcontrol over the
Loosi es.



"Thanks, Al pha, but Seductron wouldn't quite do

the trick; the Loosies are passive and nuall eabl e
enough al ready. What they need is occasional stinula-
tion, and that," he said with a low | augh, "that | can
arrange for nyself." He raised one hand in the air and
brought it down with a swift chopping notion.

Two of the tall rock pillars beside the garden wall
noved forward in the shanbling, awkward gait char-
acteristic of the Loosies. Wth novenent, their

features and humanoi d shapes could be clearly seen

al t hough until a moment earlier they had bl ended in
with the real stones making up the rest of the wall. Be-
tween themthey hauled a third "rock," a native whose
doubl e-joi nted | egs sagged under hi m and whose fl ap-
ping liplike folds of skin opened and closed with a

m nmed di splay of silent terror.

"They may not talk," said Blaize, "but they've
| earned to understand sinple sign commands quite

wel | . Most of them have, anyway. This fellow in the
nm ddl e dropped a serving di sh when he was waiting
on nme at dinner yesterday. |'ve been saving himto

make an exanple of in front of the m ners, but since
there's an audi ence here already” # he allowed his

eyes to roamlazily over his four co-conspirators #

"why wait any longer for the pleasure?"

He pointed over the side of the mesa with a

del i berate downward notion, three tinmes repeated.

The two Loosi e guards bobbed their square heads and

hal f carried, half dragged their prisoner over the edge.

"You make 'emthrow t hensel ves over the cliff?"

"Not at all," Blaize cackled. "Too fast, that'd be.
Conme and watch!"

By the time everybody had crowded around the | ow
wal | at the mesa's edge, the three Loosies were already
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down on the nud flats, approaching one of the areas
wher e bubbl es rose and burst in the glop with a stench
of sulfur. The two guards hauled the prisoner to the
edge of this bubbling area and thrust himinto the soft
mud. As he withed and struggled to escape, they

pi cked up the I ong sticks that had narked the site of

t he bubbl es and used themto thrust himback into the
st eam ng mud.

"Natural hot springs under there," Blaize ex-

pl ai ned. "Very hot. Takes a couple of hours to cook
"em through. Fortunately, the Loosies are real patient
Those two | use as guards will keep pushing hi m down

until he quits trying to get out, even if it takes nost of

t he evening."



He turned away fromthe spectacle of torture and
bowed once again to his guests. "Wll, |adies and
gendenen,"” he inquired with a benign smle, "shall we
begi n the busi ness neeting?"

Even Pol yon, Bl aize noted, was pal e agai nst the

dead bl ack of his uniform while the other three were
shocked into silence. So nuch the better. It would be a
whi | e, he thought, before any of them underestinmated
little Blaize again.

After the shocking scene Bl aize had just provided,

the third annual progress meeting began nore quietly
than the previous neetings had gone. The underlying
tensions in the group were still present, however, and
all the sharper for another year's fermenting.

As host, Blaize clainmed the honor of giving the initial
report While Polyon gazed over his head in unfeigned

boredom and the two girls sat pale and silent, he began
reciting facts and figures to back up his earlier assertions.
In earlier years he'd had little to report This year he was
at last conming into his own. He fancied a glinmrer of

respect in Polyon's eyes as Bl aize expl ai ned how he was
using the first profits fromthe coryciummne to finance
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t he purchase of heavy m ning equi pnent that woul d

open up even nore of the planet for exploitation. Dar-

nell twitched and nuttered to hinself during this pan of
the report, but he didn't expl ode until Polyon pointedly
inquired as to how Bl ai ze had financed the initial startup
costs of the mne

"Resel ling surplus PTA shipnents,’
pronpdy.

Bl ai ze replied

"Dear me," commented Pol yon, "I thought the #

ah # 'Loosies' were starving. Didn't this nove reduce
your potential worker popul ati on somewhat ?"

"Waste not, want not," Blaize waved his hand in

vague circles. "There's a lot of surplus in any
bureaucracy. | just # as you mght say # cut the fat
out"

It was perhaps unfortunate that his eyes net

Darnel Ts at this nonent, and that the airy circles his
hand was sketchi ng coul d have been taken for an in-

di cati on of Darnel Ts grow ng paunch.

"The hell you did!" Darnell exploded, surging to his

feet on a wave of red-faced fury. "Cut it right out of ny
hi de, you nean!" He turned to the others as if appeal -
ing for their synpathy. "Little bastard bl acknmail ed ne

to ship extra food here # free # while he was selling



the supplies that ought to' ve gone to the natives!"

Thi s accusation did not have quite the effect he
nm ght have been hoping for

"Real |y, Darnell?" asked Polyon with bright-eyed in-
terest. "And what were you doing that he could
bl ackmai | you for, | wonder?"

Darnel | puffed and stanmered and Al pha inter-

rupted him "Who cares? |'mdelighted sonebody finally
nail ed you. Ever since you took over Pair-a-Dice |'ve
wanted to pay you back!"

"What do you care whether | buy out a crumy
casi no?"

"That 'crummy casino,’ Al pha infornmed him "just
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happened to be ny primary outlet for Seductron at

street prices. The ganbling was only a front # once

you pay the Bahati cops off for a ganbling operation
they're too dunb to check and see if that's really where
all the money is coming from Pair-a-Dice # Paradise
__get it, stupid? That's the street name for
Seductron. "

"I thought you didn't have the dosage schedul es
wor ked out yet!" Fassa sounded appal | ed.

Al pha shrugged thin, elegant shoul ders. Her face

was sharp as a knife under the el aborate Nueva Estrel -

la style of tight braids piled high in a prismwood

spiral frame. "So a few Blissto addicts go out happy.

Who cares? |'ve got to start maki ng somnething off

Seductron before next year. Even if | work around al

the side effects, it's too late to patent it now. So it's street
deal s or nothing." This renmi nded her of her

grievance. "And since you took over ny best outlet,

Pudge-face, it's been nothing. You owe ne!"

"So do you," Fassa told Blaize, "Del Parna was | ow
bi dder on the coryci um processing plant. By govern-
ment regul ati ons you ought to've given us the job.

How much did the wi nning contractor slip you under

the tabl e?"

"That," Blaize replied stiffly, "is between the two of
us, and nothing to do with you, Fassa! Besides, know
ing what | do about del Parma's construction mnethods,
what made you think 1'd be fool enough to let you
build a latrine trench on Angalia?"

"Huh! Angalia already is a latrine trench! Ha-ha-
ha! "



Nobody except Fassa paid the least attention to
Darnell's lame jest. She whirled and stabbed a | ong

i ri descent corycium sheathed fingernail at his chest.
"And you! Renenber the Procyon run? That's the | ast
time OG Shipping gets any del Parma business!'

Dar nel I smoot hed down his green synthofur jacket
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and smrked. "Can't see what you're conpl ai ning

about," he replied. "Sw tching good construction
materials for substandard ones is standard practice for
del Parma.”

"Only," Fassa said, "when / keep the profit. I'mnot
running a charitable association for the benefit of OG
Shi ppi ng. "

"Can't see why not," Darnell leered. "The word is
you' ve been charitable to enough of Bahati's mnale
popul ati on al ready."

Fassa sat down abruptly, holding her head in her

hands. "Don't renmind ne," she wailed, "as if you and
everybody el se cheating nme weren't enough, can't | at

| east forget about that inspector fromCreditLin for a
little while? | gave hi mwhat he wanted, the space
station's paid for, | can't understand why he won't go
away. "

"I can," suggested Bl aize hel pfully. "Fraudul ent QA
records, shoddy materials, slipshod building practices,
non-uni on workers..."

"Cheat!"
"Bl oodsucker!"
"Shar k! "

The neeting dissolved into the usual chaos while
Pol yon sat back, arns crossed, and murnured,
"Naughty children."

" CHAPTER El GHT
Kai | as, Procyon Subspace, Central Date 2754

The Central Diplomatic Services office tower was a

| acework of steel and titanium needles, wapped in
transl ucent green synthofilmthat trapped and

redi stributed natural light in a soft, unchanging gl ow.
M dni ght or noon, the CDS offices on Kailas were it by
a gentle, slightly green-tinged Iight that was energy-
efficient, situation-appropriate, and psychol ogically
proven to be simultaneously soothing and

i nspirational



It nade Sev Bryley feel as if he was about to suffer a
recurrence of the jungle rot that had attacked his skin
on Capella Four. He tried not to think about the light
It was a minor matter, not worth wasting the precious
m nutes this inmportant man had granted him

"Youhate this, too, don'tyou?" the inmportant nan said.
n Si r. ?Il

An inpatient grunt "The blasted |ight Something
Psych and EcoTech dreaned up between them Makes
me feel as if | were back on Capella Six."

"For me it was Four," Sev confessed.

Anot her grunt. "Different war, sane jungle. 1'd
open a window if this place had wi ndows. Can't pee
plastifil mopen, nore's the pity."

"It's very good of you to nake tine to see ne at all,
sir," Sev said cautiously. So they had a common back-
ground # service in the Capellan Wars? Was that why
this highly placed diplomat had given a nmere private
i nvestigator ten mnutes out of his crowded schedul e?

"Not at all. Do the sanme for any friend of the famly
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who needed hel p. So. What's your problem d' Aquino?"

Sev stiffened. "I didn't intend to call on famly con-
nections, sir# "

"Then you're a damed young fool," said the gray-
haired man in the conservative blue tunic. "I've been
checki ng your Net records. Your full name is Sevareid
Bryl ey- Sorensen d' Aqui no# why didn't you use it when

you requested this appointrment? You coul d have gotten
into see ne three days sooner. And why ne, if you didn't
mean to call on H gh Famlies connections?"

"I was not aware that there was a rel ationship be-
tween our fanmlies. Sir," Sev said stiffly. "I cane to
Kai | as because it was the nearest world with any CDS
representatives high-ranking enough to deal with ny
problem And | approached you because you have the
reputati on of being one of the two Central Wrlds offi-
cials on this planet who cannot be bribed, threatened,
or suborned."

"So you found two honest nen, my Diogenes? |I'm



flattered.'
"Sir. My nane is Bryley, not Dio # whatever."

"A classical reference. No matter. What do they teach
themin University these days? But then, you didn't
finish your schooling. Wiy didn't you cash in your
veteran's benefits after Capella IV to conplete your
education at Central's expense?"

Sev tried w thout success to conceal his surprise.

"The Net can supply # um# rather a lot of detail,"

his interlocutor explained gently. "Even about a

rat her obscure private investigator who's recently | ost
his position with Bahati CreditLin # yes, | found out
about that too. Sonething about a ganbling scandal at
the Pair-a-Dice, wasn't it?"

"It was a lie!" Sev | eaned forward, burning with in-
dignation at the menory. "My supervisor # he had
anonymous | etters about me. | know who sent them
but I can't prove it,"

"And who m ght that be?"

The sane man who transferred credits into ny Net
account and played under ny nanme at Pair-a-Dice #

or maybe he sent one of his flunkies to play the part.
When | went to the casino, they wouldn't tell me any-
t hi ng about the man who used my nane."

"No. They beat you # rather badly# and threw you

out into the ecocycler in the back alley." The gray-eyed
man surveyed Sev with eyes that took in every feint mark
of healing bruises and scraped skin. "Lucky you didn't

wi nd up being recycled into sonebody's rose garden; we
suspect that's what has happened to a few other people
who annoyed the proprietor of that particul ar estab-
lishment So. \bu cane to your senses, craw ed out of the
ecocycl er before it began its chop sequence, got treat-
ment for your nore obvious wounds from some shady

bl ackl i sted ex-doctor anong your underworld friends,
and... canme hal fway across the galaxy to wait three days
for an interviewwith me. WVant ne to get you reinstated
with Bahati CreditLin, is that it? Favor for a friend? Teach
them not to act on anonynpus accusations agai nst a

H gh Famlies lad # even one who's rebelled against his
background and is working incognito?"

"Sirt"

"It can be arranged, you know," said the gray-eyed

man, watching Sev closely. "A word fromthis office,
and Bahati CreditLin will reinstate you, full back pay,
no questions asked. If that's what you want..."

"No, sir."

The gray-eyed man nodded briskly. "Good. | didn't



think so, but one has to be sure. You want to track
down t he people who franed you, then."

"More than that." Sev dropped his eyes. "I think
know who framed ne. And why. But it's a long story,
and there are High Famlies involved. That's why I
cane to you, sir. Sonebody w thout that background
m ght be tenpted to shove everything under the car-
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pet for fear of offending sonmeone powerful. And of
those in Central Adm nistration who are High

Families # well # " He spread his hands hel plessly."
don't know the |ineages and their reputations. The
only two people whose integrity everyone is absolutely
sure of are you and General Questar-Benn # and

she's on sonme kind of secret assignment, nobody

would tell me where.”

"How flattering," purred the gray-eyed man.

Bel atedly, Sev realized the inplications of his words.
"Sir. | didn't nean # 1 am nost grateful that you
agreed to see ne, truly I am"

"Take that as read. Now why don't you tell ne
what's goi ng on?"

Sev' s cheekbones reddened. H's tongue felt like a

wad of cotton in his mouth. Were could he begin? In
this cool green-lit office, the madness that had seized
hi m on Bahati seened |ike a dream

"There was # a girl."

"Ann. You know, there quite often is, in such cases.

And you # nmde a fool of yoursel f?" He | ooked at Sev
synmpat hetically. "You know, | can renenber the urge

to make a fool of oneself over a young lady. |I'mnot so
old and dried-up as all that. But if this story is going to
be personal, perhaps you'd feel easier continuing it in

a less formal environnment? Sonetimes | go across

town for lunch # there's a cafe in Darkside. Nothing
fancy. But at least it gets one out of this damed jungle
l'ight-

Fifteen mnutes later, feeling sonewhat as if he'd ac-
tual Iy been through the ecocycler's processing

sequence, Sev and the man he'd cone to see were

seated at a table in the back of a cavernous, dimy lit
cafe. The one wi ndow that m ght have admitted a little
sunlight was curtai ned by dusty streamers of glitzrib®
bon and prismawood |ight-dangles. In one corner of

the room a weedy boy with long red hair tied in z\



bl ack velvet bow tinkered with his synthocom set,
produci ng occasi onal bursts of strident sound that
grated on Sev's eardruns.

Even his sleazy story seened no nore than nornmal,
here. He wondered if that was why they'd cone to this
dingy place. It seemed an odd setting for a man who
spent his working life neeting with presidents and

ki ngs and general s.

"It's quiet here," said the only honest nman on Kail as,
"and nmore to the point, | know there won't be any un-
aut hori zed dat acordi ngs made of our conversation
I"macquainted with the proprietor of this place. She
has quite a number of visitors who don't want their dis-
cussi ons overheard or recorded.”

"I can believe it," said Sev with feeling.
"So. If that answers your curiosity about why we
cane here # why don't you tell me about this girl?

"She was # " Sev stopped, swall owed, searched again

for a place to begin. "She is head of a construction com
pany based on Bahati. Their nost recent contract was for

a space station to catch Net signals and route small - pack-
age traffic between Vega subspace and Central. As pan of
my routine duties for Bahati Creditlin, | was asked to do
a final wal k-through inspection of the station. It was# it
shoul d have been just a formality; the head of Contracts
Admi ni stration had al ready signed off on the work."

"I take it," murmured the gray-eyed man, "there
were, in fact, sone deficiencies in the construction
nmet hods?"

"It was a. joke" Sev's hands noved freely and he for-
got his nervousness as he sketched the discoveries he'd
made. "Ch, everything | ooked good enough on the
out si de. Fresh new permall oy surface skin. Interior
corridors painted and glowit, shiny new sensor

screens to scan the exteriors. But once | opened up a
few panel s and started | ooking at what was behind the
fresh paint# " He shook his head, renenbering. "She
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tried to distract ne. No. That's not fair. She... did dis-
tract ne. For a while." Three days and nights in Fassa

del Parma's private cubicle on her personal transport
shi p, wheeling around the space station, watching the

bl azi ng dance of the stars through the clear walls
above and bel ow and around their own dance..



Sev felt hinself on fire again, renenbering. And
regretting. Even now, sone part of himwanted not h-
ing better than to be back on the Xanadu with Fassa de
Parma y Pol 0. \Watever the cost.

"She was... annoyed," he said slowy, "when | told her
I'd have to conplete the inspection according to form"
He | ooked up at the man seated across the table, search-
ing for a hint of condemation in the | evel gray eyes. "I
shoul d have done the inspection immediately. 1'd given
her three days." No, shegave themto ne. Three days FU never
forget. "She'd had her people working overtine to con-
ceal their cheap work. Panels behind panels. Fake safety
nunbers stencil ed on the recycled supporting beans.
War ni ng signs about chenical danger areas in front of

the rats' nests they called an el ectronic system# as

t hough that woul d've stopped nme!" Sev snorted.

"I'f 7 had put up signs warning of chenical dangers,"

the other man commented, "I would have made sure

that you did indeed run into such dangers the first tine
you renoved a panel. Nothing fetal, of course. Certainly
nothing really nasty, |ike gaseous Ganglicide. Maybe a lit-
tle sinoidal stimulant O Capellan fungus spores.”

"She thought of that," said Sev grimy. "So, unfor-
tunately for her, didI... | wore a chempro suit and
gas mask while |I checked out the electronics.”

" And?"

"The pl ace never should have passed the nbst cursory

i nspection," Sev said tonelessly. "lItdidn't pass mne. |
transmitted a full report via the Net # enough to stop
paynment on the space station and put Pol o Construction
under investigation. The |lady was, ummm # not

auo>-"# # # i

right ear. Nothing nore than the feint nmemory ol scars
now, but the lines still tingled whenever he thought of
Fassa. Being clawed by Fassa del Parnma wasn't nearly as
much fun as the things they'd done on the Xanadu, but it
vras still a remarkably stinulating experience. Even now,
Sev reckoned he would rather have a fight with Fassa
than party with any six other girls ofhis acquaintance.
Not that the opportunity was likely to cone his way

again....
"You said your report should have shut down the
space station,"” his conpanion pronpted gently. "In-

stead...?"

"Damed if | know. " Sev spread his hands. "Wen | got
i i~ MNrt o "-""lrvMf wa crone. All mv fifes had been

erased by sone treaic conmputer H UUU A UUU, ""." |
had bothered to copy it to a datahedron first... or so they



said. And | was up on charges of sexual harassnent.
Speci fically, faU ngtoconpl etea schedukdi nspection, and
O ##H G H#HHE WIr>& Hf>l Parma v Polo with a bad inspection

jportifshe didn't conmply witnny pci vci itw'v-suv#

"She got there first," the other man nurnured.

"She's fast,"” Sev admitted grudgingly. "And snart.

And ... well, it doesn't matter. Not now " FU never get

back on the Xanadu now. And if | did, she'd nail ne to a wall

and flay me. Slowy.

"I't was her word agai nst mne, no evidence on either
side. O so ny supervisor told ne. Asecond inspection, a
second honest inspection, would have found the sane
flaws | detailed in ny report. But they weren't going to
send me, not after her conplaints. And while they were
waf fling around | ooki ng for sonebody el se with the tech-
ni cal background to do the inspection, Senator Cenevix
pushed a special bill through his committee. He's in
charge of the Ethics Conmittee," Sev explained. "This
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bill nade second inspections in the same class as trying a

man twi ce for the same crime # placed a construction
conpany under the protection of the old double jeopar-

dy rule. So we weren't allowed to go back and collect the
evidence. Then the letters started com ng # about ne
ganbling at the Pair-a-Dice # and, well, you know the
rest of it."

"What | don't know, though, is what you expect ne

to do about it You've said you don't want ne to get you
reinstated at Bahati CreditLin # and | think that's a
good idea; if you went back to the Nyota ya Jaha sys-
tem | don't think your life would be worth nuch. And
you must know Central doesn't interfere with other

worl ds' internal legislative affairs. If this young | ady
has bribed a senator, that's nost depl orable, but we
must wait for the people of Bahati to recogni ze the feet
and renove himby due el ectoral process.”

"Not," said Sev grimy, "if | can get incontrovertible
evi dence of what she's been up to."

"My dear boy, you'll never get close to a Polo Con-
struction job again. Fromwhat you've told nme, I'm
quite sure she's too bright to |l et you anywhere near
her operations.”

"True," Sev agreed."/ haven't a chance of catching her
now. And there aren't many investigators # male or
female # whom|'d guarantee to be inmune to Fassa's,



umm net hods of distraction."” He paused for a nonent

of brief; intense, alnobst painful nenory. "Maybe none,"
he concl uded, opening his eyes again. "But a brainship
woul d be safe enough, don't you think?"

"Tell me," said the gray-eyed man, "exactly what

you have in mnd." He hadn't noved by so nuch as

the flicker of an eyelash, but Sev could sense the sud-
denly heightened interest. He outlined his plan
accepted several corrections and enendations to the
basi c strategy, and all but held his breath with hope
and excitenent. It had been a long shot, coming to this

man, and one he hadn't really expected to pay off.

"I thinkitcanbedone,” was the final verdict "I think it
shoul d be done. And | do believe | can arrange it."

"Then it only remains to find a brainship capabl e of
carrying out the plan."

"Any Courier Service ship would be capabl e" There

was a hint of reproof in the |level, passionless voice.
"But we can do better than that. You want integrity,
brains, diplomatic skills, and the ability to pass as a
droneship. There's one ship fairly recently comm s-
sioned # about five years # that should suit your
purposes. | can guarantee her personal integrity, you
see, and that's what is nost inportant in this opera-
tion. For the rest # "a brief, ironic smle that puzzled
Sev # "well, let's just say |I've been follow ng this par-
ticular ship's career with sone interest."

He stood, and Sev followed suit. As they passed the
musi ¢ platform the synthocommer broke into a
raucous burst of primtive nel ody# annoying, Jar too
[ oud, but with a conpelling rhythm behind the raw
sounds. Sev rather liked it, but his conpani on dosed
his eyes and shuddered faintly.

"l apol ogi ze," he said as the door closed behind them

"for the nusic. It's not one of the cafe's attractions, in
opinion. Still, it is the other reason why | conme here."
Sev frowned in puzzl enent.

"You'd think a young man of High Families stock

with a good education and a fanily eager to help him
get started in a worthwhile profession, could find sone
better career than playing synthocomin a dusty bar on
the wrong side of town, wouldn't you?"

It was dearly a rhetorical question. Sev nodded his
head i n agreenent.

"So," said the only honest man on Railas, "so would
|. But evidently ny son is of a different opinion."
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CHAPTER NI NE

Rahilly, Nancia's CS supervisor, ordered her to take it
easy while she was getting used to the hyperchip im
plants. "Cruise back to Central and take your tine about
it," he ordered her. "You'll have several assignnents to
pi ck fromwhen you get here, but there's nothing urgent
and no reason for you to strain yourself with too many
Singularity transitions while you' re getting up to speed
wi th your new capabilities.” So Nancia chose a | engthy
return route that required only one very small transition
through Singularity, while she reveled in the enhanced
clarity and speed of thought she enjoyed wherever the
hyper chi ps had been install ed.

After the junp she was inclined to grunble at the.
caution di splayed by the Courier Service.

"That was the best junp |'ve ever nade," she told
Caleb. "Did you feel how cleanly | ripped that dive into
Central subspace?"

"Ri pped a dive?" Cal eb inquired.

Nancia realized that in all their time together, she'd
never di scussed how she felt about Singularity, or
nmentioned the O d Earth-style athletic metaphors that
cane to her when she was diving through deconpos-

ing three-space. "It's ... a termathletes use," she
expl ai ned. "There were some newsbytes of the Earth
A ynpics once . . . anyway. | just neant it was a per-

fecdy wonderful junmp. Don't you think so?"

"It was over faster than nost," Caleb allowed. "Let's
see what our next assignment is."

They had a choice of three, but as soon as Nancia
scanned the beam she knew there was only one she

wanted to take. Abrainship was needed for an under-
cover assignnent investigating the methods of BLEEP
Construction Conpany on planet in the star system
CENSORED. The matter nust be handled with ex-

treme discretion; details would be available only to the
brai nship accepting the assi gnnent.

"Two weeks travel. One nmajor Singularity point. |
bet I know where it is," Nancia said.

"That coul d descri be any number of routes,” Caleb
poi nted out.

"Yes, but..." Nancia created a pattern of dancing
lightstrings on her central panel. She woul d have been
willing to bet her four years' accumul ated pay and
bonuses that at |east one of the spoiled brats she'd
carried out to the Nyota ya Jaha systemwas im

pl ementing the plans she'd di scussed. Fassa del Parna



y Polo. Polo Construction. Bahati. Hadn't there been
somet hi ng on the newsbytes about a delay in financing
t he new space station off Bahati, sone question about

the inspection? ... It had to be Fassa's conpany. And

here, at last, was Nancia's chance to stop one of the un-
ethical litue beasts. "Caleb, let's take this one. | like it"
Caleb sniffed disapprovingly. "Well, | don't Under-

cover # that's next door to espionage. Vega Ethical Code
considers it the same thing, in feet. | didn't sign on to
Courier Service to becone a dirty, sneaking spy." He

made the word sound obscene. "And look at this.'' He

overrode Nancia's pattern of dancing lights to display a
copy of the assignnent description on the central screen
A laser pointer highlighted the wait-code i nconspi cuous-
ly marked on the top left corner of the nessage header
"See that? Somebody specifically routed this assignnment

to us, even if it meant waiting three weeks for us to cone
back from Spica subspace by the |ongest route. Wth a lit-
tl e checking the Net we could probably find out who #

no, that would be unethical," Caleb conceded with a

small sigh. "But | don't like it, Nancia. Smells of High
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Fam lies meddling and pulling strings. | think we ought

to take one of the other two assignments. Sonething
that's presented in a straightforward manner, somethi ng
we can do w thout conpromi sing our integrity."

But even Caleb couldn't work up much ent husi asm
for their other two choices.

The first, they were warned, mght be a relatively

| ong-term assignnent. A ship was required to

transport the Planetary Technical Aid inspection com
mttee on its five-yearly rounds, remmining at each

pl anet while the committee inspected the situation and
prepared a report.

"I guess there are worse chores," he said. "And naybe

it wouldn't take so long. If they do this trip every five
years, the last inspection ship should have been com ng
back just before you were comm ssioned. Want to check

the records and find out how long the round trip took?"

Nanci a began checking the Courier Service's open

records while Caleb studied the third assi gnment

choice. "Taking a bull to Cor Caroli subspace? This is a
Courier Service assignnent?"

"Inproving agriculture,” Nancia suggested, and
then, "but they can't be serious. Surely all we'd have to
take out is a spermsanple.”



But it turned out, when they checked, that nobody

had ever successfully taken a sperm sanple from
Thunderbolt 111, the prize bull bufialo of die Centra
Wirl ds Zoo. And since die only surviving cow bufialo
was on Cor Caroli VI, and since the zoo keeper diere
cl ai med Shaddupa suffered fromterrible Singularity
stress and couldn't possibly handl e spaceflight, the
preservation of the species required that Thunderbolt
Il be transported to Cor Caroli VI.

" I think even a PTA comm ttee woul d be better com
pany than Thunderbolt Three," Cal eb conment ed.

"Nancia, isn't there any CS record of how | ong the pre-
Vi ous inspection tour |asted?"

"I just found it," Nancia told him She'd had to check
t hrough nore years of records than she anti ci pat ed.

" And?"

"And they should be returning sone tine next year
They're still out in Deneb subspace. |'ve been reading
the interimreports. It seens the PTAbyl aws prohibit die
i nspection conmittee fromleaving any planet until diey
have all agreed to and signed the report for that planet

" And?'

This time Nancia did sigh. "Caleb, it's a conmttee."
Three hours later Sevareid Bryley-Sorensen
d' Aqui no cane aboard to explain his plan in detail

"1 don't like the paint job," Nancia conpl ai ned
when the retrofitting was done.

Caleb glared at her control panel. She w shed he
woul d turn around and | ook at her central col um,
now hi dden behi nd fake bul kheads. "It was your idea
to travel under false colors. Don't conplain now "

"I't's not being disguised as an OG Shi ppi ng
droneship | mind," Nancia said. "lIt's Darnell's choice
of colors. Puce and mauve, ugh!"

That wasn't quite true. She did mnd the OG Ship-
----- . # - .-, Lm ., j~wAr\v

feeling to Know mat suangwio ."v,"". # # #

see pan of Darnell Overton-d axelys rapidly grow ng
enpire. But she wasn't about to adnmit that to Caleb
not after arguing so hard to convince himthat they
shoul d take the assignnent.

Sev Bryley's plan had been sinplicity itself. Fassa de
Parma seduced nen when she needed to, but she was
economical with herself as with all Polo Construction's
resources: very few strangers were all owed dose enough

to the construction conpany's operations to become any

sort of a threat. Herworkers were fanatically loyal to her#



"Let's not discuss that part," Caleb had interrupted
Sev at this point. "It's not fit for Nancia to hear."
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"I believe," Sev said carefully, "that their loyalty is pur-
chased by stock options and high financial bonuses. Not

to mention the feet that a nunber of them are runored

to be wanted by Central under other |IDs; somebody

seens to be doing a fine business in supplying Fassa with

| ake Net identities for her workers."

Pol yon. Nanci a renenbered the ease and dexterity

with which he'd hacked into the Net accounts via her

own conputer. And that had been five years before. He
was probably much, nuch better at it now. She could tel
Sev Bryley where to |l ook for the Net forger... or just
drop hima hint. A hint mght be enough for this deter-
m ned young man; | ook how quickly he'd dredged up

t he connection between Pol o Construction and OG

Shi ppi ng, the very basis for their hastily executed plan

Fassa's business required heavy transport facilities.
For the nost part Polo Construction ran their own

shi ps, but when she had too nmany contracts Fassa

rented droneshi ps from OG Shi ppi ng. The drones

were the safest way for her to transport illicitly ac-
quired materials; there would be no w tnesses except

her own nen, |oading materials at one end, and the
customer's men unl oading at the other end of the run
Nei t her would be inclined to bear w tness against a sys-
temthat brought them so nuch profit

Sev had worked out all this froma conbination of
studying partial Net records, interview ng anybody

with even casual interest in Polo Construction, and
putting the bits together with his own flashes of bril-
l[iant insight. He | acked just one thing: the testinony of
an uni npeachabl e eyewitness to confirm his deduc-

tions. Sonebody needed to see the substitution of
materials going on... sonebody whose integrity could

not be questioned... sonmebody who could get close to
operations w thout warning Fassa.

The integrity of Courier Service brainshi ps was beyond
guestion. And Fassa, accustonmed to the services of the

suspect thatbehind pai nted ovuiui eausiiiju ciupvy r*o*u®
docks there resided a human brain with the sensor
capacity to hear and see all that went on aboard the ship ..
and the intelligence to testify about it later

"It's a brilliant plan,"” Nancia declared when Sev first



explained it.

"1 don't like it," Caleb glowered. "Sending Nancia
out alone # wthout ne to tell her how to do things?
What if she panics?"

"I won't panic." Nancia made her voice as cal mand

soot hi ng as possi bl e.

"And 1'lIl be with her," Sev pointed out. "1 won't risk
com ng out where they can see ne, but I'll track every-
thing via Nancia's sensor screens and send her cues if
she needs help."

Caleb folded his arnms. "That," he said grimy, "is not
a satisfactory solution. Wiy can't | go too? |I'm her
brawn. | should be wherever she is."

"Mnimzing the risks," Sev said briefly. Actually, his
original plan had called for the brainship to go conpl ete-
Iy unattended, just like a drone. But he was damed if he
woul d nmiss out on the cul mination of his careful plans.

He trusted hinmself to have the self-control to stay out of
sight until Fassa had conpletely incrimnated herself; he
didn't trust Caleb to display the same good sense. But ex-
plaining all that would hardly nollify the brawn.

Cal eb appealed directly to Nancia. "You're too
young," he said. "You' re too innocent. You won't
recogni ze their dirty tricks until too late. You # "

"Cal eb" Sev Bryleys voice cracked |ike a gunshot The

brawn stopped his ronpul sive pacing around the narrow
perimeter of the renodel ed cabin. "You aren't hel ping
Nanria," Sev said once he had Caleb's attention. "Don't

make her nervous. Wy don't you go to the spaceport bar

and have a drink? 1'll join you as soon as Nancia arid | have
run through her final checklist ofinstrucdons.”
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Cal eb opened his mouth for an angry retort and

then shut it again. Nantia w shed she had a sensor that
could report on the rapid ticking of his brain. He was
t hi nki ng sonet hi ng behind that quiet, tight-Upped ex-
terior # but what?

"Consunption of intoxicating beverages is against

the Vega Ethical Code," Caleb said at |ast, and Nancia

rel axed connections that she hadn't realized were so
tight. Whatever Caleb's thoughts, they weren't |eading
himinto a fight with Sev that would very likely abort

the mission at this late date. "I'Il, I'Il, | could have a



vegosqueeze, though."

"You do that, then," Sev agreed. "See you in a few
m nutes. "

He | eaned agai nst a fake bul khead, arns fol ded.
The tenporary wall squeaked in protest and Sev
strai ghtened up quickly. "Crummy construction job
they did on your interior," he remarked as Cal eb's
f oot st eps echoed down the central stairs.

"Then it should mmatch the rest of the work around
P-Pol o Construction." Were had that stammer cone
fron? Nancia ordered her vocal circuits to relax. They
only tightened up farther, making the next sentence
cone out in a squeak. "What final checklist?"

"What ? Hm? Ch, there isn't one. | just wanted to
get Caleb out of the way. He was maki ng you nervous,
wasn't he?"

"I"'mfine," Nancia said, this tinme nmore gruffly than
she had i ntended.

"You'll need to get better control over your vocal ]
registers if you want to sound like a dronetal ker,"
war ned. "Drones' synthesized voices don't wobble."

Sev '\

He sank to the cabin floor, Iong I egs fol ding under him
with no apparent strain, and gazed at the fake wafl con-
cealing Nancia's titanium colum. "Undercover work is

al ways a strain,'' heconfided. "I used to do half an hour of
yoga neditation before taking on a false identity."

Nanci a rapidly scanned her data banks. Apparently
yoga was an ol d-style Earth exercise designed to induce
tranquility and spiritual enlightenment.

"Too bad you can't do the same thing," Sev

comment ed.

"A brainship can do anything you softpersons can,"
Nanci a snapped, "only better! Tell ne about thisyoga."

Sev grinned. "Well. Maybe you can. It just requires a

little translation. Let's see, start with regul ar breathing..

Not heavy," he said reprovingly as Nancia flushed dean
air in and out through her ventilation ports, "just
regul ar. Even. Snpoth. That's the idea. Now dose
your... umm deactivate your visual sensors.”

Usual | y Nanci a hated the bl ackness that accom

pani ed tenporary | oss of visual sensor connections.

But this tine it was voluntary. And Sev's voice con-
tinued, low and soothing... and it was restful not to be
scanni ng her renodel ed interior

Cal eb rmust be exiting her lower entry port now, if she
opened an external sensor she'd be able to see hi mwal k-
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the exercise now, Sev's patient instructions were work-

ing. She felt perceptibly | ess nervous as she followed his
suggestions to feel the energy in her |ower engines and

let it flow through her propul sion units wthout actually
releasing it A warm gl owi ng sensation bathed her fins

and exterior shell. Caleb's near-quarrel w di Sev, the ap-
proachi ng confrontati on off Bahati, even the exciting
suspi ci on that Daddy had personally recomrended her

for this assignnment... all these doubts and fears and

hopes seened very small and far away. Nancia con-

tenmpl ated herself, a tiny speck in the universe; as was the
pl anet on which she sat, the sun that Iit the sky around
them Al little floating dots in an infinite pattern; dots
wi nked out or cane into existence, but the pattern

swirled on and on forever....
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"Restore full sensor connections." Sev's cal morder
was |ike a gentle wake-up call. Nancia opened her sen-
sors one by one, feeling anew the wonder of existence.

The gritty spaceport floor beneath her | andi ng gear

the snmell of engine oil in the air outside, the sights and
sounds of an ordi nary working spaceport were al

bright and trenbling with new neani ng.

"I think you'll do now," Sev said with satisfaction

"I think so, too," Nancia agreed.

Qut of habit, Nancia lifted offas gently as if she were
carrying a full conmttee of Central Worlds diplomats.
Just because she was decked out in the revolting colors
of OG Shipping didn't mean she had to sl am on-and
off-world Iike a mndless drone. Besides, rapid nove-
ment woul d destroy the trance of peace in which she

was still floating. And, she thought guiltily, it would
al so bounce Sev around. If Caleb had been aboard, his
confort would have been her first thought; Sev

deserved the sane consideration

The work of outfitting her as an OG drone had been
done at Razmek Base in Bellatrix subspace. Razmak
possessed the very useful quality of being |ocated just
one hour's spaceflight away froma Singularity zone
opening directly onto Vega subspace near Nyota ya

Jaha; Nancia would not have to risk a long flight
during which sone authentic OG Shi ppi ng enpl oyee

m ght notice and report her presence. She arced

t hrough the sky like a silver rai nbow and nade one
sleek rolling dive into Singularity.

The di sadvantage of this particular transition, froma
softperson's point of view, was that the transition
through Singularity was subjectively | onger than usual
Sev had considered this a reasonable tradeoff for the ad-
vant ages of Razmak Base; Nancia hoped he would fee

the sane way when they exited into Vega subspace.



For herself, Nancia had been | ooking forward to the
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junp- She skinmed the rolling waves of collapsing sub-
space, dove and surfaced and spiral ed through the
spaces until the decomnposition funnel drew her whirling
into its shrinking space. Systens of |inear equations fol-
| owed their orderly dance; space shrank and expanded
about Nancia, colors sang to her and the inexorable
regularity of the mathematical transformations unfol ded
with the beauty of a Bach fugue. She canme out into Vega
subspace with an exuberant shout of joy, the golden
notes of a Purcell trunpet voluntary echoi ng through
conceal ed passages and enpty | oadi ng bays,

"CUT THAT OuUTr!"

The outraged shout, echoi ng where no human

voi ce shoul d have sounded, was |ike a spattering of
hi gh-f requency power al ong Nancia's synaptic
connect ors.

She opened all sensor connections at once. The world

was a faceted di anond of inmages: painted bul kheads,
pseudosteel corridors, Sev still strapped to his bunk for
the Singularity transition, the central cabin viewed from
three angles at once: all framed by the external sensor

vi ews of bl ackness spattered by the fire of distant suns.

And Cal eb, coming fromone of the angles where
temporary walls bl ocked Nancia's sensor view of her

own interior, resplendent in his Courier Service full-
dress uniformand still green in the face fromthe
extended period in Singularity. Nancia dosed down al

t he other sensors and expanded the i mage of Cal eb.

Her brawn wasn't usually inclined to Service frip-
peries; she had forgotten just how fine a man coul d
ook in the unconfortable full-dress black and silver of
the Courier Service, with the stiff collar forcing his jaw
up and the silver-and-coryciumbraid wi nking in rain-
bow lightfires every time he drew a deep breath.

"You' ve devel oped a distaste for classical nmusk?" It

was the only thing she could think of to say # the only
thing that was even renotely safe to say.
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"You were half a tone flat on the high notes," Caleb

i nfornmed her, using the same carefully renote voice
t hat Nancia had enpl oyed. "And nuch too |oud."



"l suppose | shoul d apol ogi ze for the unintended
assault on your delicate sensors,” Nancia said. "I had
turned off the cabin speakers, and | wasn't aware that
there was another softshell aboard."

" Awhat ?"

Had Caleb really spent four and a half years as her
brawn w t hout ever once hearing the slang termthat
sheUper sons used for mobile humans? Nancia rapidly
reviewed a selection of their comunications. It was
i ndeed possi bl e. She had never realized how much of
her conmmuni cati on she censored for Caleb's benefit,
how careful she'd been to avoid offending agai nst his
st andards of speech and action

Maybe she'd been too careful, if he thought he
could get away with a stunt like this.

"I think you can figure out what the term neans,"”

Nancia told him Then, as she absorbed the enotiona

i npact of what Cal eb's action neant, her hard-won

control cracked like a faulty shell. "Caleb, you idiot,
you coul d have been killedl Wat if 1'd lifted off at ful
speed? Hiding in that corner, you'd have been

bounced around like three dice in a cup!"

"You never do bruising takeofls or |andings," Caleb
poi nted out. "Too fond of showi ng off your | and-on-
an- eggshel I, turn-on-a-di me navigational skills."

Nanci a was nonmentarily distracted. "Wat's a
di ne?"

"I"'mnot sure," Caleb admtted. "It's an Ad Earth
phrase. | think it refers to some kind of small insect.
Want to check your thesaurus? W could call up the

ad English language files via the Net, too. Something
to pass die tinme."

"Stop trying to change the subject! Wiy didn't you
tell me you were going to be aboard?"

"Wul d you have let me conme?"

"Well. " . no," Nancia admitted. "1'd have had to tel
Brytey. Your presence could conpromni se the m ssion,
Cal eb, don't you realize that? |I'm supposed to be an
unmanned droneshi p, renenber?"

"I know," Caleb said. "Don't worry. | won't com
prom se the bloody mission. But | couldn't let you face
this gang of diieves alone, Nancia. Don't you see that?"

She wasn't al one; she had Sev, who knew all about
i nvestigative work and undercover m ssions. But she
couldn't very well berate Caleb for wanting to protect

her, could she?



"Just keep out of sight," Nancia said finally. "Please,

Cal eb?" On-oh. Sen is using his cabin. He isn't going to Wke
that. "Work it out with Sev. If one of you can hide,

guess two of you can. But# he's in charge for this ms-

sion. | agreed to that, and you'll have to do the sane."

She took the set of his jaw and the brief upward jerk

of his head for all the assent she was going to get

"Ch. One other thing."

"Yes?"

"Wy, " Nancia inquired, "did you choose to wear

full Service uniformfor this little jaunt? Not that it isn't
becom ng, but 1'd have thought something a little |ess

conspi cuous. ... "

Cal eb expl ai ned, patiently and at |ength, about tradi-
tions of honor on Vega. There seened to be sone
connection in his mnd between wearing uniform and
bei ng taken for a spy. O not taken for a spy. Nancia
couldn't quite follow the argunment, and when he went
fromVega history to Od Earth stories about sonebody
called Maj or Andr#, she quit trying. Caleb was Caleb. Hs
sense of honor wouldn't let himsend his brainship

wi t hout himinto what he considered a dangerous and
noral | y anbi guous situation. Apparently his sense of
honor al so wouldn't let himdress sensibly for the oc-
casion. H's sense of honor was a royal pain in the
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synapses at tines, but it was part of Caleb. Part of what
she respected in him

Whil e Cal eb discussed the | aws of war, the concept of

a just war, the Truce of God, and the Geneva Conven-
tions, Nantia found and activated her files of baroque
brass music. Wth all speakers off, she ran the Purcel
trunpet voluntary through her comm channel s three
times and was going on for a fourth before Caleb final-
ly ran out of things to say.

Fassa del Parma paced the | oadi ng dock of Bahati
SpaceBase 11, biting her lip. Ever since that near-
debacl e over SpaceBase |, she had been unwilling to
del egate the anbi guous details of her business. That
had been a near thing. W' d have thought Sev

Bryl ey woul d be so persistent? She'd taken hi m aboard
t he Xanadu and gi ven hi m what he wanted, hadn't

she? And when that hadn't proved sufficient to shut
the man up # Fassa stopped pacing and bit her lip. Al
she'd wanted from Darnell was to fake a m nor gam
bling and enbezzling record that woul d discredit Sev
with his enployers. There'd been no need to go as far



as he had, even if Sev had cone sniffing around the
Pair-a-Dice to find out who was fram ng him There
were ot her ways to di scourage peopl e besides dunp-
ing their unconscious bodies in a recycling bin. She
shoul d have recogni zed Darnel Ts sadi stic tendenci es,
she shoul d have remenbered the whi spers about
nmyst eri ous di sappearances fromthe Pair-a-Dice.

olivious to the soft thunp and the vibration

t hrough the base walls that announced the docking of
Dar nel Ts OG Shi ppi ng drone, Fassa | eaned her head
against the wall for a nonment. It gave slightly where
her forehead pressed against it; that was what hap-
pened when you repl aced the contracted synt hostee
with steel-painted plastiflim Not that she cared. Not
t hat anybody cared about anything. That was how t he

wor |l d was, and nobody bothered to stop any of the
corruption. Wiy shoul d she trouble herself about one
man caught up in the general unfeeling way of the
wor | d? Nobody had ever cared about her> had they?

Certainly not Sev Bryley. Al he'd been after was a
scandal ous case that would build up his career. He'd
t aken what she offered and then attacked her again as
if none of it nmeant anything. Well, it didn't.

Didit?

Fassa blinked rapidly and activated the series of |ocks
that woul d automatically check on the seal between an
attached ship and the spacebase itself, equalize pressures
and open the spacebase for |oading and unl oadi ng. She
hadn't econom zed on that part of the work. She was
dever enough to keep well above standards on any part

of a contract that m ght jeopardize her personal safety.
O ever enough, she thought as the spacebase doors irised
open, to handle any problemthat came up ... except,
maybe, her own menori es.

Whi ch were no probl em

She was about to call the loading crew to shift the
per mast eel beams and ot her expensive materials onto
Darnell's drone when a thought stopped her. You
couldn't be too careful these days. She wal ked t hrough
t he spaceport iris, through the extruded pressure
chanmbers and into the enpty |oadi ng bays of the OG

Shi ppi ng droneshi p.

Everything seened to be as it shoul d. The | oadi ng

| ayout was rather strange, but Darnell had a habit of

t aki ng ships fromthe other conpanies he acquired

and retrofitting themto suit his own needs. Certainly
there was plenty of space. And everywhere she | ooked,

on colums and walls and internal panels, Fassa saw

t he puce-and-mauve | ogo of OG Shi ppi ng stencil ed.

Rat her sloppily stenciled, in some cases: |ines wobbled
and droplets of paint spattered the borders of the sten-
cils. Looked like a rush job. Darnell didn't take the
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trouble to oversee his people personally as she did
hers, she thought, and the difference showed.

"Droneship, are you prepared to accept cargo?" she
queried the air.

"Prepared. To accept. Cargo. Begin. Transfer." The
answer came back from a speaker sonewhere behi nd

her, netallic and uninflected Iike all Al speech. Fassa
renmenbered readi ng that Al |inguists were perfectly
capabl e of designing a nore human-soundi ng speech
system especially with the help of the sophisticated
nmet achi ps of Shenmali design, but that marketing for-
ces wouldn't let themrelease it. Drones and other Al
devices weren't supposed to sound too human; it

made peopl e nervous.

"Credit transfer, please," Fassa requested briskly.
Darnell had stiffed her on one | oad of supplies, resell-
ing it and pocketing the profit himself and blandly
denying that any of his drones had been anywhere

near SpaceBase |I. And her own excessive caution, her

own refusal to | eave any records behind, had given her
no way to fight him Now she demanded payment in

advance before a single roll of synthosteel made it onto
one of the bastard' s drones.

"Your credit transfer will be. Approved. As soon as
the. Loading is conplete."

Fassa grinned to herself. That speech had sounded
considerably nore |ike human inflections than nost
dronetal k did. She wouldn't put it past Darnell to have
di verted sonme of the new nmetachips for frivol ous ap-
plications like inproving dronetal k. He hadn't got it
quite right, though. She could still tell she was talking
to a machine.

And she wasn't about to |l et a damed droneship
cheat her out of the rights to this expensive shipnment!

"Credit transfer to be produced when loading is
twenty-five percent conplete,” she said, "as by usua
agreement. O | stop loading there and you don't

| eave SpaceBase until the credit slip is approved.”

"Agreed." The last word fromthe droneship had a
very human sound of resignation to it. Darnell had
been fooling with the Shemali netachips in his ships;
Fassa was now willing to bet on it



She still felt a vague unease about the operation, but
brushed it off. She was just broodi ng over the Sev
Bryley fiasco, that was all. No reason to suppose any-
thing like that woul d happen again # not with the
nunber of senators and bankers and inspectors Fassa
now had personally dedicated to her welfare. Fassa ac-
tivated the spacebase's commlink and called her
hand- pi cked | oading crew to conplete the transfer

Wth drone-powered lifters and other automated

devi ces, loading the construction materials was a quick
job, calling for no nore than three nmen, all of them

bound to Fassa by personal loyalty # and by the stock

whi ch they had vested in Polo Construction, Those stock
options were an expense Fassa regretted, but it was
necessary to ensure the absolute silence of her assistants.
Once again, while the men went about their business,

she cursed the underlying chauvini smof contractors

who insisted on building their lifters to the specifications
of a six-foot, nuscular mal e body. There was no reason

the lifters couldn't be designed so that their controls were
within the reach and strength of a smallish wonan; the
real muscle involved here canme fromthe nmachi nes, not
fromthe nen. But Fassa was too snmall to operate the

machi nes. When she cal cul ated what this one feet was
costing her in stocks and bonuses to keep her | oadi ng
crews silent, she was tenpted to start her own heavy

machi nery factory, with lifters and forks and cranes al
built so that anybody coul d operate them at the touch of a
but t on.

Soneday, she promi sed herself. \Wen | have enough
money. \When | feel strong enough... and secure enough. .
when | am enough.
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Sonehow she felt that such a day woul d never arrive.

But the twenty-five percent mark on transfer had ar-

rived ... and it was time to claimher credit slip. Fassa
notioned to die loading crew to stop. Wile they waited
in position, lifters frozen in md-arc, she wal ked back into

the partially filled cargo bays of the droneship.

"Credit transfer," she rapped out "Now "

"Regret that | do not have facilities to issue credit
slips in | oading bay area,"” the droneship replied. "Re-
gquest that del Parma unit transfer self to cabin area to
recei ve paynent."

The inflections were al nost human, but the
awkwar d wordi ng was pure dronespeak. Smiling as



she waved her hand before the |ift-door sensors, Fassa
refl ected that she woul d have to recommend sone bet -
ter linguists to Darnell.

The lift-door irised open and Fassa, wapped in her

sati sfied thoughts, took one step forward before she
took in the glitter of silver and corycium braid agai nst
t he deep-space black of a Courier Service uniform

Startled, she flung herself backwards, but the

uni formed man grabbed her sleeve just before she was
out of reach. Fassa fell back onto the |oadi ng dock
floor, dragging her assailant with her. He |anded
heavily on her mdsection, knocking the breath out of
her. \Were were the damed | oadi ng crew? Coul dn't

t hey see somnet hing had gone w ong?

"Fassa del Parma # | arrest you # in the nane of
Central Worlds # for enbezzlement of SpaceBase #
construction and supplies," the bastard wheezed. Both
hi s hands were around her wists now, pinning her to
the floor. Fassa gasped for breath, brought up a knee
into the brute's crotch, and wiggled free in one nove-
ment. Her brain had never stopped working. So there
was a witness! Darnell had doubl e-crossed her? Al
right; dispose of the witness, that was the new prob-
lem then she would deal with the rest

"Kill that man!" she screaned at the dunbstruck
idiots on her |oading crew. She raced towards the
safety of the spacebase.

The droneshi p's | oading doors slamed shut. How
had the bastard nanaged to transmt the command?
He should still be withing in agony.

He was. But as Fassa | ooked, he rose to his knees.
"Under# arrest, he panted.

"That's what you think," Fassa said with her

sweetest smile. What did this fool think, that she was
too weak and sentinental to kill a man face to face? He
was still on his knees, and she was standing, and the
needier in her left sleeve slid into the pal mof her hand
with the cool solid feel of revenge. Time slowed and
the air shinmered about her. The Courier Service

brawn was | ungi ng forward now, but he'd never reach

her in time. Fassa ained the needier until she saw a
face neatly framed in the viewfinder. Wo was he? It
didn't matter. He was a total stranger, he was Sev, he
was Senator Cenevix, he was Paul del Parma. Al turn-
ing green around her, and her fingers al nost too weak
to squeeze the needi er; what was happeni ng? Fassa
swayed on her feet, squeezed the needi er handl e and
saw an arc of darts ripping wildly through the thick
green clouds that surrounded them now. So dizzy ..

her eyes wouldn't stay open to track the darts to their
target... but she'd been too dose to miss. So close.,

Fassa col |l apsed in the cloud of sleepgas wi th which



Nanci a had, just too late, flooded the closed | oading
bays. So did Cal eb, going down just in front of Fassa
with his black and silver uniformall spoiled by bl ood.

PARTNERSH P

161

" CHAPTER TEN

"Don't gas the lift! Don't gas the lift!"

The shouted commands, coning froma dosed- of f

area behind the fake walls, startled Nancia. She shifted
views rapidly, cursing the quick and dirty renodeling
job that had left |large areas of her own interior cut off
from her visual sensors.

Sev Bryley, white-faced, appeared from behind one
of the puce-and-mauve pseudoboard walls. "I'Il get
hi m out of the |oading bay," he snapped wi thout so
much as a gl ance towards Nancia's sensor unit. "You
can keep the sleepgas confined to that area?"

"Yes, but# "

"Don't have tinme for a mask." Bryley was in the lift
now, and Nancia coul d watch himon di e agoni zingly

sl ow passage down to the | oading dock. H's chest rose
and fell rapidly as he took the deep, rapid breaths of
clean air that would keep himgoing in the | oadi ng bay.

Nanci a kept the lift door on three-quarter pressure,
just enough to let Bryley squeeze through the flexible
openi ng that shut behind him At the sane time she
flushed the I oading bay with the ventilation system on
hi gh power, replacing as much sl eepgas as she could
with dean air.

Sev's back and shoul ders bul ged awkwardly hal f

through the Iift door. Nancia released the flexible
menbrane just | ong enough to let himdrag Cal eb
through into the lift. She kept the ventilation system
on high for the | ong seconds of the ride back. By the
tine the lift was at cabin level, she could find no
nmeasurabl e trace of sleepgas in the air. But Sev had

i nhal ed enough to make him slunp agai nst the wall,
too woozy to carry himself and Cal eb fart her

"Antidote... ?"

"In the corridor,” Nancia told him "In the c&ridorF
She had no housekeepi ng servos within the lift itself.
Sev had to stagger forward, out of the lift, fetching up
against the freshly painted corridor wall with a thunp.
At least it was one of Nancia's true walls; only a few
steps away from Sev was an opening from which the

servos coul d di spense stinulants and medi cal aids. Sev
took two gasping breaths of the dean air, reached into



the shall ow di sh presented by the opening in the wall
grabbed a handful of anpul es and crushed them
under his nose.

"Mre," he conmanded.

"You' ve already exceeded the recomended
dosage. "

"1 need a dear head now' Sev grow ed.

Was there nore bl ood on Cal eb's uniforn? Inpossible

to tell what he'd been hit with, or how bad the danage

was. Nancia sent another set of stimanpules to the servo
tray. Sev broke these nore cautiously, one at a tinme. After
the third deep breath of pungent stinulant, he dropped

the rest back in the tray. "Medical supplies!™”

n \Mat ?u

"Il tell you when I know." He was on his knees,

bl ocki ng Nancia's view as he peel ed back the front of
Cal eb's spoiled uniform "Sonmething to stop bl eed-
ing ... there shouldn't be so nuch from a needier
ahh. The ..." he used a Vega slang termthat was not
in any of Nancia's vocabul ary hedra. "She |oaded it
with anticoagulant. And . . . other things, | think.
Anal yze?" He dropped a torn and bl oody strip of doth
into the servo tray. Nancia transferred it to the nedica
lab and replaced it with anmpul es of Hyperd ot which
Sev injected directly into Cal eb's veins.

"Thats stopped the bl eeding," he said finally, rising
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to his feet. "But |I'm not happy about his col or. Does
that | ook like normal sleepgas pallor to you?"

"No." The one word was all Nancia coul d nanage.

"Me neither. Can you anal yze what else was in the
needi er ?"

"No. Organics of some sort, but it's too conmplex for

me." Concentrating on the technical problem hel ped

to steady her voice. "I haven't the facilities here. | am
contacting Miurasaki Base for Net access to medtechs."

But Murasaki Base coul d suggest only that she

transport Caleb to the nearest planet-based clinic as
qui ckly as possible. If Fassa's needi er had been | oaded
with Ganglicide #



"It wasn't Ganglicide," Nancia said quickly. "He'd be
dead by now. Besides, no one would do such a thing."

"You m ght be surprised,"” said the infuriatingly

cal m managi ng brain of Mirasaki Base. "But | agree,
probably not Ganglicide. There are, however, slower-
acting nerve poisons which, untreated, can be just as
fetal. Fromwhat you report of his convul sive reaction
I woul d suggest inmedi ate nedi cal treatmnment by

someone experienced with nerve poisons and their
antidotes."

"Thanks very much," Nanci a snapped. Sev had

wrapped Caleb in all the blankets he could collect, but
not hi ng stopped Cal eb's incessant nervous shivering.
And every once in a while his spine arched backward
while he cried out in delirium "W cane from Raz-

mak Base in Bellatrix subspace. You' re not seriously
suggesting | take a man in this condition through Sin-
gularity, are you?"

"There happens to be an excellent clinic on Bahati,1
the Murasaki Base brain replied. "If you were calm
enough to check the Net records |I'mtransmtting,

CN, you'd see that the assistant director there has a
strong background in nerve poison research. Wth

your permssion, | will alert the Sumrerlands clinic to

recei ve an energency patient for the direct care of Dr.
Al pha bi nt Hezra-Fong."

Ti me stopped. Snatches of conversation forgotten
for nearly four years echoed in Nancia's nenory. An

gxbert in Gangliade therapy right there at the Summerl| ands
dinme.. " testing Ganglicide on unwitting sitbjects ... so far
vane on BUssto they didn't even know what was happening to

t hem . -

She had the full conversations recorded and safely
stored away. She didn't need them Her own hunman
menory was nercilessly replaying words she'd tried to

f or get
Did she dare put Caleb in Al pha bint Hezra-Fong's

hands?
Did she dare not take himto the clinic?
There was really no choice

They were only a few m nutes from Bahati, but the

time seenmed |ike hours to Nancia. She bl essed the

mul ti processing capability that allowed her to perform
multiple tasks at once. \Wile one bank of processors
controll ed the | andi ng conputati ons, Nancia assigned
two nore to maintaining the commlink with Mirasak



and opening a new link with Bahati. She reached the
director of Summerlands and expl ai ned her require-
ments while simultaneously assimnlating Mirasak
Base's cal minstructions.

The conbination of Fassa's arrest and Cal eb's

wounds presented a conplex political problem Nan-
cia was al nost grateful for the conplications; they
gave her sonething to think about during the endl ess
m nut es before touchdown.

Courier Service policy strictly prohibited the

transport of prisoners on a brainship with no brawn.
Nanci a thought it was a silly policy, born of fears that
were decades out of date. Earlier, less cleverly designed
brai nshi ps m ght have been vul nerabl e to passenger

t akeover, but she was well protected against any little

164

Anne McCaffrey fc? Margaret Ball
PARTNERSH P

165

tricks that Fassa might come up with. The auxiliary
synaptic circuits known as the Hel va Modification
woul d prevent any attenpt to dose off her sensory
contact with her own ship-body.

Al'l the same, Mirasaki Base informed Nancia, the
regul ati ons existed for good reason and it was not up
to a brainship to pick and choose which Service regs
she woul d obey.

"Al'l right, all right." Had Caleb tw tched agai n? Sum
nmerl ands Cinic personnel were standing by to coll ect
him as soon as they | anded. Bahati Spaceport was issu-
ing final landing instructions. "Ill hand Fassa de
Parma over to Bahati authorities.”

"That you will not," the Mirasaki Base brain in-

formed her. "I've been in contact with CenDip while

" you were fussing over your brawn. The young lady is a
political hot potato."

" Awhat ?"

"Sorry. AOd Earth slang. Never thought about the
literal nmeaning ... let's see, | think a potato is sone
ki nd of tuber, but why anybody would try to ignite
one... oh, well." Mirasaki Base dism ssed the intrigu-
ing linguistic question for |later consideration. "Wat it
means i s that nobody really wants to handle her trial
Wl l, you can see for yourself, can't you, Nancia? If
you're going to try a High Famlies brat and send her
to prison, you don't do it out on sone nowhere world

at the edge of the galaxy. You bring her back to Centra
and you are very, very careful that all procedures are



followed. To the letter. CenDip has strict instructions
that nothing is to go wong with this case; there's a cer-
tain highly placed authority who has taken a persona
interest in stopping High Famlies corruption.”
"You can tell your highly placed authority to # "
Nancia transmitted a burst of nuddy tones and di scor-
dant hi gh-pi tched sounds.

"Can't," said Mirasaki Base rather snugly.

"Softshells can't receive that kind of input Fortunately
for them | night add. Were did a nice brainship Iike
you pick up that kind of |anguage?"

Nanci a | anded at Bahati Spacefield as gently as a
feather floating in the breeze. She opened her upper-

| evel cabin doors and waited for the spaceport workers
to bring a floatube. They'd al ready been informed of
the reason why she didn't want to open the | ower
doors; the equi pment should have been ready and
wai ti ng# ah! There it was now.

"Well, then, just informyour 'highly placed
authority,' that a fewlittle things have al ready gone
wong with this operation,” Nancia told Mirasak

Base. "And if | can't transport del Parma wthout a
brawn, and |I can't hand her over to Bahati, what am|
supposed to do with her?"

"Wait for your new brawn, of course," Mirasak

Base i nforned her.

"And just how long will thai take?" They were | oad-
ing Caleb onto a stretcher now.

"About half an hour, if he can pack as quickly as he
shoul d. "
"What ?"

In answer, Mirasaki Base transmitted the CenDi p in-
struction bytes directly. "Senior Central Diplomatic
servi ce person Arnonti Uado-y-Medoc, Forister, current-

ly R&GR at Summerlands Cinic, previous brawn status

i nactivated upon joining CenDip Central Date 2732
reactivated 2754 for single duty tour returning prisoner
del Parma y Pol o, Fassa, to Central Wirlds jurisdiction,"

Bef ore taking Cal eb away, the Sumerl ands ned-
techs were running tests and dosing himwth

al | - purpose anti dotes. Al pha bint Hezra-Fong had
cone personally to oversee the operation. Nantia's
sensors caught her dark, sharp-featured face from
several angles while she | eaned over Caleb. Her ex-
pressi on showed not hi ng but keen professiona
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interest: no hint of any evil plans to use Caleb as an un-
witting experinental subject

And no conpassion

And now he was going into the fl oatube, beyond

Nanri a's sensor range.. .beyond her hel p. WienwasSev?
Nanci a scanned the sensor banks until she |ocated himin
one of the passenger cabins that had been conceal ed be-
hi nd her fake paneling. He was guarding a groggy Fassa
who had just begun to comneout of t hesl eepgas.

"Sev, | need you to go with Cal eb,” Nancia
announced.

"CN- 935, please acknow edge receipt of fornmal or-
ders," Mirasaki Base input on another channel

"Can't," Sev answered w t hout | ooking round.
"Have to guard the prisoner. Check regulations."

Nanci a knew he was right The sanme stupid CS regs

that forbade her to transport Fassa w thout a brawn
woul d al so forbid her to take sole charge of a prisoner
"Are regul ations nmore inportant than Caleb's life?"

"Nancia, he's getting the best possible nedical care.
What are you worried about ?"

"CN- 935 RESPOND! " Mur asaki Base shout ed

The fl oatube was a speck on the horizon. They weren't
stopping at the spaceport; they were taking Caleb direct-
ly to Sunmerl ands. Were Al pha bint Hezra-Fong coul d

do anything, anything at all, to him and Nancia woul dn't
even know until it was too late...

"Instructions received and accepted,"” she trans-
mtted to Murasaki Base in one short burst. "Now
GETTHAT BRAWN ON BOARD! " Fori ster Arnon-
tillado-y-Medoc? Nancia renmenbered the short, quiet
man she'd transported sonewhere, years earlier, to
solve sonme crisis. The one who'd spent all his time on
board reading. No matter what his records said, he
wasn't her idea of a brawn. But who cared? The sooner
he was here, the sooner Sev could be rel eased from
guard duty to go watch over Caleb

Fassa was choking on the bottom of a |ake. \Weds

twi ned around her ankles, and the dear air was inpos-
sibly far away, miles above the green water that
pressed her down and pushed at her nouth and ears

and nose widi gentle, inplacable persistence. She tried
to kick free of the weeds; they clung tighter, reaching



up past ankle and calf and knee with green sliny
fingers that pressed dose agai nst her thighs. Wen she
| ooked down, the weeds shaped thensel ves into pale
green faces with open nouths and dosed eyes. Al the
men who' d given her their hearts and their integrity
and pieces of their souls were there on the bottom of
the | ake, and they wanted to keep her there with them
Her chest was bursting with the need to breathe. If she
gave back their souls, would they |let her go?

She tried to strip off the charm bracelet on her left
wist, but the catch was stuck; tried to break the chain,
but it was too strong. Green | ake water seeped into her
mouth with a bitter taste, and bl ack spots danced

bef ore her eyes. She tugged the chain over her hand,
scraping a knuckle raw, and flung it at the hungry
ghosts. The sparkling charns of corydum and iridium
floated |l azily down anmong the rmuddy weeds, and

Fassa was rel eased to rise through rings of ever-
lightening water until she broke the surface and
breathed in the air that hurt like fire in her lungs.

She was lying on a bunk in a spaceship cabin. Sev
Bryl ey was seated cross-|egged on the opposite bunk,

wat ching her with unsmling attention. And the burn-
ing in her lungs was real, as was the throbbing pain in
her head; sl eepgas hangover. Now she renenbered:
surprise and violence and a fool who'd been where he
had no busi ness, and the gas flooding the cargo bay
while she tried to hold her breath.

It all added up to a failure so crushing she could not
bear to think about it yet. And Sev, the man who'd

168
ArmeMcCaf frey & Margaret Ball

never given her a piece of his soul to keep in her
charm bracelet # was he the one who' d engi neered
this disaster?

"What are you doi ng here?" she croaked.

"Maki ng sure you came out of the sleepgas without
conplications," Sev said. H's voice sounded thin and
strained, as if he were trying to reach her froma great
di stance. "Sonme peopl e have a convul sive reaction. It

| ooked for a while Iike you were going to be one of
them™

And that had worried hinf? Perhaps he still cared for
her a little, then. Perhaps her experinent of taking

hi m aboard the Xanadu hadn't been a total failure,

after all. Fassa stretched, experinentally, and saw the
way his eyes followed her novenents. Perhaps sone-
thing could yet be salvaged fromthis catastrophe.
After all, they were alone on the droneship..

"Not convul sions," she said, |anguorously wiggling



her toes and proceedi ng upward, nuscle by nuscle, to
make certain that every inch of her own amazi ng body.
was back under her command again. Just bad dreans.™
"What sort of dreans?" Sev inquired.

Fassa sat up, rather nore quickly than she had in-
tended, and fell back against the cabin wall. "The sort
that make you afraid to die."

"Thus consci ence doth nmake cowards of us all," Sev
agreed with no change of tone, and Fassa felt a stab of
regret. She could have liked this man who so quickly

pi cked up on her thoughts, capping her unvoiced
quotations. If only he weren't so obstinately on the
wrong side! Ah, well, perhaps that could be changed.

It would damm wel | have to be changed if she hoped to
get out of this, she rem nded herself

"Speak for yourself,"” she told him "M conscience
isn'"t all that troubled; 1've done nothing nore than
what everybody does, just trying to get ahead by ny
own efforts.” Wong tone, wong tone. She didn't want
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to argue with Bryley; she wanted to seduce him No.
Reeded to seduce him That was all

And she wasn't going to get anywhere in her present
condition. Fassa pushed sweaty, matted dark hair away
fromher forehead with a genui ne noan of pain.

"God, | must look Iike hell," she said. "Wuld you

m nd very nuch getting out of here so | can clean up?"
"Yes," said Sev, "I would. You're not to be left un-
guarded until we return to Central. Orders from

CenDi p. "
Fassa nmpbaned again. If CenDip was interesting itself

in her case, she was worse off than she'd thought.

Never nmind. Central was a long way off. For the

present she was al one on a droneship with this gor-

geous hunk, and with any luck at all she'd make him
change his all egiances before the official transports ar-
rived to carry her to trial

After only a little pouting and posing she managed

to persuade Sev that propping hinmself against the wall
out si de her cabin would be adequate to fulfill his
guard duty. It was, Fassa thought with satisfaction, a
begi nning. Now he would feel that this cabin was her
territory. When he came in again, it would be at her in-
vitation ... and invitations could lead to all sorts of
i nteresting things. She washed from head to foot, Kkick-
ed her stained and crunpled clothes in a corner under

t he bunk, splashed a little extra cool water over her
face, and wrapped a sheet around herself in |lieu of
fresh clothes. This would be a real test of her abilities.



No cosnetics, hair conmbed straight with no styling, a
scratchy Service-issue sheet instead of a clinging gown,
and this bare cabin for a romantic setting!

"fossa baby, you're so sweet, | just can't resist you," Pau
del Parma used to noan when he cane into her room

and buried hinmself in her. And she'd been aji

awkward, sullen Utle girl then, with her black hair in

thin tight braids. She'd worn the ugliest, plainest
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cl othes she could find, but that didn't put Faul off.

For the first tine Fassa deliberately sumoned up
the nenories she'd tried for so long to bury, seeking
t he confidence she needed to go on. She really was ir-
resistible to men. Faul del Parma had proved that,
hadn't he? Even knowing it was wong, even know ng
she hated it, he'd still refused to | et her alone.

"It' severyt kf ngabout you, the way you wal k, the way you snile
up atne with those bigsooty |ashes hatfcoveringyour eyes”

I nstead of giving her confidence, die nenories

made Fassa feel grinmy. She nmust have invited him not
wi th words, but with something about the way she

wal ked and | ooked at him Sonmehow she'd made

Daddy want her w thout even knowing it. She was a
bad little girl and if Mama ever found out..

Sonmewhere in the back of her nmind, Manma screaned

and fell endlessly through the glittering interior atrium
of the hotel, tumbling in a cloud of gauzy draperies. And
it was all her fault. Fassa cried out once and threw sone-
thing across the cabin with all her mght, and Sev Bryl ey
burst through the unl atched door

"What's the matter? What happened?”

H s arns went around her and Fassa rested agai nst

the fresh starched fabric of his shirt, feeling the strong
beat of his heart beneath her face. For sone reason she
was crying; she couldn't stop crying for |ong mnutes
while Sev just held her. Not easing her backwards

towards the bunk, not letting his hands slide artfully
downward in a disguised caress. Just hol di ng her

"Well," Fassa said finally, gulping dowmn the |ast of
her sobs, "I told you; 1 have bad dreans."

"You seenmed wi de awake when | left you."

Fassa drew a shaky deep breath. "I # I'mafraid to

be al one just now," she said. It happened to be true.
"Coul d you stay with ne?"

"As it happens,"” Sev told her, "I was going to



anyway." He released her, as if sensing that she was
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recovered for the nonment, and noved a step back-

ward. Fassa sighed again, with a little nore
forethought this time, and watched his eyes. Yes, he
was aware of what those deep breaths were doing to

the sliding knot that held the sheet together between
her breasts, and he couldn't take his eyes off the
creany skin that contrasted with the stark white of the
sheet. Good. She had a job to do, here; she had best

t hi nk about that and nothing el se, or she'd never win
this man to her side before she was taken away for trial

"Ch, that's right," she said, allowing a tear to creep
into the corner of one eye; not difficult, in her present
shaky nood. "I forgot; you're ny jailer, aren't you?"

Sev | ooked unconfortable at this assessnent, as
she'd wanted himto. "I wouldn't put it quite like that
But soneone does have to stay widi you until..."

"Until the end,"” Fassa finished for him "What sort

of sentences are in favor these days? WIIl it be hard

| abor, do you think?" She tossed her head and gave
hi m her Christian-facing-the-lions |ook, all nobility
and virgin defiance. At the same tine she noved

slightly so that the sheet nol ded over one thigh, giving
hi m (she hoped) visions of what sort of hard | abor she
m ght be good for.

"You'll have a fair trial," Sev told her, "and a chance
to speak in your own defense."

"WIl 1?" Fassa challenged him "Look at nme. Don't

you think there'll be sone old judge who' d just love to

see nme m ndwi ped? They'll be thinking what a pity it is

to waste such a beautiful body, keep the body, just wi pe
out the personality and start over."

"Ch, I'msure they won't do that," Sev said, but he
sounded | ess righteously certain than he'd been a no-
ment before. Fassa nentally appl auded her own

cl everness. There wasn't much point in trying to con-
vince Sev that she was innocent of the charges agai nst
her, not when he was Central's prime wtness. Mich
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better to switch the topic to the corruption at all levels
of government. Sev knew sonething about that. Let

hi m stew over the assertion that she couldn't possibly

get a fair trial, et himthink # as he rmust be thinking
now # about the danger that she'd end up as the

m ndwi ped toy of sone corrupt official



"You know it happens," Fassa said in a | ow voice.

"You know how rmuch cheating there is in the govern-

ment. Everybody wants sonething for hinself. One of
themw |l want nme, and then # " She blew a kiss into
the air with a nocking snile. "Bye-bye, Fassa de

Parma!" Time to let the sheet fell to the ground, giving
Sev a good | ook about what sonme dirty old nan woul d

get if he didn't get there first. She noved towards him
i nch by inch, watching the color rise in his sharp fea-
tures, watching the blue eyes darken with desire. "You
could at |east say good-bye properly, Sev, my love," she
whi sper ed.

She paused, eyes closed, awaiting the warnmth of his
arnms about her and his nouth on hers.

"I think not," said Sev Bryley, and while Fassa's eyes
fl ew open in shocked dishelief he took the two steps
t hat brought himto the cabin door

Once outside the cabin, Sev reactivated the

guardl ock nmechani smthat woul d prevent Fassa from

| eaving. He | eaned against the wall and wi ped his

forehead with the back of one hand. It wasn't nuch

hel p; he still felt as hot as if he'd just done a ten-nile
run in the Capellan jungle. He needed a cold shower.

And that ten-mile run nmight not be a bad idea, either,
except he couldn't |eave Nancia alone to guard Fassa.

He could get some extra help, though # and sone

i nsurance agai nst tenptation. "Nancia?" he said in a

| ow voi ce, | ooking upward at the angle between ceiling
and roof where her auditory sensors were installed.

"Nancia, | think you' d better activate full sensors
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within Fassa's cabin. | knowit's a breach of the

prisoner's privacy, but this is a very dangerous wonan.
And, Nanci a? You'd better keep the sensors on at al
tinmes. Even when |'mwith Ms. del Parma."

Sev thought that over and deci ded he hadn't

worded that |ast request strongly enough. "Especially
when I'mw th Fassa," he rephrased.

"I'"d already done that, Sev," Nancia responded
fromthe wall speaker. "Don't worry. Everything has
been observed and recorded. "

"Excellent," said Sev between his teeth. "I'msure that
little scene will be vasdy anusing to sonebody who's not
troubl ed by hornmonal urges. Now, if you don't m nd,just
keep watching Fassa and |l et me know if she tries any-
thing. 1'll be in the ship's exercise room"

"What for?"



"Taking care of nmy hormones," Sev said. He
stanped off to inprove his weight-lifting record

"FN-935, Forister Arnontillado-y-Medoc requests
perm ssion to cone aboard.™

"Perm ssion granted. "

Even to her own ears, Nancia sounded brusque. After
a grudgi ng nanosecond's thought she added fornally,
"Wl come aboard, Forister Arnontill adoy- Medoc. "

The short, spare nman whom she'd | ast seen headi ng

into the tangl ed planetary conflicts of the Tran Phon
guerrillas on Charon dropped three heavy pieces of bag-

gage onto the lift with a grunt of relief. Pmgetting an old
man who can't even carry his own |luggage w thout getting out of
breath. But as if to contradict die unspoken criticism
Forister waved the lift upwards with his |uggage and t ook
the circular stairs. Nancia watched his progress from sen-
sor to sensor. He moved with quick, neat steps,

econom cal of his notions. You couldn't say he was

boundi ng up the stairs, but he did get to the top nore

qui ckly dian she'd expected; and there wasn't a gray hair
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out of place or a drop of sweat on his forehead when he
entered the central cabin.

"Greetings, Nancia," Forister said. Unlike Caleb, he

| ooked directly at the titanium bul khead t hat housed
Nanci a' s human body and brain. H's direct gaze was

rat her disconcerting to Nancia, who'd been used to Cal eb
wandering round the ship and addressi ng her w thout
turning his head, counting on her efficient sensor system
to pick up his words wherever he m ght be. She took a no-
ment to | ook over this strange elderly brawn and prepare
her response. Light eyes in a tanned fece, with a network
of crinkles around the eyes as if he were accustoned to

| ooki ng deeply at whatever he saw, hints of red and gi nger
in the graying hair; a light, erect, relaxed stance, as if he
were prepared to nove in any direction at a nonent's
notice. He may do. But he's not Cal eb

"You seemremarkably fit for soneone who's just been
recuperating at Summerl ands,"” Nancia said at |ast

Forister grimaced. "Oh, I'mfit enough, if that's
what's been worrying you, FN. The stay at Sunmer -
| ands was not for any nedical reasons.”

"Then what? The orders | received said you were
there for R&GR "

"Un Yes. Well, they would, wouldn't they?" Forister
sai d, nmaddeni ngly, while Nancia wondered if the man



ever gave a straight answer to anything. Maybe that was
trained out of you in the diplomatic service.

At |ast he vouchsafed one nore sentence that could

be consi dered an explanation. "My |ast posting for
CenDip was... shall we say, stressful, and things didn't
work out as well as I'd hoped."

"Charon?" Nanci a asked.

The brawn blinked once, surprised. "Wy, no. Wy

# oh, | renenber. | had the honor of being
transported to Charon by you, didn't 1? Sone years
ago # you were the CN-935 then, as | recall. My con-
dol ences on the | oss of your partner.”
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"It's only tenporary,"” Nancia said. "Wich rem nds

me. | wouldn't wish to hurry your unpacking, but as

soon as you're ready, |'d like you to take over guarding

the prisoner. Sev Bryley is needed at Summerl ands to
| ook after ny brawn."

"As you wish." Forister did not quite dick his heels
toget her as he executed a perfect bowin the direction
of the titanium colum. He wheel ed, collected his bags
fromthe open lift and marched down the hall to the
brawn's cabin # Caleb's cabin # |leaving Nancia with
the feeling that she had been unpl easantly brusque.
She opened a speaker in the cabin.

"I'f you don't object, we could continue our conver-
sation while you unpack."

"No objection," said Forister. He was slighdy out of
breath now, after lifting the heavy bags to his bunk
Wiat on Earth did the man travel with? A fortune in
Coryci um bars buried beneath his underwear? The

first things he drew out of the bags were conmonpl ace
enough: CenDip formal dress and spare shirts,
toiletries and a handful of |aser-printed datahedra.

He m ght not object, but he wasn't being very hel p-
ful either. Well, she hadn't been as friendly as she
mght; it was up to her to make the first nove. "Wat
was your |ast posting, then, if it wasn't Charon? And
why did you pick Sumerl ands?"

"Summer | ands has a very good reputation as a rest
facility," Forister said. "l expect you' re unduly worried
about your former brawn; the nedical staff there is
top-quality.”

"It's not their technical skills I'mworried about,"
Nancia told him There was novenent in Fassa's
cabin. She had been keeping the sensors there down
to nonitor level; now she activated full pick-up and



saw that Sev had gone in to talk to Fassa. The girl was
fully dressed this time, and they were sitting on op-
posite bunks; she didn't think Sev woul d encounter
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any real problem All the sane, she captured their

qui et conversation and listened to it with one ear while
she wat ched Forister and wi shed he would hurry up

wi th his unpacki ng. Now he had got to the hottom

| ayer of the first bag, and she saw what had wei ghed

hi s 1 uggage down so: nothing but a |ot of antiques.

One antique book after another, kilos and kil os of

them and doubtless no nore information in the |ot of
them than could be stored in a few facets of a

dat ahedron! There was no accounting for tastes.

"Isn'"t Sunmerlands rather renote for a man of

your inportance?" Nancia probed. She knew she was

bei ng pushy, but she didn't care. If Forister was in with
Al pha and her crimnal friends, she didn't dare set him
to guard Fassa # nor did she dare send himback to

the clinic to watch over Caleb. She woul d have to get

on the datastreamto Murasaki Base at once.

"I"'ve family in the Nyota system" Forister told her.
"I was hoping to make a brief visit after | left Summer-
lands. And I'd a friend at the clinic."

"Al pha bint Hezra-Fong," Nancia surm sed. She
m ght as well face all the bad news at once.

"Good God, no!" Forister seemed genuinely

startled. "If that's what you think of the company I
keep, no wonder you've been so hostile. Sonmebody

el se entirely, | assure you."

"Who?"

"I"'mnot at liberty to say just now If all goes well # "
Forister broke off and rather fussily adjusted the port-
abl e fol ding shelf where he had stowed his books,

[ ightening the spring-bindings that woul d keep them

in place in case of any rapid ship's novements. "But

whet her it conmes off or not," he said, nmore slowy, "I
won't be here to help. And I won't have any free tine

afterwards to visit in this system I'Il be on ny way back
to Central with you, and once | |land there, God knows

what six urgent assignnents will be waiting." He
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| ooked up, direcdy into Nantia's primary cabin sensor

"So you see, dear lady, this assignment is no nore to

my liking than it is to yours. | hope we can sink our dif-
ferences for the duration # "



"Hush" The conversation in Fassa's cabin had sud-
denly becone very interesting; Nancia didn't want to
have to wait and replay it, she wanted to know what
was goi ng on right now

It appeared that Fassa was trying to plea bargain with

i nformati on on sonme of the other young people who'd

been involved in that vicious wager. She began by hinting
to Sev that she might be able to informon a whole gang of
crimnals in the Nyota systemif doing so would get her a
reduced sentence. Sev, quite properly, told her that he
wasn't aut horized to make such prom ses.

MOh, what the hell,"” Fassa said wearily at last." If |I'm
goi ng down, | won't go alone. You nmight as well know
everything. At least then you'll see that |I'mnot the

wor st of the bunch by a long shot."

She began telling Sev all she knew about Dar nel

Overton-d axely and the ways in which he'd worked his

illegal Net access, first to bring in shipping bids that were
al ways just a shade | ower than those of his conpetitors,

then to destroy the credit and acquire the stock of any

smal | businesses he felt |like adding to his empire.

"AU very interesting," Sev told her. "But if Overton-

G axely is as clever as you say at accessing private Net
dat astreans, he'll have been cl ever enough to | eave no
traces of his taps."

Fassa said. "He was

"Ch, he's not clever at all,’
taught how to tap into the datastream#

"By?" Sev pronpted gentiy.

Fassa shook her head. She had gone rather white

about the lips. "It doesn't matter. Nobody you're likely
to catch up with. Not nme, if that's what you're think-
ing; | haven't got that kind of brains."

"I never suspected you had," Sev said, rather too
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sol emmly. Fassa gave him a suspicious glance. His |ips
were tw tching. She ained a nock blow at him

"That's right, insult nmy intelligencel™

Sev caught her wist and held it for a | ong nonment
whi l e Nancia wondered if it was time to interrupt. At
last his fingers rel axed. Fassa subsided onto her bunk
There was a white ring about her wist where Sev had
hel d her; she rubbed it absently while she went on

tal king. "Never mind about the Net, then. There's
other ways to prove it. One of the men Darnell ruined
found out a little too nuch about his methods, and



Darnell sent himto Sumer!| ands. "

At that point Nancia decided that Forister had better
hear this too. Whatever she thought of the nman as a re-
pl acenent for her Caleb, he was a trusted CenDi p

senior civil servant. He had friends in Sunmerl ands.

And he seenmed to share her opinion of Dr. bint Hezra-
Fong. She piped the input from Fassa's cabin through

her speakers in Forister's cabin. After a nonent's
stunned sil ence, Forister sat down am d the piles of an-
tiques on his bunk and |istened carefully.

"Darnell thought Al pha would kill the man for him

She'd had a bunch of accidents with the tests she ran

on her charity patients; she was getting quite good at
faking death certificates with innocent-seem ng causes

of death. She used to boast about it at our annua
nmeetings. One nore woul dn't have been any probl em

for her. But she didn't kill him She keeps himso full of
Seductron that he doesn't know who he is, and when-

ever she wants Darnell to do her a favor, she threatens
to cut the man's Seductron dosage."

"H s nanme?' Sev demanded

Fassa | ooked down. "1'd |i ke sone assurances that
you'll see ny sentence reduced."

"You know | can't do that," Sev told her

She twi sted her fingers together. "You could | ose the
records of this last trip, though. Wthout your tes-
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ti mony and the recordings, there woulan't be any
hard evi dence agai nst nme." She | ooked up, eyes bril-
l[iant with unshed tears. "Please, Sev? | thought you
cared for ne a little."

"You were wrong," said Sev in a voice as dead and
even as any droneship's artificially generated speech

"Then what do | have? Wiy should | give you a

dammed t hi ng?" Fassa pounded on the yielding sur-

face of the bunk in frustration. Her fists sank into the
pl asmaf orm and | eft nomentary dents that snoot hed

out as soon as she lifted her hands. "Ch, all right. Go
ahead and see nme mndw ped, or sent to prison unti
I"'mtoo old to care,"” she said wearily. "Wy should the
others get away with it when ny life is ruined? The
man's nane is Valden Alien Hopkirk, and he used to

own Hopkirk dinmware right here on Bahati. I|s that
enough for you, or would you like his Central Citizen
Code as wel | ?"

"Any little thing you can tell us would be much ap-
preciated," said Sev carefully.



"Well, | don't happen to know his CCC, so you're
out of luck!" Fassa snapped. "Wait # wait # there's
nore."

"There is?"

"Fi nd Hopkirk, and you'll have evidence on Al pha
and Darnell both," Fassa said rapidly. "But there's
anot her one you ought to get. H s name's Blaize...."
In the brawn's cabin, Forister lowered his head to
rest on his clenched hands. "Bl aize Arnontill ado-
Perez y Medoc," he whispered. "No. No."

Fve fanmily mthe Nyota system.. | was going to visit after
fleft Sunrnierhnds ..

Nancia cut off the audio transm ssion to Forister's
cabin and shut down her own sensors there. She |is-
tened al one whil e Fassa babbl ed out the details of

Bl ai ze' s fel onious career on Angalia; the diverting of
PTA shi pnents, the slave | abor and torture of the na-
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rive popul ati on he was supposed to be guarding.

Sone day Forister would have to know and face
those details, but not yet. She would | eave hi m al one
until he requested the recordings of this conversation
and then she would let himlisten in privacy.

And so Nancia was the only w tness when Fassa's
conf essional cane to an abrupt ending. After she
finished the tale of Blaize's msdeeds, Sev probed her

"I"ve |l ooked up the records of that first voyage," he
said, alnost casually. "There were five of you in it
toget her, weren't there? You, Dr. bint Hezra-Fong,
Overton-d axely, Armontillado-Perez y Medoc, and

one other. Polyon de G as-Wal dheim newy comi s-
sioned fromthe Acadery. What was his part in the
wager ?"

Fassa cl anped her lips shut and sl owly shook her

head. "I can't tell you any nore," she whispered.
"Only # don't let themsend ne to Shemali. Kill mne
first. I know you never cared for ne, but as one
human being to another# kill me first Please.”

"You're wong in thinking I never cared for you,"
Sev said after a long silence.

"You said so yourself."

"You asked if | liked you a little," he corrected her
"And | don't. You're vain and self-centered and you



may have killed a good man and you' ve yet to show

any interest at all in Caleb's fete. 1 don't nuch |ike you
at all."”
"Yes, | know. "

"Unfortunately, he went on with no change of ex-

pression, "likeitornot# and believe ne, |I'mnot at al
happy about the situation # | do seemto |ove you
Not," he said alnobst gently, "that it'll do either of us

much good, under the circumstances. But | did think
you ought to know "

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Cal eb recovered with amazi ng speed. Two hours after

his arrival at the clinic, forty m nutes after Al pha bint
Hezr a- Fong had anal yzed the poisons in his blood and

sl apped on stinpatches of the appropriate antidotes, the
nervous convul sions had stopped. Nancia knew exactly

when that happened, because by then she had thought

to send Sev Bryley to Summerlands with a contact button

di screetly replacing the top stud in his dress tunic and a
second contact button to clip onto Cal eb's hospital gown.
Whil e Forister remained on board as a nomi nal guard

for Fassa, Sev |ounged about the public roons at Sum
nmerlands trying to look like a worried friend-or-relative
and chatting up the recuperating VIPs. Nancia watched

the clinic fromtwo angles: the convul sive shuddering
view of a cracked white ceiling, emanating from Cal eb's
contact button, and the repetitive views of artificial potted
pal ms and doddering old celebrities to whom Sev tal ked.

On the whole, the potted pal ms were nore val uabl e than

the celebrities; at least they didn't waste Sev's tine with
their rem ni scences of events a century past

"None of these peopl e know anythi ng about
Hopki rk," she whi spered through Sev's contact button

"I"ve noticed," he replied as the senile director
eneritus of the Bahati Musical College, aged one
hundred seventy-five Standard Central Years, tottered
away for his noon neds.

"Can't you do sonething nore productive?"

"Gve ne tine. W don't want to be obvious. And

stop hissing at nme. They'll think I"mtalking to nyself
and hearing voices."
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"From what |'ve seen of these befuddl ed gentry,
that' Il make you fit right in."

"Only," said Sev grimy, "if they don't hear the voices
too."



Nantia hated to leave himwith the [ast word in an
argunent, but she was distracted at that nonent.
Sonet hi ng had happened # or stopped happeni ng.

Cal eb' s sensor button was no longer transmitting a jig-
gling view of the cracks on the ceiling; the inmage was
still and perfectly dear

Not quite still. A regular, gende notion assured her
that he still breathed.

A moment | ater, two aides exchanged a flurry of

rapi d, |low voiced but mainly cheerful comrents over
Cal eb' s bed. Nancia gathered that the news was good;
his (three-syllable Geek root) was up, his (four-syl-
| abl e Latin derivation) was down, they were putting
himon a regul ar dosage of (two-word Denebi an

form, and as soon as he was conscious they were to
start himon a physical therapy routine.

She conpl ai ned to Forister about the jargon

"Now you know how the rest of the world feels

about brains and brawns,"” he said soothingly. "You

know, there are people who think deconposition

theory is just alittle hard to follow. They accuse us of
nmystifying the mathematics on purpose.”

"Huh. There's nothing nystical about nathe-
matics," Nancia grunbled. "This nedical stuff is
somet hi ng el se again."

"Why don't you translate the ternms and find out
what they nmean?"

"I didn't have a classical education,” Nancia told

him "1'mgoing to buy one when we get back to
civilization, though. | want full datahedra of Latin,
Greek, and nedical term nology. Wth these new hy-
perchips | should be able to access the terns al nost as
fast as a native speaker."
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Sonebody shouted just out of visual range of

Cal eb' s sensor button. The view of the hospital ceiling
swayed, blurred, and was replaced by gl ass w ndows,
green fields, and a white-clothed armcoining fromthe
left. "Here," said a calm conpetent voice just before
Cal eb bent over the pernalloy bow before him and

gave up the contents of his |last neal.

The contact button gave Nancia a very clear, sharply
detail ed close-up view of the results.

After that, though, he recovered his strength with
amazi ng speed. Throughout the day Nancia foll owed
his sessions with the physical therapist. At the sane
rinme she tracked Sev while he prowl ed the hallways of



Sunmer |l ands dinic and |listened for any scrap of in-
formati on about a patient naned Val den Alien
Hopki r k.

By mi d-afternoon a new aide was able to assure
Caleb that there would be no pernmanent nerve
damage as a result of the attack

"You' re weak, though, and we'll need to retrain sone

of the nerve pathways; the stuff your space pirate used
was a neural scranmbler. Damage is reversible,” the aide
said briskly, "but I'd advise a prol onged course of
therapy. You certainly won't be cleared to act as a brawn
for sone time. Has your ship been notified?"

"She knows everything that goes on here," said
Cal eb, placing one finger briefly on the edge of the
contact button.

Nanci a got a good | ook at the aide's face. The nman
| ooked thoughtful, perhaps worried. "I... see. And,
um | suppose the button has a dead-man sw tch?
Sone alarmif it's inactivated or renoved?"

"Absol utely,"” Nancia responded through the contact
button before Caleb could tell the truth. Some such ar-
rangenent woul d be a great safeguard for Cal eb, and
she wi shed Central had thought of it. But failing that,
the illusion of the arrangement m ght give him sone
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protection. She went on through the tiny speaker, ig-
noring Caleb's attenpts to interrupt her. "Please
notify all staff concerned of the arrangement. | would
be sorry to have to sound a general alarmjust because
some ignorant staff nenmber accidentally interfered
with nmy nonitoring system™

"That woul d indeed be ... unfortunate," said the
ai de t houghtfully.

After he left, Caleb said quietly into the contact but-
ton, "That was a lie, Nancia."

"Was it?" Nancia parried. "Do you think you know al
nmy capabilities? Wio's the "brain' of this partnership?"

"l seel”

Nanci a rat her hoped he didn't. At |east she'd
avoi ded lying direcdy to Cal eb. That was sone-
thing ... but not enough.

She had never before minded her inability to nove

about freely on planetary surfaces. Psych Departnent's
testing before she entered brainship training showed
that she valued the ability to fly between the stars for
nmore than the linmted nmobility of planet-bound crea-
tures. "I could have told themthat," Nancia responded



when the test results were reported to her. "Wio wants to
roll about on surface when they could have all of deep
space to play in? If | want anything planetside, they can
bring it to me at the spaceport™

But they couldn't bring her Caleb. And she coul dn't

go to the Sumer-lands clinic to watch over him
Nanci a coul d see and hear everything that passed

wi thin range of those buttons. She could even send in-
structions to the wearers. But she could not art. She
was reduced to fretting over the sl ow progress they
wer e maki ng and worryi ng about the medications

being inserted into Caleb's bl ood stream

"Haven't you found anything yet?" she denanded
of Forister. Since Fassa had spent the day crying quiet-
ly in her cabin, Forister interpreted his "guard" duties
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rather liberally. He was on board and avail able in case
of any escape attenpt, but he told Nancia that he saw
no reason to waste his time sitting on a hard bench out -
si de Fassa's cabin door. Instead, he sat before a
touchscreen in the central cabin, inserting delicate
conputer |inkages into Alpha's clinic records and
scanning for sonme hint of where she'd put the wtness

t hey needed.

Forister straightened and sighed. "I have found," he
told her, "four hundred gi ganegs of patient charts,
containing detailed records of all their medications,
treatnments, and data readouts."

"Well, then, why don't you just | ook up Hopkirk
and find out what she's done with hi n?" Nanci a
demanded.

In response, Forister tapped one finger on the
touchscreen and sl apped his pal mover Nancia's

anal og input. The data he had retrieved was shunted
directly into Nancia's conscious nmenory stores. It felt
i ke having the contents of a medical library injected
directly into her skull. Nancia wi nced, shut down her
instinctive read-responses, and opened a m nuscul e

slit of awareness onto a tiny portion of the data.

It was an inconprehensible junble of medical ter-

m nol ogy, packed w thout regard for paragraphi ng or
spaci ng, with peculiar synbolic codes punctuating the
strings ofjargon.

She opened another slit and "saw' the sane tightly-
packed gi bberi sh

"It's not indexed by patient name," Forister ex-
pl ai ned. "Nanmes are encoded # for privacy reasons, |
suppose. If the data is indexed by anything, it mght be



on type of treatment. O it mght be based on a hashed

list of nmeds. | really can't find any organizing principle
yet. Al so," he added, unnecessarily, "it's conpressed.”
"We know he's being kept quiet by controlled over-

doses of Seductron,” Nancia said. "Wiy not... oh." As
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she spoke, she had been scanni ng the datastream

There was no nmention of Seductron. "Illicit drug," she
groaned. "Oficially, there's no such treatment. She'l
have encoded it as sonething else."

"l should have taken Latin," Forister nodded.
"Capel | an seened so much nore useful for a
diplomat... Ah, well."

"Can you keep hacking into the records?" Nanria
asked. '"There m ght be a due sonewhere else.”

Forister | ooked mldly offended. "Please, dear |ady.
'Hacking' is a crimnal offense.”

"But isn't that what you're doing?"

"I may be tenporarily on brawn service," Forister
said, "but | ama permanent nenber of the Centra

D plomatic Service. Code G if that means anything to

you. As such, | have diplomatic inmunity. Hacking is
illegal; whatever | do is not illegal; hence, it's not hack-
ing." He smiled benignly and traced a spiraling path

inward from the boundaries of the touchscreen

Wi pi ng the previous search and openi ng a new way

into the labyrinth of the Summerlands Cinic records.

"/ should have taken logic,"” Nancia nmuttered. "I
think there's sonmething wong with your syllogism
Code G That neans you're a spy?" Caleb woul d never
forgive her for this. Consorting with spies, breaking
into private records... The feet that she was working
as nmuch to save himas to track down criminals

woul dn't palliate her offense in his eyes.

"Mm You may call me X-39 if you like." Hum
mng to hinself, Forister snoothed out the path he
had begun and traced a new, nore conpl ex pattern
on the touchscreen

"I'sn't that rather pointless," Nancia inquired,
"seeing that | already know your nane?"

"Hm? Ah, yes # there we go!" Forister chuckl ed
with satisfaction as he opened his access to a new seg-
ment of Summerlands Cinic's conmputer system



"Suprenely pointless, |like nost espionage. Most

di pl omacy, too, cone to think of it. No, we don't use
code nanes. But |'ve always thought it would be
rather fiin to be known as X-39."

"Have you indeed, fungus-brain?" Al pha bint

Hezra- Fong nuttered fromthe security of her inner
office. "How d you like to be known as Seductron Test
Failure 106 Mark 7? If 1'd known who you were # "
She bit off the enmpty threats. She knew now. And if
Forister made the m stake of comi ng back to Sumer-

| ands for any reason, she'd have her revenge.

Nei t her Forister nor Nancia had thought to check

Nanci a's decks for transmitters # and even if they
had, they m ght not have recogni zed Al pha's persona
spyder, a sliver-thin enhanced netachi p device that
clung to any permall oy wall and, chanel eon-Ii ke,

m m cked the colors of its surroundings. In all the fuss
attendant on getting the wounded brawn into the

fl oat ube, Al pha had found it easy enough to | eave one
of the spyders attached to Nancia's central corridor
Fromthere it picked up any conversation in the

cabi ns, although the voices were distorted by di stance
and interference.

At the time, Al pha hadn't been exactly sure what in-
stinct pronpted her to plant the spyder; she had just
felt that the anount of Net communications traffic
concerning this particul ar brainship and brawn sug-
gested they were nore inportant than they | ooked.
Infuriatingly, the datastreanms conming fromCentra
over the Net were in a code Al pha had not yet suc-
ceeded in breaking, so the spyder was her only source
of information.

So #ar, though, it had proved a renarkably effective
tool . Al pha preened herself on her cleverness in drop-
pi ng one of the expensive spyders where it was npst
needed. She drumed her fingers on the pal npad of
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the workstation while she nentally revi ewed what
she'd done so far and the steps she'd taken to
counteract the danger. The rhythm of her fingertips
was repeated on the screen as a jagged display of
colored lines, breaking and reconbining in a hypnotic
jazzy dance.

First had come the surprising sound of Fassa de
Parma's voice. Wiile admring the dramatic range
Fassa put into pleading with her captor, Al pha hadn't



been too surprised when the girl rapidly broke down

and began spilling what she knew about her com
petitors. She'd always felt the del Parma kid didn't
have what it took to nake it in the big time. Too eno-
tional. She cried in her sleep and then she gl oated over
her victinms. Real success canme from being like Al pha

or Polyon, cool, unnoved, above feeling triunph or

fear, concentrating always on the desired goal

Fortunately, Fassa didn't know much; she'd been

too stupid to think nuch beyond her personal con-

cerns. Alpha was willing to bet the little snip had never
t hought of conpiling a dossier on each of her com
petitors, with good hard data that could be traded in
energency. Al she had were gossip and i nnuendo and
stories fromthe annual neetings. Blaize was nasty to
the natives, Al pha had developed an illicit drug, Dar-
nell was less than totally ethical in his business

t akeovers.

Hear say! W thout hard evidence to back up the
stories, Central would never make charges |ike these
stick, and they were too smart to try. Al pha grinned
and sl apped her open hand down on the pal npad,
jolting the computer into a random di spl ay of nedica
jargon and neani ngl ess synbols m xed with sentences
pul l ed at random from patient reports. She'd
prepared that program years ago, as protection

agai nst a conputer attack |like the one Forister was
trying now And to judge fromthe snippets of conver-

sation between himand Nancia, it was working. They
woul d waste all their energy trying to deci pher a code
that had no neani ng.

And while they worked, Al pha would take steps to
deal with the one piece of hard evidence Fassa had
pointed out to them Her fingers drumred fester; she
sl apped the pal npad again to enter voice node.

"Send Baynes and Mbss to ny office # no, to Test

Room Four," she said. Baynes could safely be pulled
of f the task of watching that brawn for a while; Caleb
was too weak to be any danger, and anyway he was
protected by his brainship's nonitor button

Al pha didn't think her office was infested with
spyders; she was absolutely certain about Test Room 4
a gleamng permalloy shell with no crack in the walls,
no furni shings but the permall oy benches and table.

Al pha had commi ssi oned the building of this room out
of her profits fromthe first illicit street sales of
Seductron. The official purpose of the |lab room was
for Al pha's experiments on bioactive agents; the ex-
treme sinplicity of its design was to aid in conplete
sterilization of the chanber after experinents were
conpl et ed.

It served well enough for these purposes. And the
contractor who'd installed nets of electronic inmpulse



chargers behind the permall oy skin, making the room
i mpervi ous to any known external nmonitors, had suf-
fered a fatal overdose of Blissto shortly after the
conpl etion of the room Al pha shook her head and
sighed with everyone el se that she'd never have
guessed the man was an addict. And the secret of the

roomwas safe.

Baynes and Mss really were addicts. Al pha had

"cured" their Blissto addiction, found themjobs at the
clinic, and then explained to themthat the Blissto ad-
diction had only been replaced by a rmuch nore

serious drug, a variant of Seductron with the unfor-
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tunate side effect of causing conplete nervous coll apse
in victins who were suddenly cut off fromtheir

regul ar dosage. Al pha had been experinenting with a
mldly addictive formof Seductron that would create a
captive market in anyone who ever tried the stuff;
Seductron-B4 was an overresponse to the problem

She was afraid to release the stuff to street markets.

But it was incredibly useful in creating willing ser-
vants. It had only taken one or two delicately tined
delays in the Seductron-B4 doses to convince Baynes

and Moss that their only hope of life lay in total loyalty
to her. She had picked her tools carefully; they had
enough nedi cal background to be genuinely useful as

aides in the clinic, but were far too stupid to replicate
her work on Seductron. If she died or were in-

capaci tated, Baynes and Moss woul d die too:

inevitably, slowy, and painfully.

She felt quiet satisfaction, as always, at seeing two

men to whom her life was, literally, as valuable as then-

own. And for all thai little snip fossa vaunts her sex appeal

no man who's rutted after her cares about her life the way these
two care about mine

She gave her instructions quickly and confidently,
expecting nothing but instant obedi ence. The patient
carried on Summerlands' |ists as Varian Al exander

was to be renmoved to the charity side of the clinic at
once. There was an enpty bed in Ward 6, where the
recovering Blissto addi cts and al coholics were housed;
he woul d do very well there for the nmonent.

"Excuse me, Doctor, but are you sure # "
began.

Baynes

"He'll stand the nove," Al pha said.
Yes, but# "



"It's sinmple enough even for your drug-I ogged
brain, | should think!"

"I't's not Al exander that worries him Doctor," said
t he quicker Moss. "It's that half-cyborg freak in Ward

6, Qualia Benton. Been asking a | ot of questions, she
has. Too many."

Al pha drumred her fingers on the permall oy table.

Benton. Qualia Benton, Ah, yes. An interesting case,
presented as an al coholic veteran of the Capellan Wrs
who was too shaky and brai n-danaged to keep up her

own periodi c maintenance on her cyboig linb and organ
repl acenents. All parts had appeared to be in good
wor ki ng order, but Al pha had approved the series of tests
and mai nt enance anyway; Veterans' Aid would pay for

the work, and if Qualia Benton was too far out of it to do
her own mai ntenance, she'd never think to question

whet her the work the clinic charged was absolutely
necessary# or whether it had even been done.

"What sort of questions?"

Baynes shrugged. "Anything. Everything. How do we

like our jobs. How did we get our jobs. How many roons
are there in this wonderful big building, and what al
goes on here besides taking care of poor old freaks like
her. Supposing she wanted to get work at a nice clean
place like this, would we put in a good word for her."
"No harmin all that"

"Yeah, but..." Baynes shifted his weight from one
foot to the other and fell silent.

Moss took up the story. "Last Friday she was rolling
about in her bed, claimng she had nervous pains

somet hing awful in her left foot, which it isn't there
any nore, Doctor, and nothing wong with the pros-
thesis connections, | checked 'emout tw ce. Wuldn't
go out for exercise with the rest of the winos, so | left
her while we shoved the others out for their healthfu
wal k around the park. Only thing is, | had to cone
back early on account of old Charlie Blissed-CQut col -

| apsed with chest pains and | wanted a fl oatube to
bring hi mback. And | found her on the floor outside
the staff room She claimed she'd been trying to work
the prosthesis and it coll apsed on her."
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"Possibly true," said Al pha.

"Yeah. But... the staff room door was unl ocked.
swear | |ocked up like always, Doctor, but it was open
t hen. "

Al pha consi dered Moss's sweating face for a | ong



nmonent He could be trying to cover up his own care-

| essness in leaving the staff room door unl ocked and a
patient alone in the ward. But he hadn't had to tell her
about the incident in the first place. He would only be
ri sking her anger if he were afraid of sonething even
worse # |like a threat to her position at the clinic,
somet hing that woul d take her away and end his

supply of Seductron-B4.

"Put the two of themin a private room" Al pha
or der ed.

"Aren't any on the charity side," Baynes objected
glunmy.

Moss rolled his eyes. "CGod give me strength," he

pl eaded. "Doctor knows that, Baynes. Forget about

nmovi ng Victor Al exander to the charity side. W're to
put Qualia Benton in a private roomw th himon the
V.1.R side, and don't worry about the feet that Veterans
Aid won't pay; | reckon she won't be there |ong

enough to run up much of a bill. R ght, Doctor?"

He gave Al pha a conspiratorial smle which she did
not return.

"Benton's is an interesting case," Al pha said neutral -

ly. "I wish to investigate this prosthesis trouble nyself.
Any charges incurred will be billed to the experinen-
tal lab. Meanwhile, | wi sh you to keep an eye on the

visitor Bryley. He's supposed to be here as escort to
that brawn, but he's been spending entirely too nmuch
time talking to too many people in the pubUc roons."

Bryl ey might not be an i mediate threat, but it

woul dn't do any harmto have Baynes and Mbss keep

an eye on him As for the other two, Al pha had no in-
tention of |eaving the disposal of her problems to this

PARTNERSHI P
193

pair of bunglers, one stupid and the other trying to
wriggle himself into her good graces. Nor did she in-
tend to risk their being able to give direct evidence
agai nst her, if worst cane to the worst

Qualia Benton might be no nore than an al coholic

old fool who couldn't keep from snooping into other
peopl e' s busi ness, or she m ght be considerably nore
than that If the first, she would be no loss; if the
second, she had to be disposed of imediately. As for
Val den Alien Hopkirk # Al pha hated to waste a
potential tool |ike Hopkirk, especially after going to
the trouble of keeping himlightly drugged and avail -
able for all this time, but she prided herself on the
ability to face fects and cut her |osses. There were sud-
denly too many peopl e asking too many questions

around Sunmer | ands.



Al pha di sni ssed Baynes and Mbss and went back

into her private storage roomto prepare. "If you want
a thing done well, do it yourself," she nurnured as
she prepared two stinpads, each |oaded with a mas-
sive overdose of Seductron-B4.

The woman known as Qual i a Benton knew sone-

t hi ng was wrong when the two ai des who were Doct or
Hezr a- Fong' s shadows came to transfer her fromthe
charity side of the clinic. She'd been ready to act then
fingers tensed against the side of her left-leg pros-

t hesi s, adrenalin keeping her unnaturally aware of

every shadow and change of intonation

And not hi ng happened. "You're noving to a private
room" the big one called Baynes said.

"Who' Il pay?" Qualia Benton demanded in the fret-
ful, shrill tone to be expected froman old soak whose
nerves were jangling for just one nore drink

"Doctor's interested in your case," said the little
bl ack-hai red one, Mss. "She wants to run some spe-
cial tests. On the clinic, if Veteran's Aid won't cover it
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You could get into the next issue of the Medical Re-
search Journal ."

"I"mhonored," said Qualia Benton politely. She let the

men transfer her to a wheel chair and rode qui edy down

the long silent corridors of Sunmerlands clinic, watching
the nyriad reflections of herself and the aides in the
polished tiles of floor and walls and ceiling, ready for the
slightest nmove that would warn her it was tine to act

It won't happen in the halls. They'll nove when Tmin a
room al one, she told herself. But what if they expected
her to count on that, and took her by surprise in one of
these | ong enpty hal |l ways? She dared not rel ax.

Even when they wheel ed her into a roomwith two
beds, the one nearest the wi ndow al ready occupi ed,
she was tense with expectation

"Here now, you said | was getting a private room"
she whined. Qualia Benton would whine; what's

nore, she woul d be suspicious and distrustful Iike
nost recovering addicts, al nost paranoid. God knew,
it wasn't hard to fake that part

"Mght as well be private," said the one called Mss.
"He won't bother you nmuch. WII you, Varian?"

The patient in the other bed nodded and shook his
head alternately, smling with a | oose, open-lipped grin



that chilled her spirits. Blissto addict. O worse... if there is

anything worse ? And they're maintaining hmin that condition
instead of trying to break the addiction. That's crim nal

Qual i a Benton, chronic al coholic, too woozy to take
proper care of her own prostheses and repl acenment
organs, wouldn't care about somebody el se's

probl ems. She sai d not hi ng.

The ai des hel ped her into the free bed.

"Here you go," said the small bl ack-haired man
cheerfully. He slapped a sum pad downwards; she
recoi l ed but could not quite escape the stinging con-
tact against her shoulder. 'Just a litde rel axation ned
before the tests,” he said.
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"Don't wanna relax," she nmuttered. The thickness

in her speech was natural. She was suddenly finding it
hard to think. Something was infiltrating her

bl oodstream sonething soft as a cloud and warm as
sunshine, floating her away to the Isles of the Blest #
bl ess# bliss # Blissto! That was it!

The man in the other bed # was he really a Blissto
addi ct, or had he been drugged in the sane nmanner?
Fool i sh, foolish not to have anticipated this. Once the
ai des had caught her out of bed and snoopi ng where

she had no busi ness, she shoul d have known her tine

at the clinic was limted.

She set her will to resisting the power of the drug.

And not only her will. One thing about being under-
estimted, being seen as an old lush wi thout die sense
to care for her own artificial organs: Dr. Hezra-Fong
hadn't, apparently, run any serious tests on those hy-
per chi p- enhanced organs. The Blissto was carrying

her away; but if she could only gain an hour or two, afi
m ght yet be well

Di d she have that hour's grace? No way to tell; she
could only watch and wait, and that not very effective-
ly. The hard hospital pillow beneath her head was soft
as a Denebian flufftuff. Her left hand still rested
agai nst the smooth hard prosthesis, but she could
barely feel the permaskin; the Blissto was interposing

a fluffy cloud of blissful illusion between her and
reality.
Doctor wants to run sone tests ... WAas that truly all this

meant? Surely not So inportant a person as Dr. Hezra-
Fong, assistant director of Sunmer-|ands, wouldn't go to
all this trouble to prove that an old lush was faking dis-
ability. There had to be nore going on here.

By late afternoon Sev noticed that the sane two



ai des kept wal ki ng through the public visiting roons.
They were both rather striking in their appearance #
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one a burly, blue-chinned nman with a | unbering wal k,

t he other neat and quick and given to slicking down
his black hair with short nervous strokes. And they
woul d have | ooked nmore natural at a portside bar than
in a luxury medical clinic.

Sev reckoned he was supposed to notice them and

to be scared of f. That was annoyi ng. The dodderi ng

old CenDi p wi dow he was talking to had finally nmen-
tioned a patient named Varian Al exander, a Blissto
addict. That could be an alias for Valden Alien Hop-
kirk; the information that Al exander had just been
nmoved to a sem -private room supported the theory.

He was ready to get back to Nancia and check out the
records on this Al exander, and he hated like hell to let
these two petty thugs think they'd frightened him

"You will not start anything with those two," Nancia

i nstructed hi mwhen he nmuttered his conplaints into

the contact button. "They're minor. You get back and

watch Caleb. I'Il send Forister to take care of our friend
Hopki rk. "

"And who," Sev inquired sweetly, "will guard Fassa?"
Nanci a assaulted his eardrums with a burst of static

that attracted the attention of two other visitors. d anc-
ing doubtfully at the artificial Capella fern beside Sev,
they noved to the other side of the roomand seated

t hensel ves well away fromthe strange, dour young

man and his tal king plant.

"You're attracting attention," Sev said sweetly. "Bet-
ter let me handle this in nmy own way."

"Don't blame me if you end up in a recycler,” Nancia
grunbl ed in an undertone. "And don't expect nme to

send Forister to fish you out of trouble, either. After all,
as you poi nted out, somebody has to guard Fassa."

"I don't," said Sev loudly and clearly, "need anybody
to get nme out of trouble."

The ot her visitors whi spered anong thensel ves and
somebody giggled. Sev felt his face turning red. Two
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shapes materialized at his el bows, one large and | um
bering, one darting in quick as a humm ngbird.



"Forgetting your meds again, sonny?" asked the

small one in a kindly, concerned voice. He turned
towards the other visitors in the room "Sorry about
t he di sturbance. He hears voices. Should inprove
with therapeu # ahh!"

Sev drove one fist into the small man's chin and

wheel ed to confront the big one. A hand like a small

boul der descended on his head. The room whirl ed

around him An old | ady screaned. He saw sonet hi ng

sharp in the rock-1ike hand. Shoi dd have guessed. The
danger is never where you're |ooking. The hand canme down
for a second tinme, |like an earthquake or an aval anche,
vast, inplacable, and as Sev twi sted away the needle slid
into flesh, quiet as a whisper, smoth as sl eep.

Wien she heard the sounds of the fracas in the

public waiting roons, Alpha slipped into the sem -
private room she'd assigned to Hopkirk and the

snoopy derelict. Damm Baynes and Mbss! Coul dn't

they handle a m nor surveillance task without starting
a fight? There nust be something about Blissto that
permanently destroyed the brain cells.

Oh, well, at least the disturbance in the waiting room

woul d draw everybody's attention; there'd be no incon-

veni ent witnesses to her actions here. Not that she

expected to be here | ong enough for any problens to

devel op. Hopkirk was grinning in his usual |oose-lipped,

am abl e way, and the derelict Benton was |inp agai nst

her pillowin a Blissto dream Better take care of her first;
she knew Hopkirk was too sedated to give trouble.

As she pushed up the old lush's sleeve to apply the
stinpad, Al pha wondered whet her Qualia Benton

were really a snoop, or just a brain-damaged bag | ady
who' d had the bad luck to stunble into private places
at the wong tine. Not that it made much difference.
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She woul dn't be answering any questions now.

The stinpad sl apped down on chill, firmflesh. The

array of needles clicked but did not sink in. Al pha felt a
nmonent's col d apprehension. Sonething is turong here.
Sonething is very wong.

And Qualia Benton's dark eyes were w de open
wat chi ng her with amusenent.

"The right armprosthesis is real lifelike," she said
cheerfully, "but you won't get stinpad needl es

t hrough the plastiskin. And now # oh, no, dear. 1
woul dn't do that. | really wouldn't."

From under the bedcl ot hes she had produced an
ugly, snub-nosed needier. \Were did thai cane fron? The



old bitch isn't wearing anything but a hospital gown.

"\What ever you had in that stinpad, die charge is

wasted now," Qualia Benton informed her in that

same cheerful tone. "There should be just enough |eft

for a lab on Central to anal yze. Please don't try to
throwit away; 1'll want to put it in an evidence bag for
the trial."

"Trial," Al pha croaked. "Evidence bag." She backed

up a step, frozen with horror, while her intended vic-
ti mswung one real |eg and one permall oy prosthesis
out of bed, fussily straightened her gown, and
produced a plastic bag fromunder the pill ow

"Just drop it in here, dear, and don't make any sud-
den noves. You wouldn't want to startle a poor
nervous old woman. This needier is set on w de spray,
and it's loaded with ParaVen. | don't really want to
paral yze you," she said thoughtfully, "but if neces-
sary ..."

Two nore backward steps brought Al pha to the

door. She dropped and rolled into the corridor
monentarily out of range of the needier. "Baynesl
Moss!" she shrieked. "32-A, patient out of control
CodeZz, stat!"

Runni ng feet pounded down the corridor and
PARTNERSH P
199

Al pha dosed her eyes in nonentary relief. That heavy
tread had to belong to Baynes. Let this crazy snoop of a
worman waste her needier charge on the aides # then

Al pha woul d spirit her away to the violent ward. She
prom sed herself a long and entertaining series of ex-
periments on the bitch, once they got that damed
needi er away from her.

"Stop right there," the old worman called in a voice
too clear for her apparent age. "I ama legally con-
stituted representative of Central Wrlds Interna

I nvestigation. Any attack on ny person is treason
puni shabl e by I aw. You're under arrest”

"The hell | am" countered a voice that nost certain-
ly did not belong to the thick-witted Baynes. Al pha

| ooked up and saw that Bryley man, the one she'd sent
Baynes and Mbss to take care of. "Fmthe Central
Wrlds rep here, and you' re under arrest. Wat have
you done to ny w tness?"

"The guy in the next bed?" For the first time, the
Bent on woman sounded uncertain. "He's not going to

be a ot of good to you. Too blissed-out to know his own
nane. But you're welcome to him if you want him |
expect she was going to kill himnext, after she took



care of ne."
"Kill? You?" Now Bryl ey sounded equal |y confused

From her crouching position, Al pha saw the Benton
worman bend and funbl e al ong the side of her leg
prosthesis. A crack opened and she drew out a thin
hol ographic strip that shimmered wth rai nbow col ors

in the hallway lights. So that's where she hid the needier....

"Ceneral M caya Questar-Benn," the wonman intro-

duced herself. She was standi ng straighter now,

wi t hout the hunch and the bent | eg that had nade her

| ook so small and hel pl ess before. "Undercover assign-
ment for Central, checking out the suspiciously high
death rate on the charity side of Summerlands. My col -
| eague Forister Arnontill ado-y-Medoc shoul d be
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somewher e around; he can vouch for nme. And you?"

"Sevareid Bryl ey- Sorensen, on tenporary assign-

ment to investigate fraud in a Bahati construction
conpany."” He | ooked down at Al pha; she had a dizzy-

ing glinpse of blue eyes and an expression as if the cat
had dragged in sonething better left in a back alley. "I
thi nk our cases may be connected. | was here to collect
Val den Alien Hopkirk, witness to a case of crimnal Net
interference by one of the del Parma girl's friends.
Apparently this 'ladyl is another of the gang; she's
been concealing the witness and # fromwhat you say

# keeping himtoo doped up to testify. You think she
was going to kill hinP"

"We' || have to wait until that stinpad in her hand

has been anal yzed for drug traces," General Questar-
Benn said mldly, "but | certainly don't think she was
di spensing routine nmeds. Fortunately, she slapped the
stinpad on ny upper-armprosthesis. | think I was
supposed to be too drugged to notice her; one of those
t hugs she uses for aides dosed ne with Blissto, or
something like it, about an hour ago."

Al pha slowy uncurled herself and stood up. If she

was | ost, she'd go with that nmuch dignity. She was half

a head taller than this Sev Bryley; it helped, a litde, to
| ook down on him

"So what are you," she demanded, "a robot?
Nobody' s i mmune to Seduc # Blissto," she caught
herself. No reason to give away information

CGeneral Questar-Benn chuckl ed. "No, dear girl,

I"'mnot quite as badly off as the Tin Wodman. The

val ves may be hel ped al ong by hyperchips, but | stil
have a heart # sonething that appears to have been
left out of your makeup. But the fiver and ki dneys are



repl acenents, and |ast year | had a new hyperchi p-
enhanced blood filtering function installed so that |
could nmonitor my own internal prostheses. If you'd
shown up right after your goon drugged ne, | m ght
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have been in trouble. But an hour was nore than
enough time to filter the drug out of my bl oodstream"”
Al pha gl owered at her and Bryley inmpartially. "And
what about you?" she demanded of Bryley. "You

| ooked li ke a man, but | guess you're another fucking
cyborg freak."

"I ama man," Bryley said mldly. "I'malso fast #

and | learned Capellan hand fighting in the war. Your
big thug tripped over his own feet # with a litde help
# and slapped hinself with the stinpad he was

aimng at ne. | don't know what was in it; perhaps
you'd like to tell ne whether he'll survive the ex-

peri ence? As for the litde one, he collided with one of
those big ceramic pots you' ve got decorating the wait-
ing room He'll have one hell of a headache when he
wakes up, but he'll be in perfectly good shape to testify
agai nst you."

"No, he won't," Al pha snapped. "You don't know as
much as you think you do! The man's addicted to #
somet hing you won't be able to supply. Wthout his
next fix, he'll die in agony before the week's out!"

Bryl ey raised one eyebrow. "Then," he said cheer-
fully, "we'd better nake sure to get his testinmony on
dat ahedron before he dies, hadn't we? Thanks for the
war ni ng. "

" CHAPTER- TWELVE

"Hospital s!'" General Questar-Benn made the word
sound |i ke an expletive. "No of fense, Thal mark, but
t hose damm gowns are just a plot to nake patients
hel pl ess and subm ssive. Thanks for bringing ny

uni form Bryley."

"I have a feeling it would take nore than that to
make you submi ssive, Ceneral," Gal ena Thal mark
said with a slight inclination of her head.

Sev and M caya had nmet in what used to be Al pha

bi nt Hezra-Fong's office, now occupied by the ad-
mnistrative assistant who'd first alerted Centra
Wrlds to the surprising death rate in Sumrerl ands
charity wards. This norning Gal ena Thal mark | ooked

ten years younger than the harried, overweight

woman who' d greeted M caya and smuggl ed her into

the wards in the disguise of die alcoholic "Qualia Ben-
ton."



"I can't express ny thanks to you both," she said,
pushi ng dark curly hair away from her round face,
I won't try. General Questar-Benn, you have ny sin-
cerest apologies for the dangers you experienced."

SO

"Part of the job," said M caya.

"Al'l the same, we should have been nore alert. |
shoul d have had staff | could trust watching you at al
times," said Gal ena.

M caya nodded wi thout further coment. She was
favorably inpressed by Gal ena's quick command of

the situation, even nore inpressed by the feet that the
young wonman had taken full responsibility for

probl ems which were hardly of her making. It wasn't
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her fault that the aging director of Summerl ands had
left nore and nore power in the hands of Dr. Hezra-

Fong, allowing the charity side to become disastrously
understaffed and letting a deplorable | ack of discipline
infect the whole clinic.

"Cdinic's problems weren't your fault, Thal mark,"

M caya said at last, "but they're about to be your prob-
em The director nmust have been senile to let all this
go on under his nose. High Fanmlies, of course, politi-
cally unwise to fire him but |I've had one of ny aides
conpose a nice letter of resignation for him Want the
spot? Can't guarantee it, you understand," she added,
"but |'ve sone influence at Central."

Gal ena Thal mark fl ushed becom ngly and mur-

nmured her thanks. "Meanwhile," she said, shuffling

papers until she'd recovered her conposure, "I'mglad

to report that M. Hopkirk is responding quite well to
treatment. Dr. Hezra-Fong has supplied us with ful
details of the drugs used to keep himsedated. W're
steadily | owering the dosage and watching himfor

sei zures, but so far there have been no conplications. He
shoul d be quite lucid and conpetent to nake a deposi -
tion on datahedron within the next forty-eight hours."

"Good work!" M caya excl ai ned.

Gal ena Thal nark nodded. "Whatever her other

failings, Dr. Hezra-Fong is a brilliant bionmedical re-
searcher. | feel obliged to tell you that w thout her ful
cooperati on and gui dance, we woul d not have been

able to reverse the effects of the treatment so rapidly."
She | ooked up into Mcaya's eyes. "She requested that
this feet be formally noted on her dossier."

"It will be,"” Mcaya prom sed. "But | doubt that it'l]I
bear nmuch wei ght against the rest of the record.”



Gal ena bit her lip. "All those deaths," she nur-
mured. "If only 1'd seen what was going on fromthe
first..." Mcaya nodded in synpathy.

"Don't torture yourself," she told the younger
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woman. "You weren't even at Sunmerl ands when she

began. You had every reason to trust your superiors;
it's to your credit that you suspected something as
soon as you did and called in the proper authorities to
put a stop to it Don't second-guess yourself!"

The [ ast words were barked out in a parade-ground
i ntonation that nade Gal ena's head snap up

"I mean it," Mcaya told her nore gently. "My dear
I've commanded soldiers in battle. |1've seen brave nen
and worren di e because of orders | gave; and some-
times those orders were wong. You nourn the

deat hs, you do the best you can, and # you go on

O herwi se, you cannot be of service."

Gal ena Thal mark | ooked thoughtfully at the ol der

womrman, standing erect and conposed in her plain

green uni form Some of her battle wounds were

visible, the permalloy armand leg. Others were buried
in the surgical history that Galena had read: the inter-
nal replacenments for kidneys and liver, the hyperchip

i npl ant in one heart valve and the bl ood-filtering
function. And as a doctor, Galena could assess just how
many hours of painful surgery and retraining had

gone into reconstructing Mcaya's body after she sus-
tai ned each of the original wounds.

""Vbu go on," M caya repeated softly, "and... you serve
as best you can. | believe that you will make an excell ent
director for Sunmerlands, Dr. Thal mark. Don't | et

regrets and hindsight cripple you; we need you here and
now, not relivinga past that cannot be changed."

"I can see why you're a general," said Sev thought-

fully as they boarded the flyer that was to transport
them from Sunmerl ands. "If we'd had a commandi ng

of ficer like you on Capella Four...."

CGeneral Questar-Benn's hi gh cheekbones flushed a

shade darker. "Don't del ude yourself. Making per-

suasi ve speeches is only a snall part of the art of war."
"Ch? Seenms to nme | heard enough of them when I
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served on Capella. There may have been nore going

on in the staff rooms, but | never rose high enough in
the arny to see the whole picture. That's what | |ike
about EL work," Sev added thoughtfully, "now | am

the whole picture. O was." He |ooked directly at

M caya. Til consider nyself under your conmand for

the rest of this operation.”

"The rest # but ny assignnent's over,"
M caya.

pr ot est ed

"Is it?"

It has been a long time since a young nan | ooked at

her so intently # and back then, M caya thought wth

an anusement that she did not allow her features to
reflect, the last man to | ook at her |ike that had wanted
something quite different. Ah, well. They al ways

want ed sonething, didn't they?

"Fassa del Parma and Al pha bint Hezra-Fong cane

out to the Nyota systemon the same transport,"” Sev
went on. "So did Darnell Overton-d axely. They've al
been hel ping each other get rich by the quickest and
dirtiest means they could arrange. There were two
others on that transport # Blaize Arnontill ado-Perez
y Medoc, and Polyon de Gras-Wal dheim Fassa's al -
ready inplicated Blaize # the one who was posted to
Angalia. Don't you see? You' re hol ding one thread
into this tangle; |I'mhol di ng another one."

"You think that together we could unravel it?"
Sev gave her a flashing grin that was all but wasted

on his present purpose. "O take Al exander's sol ution
and cut the Gordian knot. This corruption ought to be

cut off," he argued. "Don't tell nme it's just a small part
of what 'everybody does.' | don't care. This is the part |
can see, that | can do sonething about. | have to see

this through!" He stopped, |ooking momentarily em
barrassed by his own intensity. "And | had hoped," he
went on in a somewhat quieter voice, "I had hoped
that you would want to join us. Lead us."
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The flyer skated to a perfect |anding just outside
Nanti a's opened entry bay.

"Come with me?" Sev suggested.

"I"ve got a scheduled transport to Kailas. Back to ny
desk job."

"You can change that," he said confidently, and
grinned at her as he would at a contenporary. "Comne
on, Mcl You don't really want to go back to shuffling
papers on Kail as, do you?"



M caya rubbed the back of her neck. She felt
generations older than this intense young man: tired,
and dirty fromthe corruption of Summerl ands, and

not very interested in anything except a | ong bath and
a massage. "Damit," she said wearily. "You'renotbad
at persuasive speeches yourself, Bryley-Sorensen. |
suppose you think I can get your brainship's orders
changed so that we can go on to Angalia, instead of
transporting del Parnma straight back to Central ?

"It makes sense, doesn't it?"

"Sense," said Mcaya, "has never been a conpelling
argunent for any bureaucracy. Al right. You win. ill
see what | can do towards persuading Central to reas-
sign both Nancia and me. | nust admit, 1'd like to see
the end of this case." Despite her weariness, she felt a
snmi | e begi nning deep inside her. "Besides, your ship's
brawn owes nme a rematch at tri-chess.”

" Cal eb?"
"Forister," Mcaya corrected him "Nancia's been as-
signed a replacenment brawn, renmenber? Forister
Armont i Uado-y- Medoc. W were working together on
this Sumrerl ands business, until Central pulled him
off the case to brawn Nancia back to Central." She
stopped in the open | anding bay. "Wait a mnute.

What did you say the other boy was called # the one
who went to Angalia?"

Sev didn't have tine to answer; a second flyer
pounced down on the landing strip, and a nmessenger
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in the white uni form of Summrerlands canme runni ng
toward them

"Tried to raise you in the air," he panted. "Your
driver's conmunit nust have been defective.
Hopkirk's testified!"

"The devil he has! Already?"

"He seened rather eager to do it. Dr. Thal mark

t hought it would do nore harmto restrain himthan to

| et him speak. His deposition's on datahedron # and

there are a few honest nen |left on Bahati, M. Bryley;

two of themare going to arrest Overton-d axely now.

Since he'll likely be sent back to Central for trial, they'd
like a representative of Central to acconpany them

now, just to nake sure everything's in order."

"You mean, to nmake sure there's sonebody else to
blame if his famly goes out for revenge," Sev
nut t er ed.



"Il go,"’
word. "

M caya said. "No one will question ny

"Til go," Sev corrected her. "I've already annoyed so
many Hi gh Fanmilies, one nore nakes no difference.
You go catch up on your tri-chess."

"I always did like subordinates with plenty of initia-
tive," Mcaya said wyly. But she was tired, and

worried about the possible connection between Bl ai ze

and Forister. Wll, they'd have sone privacy for a little
while, with Sev Bryley off to collect his prisoner and
Fassa del Parnma | ocked in her cabin. She would have to
ask Forister just how close the relationship mght be #
and whether he really wanted to brawn a ship headed

for Angalia to arrest one of his relatives.

Forister was happily unpacking a special order from
OG di mvare when M caya Questar-Benn requested
perni ssion to board.

"We' ve got conpany coning," Nancia warned him
"And isn't there something unethical about buying
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something froma firmwhile you work to arrest its
owner ?"

"Can't think what," said Forister, whistling under his
breath, "but if you find anything in CS regul ati ons, be
sure and |l et nme know. Anyway, OG dinmware is the

only conpany this side of Antares that does this par-
ticular specialty work." He peel ed away the | ast

opaque shrinkw apping to display his purchase: a
foot-high solido of a lovely young woman, every fea-
ture sharply delineated in the fragile prismatic
carving. Her chin was lifted al nost defiantly; she
greeted the world with a smle whose reflection danced
in her eyes; a short cap of curly hair, so finely carved it
seened the separate strands might Iift in any passing
breeze, crowned the uplifted head that gazed out at
wor | ds beyond any human vi sion

"Ah # wvery nice," Nancia said slowy, as Forister

seened to be waiting for some reaction. "Relative of
yours?" H's records didn't say anything about a girlfriend,
and isn't he rather old for this one?

"A very distant connection, |ike nmost of the High

Fam lies scions. But she nay becone nore than that

# ny friend, | hope. Perhaps ny partner." Forister set
the solido on the | edge above the pilot's control pane
and turned to smile at Nancia's titaniumcolum. "It's
a genetic extrapol ation, actually; shows what a certain
young wonman | know woul d have | ooked like if she'd
grown up normally, wthout the one genetic anomaly



that nade her unable to survive outside a shell. Her
nane is... Nancia Perez y de G as."

Nanci a didn't know how to respond to that revel a-

tion. She couldn't respond. Caleb never wondered what |
woul d have | ooked like ... never thought of ne as a person
Even thinking that was disloyal... but what could she

say to Forister?

She was spared the necessity by the opening of the
airl ock. General Questar-Benn's sonber face startled
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them both. "This pan of the nmission's conpleted," she
announced. "Hezra-Fong's on her way here # under

guard # and Bryley has gone off to arrest Overton-

d axely. He's suggested that we should request a

change in Nancia's orders, to investigate the other two
passengers she brought to the Nyota system before
returning to Central. Thought | should consult you
first, Forister."

Forister's face went gray. "I will accept any orders is-
sued by Courier Service as long as | brawn this ship."
"Know that," Mcaya told him "But | need to know
nore. Exactly what is the connection between you and
this boy on Angalia? Distant relative? How rmuch con-
flict of interest are we |ooking at?"

"He's nmy nephew. " Forister dropped into the pilot's
seat

"Can | rely on you?"

Nanci a wat ched and |istened w thout intruding into

the conversation. She had |iked General Questar-

Benn on their previous meeting, but now she felt the
general was pushing Forister too hard. For the first
time since he'd come on board, he was | ooking his age;
the bristly graying hair lay flat, the sparkle of m schief
that had nade his face so fam liar to Nancia had disap-
peared. O course, she realized with a shock of

recogni tion, that was why she felt as though she knew
Forister already. It wasn't just his previous trip to
Charon. It was die sparkle in his eyes as he humed
and hacked his way into Sunmerl ands' nedical

records. That redheaded boy Bl ai ze had just the sane
expressi on when he was planning m schief.

But Forister had the integrity so disastrously m ssing
fromBl aize's nmakeup. He hadn't tried to argue away
Fassa's stories inplicating his nephew, and now he woul d
not evade the duty of confirmng those stories.

"You don't have to cone with us,"” Mcaya told him
"W can get another brawn assigned to this ship.
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You're due a real R & R tour after that undercover
work at Sunmerl ands # "

Forister lifted his head and gazed at her with flat

gray eyes. "You took all the risks at Sunmerlands,” he
said in a voice so drained of feeling that it made Nancia
distinctly nervous. She increased the magnification of
her local sensors until she could see the pul se throb-
bing in Forister"s tenple and hear the soft poundi ng of
his heart. The man was under far too nuch strain.

"I WAS USELESS, " his anplified voice crashed

upon her, and Nancia hastily retreated to a nornal

sensor |l evel, nerve endings twitching fromthe grating
sounds. "Couldn't even find conputer records to back

you up. If anyone deserves a termof rest, Mc, it's you.
And i f anyone nust prove ny nephew s di shonor," he
finished wearily, "let it be me. W won't be able to keep
it inthe famly# | know that# but | need to know ex-
actly what he's done and how we can mnake

reparation.”

"I't's not good to be personally involved in your
cases," General M caya Questar-Benn murmured.
"First rule of Acadeny."

Forister's spine straightened. "No. The first rule

is... to serve. That's all | ask of you. A chance to serve
to make some reparation if any can be made. Besides,"

he added with just a trace of the old snap in his voice,
"you won't find another brawn this side of Bellatrix
subspace. "

"Ch, cone now," M caya said. "You people with

brawn training al ways overrate yourself. 1'll wager
there are half a dozen qualified brawns in Vega sub-
space al one."

Forister straightened another infinitesiml fraction
of an inch. "Not qualified for the new hyperchi p-en-
hanced brai nships. Qur Nancia's got the
enhancenents, haven't you, mny dear?" As always, he
turned his head towards the titani um col um when
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addressing her, just as if he were inviting another
softshell # so&person, Nancia corrected herself# to
join in the conversation

"My | ower deck sensors and port side nav controls

have the hyperchips,"” she told him "and |I'm using
themin some of the processing banks. I'mon a waiting



list for the rest."

"There you are, then," Forister told Mcaya. "You
need me. And 1 # need to do this."

"You need this assignnent |ike | need another pros-
thesis,"” Mcaya nmuttered, but she sat down again with
the air of one who'd given up argunent. "And just how
do you happen to be qualified for the new chi pshi ps,
anyway? You've been CenDip for # "

"More years than either of us chooses to specify,"”
Forister interrupted her. "And the termis brainships,
Mc, not 'chipships.' Let's not offend our |ady."

"It's all right,” Nancia cut in. "I"mnot offended. Really.'
"But | am" said Forister. He took a deep breath and
strai ght ened. Nancia could al nrost see hi m pushi ng

the pain he felt deep inside, replacing his diplomt's

mask. Wien he turned his head to speak directly to

her, he | ooked al nost untroubled # if you didn't focus
your sensors on the tiny lines of strain and worry

around his eyes. "You are ny lady now, Nancia, at |east

for the duration of this mssion. And no one speaks
casually of my brainship."

M caya bl ew out her pursed lips with an ex-

asperated sigh. "You never answered ny question

How cone you're qualified for the newest nodels of
brai nshi ps, when you' ve been out of the brawn service
for... years?"
"I read a lot," Forister said with an airy wave of one
hand. "Ancient guerrilla wars, new conpunav Sys-

tems, it's all grist tony mll. I"'ma twentieth century
man at heart," he told Mcaya, referring to the Age of
the First Informati on Explosion. "A man of many in-
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terests and unguessed-at talents. And | like to keep
current in my field# all my fields."

"A man of unguessed-at bullshit, anyway," M caya
retorted. "Ckay. You're in. At least I'lIl have someone to
beat at tri-chess on the way over to Angalia."

Forister snorted. "You mean soneone to beat you
Your ego has increased out of all proportion to your
skill, General. Set 'emup!"

Nanci a watched with curiosity as General Questar-
Benn drew a pal msized card from her pocket. Forister



grinned. "Brought your portable gane board, | see.”

The general tapped the slight indentations on the sur-
face of the card and it projected a hol ogram of a
partitioned cube, shinmering with rainbow light at the
edges. Anot her series of taps produced the translucent

i mges of playing pieces aligned at two opposi ng edges of
the cube. Nancia tw ddled with her sensor magnification
and focus until she could nmake out the details. Yes, those
were the standard tri-chess pieces: she recogni zed the
age-old triple ordering. Pawns in the first and | owest
rank; above them the King and Queen with their

Bi shops and Kni ghts and Castles. Above themthe

hi ghest rank was poised to swoop down over the

ganecube, the Brainship and Brawn with their support-

i ng pieces, the Scouts and Hovercraft and Satellites. The
i mges were blurred and kept flickering in and out,

giving Nancia a sensation of tight bands pulled across her
sensor connections if she tried to |l ook at themfor any
length of tinme.

"Pawn to Brain's Scout 4,2,w Forister grunted a
st andar di zed openi ng nove.

Not hi ng happened.

"My portable set isn't equipped with voice recogni-
tion," M caya apol ogi zed. "You'll have to tap in the code."

As she indicated the row of fingertip-sized indenta-
tions, Nancia humed softly # her substitute for the
rasps and hawks of "throat-clearing" with which

softshel |l s began an unschedul ed i nterruption. Both
pl ayers | ooked up, and after a startled nonment
Forister inclined his head to Nancia's titanium
col um.

"Yes, Nanci a?"

"I'f you'll give me a nonent to study the configura-
tion," Nancia suggested, "I believe |I can replicate your
pl ay-holo with a sonewhat clearer display. And I, of

course, can supply the voice recognition processing."

Even as she spoke, she assigned a virtual menory

space and a graphics co-processor to the problem

Bef ore the sound of her voice had died away, a new

and nuch cl earer hol ographic projection shinmrered

besi de the original one. Forister exclained in delight

at the perfect detailing of the mniaturized pieces;

M caya put out her hand as if to touch a perfectly
shaped litde Satellite with its three living and storage
gl obes, conplete with tiny access doors and |inking
spacet ubes.
"Beautiful," Forister sighed in delight. "But won't
this take too nuch processing capability, Nancia?"

"Not when we're just sitting dirtside," Nancia told



him "l don't even use that processor when we're

doi ng regul ar navigation. M ght have to shut down
briefly when we're in Singularity, that does take sone
concentration, but# "

Forister closed his eyes briefly. "That's perfectly al
right, Nancia. To tell you the truth, it never occurred
to me to play tri-chess in Singularity anyway."

"Me either," said Mcaya, |ooking slightly green at
the very thought. "You don't want to think about spa-
tial relationships at a nonent |ike that"

"I do," said Nancia cheerfully.

Less than two Central Standard Hours later, Sev in-
terrupted the first tri-chess gane to deliver a subdued
Darnell d axely-Overton for transport to Central. "He
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br oke when | showed himthe hedron of Hopkirk's
evidence," he told the others after Darnell had been
confined in a cabin. "Funny # alnost as if he'd ex-
pect ed sonebody to cone after himone of these days.
Spent nost of the flyer trip back telling all he knows
about the other three. Here's the recording.'

"Four," Nancia corrected Sev as he slid a datacard
into her reader.

"Three," Sev said again. "Fassa. Al pha. And
Bl ai ze." He carefully avoided | ooking at Forister as he
pronounced the | ast nane.

"Nei ther of them has said anything inplicating
Pol yon de Gras-Wal dhei n?'' Nancia couldn't believe
this.

Sev shrugged. "Who knows? Maybe there isn't any-
thing to say. You never know, there could be one good
apple in this barrel of rotten ones."

Not Pol yon. But Nancia refrained fromvoicing her
protest. After the conversations she'd heard on her

mai den voyage, she was convinced that Pol yon de
Gras- VWl dhei mwas conpletely anoral. But would it

be ethical to reveal those conversations? Cal eb had
been so adamantly agai nst anything that even sug-
gested spying, she'd never even thought of telling him

But that had been five years ago. She had changed;
she now saw shades of gray instead of the neat black
and white of CS rules. Even Caleb m ght have

changed; after all, he'd consented to this undercover



m ssi on.
Under protest

He might feel doubly betrayed if she chose to violate
his ethical code when he wasn't even here to censure
her for it.

Per haps she could put off the decision for a little
longer "It might be worth going by Shemali anyway,"
Nanci a suggested. "You never know. W mght find

some evidence |inking de G as-Wal dheimwi th the rest

of the crew." W'd have that evidence already, if they weren't
-} oft terrified to say a ward agai nst him

"Possibly," Sev agreed. "Meet ne there, after An-

gal i a?"

"I thought you were coming with us!" M caya Ques-
tar-Benn half rose from her seat, putting one hand
right through Nancia's tri-chess hol ogram

"I was," Sev agreed. "I am |I|'Il neet you on Shenali .
Sonet hing's cone up."

He was gone before any of them could question

him taking the stairs three at a time and whistling as
he went. Nancia briefly considered sl anm ng her

| ower doors on himand holding himuntil he ex-

pl ai ned exacdy what he was up to.

She woul dn't do that, of course. It would be an un-
et hi cal and unconsci onabl e abuse of her abilities, the
sort of bullying she'd been warned against in the ethics
cl asses that were pan of every shell person's training.

But it was a sore tenptation.

"Somet hing," M caya said thoughtfully, "has nade
t hat young man extrenely happy. | wonder what it
was. Nancia, is there anything earth-shaking in that
datacard of Darnell Overton-d axer/s testinony?"

Nanci a had started scanning just before M caya

spoke. "There isn't even anything interesting," she
said, "unless a sordid record of petty bribes and cor-
ruption and bullying fascinates you."

"Ah. Overton-d axely did strike nme as the cheap sort"
"You m ght want to examine his statenment your-
sel f," Nancia suggested. "You may see sonething |'ve

over | ooked. "

M caya nodded. "I'Il do that. But | doubt 1'll find
anything. Bryley said there wasn't any evi dence



agai nst de Gras-Wal dheim so whatever is taking him

to Shemali, it can't be our business. Damm that boy!
Oh, well, | suppose we'll find out when we reach
Shemal i ."
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"But first," Forister said, "we have a task to conplete

at Angalia." H's face was gray and still again; the
nmonentary ani mati on brought on by the tri-chess

gane had vani shed. He looks like a man with a deadly dis~
ease. |Is fanmly honor so inportant to him ? Nancia wondered
how she'd feel if her sister Jinevra were found to have
corrupted her branch of PTA and enbezzl ed the

department's funds.

| mpossi bl e even to i magi ne such a thing. Well, then
what if Flix # she couldn't think what Flix mght do,
either, but what if he had got in with the wong crowd
# |ike Blaize # and had done sonething that would
force her to hunt himdown, arrest him send himto
Central for years of prison without his bel oved nusk?

The pain of that thought shook Nancia so deeply

that for a nonment the even hum of the air stabilizers
was broken and the co-processor handling the tri-

chess hol ogram faltered. The ganecube i mage

shi vered, broke apart in rainbow fractures, then
solidified again as Nancia gai ned control of herself and
her systens.

If even imagining Flix in trouble hurt her so deeply,
how coul d Forister face the reality of Blaize's crine?
He couldn't, she decided, and it was up to her and

M caya to distract hi mwhenever possible.

"Ceneral Questar-Benn, it's your nove," she said.

"What ? Ch# Scout to Queen's Bishop 3,3," Mcaya

said. The nove took one of Forister's Satellites and |eft
a probability path to his Brains hip. Nancia cal cul ated

t he possi bl e noves without conscious effort.

"You have only two nmoves that will not put your

Brai nship in check within the next five-nove se-

guence, " she warned Forister

"Two?" Forister's eyebrows shot up and he bent
over the gamecube. "I saw only one."

"Foul!" M caya conpl ained. "I chall enged the
brawn, not the brain.
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"W work as a team" Nancia told her



She certainly hoped that was true. For Forister's
sake # for both their sakes. He didn't need to get
through this grief alone; she was there to steady him

"Ah. | see what you nean." Forister bent over the
board and surprised Nancia with a third nove, one so
apparently disastrous that she had not even con-
sidered it in her initial calculations.

Wth a subdued whoop of glee, Mcaya Questar-

Benn took Forister's second Satellite # and watched
dunbf ounded as he proceeded to shift an uncon-

si dered knight fromthe second rank and pl ace her
Brai nship in check.

"Thank you for the hint, Nancia," Forister said.
"Until you forced ne to consider the alternative nove,
| hadn't even thought of using the Jigo Kanaka ad-
vance in this situation."”

"I ... ah ... you're quite wel cone," Nancia

managed to tell himbetween the three subsequent
noves that brought the game to its slashing con-
clusion, with Mcaya's forces inmmbilized, her Brawn
taken and her Brai nship checknmated.

Per haps Forister didn't need quite so nuch help as
she' d anti ci pat ed.
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" CHAPTER THI RTEEN

Nanci a' s | andi ng on Angalia was one of the worst
she'd ever executed. The pl anet took her conpletely
by surprise.

Initial navigation maneuvers went normally. It

wasn't until she was in visual range of the landing field
t hat she becane confused. The green terraced cliffs
behi nd the mesa and the grassy basin surrounding it

| ooked nothing at all like her menories of the |anding
five years ago. Could she possibly have m scal cul at ed,
cone down in sone hitherto unknown section of the

pl anet ?

Nancia called up her files fromthat first |anding and
superinposed the stored i mages on the green

par adi se bel ow her. Yes, this had to be the Angalia

| anding field. The topographical features were a per-
fect match with her internal map. And there, at the

edge of the nesa, was the plastifilmprefab hut with its
saggi ng awni ng of woven grass, |ooking if anything
slightly nore derelict and tottering than it had ap-
peared five years ago.

Intent on her inmage conparison, Nancia drained



conputing power fromthe navigation processor

forgot to nmonitor the approach, and canme enbarrass-
ingly close to making a new crater on Angalia's |anding
field. She corrected the descent, hopped into md-air,
and came down nore slowy the second tinme. Her

auditory sensors picked up a variety of crashes,

groans, and conplaints fromthe cabins where M caya

and the three prisoners were housed.

"Apol ogi es for the rough | anding," she began, but

Forister cut off her speakers for a nmonent and over-
rode her. "Local turbul ence,” he said. "Nancia
recovered superbly, but even a brainship can't com
pensate for all the freak conditions on Angalia."

He swept his open hand over the palnpad with a
caressing gesture, restoring speaker control to Nancia,
and sniled at her benignly.

"I didn't need you to cover for nme," Nancia trans-
mtted a vibrant whisper through the main cabin
speakers.

"Didn't you? | thought we were a team If you can help
me play tri-chess, | certainly have the right to preserve
you from apol ogi zi ng to those overindul ged brats."

"I # well, thank you," Nancia conceded.

"Think nothing of it. By the way, what did happen
j ust now?"

"I was distracted. This place doesn't | ook the way it
did last tine | landed." Nancia switched all her screens
to external node. Forister gazed appreciatively at the
triple-screen display of a grassy paradise ringed by
flowering terraces.

"What on earth is that?" Fassa cried from her cabin.
Darnel | and Al pha joi ned her exclamations of
surprise

Nancia was gratified by this response. The screens

in the passenger cabins weren't as dramatic as her
central cabin's display walls, but at |east they showed
enough of Angalia to confirmthat she wasn't |osing

her mind # or if she was, she wasn't al one. None of
the prisoners had been expecting Angalia to | ook |ike
the Garden of Eden.

"Do | take it," she asked nmildly, "that the planet has
changed since your |last visit?"

"It certainly has," Fassa said. "Are you sure it's the
same place? Only |last year # oh, | see.™

A prol onged silence foll owed. For once in her life
Nanci a | onged for a softperson's physical extrusions.



220
AttneMcCaffrey & Margaret Batt

It would be enornously satisfying to take Fassa by the
shoul ders and shake her out of the trance in which she
had fallen. MP% couldn't softpersons keep transmtting
dat astreans while they were processing?

She had to content herself with blinking Fassa's
cabin lights and assaulting her with raucous bursts of
music fromFlix's |atest sonohedron

"Do | take it," she inquired when satisfied that she
had the girl's attention, "that you recogni ze sone
salient features?"

"Yes... | think so, anyway." O course, Fassa would
have no control over the visual detail, not to nmention
t he accuracy, of whatever images she'd stored from

her previous visit. She woul d be dependent on

what ever her non-enhanced bi ol ogi cal nmenory coul d
provi de. Recognizing this, Nancia didn't count on

| ear ni ng much.

"Those gardens on the side of the nountain," Fassa
said. "He had the terraces in place a year ago, but
not hi ng was planted. | thought it was sonething to do
with the mne."

Nanci a switched the signals going to Fassa's display
screen to show the m ne entrance. Bl ue-uniforned
figures nmoved in and out, pushing wagons on railings
that curved around the side of the nmountain. A nag-
nified display showed that the figures were shanbling
Angal i a natives, neady dressed in blue shorts and
shirts and working together with the precision of a
chor eogr aphed dance. One native heaved a sack from

the mine entrance and tossed it over his head; another
casually noved into place just in time to catch it; by the
time he'd turned, a third native had backed his wagon
down the rail systemand into place to receive the |oad.

"Amazi ng," Nancia comented. "I thought the An-
galians couldn't be trained."

"Bl ake," Forister said hollowy, "has certainly been a
busy little boy."
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"It doesn't look all that bad so far," Nancia pointed
out Fassa, do you # or the others # recognize any-
thing el se?"

She let the display screens sweep over a panoramc

vi ew of the mesa and the surroundi ng countryside.
Suddenly Fassa gave a cry of recognition. "Ch, Cod,



he's left the vol cano!"

Nanci a halted the display and studied it. An evil-

| ooki ng bubbl e of brown and green rmud heaved and

burst and forned again, roiling continuously in the

m dst of the tall grass covering the rest of the basin.

"I don't suppose planting flowers would do nuch to
di sguise it," she agreed

"You don't understand." Fassa sounded close to

tears. "That's how he controls them# how he makes
themdo things for them If the Loosies don't please
him he cooks themalive in that boiling mud! | saw it
done last tine # 1'll never forget those screans.”

"Al pha? Darnell?" Nancia queried the other two.
"That's right," Darnell told her. "Revolting."

Al pha nodded silently, the novenment barely visible
to Nancia's visual sensors.

She coul d think of no nore encouragi ng words for
Fori ster.

M caya persuaded Forister to let her confront Blaize
initially. "I'lIl wear a contact button," she prom sed
him "You and Nancia can see and hear everything

t hat goes on."

"It's ny duty# " Forister began.

"Mne too," Mcaya interrupted him "The young
man is nore likely to confess if he doesn't think he can
bring fanmily influence to bear."

"He can't," Forister said grimy. "lI'"mnot here to in-
tercede for him"

"Yes, but he doesn't know that," M caya pointed out-

Nanci a kept all her external sensors trained on
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M caya' as the general picked her way along a path of
rounded vol cani c stones to the door of the pernall oy
hut. On both sides of the path, feathery grasses and
bl azing tropical flowers grew in exuberant, uncon-
trolled patterning, throwing up their seed-heads and
bl oonrs above M caya's crisp silver-sprinkled hair.
Nanci a recogni zed O d Earth species nmixed with
Denebi an starflowers and the singing grasses of

Formal haut 11, a joyous blaze of pink and orange and
purple flowers.

M caya entered the hut and Nancia's field of vision



contracted to the half-circle covered by the contact
button. In the shadowy hut, stacked high with papers
and bits of machinery, Blaize' s red head glowed like a
burni ng enber before the conputer screen that held

his attention.

"Bl ai ze Arnontill ado-Perez y Medoc," M caya said
formally.

"Un. PTA shiprment? I'Il sign for it in a mnute. Just
got to finish this one thing...."

The contact button's resolution wasn't enough for

Nancia to read the words on the conputer screen, but

she recogni zed the seven-tone response code that

chi med out when Bl ai ze sl apped his open hand on the

pal mpad. An interplanetary transm ssion # no, inter-
subspace; he had just sent something to ... Nancia
rummaged through her files and identified the code. To
Central Diplomatic headquarters? Wiat could they have to
do with Angalia, a planet where no intelligent sentients
exi sted? Had Bl ai ze's net of corruption drawn in some of
her father's and Forister's own col | eagues?

"There!" As the last notes of the code chined out,
Bl ai ze swung round, a seraphic smle on his freckled
face. "And what # "

H s expression changed rapidly and al nost comi cal -
ly at the sight of Mcaya Questar-Benn in full uniform
"You," he said slowy, "are not PTA. "
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"Quite correct," said Mcaya. "Your activities have
attracted sone attention in other quarters.™

Bl ai ze's jaw thrust out and his freckles seened to
take on a glowing life of their own. "Well, it's too late.
You can't stop nme now "

"Can't 1?" Mcaya's tone was deceptively mld

"I"ve sent a full report to CenDip. | don't care who
your friends in PTA may be, they' Il have to | eave An-
galia al one now. "

"My dear boy," said Mcaya, "haven't you got it back-
wards? You're the one enployed by Pl anetary Technica
Aid. O rather, you were."

Nanci a had been so caught up in the dial ogue, she
never noticed when Forister slipped out of her central
cabin and nade his way down the stairs. She was as
starded as Bl ai ze when Forister appeared in the door-
way of the hut, just on the periphery of her view from
the contact button.



"Uncl e Forister!" Blaize exclained. "Wat's going
on here? Can you hel p# "

"Don't call me uncle,"” Forister said between his
teeth. "I'mhere with General Questar-Benn to stop
you, boy, not to help you!"

Bl ai ze went green between the spattering of freck-
les. He closed his eyes for a nmonent and | ooked as if he
wanted to be sick. "Not you too?"

"You didn't think famly feeling would extend so far
as hel ping you exploit and torture these innocents?"

"Torture? Exploit?" Blaize gasped. "I # oh, no.

Uncl e Forister, have you by any chance been talking to
a girl named Fassa del Parma y Pol 0? O Al pha bint
Hezra- Fong? Or Darnell #

"All three of them" Forister confirmed, "and #
what the devil is so funny about that?"

For Bl aize had all but doubled up, snorting with
repressed | aughter. "My sins cone back to haunt ne,"
he gasped between snorts.
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"I don't see what's so funny about it." Pollster's own
face had gone white and there was a pinched | ook
about the corners of his nouth.

"You woul dn't. Not yet. But when | # Oh, Lord!

This is one conplication | never # " Blaize sputtered
into hysterical laughter that ended only when Forister
slamed a fist into his belly. Blaize was still crow ng
and wheezing for breath when a second blow to the

j aw knocked his head back and flung himin an undig-
nified coll apse against the rickety table where his
conputi ng equi pnent had been stacked. Blaize's |egs

fol ded under himand he slid gendy to the floor. Be-
hind him the table rocked and wobbl ed dangerously.

The pal npad skated to one corner of the table top and
hung on a splinter. A shower of flinsy blue hardcopies
fluttered down over Blaize in a gentle, rustling rain of
reports and accounting figures and FTA instructions.

Fori ster snatched one sheet as it drifted down and
studied the colum of figures for a noment, brows

rai sed. When his eyes reached the bottom of the page, he
| ooked tired and gray and showed every year of his age.
"Proof positive," he comented as he passed the
paper to Mcaya, "if any was needed."



M caya held the paper where Nancia could focus on
it through the contact button. The figures wobbl ed
and danced in Mcaya's hand; grimy Nancia conpen-
sated for nmovenent and enlarged the blurred letters
and nunbers until she too could read the flinsy.

It was a statenent of Blaize's Net account bal ance

for the previous nonth. The pattern of deposits and

wi t hdrawal s of |arge sunms nmade no i medi ate sense to
Nanci a, but one thing was clear: any single figure was
consi derably larger than Bl aize's PTA salary, and the
total at the bottomwas damming # nore than thirty
times as much credit as he could have accunul ated if
he'd saved every penny ofhis legitimate pay.

"Uncle Forister," said Blaize fromthe floor, tenderly

massagi ng his aching jaw, "you have got it all wong.
Trust ne."

"After the evidence before my eyes," Forister spat
out, "what could you possibly say that would incline
me to trust you?"

Bl ai ze grinned up at him H s |ip was bl eeding and one
ftont tooth wobbled alarmngly. "You' d be surprised.”

"I'f you were thinking of a small bribe out of your ill-
gotten gains,"” Mcaya told him "you can think again."
She | owered her head to speak directly into the contact
button and Nancia hastily reduced the anplification
Softshells never could quite understand that they
didn't need to shout at a conduct button; the speaker
m ght be tinny, but the input Iines were as powerful as
any of a brainship's on-board sensors. "Nancia, please
enter the Net with my personal ID code. That's Q

B76, JPJ, 450, M C Under that code you will be

aut horized to freeze all credit accounts under the per-
sonal code o# let me see...." She squinted at the top
of the flinsy, peering to nake out a code sequence that
Nanci a could read perfectly well with the vision cor-
rectors danpi ng down novenent and enhanci ng

blurred letters. "Ch, never mind, | guess you can read
it," Mcaya recalled a noment |ater

"Correct," Nancia sent a vocal signal over the con-
tact |ink.

"Don't do that!" Blaize scranbled to his feet, sway-
ing slightly. "You don't understand# "

Forister nmoved to one side nore rapidly than Nan-

cia had ever seen himstep, a blur of notion that placed
hi m bet ween Bl ai ze and M caya with her copy of the
account bal ance. "l understand that you've been ex-
ploiting nonintelligent sentients to enrich yourself,"
he said. "You can make your explanation to the
authorities. Nancia, | want you to file a formal record
of the charges now, just in case anything goes wong



here.”
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"Done," Nancia replied.

Bl ai ze shook his head and wi nced at the motion. "Ow.

No. Uncle Forister, you really have got the wong end of
the story. And there's no way you can have nme up on
charges of# what did you say? # exploiting nonintel-

ligent sentients. On the contrary. The Loosies are
entitled to Intelligent Sentient Status and | can prove it#

and nobody can stop me now, |'ve just sent the fina
docunentation to CenbDip. Even if you silence ne,
there' |l be an independent CenDi p investigation now "

"Silence you, silence you?" Forister |ooked at M caya.
H s gray eyebrows shot up. "No question of that. W

don't deal in coverups. You'll have the opportunity to
say anything you like at your trial. And so will I, God
help ne," he nurnured, so low that only Nancia's

contact button picked up the words. "So will I.

"I'f you people would just listen" said Blaize, ex-
asperated, "there wouldn't be any need for a trial. Didn't
you hear what | said about the Loosies being intelligent?"

M caya shook her head. "You' ve been here too |ong

if you've started to cherish that illusion. Face the facts.
On the way here | downl oaded t he survey reports off

the Net. The native species don't exhibit any of the key
signs of intelligence # no |anguage, no clothing, no
agriculture, no political organization."

"They' ve al ways had | anguage," Bl ai ze i nsi st ed.
"They' ve got clothing and agriculture now As for a
political organization, just think about PTA for a
m nute and then ask yourself if that's any proof of
intelligence."

M caya | aughed in spite of herself. "You have a

point. But we didn't come here to argue |ISS certifica-
tion standards# "

"Maybe not," said Blaize, "but since you are here,

and # " He | ooked suspicious for a nmonment "You're

not working with Harnmon, are you?"

"Who?"

M caya nust have | ooked surprised enough to con-
vince Bl ai ze.

"My predecessor here # ny supervisor now.



Crooked enough to hide behind a spiral staircase,"”

Bl ai ze explained briefly. "He's the reason # well, one
of the reasons # | had to do things in this way. Al-

t hough even an honest PTA supervi sor probably

woul dn't have approved. | have bent a few regul a-

tions," he adnmitted. "But just do ne the favor of taking
a brief tour of the settlenent. 1 think you'll understand

a lot better after I show you a few things."
M caya | ooked at Forister and shrugged. "I don't see
any harmin it"

"I suppose if we don't go along, you'll apply for a
mstrial on the grounds that you weren't allowed to
show evi dence in your defense?" Forister inquired.

Bl ai ze's face turned alnmost as red as his hair. "Look
You're in contact with your brainship via that button

If it's inactivated, or if she sees anything she doesn't
like, the full recording can go over the Net to Centra

at once. What will it cost you to listen to me for once in
your life, Uncle Forister? God knows nobody else in

our famly ever bothered," he added, "but | used to

thi nk you were different”

Forister sighed. "I'mlistening. I"'mlistening."

"Good! Just conme this way, please." Blaize pushed

bet ween Forister and M caya and flung the door of the
hut open. Sunlight and gaudy flowers and a thousand
shades of green danced before them all the brighter
for the contrast with the shabby interior of the hut

Bl ai ze started down the path, talking a mile a mnute
over his shoulder as the other two followed him Nan-
cia activated the fail safe doubl e recordi ng systemt hat
woul d transmit every word and i mage direcdy to Vega
Base as well as to her own storage centers.

"The Loosi es never devel oped spoken | anguage be-
cause they're tel epaths," Bl aize explained. "I know, |
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know, that's hard to prove directly, but just wait till you
wat ch t hem work together! Wen the CenDi p team

gets here, they should bring sone top Psych staff.
Open-m nded ones, who'll arrange tests without as-
suming fromthe start that I'mlying. Mnd you, it took
me a while to figure out mysel f," he babbl ed
cheerfully, turning fromthe main path to a secondary
one that wound through head-high reeds, "especially

at the begi nning, when they all |ooked alike to ne. |
was so damm bored, and those croaki ng noi ses they

make got on ny nerves, so | started trying to teach a
coupl e of them ASL."

"What ?" M caya i nterrupted.



"It's an antique hand-speech, used for the

i ncurably deaf back before we | earned how to direct-
install auditory synapses on netachi p and hook
theminto the appropriate brain centers,"” Forister
told her. "Blaize always did have strange hobbi es.
But teaching the Loosies a few signals in sign

| anguage doesn't prove they're intelligent, boy. A
couple of twentieth-century researchers did that
much wi th chi npanzees."

"Yeah, well, that's all | hoped to achieve in the

begi nning," Blaize said. "Believe ne, after a couple of
nmont hs on Angalia, a signing chinp would have

seened |ike real good conpany! But they picked it up
like# |like a brainship picks up Singularity math. That
was the first surprise. | was teaching three of them
who sort of hung around # Humdrum and Bobol i n

and Gargle." He flushed briefly. "Yeah, | know they're
damm silly names, but | didn't know they were people
then. 1 was just copying sonme of the strangl ed noises
they made when | would talk to themand they'd try to
tal k back, before | realized they'd never devel oped the
vocal equi pnent for true speech # that was when |
started on the sign | anguage # sorry, |I'mgetting

m xed up. \Where was | ?"
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"Teaching Hundrumto sign 'Were ration bar?'"
Forister told him

Bl ai ze | aughed. "Not bloody likely. Hs first sentence
was nore |ike, 'Wiy did Paunch Man throw ration

bars in nud and treat us like animals, and why do you
make stacks and hand themto us one at a time with
proper respect?' "

He stopped and turned to face them his freckled

face dead serious for once. "Can you imagi ne how it
felt to hear a question like that com ng from sonmebody
I'd been thinking of as # oh, like a trained spider to
whil e away the hours of ny prison sentence? | knew
then that the Loosies weren't animals. Figuring out
what to do about it," he said, resum ng his progress

t hrough the reeds, "took a little |onger."

"I deduced the telepathy when | noticed that a week
after Humdrum caught on to ASL, every Loosie who

showed up for rations was signing to me. Fluently. He
couldn't have taught themthe rudi nents that fast;

they had to have been picking the signs and the |an-
guage structure out of his mind as the | essons
progressed. In fact, they told me as nuch when | asked
about it. Wich wasn't all that easy. ASL doesn't have a
sign for 'telepathy,' and since they don't know English
| couldn't spell it out. B ut eventually we got our signals
straight."



"If they were as intelligent as you claim and had a
system of conmuni cation, they should have advanced
beyond their prinmtive level without intervention,"
M caya obj ect ed.

"Easy for you to say," Blaize told her. "I wonder how
wel | you or any of us would do if we had evolved on a
pl anet where the only surface fit for farmng is
rearranged by violent floods once a week, where the
caves we used for shelter crunmbled and were shattered
by periodi c quakes? They had a hunter-gatherer cul-
ture until a few generations ago # a snmall popul ation
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not nmore than the planet coul d support, ranging
t hrough the sem -stabl e marshl ands on the far side of
this continent"”

"Then what ?"

"Then," Bl aize said, "they were discovered. The first
survey thought they m ght be intelligent and re-
guested Pl anetary Technical Aid support By the tine

t he second survey team cane along, this PTA station
had been handing out unlimted supplies of ration
bricks for three generations, and the culture was effec-
tively destroyed. Instead of small bands of

hunt er - gat herers, you had one | arge colony with no
food-gathering skill. There were far too many for the
exi sting marshlands to support, with nothing to do

and no hope of survival except to collect the ration
bricks. The second survey, not unnaturally, decided
they weren't intelligent. After all, nobody on the sur-
vey team was stuck here | ong enough and | onely

enough to try signing to them But they recom

mended on humanitarian grounds, or kindness to

ani mal s, or whatever, that we not discontinue PTA

shi pnents and starve themto death.”

"But if they're intelligent# Fori ster objected again.
They are. And they can build for thensel ves. They

just needed a# a place to start" Blaize pushed the | ast
of the feathery reeds aside with both arns and stepped
to one side, inviting Forister and Mcaya to adnmre die
view of the mine. "This was the first step."

Fromthis vantage point, Nancia observed, they

could see far nore of die mne's operations than had
been visible fromthe landing field. Teans of bl ue-

uni formed workers were scattered across the hillside
and grouped under the roofs of the unwalled process-
ing sheds # twenty, forty, nore than fifty of them
di vided into groups of four or five individuals who

wor ked at their chosen tasks with perfect unaninity

and wordl ess efficiency.
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"Could you train chinps to do that?" Bl aize
dermanded.

Forister shook his head slowy. "And | suppose the
mne is the source of your prodigious wealth?"

"It's certainly the source of the credits in that Net ac-
count," Bl aize agreed.

"Exploiting intelligent sentients isn't any better dian
expl oi ting dunb ani mal s."

Bl ai ze ground his teeth; Nancia could pick up the
clicks and grindi ng sounds through the contact but-
ton. "I. Am Not. Exploiting. Anybody," he said.

"Look, Uncle Forister. Wen | got here, the Loosies
didn't have I'SS. They couldn't be owners of record for
the mne, they couldn't have Net accounts, they
couldn't palnprint official docunments. OF course ny
code is on everything! Wwo else could front for thenPl
"And your code is also," Mcaya pointed out, "as-
sociated with the illegal resale of PTA ration shipnents
t hat were supposed to be distributed to the natives."

Bl ai ze nodded wearily. "Needed nmoney to get the

mne started again. | tried to get a |oan, but the banks
wanted to know what | was going to do with it Wen

told them | was going to revive the Angalia m nes they
told nme | couldn't do that because there was no source
of labor on the planet, because the CenDi p report said
Angalia had no intelligent sentients. Wthout credits, |
couldn't start the mine. And without the credits for the
mne, | couldn't # well, we'll get to that in a while.
Look, | falsified a few PTA reports. Said the popul a-
tion had tripled. Ration bars aren't exactly a hot item
in international trade," he said dryly. "I had to have a
targe surplus to bargain with. Fortunately, | had an
outlet right at hand. That bastard Harnmon was keep-

ing the Loosies at sem -starvation |evel so he could
trade some of their ration bars for liquor. |I had to have
alittle talk with the black market trader to convince
him!| wanted hard credits instead of hard |iquor, but

232
Arme McCaffrey 6? Margaret Bal

eventually he ... um... canme around to ny way of
t hi nki ng. "

"Don't tell nme how you persuaded him?" Forister
said quickly. "I don't want to know. "

Bl ai ze grinned. "Okay. Anyway, you've seen the



m ne; now | want to take you on a tour of Project Two.
Wel|l have to go up the nountain for that, I'mafraid; I
want you to get the long view"

The path up beside the m ne was steep, but

swi t chbacks and steps made it easier than it | ooked
froma distance. As they passed the m ne door, severa
Loosi es | ooked up fromtheir work to smle at Bl aize.
Thei r | oose-ski nned, grayi sh hands noved rapidly

back and forth in flickering gestures that Nancia cap-
tured as imageflashes for later interpretation. For now,
she was willing to accept Blaize's translation

"They' re aski ng who ny nental ly handi capped
friends are, and whether you'd like a ride down to the
processi ng sheds," he expl ai ned.

As he spoke, the teamworking at the mne's nouth
filled a wagon with chunks of ore and poised it at the
head of the rails swooping down into the valley. The

t hree workers perched on top of the ore, hands grip-
pi ng the sides of the wagon, and a nenber of the next
team gave them a shove that started them off on a
roller-coaster glide down the hill, swerving around
rocks and di pping into holl ows.

"Lost a few that way, at the start," Blaize com
nmented, "before |I renpdeled the rail track so that the
di ps woul dn't throw anybody off."

The vegetation thinned out above the mine, giving
thema view of the terraced gardens that replaced clifls
and rocks wherever a shovelful of soil could find a

pl ace. M caya sniffed appreciatively and conment ed

on the pungent arona of the herbs growing in the

m ni - gar dens.

At the top of the nmountain they enjoyed a
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panoram c view of what had been the Great Angalia

Mud Basin, now a grassland in which fields of grain
shared space with brightly col ored bl ossons.

"This'll be our first year's crop," Blaize said. Td just
finished the necessary preparations for planting |ast
year, when those nitwits | came out with were here for
the neeting. None of themnoticed anything different,

of course. But if your brainship can call up files of the
first survey # "

"She can do better than that," Forister told him
"She's been here herself. Nancia, do you observe any
changes here? Apart fromthe growing things, that is?"

Bl ai ze pal ed between his freckles. "Nanria?"



"You have sone problemw th nmy brainship?"
Forister inquired mldly.

"We... didn't part on the best of terns," Blaize con

fessed in a strangl ed voice.

Nanci a was feeling rather nore kindly towards

Bl ai ze now, but she wasn't quite ready to admt that to
him "Horizon shows changes between all nmajor

peaks,"” she reported in the neutral, tinny voice forced
on her by the contact button's limtations. "Magnifica-
tion of one area of variation shows new construction of
ramred earth and boul ders bl ocking a system of gul -
lies that appears now to be under 17.35 neters of
water...."

"Lake Humdrum " Bl aize said. "My first terraform

ing effort. Trouble was, | had to block all the outlets,
and build up reservoir walls, before |I could guarantee
the floods wouldn't crash through the nmud basin.

Then we needed irrigation ditches down into the

basin. And silt collection systens, so that the soil the
floods used to carry down here would still reach the
basin and renew its topsoil. You want to cone back

down now? | want to show you the grain sanples and

the test results. It's not quite ripe yet, of course," he
chattered as he led the way down the path, "but it's
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goi ng to beaprine crop. Amaranth-19-hyper-J Rev 2,

if that nmeans anything to you. High in protein, |oaded
with natural nutrients, super yield fromthat rich top-

soil. W should be able to feed ourselves and have a
surplus to sell. That's why | waited until now to claim
Intelligent Sentient Status for the Loosies; | wanted to

be sure we would be self-sufficient in case PTA deci ded
to curtail the ration shipments. And | didn't dare start
planting until the whole flood control system had been
put in place and tested. The Loosies woul d never have
trusted me again if they'd put in a crop and seen it
washed away. W needed a | ot of heavy-duty ter-

raf brm ng equi pment; sucked up all the mine's profits
for the first three years."

They reached the bottom of the nountain and

Bl ai ze set off at a brisk walk towards the hut. Forister
took his armand gently urged himaway fromthe hut,
towards the edge of the nmesa. "1'd like to get a closer

| ook at this grain crop of yours before we go inside," he
suggest ed.

But they didn't wind up standing in the best place to
assess the grain; they came to the edge of the nesa just
above the ugly vol canic mud hole that disfigured the
basin, with its lazy bubbles roiling and tunbling just
before the sticky surface of the nud.



Forister eyed Blaize warily. "You've been forcing the
natives to work in a coryciumm ne owned by you."

"Persuadi ng," Blaize corrected.
"They believed your prom ses to use the profits for
their own good ?"

Bl ai ze flushed. "I don't think they fully understood
what | had in nind at the beginning. Mst of them
anyway. Hundrum and Gargle got the idea, but they
never believed it would work."

"Then... ?" Forister left the question dangling.

"I think," Blaize said alnmost inaudibly, "I think they
did it because they like ne a little."
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"Qt her reasons have been suggested,"” said Forister

Bl ai ze | ooked bl ank for a noment, then noticed the
direction of Forister's gaze. He was staring down at the
vol cani ¢ nmud bubbl e.

"Ch. Fassa del Parma agai n?"

"And Dr. Hezra-Fong," said M caya, "and DarneD
Overton-d axely. You' ve still to dear up their allega-
tions of torture.”

"I # | see."” Wth a sudden |eap, Blaize junped

away from Forister and M caya to perch on a boul der
sticking hal fway out fromthe side of the nesa. "You
want proof that | didn't torture Humdrun®"

"It won't do any good to produce some other native

and cl ai m he was the one you tortured publicly, and
that he recovered,” Mcaya told him "just in case you
were thinking of that. You' ve no way to prove you
didn't nurder and bury the one wi tnesses saw you tor-
turing."

"Well, it was Humdrum all right, and he'll tell you
so, but | see your point," Blaize agreed. He funbl ed at
the front of his tunic; die synthofilmsides parted and
he folded the garment neatly. "My best tunic," he ex-

pl ai ned politely, "you'll understand | don't want to
ruinit”

"\What are you doi ng? Cone back, boy!" Forister

called, just too late; Blaize had skidded down a couple
of feet and was clinging to a rock | edge barely out of
reach.

iJust a mnute," Blaize panted in between sone

strange contortions. H's synthofilmtrousers coll apsed



in a shining heap around his ankl es; he kicked di em
upwar ds and they snagged on a thorn bush

"Bl aize, don't do this." M caya spoke in tones of quiet
authority that seened for a nmoment to weaken

Bl ai ze's will. He paused on the |edge, his mlk-white
skin al most gl owi ng agai nst the dull hues of the vol-
cani ¢ pool beneada him
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"I have to," he said calmy. "It's the only way."
Before either of them could argue further, he | eapt
fromthe |l edge in a spiraling, awkward di ve that ended
with a resounding smack in the center of the heaving
mud. VWhite arns and | egs splayed out, red head still,
for a nonent he seened to have been stunned or

killed outright by the fell. Then he kicked and wi g-
gl ed vigorously, sinking deeper into the bubbling glop
with each novenent.

"Hold still,"1 Forister called, "we'll get a rope to you
# we'll do sonething # "

Bl ai ze turned over onto his back. A thick |ayer of
mud coated his body, barely preserving the decencies.
He thrashed around in what Nanria belatedly recog-
nized as an attenpt at the backstroke.

"Cone on in, Uncle Forister,"
mud' s fine today!"

he called up. "The

"Are you all right?" M caya shouted while Forister
for once, struggled to find his voice.

"Coul dn't be better. Mud's just at sauna heat today."
Bl ai ze stretched and wiggl ed | uxuriously and
grinned up at themthrough nmud-spattered cheeks. "I
don't usually dive fromthat high up # knocked the
breath out of me for a mnute # but | thought you
needed the denonstration. Care to join nme?"

M caya | ooked qui zzically at Forister. The brawn

ki cked off his shoes and rolled his trouser |egs up. "Ch,
' mgoing down, all right," he said between cl enched
teeth. "It's the quickest way to get my hands on that
boy. And then I'mgoing to # to # " Wrds failed him

"Torture himin a boiling nud hol e?" M caya
suggest ed.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Nanci a deliberately slowed her speed for the short

hop from Angalia to Shermali. She needed tine to

check her records, time to access the Net and | ook for
evi dence of Polyon's scam Sonewhere in all the past



five years' records of netachip and hyperchip transac-
tions there nust be sone clue to his crimnal activities
# for she could not believe he had totally given up on
t he plans he'd announced during her mai den voyage.

Not Pol yon de G as-Wal dheim

Even Net access was not al ways instantaneous, par-
ticularly when one was gathering and collating all the
public records on sale, transfer or use of hyperchips in
t he known gal axy. Nancia idled and hoped that her
passengers woul d not notice how | ong the voyage was

t aki ng.

Fortunately, they all seenmed wapped up in their

own concerns. Fassa, Al pha and Darnell were all being
held in separate cabins, dealing with the |long spells of
solitary inprisonnent in their owmn ways. Al pha re-
guested medi cal and surgical journals from Net

libraries and studied the technical material Nancia
downl oaded for her with intense concentration, just as

i f she thought she would be pernmitted to practice her
chosen profession again. Not if | have anything to say
about it, Nancia vowed silently. But the truth was, she
didn't have nuch to say. She could record her tes-

ti mony and the images she'd received via contact
buttons, and those depositions would go into evidence

at Alpha's trial. But after that, all would be up to those
sof t persons who controlled the high courts on Central

238

Anne McCaffrey & Margaret Ball
PARTNERSH P

239

Most of themwere High Fanilies; half of them had

some connection, kinship or financial, with the Hezra-
Fong clan. Al pha night very well be free # not

i mediately, but in five years or ten or twenty, a nere
blipinthe life of a Hgh Famlies girl with fewer than
thirty chronol ogi cal years behind her and access to the
best rejuv technology to expand her |life span dose to
two hundred years.

Not for me to decide, Nancia rem nded herself, and
turned her attention to the other two. As a safety
precaution she kept sensors in all their cabins active at
all times, but she tried not to pay too nuch attention
unl ess the sensor receptors flashed to indicate unusua
activity.

Darnel Ts activities were usual enough, Nancia sup-
posed, for soneone enslaved to a softperson's pitifully
limted array of sense-receptors. He had requested
Stenmeral d, Rigellian snmokefow and an array of Dorg
Jesen's feelieporn hedra; Nancia had supplied nonal -
cohol i ¢ nearbeer, synthobird slices, and the hedra

whi ch Forister told her were the nearest things to porn



in her library. Darnell spent npost of his time reclining
on his bunk, washi ng down synthobird and candi ed
brancake with the nearbeer and watching a remake of

an A d Earth novel over and over again. Nancia

couldn't understand what he saw in the datacorded
adventures of this Tom Jones, but then, it was none of
her busi ness.

Bl ai ze was confined in the cabin opposite Darnell's.
After hahO an hour's furious argunent about who

woul d | ook after "his" Loosies while he was being

shi pped back to Central, he'd accepted Nancia's

prom se to see that her sister Jinevra personally over-
saw whoever was sent to replace himon Angalia. "One
thi ng about the Perez line, they're hopel essly honest,’
he said in resignation. 'Jinevra may not be creative,
but at |least she won't let that swi ne Harmon get his

hooks into them again. You do realize that if this year's
harvest foils, all ny work will be wasted?"

"I realize, | realize," Nancia told himpatiently.

"Trust Jinevra." And as she sent out a general Net cal

to Jinevra and explained the situation to her sister, she
wondered guiltily just how different she was fromthe

rest of the High Famlies brats. Daddy had pul | ed

strings to get her sent on this assignnent. Now she was
calling in favors owed her in Courier Service, and

maki ng her sister feel guilty, so that she could interfere
i n what should have been left to the normal channels

of PTA administration.

But "normal channel s" |eft the Loosies w thout the
kind of aid they needed. Nancia sighed.

"WIl there never be a bureaucracy that does what
it's supposed to w thout sinking into corruption and
i nefficiency? she asked Forister.

"Probably not," he replied.

"You sound like Sineon # advising me to accept
corruption because it's everywhere!"

Fori ster shook his head. "Not in the least. |'m advis-
ing you not to waste energy being surprised and
shocked about the predictable. No system anywhere,

i s proof against human failings. If it were # "he
forced a tired smle # "we'd be computers. Your hy-
per chi ps may be fool proof, Nancia, but the human

pan of you makes mi stakes # and so do all of us. For-
tunately," he added, "humans can al so recogni ze and
correct m stakes# unlike computers, which just go on
until they crash. Now if you'll excuse me, 1'd like access
to your commsystemfor a while. | want to see what |
can do to prevent Bl aize fromcrashing."

Whi |l e Bl ai ze's expl anations had satisfied all of them
on an enotional level, he still had some |egal problens
to face. No matter how excellent his notivation, the
feet remmined that he had falsified PTA reports, sold



PTA shi pnents on the black market, and transferred
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the profits into his personal Net account To | eave him
on Angalia while the others were shipped back for trial
woul d have seened |ike the worst kind of favoritism

Al'l Forister could do was to make sure that all the facts
were on record for the trial # not just how Bl ai ze had
obt ai ned t he noney, but what he had done with it and

how he had inproved the |lives of the people he was

sent to aid.

"They are people,"”
sati sfaction.

Forister reported to Blaize with

"Of course they are! Couldn't you tell that?"

"What | thought, or what you thought, is beside the
point," Forister told him "Wat counts is CenDip's
decision. And there nmust be at |east one intelligent
man in CenDi p, because your report has al ready been
received and acted on. The Loosies have |ISS as of
yesterday. And the decision's palnprinted by no less a
person than the CenDi p Secretary-Universal, Javier
Perez y de Gras."

Nanci a heard that with great satisfaction and turned
her attention to her last prisoner. Fassa was spending
nost of this voyage just as she had spent the trip from
Bahati to Angalia, crouched on her cabin floor, armns
around her knees, staring at nothing and ignoring the
food trays Nancia extruded at the dining slot. Un-
touched bow s of soup, baskets of sliced sweet bread,
tenmpting fruit purees and sliced synthobird in gl ow
sauce went back into the recycling bins to be

synt hesi zed i nto new conbi nati ons of proteins and
carbohydrates and fats. To all Nantia's gentle sugges-
tions of food or entertai nment Fassa replied widi a dul
"No, thank you," or "It doesn't matter."

"You must eat sonething,"” Nancia told her

"Must 1?" Fassa seemed obscurely anused. " No,

t hank you. |'ve had enough of nen telling nme what |
must do and what | nust be. Wio cares if | get too
skinny to appeal to anybody?"

"I"'mnot a man," Nancia pointed out "I'mnot even

a softperson. And ny only interest in your body is that
| don't want you to get sick before..."

"Before my trial," Fassa finished calmy. "It's al

right You needn't be tactful. I'mgoing to prison for a



long tinme. Maybe forever. As long as they don't put ne
on Shemali, | don't care.”

"What's the matter with Shenmali ?" Nanci a asked.

Fassa clanped her lips together and stared at the

cabin wall. Her creany skin was a little paler than
usual , tinged with green shadows. "Nothing. | don't
know anyt hi ng about Shermali. | didn't say anything

about Shemali."

Nanci a gave up on Fassa for the nmoment After all
there were other ways to find out what was up on
Shemal i. Reports on hyperchip production and sal es
shoul d soon be coming in over the Net. A few in-

vi gorating hours of conpiling evidence agai nst Pol yon
woul d cal m her and | eave her better able to cheer up
Fassa.

She felt a sneaking synpathy for the girl after read-

ing her records. Gowing up in the shadow of Faui de
Parma coul dn't have been easy. Losing her nother at
thirteen, spending the next five years in a boarding
school with not a single visit fromher father, then sent
out to Bahati to prove herself.... Nancia thought she
under st ood how Fassa mght feel. But | didn't turn
crimnal to inpress ny famly, she argued with herselt

Your famly, she replied, wouldn't have been inpressed.
Besi des, she'd had it better than Fassa. Daddy and
Jinevra and Flix had dropped in regularly during the

ei ghteen years Nanci a spent at Laboratory Schools. It
was only after graduation that Daddy had | ost interest
in her progress...

Soft persons could cry, and it was said that tears were
a natural release of tension. Nancia | ooked up the
bi omed reports on the chem cal components of tears,
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adj usted her nutrient tubes to renove those chem cal s
fromher system and concentrated on the Net records
of hyperchip sales and transfer

There was absolutely nothing there to incrimnate

Pol yon. Two years after his arrival at Shemali, his new
nmet achi p desi gn had been approved for production

and christened the "hyperchip" in tribute toits im
proved speed and greater conplexity. Since then
production of hyperchips had increased rapidly in

each accounting quarter, so rapidly that Nancia
couldn't believe Polyon was siphoning off any of the
supply for his personal use. The manufactured hyper-



chi ps were subjected to especially stringent QA testing,
but no nore than the expected ratio failed the test..
and all the failures were accounted for; they were sent
of f-pl anet for disposal and destroyed by an inde-
pendent recycling conpany that had, so far as Nancia
coul d discover, no |inks whatsoever with Polyon, the
de Gras or Waldheimlines, or any other High

Fam |l ies. The hyperchi ps that passed QA were in-
stalled as fast as they were rel eased, and every sale
passed through the rationing board. Nancia knew

from personal experience how difficult it was to get
them ever since her |ower deck sensors and graphics
coprocessors had been enhanced with hyperchi ps,

she' d been pushi ng without success to get the hyper-
chips installed in the rest of her system M caya

Quest ar-Benn, when questioned, told Nancia that her
liver and heart-valve filter and kidneys all ran on hy-
perchi ps, installed when the netachip-controlled
organs began to fail. But she, too, had been unable to
get hyperchips to replace the snmart chips in her exter-
nal prostheses; that wasn't an energency situation

and the ration board had refused to approve the
surgery or the supplies.

Pol yon had been nomi nated twi ce for the Galactic Ser-
vice Award for the contributions his hyperchip design

bad nade in areas as diverse as Fl eet brai nroomcontrol
nmol ecul ar surgery, and information systens. Even the
Net, that ponderous, conservative comruni cati ons sys-
temthat finked the galaxy with news and information

and records of everything ever done via conputer #

even the managers of the Net were slowy, conservatively
augnenti ng key comuni cations Sanctions w th hyper-

chi p managers that had significantly speeded Net
retrievals. The gossipbyters specul ated openly that

Pol yon woul d receive the coveted GSA this year, the
youngest man # and the handsonest, said Cornelia

Net Unk coyly # ever to hold one of the corycium
statuettes. Specul ation also ran ranmpant on which distin-
gui shed post he woul d surely accept after the
presentation of the GSA. It seemed such a waste for such
a talented young man # and so handsone, Cornelia in-
evitably added # to be stuck out at the back of beyond
running a prison chip manufacturing plant Yet so far

Pol yon had refused wi th becom ng nodesty even to dis-
cuss offers of other positions.

"StarFl eet assigned me to this post, and my honor is
in serving where | am assigned," he decl ared when-
ever asked.

Nancia resisted the tenptation to imtate a softper-

son raspberry at the files. Shellpersons, with near-total
control over their auditory/speaker systens, didn't

need to sink to such childish levels...

"ThpSHt ," she decl ared. There was sonettng w ong
on Shermali; she knewit, even if she couldn't prove it.



Per haps their unannounced visit would give her the
dat a she needed.

Despite her slowdown to cruising speeds, Nancia

reached Shemali while she was still mulling over how
to identify herself to the spaceport crew. Arrival of a
Courier Service brainship was an unusual event on

these renote planets; she didn't want to alert Polyon,
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give hima chance to cover up# whatever there was to
cover up, and there rmust be sonethingl Nancia
t hought .

In the event, the decision was nade for her

"OG 48, cleared for landing fromorbit," the bored

voi ce of a spaceport controller crackled over her conm
ink while Nancia hovered and wondered how to in-
troduce herself w thout alarm ng anybody.

She quickly scanned her external sensor views.

There were no other ships visible in orbit around
Shermal i, and any OG ship on the far side of the planet
shoul d have been out of commink range. They mnust

be speaking to her # oh, of course! Nancia chuckl ed

to herself. Since the sting operation offBahati, she'd
been far too busy to demand a new paint job. The

mauve- and- puce pseudowal | s of an OG Shi ppi ng

drone still cluttered her interior; the OG stencil was
presumably still promnently displayed on her exter-

nal skin. Darnell Overton-d axely had a reputation

for picking up and retrofitting ships fromany possible
source. Her sleek CS shape would be unusual for a
shipping line's vessel, but apparently not unusua
enough to rouse any suspicion in the spaceport con-
troller. As he droned on with |anding instructions,
Nanci a t hought she recognized the calm |evel

uni nfl ected voi ce. Not that voice specifically, but the
feeling of detachnent fromworldly cares. Since when

do Blissto addicts hold responsi bl e spaceport positions? | knew
somet hing was very wong here. And we # Forister and
M caya and |# are going tofnd out what!

She settled on the landing pad with a sense of exul -
tation and adventure. Then, as she took in her
surroundi ngs, the bubbles of joyous feelings went as
flat as |ong-opened Stenerald.

"Ugh! What happened to this place?" Forister ex-
claimed as soon as Nancia cl eared her display screens
to give hima view of Shemali fromthe spaceport.



The permacrete of the |anding pads was cracked

and stained, and the edge of the "crete had a ragged
hol e eaten into it, as though sonebody had spilled a
drum of industrial biocleaners and hadn't bothered to
clean up the results before the m croscopic biocleaners
ate thenselves to death on permacrete and paint. The
spaceport building was a wi ndow ess pernacrete

bl ock, grim and forbidding as any maxi num security
prison# which, of course, described the whol e planet.

Beyond t he spaceport, clouds of green and purple
snoke billowed into the air. Presumably they were the
source of the greenish-black ashes which had drifted
over every surface visible to Nancia.

Wil e they waited for the spaceport controller to iden-
tify hinmself and wel come themto Shemali, a blast of w nd
shri eked across the open | anding field, catching the ashes
and tossing theminto whirling columsof pollution that
col l apsed as rapidly as they had arisen.

Nanci a's external monitors recorded the w nd
tenperature at 5 degrees Centi grade

"Shemal i deserves its nane," she nurnured
"What's that?"

"North Wnd," Nancia said. "A pha knows the |an-
guage fromwhich all the Nyota system nanes come. She
nmentioned the translations once... a long time ago."

"I's the rest of the planet |ike this?"

Nancia briefly replaced the view of the outside with
magni fi ed di spl ays of the inages she'd taken in while
descending fromorbit. At the tinme she'd been too ex-
erci sed over the problem of an appropriate greeting
formula to worry nuch about the surface probl ens of
the planet. Now she and Forister gazed in horrified
silence at stagnant pools in which no living thing
stirred, valleys eroded fromthe brutal road cuts |ead-
ing to new hyperchip plants, swirling clouds of dust
and ash bl anketing woods in which the trees died and
no birds sang.
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"I didn't know that one factory could do so nuch
damage to a planet," Forister said slowy.

"Looks as if there are several factories operating
now," M caya pointed out. "All running at top capacity,
I'd guess, with no concern for danage to the environ-
ment ... and Shenali's winds will have distributed the
pol | uti ng waste products planet-w de."

"Di d nobody visit Shemali before reconmrendi ng



Pol yon for a GSA? Probably not," Forister answered
his own question. "W wants to come to a prison
planet in a mnor star systen? And his records are
good, you said, Nancia?"

"The public records are excellent," Nancia replied,
"It appears that Polyon de Gras-Wal dheimhas truly

been naking every effort to see that the maxi mum

quantity of hyperchips is manufactured and that they

are distributed as widely as possible." At incalcul abl e cost
to the environnent- But that's not a crinme....not |legally, not
here anyway. If Central cared about Shemali, they woul dn't
have | ocated the prison netachip factory here to begin wth.

A poundi ng on the | ower doors reverberated

through Nanria's outer skin. She sw tched back to ex-
ternal auditory and visual sensors. The ones on her

| andi ng braces gave her a narrow vi ew of whoever was
maki ng this commotion ... a gaunt man w apped in
tattered rags that |ooked Iike the remmants of a prison
uni form gray snmock and | oose trousers, and with

nore rags draped over his head and bound about his
fists.

He was calling her name. "Nancia! Nancia, let ne
in, quickly!"

On the edge of the landing field, two bul ky figures

in gleaming silvercloth protective suits noved slowy
forward, awkward and menaci ng. The silver hoods

covered their faces like helnets, the silver suits glit-
tered around them|like arnor. But the weapons in

their raised hands were not knightly |ances, but nerve
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di sruptors, bul ky squat shapes nore nenaci ng than
any iron |l ance point.

Nanci a slid open the | ower doors. The fugitive col -

| apsed agai nst the opening doors and fell into the

cargo bay. As one of the silver-suited figures raised its
nerve di sruptor, Nancia slanmed the doors shut

again. The rays bounced harm essly agai nst her outer
shel I'; she absorbed the energy w thout conscious

t hought. All her attention was on the ragged prisoner

who was now pushing hinself to his knees, slowy and

pai nful |y unwi nding the rags fromaround his face.

"That may not have been a wi se decision," Forister
commented nmildly. "W don't wish to becone

enbroiled with the local authorities. Prison disputes
aren't part of our nmission.”

"This man is," Nancia replied. She switched the dis-
pl ay screens to show what her sensors were picking up
in the cargo bay. M caya Questar-Benn was the first to
gasp in recognition



"Young Bryl ey- Sorensen! How did he get into
Shermali prison . . . and out again . . . and in such
condi ti on?"

"That," said Nancia grimy, "I should very much Iike
to know. "

Sev pull ed hinmsel f upright by one of the support

struts that crisscrossed the cargo bay. "Nancia, don't |et
anybody el se in. There's # you don't know # terrible
things on Shemali. Terrible," he repeated. H s eyes
rolled up and he slid to the floor again.

"Forister, Mcaya, get himout of the cargo bay

bef ore those two guards or whatever cone knocki ng

on ny doors," Nancia snapped. "No, wait. | have an

i dea. Take his clothes offfirst and | eave themthere."

n W]y?"

"Don't have tinme to explain. Just do it!" She set her
ki tchen synthesizers to work and turned on the in-
cinerator. Wat she had in mind would never work if
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Shermal i were a decendy run prison. But what she'd

seen of the ravages w eaked on the planet natched

what she renenbered of young Pol yon de G as-

Wal dheim s ruthl ess personality, and Sev's |ast gasped
words were all the confirmati on she needed.

Whil e Forister and M caya stripped the unconscious
Sev and manhandled himinto the lift, Nancia ex-
panded her sensor reception to exami ne himnore

cl osely. She recorded everything for future anal ysis,
taking particular note of the horrible skin |esions that
di sfigured both Sev's arns and one | eg. Dark bruises
flowered in purple and blue and green on his ribs and
stomach, and his back was crisscrossed with swollen
weal s that oozed red as the other two softpersons
moved him Hi s breathing was shall ow and irregul ar
and he showed no sign of regaining consci ousness
while they dragged himto the lift.

What had they done to himon Shemali? Nancia

knew how to treat the surface injuries; but this was a
pl anet of nerve gas and acids. The lesions on his arns
and legs frightened her. So did his desperate, ragged
breath pattern. This went beyond the superficial in-
juries and known di seases she was qualified to treat
What they wanted was a doctor ... and there hap-

pened to be one on board.

Nanci a fl ashed her images of Sev to Al pha's cabin.
There was a cry of dismay, then a strangled sob. Fassa's
voi ce, not Alpha's. Nancia realized that in her hurry,



she'd transmitted the sanme display to all the passenger
cabins. Already Darnell was cursing about the inter-
ruption of his vid. She switched off the receptors from
his cabin and di spl ayed i mages of the other three
prisoners so that she could watch their faces while she
consulted with Al pha.

"Dr. Hezra-Fong," Nancia said formally, "we have just
brought aboard a prisoner with the severe injuries you
see. | fear Ganglidde poisoning. Can you treat hinP"
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"That's not Ganglicide," Al pha said confidently.

"M nor acid burns, that's all. But there may be sone

| ung damage. | can't be sure fromthese vids. And with
the I ocation of those bruises, |I'"'mworried about kidney
damage and internal bleeding. Transport himto the
nmedtech center. I'Il have a | ook."

She was cool and qui ck and conpetent; Nancia ad-
mred those qualities unwillingly. But could she be
trusted with Sev's heal th?

Al pha pushed on the dosed cabin door and turned

back to the sensor port. Her fine, sharp-featured face
was pi nched with annoyance. "FN 935,1 cannot di ag-
nose and treat this man by renote control! If you're
interested in his health, | strongly suggest you open
this door and allow ne to do ny job!"

But what el se woul d she do? Nanci a wonder ed.

"Let me go with her," Blaize suggested.

"And me." Fassa's large eyes were filled with tears.
Acting, or desperation? There was scant tinme to
dedde.

Nanda instinctively trusted Bl ai ze, but she wasn't

sure how reliable he mght be. He tended to go al ong
with the magjority. And if she let both Fassa and Bl ai ze
out with Al pha, the prisoners would be the majority
anong the soft persons.

And what ever Fassa's crinmes, Nancia sonehow
doubt ed that she would do anything to hurt Sev
Bryl ey- Sorensen. Not after the scenes she had wit-
nessed between them Not after she'd watched Fassa
sink into a depression between Bahati and Shenal i,
convinced that Sev had deserted her and that she
woul d never see hi m agai n.

"Fassa del Parma y Polo will acconmpany and assi st
Dr. Hezra-Fong," Nancia announced with a nental
prayer that she was making the right decision.

Wiile the two wonen raced down the corridor to neet



Forister and Mcaya at the lift, Nancia slowy opened her
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| ower cargo doors six inches. The silver-suited guard

who stood outside had his fist raised to bang on the door,
he lowered it now, but aimed his nerve cttsruptor into
what he could see of the cargo bay.

"And what can | do for you?" Nancia asked icily.

"Drone OG 48, you are harboring an escaped

prisoner," the guard said. "Return himto our custody
now, or it'll be die worse for you. Your owner won't ap-
prove this, you know. "

Nanci a managed an icy |augh that chilled her own
sensors. "This is not a drone. You'll meet us in good
time. As for that di seased bundle of rags that begged
entrance, it has been di sposed of appropriately. It

| ooked as if it had Capellan jungle rot and Altair

pl ague # not to nmention AOd Earth lice. Did you think
we'd | eave sonething like that cluttering up this nice
dean shi p?"

"Don't try tolie to ne," the guard warned. "This
ship has been under surveillance fromthe nonent of
| andi ng. The prisoner has not left the ship."

"Who sai d anything about |eaving? There are its
clothes # if you can call those rags clothes,"” Nancia
added di sparagingly. She slid the cargo doors open
anot her ten inches, just enough to let the guard
squeeze in edgewi se. "And here's the rest of your
fugitive." She opened the disposal slot and extruded
the contents. A pitiful little heap of organic ash, par-
tially burnt protein, and charred bone fragnents
spilled out onto the tray. The guard stepped back
every line of his body expressing horror. Nancia

wi shed she could see his face behind the silver per-
mafil mand the finely woven breath nesh.

"What's the matter?" she inquired. "He was dying
anyway, you know. "

The guard stunbl ed towards the doors, making
ret ching sounds behind his nmask. "I thought de
G as-Wal dheimwas a cold one,"” he said between
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gaggi ng noi ses, "but you OG Shipping types are

wor se yet."
Nantia's | ast and nost spine-chilling |augh foll owed



hi m out onto the I andi ng pad.

"Don't you want to take the remmins back?" she
called after him

She sl amred the cargo doors shut before he

could answer, just in case he overcanme his distaste
and cane back for the "remains.” It would never do
tolet alab get hold of the synthesized "bone" and
algal -protein "flesh" that she had first created, then
charred in the incinerator
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"Stinpad! Drug stores!" Al pha snapped over her

shoul der. Nancia silently extruded die required
equi prent from her medtech drawers. Al pha's slim
dark fingers darted anpng the anpul es supplied and
| oaded the pad with a conbination of drugs. Nancia
recogni zed a general nervous stinulant, a breathing
regul ator, and at |east two kinds of anesthetic.

"Er # are you sure those will work all right in com

bi nati on?" she asked apol ogetically. A pha was the
doctor. But Nancia had been rigorously trained in the
m nor first aid and hol di ng techni ques she m ght ex-
pect to need until she could get an ailing brawn or
passenger to a clinic; and one thing her instructor had
been very, very firm about was the danger of unex-
pected side-effects fromm xing two or nore drugs.

"You wanted an expert," Al pha snapped, "you got

one. |'ve got to stabilize his condition before | can treat
the superficial |esions and check for internal damage.
This should keep himbreathing ... if anything will.

W haven'ta lot of time to waste, you know. "

Quietly, Fassa del Parma slid between Al pha and

Sev' s unconsci ous body, now prone on the padded ex-
am ni ng bench that slid out of one wall in the narrow
nmedt ech chanmber. "If the conbination is harnless,"
she said, "try it on ne first"

"Don't be silly," Al pha sneered, "you've |less than
hal f his body mass. You'll be out of it for two days if |
gi ve you the sane dose |'ve prepared for Bryley!"

"Then just use half the stinpad," Fassa suggest ed.
She pul | ed one sl eeve down over her shoul der, expos-

i ng an expanse of creamnmy white skin, naked and vul -
nerable. "Here. | won't nove. But | want to see a
denonstration before you stick anything into... Sev.
She gul ped on his name, but otherw se her com
posure was unbroken.



Nanci a, who al one had the luxury of view ng the

scene from several angles, thought she saw Sev's

eyelids flutter at the sound of Fassa's voice. Neither of
t he young wonen noticed; they were too intent on one

anot her. Fromthe door, M caya Questar-Benn

wat ched in concern. Behind her, Forister glanced up

at one of Nantia's hall sensors. "Tine to intervene?"

he mout hed soundl essly.

"Wait a minute," Nancia whispered back, the mnerest

t hread of sound.

Al pha stared at Fassa's cal mface and the exposed
shoul der she was offering. Her own face worked
angrily. "1 ought to take you up on it," she said,
interfering dolt. Always were soft on nen, weren't
you? Al right, then!" She tossed the | oaded stinpad in
the general direction of a disposal chute; Nancia ex-
tended the chute's w ng-edges and caught the thing
before it slid down into the recycling chanber. She
wanted to have an independent |ab anal yze the first

m x when they got to a civilized planet

you

Al pha prepared a second stinpad | oaded w th nodi -
ing nore than a comon stinmulant. "Happier with
thi s?" she asked the air, brows raised sarcastically.

"Yes, thank you," said Nancia and Fassa simul -

taneously. But Fassa still insisted that Al pha inject her
with a sanmpl e of each nedication she used to treat Sev.
"You're a fool," Al pha nuttered, too | ow for Cenera
Questar-Benn to hear; Nancia had to anplify her audio

sensors to catch the thread of speech. Al pha bent over Sev

as she spoke, swabbing wi di short vicious strokes at die acid
sores on his arns and |l egs. "He was in bad enough

shape... ifhe'd never waked up, there' d be that nuch |ess
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evi dence agai nst you and me both. Do you fed that grate-
ful to himfor doing his best to put you in prison?"

"I'"ve already killed once," Fassa said. "That's
enough for me. What's that?"

"Antibiotic spray. Relax," Al pha told her. "W had

our chance to get rid of some evidence, you blewit, it's
too late now Got that freak of a general and the old
fert brawn peering over our shoulders, ready to slap

me with a mal practice suit on top of everything el se.

"Il do ny best to patch your detective up for you #

and ny best," she added with sinple pride that was

qui te undi m ni shed by her crimnminal record, "ny best,
Fassa dear, is very good indeed."

It was, too. Wthin the hour Sev was reclining on pil-
| ows, sipping cantea | oaded with so rmuch sugar and



chal ker that it was hardly recogni zabl e, and expl ai ni ng
to Forister and Mcaya the extent of what he'd un-
covered on Shermali and why he'd been in such

desperate straits when Nanci a | anded.

"I nmade a few mistakes," he admtted with a
grimace. "Disguising nyself as a prisoner on an in-
com ng transport seened like the only way to slip onto
Shemali unnoticed. It worked, too. But there were a
fewthings | hadn't counted on after that."

Sev had expected his faked "prison" records, show
ing expertise in nmetachi p mathemati cs and conput er
network operation, to earn hima prison job sone-
where in the adm nistration, where he'd have a chance
to poke around in Polyon's records and find what he
was | ooking for. The position he was assigned to

| ooked promising # but as soon as he started his
search, everything had gone w ong.

"Ah # you didn't say exacdy what you were | ooking
for on ShemaU," Forister hinted courteously.

Sev took a long gulp of his scal ding cantea,
coughed, gasped, and lay back looking a little weaker.
"Not inmportant. Inportant thing is, nore going on
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than you can guess fromoutside. Don't have it al
nysel f... but enough...."

Pol yon's entire conmputer systemwas |aced with

coded traps and alarns; the first tine Sev tried to ac-
cess secure data, Polyon and his trusties were alerted
and caught himin the act before he'd nore than

downl oaded a handful of innocuous records. Sev then
showed them his Central Wrlds pass and expl ai ned

that he was on an investigative m ssion having nothing
to do with Polyon or Shenali .

"They didn't believe ne,"
it happened to be true."

he sighed. "Even though

"Then what were you doi ng?" M caya Questar-Benn
demanded.
"Later." Sev went on with his story. The trusties had
beaten himup, stripped him |ocated and di sabl ed the
thin sliver of spyderplate which he'd neant to use as a
di stress beacon to Nancia in case he got into trouble.
"Those things are supposed to start enmitting an all-fre-
guenci es distress signal hooking into the Net if they're
damaged, " Sev conplained. "So at first I wasn't too
worried. But then when you didn't come, and it got to

be two days, | thought | mght be on nmy own."

"De G as-Wal dhei m nust know sonme way to disable



them" Forister nodded.

"Reasonabl e,” Nancia put in fromthe speaker. "He
i nvented them They're essentially single-purpose
hyperchi ps # and nobody knows nore about hyper-
chi ps than Pol yon."

Sev's next discovery was that Polyon had stepped up

the new pl ants' production of hyperchips by ignoring al
safety precautions. Sent to the hyperchip burnoff I|ines,
where prisoners' |ife expectancy am d the clouds of
nerve-destroyi ng gas coul d be neasured in days rather
than years, Sev had resolved to make a break for freedom
when the first ship touched down on Shemali # espe-
cially when he recognized the slimlines of Nancia's
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Courier Service hull behind the disguising frieze of OG
Shi ppi ng 1 ogos and mauve stripes. The escape hadn't

been too difficult; all the other prisoners had been ter-
rorized out of even thinking about escape, and the
guards were |lazy and careless and unwilling to spend
much time in the burnoffroons.

"And besides," finished Forister with a grin, "nobody
woul d expect a prisoner on the run to go to an OG

Shi ppi ng drone for hel p. Nancia, your paint job has
served us well. | don't suppose you' d consider keeping
it after this is over?"

"Most certainly not!" Nancia told him "And it
woul dn't work, anyway. Wien we've finished in the
Nyota system there won't be any nore OG Shi ppi ng.
But # what do we do now?"

SeVs story had denmonstrated enough irregularities to
justify arresting Polyon twi ce over. But he was just one
man, w th no datacordings or conp uter records to exhibit
in proofofhis story. If they took Polyon away now w t hout
maki ng sure of their evidence, Sev predicted that Shemali
woul d be cleaned up by the time they got back

"I npossible,"” said Forister with feeling.

Sev nodded weakly. "Not the planet's surface,

grant you. But you can be sure there'll be nothing in-
side the factories for an investigative comrittee to
quarrel with. It'll all be clean assenbly lines, strict

safety features.”

"And the prisoners who've al ready been damaged
by exposure to acids and gases?"



"I don't think," said Sev sonmberly, "that any of them
will be able to testify by that tine."

"Then we'll have to go down now and get the
evi dence, " Forister said.

Sev shook his head. "Wn't work. He's clever #

there's a VIP tour arranged # the disfigured

prisoners and the dangerous work lines are all kept

wel | out of sight. Mstly at the secondary plants hidden

backpl anet | know how to find one of the worst plants.

| was there. But without nme, he'll whisk you from one
end of the central prison factory to the other, and you
won't see anything, and every time you try to turn
around there'll be six guards in your way. 1'll have to
go with you." He tried to raise hinself fromthe pil-
\ows, started coughing and fell back again.

"You can't!" Fassa excl ai ned.

"May have to," said Mcaya Questar-Benn. "Duty."

She and Sev nodded at one another. "You two, she
jerked her head at Fassa and Al pha # back to your
cabins now. Nothing to do with you # shouldn't have
| et you hear this much."

"Wait!" Fassa cried as Forister took her by the arm
"There has to be another way. It won't work, taking

Sev with you, can't you see that? Even if he were
stronger, the sight of his face will warn Pol yon at once
that there's sonething wong. None of you# none of

us will get away alive."

"Ch, cone now," said Forister gendy. "Your friend
can't be that dangerous."

Fassa's face hardened. "If you don't believe nme, ask
t he others. Al pha?"

Al pha bint Hezra-Fong nodded once, reluctandy.

Fassa | ooked up at the room sensor. "Nancia, can
you connect us with Blaize and Darnell? Just for a
nonent ?"

Both nmen agreed with Fassa's assessnent of the
si tuation.

"Then what om we do?" Forister demanded. "Damm

it, I"'mnot going to turn tail and run off-planet for fear
of some spoiled H gh Fam lies brat who's got hold of

some dangerous toys!"

"I think," Fassa said slowy, "that you're going to use
me." She was very pale. "Take Al pha back to her cabin,
and I'lIl explain what | think we can do." She | ooked
apol ogetically at Al pha.
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"Traitor! \Wen Polyon finds out# "

Fassa's |lips were pinched. She was not pretty at al
now. But she was al nost beautiful, in a cold renote
way. "1'll have to take that chance, won't |?"
"Better you than me," Al pha said. She turned to go.
"Al'l right. Lock me up. | don't even want to hear this
pl an. Maybe he won't hold it against me, if |I'm not
even here when you discuss it." She didn't sound too
hopeful of that.

When Fassa expl ai ned her plan, there was a brief silence
whi | e Fori ster, Nanci aandM caya all thoughtit over

"You think he'll fell for it?" Forister queried.

"He thinks Nancia is an OG drone," Fassa pointed

out "He believes her passengers cremated Sev for

bei ng a nuisance; if he hadn't swallowed that story,
beli eve ne, we'd be hearing from hi mby now " She

gave thema strained smle. "Murderers in the escort of
OG shipping # what better credentials could you

have? And with me to front the introductions# "

"I won't let you!" Sev said hoarsely.

"Fassa stays on board Nancia," M caya interrupted.
"That's understood." She | ooked at the girl. "No of-
fense, Fassa. But fromthe ship, we can nmonitor what
you say. And | think you' d better wear these." She bent
over briefly, fiddled with the prosthesis repl acing her
left leg, and straightened with two | engths of shining,
thread-fine wire. "Hold out your wists."

Fassa obeyed and M caya encircled each wist with a
length of the wire. Wiere she twi sted the ends shut,
the wires seenmed to collapse and seal invisibly upon
t henmsel ves.

"Tangl efield? Is that really necessary?"

M caya nodded. "Security neasure, no nore. Field
won't be activated unless we run into trouble on
Shemali. C ear, Nancia?"

"Affirmed."

M caya touched her synthetic arm "I've got a port-
able tangl efield generator built in here," she told

Forister. "M ght cone in handy on Shemali. Want
sone W res?"



Forister took a handful of the gleam ng wires and
regarded them dubi ously. "I prefer to solve ny
probl ems nore el egandy than this.”

"Me, too." M caya tugged her dark green pants |eg

down over the prosthesis. "lsn't always possible,

t hough. Everybody tells me there'll be terrible politica
conplications if we harma hair on the head of this

H gh Families brat. So ..." She patted her prosthetic

| eg again and straightened. "I've stashed the needier
Agree with you, taking himout straightaway woul d be
simpl er, but you insisted on doing this by the book."
"That wasn't," Forister said, "quite what | meant by
an el egant sol ution."

M caya regarded himw th a hint of anmusement on

her solemm, dark face. "Know it. Usually is the nost

"el egant' way, though. Leave little tyrants to run | oose,
they grow up into big tyrants. Then you get the Capel -

| an mess, or sonmething like. Wars," she pointed out,
"aren't elegant." She nodded once to Fassa, by way of
apol ogy. "Understand, not accusing you of treachery,

just not taking chances. Want you to be warned # "

"That a secret signal to Polyon will do ne nore
harm t han good," Fassa finished calmy. "You don't

trust ne. That's all right. / wouldn't trust nme, either."
She was white to the Iips now, and her hands were

shaki ng, but she led the way fromthe nmedtech room

wi t hout pausi ng.

Nanci a could see that Sev was fretting enough to
damage hinself by trying to go after them so she

swi tched di splays to give himvisual and auditory sen-
sor taps to the main cabin.

Fassa was still pale when Nancia initiated the signal se-
guence that would open a commlink wth planetside
aut horities, but she managed t he prom sed introduc-
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tions with perfect composure. For Polyon's benefit

Forister and M caya becane Forrest Perez and Qualia

Benton, a pair of potential hyperchip customers wth

cash to invest in the operation. She hinted delicately that
"Qualia Benton" was really a high-ranking general from
Central, and M caya started forward to stop her. Forister

| aid one hand on Mcaya's arm "Trust the young | ady,

Mc," he murmured. "She has # er # nore experience
inthis sort of thing than you or I."

So it proved. Far from being alarmed by M caya's
mlitary standi ng, Polyon accepted her presence with
Fassa, on an OG ship, as proof that she was as corrupt



as his friends. And he was clearly delighted to have
made the contact. Wthin mnutes he was arranging to
nmeet Fassa's "friends" and give thema tour of the
newest hyperchip pl ant

"I don't know why, but Pol yon's always been eager to

get nore hyperchips sold to the mlitary," Fassa told the
others after she cut the contact. "It's not the noney,
either; he offered Space Acadeny a cut rate once, but the
Ration Board stopped him 1 knew your rank woul d be

the thing to draw himin, Mcaya. A back door into the
mlitary supply systemis Polyon's dream™

"l suppose he wants to inpress his old teachers and
cl assmates by making sure they all use his inventions,"
Forister surm sed.

Nanci a was confused. "But surely he doesn't
i magi ne that selling hyperchips on the black market is
the way to high standing in the Acadeny?"

AU t hree softpersons | aughed tol erandy, and Nanci a

heard a weak chuckle fromthe sensor link to the ned-

tech cabin where Sev rested. "lInvestigate the sources of a
few H gh Families fortunes sonme tine, Nancia," Sev
recormmended to her. "Mney washes dean of nost any

taint# and nore rapidly than you'd believe possible.”

"Not," Nancia said, "in the Academy. And not in
House Perez y de Gras, either."
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Nanci a fussed over Forister and Mcaya until the | ast
mnute, fitting themout with contact buttons,
spyder pl ates, and every other renote protection device
she could think of. "I don't know what good you think
this will do," Forister conplained. "De G as-Wl dhei m
di sabl ed Sev's spyderplate w thout alerting anybody,

di dn' t he?"

"Sev didn't have me nmonitoring him" Nancia
poi nted out.

She shoul d have confined Fassa to her cabin before
the other two |eft, but she didn't have the heart to.
"Sonmebody should stay with Sev," Fassa pl eaded.

"Ch, let the child stay with him" Forister put in unex-
pectedly. "She's not worth nmuch as a hostage anyway. |If
even half of what Sev told us about the hyperchip factory
conditions is true, Polyon de Gras-Waldheimis a nur-
derer a dozen tinmes over who'd think nothing of
sacrificing a ship full ofhis forner friends."

Fassa nodded. "Yes, that's about right. Except # |
woul dn't say he'd "think nothing of it." He'd probably
enjoy it."



"Why didn't any of you tell us about Pol yon before

thi s?" Nanci a demanded. "You were all babbling your
stupi d heads off, pointing the finger at one another to
get some credit for your own plea bargains, and you
never warned us about Pol yon."

"Afraid to," Fassa said sadly.

"So afraid that you let Sev go off to Shemali w thout
a word of warning? |'d never have |let himgo un-
monitored if |'d guessed.”

"I didn't know Sev had gone to Shenmli," Fassa
def ended herself. "Nobody told ne anything. | didn't
even know he wasn't on board when we left Bahati. Al

| knew was that he didn't conme to see ne again, and

t hought, | thought... and quite right, too; why should
he bother w th soneone |ike nme?" Tears filled her

eyes; Nancia thought that for once they were genuine.
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"Fassa del Parma, you are a prine idiot!" Sev's

weary, hoarse whisper startled all of them Nancia had
forgotten that she'd |left the connections between the
mai n cabi n and the nedtech roomw de open. "Get in
here and hold my hand and snooth my fevered brow.
I"'man injured man. | need attention.”

"Call Al pha. She's a doctor," Fassa gul ped.

"I wantyou. Now are you com ng, or do | have to get
up and get you?"

Fassa fled. And Nancia watched, satisfied, and feel-

ing only alittle bit |ike an eavesdropper, as she burst
t hrough the door of the nmedtech room Hadn't Sev

given her explicit instructions to keep full sensors
open whenever he was with Fassa del Parma?

Those two were too wapped up in each other for

Fassa to pose any danger to anybody. Al the same, Nan-
cia kept those sensors open while she concentrated nost

of her attention on the images and sounds coming in
fromPollster's and M caya's contact buttons. Polyon was
losing no tinme; he'd net themon the landing field in a
flyer that swooped directly to the newest hyperchip
production facility, a squat featureless building set in a
val l ey that m ght have been beautiful before Polyon's
construction teanms sliced through the earth and the

waste products fromhis factory killed off the trees. Now
the buil ding stood alone at the top of a sloping hill ringed
round by stagnant, poisonous-|ooking waters and the

broken stunps of dead trees. Nancia felt her sensors con-
tracting in repul sion at the inmage.

"Ceneral, can you handle this flyer?" she nur-



mured through M caya's contact button

"I"'mglad to see you have such up-to-date equip-

ment, de Gras," Mcaya said loudly for Nancia's
benefit. "I tested the prototype versions of this flyer
recently, but | had no idea the nbodel was in genera
distribution already."

Good. M caya would be able to bring the three of
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t hem back. Nancia listened in on Sev's and Fassa's con-
versation while Polyon | anded the flyer and took
Forister and Mcaya into the factory.

"You think too nuch,"” Sev was saying firmy to
Fassa." | nmeant what | told you before, and I still nean
it. You idiot, | went to Sheniali on your account!"

"On ny account ?" Fassa echoed, sounding as if she
was unable to think at all

Sev nodded." Here |'d been pacing Nancia's corridors
every night, trying to think out a way to save you, and
then Darnell gave me a due. He said you'd contracted to
build a hyperchip factory for Polyon, and that when the
original building collapsed you replaced it free of charge.
I thought if | could prove that, your |awer might argue
that you never intended to do substandard work# that

any problens with your buildings were the result of in-
conpet ence, of sending a young girl to manage a

busi ness she was unfam liar with # and that he could
prove it by denmonstrating how willingly you' d nmade res-
titution when a problemwas brought to your attention.'
Fassa smiled through her tears. "If s a lovely, lovely ar-
gunent, Sev. Unfortunately, not a word of that is true,
am" said Fassa, "or rather, | was an extremely conpetent
contractor." She sniffed. "Danmm Daddy. He accidentally
sent nme into a business | had a real talent for."

"That being the case," said Sev softly, "why the hel
couldn't you just be a contractor, instead of slinking
around in those dresses that kept falling off your
shoul ders and driving m ddl e-aged nen crazy?"

Fassa's face hardened. "Ask Daddy." She tried to
turn away, but Sev had hold of both her hands.

"l guessed sone tine ago," he said. "And ... 1've
been checki ng ol d gossi pbytes. Was that why your
not her killed hersel f?"

Fassa nodded. Tears were stream ng down her face
unchecked. "Well, then. You won't want to have any-
thing nore to do with ne. | understand. I'mnot, |I'm
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not... it's not just Daddy, you know. There've been al
those other nen...." She gul ped down a sob

For a man who'd been on the verge of collapse a few
hours earlier, Sev denonstrated remarkabl e powers of
recovery. Nancia was inpressed by the strength with

whi ch he drew Fassa into his arnms agai nst her resis-
tance. "You," he said deliberately, "are the wonan |

| ove, and not hi ng that happened before today matters
inthe slightest to ne." He paused for a nonent and
Nanci a bl acked out her visual sensors. She didn't real-
ly think that the requirements of surveillance on Fassa
i ncl uded wat chi ng Sev Bryl ey- Sorenson ki ss her as
desperately as a man in vacuum gaspi ng for oxygen

On Shermali, Mcaya Questar-Benn had finally per-

suaded Polyon to drop die sanitized V.l1.E tour of his
factory. She didn't believe he could produce enough hy-
perchips to satisfy her requirenments, she told him and
what was nore, she didn't believe he woul d be able to ex-
tend the factory's production fast enough for her. The
safety requirenents nandated by the Trade Conm ssion
sinmply took too long to set up and mai ntain.

Pol yon suggested that the Trade Comm ssion coul d,

col l ectively, do something anatomnically inpossible for
the individual nmenbers. And if the General wanted to
see just how fast he could turn out hyperchips, he
added, she and her friend could just follow him
They' d have to wear protective gear, though, he said,
struggling into a silverdoth suit hinself as he spoke.

While M caya and Forister put on the suits provided

for guests, Mcaya comrented innocently that the cost of
suiting up an entire production |line of prisoners nust be
prohi bitive, and that she didn't see how they maintai ned
the dexterity necessary for the assenbly process while
wor ki ng frominside the bulky silvercloth gl oves.

Pol yon chuckl ed and agreed that the difficulties
posed were enor nDus.
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On board, Sev and Fassa were tal ki ng agai n; Nanci a

di screetly tuned in to their conversation, but there
wasn't rmuch in it to require her attention. Fassa was
gl oony about the prospect of years in prison. Sev
wasn't any too cheerful about it hinself, but he as-
sured Fassa that he'd wait for her.

"I don't think they let murderers out," Fassa said.

"Unl ess they decide to m ndw pe ne."

"Fassa, you are not a rmurderer. Caleb isn't dead."



Fassa's sl ender body becane quite still. "He isn't?"
"You were right," Sev said. "Nobody tells you any-
thing. He isn't dead. He isn't even seriously iU, he was
in therapy for nerve damage when | |eft Bahati."

"Latest bulletins from Summer-1ands say that he

shoul d recover full function quite soon and will
probably be restored to active brawn status within the
next few weeks," Nancia confirned.

Sev and Fassa broke apart and | ooked up at the
over head speaker.

"Nanci a!" Sev exclaimed. "I didn't know you were
listening."”

"You gave ne the orders yourself," Nancia

rem nded him

"Ch. Well." Sev thought. "Can | cancel the orders?
WIl you obey me if | do?"

"I really shouldn't."

"Lock the door on us both," Sev suggested. "I don't

m nd. But please, could we have sone privacy now?
Thi s voyage back to Central is likely to be ny |ast
chance to be alone with nmy girl for a long, long tine."

Fassa | ooked ridicul ously happy for soneone feeing
trial and a stiff prison sentence. Nancia left themto it.

She didn't have much to occupy her on Shemali,
either. Mcaya and Forister hadn't waited to take the
full tour of the hyperchip assenbly line; a few inages
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of prisoners working unshielded with skin-destroying
acids, in roons that |eaked poi sonous gas, were all the
evi dence they needed to bol ster Sev's detail ed

eyew tness testimony. The datacordi ngs were par-
ticularly dammi ng when acconpani ed, as they were,

by Pol yon's pleasant, cultured voice explaining just
how he had cut costs and speeded up production by
condeming the prisoners in his care to |lingering,

pai nful deaths by industrial poisoning. By the tine
Nanci a had scanned those images, M caya had al ready

sl apped tangl ewi res around Polyon's wists, ankles,
and even his neck. Wth die ankle field activated, she
read himthe formal statenent of arrest

"You can't do this!" Polyon protested. "Do you know
who | an? 1'ma de G as-Wal dheim And | have Gover-
nor Lyautey's approval for everything |I've done here!"



"My brainship has already transmtted a request for

drug testing on Lyautey and all other civilian personnel,’
Forister told him "I suspected Blissto when | heard your
spaceport controller talking. What did you do, nake ad-

di cts of anybody who could bl ow t he whistle on you?"

""You can't arrest me" Pol yon repeated as though he
hadn't understood a word.

M caya Questar-Benn had a snmile that woul d have

chilled steel to the snapping point. "Want to bet, son?
Walk in front of ne. Slowy, now Wuldn't want the
tanglefield to think you're trying to escape and cut off
your feet; it's too quick and easy a death for your sort"
And when Pol yon opened his nouth again, she activated
the extended tanglefield fromthe neck wire to keep him
fromfl appi ng his tongue about any nore.

As they left the assenbly lines, a ragged cheer went
up fromthe prisoners behind them

" CHAPTER S| XTEEN

To Polyon's shock and amazenent, the cyborg freak

and her partner actually managed to convi nce Gover -
nor Lyautey that they were entitled to arrest a de

G as- Val dhei m and take hi m away. "Convi nce" was
probably too strong a word. Polyon recognized with
rueful anmusenent that he'd been caught in his own
trap. The governor, like all the civilians left on
Shermal i, was constantly dosed with Al pha bint Hezra-
Fongs Seductron. Since Lyautey was in a nonessenti al

j ob, Polyon kept his maintenance | evel of Seductron so
hi gh that the governor did little but nod am ably and
agree with whoever spoke to himl ast

Sonebody nmust have figured that out and thought

of this way to use it against him Wth his mouth
covered by tangl efield, Polyon could do nothing but
listen while this Mcaya Questar-Benn and her partner
rattl ed off official-sounding words, flourished their
forged credentials # they had to be forged# and took
himaway in the very flyer he hinself had sent to pick
them up at the spaceport

They considerately removed the tanglefield from

his mouth as soon as the flyer took off. Polyon main-
tained a dignified silence during the short flyer hop
back to the spaceport, but his brain was working
furiously. He refused to believe that this "arrest' was
real Real Central agents had their own transport, they
didn't hitch a ride on an OG cruiser or get a conniving
little whore |ike Fassa del Parma to front for them This
had to be sonme trick cooked up by Darnell and Fassa to
get control of the hyperchips. He had no intention of
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giving themor their friends the anusement of seeing

hi m struggl e and protest. Later, when he'd figured out
their game, he would turn the tables and nake them
squirm Darnell would be easy to break, but Fassa..

he smiled unpleasantly at the thought of exacdy how
he'd take the pride out of her. He'd never yet

t hreat ened Fassa physically. Maybe it was tine to start

Then, as the flyer came gently down on the | anding
pad, he blinked and saw the ship for a noment sil-
houetted agai nst the bright sky, only sleek Iines and
snoot h design, w thout the contusing detail of the OG
colors and | ogo, and he knew where he'd seen a ship

i ke that before.

"Courier Service," he groaned, and for the first tine
he began to believe that he was really under arrest

"CGot it in one," said the spare, quiet man who'd
acconpani ed General Questar-Benn, offering Polyon
his hand to help himto the ground. "Tinme | intro-
duced nyself. Forister Arnmonttllado y Medoc, brawn
t ot heFN-935. M

"Kftt a brawn, old man?" Pol yon sneered. TU believe

that when | see it!" He refused the offer of the steadying
hand and swung hinsel f out of the flyer, feet together,
hands in front of him still with athletic grace. Even widi
hi s hands and feet constrained in tanglefields, he still had
his strength and his natural bal ance.

"You'll not have to wait long," Forister replied mld-
ly. "I"ll introduce you to ny Brainship as soon as we're
aboard. "

Pol yon mai ntained a grimsilence while these two

escorted himto the ship's lift, up to the passenger |evel
and down a depressing mauve-painted corridor to the

cabin where he was to be confined. Once there, he

| eaned agai nst the wall and waited. The brawn Forister
and the cyborg M caya withdrew, leaving himstill con-
fined in the double tanglefield about wists and ankl es.
"Wait!" he cried out "Aren't you going to # "
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The door irised shut behind themwi th a series of
di cks along the concentric rings, and a nonent |ater a
sweet feral e voice spoke fromthe overhead speaker

"Wl cone aboard the FN-935," she # it # said. "I

am Nanci a, the brainship of this partnering. Your ar-
rest is legal under Central Code # " and she reeled off
par agraphs and statute references that meant nothing

to Polyon. "As a prisoner awaiting trial on capita
crimes, you may legally be confined by tanglefield for
the duration of the voyage, which will be

approxi mately two weeks. CGeneral Questar-Benn has



transferred the tanglefield control function to ny
conputer; if you will give me your word not to attenpt
damage to ne or to your fell ow passengers, | wll

rel ease the tanglefield now and all ow you the freedom
of your cabin."

Pol yon gl anced over the narrow space and | aughed
sardonically. "You have ny word," he said. Wrds
wer e cheap enough.

As soon as he spoke the electronic field ceased
vibrating. Hs wists and ankles prickled with return-
ing life; an unconfortable sensation, but far, fer better
than being electronically bound hand and foot for the
next two weeks.

The brainship blathered on with threats about

sl eepgas and other restraints that could be applied if
he gave it any trouble; Polyon didn't bother to listen
He had too nuch to think about Besides, he didn't in-
tend to do anything the brainship could see. He wasn't

t hat stupid.

Unobt rusi vel y, under cover of flexing his wists to
restore full novenment, he patted his breast pocket and
felt the reassuring lunmp right where it should be,
where he always carried a mnihedron with the | atest
test version of his naster program He was clever,

Pol yon thought. Too clever by half for this pair to
master for |ong.
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Oh, he'd make some trouble for this interfering

brai nship and its doddering brawn, all right, just as
soon as he got the chance. But it wasn't trouble that
they would be able to see or hear com ng, and there
woul dn't be a damed thing they could do about it
once he'd started. Danm them He wasn't ready for
this; he was still two to three years short of having
everything in place. How nmuch would it cost himto
make hi s planned nmove ahead of schedul e?

| mpossible to cal culate; he'd just have to go ahead

and find out later. Watever the cost, it couldn't be as
great as that of going tamely back to Central for trial
and inprisonnent. It had al ways been a ganbl e,

Pol yon conforted hinself. He'd al ways known that

one day sonebody m ght figure out about the hyper-
chips, and that he'd have to nove fast if that occurred

At | east now, even if the nove was being forced on
him it was forced by sone ignoramuses who didn't
even guess how he nmight retaliate. He woul d have the
advant age of surprise on his side.

If only he'd had tine to inplenent Final Phase!



Then he coul d have started everything right now, with
a spoken word of command. As it was, he'd have to get
this mnihedron into a reader slot before he could
make hi s nove.

There weren't any reader slots in this cabin; and he

was supposed to be confined here until they reached
Central; and if he tried to break out of the cabin, the
dammed brai nship would drop himw th sl eepgas or a

tangl efield before he got to any place with reader slots.

Pol yon bared his teeth briefly. He did | ove a chal -

I enge. He still had his voice, and his wits, and his
charm and sensor contact with the brainship and her
brawn. He set to work with those tools to dig hinself
an inpal pable tunnel to freedom placing each word
and each request as carefully as a mner shoring up
the | oose earth in the tunnel roof.
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In die long draggi ng hours until they reached the Sin-
gularity point for transition into Central subspaoe, there
wasn't rmuch to do but play games or read. Forister and

M caya began another tri-chess contest; Nancia obliging-
Iy created the hol ocube for them and mai ntai ned a

record of the noves, but warned themthat some of the

gane data night be lost if she needed to call on that par-
ticular set of coprocessors during Singularity.

"That's all right," Forister said absently. "M c and
have been interrupted by all sorts of things in our
time. Aren't you partnering ne, then?"

"I don't think I'd better,” Nancia replied with rea
regret. "I think I should nonitor our passengers.
They' ve been all owed a great deal of freedom you
know. "

M caya snorted. "Freedom They're free to nove
within their cabins, that's all. Ganted, | wouldn't cut
"emthat much sl ack, but#

"That," said Forister, "is why you keep having politi-
cal problens. You never cut the Hi gh Famlies any
slack, and they resent it."

"Shouldn't," said Mcaya. "I'mone of them"™

"That doesn't help," Forister said, alnost sadly.
"Anyway, Mc, you're not seriously worried about a
ship's nutiny?"

"From those spoiled brats?" M caya snorted. "Ha

Even that de Gras boy, for all the others were so scared
of him trotted aboard like a little [anmb. No, there's not
a one of themhas the brains # saving your Bl aize,

maybe # or the guts to try anything, now that we've



cut off their special deals."

"Bl aize wouldn't try anything," Forister said sharply.
"He's a good boy."

M caya patted Forister's arm "I know, | know Con-
vinced me. But he did rip off PTA, And what's worse to
my mnd # he didn't speak up about the others. Have
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to answer for that, though it's less, all told, than the rest
of this precious crew have to stand trial for."

"I understand," Forister said glumy

Sev Bryl ey- Sorenson stretched out his |ong | egs.
"Think 1"l work out for a while,"” he announced to no
one in particular.

Tfoud think it was himgoing back for trial, to | ook at
the Iong face on the boy," Mcaya comented as Sev
whi sked hinmsel f down the corridor to the exercise room

"Can't be nmuch fun," Forister said gently, "being in

love with a girl who's likely to be unavailable for the
next fifty Standard Years. And he doesn't have nuch

to take his mnd off it. He's not the type for tri-chess.”

"Not bright enough, you nmean. True," said M caya

with a trace of conplacency. "And too bright for that
silly game the prisoners are playing. Doesn't |eave him
much, you're right."

"Do you really have to nonitor the prisoners all the
time, Nancia?" Forister |ooked at her colum with the
smle that always nmelted her best resolutions. "Surely
they'Il do no damage while they're all wrapped up in

that idiotic ganme. And if you think it's unfair to M caya
for you to partner me ... we could play three-

handed?"

Nanci a had to concentrate a litde harder for this dis-
play, but after a nonment of intense processing the

hol ocube shi mered, tw sted, danced around its centra
core and reformed as a hol ohex, with three separate
triple rows of pieces forned at opposi ng edges.

And in his cabin, Polyon de G as-Wal dhei m stopped
listening to the conversation in the central cabin and
rej oi ned the SPACED QUT gane that was currently

hel ping his fellow prisoners to forget their troubles.
Per suadi ng Nancia to open the comm system so t hat

the five of diemcould play fromtheir cabins had been



his first nove. Now, at |east, he could talk to the otbers.
But he hadn't dared say anythi ng beyond standard

gane nmoves while Nancia was conscientiously
nmoni toring them

The di splay screen showed that three of the gane
characters had nanaged to | ose thenselves in the Trol
Tunnel s. Polyon's own gane icon was still at the mouth
of the tunnels, awaiting a command fromhim" | know
how we can get out of the tunnels," he said.

"How? |'ve tried every exit the system shows.
They're all bl ocked," Al pha conpl ai ned.

"There's a secret key," Polyon told her. "I have it
But | can't get to the door it unlocks from here."

"I never heard anything about a secret key," Darnel
announced. "I think you're bluffing." H s game icon
bounced angrily back al ong one of the Troll Tunnels,
spitting sparks as it went.

"You woul dn't," Polyon said snoothly. "I'mthe
gane master. This secret key can even override your
character, Fassa."

Fassa had taken the Brainship icon for this gane.

"I don't see how," Fassa responded. "Show ne?"

"I told you. | can't get to where | can use it. If any of
you can get me out of this blind alley, though # "

"You're not in a blind alley!" Darnell interrupted.
"You're standing right at the entrance to the Troll Tun-
nel s! Wiy don't you nove your icon on into the

tunnel s?"

"And get lost like the rest of you? No, thanks."

Pol yon waved his hand over the pal npad and shut off

t he bickering voices of the ganesters. He brooded in
silence for a while. Wiy had he ever bothered with
such an inept bunch of conspirators? They were too
stupid to pick up on his veiled hints. They thought he
was interested in playing a game \

Bl ai ze, now, Bl aize was brighter than the others,

and he'd taken no pan in the brief exchange. Pol yon
tapped out a series of commands that woul d give hima
private conmlink to Blaize' s cabin. At |east he could
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hack into Nancia's systemto that extent fromthe key.
board; though it was nothing to the power that would

be his once he'd nmade his way to a reader slot with his

m ni hedr on.

Wil e he thought out his approach to Blaize, he was



startled by a crackle of sound. The idiot thought he'd
achi eved a private channel to the | ounge! And what

was he planning to do with it? Polyon scow ed, then
began to listen attentively. It seened that Bl aize was
too bright to make a good tool

But he might still be an excellent pawn, in a gane
whose noves he'd never see...

"Uncl e Forister?" Blaize switched comm channels to
the lIounge. "I need to talk to you."

"Tal k," Forister grunted. He was just putting the

final touches to a truly beautiful strategy, designed to
pit Mcaya's and Nancia's Brainship pieces agai nst one
anot her while he nmoved unopposed to control all ver-

ti ces of the hol ohex.

"Privately.'

"Ch, all right." Forister got up and stretched. "Nan-
cia, can you store the holohex until | get back?

woul dn't want to tire you by asking you to maintain
the display while we're not actually playing."

Nanci a chuckl ed. "You nean you don't want to

| eave the hol ohex set up where we can study the posi-
tions and figure out what nasty trap you're getting
ready to spring on us this tinme."

"Vell..."

The hol ohex folded in upon itself and becane a sheet,

a line, a point of dazzling blue light that then w nked out
of existence. "All right. W' re approaching the Sin-
gularity point, anyway; | really shouldn't be playing
ganes now. Need to check nmy math," Nancia said cheer-
fully. "Be sure and get back in time to strap yourself in.
You softpersons get so disoriented in Singularity.”
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"And you shel |l persons get so uppity about it,"

Forister retorted. "All right. You'll warn us in plenty of
tinme, | assune?"

"And monitor you while you're in die cabin," Nancia

said. "Don't look like that; it's for Blaize' s protection as
well as yours. If you're left alone with him the
prosecution mght try to discredit your testinony, say

you' d been bribed or suborned.”

"They won't have much respect for his uncle's good

word anyway," said Forister gloomly, going on down
t he passageway to find out what Blaize had in nind

Nanci a triggered the rel ease nmechani smon the door

just long enough for himto slide dirough



"I think Polyon's planning sonething," Blaize said
as soon as Forister entered the cabin. He sat at the
cabin consol e, one hand quivering over the pal npad
wi t hout actually starting a program, all red-headed
intensity like a fox at a rabbit hole.

"What ?1

"I don't know. He wants to get out of his cabin. He

keeps telling us that he can fix everything if only he could
get out for a few mnutes. Listen!" Blaize ran the heel of
hi s hand over the pal npad and brought up a datacord-

ing of the Iast few transm ssions between the SPACED

QUT ganesters. Fromthe cabin console he couldn't ac-

cess enough nenory to store inmages as well as voices; the

pl ayers' words crackled out through the speaker, disem
bodi ed and robbed of half their neaning. Forister

listened to the recorded exchange and shook his head.

AJust sounds like a few nore noves in that dunb

gane of yours to nme, Blaize."

"It's a move in a gane, all right," Blaize said griny
"but he's not playing the same gane as the rest of us.

Dam! | wish |'d been able to capture the images and
the icon noves too. Then you'd see,”
"See what ?"

"That what Pol yon was sayi nhg nade absol utely no
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sense in the context of the actual game noves." Bl aize
dropped his hands in his lap and | ooked up at Forister
"Can Nanci a keep Pol yon under sleepgas until we

reach Central ?"

"She can," Forister replied, "but I've yet to see any
reason why she should. This case is going to have all the
H gh Families buzzing |ike uprooted stingherbs as it is;
it'll only be worse if we give them sone excuse to allege
m streatnent of prisoners.™

"But you heard him"

"Didn't make any sense to ne," Forister allowed,
"but not hing about that silly ganme makes sense, in ny
hunbl e opi ni on. Cone on, Blaize. Can you seriously
see ne explaining to sone High Court judge that |

kept a prisoner stunned and unconscious for two solid
weeks because sonething he said in the course of a
children's gane nmade ne nervous?"

"l suppose not,"
careful ?"

Bl ai ze agreed. "But # vyou'll be

"I am al ways careful ," Forister told him

"And # | don't think you should talk to him The
man' s dangerous."



"1 know you four are scared of him" Forister agreed,
"but | think that's because you' ve been away from
Central too long. He's nothing but an arrogant brat who
was gi ven nore power than was good for hun. Like sone
other people | could nane. Now if you'll excuse ne, it's
nearly time to strap down for Singularity."

He nodded at the wall sensors and Nancia silently
slid the door open for him

Once he was in the passageway again, she spoke in a
| ow voi ce.

"Pol yon de Gras-Wal dhei mrequests the favor of a
private interview"

"He does, does he! And | suppose you think | ought
to take Bl aize's warning seriously, and insist on having
M caya as a bodyguard before | talk to hinP"
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"I think you're reasonably able to | ook after your-

self" Nancia said, "especially with ne listening in. It's
not as if you were piloting a dunbship. But there's not
much tinme; 1'l1 be entering the first deconposition se-
guence in a few mnutes.'1

"Al'l the better," said Forister. "I won't have to spend
too long with him ['Il talk with himuntil you sound
the Singularity warning bell, if that's all right. Can't do

much less. Visited Blaize # have to visit any of the
ot hers who request it."

When Forister entered, Polyon was lying on his

bunk, arns fol ded behind his head. He turned at the
soft sound of the sliding door, junped to his feet and
brought his heels together with a mlitary precision
that Forister found al nost annoyi ng.

llSir!ll
"I"'mnot," Forister said mldly, "your superior of-
ficer. You needn't click your heels and salute. You
wanted to tell me sonethi ng?"

"I # yes # no # | think not," Polyon said. H s blue
eyes | ooked haunt ed; he pushed a wayward strand of

gol den hair back fromhis forehead. "I thought # but
he was ny friend; | can't do it. Even to shorten my own
sentence # no, it's inpossible. I"'msorry to have dis-

turbed you for nothing, sir."

"I think," Forister said gendy, "you'd better tell me al
about it, ny boy." It was hard to reconcile the haunted
creature before himw th the nonster who' d nade

Shermal i prison into a living hell. Perhaps Pol yon had



some expl anation he wi shed to proffer, sone story about
ot hers who' d conceived the vicious factory systen?

It took hima good five mnutes of gentling Polyon's
overactive sense of honor, all the tinme listening
anxiously for the Singularity warning bell, before he
coaxed the boy into letting out a nane.

"It's Blaize," Polyon said miserably at last. "Your
nephew. 1'mso sorry, sir. But # well, while we were
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pl ayi ng SPACED OUT he was boasting to ne of how
he'd pull ed the wool over your eyes, convinced you he
was i nnocent of any wongdoing # "

"Not quite," said Forister. He spoke very evenly to con-
trol the twi st of pain that squeezed his chest "He did sd
PTA shi pnents on the black market That's w ongdoi ng,

in my book, and hell be tried for it on Central™

Pol yon nodded. Hi s | ook of suffering had not abated.
"Yes, he said that was the story he'd given you. Then |
thought# if you didn't know # perhaps | could trade
the information for a reduction in my own sentence."

"What information?" Forister asked sharply.

Pol yon shook his head. "Never mind. It doesn't nat-

ter. 1've enough on ny conscience already," he said,
raising his head and staring at the wall with a | ook of
nobl e resignati on that Forister found intensely irritat-
ing. "I won't conpound ny crimes by infornmng on a
friend. It's all on this mnihedron# well, never nmind."

"What," asked Forister with the [ast vestiges of his
pati ence, "what exactly is supposed to be on the mni-
hedron?'' He stared at the faceted bl ack shape Pol yon
held in his hand, dark and bal eful |ike the eye of an
al i en god.

"The true records of how Bl ai ze nade his fortune,”

Pol yon said. "It's all there # he thought he'd con-
ceal ed his tracks, but there were enough Net |inks for
me to find the records. |I'mvery good with conputers,
you know, " he said with a boy's naive pride. "But when
| begged himto tell you the truth, he |aughed at ne.
Sai d he had you convinced of his innocence and he

saw no reason to change the situation. That was when

| thought # but no," Polyon said, averting his face as
he thrust out the mnihedron towards Forister, "I don't
want any favors."



Forister felt as queasy as though they had al ready
entered Singularity. Was this why Bl aize had tried so
hard to keep himfromtal king to Polyon? He'd want ed

to keep Pol yon drugged and unconscious until they
reached Central; he'd had that silly story about Pol yon
usi ng the SPACED QUT gane as a cover for sone |and

of plot But what good would it do to keep Polyon from
tal king for two weeks, when his evidence # whatever

it mght be# would cone out anyway at the trial?

Just# you take this. Read it once. Then keep it safe

# or wipe it if you want to," Polyon said,"/ don't care.
| just wanted to hand it over to # to sonebody
honorabl e.” Hi s voi ce broke slighdy on the | ast word,

and Forister thought there was a gl eam of noisture in

the corners of his eyes. "God knows, | can scarcely
claimthat for nyself. You take it. You'll know what to
do with the information."

"What is it?"

Pol yon shook his head again. "I don't # | can't tel

you. Go and read it in privacy. Just drop it into any of
the ship's reader slots and have a | ook at the infornma-
tion. Then I'Il leave it up to you to deci de what shoul d
be done. And I don't," he said, alnost savagely, "I don't
want to profit fromit, do you understand? Say you got

it fromsonebody el se. Or don't say where you got it

O destroy it. Do what you want # it's off my con-

sci ence now, at any rate!"

He dropped back onto the bunk and buried his

head in his arms. Overhead, the silvery chine of the
first warning bell sounded. "Five minutes to Sin-
gularity,” Nancia announced. "All passengers, please
fie down or seat yourselves and secure free-fall straps.
Tabl ets for Singularity sickness are available in al
cabins; if you think you may be adversely affected by
the transition, please nedicate yourself now Five
mnutes to Singularity.”

Pol yon funbl ed w t hout | ooking up, caught his

free-fall strap and buckled it around hinself. "Sin-
gularity,” he said bitterly, "doesn't make me sick. But
what's on that mnihedron does."
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Forister left the cabin with a sparkling black mni-
hedron clutched in his hand, the facets cutting into his

pal ms, his head awhirl w th doubts.

"What a magnificent acting job!" Nancia com
mented with a [ ow | augh

"You think Polyon was |ying?"
"I"'mcertain of it," she told him "You know Pol yon

You know Bl aize. Is it credible for an instant that Bl ake
could have committed crinmes that would turn Polyon's



st omach?"

"I # don't know," Forister groaned. He dropped

into the pilot's chair and stared unseeing at the console
before him M caya Questar-Benn tactfully pretended

to polish the gl eam ng buckle on her uniform belt.

"Up to now, I'd have said # but |I'm biased, you
know. "
"Well, I"mnot," Nancia said decisively. "I don't know

what Pol yon's goi ng on about, but whatever it is, |
don't believe a word of it"

Forister |aughed weakly. "You're biased too, dear
Nanci a." He stared at the sparkling surface of the

m ni hedron, the polished opaque facets that gave
not hi ng away, and si ghed deeply. "I suppose | had bet-
ter find out what this is."”

"Can't it wait until after Singularity?" Nancia said,
but too late. Forister had al ready dropped the

dat ahedron into the reader slot. Automatically, her

m nd al ready on the vortex of mathematical transfor-
mati ons ahead, Nancia absorbed the contents of the

m ni hedron into nenory. Sonething strange there,

not like ordinary words, nore like a tickle at the back
of her head or an inproperly positioned synaptic
connector #

She rode the whirlwi nd down into Singularity, bal anc-
i ng and coasting al ong constantly changi ng equati ons
that defined the collapsing walls of the vortex.

Sonet hi ng was wong; she sensed it even before she
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| ost her grasp on the mathematical transfornations.
She had never experienced a transition like this one.
What was happeni ng? Sounds as sliny as decayi ng

weed whi spered and snickered in her ears; colors
beyond t he edges of human perception rasped at her
like fingernails being drawn over a bl ackboard. The
bal ance of salts and fluids surroundi ng her shrunken
human body swirled crazily, and a dozen al arm sys-
tens went off at once: Overload! Overload! Overl oad!

She couldn't optimze the path; spaces deconposed
around her and shot off in an infinity of different
reconpositions, expanding in every path to lights and
chaos that could tear her apart. The hyperchi p-
enhanced mat hemati cs coprocessors returned

gi bberish. Her brain waves were strung out on the
grid of a nulti-dinensional matrix. Something was
trying to invert the matrix. No conputations matched
previous results, and all directions held danger.

Nanci a shut down all processing at once. The grat-



i ng colors and stinking noises receded. She hung in
bl ackness, refusing her own sensory inputs, bal anced
on the point of Singularity where decomnposi ng sub-
spaces intersected, with no way forward and no way
back.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Pol yon was paci ng the narrow space of his cabin, too

i npatient to strap hinself in for Singularity, waiting
for sone sign that Forister had taken the bait, when
the air shinmered and thi ckened around hi m

He opened his nouth to curse his luck. The ship
had entered Singularity before that thick-headed
brawn anbled to a reader sl ot

The air distorted into glassy waves, then becane al -
nost too thin to breathe. The cabin walls and

furni shings receded to specks in the distance, then
swam around him huge nmenaci ng free-fl ow ng

shapes. Polyon's curses becane a comcal grow en-
ding in a squeak

Dam Singularity! There was no chance t hat

Forister would drop the datahedron into a reader now,
he'd be safely strapped into his pilot's chair |ike a good
l[ittle brawn. By now, too, the ship's reader slots would
probably be shut down for Singularity # and even if

by sone niracle he could persuade Nantia to accept

the hedron, he still would not be able to enter the Net
until the transformati ons were over and they had

returned to normal space. No, he would have to wait

until after the subspace transformation to inplenent

Final Phase # and this transformation would bring

the brainship into Central subspace, close to all the aid
that Central Wrlds and their innunerable fleets

coul d give.

He rem nded hinself that this nade no difference
what soever. The basic nature of the ganble remained
the sane. Either his plan had advanced far enough to

succeed despite the way they were forcing his hand, or

jt hadn't. If it had, then the fleets of Central would be
obedient to himand not to their former masters. If it
hadn't # well, then, annihilation would be a little

qui cker than if he'd noved fromthe renpte spaces

around Nyota, that was all.

He had only to sit and wait. And waiting out a single
transformation through Singularity should be noth-

ing to him He had already spent patient years waiting
on Shemali, planting his seeds, watching them grow,
seedi ng the universe, ever since he had the flash of
brilliance which at once conceived the hyperchip



design and saw how it could be twisted to his own ends.

But this waiting was harder than all those years in
whi ch he had at | east been doing sonething to further
those ends; and it seened | onger; and there was sone-
thi ng di sturbing about this particular ship's
deconposition. Singularity wasn't supposed to be this
bad. Pol yon breat hed and gagged on a sickly swirl of
colors and snells and textures, |ooked down at the
wavering distortions of his own |inbs and cl osed his
eyes monentarily. That was a nistake; Singularity

si ckness heaved through his guts. Wat was the nat-
ter? He'd been through plenty of deconpositions
during his Academny training, not to mention passing
through this very sane Singularity point on die way
out to Vega subspace. Had he so conpletely | ost con-
ditioning in the five years on Shenali, to be gaggi ng
and puking |ike any new recruit now?

No. Sonething el se was wong. This deconposition

was lasting too |l ong. And some of the visual distortions
| ooked oddly famliar. Polyon fixed his eyes on one small
sector of the cabin, where braces supporting an extruded
shel f forned a sinple dosed curve of permalloy and pl as-
Oilm As he watched, the triangle of brace, waU and shel f
el ongated to a needl e-shape with one thin eye, stretched
out into an open eye as big as the wall, squeezed into a
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rotating pinpoint of light with absolute blackness at its
center, and opened again into the original triangle.

Needl e, eye, pinpoint, triangle; needle, eye, pinpoint, tri-
angl e. They were caught in a subspace | oop, perpetually
deconposing and refornming in a sequence which

preserved topol ogi cal properties but which nade no

progress towards the escape sequence |eading to Centra
subspace.

A loop like that coul dn't have happened, shoul dn't
have happened, unless the ship's processors had shut
down. O # a wild hope tantalized him# unless the
ship's processors were too busy with sone other prob-
lemto navigate themout of Singularity.

A problemlike assimlating a worm program whi ch

woul d turn over all control to a single user, effectively
cutting the brain off fromher own body and its
processi ng.

Pol yon swal | owed hi s unspoken curses and pl unged
across the cabin. He had some trouble |l ocating the

pal mpad and hol di ng his hand steady over it, but even-
tually he managed to match his shrinking and bendi ng



armwith the erratic | oop of the ballooning pal npad. He
sl apped the surface tw ce. "Voice control node!"

H s own voice booned oddly in his ears, the

soundwaves distorted by the perpetual tw sting of space
around him but evidently there was sonething un-
changing in the voice patterns which his worm program
still recognized. "Voice control acknow edged," an un-
dul ant voi ce boonmed and twittered fromthe speakers.

"Unl ock this cabin door." The first time the words
cane out as an unrecogni zabl e squeak; the next,

somet hing close to his normal speaking voi ce energed
and the conputer acknow edged the command. But
not hi ng happened. A nonent |ater the quavering

vocal signal of the programresponded with a shril
squeak that gradually becane a groani ng boom

"Unable to identify designated entity."

Pol yon was begi nning to catch on to the rhythm of

t he subspace loop. If he kept his eyes fixed on any
known point, like the triangle of shelf and wall and
brace, he could recogni ze when they were passing

t hrough the deconposition closest to normal space. |f
he spoke then, residual subspace transformations stil
distorted his voice, but at |least the conputer could
recogni ze and accept his orders.

He waited and spoke when the noment was right
"Identify this cabin."

Li ghts flashed on the cabin control panel, rose and
fluttered like fireflies trailing the liquid surface of the
panel , swaminto el ongated hieroglyphics of an un-

known | anguage, and sank back into the panel's

surface to becone a pattern signaling failure.

"No such routine found."

Pol yon cursed under his breath, and the subspace
transformation |l oop twisted his words into a grating
snarl. Sonething was wong with his worm program
Sonehow it had foiled to complete its takeover of the
ship's conputer functions.

"Ceneral unlock," he snapped on the next |oop
t hrough normal space.

H s cabin door irised hal fway open, then screeched

and wobbl ed back and forth as die snooth interna

glides had jammed on sonet hi ng. Pol yon dove

t hr ough, m sjudged di stances and cl earance in the
perpetual liquid shifting of the transformations, crack-
ed a solid elbow on the very solid edge of the half-open
door, landed on a bed of shifting sand, rolled, and
found his feet in what was again, briefly, the solid pas-
sageway outsi de the cabin.



"Qut! Everybody out!" The | oop stretched his | ast

word into a how. At least it got their atterUwn. A green slug
oozed through one of the other doors and becane Dar-

nell, vonmiting. Farther away, Blaize's red head bl azed

under lights that kept changing fromelectric blue to ar-
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ificial sun to deepest shadow. Fassa was a china dol]
vhite and neat and conpact and perfect, but as the |oop
>rogressed she grew to her normal stature.

"What' s happeni ng?" The | oop snat ched away her

vords, but Polyon read her |ips before the next phase
itretched theminto rubber. He waited for the next

| or mal - space pass.

"Cet Alpha. Don't want to have to explain tw ce."

Fassa nodded # Polyon thought it was a nod # and

| ucked into the cabin nearest hers. Darnell quivered
nmd resumed his formas a giant green slug. The pas

| ageway el ongated into a tunnel with Blaize at the far
;nd, somehow al oof fromthe group

Fassa reappeared, shaking her head. "She won't nove.

[ # " She was bright, Fassa del Parma was; in rnid-sen-
:ence, as space shifted around her, she waited until the
| ext nornspace pass to conplete her sentence."# think

i he' stoo frightened, rnmscared too. \Wat's# "

Pol yon didn't have time to waste |istening to obvious
guestions. Wen the next nornspace passed through

liem he was ready to seize the monment. "I'mtaking
>ver the ship, is what's happening," he said over the
ail-end of Fassa's question. "Any function on this ship
iiat uses ny hyperchips is under nmy conmand now.

Fhe reason# "

Shift, stretch, contract, waver, back to nornal for a
f ew seconds.

" # for this long transition is that the ship's brainis
nonfunctional, can't get us out of Singularity."”

Darnell wailed and vomited nore |oudly than

sefore, drowning out Polyon's next words and wasting
rtie rest of that nornspace pass. Polyon waited, one
rooted foot contracting as he tapped it, stretching and
| oopi ng over itself like a snake, then deflating again
into the normal form of a regul ati on Acadeny boot .

"I can pilot us out of Singularity,"” he announced.
"But | need to be at the control console. My have



some trouble there. You'll have to help nme take out
brawn and the cyborg. M

"Why shoul d we?" Bl ai ze demanded.

Pol yon smled. "Afterwards,’
forget who ny friends are.”

he said gently, "I won'

"What good # " Darnell, predictably, wanted to
know, but the transformation | oop washed away his
guestion. And when nornspace canme round again,

t he

t

Bl ai ze was closer to the rest of them close enough to

answer for Pol yon.

"What good will his favor do? Quite a lot, | should
imagine. It's not just the hyperchips on this ship,
Pol yon? Al'l the hyperchi ps Shenali has been turning
out so fast have the sane basic flaw, donft they?"

"I wouldn't," said Polyon, "necessarily define it as

isit,

a

flaw. But you're right. Once we're out of Singularity
and ready to access the Net again, this ship' s conmputer

wi || broadcast Final Phase to every hyperchip ever
stalled. Ill have # "

They'd all caught on to the rhythm of the transfor-
mati on | oop by now, the wait through three distorted
subspaces was becom ng part of normal conversation-
al style.

" # control of the universe,"” he finished on the
next pass through nornspace. Bl aize had cone

closer yet; stupid little runt, trying to nove durin
transf ormati ons.

"And we'll be your |oyal lieutenants?" Blaize asked.
"I know how to reward service," Polyon said non-

n_

g

committally. Into a GangUdde vat with you, troublenmaker

as soon as | have the power.

"Not if | knowit," Blaize nmouthed as nornspace slid

away into the first distortion. He swng a fist at Pol yon,

but before it landed his hand had shrunk to the size
a wal nut, and on the next dip through normnspace

of

Pol yon was ready for himwith a return blow that sent
Bl ai ze to the deck. By the time he landed, it was soft as
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qui cksand, a pool in which Blaize swirled, too dizzy
rise i medi ately.

"Stop nme," Polyon said to the other two as

to



nor mepace passed through, "and you die here, in Sin-
gularity, because nobody el se can get us out of it. Try to
stop me and fail," and he smiled again, very sweetly,

"and you'll wi sh you had died here. Are you with nme?"

Bef ore they could answer, a new el enent entered

the gane; a hissing cloud of gas, invisible in

nor mepace, clearly delineated as a pink-rimed fl ood

of rosy light in the first transformati onal space. It en-
gul fed Bl ai ze and he stopped twitching, lay like one
dead in the yielding transformations of the deck

Sl eepgas. And he couldn't shout through the loop to
warn them Pol yon cl apped both hands over his

mout h and nose, saw that Fassa did the same, jerked
his head towards the central cabin. That door too was
hal f open. He made for it, staggering through nud

and qui cksand, sw nming through air gone thick as

wat er, lungs aching and burning for a breath. Fel

t hr ough, sonmeone pushi ng behind him Fassa, and
Darnel |l after her. Forget Blaize, the traitor, and Al pha,
by now sl eepgassed in her cabin. Polyon gasped and
with his first burning breath called, "General |ock!"

The control cabin door irised shut with a strange jerky
motion, as if it were fighting its own mechanism and
Pol yon found his feet and surveyed his new territory.

Not bad. The only passenger he'd been seriously
worried about was Sev Bryl ey- Sorensen. But Bryl ey
wasn't here. Good. He was |ocked out, then, with

Al pha and Bl ai ze; probably sl eepgassed, |ike them
The other two were bent over their consol es, probably

still trying to figure out why doors were openi ng and
closing without their command, trying to flood the
passenger areas with sleepgas # well, they'd suc-

ceeded there, but nuch good it would do them now
Through the transitions he saw themturning in their

seats, open nouths stretching like taSy in the second
subspace, then shrinking to round dots in the third.

Nor nspace showed the cyborg freak maki ng a nove

that wasn't part of the transformation illusion, right
armdarting towards her belt. Polyon snapped out a
conmand and the freak's prosthetic armand | eg

danced in their sockets, twi sting away fromthe joining
poi nt; her flesh-and-blood torso foll owed the agoni z-
ing pull of the synthetic linbs and she rotated hal f out
of her seat. Another command, and the prostheses
dropped lifeless and heavy to the floor, dragging the
body down with them Her head cracked agai nst the
support pillar under the seat Polyon stepped forward

to take the needi er before she recovered. Space
stretched away fromhim but his armstretched with it,
and the solid heavy feel of the needier reassured him
that his fingers, even if they nonentarily resenbl ed
tentacles, had firmhold of die weapon.

Wth the next nornspace pass he was erect again,
hol di ng the needier on Forister. "Over there." Wth a



jerk of his head he indicated the central columm. Some-
where behind there the brain of the ship floated widiin a
titanium shell, a shrunken mal forned body kept alive by
tubes and wires and nutrient systens, Polyon shuddered

at the thought; he'd never understood why Central in-
sisted on keeping these nonsters alive, even giving them
responsi bl e positions diat could have been filled by rea
people like hinmself. Well, the brain would be mad by now,
bet ween sense deprivation and the stinuli he'd ordered
its own hyperchips to throwat it; killing it would be a
merci ful release. And it would be appropriate to kill the
brawn at die foot of the col um.

But not yet. Polyon was all too aware that he didn't
know everything there was to know about navigating a
brai nship. He woul d need full support from both
conputers and brawn if he was to get themout of this
transition | oop alive.
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He studied the needier controls, spun the whee

with his thunmb, glanced at Darnell and Fassa. Which

of themdared he trust? Neither, for choice; well, then
whi ch was nore afraid of hin? Fassa had been show

ing an uppity streak, asking himquestions when sht
shoul d have been |istening. Darnell was still green-
faced but appeared to be through vomting. Polyoi

tossed himthe needier; it floated through nornspact

and Darnell caught it reflexively just before the transi
tion shrunk it to a gleanming |ine of permalloy.

"If either of them makes a nove," Pol yon said

pl easantly, "needle them [|'ve set it to kill... slowy."'
In fact he'd left the needier as Mcaya had it, set &
deliver a paral yzing but not lethal dose of
paraveni n; but there was no need to reassure his
captives overmuch. "Now ..." He renoved hi

uni form jacket, draped it neatly over the sw vel sesi
where M caya had been sitting, and sat down i:
Forister's chair before the conmand console. Trans;
tions exaggerated the slight flourish of his wist -
into a great ballooning gesture, spun out his sleeve
into white clouds of fabric that floated over an
dwarfed the ot her occupants of the cabin.

"What do you think you' re doing?" Forister criec
H s voi ce squeaked through the fourth transitio
space and fell with a thud on the | ast word.

Pol yon smled. He could see his own teeth and ha:

gl eami ng, white and gold, in the mrror-bright pane.
"I," he said gently, "amgoing to get us out of Sir
gularity. Don't you think it's time somebody did it?"



H s reflection narrowed, gave hima squashed fee
like a bug, dulled the bright gold of his hair and turne
his teeth to green rotting stunps. The control pan<
shrank under his hands, then swelled and heaved lit

a stormtossed sea. As nornspace approached Pol yo
darted in, tapping out one set of staccato conmanc
with his right hand, passing the left over the pal npa

to call up Nancia's mathematics coprocessors, rattling
out the verbal commands that would bring the whole
ship around, responsive to his conmands and ready to
sail the subspaces out of this Singularity.

She was sl uggi sh as any wat er-goi ng vessel |acking a
rudder and taking in water, half the engi nes obeying
bi s commands, the other half canceling them The

mat hemati cs co-processors canme online and then dis-
appeared before he'd entered the necessary

cal cul ati ons, shrieking gibberish and sliding away in a
junbl e of neani ngl ess synbols. The noment of

nor mepace passed and Pol yon ground his teeth in
frustration. In the second transfornmation the teeth felt
i ke squishy, rotting vegetables inside his nouth, then
in the third they becanme needl es that drew bl ood, and
by the time normspace returned he had | earned not to
give way to enotion.

He nade two nore attenpts at controlling the ship,
waited out three conplete transition |oops, before he
pushed the pilot's chair back fromthe control pane

"Your brainship is fighting me," he told Forister on

t he next pass through normspace.

"Good for her!" Forister raised his voice slightly.
"Nancia, girl, can you hear me? Keep it up!"

"Don't be a fool, Forister," Polyon said tiredly. "If
your brainship were conscious and coherent, she'd
have brought us out of Singularity herself."

He used the remai ning seconds in nornspace to tap

out one nore conmand. The singing tones of

Nanci a' s access code rang through the room Forister's
face went gray. Then the transition spaces whirled

about them nonstrously transform ng the cabin and
everything in it, and Polyon could not tell which of the
di storted i mages before hi m showed the openi ng of

Nanci a's titanium col um.

On the next pass through normal space he saw that
the colum was still closed. Transition must have
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garbl ed the | ast sounds in the access sequence. He
typed in the command agai n; again the rusical tones



rang out w thout their acconpanying syllables; again
not hi ng happened.

"You'd better tell ne the rest of the code," he said to

Forister on the next nornspace pass.

Forister smled # briefly; sonething in the expres-
sion rem nded Polyon of his own ironic |aughter
"What makes you think | have it, boy? The two parts

are kept separate. | didn't even know how to access the
tone sequence from Nancia's nenmory banks. The
syl l abl es probably aren't encoded in her at all; they'l

be on file at Central ."

"Brawns are supposed to know t he spoken hal f of
t he code," Polyon snapped in frustration

"I asked to have it changed just before this run,"
Forister claimed. "Security reasons. Wth so many
pri soners on board, | feared a takeover attenpt# and
wi th good reason, it seens."

"I do hope you're lying," Polyon said. He cl anped

his mouth shut and waited through the transition

| oop, marshaling his arguments. "Because if Central's

the only source for the rest of the code, we're all dead. |
can't tap the Net and hack into the Courier Service

dat abase from Singularity # and | can't get us out of
Singularity wi thout neutralizing the brain."

"You mean, without killing Nanria," Forister said in

a voice enptied of feeling. His eyes flickered once to

t he cabin consol. Polyon followed the man's gaze and
felt a moment of fear. A delicate solido stood above the
control panels, the image of a |ovely young woman

with an inmpish smle and clustering curls of red hair.

Pol yon had heard of brawns who devel oped an
enotional fixation on their brainship, even to the
poi nt of having a solido made fromthe brainship's
genotype that woul d show how t he freaki sh body

m ght have matured without its fatal defects. He
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hadn't guessed that Forister was the sentinental type,
or that he'd have had tinme to grow so attached to Nan-
da. The idiot might actually think that he'd rather die
than kill his brainship.

"There's no need to clutter the problemwth
enotionalism™" Polyon told him How could he jolt
Forister out of his sentinental fixation? "Wth parti al
control of the ship to ne and partial control to Nanria,
neither of us can navigate out of Singularity.'

Dam the transition | oop! Forister had caught on to
the rhythm by now, and the necessary wait while three



di storted subspaces conposed and deconposed

around them gave himtime to think

"I'"ve a better suggestion," the brawn said. "You say
you can navigate us out; well, we all know Nancia can.
Restore full control to her, and # "

"And what? You'll drop charges, let me go back to
running a prison factory? |'ve got a better career plan
than that now "

"I wasn't,"
that offer.”

said Forister mldly, "planning to make

The rhythm of col |l apsi ng and conposi hg subspaces
was becom ng natural to themall; the necessary
pauses in their conversation no | onger bothered
Pol yon.

"I had sonething like your own offer in nmind,"
Forister continued at the next opportunity. "Rel ease
Nanci a' s hyper chi p- enhanced conputer systens, and
she' Il get us out of Singularity # and you'll Iive.

"How di d you guess?"

Forister | ooked surprised. "Logical deduction. You
desi gned the hyperchips; you tricked ne into running

a programthat did sonething peculiar to Nancia's
conputer systens; the failure reports | read just

bef ore you cane in showed precisely the areas where
she has had hyperchips installed, the | ower deck sen-
sors and the navigation system you' ve since exercised
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voi ce control on M caya's hyperchip-enhanced pros-
theses. Cearly your hyperchip design includes a back
door by which you can personally control any installa-
tion that uses your chips.”

"Clever," Polyon said. "But not clever enough to get

you out of Singularity. | assure you |I'mnot going to re-
store full conputing power to a brainship who is
probably mad by now "

"What makes you think that?"

Pol yon raised his brows. "W all know what sensory
deprivation does to shellpersons, Forister. Need | go
into the detail s?"

"Take nmore than a few minutes in the dark to upset
nmy Nanda," Forister said |levelly.

Pol yon bared his teeth. "By now, old man, she's had
considerably nore than that to deal with. The first
thing ny hyperchip wormdoes is to strike at any intel-



ligence linked to the conputers in which it finds itself
The sensory barrage woul d make any human break

the Iink at once. I'mafraid that 'your' Nancia, not
being able to escape the link that way, will have gone
quite mad by now So # | think# if you want to |live#
you'll tell me, now, the rest of the access code."

"I think not," Forister said calmy. "You' ve nade a
fetal error in your calculations."

The transition loop stifled all talk for the endl ess

wi ndi ng, | oopi ng nonents of passage through shrink-

ing and distorting spaces. Polyon ignored the sensory
tricks of spatial transformations and thought furiously.
When nornmspace returned, he reached up fromhis

chair to grasp the solido of Nancia as a young woman.
Del i berately, watching Forister's face, he dropped the
solido on the deck and ground the fragile material to
shards under his boot-heel

"That's what's left of 'your' Nancia, old nman," he
said. "Are you going to let your |love for a worman who
never lived kill us all?"
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Forister's face was lined with pain, but he spoke as
evenly as always. "My # feelings # for Nancia have
nothing to do with the matter. Your error is nuch

nore basic. You think 1'd rather set you free with the
uni verse in your control than die here in Singularity.
This is incorrect.”

He spoke so calmy that it took Polyon a nonment to
understand the words, and in that nonment die transi-
tion | oop warped the room and di sgui sed the

nmoverents in it. Wen they passed through

nor mepace again, Fassa del Parma was standi ng be-

tween Forister and Darnell, as if she thought she could
shield the brawn froma direct needier spray.

"He's right,"” she said. "I didn't have time to think
before. You're a nonster."

Pol yon | aughed wi t hout hunor. "Fassa, dear, to

ri ghteous souls like Forister and General Questar-
Benn we're all nonsters. | shoul d have renenbered
how you sucked up to them before, helping themtrick
me. Did you think that would save you? They'll use
you and throw you away |ike your father did."

Fassa went white and still as stone. "W don't all take
such a sinpl e-mnded view of the universe," Forister
said. "But, Fassa, you can't # "

Darnell's fingers were twitching. Polyon nodded.
Slowmy, too slowy, Darnell raised the needier. He gave
Forister anple tinme to grasp Fassa by the shoul ders



and spin her out of danger. As Forister noved, the

cabin seemed to lurch and the lights dimed. Gavity
fell to half-normal, then to nothing, and as Fassa spun
into mdair the reaction of Forister's thrust pushed
himin the opposite direction. The spray of needles

went wi de, but one bright line on the for edge of the
arc stung through Forister's sleeve and bl oodi ed his
wrist. The bl ood danced out across the cabin in bright
droplets that the transition | oop pulled out into bl oody
seas; Pol yon wat ched a bubble the size of a small pond

296
Anne McCaffrey 6? Margaret Bal

float inexorably toward him settle around himw th a
clamy grip, then shrink to a bright button-sized stain
on his shut front.

Fassa fl oated back to grasp Forister's flaccid body
and cry, "Wy did you do that? | wanted to save you!"

"Wanted him# to kill me," Forister breathed. The
paravenin was fighting the contractions of his chest.
"Wthout me # no way to get Nancia's code. Trapped
here, all of us # better than letting himgo? Forgive
ne?"

"Deat h before dishonor." Polyon put a sneering

spin on the words, letting the nmaudlin pair hear what

he thought of such brave slogans. "And it will be death,
too. See how the ship's systens are failing? Wiat do i
you think will go next? Oxygen? Cabin pressure?"

In the absence of direct conmmands, gravity and
lighting should have been controlled by Nancia's
aut onom ¢ nervous functions. Forister groaned as the \
meani ng of this latest failure came through to him

"She's dying anyway. Wth or without your help,"

Pol yon drove the point hone. "And you' re not dead yet
| lied to you. The needier was only set to paralyze.
Now | et's have the access code before Nancia stops
breathing and kills us all."

Forister shook his head with slow, painful twtches.

"Come here, Fassa, dear," Polyon ordered.

"No. | stay with him"

"You don't really nean that," Polyon said pleasantly.
"You know you're far too afraid of nme. Remenber

t hose shoddy buil di ngs you put up on Shernali? You

repl aced them free of charge, renenber, and | didn't
even have to do any of the interesting things we dis-
cussed. But if I'd threaten you with flaying alive for
cheating nme over a factory, Fassa, just think for a no-
ment what I'Il do to you for interfering with ne now "



The transition | oop was al nost a hel p; the pauses it
forced gave Fassa tine to consider her brave stand.
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Go on, Fassa," Forister urged when normal speech
possi bl e again. "You can't help ne now, and |'ve
no wi sh to see you hurt for my sake.™

Thank you for the information," Polyon said with a

courteous bow. "Perhaps I'll try that next But | think

we'll begin with an ol der and dearer friend for quick
results. Darnell, bring the freak# no, 111 do it; you keep

t he needi er on Fassa, just in case she gets any silly ideas."

Hol ding onto the pilot's chair to keep hinself in

pl ace, Polyon turned and ai ned a | oose kick at M caya
Quest ar-Benn. The cessation of ship's gravity had

freed her of the artificially weighted prostheses that
hel d her down, but the armand leg were still flopping

| oose, free of her control. She was as good as a cripple
# she was a cripple, disgusting sight

"I want Forister to get a good view of this," he told
her politely. "Lock prostheses."

This to the conputer; a signal to the hyperchips
clanped M caya's artificial armand | eg together
"Lay a finger on Mc # " Forister threatened, strug-
gling vainly against the effects of the paravenin.

"I won't need to," Polyon said with a brilliant snile
"I can do it all fromhere."

A series of brisk verbal commands and typed-in

codes caused the portion of the ship's computer that
Pol yon controlled to transmt new, overriding instruc-
tions to the hyperchips controlling Mcaya's interna
organ repl acenents. The changes had the full dura-
tion of a transition loop to take effect. Wen they
returned to nornmspace, M caya's face was col orl ess
and beads of sweat dotted her forehead.

"I't's amazing how painful a few sinple organic

changes can be," Polyon comrented gaily. "Little

things like fiddling with the circulation, for instance.
How s that hand, Mc, baby? Bothering you a bit?"

"Come a little closer," Mcaya invited him "and find
out" But now Pol yon had drawn attention to her one
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remai ni ng hand; they could all see ho wit had changed
color. The fingernails were al nost black, the skin was
purplish and swol | en.

"Keep it like that for a week," Polyon said, "and

she' Il have a glorious case of gangrene. O course, we

don't have a week. | could trap even nore blood in the

hand and burst the veins, but that mght kill her too

fast. So I'lIl just leave it like that while you think it over,
Forister, and naybe we'll start working on the foot as

wel | . Fortunately, the heart's one of her cyborg re-

pl acenents, so we don't have to worry about it failing

under the increased demands; it'll go on working

as long as | want it to. Want to hear how well it works

now?"

A word of command anplified the sound of

M caya's artificial heart beating vehenently, the pul se
rate going up to support the demands Pol yon was

maki ng on the rest of her system The desperate,

ragged doubl e beat echoed through the cabin, droned

and drunmmed and shrilled through a conplete transi-
tion |l oop, and no one spoke or noved.

For a heartbeat, no nore, Nantia found silence and
dar kness a wel conme relief fromthe stabbing pain of
the input fromher rogue sensors. Is this what Sin-
gularity is like for softpersons? But no, it was worse than
that. In the confused noments before she shut down
all conscious functions and di sabl ed her own sensor
connections, she had been aware of sonething nuch
worse than the colorshifts and spatial distortions of
Singul arity; the mal evol ence of another nind, in-
timately entwined with her own, striking at her with
del i berate malice.

He neans to drive me mad. If | enable ny sensors ogam he'l

bl eak desperation of die thought cane from somewhere
iar back in her nenories. Wen, how, had she ever felt

so utterly abandoned before? Nantia reached out, un-

thi nking, to search her nmenmory banks # then stopped
bef ore die connection was conplete. If sensors could be
turned i nto weapons to use agai nst her, could not
menory, too, be infiltrated? Access the conputer's
menory banks, and she mght find herself "know ng"
whatever this other mind wanted her to believe.

Is it another mind ? O a part of nyself? Perhaps Fm nmad
already, and this is the first synptom The flashing, dis-
orienting lights and garbl ed sounds, the sickening
whirling sensations, even the conviction that she was
under attack by another mind # weren't all these
synmptons of one of those Ad Earth illnesses that had
ravaged so many people before nodern el ectrostim

and drug therapy restored the bal ance of their tor-

tured brains? Nancia |longed to scan just one of the



encycl opedia articles in her nenory banks; but that
resource was denied her for the nmonment. Paranoid

schi zophrenia, that was it; a splitting off of the mnd
fromreality.

Let's see, now # she reasoned. IfTmmad, then it's safe to
| ook up the synptons and decide that |'m mad, except that
presumably | won't accept the evidence. And ifTm not nmad,
daren't check nmenory to prove it. So we'd better accept the
wor ki ng hypot hesis that | am sane, and go on fromthere. The
dry huror of the syllogismdid something to restore

her enotional bal ance. Although howlong | will remain
sane, urtder these circunstances..

Better not to think about that. Better, too, not to
renmenber Caleb's first partner, who had gone into irre-
versi bl e coma rather than face the enptiness that
surrounded him after the synaptic connecti ons between

his shell and the outside world had been destroyed. As a
matter of sanity, as well as survival, Nancia decided, she
woul d make the assunption that sonebody had done

this to her, and concentrate on solving the puzzle of who
had done it and how they coul d be stopped.
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A natural first step would be to reopen just one sen-
sor, to exam ne the bursts of energy that had come so

dose to disrupting her nervous system... | can't! the
child within her shrieked in near-panic. You can't nake
me, | won't, I won't, fUstay safe in here forever

That's not an option, Nancia told herself firmy. She
wanted to say it aloud, to reassure herself with the
sound of her own voice; but she was nute as well as
deaf and blind and w thout sensation, floating in an
absol ute bl ackness. Sonehow she had to conquer that
panic within herself.

Poetry sonetimes hel ped. That A d Earth dramati st

Sev and Fassa were so fond of quoting; she had plenty of

hi s speeches stored in her nenory banks. On such a night

as this . . . Nancia reached unthinking for nmenory,

stopped the inpulse just in time. She didn't know that
speech; she had stored it in menory. Quite a different
thing. Try sonething el se, then. Icouid be bounded in a nut-

shel I, and count nyself king of infinite space, were it not that
have bad dreans.... Not a good choice, under the cir-
cunst ances. Maybe ... did she know anything el se?

What was she, without her menory banks, her sensors,
her powerful thrusting engines? Did she even existatall?

That way |ies madness. OF course she existed.
Del i berately Nancia filled herself with her own true

1



menories. Scooting around the Laboratory School s
corridors, playing Stall and Power-Seek with her
friends. Acing the math finals, from Lobachevsk
Ceonetry up through Decomnposition Topol ogy, play-

ing again, with all the wonderful space of nunbers
and pl anes and points to wander in. Voice training
with Ser Vospatrian, the Lab Schools' drama teacher,
who' d taught themto nodul ate their speaker-

produced vocali zations through the full range of
human speech with all its enotional overtones. That
first day they'd all been shy and nervous, hating the
recorded playbacks of their own tinny artificial voices;

Vospatri an had made themrecite linmericks and non-
sense poens until they broke down in giggles and
forgot to be self-conscious. Goodness, she could stil
remenber those silly poens with which he'd started
of f every session...

And quite without thinking or calling on her artifi-
cially augnented menmory banks, Nancia was oft

jitfc

I$" The farner's daughter had soft brown hair,
?? Butter and eggs and a pound of cheese,

1 And | net with a poem | can't say where,

VWhi ch wholly consisted of lines like these....'

There was a young brai nshxp of Vega...

"Fhai rson swore a feud against the clan Mravi sh
Marched into their land to nurder and to rafish,
for he did resolve to extirpate the vipers

Wt hf our-and-twenty nen andftue-and-thirty
thirty pipers..."

Nanci a went through Ser Vospatrian's entire reper-
toire until she was giggling internally and floating on
t he natural high of | aughter-produced endor phins.

Then, floating quite calmy in her blackness, she set
about testing her sensor connections one by one.

She got the nental equivalent of burned fingers and
light-blinded eyes nore than once during the testing
process, but it wasn't as bad as she had feared. The

| ower -deck sensors were conpletely useless, as were

her navigation computer and the new mat hemati cs

and graphi cs co-processors she'd just invested in.
Everything, in fact, that contains hyperchi psfrom Shemati ..
and with that deduction, Nancia knew just who was

striking at her and why.

She opened the upper deck sensors one by one, first
taking in the sleeping bodies tunbled in the pas-
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sageway and cabi ns. Sev, slunped over the isonetric
spring set in the exercise roomw th his hands and feet
still in the springholders; Al pha, strapped in her cabin-
Bl ai ze, floating just above the passageway deck, wth

an angelic expression on his sleeping face and a nasty
brui se coming up on his chin.

Mutiny. And sonebody rel eased sl eepgas. But which side}
She opened the control cabin sensors slowy, cautious-
ly. The port side sensors wavered and gave an erratic
di spl ay. Sonmehow Pol yon's hyperchi ps nust be work-

ing to contaminate the entire conputer system 2 don't
have nmuch tine...

Even less time than she'd thought, Nancia realized

as she took in the standoff in the control room

CGeneral Questar-Benn disabled # of course, the hyper-
chips in her prostheses # and Darnell hol ding her
needi er on a defiant Forister while Polyon sat in the
pilot's chair and played his commands on the com

puter console. That, at |east, she could do sonething
about. Nancia struck back, sending her own com

mands to the conmputer, disabling the console section

by section, garbling Polyon's conmands as they cane

in. He tapped out a sequence she did not know, she

traced it to its source and with shock recogni zed her

own access code. The nusical tones were already

sounding in the cabin. But the acconpanying syll ables
weren't stored in the sane |ocation.... They have to be
somewhere, though. In some part of menory not accessible to
nmy conscious probe. therw se nmy shell wouldn't recognvze
and open to them Nancia felt proud of herself for figur-
ing that out, then cold and sick as she wondered how

long it would take Polyon to make the sane deduction

And if the syllables aren't where | ean consciously retrieve
them how can | bl ock Polyon agai nst doing so ?

She felt queasy fromthe repeated | oopi ng through
four deconposition spaces, but there was no safe way to
| eave the loop until she regained full conputing and
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navi gational facility, first, let's repair the damage..,. Nancia
wor ked furiously, permanently disabling the sections of

her computer systemthat had been contam nated by the

Shermal i hyperchips, finding alternative routings to ac-

cess the processors that remmi ned untouched. At the

same time the worm program unl eashed by Pol yon

squi rmed deeper into her system changi ng and mut at -

ing code as it went, erasing its own tracks so that she could
only tell where it had been by the sudden flares of dis-
orienting sense input or the garbled nathematics where

it had been. She had to find and stop that code before she
could do anything el se.



Deep in the intricacies of her own system Nancia
agoni zed as Darnell struck down Forister

Don't listen. Don't think about that. She would need al
her concentration to di sable Pol yon's rogue code,

nore concentration than she'd ever brought to bear

on the conparatively trivial problenms of subspace

navi gati on. Nancia renenbered Sev Bryley's training

in relaxation and deliberately, slowy cal med herself,
drawi ng energy away from her extremties and center-

i ng her consciousness on the internal core of |ight
where she existed i ndependent of computer and shel

and ship. Wth some renote part of her awareness she
sensed the failure of gravitational systens and the

di mming of lights, the shock and concern of her pas-
sengers, but she coul d not afford to di vert
consci ousness to those seni-automatic functions now.

The automati c datacordi ng routi nes Nancia had set

up continued to operate as Pol yon began M caya's tor-
ture. Nancia could not counter his comrands wi thout
breaki ng her trance; she could not even restore gravity
and lights to reassure Forister. lIgnoring Mcaya's pain
was the hardest thing she had ever done. For the nonent,
M caya does not exist. Nothing exists outside this place, this no-
ment, this center. There was the rogue code; she
annihilated it in a blaze of energy, destroying deep
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menory in the process; like an anputation, she thought,
the shaft of pain and the naggi ng ache afterwards. Now

to restore lost functions... Ruthlessly she cutback on the
frills and luxuries of her progranm ng, reducing the

power that normally fed her autonom c functions. Lights

di med even further in the control cabin, and the

sof t persons nmade coments about an acrid snell in the

air. They would just have to put up with it; she needed

t hat processing power to restore her crippled nav
programs. Three of the four major math coprocessors

were | ost; the graphics processor could double for one of
them No time to think about the others. Naritia erased
unnecessary progranms and dunped others to

dat ahedron, making space in what little remained of her
menory for the processes she had to have. Wuld that be
enough? No chance for tests, no tine for second

t houghts. She struck back, once, with everything she

had; felt hyperchips shriveling to blank bits of permall oy,
felt inactive sensors and processors becone dead wei ghts

i nstead ofliving systens.

Sone animals will gnaw off their own linbs to get out of a
trap....

No time to nourn, either. Wth the "death" of the hy-
perchips within Nancia's system the transm ssions that
tortured M caya's cyborgans ceased. The sound of her
anplified heartbeat ended between one drum beat and
the next. Forister groaned. He thnks fm dead. He woul d



be reassured in a nmonent Nancia activated full artificial
gravity; Darnell fell to the deck fromhis wall perch, Fassa
went to her knees. Pol yon staggered but remmined stand-

i ng. Nancia beamed commands to the tanglefield wres,
Darnel |, Polyon and Fassa were frozen in place, nets of
nmovi ng |ights enconpassing the tanglefield keys at their
wrists and ankles and necks. Finally, Nancia spared a tittle
power to bring up the cabin lights and freshen the air.

"FN-935 reporting for duty," she said. "I apol ogize
for any tenporary inconvenience...."
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"Nanda!" Forister sounded dose to tears.

"Ceneral Questar-Benn, can you take the pilot's
seat?" Nancia requested, "I nmay need a little help to
navi gate us out of Singularity."”

"Do ny best" Mcaya's breathing was still ragged,

and she | eaned heavily on the chair beside her, but she
linped to the pilot's seat wi thout help, the prostheses
once again responding to her own brain's electrica

i mpul ses. "What can | do?"

"I amoperating with only one mat hemati cs coproces-
sor," Nancia told her, "and ny navigation units are

nonfunctional When | start the drives, we will nove out
of this transition |loop and into the expansi on of whatever
subspace we happen to be in. I'll try to nmaintain a steady

pat h t hrough the subspace options, but | may need you

to aid in the navigation. Since the graphics processor is
undamaged, | will throw up i mages of the approaching
subspaces. Rest your hand on the pal npad and give ne a
direction at each branch."

"Do ny best," Mcaya said again, but Nancia noticed

it was the prosthetic hand she rested on the pal npad;

the other hand was still an ugly purple color, wth

bl ackened noons on the swollen fingertips. She

renenber ed what Pol yon had said about gangrene.

How much had his hyperchi ps accel erated M caya's

nmet abol i ¢ processes? Get her to a nmedic., .but | can't do
that, unl ess sonebody hel ps ne surf out of Singularity... and
we daren't waitfor the paravenmto wear offfbrister....

Then Nancia had no nore energy to spare for wor-

rying about M caya or anything el se but the waves of



transformations that broke over her head, tossed and

t unmbl ed her gasping through subspaces t hat

j ,def ormed her body and everyone within, streans of
[cal cul ations that escaped her processors. Lost and
choki ng, she sensed a firm hand gui di ng her up-

| wards... out... She crunched the |ast numbers into a
tractabl e series of equations and broke through the
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chaos of uncountably infinite subspaces into the
bl essed nornmal cy of Real Space.

Before she had rine to thank M caya, a tightbeam
conmuni cati on assaul ted her weakened comm center
"Back so soon, FN? What's the matter? | thought you
were headed for Central."

It was Sinmeon, the Vega Base managi ng brain. "W
had a small virus problem"™ Nanci a beaned back
"Returned for... repairs."

The rest of the story could wait until she had ab-
solute privacy. There was no need to alert the galaxy to
the fact that an unknown nunber of their comnputer
systens were contam nated by Shemali hyperchips.

"I's everything under control now?"
"You could say that," Nancia replied dryly, turning

up her remaining sensors and | ooki ng over her inter-

nal condition. Half her processors burned out,

sl eeping bodies littering the passenger quarters, three
H gh Families brats secured in tanglefield and mad as
hell, Forister twitching with the pins-and-needl es of
paraveni n recovery, and a crippled general bringing
them safe i nto Real Space #

"Yes," she told Sineon. "Everything' s under
control ."

" CHAPTERMGHTEEN

In the days of repair work drat followed, Nancia began

to understand just how nuch Cal eb nust have hated

bei ng grounded on Summer| ands whil e she went on

with a new brawn to conplete the task they had begun

Now she, too, was "conval escent” and tenporarily out of

the action. To protect herself fromthe insidious effects of
Pol yon' s hyperchi ps she had, in effect, crippled herself”
rendering large parts of her own systeminoperable; to



keep the worm program he had i npl anted from cont act -

i ng other hyperchips once they got out of Singularity
and coul d make Net contact again, she had sl ashed

t hrough her own nmenory, ruthlessly excising whole sec-
tions of nenory banks and operating code.

"It's a miracle you made it back here in one piece,"
Si mreon of Vega Base told her, "and you're not |eaving
Base until you've had a very thorough overhaul and
repair. Those aren't ny orders, they're a beamfrom
CS. So no argunment!"”

"I wasn't planning to argue,” said Nancia with, for

her, unaccustonmed nmeekness. |ndeed, after the

stresses of that prolonged stay in Singularity, followed
by the linping return voyage on one-third power, she

had very litde desire to do anything but park herself in
orbit around Vega Base and watch the stars wheel by.

O so she told herself She was tired and injured; she

wasn't up to the stressful task of transporting the prisoners
and wi tnesses back to Central for trial It was for nore sen-
sible to prepare a datahedron of her own testinony,

somet hing that could be sent back on the bright new

Courier Service ship that came to collect theothers.
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Til mss you," Forister said, "but you'll be back in
action soon, Nanria. Wy, at the speed Central works,
you'll probably be returning before the trial's over

And if you don't" # he hefted the gl eam ng wei ght of
t he negahedron in one hand # "this is as good, for al
| egal purposes, as having you there. You' ve trans-
ferred datacordi ngs of everything that happened on
board or that you perceived through your contact but-
tons, right? Should be the nost conplete # and nost
dammi ng# record we could ask for."

"It # may not be as conplete as you expect," Nan-

da said. "I have some nmenory gaps, you know. "
"Yes, | know. But having you there in person #
wel |, via contact button, | suppose # wouldn't make

any difference to that, would it? If sonmething' s been
| ost fromyour menory banks, it won't come back
under cross-exam nation."”

That was true enough, Nancia supposed; and if the
damage to her nmenory banks were the only cause of

gaps in the recording, there'd be no reason at all for
her to undergo cross-exam nation. The subject was

not one she w shed to discuss in any detail. She said
good-bye to Forister, tried to control the tw nge of

| onel i ness she felt when the new CS ship took off, and
went back to her observations of the stars of Vega sub-
space. Stars were restful; bright and calm in
unchangi ng patterns as famliar to her as# as #



Nanci a di scovered that she could no | onger

"remenber” the names of the constellations as they
appeared in Vega subspace. She had never spent |ong
enough in this subspace to establish the | ook of the sky
in her own human menory; and the navi gati ona

maps that she relied on had been erased. So had her
tables of Singularity points and decomposition al go-
rithms, her Capellan nusic recordings...

"Do you know, |I'msorry | used to |augh at softper-
sons," she said thoughtfully to Sinmeon while the techs
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buzzed about her, renoving the nelted bl obs that had
been hyperchips, restoring connections and sensors,

buil ding in new bl ank menory banks to be | oaded with

what ever information she requested. "I never realized
how crippled they are, having to rely on no nore skills
and information than they can store in an organic brain."

"I't's not nice to laugh at the handi capped, " Sinmeon
agreed gravely. "I trust this has been a |earning ex-
peri ence for you, young FN. Wuld you like ne to

hel p you prepare a list of data requests for your new
nmenori es?"

"Yes, please,"” Nancia said, "and" # this she did
renmenber, the frustration of listening to the nedica
jargon of the techs at Summerl ands working on Cal eb
# "do you think I can afford a cl assical education?
Latin and Greek vocabul ari es and syntax?"

"I'I'l indent for the Loeb O assical Hedron," Sineon
said. "That has twenty-six Od Earth | anguages plus al
the major literature.”

"And # " she didn't want to go too far into debt# "a
nmedi cal set? Pharnmacol ogy, Internals, and Surgical ?"

"Shoul d be standard equi prent on any ship gets
into as nmuch trouble as you do," Sineon agreed.

"Yes, but can | afford it? |I've |l ost sone accounting
data; | don't know how ny credit stands with Courier
Service # "

Si meon came as near to a laugh as Nancia had ever

heard fromhim "FN, trust nme, the bonus for this [ast
job, plus the hazardous service pay, will cover any frills
you want to request and go a |l ong way towards paying

of f your debt to Lab Schools. Pull off a couple nore

like this and you'll be a paid-off shell, your own

worman. | n fact," he added thoughtfully, "there's no

reason why you should pay for the classical and nedi-

cal hedra. 1'Il just slip those in as pan of the

repl acenment list, which is charged to Central # "



"No," Nancia said firmy. "That's howit starts.”
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"How what starts?

"You know. Darnell. Polyon. Everything."

"Ch. Well, | sec what you nean, but it is a gray area,
you know. .."

"Not," Nancia said, "for House Perez y de Gas. I'D
buy the extra skills hedra nyself, out of mny bonus.
Fromthe figures you just beaned up, |I'Il have nore

t han enough to pay honestly for those 'frills' and any
ot her expenses | may incur during this stay."

But that was before she di scovered the itemthat
woul d strain her budget to its limts.

Nancia's repairs were nearly finished when Cal eb
now wal ki ng wi thout a stick and | ooki ng even nore
muscul ar than before, | anded at Vega Base and re-
guested permi ssion to come aboard. Nanci a excl ai ned
in delight at the bronzed, fit young nman she saw step-
pi ng out of the airl ock.

"My goodness, Caleb, you look as if you' d never
been ill a day in your life."

"There wasn't nmuch to do at Sunmmerl ands, Caleb

said dismissively. "It's a sin to waste tinme; | worked out
in the physical therapy roons nost of die time while

they were fussing over final tests and declaring ne fit
for duty again. Wat's our next assignnent?

"Qur ?"

"You didn't think 1'd desert you? You nmade sone er-

rors of judgment while | was away, Nancia, but

nothing that can't be repaired. In fact," Caleb added,

| ooki ng around the gleamng interior fromwhich al
traces of OG Shipping' s mauve and puce had finally

been renmoved, "it looks as if the repairs are just about
finished."

"They are, but Caleb, | # |'mpartnered with

Forister now," Nancia said. She felt guilty as she said
t he words; suppose Caleb felt that she was rejecting
hin? But it was the sinple truth. Her call sign was FN
935 now, not CN
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"Tenporary assignment," Caleb brushed that aside.



"Now | ' ve been pronounced fit again, Forister can go
back into confortable retirement. No need for himto
continue straining hinself in tasks he's really not up
to. Take this |ast debacle. You' re not to blame, Nancia,
bei ng young and i nexperienced, but you rmust see that

it was handled all wong. If..."

While Caleb blithely explained the m stakes Forister
had made and how he, with the benefit of hindsight,

coul d have done so rmuch better, Nancia attenpted to
control some new and unfaniliar sensations.

Si meon, she tightbeaned to the managing brain, is

there a malfunction in nmy repaired circuits ? My sensors show a
tenmperature rise and high conductivity, and |I'm picking up a
strange buzzing msone of the audio circuits.

The Vega nmanager's reply was a few seconds

del ayed. Fascinating, he beamed back while Cal eb con-

tinued his speech. Yoursynaptic connectors are picking up
direct enotional signals. Wat an unusual coupling # that's
not supposed to happen. You nust have done sonething to your
connections while you were fighting the hyperchip attack

What are you tal king about ? Is it dangerous ? Fix it! Nan-
ci a demanded.

Sinmeon transmtted a chuckle over the audio circuit,
stopping Caleb in nid-peroration.

"What was that? Is Central trying to contact us?"

"No, just a # a message fromone of the repair
techs,” Nancia inprovised. "You were sayi ng?"

"Well, try not to let it happen again," Caleb said ir-
ritably. "We've got to get our future rel ationship
straight, Nancia; surely that's nore inportant than

some last-mnute twiddling with your repairs? Now

l[isten. | don't want you to feel guilty over what's past."

"Why should I?" Nancia asked, startled. "Oh, be-
cause | didn't report the conversations | heard on ny

rst voyage, and stop those young crimnals before

l ey got properly started? Well, | do feel guilty. That
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was a bad m st ake.'
her to make.

But one Cal eb had encour aged

"I don't nmean that at all!" Caleb said. "You acted
with perfect propriety in keeping those conversations
private. | nmean die way you've been rocketing around
the Nyota system bearing false witness, pretending to
be sonething you're not, encouragi ng breaches of



PTA regul ati ons on Angalia, getting involved in al
sorts of violence and m xing with very questionable
peopl e indeed # "

Si meon, | know Tm overheating. Can't you send a tech out
to fix ny circuits?

There's nothing to fix, Nancia, but Lab Schools will want to
study just how you achieved it. Briefly, you' ve created a nind-
body feedback hop between your cortex and the ship# one that
carries enotional as well as intellectual and motor inpul ses.

You nmean # ?

You're a little nmore like a softperson than the rest of us, Nan-
da # or, you mght say, alittle nore human. You're angry, nmny
dear, and your connections are showing it. Flushed, ears buzz-

i ng, breathing faster, higher fuel consunption # yes, Td say
you're in a roaring snit. And not w thout cause. You've out-
grown that righteous little snip, Nancia. Wen are you going

to shut himup and kick himoff you?

" # but you were nmisled, and | nyself bear some of
the fault, having allowed you to persuade ne agai nst
nmy better judgnment into the first false step on the
downward path of deception,” Caleb finished his sen-
tence wi thout being aware of the split-second
exchange between Nancia and Sinmeon. "Now t hat

you' ve seen what such things can lead to, |'msure
you'll repent of your errors. And | want you to know
that | freely and conpletely forgive you. W'll never

speak of this agai n#

"You're darned right, we won't!" Nancia interrupted.
"Go find yourself a ship to match your norals, Caleb!"

"What do you nean?"
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To cal m hersel f down, Nancia took a nonment to

convert her entire Vega subspace map to O d Earth

i near measurenments and back. By multiple precision
arithmetic routines. In surface-level code. She was on
the verge of hurting Caleb's feelings. And she wasn't
quite angry enough to do that. The inexperienced

young brainship who'd teanmed with Caleb five years

ago woul d have accepted his self-righteous lecture as if
he were | aying down Courier Service regulations. It
wasn't Caleb's fault, or her fault either, that she'd out-
grown his narrow bl ack-and-white view of the world.
Forister had taught her the value of shades of gray and
die duty of perceiving them And if now she felt nore
truly partnered with that spare, sardonic, aging brawn
than with the young man who'd shared her first ad-
ventures # well, there was no reason Cal eb should
suffer unnecessarily on that account.



Her overheating circuits cooled down and the buzz-
ing in her ears stopped as she cal med herself wth
tranquil, fixed equations.

"I't wouldn't work, Caleb," she said at last. "You may
forgive nme, but the past would al ways be between us.
You'd do better to find another brainship, one that has
never betrayed your high ideals." Preferably one that
“hasn't been conmi ssioned for nore than ten mnutes.

"For mysel f# " Nantiasi ghed, "sadderbutwi ser,"f/iaft

\true, anyway, "I think it is nore appropriate for ne to peti -
j tion Central that nmy tenmporary partnership with Forister

be made permanent, or to find another brawn if Forister

| chooses to retire now " Please, please, doritlet hindo that.

"Well." At l|east Caleb' s speech-making inpul ses had
[ been knocked out tenporarily. "If you really uiink..."
"I do," said Nancia, "and," she added firmy, "I wll pay

(the penalty fee for requesting a brawn reassignnent. It's
not fair diat you should bear any part of that burden."

But it was a little disappointing to see how quickly
| Caleb accepted the offer....
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The trial of the Nyota Five, as the gossipbyters had
dubbed Nanda's first passengers, was still in progress
when she | anded at Central Base sone weeks |ater

The solitary journey back, with no brawn or pas-

sengers to distract her, had given Nantia plenty of tine
to think .. . perhaps too nuch. She had no way of
knowi ng how the trial was progressing or how the

court had reacted to the testinony presented; in
deference to High Fam lies sensibilities, newsbeaners
were not permtted in the courtroom and di e gossip-
byters had nothi ng but speculations to report. She
didn't even know if the court would wi sh her cross-ex-
am ned on the deposition she'd sent back on

dat ahedron. Well, if they did, she was avail abl e now
And diere'd be no new assignnment until Forister was

rel eased fromtestifying and free to brawn her again. If
he still wanted to, once he'd heard what was on her
deposition... and what wasn't

Nancia didn't have nuch tine to brood over that
possibility; she had hardly touched down at Base when
a visitor was announced.

"Perez y de Gras requesting permssion to board," the
Central Base managi ng brain warned her in advance.

That was a wel cone surprise! The |ast Nancia had
heard from Flix was a bitstream packet from Kai l as,
nostly consisting of pictures of the seedy cafe where



he'd found a synthoconm ng gig. He nust have quit

# or been fired.... Wll, she wouldn't ask hi m about
di at Nanci a opened her outer doors and set die wall-
sized display screens in the | ounge to show the
surprise she'd been preparing for him

"Flix, how lovely, | didn't know you were ..." she
began joyfully as the airlock slid open. The words died
away to a faint hiss fromher port speaker as she took
in die sight of the trim gray-haired man who stood in
the open airlock, surveying her interior with cool gray
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res. Nancia hastily blanked out the noving displays
i ner new, hol o-enhanced, super-detail ed SPACED
)UT and replaced themwi th some quiet, correct im
ljes of still life paintings by O d Msters.

"As far as | know, " said Javier Perez y de Gas, "he
isn"t. Although doubtless, now that |'ve been reas-
signed to Central, your litde brother will find another
squalid position on this planet fromwhich to annoy

me with the sight of his failure.”

"Ch." Nancia hadn't previously conmpared the pat-

tern of Flix's jauntings fromgig to gig with her father's
di pl omati c assignments. Now she made a hasty scan of

her restored nenory banks and found a surprising

nunber of correspondences. That was sonet hi ng

she'd have to ask Flix about. Just now she really didn't
feel up to discussing it wth Daddy.

"I don't suppose,” she said carefully, "that was what
you cane to see ne about? Flix's career, | nmean?"

Her father sniffed. "I don't consider that a career. You

have a career, Nancia my dear, and by all accounts you've
done quite well Co date # a few errors in judgnent, per-
haps, but nothing that maturity and experience won't# "

This time Nancia knew what caused the flush of heat

di at swanped her upper deck circuits and the red haze

that trenbled in her visual sensors. For a noment she
didn't speak, fearing that she would be unable to contro
her voice; she could not | ook at Daddy w t hout seeing

Cal eb and, shadowy in her imagination, Paul del Parmay
Pol 0. Just anot her man, seeing in her nothing but a tool

to serve his plans, comng to give her a rating on how well
or ill she'd done for him Wre all nen |like that?

"Exactly what errors of judgnent were you thinking
of ?" she inquired when she had her vocal circuits
under control again. Not that she hadn't made plenty
of m stakes for Daddy to pick at...

But what he conpl ai ned of was the |ast thing she'd
been worried about
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"At |east, fortuitously, some other ship perforned

the service of transporting themback to Central,"
Daddy said. "But fromwhat |'ve heard at the trial, you
were quite prepared to performthat service yoursel#
You shoul dn't |ower yourself that way, Nancia. A Perez
y de Gas shouldn't be used as a prison ship to
transport conmon crimnals."”

"I'n case you' ve forgotten, Daddy," Nancia replied,
"those 'conmon crimnals' are the very same people
transported to the Nyota systemon ny maiden

voyage... and didn't you pull a few strings to arrange
t hat assignment for nme?"

Javier Perez y de Gras sat down heavily in one of the

confortably padded cabin chairs. "I did that," he said.
"I thought it would be nice for you to have sone

young conpany ... young people of your own cl ass

and background ... for your first voyage. An easy as-
signnent, | thought."

"So did I," Nancia said. Sone of the sadness she felt

crept into her voice; whatever she'd done to her feed-

back | oops, it seenmed to work both ways. She could no

| onger maintain the perfectly controlled, enotionally

uni nfl ected vocal tones she had prided herself on

produci ng before the hyperchip disaster. "So did |

But it turned out... rather nore conplicated than

that. And | didn't know what to do. Maybe | did make

some 'errors in judgnent.' | didn't have a | ot of advice,

if you recall. "Just a taped good-luck message froma man too
busy and inportant to cone to ny graduation

"I recall," her father said. "Call that my error, if you
like. Once you'd made it through Lab Schools to
graduati on and comm ssioning, you seened to be

doing so well, and | was worried about Flix. Still am
for that matter." He sighed. "Anyway, there you were

off to the start of a glorious career, and ny other two
children had problens aplenty."

"Not Jinevral"™ Nancia exclainmed. "I always thought
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she was the perfect exanple of what you wanted us to
becone. "

"I wanted you to becone yourselves," her father
said. "Apparently | didn't communicate that to you
Jinevra's a paper-doll cutout of the ideal PTA ad-
mnistrator, and I don't know how to talk to her any



more. And as for Flix # well, you know about Flix. |
t hought he needed attention nore than you. Thought

a few suggestions, maybe an entry-level position in
sone branch of Central where he could work hinself

up and someday anount to sonething ... of course
he'd have to give up fooling around with the
synthcom..." Javier Perez y de Gras sighed. "Flix
never has straightened out. | don't know, perhaps he
feel s neglected on account of all those years when |
took every free nmoment to visit you at Lab Schools. |
didn't have that much time for himthen. Even the day

he was born, | was at Lab Schools, watching you be
fitted for your first nobile shell. Seened he needed ne
nore than you.... | thought it was tine to redress the
bal ance. "

Nanci a absorbed the inmpact of this speech quietly.

For the first tine, |ooking at her father's worn face, she
began to conprehend how nuch time and effort he

must have really given to his famly over the years.
Since their nother had quietly retired to the haven of
Blissto addiction in a hush-hush, genteel clinic, he had
tried to be both father and nother to three
obstreperous, brilliant, demanding H gh Fanmilies

brats. Another man m ght have | eaned too hard on his
children for enotional confort; another career

di pl omat m ght have shunted the children into ex-

cl usi ve boardi ng schools and forgotten about them

But Daddy was no Faul del Parma, to use and abuse

and forget his children. He'd done the best he could

for them... within his limtations .,. snatching no-
ments between neetings, suffering long tiring
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rerourings between assignments to spend a day or two
on their planets, juggling a diplomat's unforgiving
schedul e to work in graduations and school plays.

"An error of judgment, perhaps," Javier Perez y de
Gras said when the silence had |asted too | ong, "but
never... please believe ne... an error of love. You're
nmy daughter. | only wanted the best for you." And
rising fromhis padded chair, he laid one hand briefly
on the titaniumcolum that encl osed and protected
Nanci a's shel |.

"Requesting perm ssion to come aboard!"

There was no identification this time, but Nancia
recogni zed Forister's voice, even though there was
somet hing unfam |iar about the way he drew the

wor ds out She activated her external sensors and saw
not only Forister but General Questar-Benn standi ng
on the | andi ng pad.

"Request perm ssion to cone aboard," Forister
repeat ed. He was pronouncing his words very careful -
ly. And M caya Questar-Benn was standing very



properly, stiff as if she were on a parade-ground. A
suspi ci on began to grow in Nancia's m nd

She slid open the | ower doors and waited. A no-
ment | ater the airlock door opened and M caya
Quest ar-Benn stepped into the |lounge. Very slowy
and carefully.

Forister foll owed. He was hol ding an open botde in
one hand.

"You are drunk," Nancia said severely.

Forister | ooked wounded. "Not yet. Wuldn't get
drunk before | came back to share the news with you
Just... happy. Very happy," he expatiated. "Very,
very, very... where was 1?"

"Looking at the bottom of a bottle of Sparkling
Heorot, | suspect,” Nancia told him

Forister's wounded expression intensified. "Please!
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Do you think I'd toast the best brainship on Central in
that cheap stuff? It's only fit for, for..."

"Starving nusicians?" Nancia suggested. Sonme day

she woul d have to have a serious talk w th Daddy about

Fl i x; suggest that he stop finding Flix prom sing career
openings and just let the boy be a synthoconmmer. But

this latest visit of Daddy's hadn't seened the right tine to
bring the subject up. And she coul dn't beam hi m now

Forister had other things on his nmind. Wat there was

left ofhis mind, she corrected with a shade of envy.

"Il have you know," Forister announced with a
flourish, "this is genuine Ad Earth w ne! Badacsonyi
Keknyel u, no | ess!"

Nanci a' s new | anguage nodul e included not only

Latin and Greek but a sprinkling of Iess well-known Ad
Earth tongues. She skinmed the Hungarian dictionary.

"Bl ue- Tongue Lake Badacsony? Are you sure?"

"Believe him" M caya Questar-Benn chinmed in. Like

Forister, she was taking great care with her consonants.

"If it's as good as the red stuff, it's worth every credit he
paid for it What was the red stuff called, Forister?"

"Egri Bi kaver."

"Bull's Blood from Eger," Nancia translated. "Onh,

wel I . You know, sonetines | don't really mnd not

being able to share softshell pleasures. Er # what are
we cel ebrating?"



"End of the trial! Don't you foll ow the newsbytes?"

"Not | ately. They never have nuch to say,"” Nancia
equi vocated. And if there were any questions about ny
deposition, | don't want to hear them

"Well, they do now. " Forister pulled hinmself erect

and stood in the center of the | ounge swaying slightly.
"Sentencing was this norning. Al pha bint Hezra-Fong
and Darnell Overton-d axely got twenty-five years

each. They'll do community service on a newy

col oni zed pl anet# under strict guard.”

"Al pha may be some use to the colonists,” Nancia
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commented, "but | don't know what a bunch of poor
i nnocent col oni sts have done that they should be sad-
dled with Darnell."

"Farm ng world," Forister said cheerfully. "They
need a |l ot of stoop labor. As for the rest# " He sobered
briefly. "Polyon's back to Shemali."

"What ?"

"Wor ki ng the hyperchip burnofflines," Forister
said. "The new manager's worked out a failsafe way to
di sabl e the virus Polyon built into his hyperchip
design. So the factories are to continue production..
under sonewhat nore responsi bl e managenent |'m

afraid the supply of hyperchips is going to dip for a
whil e; you probably won't be able to replace the ones
you burned out for sone time, Nanda."

"I can deal with that," Nancia said dryly. It would be
a long time indeed before she let any chip designed by
Pol yon de G as-Wal dhei mwithin connecting di stance

of her not herboards!

Forister still hadn't nentioned the two peopl e whose
fete concerned her nost "And Bl ai ze?" It couldn't be too
bad, or Forister wouldn't be celebrating Iike that

"Five years' conmunity service," Forister told her
"Coul d be worse. They've dug up a planet in Deneb sub-
space # son of like Angalia, only worse, and the only
sentient life formresenbl es giant spiders, and nobody's
ever been able to conmunicate with them Blaize was
nmoani ng and groani ng, but | suspect he can't wait to start
teaching the spiders ASL. W'll have to drop by after the
next assignnent and see how he's doing."

"Next assi gnment ?"

"Here's the datacording." Forister dropped a
hedron into Nancia's reader slot. She scanned the in-



structions while he and M caya broke open the bottle
of Badacsonyi Keknyelu. The three of them had been
assigned as a teamto Theta Szentrmari... a very, very
long way from Central, through three separate Sin-
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gularity points. One Singularity transition brought
thembriefly into Deneb subspace.

"And what," she inquired, "do we do when we get
t here?" Assunming they still uxxnt nme as a bmship... | suppose
they do. But tufty hasn't anybody said a word about fiissa ?

"Seal ed orders."” Forister tossed a second hedron

into the reader; Nancia found to her chagrin that she
; could not decrypt the information on this one. "Sup-
posed to be self-decrypting when we pass through the
third Singularity,"” Forister explained. "Apparently
Awhat ever's going on there is too hot to explain on
central... they're that worried about |eaks. They've
"een discussing the possibility of making the three of
is a permanent investigative teamfor hot little scan-
" Is like whatever is wong on Theta Szentmari."

"And what," Nanci a asked carefully, "do the two of

you think about that? Now that the trial's over?

id... you never did tell me about Fassa."

"Ah, yes, Fassa." Forister's nerry tw nkle di m nished
-Jightiy. "Sev's going out to Rigel IVwth her, did you
[ know that? He says hell try to pick up El. or security
work there, wait out her term"

"Twenty-five years?"

"Ten. They reconmended cl enency in view of her
apparent rehabilitation ... helping us trap Polyon
and that very noving attenpt to defend nme when

Pol yon was hol ding us all hostage inside Singularity.
Most of which came through brilliantly in your inmage
dat acordi ngs, Nancia." Forister smled benignly.
"There were a few gaps, though."

Here it comes. She'd been trying not to think about
that aspect of the trial. "I did tell you I'd suffered sone
menory | oss,"” Nancia rem nded him

"So you did, so you did.... Anyway. The court wasn't
sure what to nmake of all that; she'd already been arrested,
after all, and she could just have been trying to put herself

in the best possible light for the trial. But there was one
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thing fromearlier, well before she was arrested, that con-

vinced them she wasn't quite as seltcenteredly fraudul ent
as her partners in crinme." Forister tw nkled. "Itseensthat



when a factory she built on Shemali coll apsed, she put up
the new building free of charge. Sev Bryley brought that
into evidence. Now, it seens to ne that J heard Pol yon
saying he'd terrorized her into that replacenent But

Pol yoris trial was over before Sev brought out the story of
the Shemali buil dings, so he couldn't be recalled for cross-
exam nation. And one of those little blips in your

dat acor di ng happened just at the nmoment when Pol yon

was explaining that little matter to us."

Nancia felt a glowing heat fromall her upper-deck
circuits. "I did tell you I'd suffered some nenory |oss,"
she repeat ed.

"Very conveni ently arranged, though."

"Al'l right. I canceled that part of the datacording.
# Fassa's had problenms to deal with worse than any-
thing you or | ever faced," Nancia said. "From what |
over heard, keeping watch on her and Sev # you don't
know what her father did to her."

"I can guess," Forister said.

"Well, then. It doesn't excuse what she did, | know

that. And it would kill her to have all that brought out
in court. But # she hasn't had nany breaks,"” Nancia

sai d. "She never knew what it was to have a | oving

fam |y behind her." Fve been so nmuch luckier # even if |
didn't knowit for alittle while. "I thought she deserved
that nmuch of a second chance.”

Silence followed this statenent.

"I # it was dishonest,” Nancia admtted. "And
know that. And if you two don't want to be partnered
with me any nore..."

"Knew about the buil dings already,” M caya

poi nted out "We were there too, if you recall, /didn't
see any need to stand up in court and contradict Sev's
rat her touching evidence. Neither did your brawn
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here." She threw her head back and drai ned her gl ass

of inported wine in one gulp. Forister w nced.

"Then# " Nanci a was confused.

Forisfcer patted her titaniumcolum. "It was... in die
nature of a test, you might say," he told her. "Mc, here,

t hought you'd been with Caleb too | ong, absorbed too

much of his black-and-white attitude to be as flexible as a
good investigative teamneeds to be. W may be feeing

some delicate assignnents. Need to make some judg-

ment calls# can'trely on CS regul ations to answer every
guestion. Now / thought you had the maturity to nake

your own noral judgnents# including knowi ng when

to keep silent After all, you didn't lie about any of Fassa's



wrongdoi ng; all that evidence is dear in your deposition
\bu just# bal anced# what you couldn't say about her
tragi c chil dhood, agai nst what you didn't have to say
about her work on Shemali."

"You don't despise nme for it?"

"I did the same thing," Forister pointed out, "and

wi t hout benefit of your inside information on Fassa's
chi | dhood. "

"Then # it wasn't w ong?"

"You're an adult now, Nancia. You use your own
j udgrment What do you think?" Forister asked.

Nanci a was still thinking when they reached the first
Singularity point on the run to Theta Szentmari. Wth
Forister and M caya strapped down in their cabins, she
arced through the coll apsing spaces in an effortless flash-
ing dive. Space and time tw sted and refornmed about her

as she chose their path through continually changi ng
matrices of transformations. For the few seconds of per-
fect, gliding, dangerous transition she danced and swam

in her own element, making her own deci sions.

As she continued to do for the rest of her career

# THE END #



