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M N

Battered, weary to the bone,

and profoundly baffled, Mn

Donner joi ned Puni sher shortly after Warden Dios returned to
UMCPHQ from Holt Fasner's Honme Ofice. She hadn't slept

since the day before her visit to Sixten Vertigus, hadn't eaten
since her ride back to UMCPHQ from Suka Bator. A headache

like a threat of concussion throbbed in her forehead. Cccasionally
her hearing buzzed |ike neural feedback

She felt that her whole life was being rewitten around her;
reinterpreted to nmean somet hi ng she hadn't chosen and coul dn't
under st and.

Wiy was she here?

In sone sense, Warden had answered that question. The | ast

time she'd spoken to him he'd told her, to her utter astonishnent,
I have reason to think Morn Hyland nmay survi ve—Even t hough

he'd convinced her | ong ago that Mrn was bei ng abandoned, that
he'd sold her body and soul, he'd said, If she does, | want sone-
one to make sure she stays alive, someone | can trust. That neans
you. For that reason—apparent|ly—he was sending Mn away from

her duties at UMCPHQ

Neverthel ess his reply explained nothing. All she really knew
was that she was here now because he'd lied to her earlier; lied to
her systematically and incessantly for nonths.

What in God' s name was going on?

H s signal of farewell reached her as she rode her persona
shuttle out toward the gap range where Puni sher had al ready
turned and started preparations for an outbound accel eration; but
she didn't answer it. She had nothing nore to say to him |Instead
of returning some vacant acknow edgnent or salute, she replied
to the questions of her crew by shaking her head. Let Warden

Di os take her on faith, as she was required to take him He'd | eft
her no other way to express her galling confusion—er her blind,
baf f| ed hope.

Wth as nuch of her accustoned grimdeternination as she

coul d nuster, she put kazes and assassinations, treachery and in-
trigue behind her, and concentrated instead on the job ahead.

Her orders were superficially sinple. She was instructed to

take command of the first avail able UMCP warshi p—+n this case,
Puni sher—and go i medi ately to the Com M ne asteroid belt.

Under cover of the belt, she was supposed to "watch for and
respond to devel opnents" fromthe direction of Thanatos M nor

In other words, to observe and presunably deal with the outcone
of Angus Thernopyl e's covert attack on Billingate.

That was plain enough. But why was it necessary? After all, at
Fasner's orders hunman space al ong the Ammion frontier—espe-
cially in the broad vicinity of ComMne Station and the belt—
was bei ng webbed with the nost intensive comruni cati ons net -

wor k ever depl oyed. Any deci pherable information fromthe di-
rection of Thanatos M nor would reach UMCPHQ in a matter of
hours, whether she was present in the belt or not.

What ki nd of "devel opnents” did Warden expect? Angus

Ther nopyl e—Jdoshua—aoul d ei ther succeed or not. If he suc-

ceeded, Nick Succorso and the danger he represented woul d be
finished. Mn's suspicions of M|os Taverner would cone to noth-
ing. And Morn mi ght —eoncei vabl y—survive. On the other hand,

if Angus failed, everyone and everything woul d be lost. Mrn
woul d be just one nore casualty.

Ei t her way, there would be nothing for Mn to do, except

possi bly pick up survivors—er warn off an Amion pursuit. Com

M ne Station could have done that. Punisher herself, despite her
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battl e-worn and depl eted condition, could have done it. M n Don-
ner-was the UMCP Enforcenent Division director: she bel onged

el sewhere. Back at UMCPHQ, rooting out kazes and traitors. O
even down on Suka Bator, hel ping Captain Vertigus prepare and
present his Bill of Severance. She had no reason to be here.

No reason, that is, apart fromWarden's desire to get her out

of the way—to dissociate her fromthe fatal game he played with
or against Holt Fasner. And his unexpected assertion that Mrn

m ght get away alive

If she does, | want soneone to nake sure she stays alive—

Was that the truth? O had Warden said it sinply to ensure

that she obeyed hin?

She didn't know, couldn't know. But in the end, his orders

wer e enough. She obeyed because she had sworn that she woul d.
Nevert hel ess she couldn't shake the dark feeling that she was
doomed; that between them Warden Di os and Holt Fasner were

about to cost her everything she had ever believed in or trusted.
At |ast her shuttle thunked agai nst the docking port in Pun-

i sher's side; grapples jerked home. Mn nodded to her crew and
stepped into the shuttle's airlock as if she didn't care whether she
ever returned.

The bosun conmmandi ng the honor guard which greeted her

inside the ship's personnel bay | ooked as worn-out and abused as
she felt. Mn winced inwardly at the sight: she hated seeing her
peopl e in such bad shape. However, she kept her chagrin and

anger to herself while she returned the bosun's sal ute.
"Captain's apol ogies, Director Donner," he said. He sounded

even worse than he | ooked—a young of ficer who had been under

too nmuch pressure for far too long. "He can't |eave the bridge.
We weren't expecting to head out—he hasn't had tinme to get
ready— The bosun caught hinself, flushed |ike a boy. "You

al ready know that. I'msorry

"Captain will see you whenever you want. | can take you to

your quarters first."

M n had scanned Puni sher's reports before | eaving Uw

CPHQ The cruiser had just cone home froma bitter struggle

with fifteen or twenty illegal ships which had turned Val dor In-
dustrial's distant binary solar systeminto a virtual war zone.
Because of the kind of mning, processing, and heavy manu-
facturing carried on by the station, Valdor and the traffic it ser-
viced were rich with prizes. And like nost binary systens this
one was a naze of orbits—aasses of rock revolving around each
other in patterns so conplex that they defied mappi ng by anything
| ess than a negaCPU. The pirates were entrenched anong the

al nost i nnunerabl e pl anets, planetoids, and noons cycling

around the twinned stars called Geater and Lesser Massif-5

Over a period of six nmonths, the Scal pel -class crui ser had
engaged in dozens of pitched battles, weeks of pursuit. And all to
little avail. Two pirates had been destroyed, one captured. The rest
had fought back with such concerted ferocity, or had fled with
such intinmate know edge of the systenis hiding places, that no
mere crui ser could have hoped to deal with themall

No wonder the bosun was exhausted. No wonder the faces of

the honor guard ached with despair at the prospect of another

m ssi on. Puni sher needed rest, deserved rest. The UMCP were
spread too thin; would al ways be spread too thin, sinply because
the gap drive nmade avail able nore space than any police force
could control. Not for the first tine, Mn thought that as |ong as
the threat of the Ammion endured—as |ong as forbi dden space

of fered wealth in exchange for stolen resources—her people were
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doonmed to fail.

As usual, she kept that idea to herself. Instead she told the
bosun, "1'lIl go to the bridge." Then, before he could give any
orders hinmself, she disnissed the honor guard. In general she
disliked the formalities of her position; and in this particular case
she actively hated wasting the energy of these weary nen and
wonmen on cerenoni al duties.

Monentarily flustered, the bosun began, "Director, Captain
ordered— But an instant |ater he swallowed his disconfiture.

Wth a salute, he let the guard go. "This way, Director."

M n knew the way. On any ship the UMCP had commi s-

sioned, she could have found the bridge blindfolded. She let the
bosun gui de her, however. She'd already undercut hi menough by

di smi ssing his honor guard.

By the time she left the first lift and headed forward through
the ship's core, she knew Punisher was in trouble. Because of the
recent damage to her eardruns, she still couldn't hear clearly
enough to pick up the cruiser's characteristic huns and whi nes.
But she could feel centrifugal g through the soles of her boots;
she coul d sense vibrations with the nerves of her skin. Subtle
stresses reached her |ike undanped harnoni cs.

"You've got internal spin displacenent," she comented to

the bosun. "Bearings are grindi ng somewhere."

He gaped at her sidelong. "How=2" She was the ED direc-

tor, however: he wasn't supposed to question her. Wth an effort,
he mastered hinself. "Forward," he answered. "W took a hit

that knocked the whole core off true. But that's not all. W've got
m cro-leaks in sone of the hydraulic systenms. Several doors stick
until the pressure rectifies. Half a dozen bul kheads don't quite
seal . And we've been holed twice. W' ve kept integrity, but we

| ost the conduit to one of the sensor banks. Captain has nen
outside right now, trying to jury-rig | eads before we go into tach
For the rest—

"Director, we haven't had time to trace those | eaks or patch
those holes. W' ve been at battle-stations for nost of the past six
months. And only a shipyard can fix internal spin."

The young of ficer sounded so raw that Mn frowned to herself.

"No criticismintended, bosun," she told himquietly. "It was

just an observation."

He swal | owed hard. "Thank you, Director." Until he blinked
themclear, his eyes were perilously noist.

Puni sher was desperate for rest.

Ful | of outraged protectiveness toward her people, Mn

t hought harshly, Fuck you, Warden Di os, and the horse you rode

in on. You had goddamm better know what you're doing.

The ship was a swarm of activity. Men and wonmen hurried in

all directions, rushing to and fromthe hundreds of duties required
by a new m ssion. The few who recogni zed M n Donner paused to
salute; but nost of themwere concentrating too hard—focused by
fatigue and urgency—to notice her. Scal pel-class cruisers carried
a crew of sixty-plus, but Punisher didn't have that many to work
with. Her reports had cited four dead and el even confined to their
quarters or sickbay by injuries or battle-shock: fifteen crewem
bers |l ost across the four watches. As soon as Mn had received
Warden's orders, she'd dispatched a provisioning shuttle to neet
the cruiser; but in the time avail able Punisher couldn't be ade-
quately resupplied. No wonder the captain was too busy to | eave
the bridge. Damaged, short-handed, and ill equipped, his com

mand was a poor candidate for any inportant assignment. Pun-

i sher's best hope was that this mssion proved to be as trivial as
M n feared.
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Wth one pal mshe stroked the butt of her handgun to steady
hersel f as she acconpani ed the bosun forward.

Asi de from wei ght, armanment, and crew, one of the differ-

ences between a cruiser |ike Punisher and a destroyer |ike Star-
mast er was that Punisher's bridge occupied a command nodul e

whi ch coul d be detached fromthe nmain ship to function sepa-
rately. |If Captain Davies Hyland had had a vessel like this, he
m ght well have survived Starnmaster's destruction; survived to
keep his daughter out of Angus Thernopyl e's hands. That was

anot her detail for which Mn blaned herself uselessly, despite the
fact that she herself had approved Starmaster's construction and
had sel ected Davi es Hyl and as captai n.

None of that showed on her face, however, as she went with

t he bosun—ahead of hi m now—through the aperture which

linked the rest of the ship to the command nodul e. She encoun-
tered Punisher's captain and bridge crew with her features set in
characteristic lines, stern and unreadabl e.

Al nost instantly all novenent on the bridge stopped: techs

wor ki ng on the screens and boards froze; the bridge crewhelm
targ, data and dammge control, communications, engineering, scan
—hesitated nonentarily, their hands poised on their stations,
their faces tense.

Their attention made her feel that she deserved her reputation
as Warden Di os' executioner

But then the captain, Dol ph Ubi kwe, broke the pause by

swinging his g-seat toward Mn. In a granite runble, he said
stolidly, "Director Donner. Wl conme aboard."

At once the bridge crew rose to salute. The techs noved out of
Mn's way as if they believed—er wanted to believe—that they
wer e beneath her noti ce.

There was no wel cone in Captain Ubi kwe's voice, however. It
seened to pulse fromhis chest like the cut of a subsonic drill.
Even if M n had been deaf, she m ght have been able to hear him
through the bones of her skull. Ensigns under his command often
said that his voice could strip paint at twenty paces

He was a | arge man—al nost too |large to pass the UMCP
physi cal s—with a heavy mass of nuscle hidden under his fat. Too
much strain and too few showers caused his black skin to gl eam
in the featureless light. Red rimed his bl oodshot eyes; they ap-
peared to bulge in their sockets. Fists as heavy as cudgels rested
on the arnms of his seat.

"Thank you, Captain.” Mn didn't expect welcone. "At

ease," she told the bridge crew without shifting her gaze from
Dol ph UWbi kwe. As they resuned their g-seats, she asked him

"How soon can you go into tach?"

Hs fists tightened slightly. "Depends on whether that's a re-
quest or an order. You order it and we're gone. All we need to
know is where. But if it's a request”"—he |lifted his heavy shoul -
ders—we can probably be ready in three or four nonths."

I n another place, at another tine, Mn mght have smled. She
knew this man well. He had first cone to her attention in the
Acadeny ten years ago, when his air of insubordination and his
poor grades had threatened to deny hima conm ssion. She had
overrul ed the Acadeny commander in person to nake Dol ph

Ubi kwe an ensign. Despite his resistance to discipline, which had
showed in his sloppy classroomwork as well as his excess wei ght,
she had sensed a fettered enotional power in him a charism
simlar to Warden's. It might nake himan effective | eader—f he
ever | earned how and when to unleash it. Since then, he had

vi ndi cated her judgnent by rising swiftly to the command of his
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own vessel. Under other circumstances, she woul d have had no
qual ns about using himto carry out Warden Di os' orders.

"If it were a request," she replied to his tight stare, "I

woul dn't be here."

H s mouth twi sted. "Then perhaps the Enforcenent Division
director would condescend to tell us where we're going. It does
make a difference, you knowheading, velocity, all those trou-

bl esonme little gap details."

Now she did snmile—a smile as hunorless and bl eak as an

arctic wind. Instead of reacting to his sarcasm she said sinply,
"The Com M ne belt. C ose to forbidden space."

At once a new tension crackled across the bridge. The data

of ficer breathed, "Ch, Jesus," and the nman on targ nuttered,
"Shit!" as if he thought M n wouldn't be able to hear him

A rmuscle at the corner of Captain Ubi kwe's nmouth twi tched

like a flinch. "Now why in hell," he asked Mn, "would we want
to do a thing like that?"

She didn't snap at him She also didn't drop his gaze. She

coul d have made Puni sher obey her blind—she could require
unquestioni ng conpliance fromany ship in the fl eet—but she had
no intention of doing so. For one thing, she owed this ship an
expl anation. And for another, she knew that Dol ph Ubi kwe woul d
serve her better if she let himbe hinself.

"Because," she answered, "there's been a covert UMCP at-

tack on Thanatos M nor's bootl eg shipyard. As |'m sure you re-
menber, that planetoid is in forbidden space relatively near the
ComtM ne belt. For the better part of a decade, illegals have been
using the belt to cover themon their way to Thanatos M nor. The
Ammi on tol erate encroachnent fromthat direction, if not from
anywhere el se

"While we're standing here, the shipyard is under attack. I'm
not prepared to discuss the nature of the operation here, except to
repeat that it's covert. For now, the inportant point is this.
There's going to be fallout.

"I have no idea what kind of fallout. |I can't know. There may

be survivors." Mrn Hyland may survive—"Qur people, or ille-
gals on the run. O there may be a full-scale Amion retaliation."
Borrowi ng Warden's conviction because she had so little to

spare of her own, Mn concluded, "VWatever it is, we're going
out there to deal with it."

The bridge crew stared at her. They had all turned their sta-
tions toward her. Fromtheir g-seats—eommand and conmuni ca-
tions in front of her, engineering and data off to the sides, scan
and hel mand targ apparently hangi ng upsi de down over her head
—they studied her in fear or anger or despair or plain nunmb
weariness, as if she had just instructed themto commt suicide.
For a nmonent Dol ph | owered his eyes. Wen he raised them

again, they seenmed oddly naked, as if he had set aside sone of his
def enses. "Perm ssion to speak frankly."

Just for an instant M n wondered whet her she should refuse.

Then she deci ded against it. By sone standards, disagreenents—
not to nention hostility—between comanders was bad for disci-
pline. On the other hand, Punisher was his ship: the tone which
either inspired or disnmayed his people was his to set, no natter
what she did. She was willing to trust his instincts.

She nodded once. "Please."

He shifted his posture as if to launch his voice at her froma
nmore stable platform "Then let nme just ask you, Director Don-
ner," he said in a tone of raw outrage, "if you are out of your
incorrigible mind. Don't you read reports anynore? Haven't you
got a clue what we've just been through? O maybe you think
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dodgi ng matter cannon fire and asteroids alone for six nonths is
sonme kind of holiday. You sent us out to Valdor to do a job which
woul d have been too nmuch for five cruisers. W' re lucky to get
honme |inping instead of just plain dead.

"We're short-handed here. That was in the reports, too. Sone

of ny people are drifting around Massif-5 in caskets. W' ve got
hol es and hydraulic | eaks and a scan bank with no wiring. But
never mnd that. After what we've been through, we can stand a
few m nor inconveni ences. W've got worse problens."”

Hi s voi ce was harsh enough to hurt Mn's ears, but she knew
fromexperience that he still had plenty of volume in reserve. For
the sake of her personal confort, she hoped that he didn't use it.
"Have you listened to this ship yet, Director Donner? O have

you forgotten what internal spin displacenent sounds |ike? Have
you forgotten what that kind of displacenment can do to a warship?
In case you' ve been spending too nuch tine behind your desk

and not enough on the firing line, let nme remnd you. If the bear-
ings go and internal spin freezes before we can shut it down,
centrifugal inertia is transferred to the whole ship. The whole ship
starts to spin—which is a nightmare for scan and hel m never

mnd targ. Punisher isn't made for that kind of maneuver. And if
we start to spin like that in the belt—er in conbat—then you can
ki ss your hard ass good-bye along with all the rest of us.

"This is all crazy, Director Donner. How many warshi ps have

we got now? Fifty? Fifty cruisers, destroyers, gunboats, and ful
battl ewagons? Do you expect ne to believe they're all unavail abl e
for this job? That not one of themis in reach?

"I'f that's true, let ComMne Station do it, whatever it turns

out to be. Hell on ice, Director, they've got enough in-system
firepower to slag three ships like this. Let thempolice their own
goddamm belt for a few nore hours.

"W are in no shape for this."

For reasons which she had never tried to explain to herself,

Mn often |iked her officers best when they were angry at her

Per haps because she understood Captain Ubi kwe's indignation

and approved of it, or perhaps because she was so angry herself
that his ire forned a strange bond between them she smled back
at his protest with sonething |ike affection.

"Are you done?"

"No." Her reaction disconcerted him but he obviously didn't

want to showit. "I"'mgoing to say it all again, and this time I'm
going to say it loud."'

"That won't be necessary," she drawl ed. "You' ve nade your

point."

Captai n Ubi kwe studi ed her hard. After a nonent he asked

nmore quietly, "Then why do | get the inpression you're not going
to let us off the hook?"

"I"'mnot," she replied. "You are the only ship avail abl e.

You're here. Sure, | could pull your replacenent away from

Val dor. | could signal a battlewagon from Betel geuse Primary, or
take a destroyer off frontier patrol. | could try ComM ne and
hope they do a good job.

"But none of themcan get ne out there."

The bridge received this in surprise, dull shock, or dread. The
man on scan let a thin whistle through his teeth like an effort to
ward away spooks. From above Mn, the targ officer nuttered

again, "Shit."

Dol ph flashed a | ook upward. "d essen," he rasped at targ, as
throaty as a conbustion engine, "if you say that again in front of
Director Donner, I'mgoing to take you out in the wiodshed and
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cane you." None of his people | aughed: they knew better. "In
case you weren't paying attention, the director of the entire
UMCP Enf orcenent Division, which we so proudly serve, has

just announced that she's putting her life in our hands. She isn't
sending us out to the belt to see what we're nmade of —she's going
with us. Where | cane from we called that 'putting your noney
where your nouth is' "—abruptly he pounded a fist on his board
—and we respected it."

Suddenly everyone on the bridge seenmed busy with one task

or another. No one glanced at the d essen as he nurnured, "Aye,
sir."

G owering excessively, Captain Ubi kwe returned his gaze to

M n. She suspected that he was swallowing a grin. Hs tone was
grave, however, as he asked, "Are you telling me ED has a stake
in this covert attack? | thought only DA did work like that."
Mn didn't want to nmention Morn Hyl and. She wasn't ready

to open that door into her own heart. Instead she said what she
t hought Warden Di os woul d have wanted her to say.

"No. I'mtelling you the UMCP has a stake in it. Humankind

has a stake init."

The captain sighed. For a nonment or two he peered at his

hands while he considered the situation. Then he dropped his
palns onto his thighs. "In that case—~ Wth a heave, he rose
fromhis g-seat and stepped aside. "As Enforcenent D vision
director and the highest-ranking UMCP of fi cer aboard, the bridge

is yours. Take the conmmand station. 1'Il evict targ—+ can work
fromthere until we're ready to go into tach."
M n rmade a quick gesture of refusal. "She's your ship, Cap-

tain. We're better off with you in conmand. And | need rest." In
fact, she hadn't slept for two days; hadn't eaten in twelve hours.
"If you'll detail someone to show nme ny quarters, |'Il get out of
your way."

A touch of gratitude softened Dol ph's face as he sat down

again, but he didn't thank her. Automatically he hit keys on his
board, checked his readouts. "Bosun will take you." The young

man still stood by the aperture. "If you' ve got nore orders for us,
better spell themout. W were busy before you cane aboard, but
we're a hell of a lot busier now"

Mn didn't hesitate. "I want to be on the other side of the gap
in tw hours," she answered pronptly, "and in the belt in three.
That neans you'll have to cut it fine."

She knew the risks. If internal spin froze in the gap, Punisher

m ght resune tard half a hundred or half a mllion kilonmeters off
course, tossed askew by the interplay between inertia and hystere-
sis—alnost certainly a fatal problemnear an asteroid belt. And if
spin froze while Punisher navigated the belt, sone kind of colli-
sion would be inevitable. To protect herself the ship would be
forced to do al nost everything without g. And she hadn't been
designed for that. Her people weren't used to it.

But what ever Angus Thernopyle did or failed to do was out

of Mn's control, beyond her know edge. Sonmewhere in the vicin-
ity of Thanatos M nor, the chrononeter was running on a dead-

I'ine which she didn't know how to neet. That fact gave her a
greater sense of urgency than Warden's actual orders did.

"As soon as we hit nornal space," she continued, "I want
conmuni cati ons on maxi mum gai n across all bandwidths. If it's
out there, | want us to hear it.

"Assuming we don't encounter any surprises, take us into the
belt over on the far side-say, ten thousand k fromthe border—
and find some rock we can hide behind, anything with enough
magneti c resonance to confuse opposing scan. Wake nme up when
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sonet hi ng happens or when we're in position, whichever cones
first. 1'll go into nore detail then."

Captain Woikwe lifted his head and bared his teeth, dism ssing
her. "Consider it done."

Softly but distinctly, so that everyone could hear her, she pro-
nounced, "I do. O herwise | would have taken command."

To spare himthe distraction of answering her, she turned away
and | et the bosun guide her through the aperture back into the
mai n body of the ship.

On the way to her assigned quarters, she nade a nental note

to consider transferring Dol ph's targ officer to her personal staff.
She want ed peopl e around her who were willing to raise objec-
tions.

If Warden had let Mn raise enough objections, she m ght not

be here now, dragging a damaged ship with a battered crew across
the gap on a mission which would turn out to be either so useless
or so critical that it should have been given to soneone el se
HASHI

Hashi Lebwohl was not a dis-

honest man. It was nore ac-

curate to say that he was a-honest. He liked facts; but truth had no
nmoral inperatives for him no positive—er negative—valuation. It
had its uses, just as facts had theirs: it was a tool, nore subtle than
sone, cruder than others.

It was a fact of his position as the UMCP director of Data

Acqui sition that he was expected to satisfy certain requirenents.
Warden Dios hinself |iked—+ndeed demanded—+acts. For that

reason anong ot hers, Hashi respected his director. Warden Dios
made no effort to play fast and | oose with reality, as the late and
unl anent ed Godsen Frik had done endemcally; or as even Mn
Donner did, in ways which she characteristically failed to recog-
nize. Warden lived in the world of the real. Under no circum
stances woul d Hashi Lebwohl have hesitated to do his job by
supplying Warden with facts. And he was seldomreluctant to

share his understanding of the way in which facts linked with
each other to formnore conplex, less tangible realities.

On the other hand, he felt no obligation whatsoever to tel

Warden Di os—er anyone el se—the truth.

He received his first hints of what had happened on Thanat os

M nor | ong before anyone else; quite sone tine before any ot her

i nformati on reached UMCPHQ Yet he withheld the facts for

nearly an hour. And he kept the truth entirely to hinself.

The hints went to him first, because they were coded excl u-
sively for his use, and second, because no one in UMCPHQ Com

muni cati ons knew that they had anything to do with Billingate or
Joshua. They were nothing nore or less than flares from DA
operatives, and such nessages were always routed straight to the
DA director the nonent they cane in.

The earlier of these two signals was a cryptic transmn ssion
from N ck Succorso aboard Captain's Fancy. Initially Hashi

didn't mention it because it contained no useful information
Later, however, he suppressed its contents because they disturbed
hi m

If you can get her, you bastard, N ck had sent, you can have

her. | don't care what happens to you. You need ne, but you blew
it. You deserve her. Then, for no apparent reason, N ck had added,
Kazes are such fun, don't you think?

A pox upon him Hashi thought in benmusenent. Curse his

bl ack soul. Her? Who? You can have her. Was he tal ki ng about

Morn Hyl and? Was he deranged enough to think that Joshua had
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been sent to Billingate to rescue her?

No. His reference to kazes contradicted that inference. Cearly
he meant to warn or threaten Hashi concerning sone woman who

was involved with kazes. Yet that, too, made no sense. Wat coul d
Ni ck possibly know about events here? How coul d he be aware

that UMCPHQ and the GCES had suffered terrorist attacks?

Perhaps the "her" he referred to was Captain's Fancy her-

sel f? Perhaps he neant to suggest that if Hashi or the UMCP

made any attenpt to interfere with Captain's Fancy the frigate
woul d becone a kaze ai med at UMCPHQ?

You deserve her

"Deserve" her?

You need ne, but you blewit.

Apparently Nick Succorso had | ost his mind.

At |ast Hashi put that flare aside. He found hinself unable to
divine Nick's intentions. And that troubled him He disliked his
sense of inconprehension.

The later signal was another natter.

No one outside his donain, and perhaps no nore than three

people within it, knew that Angus Thernopyle, M| os Taverner,

and Nick Succorso were not the only nmen he'd hel ped send to
Thanatos M nor; or that the fourth had been dispatched for pre-
cisely this reason, to observe events and report on them

The transnission was froma purportedly | egal mnerchanter

call ed Free Lunch; "purportedl y" because Hashi had equi pped

her with false id and records so that she could travel freely in
human space while she nurtured her private reputation—-al so

nmore putative than real—-as an illegal. According to her captain,
Darrin Scroyle, he and his ship had escaped the vicinity of Thana-
tos M nor just ahead of the shock wave of the planetoid' s destruc-

tion.
So Joshua had succeeded. That was good, as far as it went.
But Captain Scroyle's nessage conveyed other facts as well, the

i mplications of which inspired Hashi's decision not to pass his
information along to Warden Dios immedi ately. He needed tine

to consider the situation in the light shed by Captain Scroyle's
revel ati ons.

Under Hashi Lebwohl's absol ute supervision, Data Acqui si-

tion enpl oyed agents and operatives of all kinds. Some were free-

| ance rogues, like N ck Succorso. Others were spies in the nore
tradi tional sense, hunting secrets under deep cover anong the
tenuous spi derweb societies of humankind' s illegals.

And ot hers were pure nercenaries. Unlike the rogues, they

were nen and wonmen of peculiar honor, who gave their |oyalty

and their blood to anyone who paid their price. They coul d be
trusted to do a specific job for a specific price, to question noth-
ing, to conplain about nothing—and to say nothing about what
they' d done when the job was finished.

The only di sadvantage to such an arrangenent, from Hashi's

poi nt of view, was that the next job any given nercenary accepted
m ght well be for sone other enployer; perhaps for one of hu-

manki nd' s enem es. As nuch as he could, he avoided this enbar-
rassnent by keeping his nercenaries busy—and by out bi ddi ng

ot her enpl oyers.

Darrin Scroyle was a nercenary. He and Free Lunch were

anong the best of the breed: daring, heavily arnmed, and fast;
capabl e of both reckl essness and caution, as occasi on warranted;
willing for violence on alnost any scale, and yet able to act with
subtl ety and discretion.

When Free Lunch reached human space and passed her nes-

sage through a listening post by nmeans of a gap courier drone to
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UMCPHQ Hashi gave Captain Scroyle's report his full credence
The gist was this. Free Lunch had left Billingate as soon as
Captain Scroyl e had becone convinced that events were near their
crisis. That was as Hashi had ordered: he didn't want Free Lunch
caught up in whatever explosion resulted from Joshua's m ssion
But during her departure fromBillingate's control space, Free
Lunch had scanned the planetoid and its enbattled ships with
every instrument she had, and had observed several significant
devel opnent s.

A teamin EVA suits had energed from docked Trunpet in

order to sabotage Billingate communications. After that they had
broken into the Amion sector—and then escaped.

Captain's Fancy had destroyed Tranquil Hegenony, not by

matter cannon or |asers, but by ramm ng—apparently to prevent
the Amion warship fromkilling the EVA team

A shuttle had | eft the Amion sector to be picked up by Soar

And Free Lunch had seen Cal m Horizons noving to intercept
Trunpet's escape, supported by a small flotilla of illegals sent out
by Billingate.

That was bad enough; full of surprises and unexpl ai ned pos-
sibilities. But there was worse.

Before their departure, Captain Scroyle and his people had

spent as nmuch tinme as they could around the installation, studying
scan and communi cations, listening to runors, |ooking for infor-
mati on. They had witnessed Captain's Fancy's arrival fromthe
direction of Enablenent Station, harried by warships. They had
seen Captain Succorso's ship launch an ejection pod which had
veered away from Tranquil Hegenony in order to be intercepted

by Soar. And they had heard stories—

The story that the Amion had revoked Captain Succorso's

credit on Billingate.

The story that he, the Amion, and the Bill were locked in a
three-way conflict over the contents of the ejection pod.

The story that Captain Succorso had spent tine together in a

bar with Captain Thernopyle and his second from Trunpet.

The story that the Bills guards had been attacked and the
contents of the pod stol en

The story that Soar's captain, a wonan named Sorus Chate-

| ai ne, had a nmutagen imunity drug for sale.

The story that Captain Succorso had bartered one of his own
people, a wonman, to the Amion in order to obtain—so the runor
went —€aptain's Fancy's freedomto | eave Billingate.

Taken all at once, such information m ght have gi ven Godsen

Frik the vapors with a vengeance—the worst case of coll ywobbl es
in his adult life. It had a different effect on Hashi Lebwohl, how
ever. In a sense, he lived for such crises: oblique events with
di sturbing inplications which called for all the cunning, msdirec-
tion, and initiative he could supply. The fact that he took nearly an
hour to consider the situation before sharing what he knew-er
sonme of what he knew-didn't mean that he was frightened. It
sinmply nmeant that he wanted to give his best attention to this
particul ar conundrum

Soar and Captain's Fancy. Trunpet and Cal m Hori zons. Tran-

qui | Hegenbny and an Ammion shuttle.

Joshua, N ck Succorso, the Bill, MIos Taverner, Sorus Chate-

| ai ne, the Amion. Not to mention Mdrn Hyl and, who nust have

pl ayed sone crucial part in Nick's decision to visit Enabl enent,
and who therefore sinply could not be irrelevant to N ck's con-
flict with the Amion—er with the Bill.

If you can get her, you bastard, you can have her
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Mor n?

No: not possible.

There were too many players; too nany pi eces noving across

the game board. In particular Hashi wanted to know nore about
this Captain Chatel ai ne and her ship. Was she Nick's "her"?
Coul d the runors about her conceivably be true? If they were,
where coul d she have obtai ned a nutagen i mmunity drug, except
from N ck hinmself? Then why woul d he have given it to her?

But even while he accessed his personal board to call up what-
ever information Data Storage had on Sorus Chatel ai ne and Soar,
Hashi consi dered deeper possibilities.

He was by no neans an unintuitive nman. And he knew hi nsel f

well. He recogni zed from experience that the issues which first
focused his attention when he studied a problemoften proved to
be of secondary inportance. Those issues frequently served as
mere distractions for his conscious mnd so that other parts of him
could work nore efficiently. Therefore he didn't waste his tine
wonderi ng why Nick's nessage continued to nag at him sug-
gesting doubts he could hardly nanme. Nor did he worry about how
many of Nick's intentions were contained or concealed in the
runors Darrin Scroyle reported. |Instead he concentrated deli ber-
ately on gl eaning data; deflecting hinself fromthe questions he
nmost needed to answer.

Unfortunately that took tine. Under the circunstances, he

wasn't sure he could afford it.

VWl l, he required the time. Therefore he would afford it as

best he coul d.

You deserve her

Wil e Data Storage spun retrieval routines over its nountains

of information, he keyed his intercomand told DA Processi ng—
whi ch was what he called his center of operations—that he

wanted to see Lane Harbinger. "At once," he added | aconically.
"Ri ght now. Five minutes ago."

A tech replied, "Yes, sir," and went to work.

Lane was the granddaughter of the fanobus explorer/scientist

Mal col m Har bi nger, but that neant nothing to Hashi. Its only
significance was that she'd cone by her neticul ousness honestly.
He wanted to see her because she was the hardware tech he'd
assigned to help ED Chief of Security Mandich investigate God-
sen's nurder.

He coul d not have said what connection he inmagi ned or hoped

to find between Captain Scroyle's report and Godsen's nurder.

He was sinply distracting hinself; allowing his intuition the tine
and privacy it needed in order to function. Preserving hinself in
that fertile state of mind in which the least |ikely connections
m ght be di scover ed.

Lane Harbi nger responded to his sunmmons pronptly enough

When his intercomchined to announce her, he adjusted his

gl asses by sliding themeven farther down his thin nose, runpled
his hair, and verified that his | ab coat hung crookedly fromhis
shoul ders. Then he told the data tech who served as his reception-
ist to let Lane in.

She was a small, hyperactive woman who ni ght have ap-

peared frail if she'd ever slowed down. Like any nunber of other
peopl e who worked for Data Acquisitions, she was addicted to
nic, hype, caffeine, and several other common stinulants; but as
far as Hashi could tell these drugs had a cal mng effect on her
organi c tension. He assunmed that her neticul ousness was yet an-
other kind of drug; a way of conpensating for internal pressures
whi ch woul d have nade her usel ess ot herw se.

Presumably she was al so a wonan who tal ked i ncessantly.
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She knew better than to do that with him however.

"You wanted to see me," she said at once as if the words

were the nmerest snippet of a diatribe which had already been

goi ng on inside her for sone tine.

Hashi gazed over his glasses at her and smled kindly. "Yes,

Lane. Thank you for conming." He didn't ask her to sit down: he
knew that she needed novenent in order to concentrate. Even her
nost preci se | abwork was done to the acconpani nent of a whole

host of extraneous tics and gestures, as well as through a cloud of
snoke. So he let her light a nic and pace back and forth in front of
his desk while she waited for himto go on

"I wanted to know," he said, peering at her through the haze

she generated, "how your investigation is going. Have you

| earned anyt hi ng about the kaze who brought about our Godsen's
untinely dem se?"

"Too soon to be sure,” she retorted like a rushing stream

caught behind a check-dam of will.

"Don't worry about being sure," he countered anmi ably. "Just

tell me where you are right now "

"Fine. Right now" She didn't |ook at himas she paced. Her

eyes roanmed his walls as if they were the linmts, not of this office,
but of her know edge. "It's a good thing you sent ne over there.

ED Security is notivated as all hell, and careful as they know

how, but they don't understand what 'careful' really means. Let
them stick to shooting people. They shouldn't be involved in this
kind of investigation. Five mnutes without me, and they woul d
have nmade the job inpossible.

"I't could have been inpossible anyway. That wasn't a big

bonb, they never are, there's only so nmuch space you can spare
inside a torso, even if you only expect your kaze to be able to
function for a few hours, but it was high brisance, | nmean high

No particular reason why it shouldn't have reduced his id tag and
credentials to particles so small even we couldn't find them never
m nd the enbedded chi ps thensel ves.

"But Frik's secretary knows nore than she thinks she

knows." In full spate the tech's tone becanme | ess hostile; or per-
haps sinply less brittle. "Ask her the right questions, and you
find out that after she did her"—tane sneered the words as if

they were beneath contenpt— 'routine verification' on this

kaze, he didn't put his id tag back around his neck. He didn't clip
hi s communi cations credentials back onto his breast pocket,

which is so nornmal around here we don't even notice it anynore,
hell, 1'mdoing it nysel f"—she gl anced down at the DA card

clipped to her |absuit—you're the only one who gets away with-

out doing it. But he didn't do that.

"He shoved them both into his thigh pocket, the right one,
according to Frik's secretary. Wiich is not the kind of thing you
do if you're trying to plant evidence when you bl ow yoursel f up,
because the bonmb is still going to reduce everything to snears

and scrap. But it is the kind of thing you do if you're new at this
and you know you're going to die and acting nornmal in secure

areas isn't second nature. So his id tag and credentials were just
that nmuch farther away fromthe center of the blast.

"I found part of one of the chips."

Hashi blinked his interest and approval w thout interrupting.

"You know how we do this kind of search." As soon as she

finished her first nic, she lit a second. "Vacuum seal the room and
go over it with a resonating |laser. Map the resonance and generate
a conputer simulation, which hel ps narrow the search. Wen we

chart the expansion vectors, we can tell where the kaze's residue
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is nost likely to be. Those areas we study one micron at a tine

wi th fluorochromat ography. Wen you're operating on that scale,
even a small part of a SOD-CMOS chip enmits like a star.”

He did indeed know all this; but he let Lane tal k. She was

di stracting himnicely.

"As | say, | got one. Two, actually, but one was driven into

the floor so hard it crunbled when | tried to extract it. Even |
can't work with that kind of nolecular powder. So there's just
one.

"I don't know nuch about it yet. W can assunme its data is

still intact, that's exactly what this kind of chip is good for, but |
haven't found a way to extract it yet. SOD-CMOS chips add state
when power is applied to the source and drain. They read back by
reversing the current. But to do that you have to have a source and
drain. This particular piece of chip doesn't include those conve-
ni ences. "

Anot her nic.

"But | can tell you one thing about it. It's ours."

Fasci nated as nuch by her manner as by her expl anati on,

Hashi asked, "How do you know?"

"By its particular production quality. Legally, nobody but us

is allowed to make them that's part of the datacore law. O
course, we don't actually manufacture them oursel ves, the | aw
sinply gives us the power to license their manufacture, but we've
only granted one |icense, Anodyne Systems"-she didn't need to
mention that Anodyne Systenms was a wholly owned subsidiary of

the UMC—and they supply us exclusively. In fact, everybody in
Anodyne Systens actually works for us. The whol e conmpany is
really just a fiction, a way for the UMC to keep a hand in what
we' re doing, and for us to get SOD-CMOS chips w thout having

to find roomfor an entire production plant in our budget.
"There's only one way to nake a SOD- CMOS chip. On pa-

per, they should all be identical, no nmatter who produces them
But it doesn't work that way in practice. Quality varies inversely
with scale. The nore you nmake, the nore inpurities creep i n—
human error, if not plain entropy. The | ess you nake, the fewer
the inpurities. Unless you're inconpetent, in which case

woul dn't expect the chip to work anyway."

"So if a chip were manufactured illegally," Hashi put in,

"you woul d expect it to be purer than ours."

Lane nodded wi t hout breaking stride. "This chip came from

Anodyne Systens. It's indistinguishable fromthe chips in our

nmost recent consignment, which we picked up and brought here

si x days ago."
"I'n other words,
our hands."
She corrected him "A traitor or a black market. O sinple
bribery. Here or in Anodyne Systens."

"Quite right. Thank you." He beaned his appreciation. Me-

ticul ousness was a rare and treasurable quality. "A traitor, a black
mar ket, or bribery. Here or over there." After a nonent, he
added, "It fits, you know. "

She paused in her pacing |ong enough to | ook nonmentarily
breakable. "Fits?"

"I't's consistent," he explained casually, "with the fact that
our kaze arrived on the shuttle from Suka Bator. He had al ready
been cl eared by GCES Security. That detail enabled himto suc-
ceed here. If he had conme fromany other port, the estimable Mn
Donner's peopl e woul d have scrutinized himnore closel y—and

then he might not have been allowed to pass.”

Lane had resuned noving. "But | still don't see—=*

he concl uded for her, "we have a traitor on
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"It is quite sinple,"” Hashi replied wthout inpatience. He

enj oyed his own explanations. "M n Donner's people were not
negligent. They had reason to rely on GCES Security. Routine
precautions around Suka Bator are as stringent as ours at the best
of tinmes. And at present, so soon after a simlar attack on Captain
Sixten Vertigus in his ow office, those precautions were at their
tightest. Surely no threat would be allowed to pass. Qur kaze

woul d have presented little danger if he had not already been
verified—+n a sense, legitimzed—by GCES Security.

"But how was that legitinmcy achi eved? Was GCES Security

negligent? Under these circunstances, | think not. Therefore our
kaze's various credentials nmust have been inpeccable."”
The snoking tech couldn't keep silent. "All right, | get it.

Whoever sent the kaze didn't just have access to our SOD CMOS
chips. He al so had access to GCES Security codes, not to nention
ours. So he nmust be GCES personnel. O UMCP."

"Or UMC," Hashi added. "They own Anodyne Systens."

"Or UMC," she agreed.

"But we can dismss the GCES," he continued. "Unlike the

United M ning Conpani es and the United M ning Conpani es Po-

lice, our illustrious Council has no access to Anodyne Systens.
"Conversely, of course, the Dragon in his den hol ds enough

votes to obtain whatever he desires fromthe GCES."

Lane considered this for a nonment, then nodded through a

gust of snpke. Wen Hashi didn't go on, she asked, "So where
does that | eave us?"

"My dear Lane"-he spread his hands—it |eaves us pre-

cisely where we are. You have gleaned a certain fact. Each fact is
a step, and enough steps nake a road. We are one step farther

al ong our road.

"I ameager to see if you will be able to provide us with

anot her fact, or perhaps two."
She didn't hesitate. "I'mon it,"'
she turned for the door.

"I amsure you are," Hashi said to her departing back

"Thank you."

For a useful distraction, he added while the door closed. And

for sone intriguing possibilities.

Sitting nearly notionless at his desk, he considered them

If the list of suspects in Godsen's prenature effacenent in-
cluded only those nen and wonmen directly or indirectly involved
in the manufacture and transshi pment of SOD- CMOS chi ps, that

was daunting enough. The prospect becane actively appalling if
the list were expanded to name every nminion who m ght have

been able to draw on Holt Fasner's clout with the GCES

Hashi was neither daunted nor appalled, however. Such lists

were sel f-winnowing, in his experience. Each new fact uncovered
by Lane Harbinger, or by ED Security, would narrow the range of
suspects. No, his thoughts ran in other channels.

What, he wondered, would be the Dragon's reaction to the
provocative information that N ck Succorso had brought sone

sort of cargo or prize back from Enabl enent Station? Hashi coul d
hardly guess what it m ght have been—but he could estimate its
value. It was so precious that the Bill and the Amion were wll -
ing to fight over it; so precious that Captain Succorso was wlling
to sell one of his own people in order to buy it back. So precious
that soneone would risk stealing it fromsuch form dabl e adver-
sari es.

The Dragon, Hashi concluded, would want that cargo or prize

for himself.

she announced brusquely as
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H nts and possibilities. He needed nore than that.

Kazes are such fun, don't you think?

If you can get her, you bastard, you can have her. You deserve

her .

What was the nmalign and unreliable Captain Succorso talking

about ?

For a nonent he scrutinized his covert mind, probing it for

answers. But the intuitive side of his intelligence wasn't yet ready

to speak. Perhaps it still |acked sufficient data.
He consulted his chrononeter; he considered the hazards in-
vol ved in contacting Warden Di os and saying, | have received

sonme i nformation concerning events on Thanatos M nor, but |
decided to withhold it fromyou tenporarily. Then he shrugged.
Sone processes could not be rushed.

Whi stling tunel essly through his bad teeth, he keyed his inter-
com agai n and i ssued anot her summons.

This time he was | ess perenptory; nore subtle. He neant to

speak to Koi na Hanni sh, but he had no wish to betray the nature
of his connection with her. So he instructed Processing to seed
Protocol's routine data streamw th an update on one i nnocuous
subj ect or anot her—an update which woul d catch her eye because

it contained a preagreed conbi nation of words. Then he set him
self to wait.

Unfortunately waiting didn't constitute distraction.

You deserve her? he inquired. Was it possible that N ck meant
Morn Hyl and?

How coul d that be? Hadn't Warden Dios explicitly refused—

over Mn Donner's and Godsen Frik's strenuous objections—to

al l ow any provision for her rescue to be witten into Joshua's
programm ng? What ever Joshua did to Thanatos M nor—and, not
incidentally, to N ck Succorso—his actions would not include any
effort to procure Ensign Hyland' s survival. Therefore she was
dead. She wasn't aboard Trunpet, and only Trunpet could hope

to escape the destruction of Billingate.

It foll owed inpeccably that Morn Hyl and was irrel evant.

Yet the DA director found that he couldn't let the matter rest
there. It reminded himof other questions which he hadn't been
able to answer.

You need ne, but you blewit.

One was this: Wiy had Warden Dios decided to sacrifice En-

sign Hyl and? The UMCP director had no history of such deci-

sions. Indeed, he had often displayed a distressing resenblance to
M n Donner in situations involving loyalty toward his subordinate
personnel . Hashi had presented argunents which he consi dered
convi nci ng; but he was under no illusions about Warden's ability
to ignore those reasons, if he chose. So why had the director made
such an atypical decision?

Had he acceded to Hashi's reasons because he had al ready

met simlar argunents from Holt Fasner—er perhaps even been

gi ven direct orders?

Certainly a living Morn Hyl and represented a pal pabl e t hreat

to the UMC CEQO. To that extent, she m ght conceivably constitute
a kaze of a peculiar kind. Wthin her she carried information

whi ch was undeni abl y expl osi ve.

As Hashi had determ ned during his interrogation of Angus

Ther nopyl e, she could testify that Com M ne Security bore no
fault for Starmaster's death. And she could testify that Angus was
guiltless of the crime for which he'd been arrested and convi ct ed.
However, the still-recent passage of the Preenpt Act had been
founded squarely on those two accusations: that Com M ne Secu-
rity had perforned or pernmtted sabotage against Starmaster; and
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that Security had conspired with Captain Thernopyle to stea
Station supplies.

The Preenpt Act was the capstone of Holt Fasner's anbitions

for the UMCP. If the perceived reasons for the Act's passage were
reveal ed as inaccurate, or if DA's hand in the fabrication of those
reasons were exposed, the Act itself mght be reconsidered. The
web of power which Fasner had so carefully woven for his per-
sonal cops mght begin to unravel

Hashi didn't doubt that Holt Fasner wanted Morn Hyl and

dead.

So was Warden Dios sinply following the Dragon's instruc-

tions? O was he playing sone deeper gane?

Thi s brought Hashi to anot her question which had troubl ed

hi mfor sone tine.

Why had Warden Dios insisted on "briefing" Joshua al one
imediately prior to Trunpet's departure? Joshua was not hi ng

nmore than a wel ded cyborg: a piece of equipnent in human form
Since when did the director of the United M ning Conpanies

Police waste his tinme "briefing" pieces of equipnent?

I don't care what happens to you

Hashi couldn't persuade hinself to stop worryi ng about Nick
Succorso's flare.

Hi s chrononeter continued to tick threateningly onward. The

| onger he waited, the harder-pressed he would be to account for
his delay. And that in turn conveyed other dangers. Under pres-
sure he might find it necessary to admit his dealings with Captain
Scroyl e and Free Lunch. |If those dealings becane, in a manner of
speaki ng, "public" between himand his director, he mght find
his freedomto offer Captain Scroyle new contracts restricted. In
addition every passing mnute increased the chance that Free
Lunch might be forced to nove beyond reach of the nearest listen-
i ng post, which would prevent her fromreceiving any new offers
—at |least tenporarily. Hashi would | ose his opportunity to put
Captain Scroyl e back to work

He permitted hinself an intimate sigh of relief when his inter-
com chimed to informhimthat Koina Hannish wi shed to see him

He didn't admit her right away, however. Instead he took a

moment to cal mhinself so that he could be sure none of his
private urgency showed. Only when he was certain that he woul d
give nothing away did he tell his receptionist to let the new
UMCP Director of Protocol in.

As befitted a PR director, Koina Hannish lived on the opposite
end of the enobtive spectrumfrom Lane Harbi nger. Were Lane
emtted tension like a shout, Koina breathed an air of quiet confi-
dence. Immuacul ately tailored and tended, she conveyed al nbst by
reflex the inpression that every word she spoke nmust be true, by
virtue of the sinple fact that it came from her nouth. Hashi
supposed that nost nen would have called her beautiful. Under

any circunstances he could i magi ne, she would nake a better PR
director than ful some, false Godsen Frik ever had. She would

have risen to her present position long ago if Godsen hadn't held
the job on Holt Fasner's authority.

"I don't like this, Director," she said frankly as soon as the

of fice door was closed and sealed. "It doesn't feel right."

Hashi smiled benignly. "Director yourself, Koina Hannish. |

will not waste your time by thanking you for this visit. You are
desperately busy, | know. What is it that 'doesn't feel right' to
you?"

She settled herself upright in a chair across the desk fromhim
bef ore she answered, "Seeing you like this. Talking to you. Wrk-
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ing for you."

"My dear Koina— As an affectation, Hashi pushed his

gl asses up on his nose. They were nearly opaque with snmears and
scratches: he knew from careful study that they made hi ml ook
like he was going blind. But he didn't need them his vision was
fine without refractive help. He had trained hinself |ong ago to
see past them "W have worked together for years. You have
never expressed disaffection for our relationship before."

"I know." A small frown tightened her brows over the bridge

of her nose. "I've never felt this way before—not until | got your
summons. |'ve been asking nyself why. | think it's because unti
today ny nom nal boss was Godsen Frik. Just between us, | al-

ways considered him'slime,' to use one of his words. He synbol -
i zed everything that's wong with this organi zati on—by whi ch
mean Holt Fasner. Working for you seenmed—wel |, nore honor-

abl e than working for him Even though | was stuck in Protocol, |
was able to help the real job of the UMCP go ahead with as little
interference fromhimas possible.

"But | began to have ny doubts after | saw the tapes of the
director's video conference with the GCES—was it just yester-
day? You did nost of the tal king, Godsen wasn't on canera at all
but | thought | heard his voice every time you opened your
mouth." A tinbre of anger which Koi na nade no effort to con-

ceal roughened her tone. "Hearing you explain how you sold that
ensign, Mrn Hyland, so your Ni ck Succorso could use her any

way he wanted to, | felt like | was witnessing the coll apse of
everything we're supposed to stand for

"When the director offered ne this job, | wanted to turn it
down.

"But that was before he talked to ne," she went on quickly.

"I'"d never had a private conversation with himbefore. Until then,

I hadn't felt how nuch"—she groped for the right word—how

much conviction he conveys. And he gave ne the cl eanest nan-

date |'ve ever had. O eaner than anything Godsen Frik ever

touched, cleaner than working for you. If you can believe him he
wants nme to do ny job right.

She made a small, vexed gesture, as if she were frustrated by

t he i nadequaci es of her account. "I can't explain it any better than
that. All of a sudden," she concluded straight into Hashi's gaze,
"reporting to you behind his back seens—di sl oyal ."

"That is his great gift," the DA director responded equably,

"his ability to inspire loyalty. If you fear that you al one are vul -
nerabl e to such suasion, only |look at Mn Donner." He was en-

gaged in a test of suasion hinself; a challenge he relished. "But
permit ne to of fer another consideration which you nmay have

m ssed, and to tell you a fact which you could not have known.

"The consideration is this. |, too, have felt the force of War-
den Dios' charisma. |, too, find nyself drawn to loyalty." This
was not a notably honest assertion. Nevertheless it contained an
adequat e | evel of factual accuracy. "I ask you to serve ne in

Protocol, not to undernmine ny director in any way, but to help ne
ensure that nmy own service is as apt as possible.

"As for the fact," he continued so that she woul dn't question
what he'd just said, "it is sinply that our disloyal Godsen was
present when the director and | addressed the GCES. If you had
seen his face, you would, | believe, have found his consternation
delicious. | hardly need i nformyou that he had no scruples con-
cerning the use made of Ensign Hyland. In his naster's nane,
however, he had every concei vabl e scrupl e concerning the revel a-
tion of that use. In no other way could the director have so plainly
decl ared his i ndependence of the great worm?"
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There Hashi stopped. He didn't need to add, And | with him

Koi na had al ready denponstrated her grasp on the inportance of

Hashi Lebwohl's role in the director's video conference.

"I see." Her frown seened to turn inward as she scrutinized

this information. "Thanks for pointing that out. | should have
caught the distinction nyself. But | was so horrified by what | was
hearing, | didn't explore all the inplications."

Still smling, Hashi let his glasses slide down to their nore
famliar position on his nose. If he'd been a nman who kept score,
he woul d have added several points to his colum.

Wth a small shake and a deliberate snoothing of her fore-

head, Koi na brought herself back to the present. "Wy did you

send for ne?" Only a hint of reserve in her tone suggested that

she still held any doubts about her relationship with the DA direc-
tor. "ls there sonmething you want ne to do?"

Hashi spread his hands |ike a man whose soul was as open as

his palnms. "I seek only information. My appetite for facts is
bottom ess, as you know. | am sonething of a dragon nyself in

that regard."” He enjoyed joking about the truth. "One of ny

questions you have already answered. | w shed to know the nature
of your 'nandate' as Director of Protocol. Al well and good.
approve unqualifiedly. | hope only that you are willing to tell ne

what transpires in your departnent.

"What actions has the GCES taken? What requests have been

made of Protocol ? What are the nbst pressing matters awaiting
your attention?" Deliberately he spoke to her, not as his agent,
but as his equal. "WIIl you tell ne?"

She held his gaze. "If you'll tell me why you're asking. |

mean, aside fromyour 'bottonl ess appetite for facts.' "

On the spur of the nmonent, Hashi decided that he'd been

am abl e 1 ong enough. He permtted hinself a sigh. Wth the air of
a man whose patience was running out, he replied, "Koina, you

di sappoi nt ne. Have you forgotten that Godsen was mnurdered, or
that the venerable Captain Sixten Vertigus has been attacked? On
whom do you think the primary responsibility for the investiga-
tion of these crines devolves? Oh, on Enforcenent Division Se-
curity, naturally. But Mn Donner's otherw se adm rabl e cadres
are as hamfisted as they are diligent. The true work of investiga-
tion nmust be done by Data Acquisition.” The natural wheeze of

his voice took on a waspi sh buzz. "I seek clues, Director Han-

ni sh. For that reason, your own | abors, |like any other activity here
or on Suka Bator, are of signal interest to ne.

"If you doubt ne, ask Chief of Security Mandich what he has

| earned concerni ng Godsen's nurder which ny people did not
uncover for him™"

As he spoke, a slight flush came and went on her cheekbones.
"I"'msorry," she nurnmured. "I take your point. | think | do

know sonet hing that you mght find useful."

More briskly, she continued, "You can guess nobst of what

I'"ve been dealing with. Maxi m | gensard has been burning the
channel s with demands. So have Sigurd Carsin and Vest Martin-
gale. Every five mnutes | get another abject appeal from Abrim
Len.

"I can't answer any of themright now. | want to tell themthe
truth, and | don't know what that is, any nore than | did yester-
day. But Data Storage is working on it. In a few hours, | should
have every file that isn't | ocked away under the director's persona
cl earance on ny desk."

Her gaze said clearly, Even yours, Director Lebwohl.

This didn't trouble Hashi, however. He'd al ways been chary of
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trusting his work to Data Storage. Most of it was still held by
Processi ng—and so wall ed around with cl earance protocols and
access routines that it was well-nigh unreachabl e.

"On top of that," Koina said, "Chief Mandich wants nme to

deal with Suka Bator for him Ever since they let that second kaze
t hrough, he and GCES Security can't seemto talk to each other

wi t hout yelling.

"But there is"—she slowed thoughtfully—one other matter.

I"ve received a flare from Captain Vertigus. Personal and urgent.
He wanted to warn ne"—she swal | owed a nonent of disconfort

—that | might be next."

Al nost involuntarily, Hashi raised his eyebrows. " 'Next'?"
Koina didn't hesitate. "Next to be attacked."

"Ah." The DA director felt suddenly that he had stepped off

the surface of reality into the near-infinite real mof subatonic
possibilities. "And how does he account for his apprehensi on?"
"He says," she answered with adnirable firmess, "that the

next tinme the GCES neets—which should be in about thirty-six
hours, unless President Len panics agai h—he's going to introduce
a Bill of Severance to take the UMCP away fromthe UMC. He

wants to nake us a branch of the Council. He thinks he was
attacked to try to stop him And he thinks Godsen was kill ed
because whoever sent those kazes assumed PR must be wor ki ng

with him Which nakes nme a logical target. If he's right.

"He probably shouldn't have told nme," Koina admtted. "I

don't know what our position is going to be, but I'mafraid the
director will have to fight him Holt Fasner won't let us act like we
want to be out fromunder his thunb. So Captain Vertigus," she
remar ked dryly, "has handed me an interesting problemin ethics.
Do | tell the director? How nuch do | tell hin®

"But the captain knows all that," she concluded. "He sinply

can't stand to let me be a target wi thout warning ne."

Hashi blinked at her as if he were stunned.

A Bill of Severance. Attacked to try to stop him

Kazes are such fun, don't you think?

The thought gave himthe sensation that he was caught in a

swirl of quarks and nmesons; bits of logic so mnuscule that they
could scarcely be detected, and yet so necessary that pal pable
facts were neani ngl ess without them The coreolus filled him
with a sense of exhilaration that was indistinguishable fromterror
—an enotional nix which he found nore stinulating, desirable,

and addi ctive than pseudoendorphins or raw cat.

A Bill of Severance, forsooth! Now, where did venerable, no,
antique, ancient Captain Sixten Vertigus cone by the sheer au-
dacity to propose an idea like that? The man was barely sapient.
No matter. Treasuring his excitenent, Hashi kept it to hinself.
"How extraordinarily conscientious of him" he replied to

Koi na' s questioning gaze. "I understand his dil enma—and

yours, my dear Koina. If | were to presune to advise you, | would
suggest that this matter should be put before the director imedi-
ately. Sooner." Which nmight serve to distract Warden Di os from
Hashi's delay on other subjects. And the outconme mght prove
entirely fascinating. What woul d Warden do when he | earned of
Captain Vertigus' intentions? "H s response may surprise you."
Koi na studied the DA director, frowning as if she couldn't

qui te believe what she heard. Then, abruptly, she rose from her
seat. Putting himto the test before he could change his nmind, she
sai d, "Thank you, Director Lebwohl. I'Il do that."

Wthout waiting for an answer, she set her hand on the door

and signaled the tech outside to unseal it.

Hashi was in a hurry now. To conplete her departure, he
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protested, "No, Director Hannish. | thank you."

But his attention was already el sewhere; on his hands as they

wor ked his board, ninbly running commands to call up the results
of his retrieval request from Data Storage

You deserve her

Ni ck Succorso, he half sang, half whistled through his teeth.
Where are you? What are you doi ng? What do you nean?

He was as happy as he'd ever been

Wi ch was nore pl ausi bl e? That N ck had access to know -

edge concerning events on Earth? O that he'd gai ned an under-
standi ng of Morn's useful ness as an informational kaze ained at
the UMCP? The latter, obviously. Yet Hashi found the idea diffi-
cult to credit. He couldn't imagine how Ni ck—er Mrn hersel f—

m ght have becone aware that what she knew was expl osi ve.

Surely the nost plausible interpretation available was that

when Nick said "her" he neant Sorus Chatel ai ne.

What is the connection?

Data Storage supplied it—although Hashi couldn't have said
precisely what "it" was. A coincidence; a hint, perhaps; the cor-
nerstone of a fact: nothing nore. Neverthel ess he treasured it as if
it were essential to his exhilaration.

Hard i nformation on Soar and her captain, Sorus Chatel aine,

was scant. Like nost illegals, she was purportedly a freighter—n
her case, a gap-capable orehauler. Ship id showed that she'd been
built and registered legally out of Betel geuse Prinmary; arned
heavily enough to defend herself, but not enough to nake her an
effective pirate. Except for her recent appearance at Thanatos M -
nor, no positive evidence indicated that she was illegal. The narks
agai nst her were negative in kind.

According to Data Storage, Soar had done virtually no | ogged

and certified work in the past five years. Before that, she'd been
steadily enpl oyed by various mning concerns and stations: after
that, nothing. And she'd been identified in the vicinity of one or
two raids under circunstances which nmade it uncl ear whether or

not she'd been invol ved.

Data on Sorus Chatel ai ne was even thinner. After graduating

with a master's |license fromthe space acadeny on Al eph G een
she'd served aboard several different gap ships for a few years;
then she'd di sappeared when her vessel was apparently destroyed
by an illegal. Mssing and presuned dead: no confirmation. That
was the last entry in her id file.

But it wasn't the last entry to appear on Hashi's readout.
Sonewhere in the bowel s of Data Storage, an enterprising

tech had engaged in sonme inmaginative cross-referencing, and had
appended the results to Soar's file.

As a starting point, the tech noted that Soar's em ssion signa-
ture and scan profile as recorded by ships sighting her during the
past five years diverged significantly fromthe characteristics de-
fined by the shipyard which built her. Indeed, both signature and
profile bore a nuch cl oser resenbl ance to those of one particul ar
illegal vessel which had been presuned | ost nearly ten years ago.
Not a definitive resenblance, but an intriguing one. Enough of a
resenbl ance to suggest that the illegal vessel, after a five-year
hi at us, had regai ned her freedomto travel in human space by
attacking the original Soar and taking on her identity—+n essence,
by stealing her datacore.

The nane of that illegal vessel had been Gutbuster

And Guthbuster's file held a mne of potential connections.

For exanple, Hashi read, CGutbuster was the vessel which had
killed the original Captain's Fancy, |eaving only one survivor
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aboard, her cabin boy, N ck Succorso.
And she was the vessel which had once danaged the UMCP
crui ser Intransigent, commanded by Captain Davies Hyland. His
wi fe, Bryony Hyland, Mrn's nother, had died in the fight.
According to Intransigent's records, Gutbuster carried super-
Iight proton cannon. That was al nost unprecedented for an illega
vessel : the expense of such guns, both in credit and in power
consunption, was prohibitive.

On the other hand, she had no gap capability.
Whi ch expl ai ned her five-year hiatus fromaction. In order to
survive, she'd linped to a bootleg shi pyard—er perhaps into for-
bi dden space—to retrofit a gap drive
That, in turn, accounted for the subtle, but unquestionable
di screpanci es between Gutbuster's known and Soar's recorded
em ssion signatures and scan profiles.
Hashi was tenpted to postpone other, nore urgent nmatters for
a while: just long enough to issue a commendation for the tech
who' d conpiled this report. He had no tine for such |uxuries,
however. Strange and unquantifiable ideas spun through his head
as if they could hardly be contained by the nere bones of his skul
or the walls of his office. If the facts and suggesti ons he'd gl eaned
were as evanescent as quarks—aicro-events with little nore than
a theoretical reality—they neverthel ess partook of subatonic en-
ergi es potent enough to produce thernonucl ear detonations and
core mel tdowns
Caught in a whirl of exhilaration and terror, he snatched off
his gl asses and covered his eyes with his hands, not to prevent
vision fromentering in, but rather to keep an el ectron storm of
potentialities from escaping.
Kazes had attacked the GCES and UMCPHQ wusing legiti-
mate id made from UMCP SOD- CMOS chi ps.
Kazes are such fun, don't you think?
Captain Vertigus proposed to introduce a Bill of Severance.
He feared threats against the UMCP Director of Protocol
Morn Hyl and and Ni ck Succorso had in conmon a connec-
tion with Soar nee Qutbuster—a vessel which just happened to be
present at Thanat os M nor when both they and Joshua arrived
there. A vessel which Morn had good reason to hate, but to which
Ni ck m ght be linked by bonds of another kind.
And Hashi was under no illusions about the nature of the
rel ati onship between Nick and Mdrn. Whatever she may have felt
toward him he was capabl e of nothing but exploitation
You deserve her
But that wasn't all. Certainly not.
Darrin Scroyle's people had heard runors of an antinutagen
for sale from Soar's captain, Sorus Chatelaine
Ni ck was presumably the only nman in that quadrant of space
with a nmutagen immunity drug in his possessi on—the only man
from whom Sorus Chat el ai ne ni ght have obtained an an-
ti mut agen.
He' d been seen tal king to Joshua and M| os Taverner
And he'd brought a cargo of some kind from Enabl enent
Station: a cargo which he'd sent by ejection pod to Billingate to
prevent the Amion fromreclaimng it: a cargo which sonmeone
had subsequently stolen
Later Nick was rumored to have sold one of his people to the
alien sector on Thanatos M nor. Then that sector had been raided
by an EVA team from Trunpet. Captain's Fancy had ramed an
Ammi on warship and died in order to keep the raiding teamalive
Ni ck no longer had a ship. Yet he nust have rescued sone-
thing. Something nore valuable to himthan his frigate
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If you can get her, you bastard, you can have her

Reality itself seened to be in flux as Hashi Lebwohl rode
coriolus forces around and around inside his head. Mcro-events
remapped the macro-world. If he'd been under |ess pressure, he

m ght have paused to notice that he enjoyed this sensation; that he
felt nore alive at nonents like this than at any other tine.

The pressure to act was real, however; ineluctable despite the
uncertainty of its cartography. Yet action was inpossible unti
sonme manner of readable map, no matter how intuitive or specul a-
tive, had been obt ai ned.

He needed to under st and.

Very well, he told hinself. Construct a hypothesis and explore
its inplications. Theoretical reality is better than no reality at all
Cl anpi ng his hands harder over his eyes, he began.

He wasn't prepared to guess who'd sent kazes agai nst Sixten
Vertigus and Godsen Frik. That ground was too dangerous: he
didn't mean to walk it until he was sure of each step. But he was
quite ready to hazard other specul ati ons—

When he did so, his thin heart nearly stopped.

Kazes are such fun, don't you think?

Suppose for the noment that N ck Succorso and Sorus Chate-

| ai ne were working together; that they'd conceived a plan to bring
thensel ves alnost limtless wealth. And suppose, further, that
Morn Hyl and had opposed them inspired by her old enmty

toward Gutbuster, if not by loyalty to the UMCP. Suppose that
they'd decided to rid thenselves of her, and to greatly increase
their opportunities for wealth, by producing and then selling the
DA i munity drug under circunstances designed to terrify the
popul ati on of human space.

According to this hypothesis, N ck had taken Morn to Enabl e-

ment so that the Ammion could nake use of her—perhaps by
transform ng her into sone manner of genetic kaze ained at

UMCPHQ itsel f. After that everything he, Sorus, and the Ami on
did had been part of an el aborate charade.

Hashi reconstructed the charade in his mnd, even though it

made himtrenbl e.

The Ammi on had pursued Captain's Fancy to Billingate in
order to create the illusion that they wished to stop N ck and
Morn. To confirmthat inpression, Nick had sent her to the Bill in

an ejection pod. From Joshua and M| os Taverner, N ck had

| earned what had brought a UMCP cyborg to Thanatos M nor

Then he and his partner, Captain Chatel aine, had begun the ru-
nors that she possessed an anti nutagen

To denonstrate the efficacy of her drug, as well as to reinforce
the inpression that he was bargaining in order to save his own
life, he'd given Morn back to the Amion. Wth their connivance,
he'd retrieved her again. After that, he'd tricked his way aboard
Trunpet, perhaps with M|los Taverner's aid

Hashi's pul se pounded in his head; in his eyes. He rode a nad
swirl of phosphenes and alarm Hi s hypothesis was self-consis-
tent. It fit the available data. It could be true.

If Nick succeeded at putting her aboard the gap scout, Morn
woul d survive to weak nmutagenic ruin on the UMCP. And the

know edge that Sorus Chatel ai ne had obtained an i nmunity drug
woul d spread. It was spreadi ng even now. Genetic kazes were the
stuff of nightmare—the worst horror visceral hunman DNA coul d

i magi ne. Driven by panic, hunmankind woul d of fer her every kind
and scal e of riches in self-defense.

You deserve her

Ni ck had sent his nessage to Hashi as a taunt, trusting that no
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cop woul d be able to guess the dark truth. O course, his plan
would fail if the UMCP thensel ves nade the drug avail abl e. But
they could hardly do so when a genetic kaze had gone off in their
faces—when they were being torn apart by self-replicating alien
nucl eoti des.

Shivering in an ague of specul ati on, Hashi strove to fault his
hypot hesi s.

I don't care what happens to you

Was it possible? That was the essential question: every other
concern faded to vapor by conparison. Could Joshua be tricked

or maneuvered into keeping Mrn alive?

He had no orders to preserve her life. Quite the reverse. On

the ot her hand, she was UMCP personnel. Therefore he couldn't

kill her hinself: his progranmi ng protected all UMCP personne
fromdirect violence. What if she were forced on himin sone
way?—for exanple, if her survival was the price he had to pay for
t he success of his nission? What then?

Under those conditions, Hashi acknow edged feverishly,

Joshua' s datacore woul d not preclude her rescue.

And the information she carried within her was as destructive

as any mutagen. Quite apart fromother possibilities, it could ruin
Warden Dios and all his senior personnel; perhaps end their lives;
qui te conceivably destroy the UMCP itself.

Suppositi on proved nothing. Neverthel ess Hashi suddenly

found it not only possible but credible to think that Mrn Hyl and
m ght still be alive.

Lethal! his covert mind shouted at him Deadly! Such a devel -
opnment woul d be fatal—entirely fatal.

You need ne, but you blewit.

Per haps he'd nisjudged the depth of N ck Succorso's nalice.
Abruptly he dropped his hands fromhis face to his board.

Their pressure against his eyeballs left his vision blurred; but he
didn't need clear sight to hit the keys he want ed.

Per haps he'd been nore honest wi th Koi na Hanni sh than he

wi shed to adnit when he'd spoken of loyalty. \Watever the rea-

son, he didn't question his decision once it was nade. He'd been
passive too long. Instead of hesitating further, he prepared a new
contract for Captain Scroyle and flared it out to the sane |istening
post which Free Lunch had used to contact him

It was the richest contract he'd ever offered a nercenary; a
king's ransomin exchange for Trunpet's destruction and the

deat h of everyone aboard.

The nere act of coding that nmessage filled himw th an inex-
pressi bl e sense of conscious alarmand intuitive relief. The risk he
took was extreme. Nevertheless, directly or indirectly, he'd cre-
ated the threat Nick represented. He'd hired Nick. Mre than

once. He was responsible for the danger

As soon as his transmission was on its way, Hashi Lebwohl

left his office and went |ooking for Warden Di os. The wal k woul d
all ow hima chance to recover his conmposure. And he wanted to
report in person so that he could nore easily give his director an
edi ted version of what he'd | earned.

What followed then woul d enable himto refine his specul a-

tions. In addition, it would reinforce or underm ne his inpression
of Warden Dios as a man who lived in the world of the real

ANCI LLARY

DOCUMENTATI ON

GAP TRAVEL

The "Juanita Estevez Mass

Transmi ssion Field Cenera-

tor," alnost exclusively known as the "gap drive," was a revol u-
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tionary discovery. It virtually re-created the future of humanki nd.
The frontiers of human space were imredi ately and profoundly
altered. Access to desperately needed new resources, conbi ned

with the sinultaneous wealth and hazard of commerce with the

Ammi on, ended a prol onged period of econom c deterioration

I nstead of being constricted by poverty and the sun's gravity well,
the horizons were now limted only by the velocity of human

shi ps, the power of hunman gap field generators, and the scope of
human i magi nations. In a sense, the entire gal axy of the MIKky

Way now | ay wthin reach.

However, some of the gap drive's effects were nore subtle.

For exanple, it produced an insidious distortion in the perception
of real space. The ability to travel inponderable distances al nost
instantly created the pervasive illusion that those distances were
i ndeed effectively snall. The entire gal axy of the MIky Way now
lay within reach. The inplications of such a statenent were at
once m nd-nunbing and m sleading. In the erode spiral of the

M|l ky Way, Earth's approxi nate di stance fromgal actic center

was 26.1x1016 kil oneters: 2,610, 000, 000, 000, 000, 000 k. A ship
traveling at a velocity of .5c would take roughly fifty-five thou-
sand years to reach galactic center. At the speed of light, the trip
woul d still take 27,500 years. Taken at an arbitrary average, hu-
man ships could cross ten light-years with every gap crossing.

Even at that rate, 2,750 crossings would be required to cover the
di st ance.

Bei ng what they were, however, human beings found 2,750 a

concei vabl e nunber. Therefore the space between Earth and the
center of the MIky Way became concei vabl e.

The fallacy in all this was so subtle that nost people failed to
notice it.

Inreal tine, effective tine, the light-years crossed by the gap
drive didn't exist. Aship with a gap drive didn't travel those |ight-
years: it bypassed themthrough di nensional translocation. But
when the crossing was done, the ship returned to normal space—
and normal space was so vast that its scale was not truly conceiv-
abl e.

Most peopl e thought, So what? The gap drive did exist. The

only real time involved in travel was taken up by acceleration to
attain the necessary velocity and then by deceleration at the other
end. Amion space was just a few days away at the best of tines.
True: Ammion space was just a few days away in a gap ship.

And conmuni cati on was equal ly fast: nmessages conveyed by ship
could arrive centuries or mllennia ahead of any speed-of-1light
transm ssion. But neither space nor tine had neaning in the
strange physics of the dinensional gap. Ships didn't encounter
each other there: they didn't communi cate or exchange ship-

ments; they didn't do battle or give chase. Every action of any

ki nd, human or Ammi on, took place in normal space, at space-;
nornmal speeds. And at space-nornal speeds even the nearest stars.
were pragmatically out of reach.

In other words, the discovery of the Juanita Estevez Mass-

Transm ssion Field Generator had a transform ng effect on hu-

manki nd's rel ationship with vast distances—and no effect at all

on humanki nd's place in normal space.

The dil etmma of piracy was a case in point.

Why was piracy such a virulent problen? How had it attained

such power in human space? Ships could cross the gap in a matter

of instants. If a pirate raided, say, Term nus, the information could
be transmitted to Earth by gap courier drone, and wthin hours
UMCPHQ coul d send out a cruiser to support the station. How
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could any illegal flourish under these conditions?
Quite simply, piracy flourished because it took place in nor-
mal space. Like the UMCP, illegals often had gap ships. Never-

thel ess their every action took place in nornmal space. Gap ships
coul d change the sector of space in which they acted with incredi-
bl e ease; but the actions thenselves still consumed real tine and
i nvol ved real distances. A UMCP cruiser night well chase a pi-
rate vessel across the entire gal axy—and yet every effort the

crui ser made to give battle occurred in nornal space, where sim
ply hunting through a solar systemfor telltale enissions was a job
that m ght take nonths.

These hi ndrances were vastly increased by the fact that gap

travel itself was not as precise as it appeared on paper. Both
course and distance for any crossing were susceptible to severa
forns of inaccuracy. Mnuscule fractions of a degree in course
became hundreds of thousands of kiloneters when those fractions
were multiplied by Iight-years. And the calibration of distance
was even nore conpl ex. The distance a ship traveled through the
gap varied according to a nunber of factors, including speed, rate
of acceleration, and the ratio between her mass and both the ac-
tual and potential power of her gap drive.

In addition the interaction of those elenments was ruled by the

gap drive's hysteresis transducer, which controlled the extent to
which the drive's effect |agged behind its cause: too nmuch | ag,
and the ship never went into tach; too little, and the ship never
resuned tard. As a result, tiny fluctuations in power or hysteresis,
or minute miscal culations of mass, becane |arge shortfalls or
overshots. Superhuman precision was required to nake any ship
resune tard right where her captain intended when he went into

t ach.

For that reason—and because ships cane out of the gap with

all the velocity their crossing demanded—Earth required the sol ar
systeni s nassive non-UMCP traffic to use a gap range beyond

the orbit of the | ast planet; and ships approaching any station were
expected to resunme tard well outside the sphere of that station's
control space

Here again the sheer scal e of space subtly underni ned human-

ki nd's apparent mastery of inconceivable distances. Being a pirate
was easi er—and fighting piracy was harder—than nost people
under st ood.

SORUS

Soar survived because her cap-

tain, Sorus Chatel aine, had

been forewar ned.

The Ammi on shuttle's passengers had warned her, of course.

She'd saved the small craft after it was thrown off course and out
of control by the repercussions of her brief, one-sided fight with
Captain's Fancy. The shuttle's passengers were aboard now. they
stood in front of her on Soar's bridge, talking to her—and to

Cal m Hori zons—onstantly. They told her what they coul d about

the attack on the Ammion sector; about the rescue of Mrn Hy-

| and; about the powers and exi genci es which had cone into con-
flict on the planetoid.

But that information might not have been enough to preserve

Soar. It arrived perilously late. Fortunately Sorus had been fore-
warned in other ways. The damage to Billingate comuni cations
showed her that the installation was in troubl e—and she knew

how to junmp to the kinds of conclusions which kept ships and
illegals alive

Captain's Fancy shoul d have been under Cal m Hori zons' con-

trol. The Ammion had N ck Succorso's priority-codes—and Suc-
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corso hinmself wasn't aboard his ship to countermand them The

Ammi on shoul d have been able to take effective conmand of the
frigate. In fact, his ship had given every sign that she was indeed
responding to those codes; submitting to Cal mHorizons' instruc-
tions. Neverthel ess her subsequent, suicidal attack on Tranqui
Hegenony denonstrated that her subm ssion had been a ruse.

The codes were fal se. Perhaps they'd never been true. O per-

haps they'd been changed recently. In either case, it was clear that
Captain's Fancy had feigned hel pl essness, not in order to prepare
an attack on Soar-as Sorus had assumed—but rather to defend

the raiding party from Trunpet which had entered the Ammi on
sector.

In other words, events weren't noving as the Amion wanted

—or predicted. The understandi ngs which they'd shared with her
prior to the arrival of the shuttle's passengers were inaccurate.
And Trunpet was behaving no nore predictably than Captain's

Fancy.

Such things forewarned Sorus before M| os Taverner told her

what he knew of the danger. By the tinme Cal m Horizons ordered

her to the warship's support agai nst Trunpet, she'd already rigged
her ship for battle or collision, and had begun putting distance
bet ween herself and Thanatos M nor

Her preparations and those extra k proved critical. Wen

Thanat os M nor expl oded, Soar had every gun trained, not on
Trunpet, but on the dark rock; had every force screen and nass
deflector on that side at full power. And Sorus had reoriented her
ship to present the stone barrage with the snmallest possible pro-
file.

Soar endured the mad, hurtling onslaught of debris by blasting
stone to powder before it hit; by deflecting sone inpacts and
absor bing others. The shock wave tossed her toward oblivion as if
she'd received a direct hit from Cal m Hori zons' super-light pro-
ton cannon; but then the concussion ran on past her, |eaving her
battered and reeling, but whole.

And Cal m Hori zons survived in nmuch the sanme way. The

warship's profile was | arger, of course. On the other hand, she
was considerably farther fromthe center of the blast. And her
guns—ot to nention her targ—were superior to Soar's: able to
destroy nore of the careening rock before it hit.

After the explosion, Thanatos M nor was gone.

Only two ships remai ned—the two which had received M1 os
Taverner's warning. Every other vessel in this quadrant of space
had been torn apart and scattered al ong the subatoni ¢ w nds of

the dark. Soar's receivers could pick up the blind fallout of the
bl ast, the enharnonic squalling of the debris, the thunderous dis-
tortion of the aftershock, but no voi ces.

Sorus clutched at the arns of her g-seat, fighting accel eration
stress and nausea. The wave front had flung her against her re-
straints as easily as if she were an enpty shipsuit: she felt |ike
she'd been hit with a stun-prod. She wasn't young anynore,
couldn't suffer this kind of abuse wi thout paying for it. The

cl amor of shouts and the yow of klaxons across the bridge told
her that she was still alive, that her ship was still alive—but not
for how | ong.

A blast like that could have broken Soar's back, or torn the
ship's core open to hard vacuunm could have snapped conduits

like twigs, cracked drive housings, crunpled vanes and antennae,
ruptured fuel cells—

The displays in front of her had gone crazy or blind; g pulled

at her stommch, partly because of the blast, partly because she'd
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shut down internal spin to inprove Soar's maneuverability. De-
spite the racket of pain in her head, the pressure |ike henorrhage
in her lungs, she haul ed herself upright by main strength and
struggled to clear her vision.

"Damage report!" she barked through the clanor. "Ship's

status!”

Her command seened to open a space for itself through the

noi se and confusion. "W've been hit!" her data first shouted
back, "three tines, no, four!" giving her information as fast as it
came to his readouts. "Deflectors and screens couldn't hold.

"One hit along the prow, glancing blow, no penetration, no
structural damage. One five-neter dent in the outer hull am d-
ships, |eaks at the seams, automatic systens have it under con-
trol," punping plexul ose plasna sealant into the gap between the
hull's. "One took out a m dship deflector vane."

"Captain!" called the comunications first. "Calm Horizons

want s—

Sorus cut off the interruption with a slash of her hand. She
didn't want to hear anything else until she knew the condition of
her ship.

The data first hadn't stopped. "—rnust be why the |last one hit

so hard. Breached a cargo bay. Interior bul kheads show green, no

| eakage. But we can't seal a hole that size. Damm rock's still in
there, along with what's left of the cargo."
Sorus snatched a breath into her sore lungs. "Injury report."

The data first hit nore keys. "Four so far, five, six—that's all

| mpact stress, nostly—eontusions, breaks, whiplash. No casual -
ties."

"Capt ai n— comuni cati ons denmanded agai n.

"I'"'mfucking blind," the scan first protested to no one in
particular. "Can't see a fucking thing." She flapped her hands as
if she were trying to clear away snmoke. "All this fucking distor-
tion!"

Sorus ignored them both; she ignored MIos Taverner's bul k

al nost directly in front of her. "HelnP"

The nman at the hel mstation shrugged. "W're still riding

bl ast inertia. Away from Thanatos Mnor. |f there's anything |eft
of it. But | can't tell you where we actually are until we get scan
back. "

"Or who el se survived," scan put in harshly.

Sorus felt that fear herself—the cold, visceral dread of run-
ning blind down the black gullet of the void—-but there was noth-
ing she could do about it.

Anot her voice cut at her attention

"Captain. Calm Horizons nust be answered. It is inpera-

tive."

That was the other hal f-nutated human, Marc Vestabul e. He

stood at the communi cations station. Like MIlos Taverner in front
of Sorus, he'd planted hinself there by clanping his hands to the
sides of the board; he seened imune to the receding g of the
concussi on, imovable. Before the blast had reduced reception to
gi bberish, he'd been talking to Cal m Horizons, presumably giving
the Amion warship the sanme information M| os Taverner had

gi ven her—and aski ng the sane questi ons.

"Then do it," she snapped back at him "Just don't bother

me. "

Apparently calm Marc Vestabul e rel eased one hand to take a
receiver fromthe conmunications board and jack it into his ear
Then he accepted a pickup fromthe comunications first. At
once—but wi thout any discernible urgency—he began to nake

alien noises into the pickup
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That was the thing Sorus Chatel aine distrusted or |oathed or

feared nost about the Amion. None of them ever showed any

urgency; any ordinary nortal dread or desperation. The pilot and
guard whi ch had acconpani ed Vest abul e and Taverner aboard the
shuttle still stood by the bridge doors, bracing thenselves there as
quietly as if nothing had happened. As for Taverner hinsel f—

In al nost every way, he | ooked as human as she was. Perhaps

nmore so: his pudgy face and besm rched scal p, his nic-stained
fingers and pallid skin, conveyed an inpression of flaws, frailties.
Only anger could have given his face dignity. On his features any

ot her enption would have | ooked |ike self-pity.

Nevert hel ess she knew that he was an Ami oni —as singl e-

m nded and unshakabl e as Marc Vestabul e; as the shuttle's pilot

and guard; as every nmenber of the crew which served Cal m Hori -

zons. The signs were unm st akabl e.

Hi s eyes betrayed the working of the nmutagens whi ch had

taken away his identity. They were an acrid yellow color, |idless,
with defornmed irises like slits; they nmade his physical softness
and his unnatural cal m seem sonehow denonic, |like a glinpse of

dammation. Genetic transformation had altered everything about
hi m except his appearance: rearranged his DNA strings, restruc-
tured the fundanental, definitive encryption of his nucleotides,
until only a detached and sonetinmes inpreci se nenory-pool re-
mai ned of the forner deputy chief of ComMne Station Security.
Sorus was famliar with the process. She'd known Marc

Vest abul e for years.

Irritated at the way Taverner watched her as if nothing she did
could surprise him she snapped past him "Scan, | want a re-
port!"”

"I told you, Captain, I'mblind," the scan first answered de-
fensively. "There's too nmuch fucking distortion all across the
spectrum the instrunents can't—

"Then fix it," Sorus retorted. "Filter it sonmehow. Tell the
conput er what happened so it can conpensate. | want to know
what's out there."

"Captain." Vestabule turned his bifurcated gaze at her, one

eye human, the other Ammion. "Cal m Horizons reports no other
surviving vessels. The planetoid Thanatos M nor no | onger exists.
You are in no danger. Distortion should recede to the tol erances of
your equi prent in four mnutes. CalmHorizons has identified
your position. Coordinates will be transmtted to your helm"
Sorus nodded sharply. The hel mand comunications officers

hit keys to route information between their stations.

"More data foll ows when you are ready to receive it,"

Vest abul e added.

"Not yet," she told him "I've got other priorities.

"Data, give nme danage assessnment on that hol ed cargo bay.

And a repair estimate for the deflector vane."

Wth her thunb, she punched open a ship-w de intercom

channel. "All hands secure for g. I'mgoing to reengage interna
spin. Get to sickbay if you need it. The rest of us have work to do.
Damage control says we're still true, but | don't trust it. W were

hit too hard. Report anything that nmakes you think we've got

di spl acenent . "

d aring back at Taverner's soft calm Sorus thunbed off the

i ntercom and began to run conmands on her board.

Bef ore she could activate internal spin, Marc Vestabul e said,
"Haste is required, Captain Chatelaine." He sounded as i nexora-
ble as an iron bar

Pai n made her feel her years—and the pull of tine nade her
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angry. "Haste for what?" she retorted. "Were are we goi ng?

You just told ne everybody else is dead. Gone, blown to scrap."”
The thought left a cold place in the pit of her stonmach. Even the
Bill was gone. He'd been as untrustworthy as any nman she'd ever
known, but he'd nmet sonme of her needs and supplied ot hers—
sonetines without knowing it. She couldn't inmagi ne how she
woul d replace him Wthout what he'd given her, how would she
bear her indentured servitude to the Amion? "If we're in no
danger, what's the hurry?"

"Deci si ons have been made," Vestabule replied in a tone |like
rust. "Action nust be taken. Calm Horizons instructs accel eration
along an interception course. The proxinmity of vessels will facili-
tate preparation.”

Perhaps he felt the urgency of events after all: as he rel ayed
Cal m Hori zons' orders, he sounded nore i nhuman than usual

Sorus faced hi mwhil e apprehension throbbed in her tenples

and the aftereffects of g-stress ached in her nerves. Decisions?
Action? Maybe as many as ten thousand people just died here.

How rmuch nore action do you need?

"I'f you want nme to take this seriously," she said through her
teeth, "you'd better explainit."

Vest abul e appeared to consult the alien coding of his genes for
a nmonent before he answered, "Scan data suggests that Trunpet
was not destroyed."

I ncuriously Taverner turned his head to | ook at his fellow

Ammi oni .

Hunched over her readouts, the scan first nuttered, "lI'mstart-
ing to get sonmething. One ship—yes, that's Calm Horizons. Can't
be sure of anything else yet."

Sorus swall owed a curse. She believed Vestabul e the instant

he spoke: the Amion didn't often nmake mistakes in matters of
factual accuracy. But if Trunpet was still alive somewhere, stil
out there with Morn and Davi es Hyl and, Angus Thernopyl e and

Ni ck Succorso, aboard—

Sick with prenonitions, as if she knew what was coning, she
drawl ed sourly, "But you told ne we're the only ships here. 'No
ot her surviving vessels,' you said. So if Trunpet isn't here and
wasn't destroyed—-

She let the inplication hang.

"As the wave front struck," Vestabule said, "CalmHorizons
detected the em ssions of Trunpet's gap drive."

"So she's gone," Sorus cut in harshly. "You lost her. Al this
pl otti ng and maneuvering, all this destruction, and you |lost her."
She made no effort to contain her anger. She knew from experi -
ence that the Amion didn't understand such enoti ons—and

didn't fear them "Billingate and all those ships, destroyed for
not hi ng, wasted. | thought you didn't |ike waste.

"Goddam it, didn't you tell Calm Horizons who was aboard

that ship? Didn't you tell them what Angus Thernopyl e i s—what

he cane here to do? Wiy did they |let Trunpet get away? Wy
didn't they use that damm cannon—eut their |osses, solve this
probl em once and for all? Don't you understand how dangerous
those people are?"

Because she knew what was comi ng, she struggled against it.
"Angus Thernopyle is a cyborg. The cops sent himto destroy
Billingate. That's bad enough—etting himget away is bad
enough. But there's worse.

"Ni ck Succorso's priority-codes didn't work on Captain's

Fancy. Haven't you figured out yet what that neans?"

"What does it nean, Captain Chatel ai ne?" Taverner asked
steadily.
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Sorus kept her glare on Marc Vestabule. She'd known him

Sorus felt the threat: it was pal pable and onmi nous, like static
building in the air. Abruptly she let go of her anger. She couldn't
afford it here. Instead she hid her fear behind a mask of sardonic
confidence—the mask she'd al ways worn when she was with the

Bill.

Covering herself while she marshal ed her resources, she

dropped her gaze to her board and conpl eted the sequence of
conmmands that reengaged internal spin. At once the al nbst sub-
Iimnal whine of servos and notors filled the bridge as the floor
eased into notion under her. As snpboth as oil, Soar began to
generate centrifugal inertia. A famliar sense of her own wei ght
settled in her muscles. Both Vestabul e and Taverner were able to
rel ax their clanped postures.

"Al'l green," data reported. "Sensors aren't picking up any

rubs or vibrations. Looks |ike we're spinning true."
"Confirmation?" Sorus asked scan

"No," the scan first said. "Not yet. I"'msure we're the only
shi ps here. That whol e fucking rock is gone, and everything el se
with it. But | can't see far enough yet to get an exact fix on
anything. We mght have instrunent trenor, or we mght not."
Sorus kept her relief to herself. Wth a trenchant snort which
was as close as she could conme to outright nockery, she answered
Taverner, "I didn't have a choice. You know that. | couldn't at-
tack Captain's Fancy because | was busy rescuing you

"I hit her once, hard enough to be sure she wasn't going to

live much longer. After that | had ny hands full trying to take
hol d of your shuttle w thout reducing you to so much g-flattened
meat. | had to grab you carefully. If |I hadn't done that—er if |'d
| eft you to concentrate on Captain's Fancy—you woul d probably

be dead right now "

Smiling into his eyes, she thought, Argue with that and be
damed.

"Precisely, Captain Chatelaine." Taverner retai ned enough of

his human resources to smle back. "You conprehend the essen-

tial concept. Confronted with two conflicting requirenents, you
found that one outweighed the other, despite the fact that both
tended toward consequences which were uncertain. Perhaps we"

—he nmade a stilted gesture that included Vestabule, the shuttle
pilot, and the guard—woul d have di ed. Perhaps not. Perhaps
Captain's Fancy would fail to inflict serious damage on Tranqui
Hegenony. Again, perhaps not. It is at the intersection of perhaps
and perhaps not that decisiveness exercises itself. You chose
rightly to rescue us. Was it not conceivable that Tranquil Hegem
ony mght successfully defend hersel f?

"Cal m Hori zons chose not to fire on Trunpet because it was

concei vabl e that Trunpet m ght be captured. Perhaps the destruc-
tion of Thanatos M nor would fail altogether. Perhaps it would be
del ayed. Perhaps Trunpet would come within range of a | aser

whi ch woul d cripple her drives without killing the humans

aboard. Confronted with conflicting requirenents—to capture
Trunpet and to prevent her escape—€al m Hori zons found that

one outwei ghed the other. To capture Trunpet would prevent her
escape, but to prevent her escape m ght preclude her capture.”
"The Ammi on understand," Marc Vestabule inserted in a

crusted tone, "that what you nane 'a ruse' has been practiced
agai nst us. Indeed, events suggest that humans have dealt falsely
with us in several ways, or in one way with several inplications.
M | os Taverner has spoken of his perception that the actions of
this 'cyborg' were directed against us as well as against Billingate
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in ways which we do not yet conprehend."

Hi s stance conveyed no inpatience, no tension; but his hunman

eye blinked frantically, as if the last of his human enoti ons had
no other outlet.

"Yet the fact that a ruse was at work has been known to us
fromthe first. On a previous occasion prior to his union with the
Ammi on, M1l os Taverner informed us of Captain N ck Succorso's

fal se dealings on behalf of the United M ning Conpanies Police.
He infornmed us of Morn Hyland's identity as a United M ning
Conpani es Police ensign. For that reason we sought to retain her
body. The tissues of a UMCP ensi gn woul d have yi el ded nuch.

"W have al ways presuned that their dealings were designed

for our harm W have allowed their ruse to proceed so that we
may |learn its nmeaning, and so that we may turn it to our own

pur poses.

"But this is not an intersection of perhaps and perhaps not,
Captain Chatelaine. This is an incidence of nust. Action is essen-
tial. You are required to initiate the course and accel erati on which
Cal m Hori zons has instructed."

Beyond question Sorus knew what was coning. But she'd just

| ost the only place she might have called home, the only people
she night have called friends; her ship was danaged; and her

enem es were gathering—enemnies who turned out to have allies in
unexpect ed places. She had no intention of letting nutated non-
strosities like Marc Vestabule and M| os Taverner nake her do
their work for them Under these circumnmstances she woul d have
refused a direct order fromthe M nd/ Uni on which was the highest
source of "decisiveness" she knew of in Amion space.

"You still haven't answered my original question," she coun-
tered stubbornly. "Way are we in a hurry? Trunpet is gone. W
can't stop her now. Wat do we need haste for?"

Vest abul e's human eyelid fluttered like a signal flag, but his
gaze held hers firmy. "Amion scan has not yet been restored to
full function," he said. "Therefore data is inprecise. However, it
will be made precise in a short time. At present the characteristic
residue of 'going into tach' "—that hunman phrase sounded awk-
ward on his tongue—is discernible, despite the bonbardnent

whi ch cl ouds your instrunents. As distortion fades, CalmHori -
zons will be able to deternmine Trunpet's gap vector. Her velocity
and accel eration nay be cal culated from previ ous data. Wat is
known of the gap drive paraneters of such vessels will enable us
to extrapol ate both direction and di stance.

"The results will be approxinmate," he finished, "but pursuit

will be possible."

There it was. Pursuit. She'd known it was coming, but she stil
hated hearing it said al oud. Pursue a UMCP ship on UMCP busi -
ness i nto human space, where no doubt there were half a dozen

war ships waiting to keep trouble off her tail

"What, us and Cal m Hori zons?" she protested acidly, not

because she expected Vestabul e or Taverner to heed her, but sim
ply because she needed to acknow edge the weight of nortality
hangi ng from her bones. "Have you considered the possibility

that the pure and righteous UMCP just might consider that an act
of war? Have you considered the possibility that maybe you have
more to gain fromthis kind of peace than they do, and if you
break it you m ght have to pay nore?"

Taverner shook his head slowy, as if the novenent were one

whi ch he'd nenorized but didn't understand. However, it was

Vest abul e who answer ed.

"Once again you speak of an intersection of perhaps and per-

haps not. W have not yet reached that intersection. CalmHori-
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zons Will remain in Amion space. You will pursue Trunpet. You

wi Il capture her and her people, if that goal is attainable. Oher-
wi se you will destroy them

"But Cal mHorizons will conme to your support, if it is re-
quired. At that intersection, we will accept the hazard of war
rather than permt Trunpet to gain safety."”

Nausea tw sted through her stomach as he spoke. An act of

war—and Soar right in the mddle of it. She was too old for this;
she was born too old for it.

"Dam it," she objected, know ng that objection was hope-

| ess, "you're days away fromgetting a nessage to the M nd/

Uni on. How can you take a risk like this on your own? How do

you know the M nd/ Union will approve?"

The deci sion he'd announced had a human sound, a sound of
desperation. Was it possible, she wondered, that the origins of
creatures |ike Vestabule and Taverner could affect Amion deci-
si on-nmaki ng processes; inject an element of terror which their
kind coul dn't recognize?

Whet her that was true or not, Vestabule had no trouble an-
swering her. "W are Amion," he replied flatly. "And we nust
act. That is required. The perils of inaction now outwei gh those of

action.

"To 'approve,' " he added, "is not a concept which has

meaning in relation to the M nd/ Union."

Facing Sorus directly, he continued, "You also nust act. | wll

not speak of this again. You are required to approach Cal m Hori -
zons at the course and velocity you have been given."

No flicker or variation of his tone betrayed the threat. Never-
thel ess she saw it in his eyes. This was a test of wills, of loyalty:
hi s i nexorabl e Ami on exi genci es agai nst her hunman famliarity
with fear.

A test—but no contest. Since the day when she'd fallen under

the power of his kind, she'd belonged to them body and soul. At
the core of herself she'd been overtaken by a darkness which
didn't bear close exam nation

"Do it," she told the helmfirst bitterly. "Course and thrust
according to Cal mHorizons' instructions. Initiate i mediately."
A nmonent |ater she heard the nuted hull-roar of thrust, felt

the conplex g of acceleration conflicting with internal spin and
the shock wave's vector. Her stonach rebelled briefly, then settled
back down.

Swi veling her station so that she could | ook away fromthe

Ammi on, she went on, "Targ, this would be a good tinme to run
every test you can think of on your systens."

"Aye, Captain," targ responded in a clenched voice. He went

to work without raising his head.

"Scan, give nme status."

"Alnmost clear," scan replied as if she were accustoned to
hearing her captain and the Amion argue over Soar's fate. "I
still can't confirminstrunent stability, but we can see well
enough to verify what CalmHorizon? is telling us. Except | can't
pi ck up any em ssion trace for a ship going into tach."

Sorus disnmissed that concern: Ammion scan was better than

hers. If CalmHorizons reported gap em ssion, she believed it.
She wasn't done with Vestabul e and Taverner yet, however.

She woul d obey as she always did; but she nmeant to know t he
truth when she did it.

Si nply because he'd been human nore recently and ni ght

renenber nore, she directed her glower at M os.

"Listen to ne," she breathed, clenching her teeth. "It's easy
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for you to say 'the perils of inaction now outweigh those of ac-

tion,'" but I'"'mthe one who has to do sonething about it. | need to
understand what's at stake here. |'mhuman, my ship is human,
we'll be in human space—that's why you're sending us instead of

going after Trumpet yourself. But in human space the rules are
different. There mi ght be nore than one kind of action | can take.
I won't be able to nmake the right choices unless | understand
what's at stake."

In response, Taverner attenpted a snile; but beneath his alien
eyes the stretching of his mouth resenbled a rictus. "You do not

need to understand. | will acconpany you. | will be invested with
deci siveness for this pursuit."
Sorus swall owed an inpulse to shout at him Still softly, she

countered, "That's not good enough. You aren't human. You
don't even tal k human—your grasp on how humans think and act
is already starting to fray. You need ne to understand."

For reasons which weren't clear to her, Taverner glanced at
Vest abul e. Not hi ng she coul d di scern passed between them—
not hing more than the erratic blink of Vestabule's eye—but when
Taverner faced her again, a decision had been reached.
"Very well. | will explain.
"The Ammion have nuch to gain by Trunpet's capture, and
much to | ose by her escape.”
"That nmuch | guessed," she nuttered darkly.
He was unperturbed. "The matter of gain," he said, "centers
on Morn Hyl and and Davi es Hyl and. Her inportance is sinple.
She is a United M ning Conpanies Police ensign. Wth her cap-
ture all of her know edge cones into our possession. This is sig-
ni ficant, but not critical
"In addition, she is a hunman fenal e protected by zone im
pl ants. Her capture would enable us to acquire other know edge.
For exanple, if she were bred with an Amion nmale, such as | am
what would result? Again this is significant, but not critical."
Bred? Sorus thought in cold horror. Ch, shit. But she didn't
i nterrupt.
"Her offspring," Taverner continued as if the subject were
purely abstract, devoid of personal necessity, "represents oppor-
tunities which are indeed critical
"The techni ques which you call 'force-growing' and 'transfer
of mind are old and common anong us. Qur ability to bring
human genetic materi al -your | anguage supplies no adequate
means to convey these concepts, the word 'nmutate' is quite insuf-
ficient—+nto mnd/union with the Amion is also old and com
mon. More recent research has enabl ed us"-he nmay have
shrugged—to nutate hunman genetic material wi th dimnishing
di screpanci es of appearance. Still we have failed to produce Am
ni on which may pass as hunan.
"Doubtl ess this is because genetic nanipul ati on cannot repli -
cate patterns of thought, expression, or behavior, the | earned con-
tent of being human. Hence the inportance of transfer of mind
and Davi es Hyl and. "
Sorus listened hard; but at the sane tine she tried not to hear
what he was saying. She'd left her links with humanity behind so
| ong ago that she couldn't pretend to be concerned for her kind
now—and yet the inplications of Taverner's explanation chilled
her fromthe surface of her skin to the center of her enbittered
heart.
"To enabl e one of us to pass as human," he was saying, "we
must provide a human mi nd. Anbng oursel ves, Amioni to Am
nioni, such transference presents no difficulties. Yet when we
work from human source to human target, we are able to produce
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a successful target only at the cost of a ruined source. W specu-
| ate that human fear causes the source to be effectively erased
during transference. And when we work from human to Amioni,

bot h source and target are ruined. The fear of the source is repli-
cated upon a genetically inconpatible target.

"W inprove, but we do not progress.

"However, the successful transfer of mind between Davies

Hyl and and his source denobnstrates that our techni ques may in-
deed operate effectively on hunman genetic material. If a human
fermal e with a zone inplant can endure a transfer of mnd to a
force-grown of fspring without | oss of reason or function—and if
the condition of that offspring is also truly functional +then the
same procedure may prove vi able between human and Ammi oni

"In that case, we will becone able to produce Amion with

access to | earned human thoughts and behaviors. If those Amion
are grown in human shapes, they will be undetectable to humans.
Then human space coul d be seeded with hosts of Ammion, and the
overthrow of Earth-bred life could be acconplished at one stroke.
"Thus the capture of Davies Hyland is critical. A study of his
physical and nmental integrity can supply the information we re-
quire. His value is only increased by the fact that he al so pos-
sesses the mind of a United M ning Conpanies Police ensign."
Sorus' brain reeled involuntarily at the idea. He was talking
about genetic kazes: undetectable terrorists who could plant

nmut agens wherever and whenever they w shed—

Taverner wasn't done, however. "The matter of |oss," he con-
tinued inexorably, "centers on the cyborg Angus Thernopyl e and
Captain N ck Succorso.

"The cyborg has done us severe harmin destroying Billin-

gate, and nust not be permtted to return to the United M ning
Conpani es Police victorious. W nust denonstrate our capacity

to counter his actions. This is significant, but not critical. In addi-
tion we have cause to suspect that the harmfor which he was
designed is not yet conplete. Therefore al so he nust be stopped.
Finally we wish to study himso that we may | earn the techni ques
of his construction. These considerations as well are significant,
but not critical

"Captain Nick Succorso is critical. He possesses a drug

whi ch renders himinmune to us. This would be a grave threat

even if we did not have cause to suspect that the United M ning
Conpani es Police are involved in the uses he has nade of that
drug. It is inperative that he is not pernmtted to disseninate his
imunity in human space. |If humans can be preserved from nu-
tation, they will be able to wage warfare of a kind which nust
defeat us. In a raw test of technological resources, we will fail.
Qur neans of production are too precise, tine-consum ng, and
costly to conpete with yours.

"Yet that is not the sumof the threat which Captain Succorso
represents. By sone neans which we do not understand—perhaps

by what you term'intuition' —he has acquired know edge of our
researches into the use of uniquely designed gap drives to produce
space-nornal vel ocities which very nearly approxi mate the speed

of light. If our defensives could attain those velocities, our pros-
pects in warfare would be greatly inproved."”

Wth an effort, Sorus kept her expression blank; but inwardly

she gave a groan of surprise. "Greatly inproved' was a stunning
understatenent. If a battlewagon |ike Cal m Horizons could be
accelerated to .9c or nore, no human station could stand agai nst
her. Even Earth m ght have no adequate defense.

W t hout pausi ng, Taverner concluded, "Captain Succorso
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must not be pernitted to convey his know edge to the United

M ni ng Conpani es Police. W fear that hunan space woul d have

no choice but to engage us in warfare imediately, if only to
prevent us from conpl eting our researches

"Do you understand now, Captain Chatel ai ne?"

She nodded slowy, dunbly. Ch, she understood, all right. She
hated her role, but she understood it. If she'd been the "decisive"
of Cal m Hori zons—er even the M nd/ Union itself-she woul d

have nade the sanme choice. The stakes were high enough to jus-
tify risks on al nost any scal e.

Yet she couldn't let the question rest there. Sone streak of
stubbornness in her, some nute, unsubjugated piece of her ge-
netic inheritance, pushed her to raise one nore objection

"l understand fine, but I'mnot sure you do. You can talk al

you want, but you've already m ssed your chance to take the only
action that woul d have nade a difference. You |l et Trunpet get
away. And since then too nuch tine has passed. What good will

it do to send ne after her now?

"The cops'll be waiting for her to cone back—wi th a whol e

fleet, if they think they need it. Even if | could catch her before
she reaches themwhich | can't—+ couldn't stop her fromtrans-
mtting any nessages she wants. And if you're right that Succorso
is working for the cops, they already know about his inmunity
drug. They probably gave it to him Nothing | do can possibly
prevent them from spreadi ng that infornation.

"Sending ne into human space to get shot by a fleet of damm

cops is going to acconplish zip."

The human side of Vestabule's face frowned as if he were

unsure of her slang. Again he and Taverner gl anced expression-

| essly at each other before Taverner replied.

"The question of Captain Succorso's imunity is not a sim

ple one. I"—for a mnute he hung fire, as if his nmenory had

sl i pped—=1 have been the deputy chief of ComM ne Station
Security. If an immunity drug were known anywhere in human

space, that know edge woul d surely have conme to ne. Assune

that this inmunity is a devising of the United M ning Conpanies
Police, and that Captain Succorso received it fromthem Still it
has not been dissem nated. In ny"—again he faltered briefly—

"ny experience, no know edge or record of such an inmunity

exists. Therefore we nust al so assume that the United M ning
Conpani es Police have chosen to suppress this immunity.

"I —= Taverner stopped. To her surprise, Sorus saw that he

was in distress. The effort of thinking Iike a human drew sweat
fromhis pores, turned his pale skin the color of bone.

"l speculate," he resuned in a thin, slightly hurried tone,

"that sone intraspecies betrayal which | find difficult to conpre-
hend is taking place. One faction has devel oped this imunity,

and now holds it secret fromthe other in order to gain advant age.
I find the concept abhorrent, but | remenber that such expl ana-
tions are plausible anbng hunmans. "

"W do not understand human behavior in this matter,"

Vestabul e put in roughly. "W wi sh to understand it. But for the
present understanding is not critical. Rather it is critical that
know edge of this imunity has not yet been disseninated in
human space, and presumably will not be di ssem nated unl ess
Captain Succorso takes that action upon hinself.

"As for your concern that Trunpet has fled to the haven of
fl eet of danm cops,' consider this.

"Qur analysis of Trunpet's departure enissions is conplete.
We have determ ned her gap vector, calcul ated her velocity and
accel eration, and estinated her gap drive paraneters. Here are the

a
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results.”

Wthout waiting for perm ssion, he reached forward and began
tappi ng keys on the communi cati ons board. Al nost imrediately

one of the main screens in front of Sorus flashed to life.

Vest abul e had called up a 3-D coordi nates schematic for this
quadrant of space. Phosphors marked the spot where Thanat os

M nor had once occupi ed the vacuum Soar's position blinked
green; Cal m Horizons' showed anber.

Swiftly ared line traced Trunpet's course in normal space:
nunbers along the Iine indicated exact changes in thrust and vec-
tor. Then a small crinson cross indicated her |leap into the gap
Based on Cal m Hori zons' cal cul ati ons, straight blue pointed

the direction of Trunpet's crossing. The Amion warship could
only speculate as to how far Trunpet had gone, but she was able
to define the gap scout's course precisely.

That blue line didn't run anywhere near human space.

Sorus had used up her objections. Now she had nothing left

except obedi ence—and dar kness.

Del i berately she thunbed the ship-w de intercom

"Stand by," she told her crew. "W've got our work cut out

for us. First we'll rendezvous with Cal m Horizons. Then we're
goi ng hunting."

Wher ever Angus Thernopyl e and his people were headed, it

wasn't back to the UMCP

ANGUS

Trunpet cane out of the gap

with N ck Succorso at the

hel m and Angus Ther nopyl e handl i ng everything el se scarcely

500, 000 kil oneters from Thanatos M nor—still w thin easy scan
range.

Proximty al arns echoed the warni ngs of Angus' datacore and

the raw squalling of his own instincts. Trunpet's thrust drive stil
burned, piling on accel eration. Neverthel ess the instantaneous dis-
appearance of brisance fromthe planetoid s destruction affected
the ship like braking; slammed himand N ck forward hel pl essly
against their restraints. Froma hand's wi dth away, he gaped at his
command readouts, but his eyes couldn't absorb their information
rapi dly enough.

Hi s own cal cul ati ons were qui cker

Trunpet wasn't noving fast enough to outrun Thanatos M -

nor's debris.

"Too close!" he rasped urgently. "Hit it again, N ck! You cut

it too close!"

Ni ck spraw ed across the second's station. H s eyes were

gl azed; his hands funbled for a grip they couldn't find on the
sides of his board. He'd been hurt too nmuch: Angus had punched
himin the forehead hard enough to crack his skull; Cro had
jolted himw th stun; his ship and nost of his crew were dead.
Lashed by g, he'd gone linp—too linp to react.

Angus' brain and his conmputer ran decisions at m croproces-

sor speeds, but on separate tracks. Driven by preprogramed exi-
gencies, his fingers punched keys |ike scattershot, routing helm
control back to his station, adjusting thrust for nore power than
Ni ck had known Trunpet possessed, defining gap paraneters for
human space. At the sane tine, his brain scranbled to identify
his exact |ocation, gauge it against the possibility of pursuit. Ac-
cording to his nobst recent data—enly seconds ol d—neither Soar

nor Cal m Hori zons had picked up enough velocity to attenpt a

gap crossing. And certainly not in this direction. But Stonenason
and sone of the other ships fromBillingate were another matter
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M| os nmust have told the Amion why Angus had been sent to
Thanatos Mnor. |If the Amion had told the Bill sonehowif the
Bill had flared out a warni ng—

They woul d know where to | ook for the gap scout.

Cued by his urgency, perhaps, or by sone other in-built l|ati-
tude, his datacore | et Angus reset the gap paraneters and throw
Trunpet into another brutal course shift.

Kl axons wailed |like the dammed. M Ilions of tons of shattered
rock hurtled closer, hot on the heels of the wave front. The dis-
pl ays plotted both brisance and stone as they scoured the void like
furies: the ragged teeth of nightnmares.

For half a dozen seconds, the gap scout haul ed herself to the
side so hard that only his zone inplants kept Angus from passing
out.

Ni ck col | apsed against his restraints, unconscious. But wel ded
rei nforcenents gave Angus the strength to endure. Trunpet was
still turning—still broadside to the stormof Thanatos Mnor's
rui n—when he reached out against a weight of six or nore g's

and tapped the key which sent the gap scout into tach.

The vi ol ence which had riven the planetoid didn't touch her
Instead, with a disorienting lack of transition, she found her-
self perilously far down the gravity well of a red giant nearly three
|ight-years deep in Amion space

Movi ng too quickly for caution, Angus hadn't consulted astro-
gati on—except by an al nbst autonomc reference to his interna

dat abases—er nmade any attenpt at precision; he'd sinply pointed
Trunpet at the nearest |oud star he knew of and ki cked her into

t he gap.

Luck and a near-niracul ous synergy between his organic

mind and his machine refl exes brought himclose without killing
hi m

A red giant was exactly what he wanted: relatively lowin

mass, so that he could get nearer to it than to a heavier star; and
relatively high in lunmnosity as well as other radiation, so that it
m ght cover Trunpet's trail. He hoped that brisance and debris
woul d confuse the traces of his naneuvering near Thanatos M -

nor, prevent other ships from seeing where he'd gone. And if that
didn't work, he hoped that a star as loud as this one woul d nmake
Trunpet inpossible to detect.

The gap scout was still accelerating at full burn, ramrng

hersel f down the gravity well at a frightening rate. M nutes away,

i ol ation | oomed ahead of her. Despite his zone inplants and
enhanced strength, Angus was giddy with g-stress. Phosphors

seened to dance across his board, disabling the readouts; the tida
pressure of his pulse in his ears nmade the new al arns which the
ship flung at himsound nuffled and inprecise, vaguely meani ng-

| ess.

But now his visceral fear and his conputer's programm ng

wor ked together. One centineter at a tine, they forced his hand
forward until his fingers found the keys which woul d ease Trum

pet 's thrust and turn her aside fromdanger in a long curve across
the pull of the well.

Then he was able to breathe again.

Sweet oxygen filled his lungs as the pressing weight of his

body lifted. Relief spread a brief red haze across his vision, then
wiped it clear. At the first touch of acceleration, autonatic sys-
tems had | ocked the bridge in its thrust attitude, retracted the
conpani onway. Now, as Angus stabilized Trunpet's position in

the red giant's well, the orientation bearings unlocked, allow ng
the bridge to revolve within its hulls to accommodate the star's
gravity. H s back and | egs settled nore confortably into his
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g- seat .

Ni ck folded slowy over his belts and renmained |inp, breath-

i ng through his nouth.

A few nore hel m adjustnments, and Angus woul d be able to

relax. H's conmputer ran cal culations: his hands ran conmands.

When he was done, Trunpet had attained an elliptical orbit which
woul d carry her around the star, absorbing gravity as nonentum
and then enable her to slingshot herself back in the direction of
human space at several times her present velocity. Fast enough for
a gap crossing which would take her three or four |ight-years past
the Amion frontier

There. Angus sucked air deep enough to distend his belly and

held it until the CO2 balance in his lungs had slowed his heart rate
a few beats. God, he was thirsty! Thanks to M| os' abuse, and to
the dehydration he'd suffered in his EVA suit, his nmouth and
throat felt like they'd been scoured with abrasives. A grainy sen-
sation afflicted his eyeballs, as if they turned in grit. He was
hungry and tired, and there was not hing he wanted right then

more than a chance to check on Morn, find out if she was al

right; touch her as if she still belonged to him

Hi s datacore had already all owed or coerced himto do severa
things he hadn't expected. Maybe it would permt that as well.
Except that she had her zone inplant control now. O rather

Davies did: it came to the same thing. Neither of themwas |likely
tolet himwithin ten meters of her. Not wi thout force—and

Angus didn't believe for a second that his datacore would [ et him
force hinself on Morn Hyl and. Warden Dios hadn't gone to all

this trouble to rescue her—and to keep it a secret, for God' s sake
—ust so that Angus could ease the dark ache in the pit of his
heart .

Slowy he stretched out the nuscles in his back and arns, then
returned his attention to his board.

Trunpet's course was stable. The red giant spat out so nmuch

radi ation that he could hardly scan her trace hinself, even though
he knew where to | ook. And within an hour the star's trenendous
bul k woul d eclipse her fromthe direction of Thanatos M nor: she
woul d be safe frompursuit or detection until she rounded the
giant's far side.

If he couldn't approach Morn, he could at |east drink severa
liters of fluid and get hinself something to eat. Nick could be |eft
where he was. He appeared to be asl eep, overcone by the com

bi ned pressure of loss and g. And if he woke up, he couldn't do
any harm It was a sinple matter for Angus to di sable both bridge
stations with his own priority-codes, which would effectively frus-
trate any tanpering or interference.

He'd unstrapped his restraints and started to his feet before he
realized that he didn't understand what he'd just done.

Wait a minute. He sat down again in shock. Wait a fucking

m nut e.

What the hell are we doing here?

At that noment Nick stirred. Twitching, his hands found the

edges of the second's station; he braced his arns there to push

hi nsel f upright. Hs eyes were dull with stupor. He blinked them
deliberately, trying to clear them H's nouth hung open. Through
the grinme on his cheeks, his scars showed |ike small strips of
bone.

By degrees a frown tightened his face as he blinked at his
readout s.

He checked the screens in front of him considered his read-

outs again. Unsteadily he tapped two or three keys. Then he
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turned his stunned gaze toward Angus.

As if he and Angus had the sane thoughts for the sanme rea-

sons, he asked, "What the hell are we doing here?"

"Hi ding," Angus retorted. "Wat does it |ook |ike?" He had

no i dea what the truth was. Appalled by chagrin and i nconpre-
hension, he couldn't think. In a fewinstants of gap travel, a few
m nutes of mad flight, everything had changed. Suddenly his pre-
di canent was profoundly altered, as profoundly as it had been by
hi s datacore's unexpected decision to rescue Murn, or by hearing
Warden Dios say, It's got to stop; by his discovery of Mdrn her-
sel f aboard Starmaster, or by UMCPDA's req. Once agai n noth-

i ng made any sense, he had to start learning the rules and
guessing the limts fromthe begi nni ng—

" '"Hiding.' " N ck made an obvious effort to sound sarcastic,
but he couldn't raise his voice above a thin nmutter. "Who the
fuck are we hiding fron? |I didn't bring us here. | nust have

passed out—you took the helm Christ! Angus, we're three fuck-
ing light-years inside Amion space. |If you could generate that
ki nd of gap crossing, why didn't you head the other way? Sol ve
all your problenms at once, |et fucking Hashi Lebwohl wel cone

you with open fucking arns. What kind of shit is this?"

Good question. Angus woul d have said that aloud, if his pro-
grami ng had permitted it. UMCPDA had wel ded hi m precisely

and explicitly for this nmission. Either Hashi Lebwohl or Warden
D os had made every crucial decision. So what was Angus doi ng
here? Way had his datacore led himto take this course, when it
coul d have, should have, forced himto | eap for human space?
"Cal m Hori zons was after us," he suggested weakly.

"And you thought she would follow us past the frontier?"

Nick did his best to sneer. "Conmmit an act of war right in the
cops' face? So what? She couldn't have caught us. W had no-
mentum on her, we had a vector she couldn't match. And we've
got"—he clicked keys, peered at a readout for confirmation, then
hi ssed softly through his teeth in surprise—=shit, Angus, this ship
has a thrust-to-mass ratio a lunbering tub like that can't conpete
with. Once she gets going, she can probably keep up with us in
tach, but she can't match us in normal space

"Don't tell me you cane here to hide fromher." Despite the
dullness in his eyes and the pallor of his scars, he was recovering
sonme of his energy. "I couldn't believe that even if | used both
hands. "

Angus couldn't believe it himself. And yet it was the truth. He
hi nsel f, Angus Ther nopyl e—not hi s datacore, not Dios or

Lebwohl —had nade the decision to come here because Calm

Hori zons and Soar and nmaybe sonme of the Bill's ships were after
hi m

Echoing Nick involuntarily, he protested in dismy, Wat

kind of shit is this?

Then, |ike another echo, he renenbered the last tinme his pro-
grami ng had spoken to himdirectly. Wien M|l os had attenpted
to take control of himin the Amion sector of Billingate, a sound-

| ess voice in his head had countermanded M| os' orders.

You are no | onger Joshua.

Jerico priority has been superseded.

You are |Isaac. That is your nane. It is also your access-code.
Your priority-code is Gabriel

"Shut up," he told Nick. Let me think. "I don't care whether
you believe it or not. If | wanted you to know what ny reasons
are, | would have expl ai ned them al ready."

Access-code |saac, he told the gap in his brain which served
as a datalink. Wiy did you |l et nme cone here? Wiy didn't | have

file:/lIF|/rah/Stephen%20Donaldson/Donaldso...%20Gap%204%20The%20Gap%20Iinto%20Madness.txt (39 of 410) [1/19/03 11:51:20 PM]



file:///F|/rah/ Stephen%20Donal dson/Donal dson%20The%20Gap%6204%20T he%20Gap%6201 nto%20M adness.txt

to head strai ght for UMCPHQ?

Hi s datacore replied with a silence so conplete that it seened
to resonate in his skull.

That fit. Although his conputer had supplied himwth vast

i mpersonal bodies of information on such subjects as astrogation,
Trunpet's design, and fusion generators, it'd never reveal ed any-
thing about itself. Dios had pronmised him Your progranmmng will
tell you what you need as you go al ong. However, no one had ever
of fered himany kind of explanation

The intercom chi ned. "Angus, what's happeni ng?" Davi es

voi ce sounded ragged with g and hel pl essness. "Were are we?

Can | wake up Mbrn yet? Is it safe?"

More vehenently than he realized, Angus hit comuands on

his board to disable all the ship's intercons.

He couldn't suffer nore distractions: he needed to under-

st and.

Had Warden Dios or Hashi Lebwohl finally lost hinf Had he
sonmehow passed beyond the limts of his progranm ng; broken
free?

O were his tornentors sinply playing a deeper gane than he
coul d i magi ne?

God, was it possible that he'd broken free?

"Fine," Nick drawled. "Keep it to yourself." He studied

Angus curiously. "Are you going to do that with your precious
Morn, too? How do you think she and her self-righteous brat wll
react when they find thenselves three light-years deep in Amion
space, and you refuse to explain why? My people | don't know
about -+ guess they've lost their mnds. But Morn and Davies are
going to go ape-shit."

"Shut up." The intensity of Angus' concentration congested

his voice in his throat. He could hardly force out words. "I'm
trying to think."

Frantic for answers, he cried his access-code in the silence of
his head, used it to open a wi ndow on his databases. That worked:
he hadn't lost his conputer—er the information it contai ned. But

did it still control hinf Could he ignore its unspoken require-
ment s?

A test: he needed a test. Sone way to confirm quickly whether

or not his datacore still ruled him Sone way to determ ne how far

his ability to nmake his own deci si ons extended.

At once his heart tightened like a fist. N ck was here: the
perfect choice. He was protected by his |links to UMCPDA—and
Angus hated him If he spoke now, ignored or taunted Angus in
any way, Angus would hit himagain; hit himhard enough to
splinter his skull, drive shards of bone into his brain, kill him by
tearing his cerebral synapses to shreds—

"It's alittle late for that," N ck remarked. Angus' distraction
appeared to intrigue him "W're here. And you can't pretend
there won't be any consequences. My God, Angus, what is Hashi
going to think of you? O M n Donner?

"Sooner or later you'll have to start telling us the truth. You
won't have any choice."

Now. Test it.

Gat hering the strength of his shoul ders, tensing his arns,

Angus rose fromhis g-seat, readied hinself to strike—

—and stopped. Al the mnmuscles he needed froze. At that in-

stant he couldn't have swung his fist to save his sanity. Even the
effort of closing the distance between hinself and the second's
station was beyond him

He knew the sensation too well. It was intimately famliar: as
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brutal as a rape; and so conpul sory that he woul d never be able to
fight it. The em ssions of his zone inplants were stronger than
wi Il and hope.

Confusion swirled through him as conplex as a nmasque; his
breathing felt caged in his chest. Damm you! he raged usel essly.
Dam you to hell! H's programing refused to | et himpound his
fists on the conmmand board, so he ground them agai nst his thighs.
You bastards, why don't you tell me the truth once in a while?
What would it cost you to | et me know what you want ?

But he couldn't afford to fall into the abyss of his fury: not
now, with Trunpet three light-years deep in Amion space, and
Morn aboar d.

Savagel y he haul ed hinsel f back from despair.

Al right. Don't give up. Understand it. Hi s datacore still held

him He couldn't break past his programm ng. Neverthel ess sone-
thing had changed. Neither Dios nor Lebwohl could have known

that he would try to bring Trunpet here—and yet his program

mng had allowed himto do it.

"Tell you what," Nick offered casually. "You sit there and

think. Think until you burst a seal."” He undid his belts, shifted to

his feet. "I'Il go tell your people and mine they can take a break
fromtheir cabins. Treacherous little shits, they'Il like that. |I'm
sure they want to talk to you. They'll |ove hearing you refuse to
explain why we're here—er, for that matter, how you and M I os
managed to snatch Davies right out fromunder the Bill's nose, or
what nmakes Morn so fucking inportant.

"Along the way |I'Il bring you something to eat and drink. You

| ook I'ike you could use it."

He paused, waiting for some acknow edgnent.

Angus waved a hand to disnmiss N ck; ignored N ck's depar-

ture fromthe bridge. He wanted hope, wanted desperately to |et
hi nsel f hope. Nevertheless all his instincts screaned against it.
It didn't nmake sense that the fucking cops would turn him

| oose. Soneone-bi os or Lebwohl —-had sinply decided to pull a
different set of strings. Strings and nore strings, manipul ating
himlike a puppet.

And yet the inpulse to hope refused to let go of his heart.
Under st and, God damm it!

Surely even his programming had limts. The nore he did, the
farther he traveled from UMCPDA' s surgical wing, the nore

likely it becanme that cracks woul d appear in the blank wall of his
mental prison. That notherfucki ng Lebwohl couldn't foresee ev-
eryt hi ng.

But of course the cops knew that. They nust have made sone
provision for it. Qherw se the cunul ative inadequacies of his

i nstruction-set might let himbe captured; or |et himescape.
What coul d t hey do?

They could kill himthensel ves. Hardwire sone kind of self-
destruct into his datacore. But if they did that they would | ose
Trunpet and everyone aboard. They would | ose Morn. And they
obviously did not want to lose Morn. If they decided to kill him
they wouldn't do it until they |earned what had happened to Than-
atos Mnor; until they got their hands on Mrn

O they could put soneone in a position to control him That

had been Ml os' job. But M| os had betrayed the cops—and

clearly Lebwohl or Dios had seen that coning; had planned for it.
And there were no ot her candi dates: not now, not while Trunpet
remai ned out of contact with UMCPHQ No one aboard knew t he
codes to comrand him

Angus coul dn't think of any other alternatives. Only one op-
tion renained.
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Sinply to keep himalive, the cops would have to |l et him
make sone of his own choices. Until they were able to put an-
other of their stooges in MIlos' place.

But if they did that, they would have to | et hi m nake deci sions
nmore and nore often as tine passed. And the gap between what

he did and his original progranm ng would wi den. Eventually it
m ght wi den enough to let himslip through.

His brain seened to burst with possibilities as a pain as bright
as the detonation of Billingate's fusion generator exploded in the
back of his head.

He' d al ready undone his restraints. The force of the bl ow
sl ammed him facedown on his board, blind with agony: the im
pact split the skin of his left tenple and cheekbone. Then his own
recoil toppled himoff the command station
Anot her bl ow struck like inpact fire below his right shoul der

bl ade; drove himheadl ong to the deck. He skidded across a snall
spl ash of bl ood.

I'n mcroseconds a wi ndow opened |ike a screen in his head;
damage assessnents scrolled past his awareness. The shiel ding
for his conmputer and power supply had absorbed nost of the

power of the second blow his back was bruised but not broken

But the first concussion had pul ped his scalp, spread a fretwork of
stress fractures through his occipital |obe, conpressed his brain.
Anot her strike like that mght kill him
The sheer scale of the pain was going to kill himright now,
every neuron in his body msfired angui sh across his senses, he
couldn't see or feel anything except the hurt in his skull

He' d been hit from behind, his conputer explained. H s at-
tacker was noving around the g-seat to get at him noving fast—
Instantly his zone inplants switched off the pain. They gal va-
nized his nuscles like an electric charge. Hi s senses cl eared.

He flipped over onto his back in tinme to see Nick plunging at
himlike Captain's Fancy out of the void toward Tranquil Hegem
ony, as full of ruin as a m ne-hanmer.

Loss and wild rage twisted Nick's face into a mask of sav-
agery. H's scars seened to streamfromhis eyes |ike streaks of
dark tears; a soundl ess how stretched his nouth. As he dropped
toward Angus, his right fist swng a Cspanner in a fatal arc for
Angus' head. He nust have found it in one of Trunpet's ener-
gency toolkits. Its head was stained with blood and hair from
Angus' skul | .
"Fucki ng sonofabitch!”™ N ck snarled as the spanner fell.
"You did this to ne!"

Savage hinsel f, Angus snatched up his hand and caught the
spanner centineters away from his forehead.

One hand was all he needed. Despite Nick's force and wei ght,
the bl ow stopped as if it had struck a bul khead. He was stronger
than Nick in any case. And welded struts reinforced his joints,

i mproved his | everage; his reflexes ran at mcroprocessor speeds.
He caught and held the spanner so solidly that Nick lost his grip
and tunbled forward, throwi ng hinself onto Angus.
Wth a twitch of his shoulder and a flick of his wist, Angus

cl apped the spanner against Nick's tenple and ear. Nick fell to
the side, slapped his I ength along the deck
At once he tried to crawl away. But he was too weak with

shock and danmage to nove effectively. H's hands seened unabl e
to find the surface under him his elbows couldn't hold his weight.
He col |l apsed onto his face; struggled up and col | apsed agai n.
Angus rolled onto his feet and stood over Ni ck.

H s hands and face were full of nurder: violence steaned |ike
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vitriol in his veins. He wanted to kill N ck, would have given
anything he could think of to take Nick's neck between his strong
fingers and snap it like a stick

H s zone inplants didn't permit that: they held him trenbling
with fury and nunb pain, where he stood.

"You dunmb shit." Words were the only outlet he was all owed.

Most of them cane out in a clenched growl; sonme shouted like

kl axons agai nst the walls. "That was stupid. Do you think you
can survive w thout me? Do you think you or Mkka or Mrn or

any of you"-his vehenmence spattered blood fromhis tenple and
cheek—can survive without ne? |'ve already | ocked the bridge
with priority-codes you don't know and can't break. You're three
light-years deep in Amion space. Wthout nme you' re going to
drift here until you rot!"

Ni ck found the deck, pushed hinself up onto his hands and

feet. "I know," he nmurmured as if he were talking in his sleep
Wth a tortuous effort, he forced one |l eg under him then the
other, and staggered upright. "I know it was stupid. | just don't
know why. "

Wobbl i ng on unsteady knees, he turned to face Angus.

"Wy you're able to do things like that." Stupefied by his

griefs and hurts, he couldn't keep what he was thinking to him
self. "Why you can do things like that, but what you do with it
doesn't make any sense."

Angus' progranmm ng prevented himfromnurder. On the

other hand, it did grant himcertain kinds of |atitude. As snpoth
and swift as a snake, he reached forward and grabbed N ck by the
front of his shipsuit, twisted the fabric into a knot. Shifting his
weight, he lifted Nick into the air.

Eyes cl osed and neck |inp, N ck dangled from Angus' grasp.

Slowy the pressure of the knot at his throat began to strangle him
yet he didn't resist. Blood nounted in his face; his face swelled;
spasns of anoxia ran reflexively along his arns. Neverthel ess he
didn't lift a hand to defend hinself.

Good. The disasters which had overwhel ned hi mever since

he' d taken Morn aboard his ship nmay have driven himout of his

m nd, but he was still capable of |earning—f the |essons were

| oud and hard enough

"Can you think of any reason," Angus rasped harshly, "why

I should explain nyself to you? Wiy | should tell you anything
except what | want you to do when | want you to do it?"

Ret ching for breath, N ck shook his head; nouthed, No.

"That's better."

Wth a silent curse of regret, Angus opened his hand and | et

Ni ck crunple to the deck. After one hoarse whoop for air, N ck
spram ed flat and lay still.

Abruptly Angus' heart began to pound, and his own breathing

caught in his throat. The window in his head had started to im
pinge directly on his optic nerves, flashing alarns across his vi-
sion to get his attention. The danage to his skull was serious. If
his zone inplants had let himfeel it, the pain would have over-
whel med himlike a tidal wave. He needed to get to sickbay.
Swal | owi ng a rush of panic, he turned back to the comrand

station.

Fortunately his conputer kept his hands steady, his nanner

even. He typed a quick series of codes to reenable Trunpet's

i ntercons, then thunbed a toggle to open channels to all the
cabins. He didn't know who had taken which cabin, and didn't

care: it didn't matter.

"Al'l right, listen," he pronounced roughly. "For the next

ei ght hours or so we should be about as safe as we're likely to get.
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M kka, Davies, | want you on the bridge to keep an eye on Nick

He just tried to kill nme. If he hadn't fucked it up, you would all be
as good as dead."

Way didn't he bind and gag Nick, |lock the bastard in a cabin?
Because his programm ng declined to permt that. Even now,

Ni ck was protected by his association wth UMCPDA.

"l don't care what the rest of you do," Angus added. "Just

| eave nme alone for a while."

He started to silence the intercom then changed his mnd.
"Davies," he went on nore quietly, "wake Morn up if you want

to. Oherwise |let her sleep. She | ooks |like she can use it."

He coul d only guess what she'd been through aboard Cap-

tain's Fancy—ot to nention in the Amion sector of Billingate
—but it was obvious that she needed nore than sleep to heal what
Ni ck had done to her.

He wanted to heal her. She'd bel onged to hi monce—been

totally in his power, to use or abuse or adore as nmuch as he
desired. That nade her part of his heart. He hoped—

No. Cursing again, he stopped hinself. Hope was dangerous.

He'd known that all his life; but in the confusion of his welding
and nmission he'd let hinself forget it. Now it cane back to him
however, as vivid as the warnings fromhis datacore. Nick

woul dn't have been able to sneak up on him hurt himlike this, if
he hadn't been distracted by his hunger for hope. Fear kept him
alive. Heroes were all dead nen: only cowards survived.

Carrying the danage to his skull as if it were the reason for

his fear—as if it had nothing to do with his hope-he clinbed the
conpani onway and headed for Trunpet's sickbay.

DAVI ES

When Angus finally answered

hi m over the intercom Da-

vies began to burn like hard thrust.

In a sense, he was always on fire. The endocrine intensity

whi ch his body had | earned to accept as normal in Mrn's wonb
kept his nerves hungry, his heart hot. He lived on the edge of
conbustion. Yet when he heard Angus' voice the flame in him

| eaped hi gher.

Sonetinme earlier, perhaps only half an hour ago, he'd taken

Morn fromthe bridge into the first cabin he could find. It mght
have been Angus': it m ght once have been used by M| os Tav-
erner, for all he knew He didn't care. It had what he needed—two
bunks equi pped with g-seal webbing and sheaths to protect their
occupants during high acceleration. As nore and nore of her
menori es cane back to him he found that he knew how to use

her bl ack box. If he'd trusted hinself, he could have put his fin-
gers on the right buttons with his eyes cl osed. Wien he was sure
that she was deeply asl eep, he'd secured her in one of the bunks,
then done the same for hinself. After that he'd waited for Trum
pet to live or die.

Mor e hel pl essness; nore waiting.

He'd already | ost track of how long he'd been alive. He'd

spent too many of his few hours just like this, waiting in one kind
of prison or another while other people sonewhere el se deci ded
his survival. He couldn't distinguish this day or this nonent from
their predecessors. In a sense, Mirn's past was nore precise than
his own; nmore distinct, as if it were nore recent. Neverthel ess,
when g came slamm ng through Trunpet's hull, he'd been grate-

ful —briefly—for the restraints which kept himfrom bei ng beaten
to pul p agai nst the cabin walls.

Once the ship appeared to have settled on a stable course,
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however, with clear gravity under her and no pressure fromthe
thrust drive, larger questions had |oonmed. He'd waited as |ong as
he coul d stand; then he'd risked | eaving his bunk in order to reach
the intercom and ask Angus what was happeni ng.

The fact that Angus hadn't answered—that the intercom had

gone dead under his thunmb—ade this prison no different than

any of the others; as confortless as his cell aboard Captain's
Fancy, or his constricted ride in the ejection pod, or his roomin
Billingate. Because he wanted to live, he'd returned to his bunk,
reseal ed the g-sheath and webbing. He coul d make that choi ce;

but no others were allowed to him

Then the intercom chinmed, and Angus spoke at | ast.

"Al'l right, listen." His voice was guttural with stress or pain.
"For the next eight hours or so we should be about as safe as
we're likely to get. Mkka, Davies, | want you on the bridge to

keep an eye on Nick. He just tried to kill ne. If he hadn't fucked
it up, you would all be as good as dead.

"l don't care what the rest of you do. Just |eave ne al one for

a while."

Angus paused. Mrre quietly he finished, "Davies, wake Mrn

up if you want to. Otherwise let her sleep. She |ooks |Iike she can
use it."

Davi es' heart responded |ike a magnesiumflare. Wthout tran-
sition the questions becane |arger with a vengeance.

He flung himself out of his bunk. He needed novenent; free-
domfromrestraint. As safe as we're likely to get. How safe was
that? For the next eight hours or so. Wiere were they—where had
Angus taken then? He just tried to kill me. How safe could any of
them be with N ck aboard?

But when he turned to consider Mrn, he stopped; froze.

Al'l the essential questions of his life were there in her abused
face and inposed sl eep.

She didn't look like she could "use" sleep: nere slunber was

too fleeting to neet the scale of her need. She | ooked |ike she
required the solace of physicians and psy-techs and utter peace,
nmont hs of rest and heal i ng.

She hadn't had tine to | ose nuch nore weight since he'd first
seen her in the Ammion birthing environnment where he'd been
force-grown. Neverthel ess she seened frailer, nore enaci ated, as
if strain and zone inplant addiction caused her to consune her
own flesh for fuel. Her eyes had sunk deep into her skull; the
sockets were as dark as wounds. Grine and unl ove cl ogged her

hair, but couldn't conceal the fact that patches of her scal p had
been pull ed bare: she mi ght have just been through a failed course
of chenotherapy. Despite the insulation of her g-sheath, her slack
lips quivered as if she were freezing—er as if even the coercive
em ssions of her zone inplant couldn't protect her from dreans

of terror and | oss.

She' d been a beautiful wonman once. Now she | ooked spectra

and condemmed, stricken by nortality.

She was his mother. And she was virtually everything he

knew about hinself. H's past and all his passions were hers.

The sight reninded himthat she | ooked Iike this because she
wanted himto live; that she'd exposed herself to Ammion

mut agens and Nick's brutality—that she'd taken on all of Cap-
tain's Fancy alone and risked putting herself back in Angus

Ther nopyl e' s power—for him

And he, Davies Hyland, held the black box which rul ed her

He didn't have tinme to stand over her, absorbing her pai n—not

if he wanted to help M kka handl e Ni ck—and yet he couldn't do
anything else until this was done.
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A sound |ike a pal mslapped the cabin door. Miffled by bul k-
heads, M kka Vasaczk called out, "Cone on, Davies! If we don't
stop that bastard, nobody else will."

Frustration and fire rose like a conflagration in Davies' chest
until he heard Sib Mackern's voi ce.

"Take care of Mrn, Davies. | can help Mkka. |'ve still got
t he handgun."”

A rush of relief deflected the pressure. "I'll be there in a
m nute," Davies answered. He didn't know whether M kka and

Sib could hear him

Gi pping the zone inplant control, he turned back to Mrn

She'd committed a crine.

Angus had done this to her. Hs violence and the sickness of

his lust came back to Davies easily. Wenever he |let hinself
renenber them they filled himw th so much visceral |oathing
and di sgust that he wanted to puke. Angus had put the el ectrode
in her head, initiated her addiction

But then he'd handed her the black box. She'd struck a dea

with him and he'd given her this small tool which nade her
simul taneously so nuch nore and | ess than human. |nstead of
turning herself over to ComMne Security and the UMCP so that
they could help her, she'd sold her soul to obtain Angus' power
over her.

Davi es renenbered how she'd felt and what she'd thought

wel | enough to understand her. Nevertheless he didn't share her
addi ction—er rather he was unaware of the nature of his own
dependenci es, his devel opnmental ly programed appetite for

| evel s of noradrenaline, serotonin, and endorphins which n ght
have killed an ordinary man. He couldn't stop thinking like a
UMCP ensi gn.

You're a cop, she'd told himfor N ck's sake. From now on,
I"mgoing to be a cop nyself. W don't do things |ike that.

He shoul d pick her up, carry her to sickbay; programthe
cybernetic systens to renove the el ectrode fromher brain. Then
he coul d hel p her face the consequences of her addiction. Surely
he knew her well enough to get her through any crisis, even one
that massive and personal

O else he should turn her over to the UMCP. They woul dn't
puni sh her; they woul d acknowl edge the circunstances which ex-
tenuated her crine. But they would be able to give her the kind of
rehabilitation she deserved as well as needed.

Then he should arrest Angus. Nick had told himthat Angus

wor ked for the cops. He doesn't want to, of course, but they've
got his neck in a noose. He's doing this little job for themto keep
them from snapping his spine. And Angus had confirned it, at

|l east indirectly, by admtting that his former second, MI|os Tav-
erner, was a bugger for the UMCP. But that justified nothing. If
for no other reason than to make them account for the fact that
they'd chosen a rapist and butcher to do their work for them
Davi es shoul d deliver Angus to the police.

Yet Morn's lips still quivered as if she struggled to say his
nane through a veil of dreanms and weeping. The fine nuscles
around her sore and sunken eyes twitched as if her dreans were
full of pleading.

Wil e he | ooked at her, he realized that he couldn't do any of

the things he should. Could not. Not because Angus controll ed

the ship, controlled the lives of everyone aboard, but for entirely
di fferent reasons.

Morn was his nother; she was his mind; she' d perforned

mracles and suffered torments in his name. As far as he was
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concerned, she'd earned the right to choose her owmn fate. And
Angus was his father. Angus had rescued himfromthe Bill —
fought N ck for hi mdone everything possible to keep himsafe.
Regardl ess of what the cops or the |aw said about it, Davies was
i n Angus' debt.

Wthout warning, the intercomchined. "Davies," Mkka said
tightly, "you'd better get down here. You won't believe this if |
just tell it to you. You need to see it for yourself."

That was true, he thought, |ooking at Morn. He needed to |et

her and Angus determi ne their own doons. See for hinself what

t hey woul d do.

A strange sadness filled himas he touched the button which
cancel ed the zone inplant's emi ssions; but he didn't let it stop
him Gently he eased one of Mdrn's arms out of the g-sheath. The
mar ks on her forearm appeared to be healing. As if the act were a
caress, he folded the black box in her fingers and slid her hand
back into shelter. For a mnute grief clogged his throat; then he
swal l owed it down and noved toward the door.

"Davi es. "

She woke up nore quickly than he woul d have believed possi -

bl e. Exhaustion and prol onged dread turned his nane into a
croak.

Caught by sorrow-and by a touch of his father's unreasoning
fear—he wheeled to face her

Wth an effort, she blinked her dull gaze into focus. Slowy

she forced her mouth to shape words. "Were are we?"

"I don't know. " Like a kid, he wanted to go to her, confort

her; let her confort him "lI'mgoing to find out."

Shaking with strain, she propped herself up on her el bow.

"Take nme with you," she breathed in a hoarse whisper

"You need rest," he protested. "You've been through hell.

think we're done with heavy g, but you still need sleep. \Werever
this is, we're probably going to be here for a while. You can

af ford—'

She shook her head. For a nmonment her head went on wobbling

on her neck as if she lacked the strength to stop it. "I don't know
what Angus thinks he's doing," she said |ike the rustle of

hardcopy. "I don't trust him | can't"-she faltered and cl osed

her eyes as if she were praying, then forced them open agai n—
"can't let himmake all the decisions."

Weakly she began to pry herself out of the g-sheath.

Davi es started forward to help her, then stopped. Her weak-

ness was painful to see: maybe if he let her struggle alone she
woul d exhaust her little energy and drop back to sl eep

But when she got her hands out of the sheath, she found the

zone inplant control in her grasp

"Ch, Davies."

Sudden tears spilled down her cheeks. Huggi ng the bl ack box,

she huddl ed into herself as if she were about to break

He couldn't bear it. A brief flash of killing rage at Angus and
Nick and all nen |like them burned through him Then he strode

to the side of the bunk and took her in his arms. Wile she clung
to her control, he unsealed the g-sheath and webbing, and lifted
her out. After that he held her upright until she coul d remenber
how t o stand.

He expected her to activate the black box, but she didn't. She
hugged it to her chest for a minute or two, then | owered her arms
and pushed the control into one of her pockets.

"Ch, Davies," she repeated through her tears, "what did he

do to you?"

She was his mind: he understood her perfectly. Fighting the
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constriction in his throat, he answered thickly, "Nothing. | re-
menbered, that's all. Seeing himnmade ne renmenber. It was

hard, but he didn't do it."

Loyalty required himto say this, despite the crines Angus had
conmi tted agai nst her.

"He rescued nme. Fromthe Bill. | still don't know how. "

Angus had said, | can hide us visually, but | can't block sound.
Not without distorting every bugeye in range—How was t hat
possi bl e? "He brought me to the ship. He protected ne from

Ni ck. And he made N ck and the others"—M kka and Ciro, Sib

and Vector—hel p us rescue you. | don't know what he thinks

he's doing either. But he hasn't done anything to nme."

One of her hands clutched at his arm the other tried to rub
tears out of her eyes. "I'mglad," she nmurnured as if the words
were a cry fromso far away that it was barely audible. "I don't
understand, but I'mglad."

The intercomchined again. This tinme Sib spoke.

"Davies, Vector is here. Nick isn't trying anything, but Vector
can hold the gun on him And Pup still has that stun-prod. If you
want, 1'll stay with Morn so you can cone to the bridge."

Davi es | ooked a question at Mrn. She nodded; took nore of

her wei ght on her | egs. Wen he was sure that she could stand, he
went to the intercomand toggled the switch

"She's awake. W're both com ng down."

"Good," Mkka put in abruptly. "W need to talk."

Davi es silenced the intercomw thout answering.

"You ready?"

Morn's brui sed gaze hung on his face as she took one un-

steady step toward him another. Fearing she would fall, he put
out his arns. But she stayed on her feet until she reached him
Shaki ng weakly, her hands rose to touch the sore places on his
cheekbones and al ong his jaw where Nick had hit him

"I couldn't," she said, nearly choking, "couldn't believe you
were safe. They told ne you were, but | didn't dare believe it unti
I heard your voi ce—Then you took off your helnet, and | saw
you' d been beaten up. | thought Angus did it, but you say he
didn't."

ol i quely Davies renenbered that at one tine she hadn't

been able to say Angus' nanme. Sonewhere in the course of her

i mprisonnment and rescue, her own perceptions of his father had
undergone a subtle shift.

"Who was it?"

"Ni ck," he answered roughly. Then, because he owed her the
truth, he added, "I started it. | had to keep himfrom|eaving the
ship. | knew he was cheating, but Angus didn't. He didn't know
Ni ck had al ready sold you to the Amion."

Morn bit her |ip, gave himanother |oose nod. "I understand.

And you renenber what he did to ne. You renenber it all

That's why you wanted to | ock himout of the ship.

"But there was sonething else. After you took off your suit,
when you headed for the bridge, there was sonethi ng— Her

gaze dropped, then cane back up to his like an appeal. "You

| ooked proud.

"I can't"—her throat closed convul sively—can't renenber

what that feels |ike. What were you proud of ? What did you do?"
Proud? Davi es thought. The nonent had been so brief, and

what followed after it had been so urgent, that he had difficulty
recollecting it. Proud?

Then it cane back to him

"It's hard to explain. The Bill had me. He talked to ne a
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coupl e of tinmes, questioned me—he was trying to find out what |
knew so he could decide who to sell me to. But | didn't know
anyt hing. Except that | was finished as soon as he nmade up his
mind. Sol told himlies. | invented stories—about you and N ck
—to make hi munsure of hinself."

Davi es shrugged unconfortably. "It worked. | didn't know

the truth, but 1 made up lies that were so close to it he couldn't
ignore them And if | hadn't done that, | would have been out of
reach. The Bill would have sold me, and Angus mi ght never have
been able to rescue nme. Sonmehow | saved nyself.

"When | finally learned the truth—when | saw why ny lies

wor ked—t felt good."

That wasn't the whole truth, however. He didn't go on to say,
And |'m proud of Angus. Wen | don't think about you, about his
crimes, about who he is, the things he does nmake me proud. He's
my father—and he's superhunan.

That enotion seenmed so odd and unjustifiable that Davies
couldn't bring hinself to adnmit it al oud.

Morn blinked as if she were fighting fresh tears. "What |ies?"
Those nenories were no nore painful than any of the others.

"The first tinme," he answered, "I told himyou and Ni ck were
wor ki ng together. For the cops. | wanted to keep himfrom hand-
ing me back to Nick. And | wanted to nmake himthink I was

val uabl e—gi ve hima reason to hold on to ne, instead of turning
me over to the Amion."

So what you're saying, the Bill had replied later, is that our
Captain N ck had the col ossal and i nponderable gall to cheat the
Ammi on on one of their own stations.

' Then the woman wi th hi mPavi es guessed now that she was

Sorus Chatel ai ne—had said, It's nore than that. He's saying Suc-
corso had sonething so valuable to offer themthat they were
wiling to trade force-growing for it. And then he cheated by not
giving it to them

"The second tine was nore conplicated. | had to nake him
think the stakes were so high that he couldn't afford to let go of
nme. "

The Bill had countered by revealing that N ck had just turned
Morn over to the Amion. And Davies had replied with his best
lie; his masterstroke.

"I told himyou and Nick had a nmutagen i mmunity drug."

Morn's eyes wi dened. "You were guessing?"

Davi es nodded nutely.

After a nonment a fragile smle eased her appearance. "You're
good at it. |I'mproud of you nyself."

He smiled in return. Her approval released himfromat |east
one of his fears.

She cl osed her eyes briefly; she night have been basking in
the sinplicity of his reaction. Wen she | ooked at hi magain, her
smle was gone. Neverthel ess sone of the dullness had | eft her
gaze. Her own questions had begun to clarify thensel ves.

"I guess I'"'mas ready as |I'll ever be," she nmurnmured. "Let's
go. | want to know where we are.'

Davies also felt ready; readier now than just a few nonents
ago. He offered her his arm She accepted it, |eaned on himgrate-
fully while he keyed the door

DAVI ES

Toget her they went out to the

conpani onway and started

down to the bridge

Davi es saw at a gl ance that everyone except Angus was there,

Ni ck |ay on the deck bel ow one of the display screens with his
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head braced on his hand as if he couldn't be bothered to stand. A
red welt swelled along his tenple and ear; in a few hours it would
match the livid bruise on his forehead.

Two or three neters out of his reach, a C spanner rested

agai nst the bul khead. Its head was crusted with dried bl ood.

More bl ood marked the left side of the conmand consol e

There was bl ood on the deck.

M kka sat in Angus' g-seat. Sib had taken the second's sta-

tion: he used the board to support his forearns so that he could
keep his handgun trained on Nick without tiring. Both Vector
Shaheed and Ciro, Mkka's young brother, were on their feet. The
engi neer peered at an auxiliary command board which he'd | o-

cated off to one side of the screens. Apparently Cro had al ready
accepted his newrole as Trunpet's cabin boy: he was passing
around a tray |aden with sandw ches, coffee, and hype.

They all turned when they heard Davies and Morn on the

conpani onway. Concern filled Sib's face, but Vector grinned with
sudden pl easure. Mkka's ingrained gl ower | oosened w thout re-

|l easing its grip on her features. Only Nick kept his attention to
hi nsel f. Except for the way he chewed the inside of his scars, he
| ooked rel axed and sel f-absorbed, as if he were al one.

"Morn, you shouldn't be up," Sib protested. "You need—-

M kka cut himoff brusquely. "Wrry about sonething el se,

Si b. She knows what she's doing."

Wth unexpected precision, Davies renenbered the exact no-

ment at which Morn had told M kka about her zone inplant. He

could taste the specific loneliness which had inspired her to take
that risk

As she and Davies finished their descent, she denurred thinly,

"I wouldn't go that far." Then she let go of her son's arm and
gestured toward Ciro. "But | know | need food."

Eager to help, Cro hurried to offer her his tray.

"Thanks." She took a hype capsul e—affectionately known as
"industrial -strength caffeine"—then hel ped herself to a sandw ch
and a nug of coffee.

Everyone but Nick watched her while she swal |l owed the cap-

sule, bit into the sandw ch, sipped the coffee; they all waited to
hear what she woul d say, see what she woul d do.

Bet ween bites, she asked inpersonally, "Were's Angus?"

M kka answered in a tone as harsh as her glare. "He didn't

say where he was going. He just told us to | eave himal one. 'For a
while,' he said."

"Si ckbay, probably,"” N ck supplied for no apparent reason

A grin jerked like a spasmacross his teeth and then faded. "He's
got one hell of a dent in his skull."

"Nick, | don't understand you," MKkka retorted with el abo-

rate patience. "Don't you ever think about what you're doing?"

Behi nd her patience, exasperation seethed |like acid. "He's the
captain of this ship. If he's |ike you, he's got everything | ocked
away wWith priority-codes we can't touch.”

"Il vouch for that." Vector pointed at the board he'd been
studying. "I've been trying to look at his records, just to see what
this ship can do, how she does it. But | can't get access. | can't
even call up engi neering diagnhostics. Scan and astrogation are
avai | abl e—not hing el se. Not even conmuni cati ons.

"Unl ess he let you in on any of his secrets.” He cocked an
eyebrow at Davi es.

Davi es shook his head. He had no idea what codes Angus

m ght have invoked in the past hour.

"You kill Angus," Mkka finished, "and we m ght as well cut
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our throats. W'Ill be helpless.”
"You nean," Nick sneered back at her, "you don't already
feel |ike you' ve had your throat cut?"

"Ni ck— M kka began hotly.

"That's enough, M kka." Although Morn's tone was quiet, it
stopped Nick's fornmer second |like a conmand. She seened to

take over the bridge just by being there, despite her weakness. She
was only an ensign, had never conmanded a vessel before; yet

she ni ght have been Trunpet's true captain, regardl ess of who
held the priority-codes. "Don't waste your tinme on him He's just
dangerous—he isn't inportant anynore."

M kka gl ared at Nick while anger clenched and uncl enched on

his face. Sib tightened his fist around the gun. But Nick didn't
move; didn't glance at Morn or M kka. After a nonent M kka
breathed, "Right," and turned back to Mrn

"Do you want to sit down?" As if in recognition of Murn's
position, Mkka offered her the command station. She sounded
per pl exed as she added, "You don't |ook strong."

No doubt she'd assumed that Mdrn was using her zone im

pl ant to keep herself on her feet.

"Thanks." As M kka stood, Mrn noved to the g-seat and

| owered herself like a sigh into her place. For a noment she

cl osed her eyes and bowed her head, as if she were waiting for
hype or coffee to take effect. Then she enptied her nug and
clipped it into a holder on the side of the arnrest.

"W've got a lot to talk about," she announced softly. "W
shoul d probably do it before Angus cones back

"If you can access scan and astrogation, | assume you know

where we are."

M kka gl anced at Vector. |In response, he hit keys on the auxil -
iary board, and at once a schematic starchart gleaned to life on
one of the screens. Mire keys: a blip nmarked Trunpet's position
on the chart.

"Ch, shit." Davies didn't need anyone to tell himwhat the

coordi nates along the sides of the display neant. Mdrn's years in
the UMCP Acadeny were fresh in his mnd; he knew what she

knew about astrogation. "Wat are we doi ng here?"

Trunpet rode a tight elliptical orbit around a red giant in

Ammi on space. She was roughly three light-years fromthe frontier
of human territory.

M kka shrugged tightly. "I guess that's why Angus says we're
safe for a while. Calm Horizons probably won't think to | ook for
us in this direction. And that's a loud star—t's roaring like a
snelter all across the spectrum So it provides a |ot of cover."
"But that's not the good news," Vector put in calmy. "The

good news is that this orbit gives us acceleration. W can sling-
shot off the far side fast enough for a gap crossing tw ce the size
of the one we took to get here. If," he added, "that's what Angus
has in mnd."

"So it makes sense." Davies was taken aback by the sharp-

ness of his desire to trust Angus. "Comi ng here nakes sense."

M kka didn't hesitate to contradict him "Only if you assune

it makes sense not to head in the opposite direction." Her stance
—+the way she cocked her hips and hel d her arms—was unsel f-
consciously assertive. "Instead of coming here, we could have
crossed three |light-years into human space. Maybe this is safe.
That woul d have been safer. Especially if you believe what we've
heard about Angus working for the cops. In that case, they proba-
bly have an entire fleet waiting to protect us."

"Whi ch means?" Vector asked, not as if he didn't under-

stand, but rather as if he wanted everything to be explicit.
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"Either he isn't working for the cops,"” MKkka finished, "or

we haven't even begun to understand what this is all about."

Ni ck snorted contenptuously, but didn't speak

"But that's crazy," Sib protested. "He nust be working for

the cops. How el se did he get his hands on a ship |ike this? How
el se did he manage to arrive just when we needed hi n?" Forget -
ting Nick in his anxiety, he turned toward Morn and Davi es.
"Why did he rescue you? This is Angus Thernopyle we're tal k-
ing about. Maybe he didn't commit the crine we franmed himfor,
but he's a rapist and a nurderer, we all know that. None of it
makes sense unl ess he nmade a deal so the cops wouldn't execute
him™"

"Sib," Mkka warned, "pay attention."

Wth a gulp of chagrin, Sib swng back to face N ck

Ni ck hadn't noved

Morn studied the display for a nonment |onger, then | ooked

away. "That doesn't matter," she pronounced finally. "Maybe he
made a deal and then decided to break it. Maybe he and-what

was his name, M| os Taverner?—really did steal the ship and
cone here on the run." She glanced at M kka, at Vector, at Da-
vies. "Maybe the UMCP is engaged in sonething corrupt, |ike
taking Intertech's nutagen research to keep it secret." Anger
echoed in her voice, but it didn't distract her. "None of that
matters

"W're here. W have to face the situation as it is. And if
we're going to do that, we'd better figure out what we want. We'd
better agree on it. There are too many of us. If we don't stick
together, we'll all be usel ess.

"Let's talk about that. Let Angus take care of hinself."

A sudden silence took the bridge. For a nonent there was

not hing to hear except nuffled breathing and the faint electronic
hum of Trunpet's equi pnent.

Davi es understood Mdrn's condition clearly: what |ooked |ike
assurance in her was really exhaustion and a sense of absolute
necessity. Her willingness to take so much on hersel f anmazed
hi m

He yearned to believe that he could do the sane.

Then Nick nuttered sardonically, "You think you' re going to

be able to make himdo what you want? Good | uck."

At once Sib spoke as if he'd been stung. "You decide," he

told Morn. "Leave nme out of it. | got what | wanted when we
ended up here, instead of dead on Captain's Fancy, or trapped on
Billingate." Half apologetically, he explained to Mkka, "I never
really belonged with him" He indicated Nick. "I never liked

what we were doi ng—even before he started selling people to the
Ammion. After that | guess all | wanted was for sonebody to

make me brave enough to go against him WMaybe that's all |'ve
ever wanted." Addressing Mdrn again, he concluded, "As |ong

as he's not in conmand, I'lIl go along with whatever the rest of

you deci de. "
M kka snorted in response, but her disdain wasn't directed at
Sib. "You know, it's funny," she nused. "For the longest tine it
never occurred to me to want anything except what he wanted. |
never questioned what he did—er why he did it. | even got you
into this," she told Cro, "because | couldn't think of an alterna-
tive. |1 couldn't imagine there were any alternatives. There are
worse ways to live"—she glared straight at Morn—than bei ng
illegal.
"But you broke it. Watever it was | thought | was doing,
whatever it was that kept ne in ny blind little world and didn't |et
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me think, you broke it. You were better-looking than me, nore
capabl e, stronger. And you sure as hell nust have fucked better
than | did. Once you cane aboard, there was no chance N ck was

ever going to take me seriously again. And that broke it. | started
t hi nki ng about the consequences—for Cro, if not for ne. | don't

m nd playing ganes with the cops, but | started thinking about

what it neans when you play ganmes with the Amion. Especially

when the stakes are so high

"I guess I'mlike Sib. All | want is to not be aboard Captain's
Fancy—not take any nore orders from N ck. And maybe give
Cro a chance for sonething better. | haven't had tinme to come up

with anything else yet."

Her brother shifted his feet self-consciously whenever she re-
ferred to him but when she was done, he nodded several tines, as
i f he thought she needed his support. "I want to be an engineer,"
he said in a rush so that his enbarrassnent wouldn't stop him
"Vector's teaching ne. Maybe Angus can teach ne." He faltered

for a second, then went on with a kid' s abashed dignity, "Engi-

neers don't kill people. They don't betray their own crew "

Ni ck rai sed his head, brandished a snarl. "I couldn't betray
you, Pup. You aren't real enough. There's nothing there to be-
tray."

"I imagi ne Vector feels the sane way," Mkka put in to cover
Nick's malice. "So it's up to you and Davies."

"Actually, no," Vector remarked pronptly. "I don't feel that
way. But | would rather not talk about it''—he faced Mdrn stead-
ily with his blue gaze and his calmsnile—=until | hear what you

and Davi es have to say."

M kka frowned her surprise, but didn't object.

Davi es studi ed the danaged patches on the back of Murn's

head whil e she regarded Vector. Wen she spoke, he seened to
know what she was about to say before he heard it.

"What about you, Davies? What do you want ?"

I want to be you, he answered silently. | want to be Angus.

want to nake somnething good out of all this.

But he didn't say that al oud.

"Il tell you what | think we should do," he replied instead.
"I think we should turn this whole ness over to the UMCP

M kka's ri ght—when the stakes are this high, we have to consider
the consequences. The Ami on know an immunity to nutagens is
possi bl e. N ck nade that obvious—you confirned it. The UMCP
need to know about that. It changes the whole dil enma of dealing
wi th forbi dden space.

"And they need to know about ne. | mean they need to know

why the Amion are after nme. If we—f humankind is in danger

of being infiltrated by Amion who | ook just |ike us, we've got to
warn them That's the only defense." The thought of being used
to help create nore effective versions of Marc Vestabule filled
Davi es with a nausea which had nothing to do with his stonach.
"That's right," Sib put in, suddenly urgent. "And there's
sonething else. | just renmenmbered. Nick said he figured out why
the Amion gave us those gap conponents—the ones that nearly
killed us. If he's right, it was an experinment. They're testing a way
to reach near-C velocities by using a special kind of gap drive.
When Vector saved us, we canme out of tach at al nost 270, 000

kps. Nick thinks that's exactly what those conponents are for."
Ni ck nodded to hinself. He still lay on the floor; yet he con-
veyed the inpression that everything on the bridge revol ved
around him

"We know it works," Sib hurried on. "If they can nmake it

wor k—f they can do what we did w thout slagging their drives—
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then ships |ike CalmHorizons can hit human space at .9C. Ships
wi th super-light proton cannon
"There's no defense agai nst sonething |ike that."
At once new apprehensi ons burned al ong Davies' nerves. Sib
was right: there was no defense—A mnmuch sl ower vessel with
super-1light proton cannon, a lunbering tub called CGutbuster, had
killed his—o, Mrn' s—nother; had nearly killed her father's
entire comand.
Hi s nerves cracking with adrenaline, he insisted, "That's an-
ot her reason why we should turn this ness over to the UMCP
They need to know. "
Morn, they need to know.
"I know you think they're corrupt,” he argued even though

she hadn't contradicted him hadn't said anything at all. The nute
st eadi ness of her gaze nade himfeel that he had to justify hinself
—that if he couldn't persuade her sonething precious would be
lost. "Nick's inmunity drug proves it. But keeping our nouths
shut isn't the answer. We've got to tell themwhat's going on so
they can defend against it. And we can force themto account for
thenselves if we nmake what they've done public.”
He stopped hard, alnpbst held his breath while he waited for
her reaction.
She didn't need to think before she answered. Her ordeal s had
taught her to be sure. Wth the strength of hype and caffeine

rat her than of zone inplant em ssions, she said, "I gave them
nmore than confirmation. They took sanples of ny bl ood when
still had the drug in ny system | don't know if those sanples

survived. If they were on the shuttle—f Soar or Cal m Horizons
got themthen it's only a matter of time before they're taken to a
| ab where they can be anal yzed. Then the Ammion can start rede-
signing their nutagens."

Bef ore Davi es coul d say anything, she went on, "But you
ment i oned consequences. Have you thought about what happens

to Mkka, or Sib, or Vector?

"You say you want to 'turn this whole ness over to the

UMCP.' Suppose Angus lets us do that. O suppose we take the
ship away fromhim so he doesn't have any say in the matter

What happens to M kka and Sib and Vector? They're illegals,

Davi es. And they saved our lives. Do you want them arrested? Do
you want them executed? Ciro m ght get |eniency-he's stil

young. But M kka and Sib and Vector could be executed.

"I told you we're cops, but | think you know what | neant.

wasn't tal king about the kind of cops who suppress antinutagens
so that men like Nick can play with them | was tal king about ny
nmot her and fat her—your grandparents. You renenber them as

well as | do. What do you think they would have done?"

Her grave eyes searched Davi es; her question touched him as
profoundly as her refusal to let himlock N ck out of the ship.
Shortly after he was born, she'd said to him As far as |'mcon-
cerned, you 're the second nost inportant thing in the gal axy.
You 're nmy son. But the first, the nost inportant thing is to not
betray ny hunanity.

He recogni zed her there. As if they'd reached a place where

he coul d be her, where they were the sane, he said quietly, "They
woul d have fought for what they believe in until it killed them"
Her smle was small and fragile, as naked as gl ass; neverthe-
less to himit |ooked |ike dawn.

Turning her station toward Ni ck, she said, "That |eaves you."

Her tone was inpersonal, as if she no longer felt threatened by
himer as if her loathing for himhad becone so vast that it
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could no | onger be expressed. "Wat do you want?"
Cro | ooked at her in surprise. "Morn!" Sib objected i nmedi -
ately; and M kka grow ed, "Mrn— But Vector nodded his ap-
proval; his smle conveyed a suggestion of relief.
Because he recogni zed her, Davies didn't protest.
Morn didn't react to Sib or Mkka; N ck ignored them For a

moment he continued to lie still, as if he hadn't heard Morn. But
then, snoothly, like a hunting cat, he rose into a sitting position
with his legs crossed in front of himand his back against the

bul khead.

"I want Sorus." A nmad grin clutched his nouth. He held up

one fist with the knuckles white, as tight as a vise. "I want her
heart."

"Fine." Atinge of acid gave Mdrn's voice bite. "She's

yours. On the other hand, that isn't very useful. You aren't likely
to get a chance at her anytinme soon. | can't help thinking there
must be other things you want.'' She seened to stress the word
deliberately. "What were you after before you recogni zed Captain
Chatel aine? | presunme you were going to sell your immunity drug

to the Bill so you could pay for repairs. Isn't that still what you
want ?

"You don't need repairs anynore, but you could use |everage.

O herw se your future doesn't | ook good. You mnight not live |ong
enough to have a chance at Sorus Chatelaine. Aren't you schem

ing right now? If you could find the right buyer, you night be able
to hire enough help to take on all the rest of us. Even Angus."
Now M kka under st ood what Mdirn was after. "Sure," she

rasped, "he nust be. Whatever else we do, we'd better tell Angus
to keep himaway from communications. He can't find buyers if

he can't access communi cations."

Nick didn't glance at Morn or Mkka. For a minute or two, he
studied his hard fist and white knuckles as if he might be able to
read his fate there. Then, slowy, he |lowered his arm

"There's only one thing | want fromyou, Mrn," he said

distantly. She might not have been present; he night have been
talking to hinself. "Take off that shipsuit—+et me fuck you right
here in front of your kid and your friends.

"You liked it the last tine. Nothing s changed since then—
not hi ng significant. You haven't suddenly becone honest. The

only difference is that you needed ne then. Now you need Sib and
Vector and M kka and your asshole of a son. You even need Pup,

you poor bitch. You need Angus. One way or another, you're

going to have to let themall fuck you

"You're better off with nme."

Davi es couldn't stop hinself: he had too much of his father in
him And he knew Nick too well: he could renmenber every det ai

of the anguish Morn had suffered at N ck's hands. Snarling be-
tween his teeth, he sprang past the command station

Morn snapped his name. M kka foll owed hima step, then

stopped. Ciro jerked himself out of the way. Sib jumped from his
g-seat, trying to keep a clean line of fire on N ck

Davi es didn't have Angus' bul k or experience, but he'd inher-

ited Angus' strength. Wth his fists knotted in Nick's shipsuit, he
haul ed Nick to his feet and punched himat the bul khead. Centi -
meters fromNi ck's face, he spat, "Are you finished?"

Nick didn't resist. He hardly bothered to focus his gaze on

Davi es. Nevertheless his scars stretched |ike sneers across his
cheeks as he countered softly, "Are you?"

"Davi es!" Mdirn conmanded. "Leave himalone. | don't care

what he says. He can't hurt ne."

Neurotransmtters crackled like fire along Davies' synapses; a
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conflagration hungry for violence. Morn had been trained to fight
in the Acadeny. Wth one swift smash of his forehead, he could
hamrer Nick's skull against the bul khead, crush his nose, maybe
drive splinters of bone into his brain.

But Nick made no effort to protect hinself. Mrn's response

to a passive or hel pl ess opponent had al so been trained into her;
into her son. Davies could inagine the strike which would turn
Nick's face to pulp and perhaps kill him That was as far as his
not her's convictions and reactions allowed himto go.

"You're lucky," he nmuttered to her as he opened his fists and
pushed away from Nick. "He hurts ne just by being here."

Then for a second he thought that so nmuch restraint was nore
than he could bear. Every nerve in his body had been bred to
passion and fury and bl oodshed: he couldn't sinply turn his back
and | eave N ck untouched.

Wheeling |ike a blow, he raged, "You sonofabitch, you never

gave her a chance! You didn't want honesty—you didn't give a

shit whether she was honest! You just didn't like being so fucking

nmortal. You wanted her to nmake you feel like God!"
A spasmlike a flinch pulled at Nick's face, but he didn't
retort.

Davi es swung his anger toward Morn. Bal ked by her forbear-

ance, by the part of her which reined him he denanded harshly,
"I't's your turn. You've asked all the rest of us. Now tell us what
you want."

Shadows of pain noved in the depths of her eyes. For a no-

ment exhaustion filled her face, and her shoul ders slunped as if
mere hype and caffeine weren't enough to sustain her assurance.

He coul d see that she'd told himthe truth, as far as she knewit:
Ni ck had | ost the power to hurt her. But her son was anot her
matter. He could inflict pains which reached her core.

"It's not that sinple," she murnured weakly. "Wat | want

isn't what counts. W need to face the bigger issues—

From the head of the conpani onway, Angus rasped, "This is

my ship." Hs harshness was |i ke Davies', but deeper, nore or-
ganic. "You're all here because | allowit. You're all under ny
command.

"Don't any of you care what | want?"

Davi es clenched his fists at his sides and froze as if he were
caught between his own desire to wel cone Angus' arrival and
Morn's inpulse to fling herself at Angus' throat.

DAVI ES

Morn stiffened in her seat.

M kka nuttered a curse un-

der her breath; instinctively protective, she held out a hand to
draw her brother toward her. Shrugging to hinself, Vector keyed
off the auxiliary board and retracted it into its slot in the engineer-
ing panel. Sib flinched; pulled his handgun around to cover

Angus, then forced hinself to turn the weapon back on N ck

Ni ck stood | eaning on one of the display screens as if he didn't
want to waste his strength holding hinself upright.

Scow ing a sneer at Sib, Angus cane down the treads to con-

front Morn and Davi es.

He' d renoved his EVA suit, put on a nondescript shipsuit;

perhaps so that sickbay could treat himnore easily. A bandage

whi ch reeked with the characteristic oily snell of tissue plasm
was plastered to the back of his head; a small welt on his forearm
mar ked the place where the sickbay had injected himw th anal ge-
sics, antibiotics, netabolins. Another bandage covered a wound
hi gh on his cheekbone. Neverthel ess he didn't nove |like a man
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who' d been injured. He | ooked rested, strong—and untouchabl e.

Hi s porcine eyes were yellow with nalice

"1'"'m di sappoi nted," he rasped sourly. "Doesn't anybody

care what | want?"

After a last glance around the bridge, he fixed his attention
excl usively on Morn.

Abruptly Davies forgot why he'd wanted to wel cone Angus.

Morn's menories stung his heart. As if it were happening in front
of him he could see Angus' fist on the black box—

Angus reached into one of the conpartnents al ong the bul k-

head, selected a scal pel, and handed it toward her. ' 'Take it."'
Angui sh she couldn't utter had filled her |ike wailing.

The zone inplant control demanded a snile; she smiled. It

told her to kneel in front of Angus: she knelt.

Gimy Davies stepped between her and Angus, braced one

hand |ike a refusal on Angus' chest. "I'mwarning you— His

voi ce caught in his throat; he couldn't go on

Angus didn't ook at his son: he faced Morn as if the two of
them were al one on the bridge.

"Al right, 1'll ask," she said tightly. "What do you want ?"

She m ght have been fighting down a desire to scream

H s brows knotted in a scow that shrouded his eyes. H s tone
was a strange mxture of trucul ence and terror

"l want you."

Davi es | ooked over his shoul der at Mrn, hoping that she

woul d give himpermssion to hit Angus.

"Angus, listen to ne." Deep within Mrn, Angus' words

seenmed to find a place of anger and |oathing. Her fatigue and pain
sl oughed away as if she'd forgotten them as if she'd used her
zone inplant control to switch themoff. From her pocket she
pul l ed out the black box and held it up against himlike a weapon.
"I swear to you that if you touch me—f you try to put one finger
on me—+'mgoing to hit all the buttons at once and fry my brains.
I would rather turn nyself into a lunp of dead neat than |let you
have any piece of ne."

Her eyes held his, daring himto doubt her

Davi es swal | owed the constriction in his throat. "And |'I1 Kill
you. "'

"One of us will," Mkka prom sed severely. "We'll find a

way sonehow. We're alive because of you, and |'mgrateful. But |
won't | et you have her."

Sib nodded as if his conmmitnent to Morn affected himlike

pani c.
"Ch, get out of the way, Mkka," N ck taunted. "Let him
have her, if that's what he wants. You're illegal. Like nme. You've

done worse than sacrificing the occasional reluctant slut, when
you had sonmething to gain by it. You' ve hel ped ne do worse.
Don't try to be so goddamm righteous now. It isn't credible."
Angus didn't glance at Nick. No one el se reacted to his gibe.
The tension between Angus and Mdrn ruled the bridge: N ck
couldn't penetrate it.

As if he were relieved—and infuriated by it-Angus retorted,
"Why am | not surprised?”

W thout warning he ained his anger at Davies. "Get your

hand off nme. |I'mnot going to touch her."

Davies did his best to match Angus' scowl. He | eaned his

wei ght into his palm hoping to make Angus feel at |east that
much of his strength; trying to tell his father what he'd | earned
fromMrn's nmenories. He wouldn't |et hinself be cowed: he
couldn't afford it.

Then he stepped back
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It's because of nen like you | becane a cop

If Angus had received any part of his son's nessage, however,

he didn't showit. Already he'd shifted his attention back to Mrn
The strain on his face was inpossible to interpret: it mght have
been rage conflicted with intimate grief. O perhaps the sickbay
systens sinply hadn't given hi menough anal gesics to contain the
pain in his head.

"I've got sonething for you."

Wth a negligent flick of one hand, he tossed an object toward
her as if it were trivial

Flinching in surprise, she nearly dropped it. But her fingers
caught on the chain.

Her eyes w dened as she recognized her id tag. "Were—=2"

She stopped, unable to finish the question

"Nick gave it to ne," Angus replied in a tone as troubled as

his expression. "He wasn't being generous. W made a deal . |

was supposed to snatch Davies and give himto N ck. N ck was
supposed to |l et ne have you. He gave ne your id tag to show he
was serious." He shrugged tightly. "He didn't bother to nention
that Davies is ny kid. O that he'd al ready handed you over to the
Ammi on." Sardonically Angus concl uded, "Mist have slipped

his mnd."

Morn ducked her head as if she were trying to hide tears.

Relief or chagrin tw sted her nmouth. Past the screen of her dirty
hair, she breathed, "At least he didn't sell it."

The Ammi on woul d have paid well for the id tag of a UMCP

ensi gn.

"If he had, it wouldn't have made any difference,” Angus
retorted. He seened to find an obscure satisfaction in pointing out
Ni ck's treacheries. "The Amion al ready knew about you. They

must have known you were a cop when you went to Enabl enent.”
Morn's head jerked up; dismay filled her bruised eyes.

Angus answered her silent question. "It turns out M| os Tav-
erner—that notherfucker who used to be ny second-was a bug-

ger for just about everybody, Com M ne Security, the cops, Nick
the Amion. Anything he knew he sold. He nust have sold what

he knew about you | ong before you ever went into forbidden

space.

"The Ammi on understood the stakes. Better than N ck did.

That's why they were willing to keep on naking deals with him
when he'd al ready cheated them so often.™

"Then why did they let nme go?" she asked in a tense whisper

"I've got a better question,” Nick put in.

Morn glared at Nick as if he'd insulted her. Davies nearly told
Nick to shut up, but he swallowed the inpulse. In a situation |ike
this, hungry to reestablish some sense of his own inportance,

Ni ck was likely to say sonething crucial

Nick grinned with a hint of his old savagery. "Wy did they

let me go? Mlos told them!| did work for Hashi fucking Lebwohl.
They had reason to be suspicious."

Angus turned his scowm on N ck. "Sonehow | just know

you're going to tell us the answer. O herw se we might forget how
smart and cunning you are."

"Because," Nick explained to Morn as if he hadn't heard

Angus; as if Angus and Davies were irrelevant, |like Mkka and
Sib, Cro and Vector, "they didn't know you were 'Mrn Hyl and
until you took over ny ship. None of us actually said your whol e
nane before that. And even then they probably needed time to run
it through their conputers.”

"I's any of this true?" Angus asked Mrn sharply.
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"I think so." Her eyes were dull with doubt and the effort to
renenber. "I wasn't in good shape at the tine."
Unsel f consci ousl y Davi es nodded in agreenent. He could rec-

ol lect hearing Nick call her sinply a "human femal e* when he
spoke to the Ammion.

"Besides," N ck went on, "they nade a deal wth ne—and

they live by deals. They needed a reason to break it, and they
didn't know | was cheating until after they tested my bl ood. By
that tinme they already knew they wanted Davi es. And then they
realized who you were

"Using us to test those gap drive conponents nust have

seened |i ke a stroke of genius. They couldn't lose. If the acceler-

ation experinment succeeded, we would still be in forbidden space
when we resunmed tard. They could get the confirnmation they
want ed, and still catch you and Davies. And ne. And if the exper-

iment failed, we were all dead. They got rid of several threats at
once, and they | earned those conponents weren't ready to use on
their own ships.”

"And it would have worked," Davies cut in, "if Angus hadn't

conme along. You're pretty good at figuring these things out after
the fact, but you weren't able to handle themat the tine."

Ni ck twitched one shoulder in a small shrug, but didn't re-

spond.

For a nonent the bridge was silent. Mkka chewed the private
bitterness of her thoughts; Vector watched Mdrn and Angus as if
he were waiting for sonmething; Ciro concentrated hard, like a kid
fighting not to drown in waters over his head. Absentnmi ndedly Sib
scratched his thin nmustache with the nuzzle of his handgun; then
he remenbered to | evel the gun at N ck again.

Slowmy Angus turned away from Ni ck. He stood facing Mrn

like a recognition that she was in comrand.

She nmade a pal pable effort to recover the assurance-the des-
perate clarity—which had sustained her earlier. Wth undi sgui sed
hunger she | ooked at her zone inplant control; then, as if she were
puni shing hersel f, she pushed it back into her pocket. Gimy she
dragged her hair away fromthe sides of her face, tucked it behind
her ears.

At | ast she net Angus' gaze.

Confronting himw th her wounded eyes, she said, "That

brings us back to what we were tal king about before. It all went
wong for the Amion when you intervened. So now t hey have

even nore reason to want to stop us." She paused, holding his
stare, sunmmoni hg her courage. Then she asked bluntly, "What

are we doi ng here, Angus?"

Angus' expression was unreadabl e. Davies could see the snall
nmuscl es around his eyes tug and release as if they were signaling,
but their message was coded; indecipherable.

After a nmoment Angus answered, "Hiding."

"Shit," N ck sneered. "I've already told you what | think of

that expl anation."

M kka gl anced at N ck dourly, then said to Angus, "He's

right. That's bullshit. Wiy do we need to hide? Wiy didn't we
head straight for human space as soon as we got clear of Thanatos
M nor's debris? Wo're we supposed to be hiding fronP"

"We're three light-years deep in Amion territory," Mrn

added. Her tone grew steadier as she spoke. "W're safe for now,
but we've given themtine. Tinme to react. Tinme to hunt for us
Tinme to organi ze a bl ockade—er a chase

"Why did you do that, Angus?"

Wien he didn't respond, she tightened her jaw Carefully she
articul ated her real question. "Wwo are you working for?"

file:/lIF|/rah/Stephen%20Donaldson/Donaldso...%20Gap%204%20The%20Gap%20Iinto%20Madness.txt (59 of 410) [1/19/03 11:51:20 PM]



file:///F|/rah/ Stephen%20Donal dson/Donal dson%20The%20Gap%6204%20T he%20Gap%6201 nto%20M adness.txt

The nuscles around his eyes tightened and released like little
spasns of pain; the corners of his nouth knotted. Suddenly Da-

vi es thought he knew the truth. He'd seen Angus | ook |ike that
once before—er rather Mrn had.

After Nick had crippled Bright Beauty, Mrn had regai ned
consciousness in tine to see Angus sitting like a battered toad in
his g-seat. She'd checked her readouts, |earned what had hap-
pened. Then she'd said to him "You're beaten. He beat you."

He' d turned a face gray with despair toward her. As if he were
trying to be angry, he'd retorted, ' 'Proud of him aren't you. Beat
me.

" Angus. She 'd never used his nane before. "I can save you
I"I'l testify for you. Wien you go back to ComMne, 1'll support
you. |I've still got ny id tag.

" '"Just give nme the control. The zone inplant control.'

Her desperation had been that profound. Angus had broken

her in ways he hadn't antici pat ed.

To her dismay, she saw tears in his eyes.

"I''ll lose ny ship. "

"You can't save it," she shot back. "I can handle Station
Security. And the UMCP. But nothing can save your ship.'

Softly, he said, "And give up ny ship. That's the deal, isn't it.
You'll save ne. If | let you have the control. But | have to give up
my shi p.

She nodded. After a nonent, she replied, "Wat el se have

you got to bargain wth?"

There, right then, he'd | ooked the way he did now-+trapped

and hel pl ess, nore bitter than he could bear. In sone fashion that
Davi es coul dn't understand, Angus was trapped agai n; caught by
needs and exi gencies he could neither avoid nor satisfy.

When he replied, his tone was casual and fal se.

"Hashi Lebwohl . "

Ciro opened his nouth in surprise; Mkka gaped |like her

brot her. Di sappoi ntrent cl ouded Vector's blue eyes, and his ha-
bitual calmsm | e drooped

Li ke a crackle of static, N ck |aughed. "I knewit. It had to be
the cops."” He shook his head scornfully. "You m serabl e bastard,
if they can nake you do their dirty work, we're all dooned."

Morn hel d Angus' gaze and remained still as if she didn't

dare betray any reaction. Neverthel ess Davies believed he knew
what she was thinking. He could hear Vector telling her, The

UMCP is the nost corrupt organization there is. It nakes piracy

| ook I'i ke philanthropy. He could feel her anguish. W had the raw
materials for a defense, we had all the rungs. And they took it,
they suppressed it. Forbidden space is their excuse for power.

For sonme reason Davies didn't feel that sanme distress. Hs
confusion toward his father produced a different response.

"This is one of his operations,"” Angus explained as if he

were |ying—er using pieces of the truth to hide alie. "He set it
all up. He broke ne and M| os out of UMCPHQ got us this ship,
sent us to Billingate. | had two jobs. Blow up Billingate's fusion
generator." He hesitated |ike a man swal |l owi ng panic, then fin-

i shed, "And rescue you

"But it's all covert," he continued harshly. "W can't just

sail back into hunan space |ike we're expecting a goddam

hero's wel cone. That would ruin our cover."

" 'Cover'?" M kka snapped. "What do we need cover for?"

Angus ignored her. "We're supposed to go on |ooking like
illegals. Like rogues. Lebwohl doesn't want to be accountable. So
there's no fleet waiting for us. If the Amion decide we're worth
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breaking the frontier treaty for, we're on our own. Until | get new
orders." A conpl ex and anbi guous rage vibrated in his voice.

"W can make our own decisions for a while."

Morn frowned. Davies felt the strain in her; the arduous strug-
gle to concentrate despite her exhaustion and dismay. "Don't you
have to report?" she asked with difficulty. "Surely DA wants to
know what you've done—what you're doi ng?"

A small, strange convulsion like a crisis seened to come over
Angus. All his nuscles knotted; his eyes bul ged. He m ght have
been on the verge of an infarction. Yet his tension passed al nost
instantly, as if he'd taken a massive dose of cat. Wen he an-
swered, he sounded unexpectedly sinple. H's conflict had disap-
pear ed—er been vanqui shed.

"OfF course he wants a fucking report. This is Hashi Lebwohl

we're tal king about. But | can't exactly send himone from here,
can 1?" The question was rhetorical. "It would take three years to
get there—+f | could send it, which | can't." He slapped a gesture
at the schematic on the display screen. "We're al ready occl uded

by that star."

Abruptly Vector left the engi neering panel. Frowning to con-

tain his eagerness, he noved to the command station; gripped the
edges of the console as if he needed to brace his hands so that
they woul dn't shake. Cose to Morn, he faced Angus

"Where will you go?"

Angus chewed his answer for a monent before replying, "I

haven't deci ded."

"Back to human space?" Vector offered

Angus shrugged bitterly: "W're safer here. Wth any |uck at

all, we could skip around Amion territory for years w thout get-
ting caught. They can't chase us if they can't find our trace. They
can't pick our enissions out of all this noise, even if they have
some way to know we were here

"But then," he rasped, "I wouldn't be able to report, would

| ?"

"Then | et nme nmake a suggesti on,
me tell you what | want."
Morn | ooked at himin surprise. She was too tired to junp to
the kinds of conclusions which | eaped through Davi es.

Angus consi dered the engi neer. "Wy not?" he sneered.

"Hell, let's all nake suggestions. W've got eight hours before
we have to decide anything."

Vector's blue gaze was inpervious to scorn. "Angus," he

said intently, "Mrn knows things about ne you don't. W had
time to talk aboard Captain's Fancy." Nick rolled his eyes in

Vector said quickly. "Let

contenpt, but didn't bother to speak. "I think that's the first tine
she'd ever heard there might be such a thing as a nutagen i mmu-
nity drug."

Unsel f consci ously Morn and Davi es nodded in uni son

"I know about that drug because | hel ped develop it. Before
I"—ector grinaced in self-nockery—went into this line of

work, | was a geneticist for Intertech. | was on the project to
devel op an antimutagen until the UMCP shut it down. Not the
United M ning Conpani es, Angus—the United M ning Conpa-

nies Police. W were so close to an answer | could taste it, and
they took it away from us.

"Cobviously DA nust have finished our research. O herw se

Ni ck wouldn't be able to go visiting in places |ike Enabl enent
Station. And"—he glanced at Morn—you wouldn't still be hu-

man. The Ammi on nust have given you nutagens when they had

the chance. They woul d have changed you, if you hadn't taken the
drug. "
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Morn nodded agai n, watching himclosely.

"Angus," Vector went on, "we've got the drug. And | know
how to work on it. Hell, I've already done nost of the work."
Still supporting hinmself on the command consol e, but holding his

head up so that he could face Angus strai ght, he announced, "I
want a lab."

Passi on nmade his voice carry and ring as if he were shouting,

even though he spoke quietly. "I want a place where | can anal yze
that drug—di scover the fornula, learn howto nake it."

The bl aze of hope in Mdirn's eyes was so radiant that Davies
suddenly felt like crowing. Ciro and Sib stared at Vector in aston-
i shrent. However, M kka ainmed her black scowl at Angus as if

she coul d al ready hear his refusal

"And then?" Angus demanded as if Vector couldn't sway

him as if no human passi on were precious or conpelling enough

to touch him

"And then | want to tell people," the engi neer answered ur-
gently. "I want to broadcast it like a proclamation. | want to put it
on the public news channels.

"I don't trust the cops, Angus. They've al ready suppressed

this too I ong. And humanki nd needs it. Hell, we need it ourselves.
We could go to sonme station that isn't owned by the UMC, Termi -
nus maybe, and | et them process and distribute it. O we could
just transmt the fornula oursel ves everywhere we go, make it so
public that it can't be suppressed.

"l don't care howwe do it. | just want to do it. This is ny
chance"—di staste tw sted his mouth—=my chance to redeem ev-
erything 1've done since | left Intertech.”

Sib had forgotten Nick conpletely. Carried along by Vector's
enotion and his own fears, he put in, "And it's a chance to fight
the Amion. | mean, really fight them do sonething effective—
not just talk about it, like the cops. Not just shoot a fewillegals so
the UMC can have nore trade and get richer."

"Yes," Davies breathed. He still found the concept of UMCP
corruption difficult to accommpdate, but nothing prevented him
fromrecogni zing the power of Vector's idea, and affirmng it.
"Wait a minute," Mkka protested. "You're getting ahead of
yourselves." Wth an intuitive | eap, Davies saw that her anger
was the distrust of a woman who had | earned at consi derabl e cost
the danger of hoping for the wong things at the wong tine.

"You can dreamall you want, but it's worthless if you don't
figure out how to make it work. Were do you propose to find a

| ab? And how do you plan to get access to it once you find it?"
"Ch, that part's easy." N ck's snug grin suggested that he

was taunting Angus, daring himto take Vector seriously. "Any

illegal lab in human space will let you in, if you tell them what
you' re doi ng—and offer to share the results. As |long as you con-
vince themyou're illegal, too

"Finding a |l ab, on the other hand—that could be tricky."

Angus glared at Morn while her eyes shone as if he'd already
given his approval. Wthout shifting his gaze, he responded to
M kka, "You seemto be the only one here with any sense. Wy
don't you tell these bleeding hearts why this idea stinks? Explain
to themthat we can't go find a | ab because we don't know where
to look."""'

M kka opened her nouth to speak; but her brother was faster

I mpul sively he blurted out, "Valdor."

She closed her lips and stared at himas if he'd had the tener-
ity to slap her.

"That's where— he began. "Valdor Industrial. W lived
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there. It's—= But he couldn't go on; whatever he was about to

say seenmed to stick in his throat, caught by Mkka's shock and
Sib's amazenent and Vector's broad grin.

Fl ushing with enbarrassnment, Ciro ducked his head.

"He's right," Mrn whispered.

Davi es knew that as well as she did. Lectures, reports, even
rumors that she'd heard in the Acadeny tunbled through his

m nd. The system where Val dor Industrial revolved around the

bi nary star Massif-5 was a staggering congl oneration of noons

and pl anetoi ds, asteroids and planets; a norass of orbital nasses
so conpl ex that navigational errors were nearly as |lethal as
piracy. Val dor was |ocated there because of the rich availability of
the resources it needed for its enterprises, primarily snelting and
heavy industry. An enornous traffic carried the station's output to
Earth. And for exactly that reason the whol e system swarned

with illegals. By reputation none of the individual bootleg ship-
yards or other illegal operations hidden in that nmaze of g and rock
could conpare with Billingate for size and diversification. Taken
toget her, however, they served many nore ships, processed nore

pl under, concealed nore facilities. Illegals who disliked proximty
with the Amion had al ways preferred Massif-5, with its wealth

and hi di ng pl aces.

I nconpr ehensi on tightened Angus' face. H s |lost ship, Bright
Beauty, hadn't had a gap drive: in all likelihood, he was entirely
i gnorant of the Massif-5 system But his confusion |asted no nore
than a second. As if he'd sonehow i nstantaneously accessed one

of Trunpet's conmputers, called up a database on Val dor | ndus-
trial, and absorbed its contents, his expression cleared.

"Can you |locate a |l ab there?" he asked M kka.

Morn fought visibly to control herself as M kka consi dered

t he question. When Mkka finally nuttered grudgingly, "I think
so," a relief as poignant as sorrow canme over Morn's features,

and she had to grind her palnms into her eyes to hold back tears.
"Shit," Nick growed to no one in particular. "Now we're

going to let a kid tell us what to do."

Angus studied Morn intently. He had to swall ow several tines
before he could find his voice.

Darkly he murnured, "It's probably better than hangi ng

around here. | hate forbidden space anyway." The malign yell ow

in his eyes made himl ook |ike a man who hat ed everyt hing.

"Even the vacuumsnells |ike Amion."

Unabl e to stop hinsel f, Davies touched Angus' armin thanks.
Instantly furious, Angus jerked his arm away; snapped at Da-

vies like a lash, "Fuck you, too. If you think |I've turned into
sone kind of bleeding heart, you' re using your asshole for
brains."

"You wi sh." Because he was his father's son, Davies net

Angus' anger with a hard grin. "On the other hand, you 're using
your gonads. Fortunately that's the only part of you I trust."

Ni ck chuckl ed appreciatively.

"Then there's just one nore thing," Vector interposed. Ea-

gerness still glinted in his gaze, but he'd recovered his air of calm
"l need the drug."

Morn didn't speak. Maybe she couldn't. Neverthel ess she

| onered her hands, lifted her raw gaze. After digging in her
pocket for a nmonent, she brought up three small gray capsules in
her pal mand offered themto Vector

He accepted them al nost reverently, as if he knew what they

meant to her.

"But you didn't take themall," he comented quietly. "If

you did, Nick would have noticed they were gone. He woul d have
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figure out you had them N ck—

"Ni ck nmust have the rest," Davies finished for him

Abruptly Sib remenbered to aimhis handgun at N ck

Everyone on the bridge | ooked at Nick. He scrutinized the

deck in front of him ignoring their eyes.

"Hand them over, Nick," Angus ordered.

Ni ck ignored that as well

Davi es started forward, but Angus was al ready ahead of him

Two quick strides put Angus directly in front of Nick

"I"'mnot going to warn you," Angus rasped. "If you need

warning by this tinme, you're too stupid to live."

Ni ck peered at the deck as if he were benused by the way the

pl ates were wel ded together. He put up no resistance—didn't re-
act at all—-as Angus shoved his fingers into one pocket after an-
other until he found N ck's vial of capsules.

"Good boy." Angus tossed the vial to Vector. "Tonorrow

I"l'l teach you to roll over."

Vector opened the vial, checked the contents, then put Mrn's
capsules with the others. "I don't knowif that's all of them" he
said, "but it should be enough.” His snile had a rueful tinge, as
if he could taste the years he'd lost. "If | can't crack the formula
froma sanple like this, 1'd better go back to engineering."

Ni ck's scars had turned the color of cold ash; a tic pulled at
the edge of his cheek. Nevertheless he didn't raise his eyes from
t he deck.

Watching him Davies felt sure that Nick was contenpl ating

mur der .

ANGUS

Angus wanted to sit down on

the deck and hold his head.

Only his zone inplants kept himon his feet, preserved the appear-
ance that he was in control of hinself. If they hadn't automati -
cally stepped up their em ssions mdway through the ordeal of
facing Morn, he would have fallen apart already.

He coul dn't believe what was happeni ng.

Had he just agreed to take Vector Shaheed to a lab in the VI
systen? He'd never been there before; knew nothing about it

except what his databases told him And was it all for the sake of
sonme shit-foolish humanitarian gesture? This wasn't what he did
to bl eeding hearts. This wasn't how he mani pul ated t hem-er
reacted to them He had a long and feral history of making such
bastards pay for their noral superiority.

In fact, he'd achieved his greatest victory that way. He'd hi-
jacked a ship called Viable Dreans virtually intact and sold her
crew to the Amion in exchange for the know edge that enabl ed
himto edit datacores; and he'd acconplished it with a fake dis-
tress call and a few dead bodies to prove he was in trouble—n

ot her words, by appealing to her captain's bl eeding heart.

What was wrong with hinf

It nmust be his progranming: Dios or Lebwohl was pulling his
strings again; enbedded commands in his datacore had taken over
again. Never mnd that it didn't nmake any sense. Either D os or
Lebwohl wanted himto act |ike a fucking philanthropist.

And yet he hadn't felt the coercion—

Not that sort of coercion, at any rate. Electronic inpulses
forced himto appear self-contained, decided for himwhat he
could and couldn't reveal, finally stifled any outward sign of his
inner tornent. But those em ssions hadn't forced himto say the
wor ds which accepted Vector's proposal; the command hadn't

reached himthrough his datalink
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No, the coercion was of another Kkind.

It came from Morn.

Wth her ravaged beauty and her raw gaze, her plain weakness

and her strange strength, she conpelled him She was as precious
as Bright Beauty, and as vul nerable: so vulnerable that she
seenmed to make himvul nerable in her place, as if he wanted to
protect her, sacrifice hinself for her; as if he, Angus Thernopyl e,
had it in himto want anything from her except to possess her
He'd agreed to Vector's suggestion because she desired it.

The thought filled himw th so nmuch hel pl ess rage that he
stormed and howl ed |ike a beast inside the nute cage of his skull.
It's probably better than hanging around here. He had to assume
t hat whatever he accepted or decided here didn't nean anything.
H s progranming was sinply biding its tine, waiting for someone
to invoke the codes which would return himto UMCPHQ At that
poi nt he would effectively betray Vector and Ciro, Mkka and Sib.
And Davi es.

And Mor n.

When Davi es had put a hand on his arm he'd said, Fuck you,

too. But he hadn't been talking to his son

As for Morn, he'd made a deal with her. She'd given himhis

life: he'd promised not to betray her. That promise still held him
even though he was powerless to do anything about it.
Because he couldn't collapse on the deck and wail like his

torn heart, he | ooked around the bridge and nodded grimy as if
everything was settled; as if every inportant question had been
answered. "All right," he told the wonder and angui sh on Morn's
face, the hot passion in Davies' eyes, "that's enough. You need
rest. Shit, we all do.

"We've got"—he consulted his conputer—roughly seven

and a half hours until we're in position to head for human space.”
He indi cated Davies. "You and Sib take Captain Sheepfucker and
lock himin one of the cabins. After that you can put yourselves to
bed. As long as he can't hurt anything except hinself, the rest of
us are probably safe."

Clutching his gun, Sib stood up fromthe second's station

Davi es studi ed Angus for a nmonent, flicked a glance |ike a ques-
tion toward Morn, then shrugged and noved to join Sib. An op-
portunity to treat Nick as Nick had formerly treated himwas one
he coul dn't refuse

Ni ck's cheek ticked urgently, but he didn't protest. Wiile Sib

ai med the handgun at the small of his back, he crossed the bridge
and clinbed the conpani onway ahead of Sib and Davi es.

Addressing Vector and Cro, Angus went on, "You two get off

the bridge. If you think you don't need sleep, think again."

Cro turned toward M kka, asking silently whether he shoul d

stay with her; but Vector took his armand drew him after Davies
and Sib.

As he passed the conmand station, Vector paused to say,

"Thank you."

He was speaking to Morn, not Angus.

Angus knew exactly how the engi neer felt.

Wth a private snort of bitterness, he faced M kka.

"You're ny second now. | need sonebody with the right kind

of experience." Sonebody who thought like an illegal, not a cop
"Al so sonebody who knows the Val dor system Captain Sheep-

fucker already had his chance. But | don't need you until we're
ready to | eave here. If you don't rest now, you'll have to stay tired
for a long tine. Cone back in six and a half hours so you'll have
time to get used to your board. Stay away until then."

M kka nodded sl owy. Her black scowl had been repl aced by
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sonet hing nore conpl ex and specul ative; alnost a | ook of baffle-
ment. For a nonent she gl anced back and forth between Angus

and Morn |ike a woman trying to neasure her options; then she

gri maced unconfortably.

"None of this nakes sense," she said to Angus. "You know

that." There was no challenge in her tone. "I feel |like sonebody
changed all the rules behind ny back. When did you turn into a
man who cares whet her humanki nd has an i munity drug? You

say you're working for Hashi Lebwohl. Wen did he turn into a
man |ike that?

"You rescued Davies and Morn. You rescued us. | want to

trust you. | just don't know how. "

Angus growl ed deep in his throat, but didn't answer.

"Do you mind being left with hinP" Mkka asked Morn

Morn's eyes flared with anger or panic; she | ooked |ike she
wanted to say, Are you crazy? O course | mnd. For some reason
however, she shook her head. "If he wants nme dead," she nur-
mured, "all he has to do is touch ne. In the neantine, | need to
talk to him"

M kka may have thought Mrn was crazy. Neverthel ess she

shrugged. "I'mgoing to | eave ny door open," she remarked as

she headed for the conpani onway. "If you shout, 1'll hear you."
Morn wat ched M kka go as if she were taking all the courage

off the bridge with her

Angus ached at the sight of her visceral distress. At one tine
he'd | oved seeing her like this; loved her horror and revul sion
because they confirnmed his possession of her. O he'd believed he
loved it; tricked hinself into believing it. Now that enotion was
gone; lost. He'd suffered too nuch of her hel pl essness. H's own
head had becone a crib as cruel and inescapable as the one in
which his nmother filled himw th pai n—The gap between his

needs and anyone else's was as great now as it had been then. For
that reason Morn's fear and hatred affected himlike Bright
Beauty's wounds: they confirned nothing except the fact that he'd
failed.

Choosing to be alone with himhere nmust have been one of the

har dest things she'd ever done.

Savage to avoi d the angui sh he'd once craved fromthe bottom

of his heart, he rasped harshly, "Get out of ny seat.”

She didn't nove. Wien M kka reached the head of the com

pani onway and passed out of view, Morn brought her gaze slowy
to his, let himsee the nakedness of her abhorrence. Yet she didn't
do what he told her. She m ght not have heard him

"Mkka's right," she said stiffly, as if she were fighting for
calm Neverthel ess she kept her voice low. "None of this nmkes
sense. You don't nake sense. But |'mnot going to ask you to
explain it. | don't care what your reasons are. |'mnot even going
totry to trust you

"l just care what you do."

"Thank you." In despair Angus nocked Vector's nore toler-

abl e gratitude.

Morn studied himwi th the sanme cold and bl oody determ na-

tion her father nust have felt when Starmaster went after Bright
Beauty; when he fixed his targ on Bright Beauty and ordered
Angus' destruction. Her tone and her |oathing seened as steady

as steel

"Are you really going to send a report when we reach human
space?"

Angus gl owered, not at her, but at the contents of his datacore.
"Yes. "
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"What are you going to say?"

He didn't know the answer—er he wasn't allowed to reveal it.
"What do you want ne to say?" he countered

"Tell them about Davies," she answered pronptly. Perhaps

there was no hesitation left in her. She may have had no remain-
i ng scruples except the ones on which her definition of herself
rested. "Tell themwhy the Amion want him Tell themthe Am

ni on may have gotten a sanple of the drug frommy bl ood

"And be sure to tell themthe Amion are experinmenting with

gap conponents to reach near-C accel eration."”

"Yes, sir, Captain Hyland, sir," Angus sneered. \Wat el se

could he do? She surpassed himin every dinmension. And he was
hel pless to turn off his anger and grief. "Anything el se?"

She shook her head.

"What ?" he pursued sarcastically. "No nention of zone im

pl ants? No nention of Captain Sheepfucker's adventures in cre-
ative treachery?"

Morn held his gaze. She mi ght have been daring himto out-

face her. "You can do that if you want. But | hope you won't."
"In that case—~ He | eaned toward her threateningly. H's
prewitten instructions permitted that: they didn't care how badly
he scared her. "Get out of ny seat."

He coul dn't break her, however; not this way; maybe never

again. She conplied by rising fromthe command station and
stepping out of his way; but she didn't drop her eyes—er the
focused demand of her hate.

He could play that gane. The terror bred in his bones was as
good as hate. And his programm ng gave himan oblique support:

it steadied himreflexively when he was afraid. But he found he
didn't want to fight her on those ternms. He'd |l ost his appetite for
seeing her lose. So he used the notions of sitting in his g-seat and
| ooking at the information on the comrand readouts as excuses to
turn away fromher; let her go.

Warden Dios had said, It's got to stop. Angus couldn't imag-

i ne what the UMCP director neant, but he had his own answer.
This. This has got to stop

Morn regarded himin silence for a nonent or two. Wen she
spoke, her tone had changed. It was softer, nore open; it ached
quietly. Like her bruised eyes, it rem nded himthat her abhor-
rence was based on pain.

"How do you feel about having a son?" she asked. "About

havi ng Davies for a son?"

Angus' heart clenched in a grinmace which didn't show on his
face, a spasmwhich didn't touch his body. In nore ways than he
coul d bear to exami ne, Davies was hi manother abused child.
Afterward she used to confort himas if it were himshe | oved, and
not the sight of his red and swol | en anguish or the strangled
sound of his cries. The crib and the torture were different: the cost
was the sanme. |If Davies nade sonething nore out of it than his
father had, that was due to Morn—+to her presence in her son's
mnd; to the fact that she surpassed his father

Angus couldn't bring hinself to | ook up at her. H s answer

was like a cry fromthe core of his being.

"How do you feel," he retorted, "about having gap-sickness
—about needing a zone inplant so you won't go ape-shit and try
to kill everyone when we hit hard g?"

She sighed to herself. "That bad?" The words m ght have
expressed recognition or rejection: he couldn't tell the difference.
And yet he seemed to hear a smile in her voice as she added,
"Then | guess we're both in pretty poor shape."

Wth his peripheral vision, he saw her turn away. But he didn't
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wat ch as she put her hands on the rails of the conpani onway and
left the bridge. It was already too |ate.

How do you feel about having a son?

She shoul dn't have asked himthat; shoul dn't have opened that

door. He could feel the slats of the crib closing around him
sealing himto his terror. He'd spent his whole |ife running away
fromthis, headl ong across space and tine. Every act of violence,
every atrocity, every instance of destruction, had been a form of
flight: an attenpt to hold his own fear at bay by inflicting it on
ot her people; an effort to stave off his past by consum ng others in
the present. And now Morn had translated it across the gap of
years and crines to reach him

As soon as it caught up with him he was fini shed.

Stop! he cried out voicelessly. It's got to stop

But Warden Dios' unexplai ned convictions and anbi guous i n-
tentions were irrelevant here. For all its exigencies and conpul -
sions, Angus' conputer was no help to him His zone inplants
replied to the physiol ogical synptons of panic by calmng him
Thus unwittingly they contributed to the erosion of the defenses
he needed nost.

Caught inside Trunpet's hulls and his own skull, he lay in the
crib

with his scrawny wists and ankles tied to the slats

while his nmother filled himw th pai n—

She' d been a | ost wonman, as |ost as Angus hinself. Like her

son, she'd thought that she had no choice about the things that
were done to her, or the things she did.

She' d been born by accident to a couple of guttergang kids in

one of Earth's dying urban centers. They had no | ove for her, of
course; and |like kids they nade her know that fromthe day she

was born. But they found that she had a couple of uses. She was a
|l ever with their own parents, a nmeans to extort support or credit—
or a place to hide. And she was another kind of lever with the
crunbling social infrastructures which still struggled—as m s-

gui ded and stubborn as nost ot her bureaucraci es—to provide

sone kind of welfare for the destitute. She wasn't a child: she was
just a tool. Her parents, and later the entire guttergang, treated her
like a tool. They picked her up when they needed her, and tossed
her asi de when they didn't.

This remained true until she was ol d enough to have other,

nore recreational uses. Then she was picked up nore often,

tossed aside less. But this was not an inprovenent. She grew up
illiterate; functionally retarded; dirty and di seased. By the tine
she was twel ve, she was of no use to herself.

And then the guttergang to which her parents bel onged was

sl aughtered in a struggle with a rival power.

" Like other wonen in other corrupt wars, she becane pl under

As plunder she was introduced to an experience which society

had once called a "gang bang" and now referred to as

"freefall." After all, a gang bang m ght be consi dered a one-
sided orgy. Over tine "orgy" became "oh-gee" and then "zero
g": hence "freefall." At the hands of the guttergang which had

suppl anted her own, she tasted freefall any nunber of tines.

This m ght have killed her; perhaps should have killed her

But it didn't. The gang kept her alive because of her connection to
the welfare infrastructure. And the welfare infrastructure kept her
alive because it was still trying to do its job. After a certain
anmount of freefall, she naturally becane pregnant, which in-
creased the scal e of support she received. As an act of conscience
initiated by men and wonen | ong since dead, for reasons |ong
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since forgotten, welfare provided her with a snmall roomto live in,
a bit of food, sone baby furniture. But the bureaucracy supplied

no hope: all its other benefits were taken by the guttergang.
Sonewhere in the process she went privately and irretrievably
mad.

Little Angus was all that belonged to her

He was al so her only outlet.

Alone with himin her room waiting for freefall and death,

she began experinmenting with the cycle of abuse and sol ace which
he identified as the crib.

In a strange way, her inmpulse to confort himafter she tor-

tured himwas sincere. His small body seened to have an al npst
limtless capacity for pain; his wild squalls and his red-faced ag-
ony gave her an acute frisson of pleasure, at once guilty and

addi ctive. And the way she cuddled himin her arns and cooed

over himand eased his hurts as if it were himshe loved felt |ike
the care she herself needed fromthe bottom of her heart and had
never received.

The effect on himwas quite different, however.

Its consequences were everywhere, no matter how he fled. His

dread of EVA, l|ike his abhorrence of confinenment, cane fromthat
source. Yet the nore he tried to escape, the nore he carried with
hi mthe things fromwhich he ran. Ever since he'd escaped her

and the guttergang, he'd striven with a kind of bleak and absol ute
st ubbornness—as unsel f consci ous and sel f-destructive as the
dammed—to replicate on soneone el se his nother's | ook of de-
graded desperation. As long as he fought to turn the tables on her,
he renmai ned her victim

Now at last the logic of his |life seenmed to have reached its

blind conclusion, its ineluctable cul-de-sac. His victimzation was
conpl ete. Just when prewitten requirenents and nachi ne com

pul sion eased their grip on him he found that Morn had the

power to put himback in the crib. Hs efforts to change roles with
her had failed: she surpassed him And there was nothing he

coul d do about it. He couldn't even keep his pronises to her. The
men who'd programed hi mwoul d never |et himkeep them
Access-code |saac! he cried into the void of his datalink. Pri-
ority-code Gabriel! Tell nme it's going to stop! Tell ne what |I'm
going to do. Let ne at |east warn her. Don't nake ne be the one
who betrays her!

The silence which answered himfelt |ike his nother's abject,
ravenous | aughter.

Al one on the bridge, Angus Thernopyl e bowed his sore head

over his board and waited for Warden Di os or Hashi Lebwohl to
destroy him

Naturally they didn't do it by killing him or by letting him

die. Their malice was too profound—and too oblique—for that.

They went about their purposes in other ways.

H s datacore kept his future to itself: it allowed himaccess to
new i nformation only when it pertained to his inmediate present.
For that reason he couldn't see the several ways in which his
masters prepared his ruin until each one took effect.

However, none of them had becone apparent by the tine

Trunpet reached her wi ndow on hunman space. His zone inplants

had interrupted his despair with a few hours of sleep, a trip to the
galley for food; after that he'd coded his report to UMCPHQ In
addition to describing the outcone of his mssion—and of MIos
Taverner's treachery—he'd included the information Morn de-

sired. And he'd left out the things she didn't want nentioned. His
message was ready to be transmitted as soon as Trunpet passed
within range of a listening post.
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As the gap scout rounded the occlusion of the red giant and
approached her w ndow, M kka Vasaczk chinmed himto say that

she was on her way to the bridge. He responded with an intraship
broadcast forbidding anyone else fromjoining him In particul ar
he didn't want Nick | oose on the ship. O Mrn: he ordered Da-
vies to stay with her so that he could take care of her if Trunpet
encountered circunstances whi ch required hard maneuvers on the
other side of the gap. If he hadn't needed M kka, he woul d have
told her to stay away, too. Wiatever Lebwohl or Dios were about

to make himdo, he didn't want w tnesses.

She arrived with two g-flasks of coffee. She handed one to

him then seated herself at the second's station and belted herself
down. Sore of the knots in her expression had | oosened. She

didn't smle, but she no | onger |ooked Iike a woman for whom
smling was inpossible. Apparently she was glad of a chance to

be usef ul

After studying her board for a nmonent or two, she asked,

"What do you want ne to handl e?"

"Targ," Angus answered brusquely. He'd already eased a

certain nunber of his coded restrictions on her board. "W're
linked on scan, data, and astrogation. As long as we don't run into
trouble, I want you to cal cul ate headi ngs and di stances for the
Val dor systemput a course up on the nain screen. Update it as
often as you can. |'mcounting on you to keep us away from
Station itself, or the shipping |anes. We're | ooking for a bootleg
| ab, not a dogfight with sonme paranoid orehauler.™

M kka nodded. Slowy at first, then with nore confidence, she
began to run conmands. In nonents a macro-plot began to form

on the screen, displaying a purely hypothetical direct |ine between
the red giant and Massif-5. Distances accunul ated as the plot
conpleted itself; but the line "Was only hypot heti cal because it
took no account of gravity wells, intervening bodies, or Trunpet's
gap capabilities.

Angus had al ready pushed those nunbers through his own

conputer, verified them against his databases. He wanted M kka

to run them herself sinply to show hi mthat she was conpetent.
This was her first opportunity to | ook at what the gap scout

could do. She already had enough information to guess how far

the ship could go in tach; Iike Nick, however, she was surprised
by Trunpet's thrust-to-nmass ratio. Myving nore quickly now, she
returned to her course projection. The macro-plot was replaced by
a nore proximate line. Wthout lifting her head from her board,
she told Angus, "We've got a window on that heading in twenty-
seven mnutes. At this velocity, we can cover 6.2 |light-years every
time we go into tach. That's good—we won't have to go any-

where near ComMne or the belt."

Then she | ooked up at Angus. "But we can do better. [|'ve

never seen a small ship with this nuch thrust. Hell, we're as fast
as Captain's Fancy. And a lot nore agile. If we burn"—she

punched in nore nunbers, scanned the results—for the next

twenty minutes, we can hit alnost .3C. W mght be able to cross
as nmuch as seven light-years. If we accel erate enough after we hit
human space, we can probably do tach in ten |ight-year hunks.

That' ||l save us a lot of time between here and Val dor."

Angus di sm ssed the suggestion. "In the neantinme, Mrn

goes crazy every tinme we hit hard g. Sonmeday gap-sickness is
going to take hold of her and not let go. | don't want to push her
| uck.

"Anyway, " he added, "we're not in that goddamm nuch of a
hurry. Nobody knows where we're going. W don't have to act
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desperate about getting there."

M kka opened her nmouth to argue; closed it again. The fal se-
ness of his answer was hidden fromher. After staring at himfor a
moment, she shook her head and turned back to her board.

He drank coffee and watched her while he waited for his ruin

to commence

Shortly before Trunpet hit the wi ndow, he chinmed the cabins

to announce, "Zero g in five mnutes. Make sure you're secure.
Except you, Nick. Bouncing off the bul kheads'l| be good for you.
"Davies, is Mdrn all right?"

"I'mfine," Morn replied pronptly. "I've given Davies the
control. He'll turn me back on"—the bridge speaker nade her
sound little and distant—when you tell himit's safe."

Stifling a snarl, Angus toggled off the intercom

He waited until the last minute before laying in his tach pa-

rameters.
As his datacore gave themto him he recognized them the
first small, subtle step in his inposed sel f-destruction.

M kka recogni zed them too, in different terns. Suddenly
frightened, she swng her station to face him "Angus!" she
shapped, "what the hell are you doi ng?"

He replied with a blank gl are.

"That's the ComMne belt!" she protested. "W can go far-

ther than that—you're cutting our gap crossing short. God dam

it, Angus, we're going to resune tard right on the edge of the belt.
Where Com M ne Security and any nunber of mners and maybe

t he whol e goddarm UMCP will have a chance at us!"

"You think I don't know that?" he snorted. She coul dn't

override him her board had no access to the helm "But |'m
supposed to send a fucking nessage. Hashi Asshole wants a re-
port. And Morn wants me to do it. Well, that's the nearest |isten-
i ng post—+ight there on the goddanm edge of the goddam belt."

The facts were true. Only the explanation was a lie.

Bitterly he concluded, "You think | can afford to ignore it?"

"I think," she rasped back, "if you were in such a hurry to
report, you wouldn't have cone here in the first place. You would
have gone strai ght for human space and saved about nine hours."
"Thi nk what you want," he retorted. "I don't give a shit."

Bef ore she coul d protest further, he keyed conmrands which

flung Trunpet into the center of his tach w ndow.

As Com M ne Security had di scovered when they arrested

hi m and took Bright Beauty's datacore, his many illegalities
hadn't made himrich. In all his crines, he'd never accunul at ed
enough credit to buy or retrofit a gap drive. So he'd never actually
piloted a vessel into tach until Warden Di os put hi maboard Trum
pet. Neverthel ess his wel ded resources gave hi mthe know edge of
an expert. And he already had the instincts.

Despite his mounting dread and hel pl ess anger, his hands

were as steady as servos as he engaged the gap field generator;
slipped Trunpet into the gap and out again wthout discernible
transition, as if nothing significant had happened.

The change was dramatic, however. The red giant's mass and

em ssions vani shed; inevitably the ship slewed off course, pulled
aside by stored inertia as centrifugal and gravitic forces vani shed.
Angus' wei ght sawed hi m agai nst his belts while Trunpet's auto-
mati ¢ systens used navigational thrust to absorb the new vectors.
In the sane instant scan broke into a nmad junbl e of dissociated

i mpul ses: the instrunents were struggling to see a starfield which
was no |longer present; to filter out radiant distortion which had
been left three |light-years behind.

The conputers had already extrapolated a tenplate fromthe
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gap drive paraneters, however. O herw se they woul d have had to
spend | ong m nutes running SAC prograns on the astrogation

dat abases in order to identify the ship's position. Still Trunpet
was deaf and blind for five seconds before she could begin to
interpret the new readi ngs accurately.

Then the di splays and readouts sprang back into coherence;

and M kka cried out, "Christ!"

At the same instant the ship's proximty alarns went off |ike
banshees, wailing of destruction.

Angus' instincts were good; as precise in their way as the

cal cul ations of his mcroprocessor. Together instinct and cal cul a-
tion handl ed the crossing correctly. Despite the inertial course
di spl acenment, Trunpet hit human space within five thousand k of
her intended re-entry target.

Unfortunately the error occurred toward the belt rather than

away fromit. Trunpet resuned tard at nore than seventy thou-
sand kps on a collision course for an asteroid the size of an
Ammi on war shi p.

Years with Nick had trained Mkka well. She brought up targ

and sl amred charge into the ship's forward | asers al nost in-
stantly; too quickly to notice that Angus could deal with the emner-
gency on his own.

In a splinter of tinme too small for his synapses to neasure, his
zone inplants split himinto pieces. He began nmultitasking like a
megaCpPU.

At machi ne speeds the hel mconputations were trivial: dis-

tance and vel ocity; the ampunt of thrust necessary to pull Trunpet
away fromcollision; the scale of raw g human ti ssue—not to
mention the ship hersel f— ght conceivably endure. Then com

prom se, trade off one factor against the others: that nuch g was
needed; this nmuch was avail able; so much could be survived.

Angus had one hand on the hel m keys as soon as he recog-

ni zed the energency.

But his datacore also required other, sinultaneous actions

whi ch necessitated nore conplex cal cul ations. The |istening post
was there, roughly three light-seconds away. In order to tight-
beam a transm ssion, Trunpet's main dish had to be focused there
—and progranmed to retain orientation while the ship maneu-

ver ed.

Angus' free hand fired commands like lightning at the com

muni cati ons keys. His datacore assigned his report to Warden

Dios a priority as high as survival. If Trunpet hit the asteroid and
died, his report would die with her. Therefore he wasn't all owed
to wait until he'd resolved the danger of collision

At the same tinme he had one nore job to do; one nore snall

step to take toward his own ruin.

This was his best chance. M kka couldn't see what he did: she

was too busy, too desperate. In seconds the |asers would be ready.
In a few seconds nore the ship would either live or die.
Prewritten exigencies junped at the opportunity. Scream ng

inside while his zone inplants conpelled him Angus activated a
hom ng signal; a constant transm ssion of navigational data and
gap drive paraneters, updated at every change. It was a dedicated
UMCP signal: no one else would be able to interpret it. But it
woul d enabl e any cop to follow himwherever he went.

Hashi Lebwohl or Warden Dios wanted to be sure they were

able to get their hands on him

Betrayal —

Angus had let Morn think he was taking her to a bootleg | ab

near VI. But a hom ng signal denied that; nmade hima liar. Once
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the cops caught up with Trunpet, they could i nvoke Angus' prior-
ity-codes. Put soneone else in MIlos' position over him sone
earnest or corrupt cop who didn't give a shit about Mirn's hopes
—or Angus' promnises. Mkka and Cro, Vector and Sib would be
arrested. Morn woul d be silenced. Angus hinself mght be dis-
mant | ed. And N ck—

Ni ck woul d probably be given a fucking nedal

Everyt hi ng woul d be | ost.

But Angus didn't have time to curse his tornmentors. M kka
hamrered at her board; her fists seened to fling bolts of crinson
fire toward the | ooning hunk of stone. And in the sane heart beat
all of his disparate actions took effect.

The conmmuni cati ons readout showed the transm ssion dish
revolving into alignment. An inmpersonal blip on the bottom of the
screen indicated that the signal was active.

And | ateral thrust—apid brisance thrust of a kind usually
reserved for cruisers and destroyers—began to blare through
Trunpet's hull, driving Mkka and even Angus al nost i nstanta-
neously to the edge of blackout. No ordinary gap scout could have
burned hard enough to avoid that collision. If she hadn't been
rebuilt specifically for this mssion—-as full of secrets as Angus
hi nsel f -she woul d have di ed.

M kka's hands fell fromthe targ keys as accel erati on com
pressed her like putty in the corner of her g-seat.

The pieces into which Angus had been divided reassenbl ed
thensel ves there, on the boundary of unconsci ousness. Wile
darkness piled up inside his head as if it |eaked in fromthe vast
outer void, he had roomfor one bitter instant of gratitude.

M kka hadn't seen what he was doing. She couldn't have.

He had at |east that much reason to believe there were no
witnesses to this one act of treachery.

If he could have held hinmself out of the roaring dark for just a
few nore seconds, however, Trunpet's scan would have told him
that he was w ong.

M N

Di rector Donner."

The intercom seened to

reach her asleep on the bottom of a deep sea of exhaustion
Dreans as viscid and i npenetrable as the depths of an ocean held
her down, despite the netallic demand of the speaker

"Director, can you hear ne?"

No, she couldn't hear him Even Dol ph Ubi kwe's voice didn't

have the power to plunb her fatigue. Conceal ed by the depths,
bonmbs and shanme pressed her down. Mdirn Hyland had been
abandoned: betrayed and then abandoned. Sold to N ck Succorso

as if she were nothing nmore than a credit-jack; not even worth
pi cking up off the floor after he discarded her. Godsen Frik was
dead, and Sixten Vertigus had nearly died, and Warden D os had
sent Mn here to witness the outcone of Mdrn's abandonnent; of
Holt Fasner's mani pul ations and his own crines. Trapped in nor-
tification, she would never hear the intercom

"Director, this is the bridge. W've got traffic."

Nevert hel ess she did hear. She was M n Donner: she rose to

such demands, no natter what they cost. And Warden had reason

to think Morn Hyl and may survive—He' d told her so. The gane

he pl ayed was deeper than dreans.

Sonehow her hands found the seals on the g-sheath and web-

bi ng which secured her in her bunk; her |egs swng out. As soon
as her boots touched the deck, she reached for the intercom
Swal | owi ng shane and abandonment, she called, "Bridge.

Captai n Ubi kwe." Unsel fconsciously she rubbed the butt of her
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handgun to reassure herself that it was still inits holster. She'd
slept fully dressed and arned so that she would be ready for this
moent. "What traffic?"
"There's two of them" Dol ph Ubi kwe answered pronptly,
"but we haven't got id yet."
H s bass runbl e nade her notice that a few hours of rest had
i mproved her hearing. Her eardruns felt acutely sensitive, but
they no longer reported voices as if they were caught in a feed-
back | oop.
"They haven't announced thenselves," he went on. He
sounded tired hinself, despite the intercom s inflectionless
speaker. "On the other hand, we haven't asked. And we aren't
broadcasting, so why should they?"
Don't get cute with ne, Dol ph, she wanted to snap at him
Her dreans had nmade her bitter. | asked a strai ght question—give
me a straight answer. But she controlled the inpulse. He didn't
need her sarcasm Puni sher was already in enough trouble.
Instead she replied quietly, "Keep it sinple, Captain. I'mstil
hal f - asl eep. Where are we?"
"At the nmonent"—the intercomcouldn't do justice to his
subterranean grow —we're thirty thousand k of f forbidden
space on the far side of the belt from ComM ne. W would have
been in position an hour and a half ago, but | haven't been able to
find a hiding place that suits nme." Hs tone suggested a hunorl ess
grin. "We're just dodging asteroids and trying to | ook inconspic-
uous until we locate the right kind of magnetic resonance."”
Now M n had to clench her teeth to hold down a whiplash of
anger. A glance at her cabin chrononeter told her that she'd been
asl eep for at |east four hours —and she'd ordered Captain Ubi kwe
to have Puni sher positioned in three.
God dam it, you sonofabitch, | told you to wake ne up!
He' d been procrastinating; putting off what came next as |ong
as he coul d—
Wth an effort, she swallowed that irritation as well. If she
weren't willing to tolerate his insubordinate approach to author-
ity, she shouldn't have left himin commuand.

"Don't hail themyet," she ordered. "Just keep listening. I'm
on ny way."
Roughly she thunbed off the intercom
God dam and damm it, she needed tine. Tinme to rest; tine to
make sense of Warden's orders; tine to talk to Dol ph privately so
that he woul d understand what was at stake. But Puni sher had
al ready encountered traffic out here, where there shouldn't be any
shi ps. That was why Angus had been programred to bring Trum
pet here at his own pace, in the event that sone act of treachery
by M| os Taverner had caused Joshua's conputer to supersede its
priority-codes. Even illegal prospectors with no brains weren't
likely to be in this sector of the belt, this close to forbidden space
and trouble, of their own free will.
The odds that those two ships had arrived here now by chance
had to be cal culated in negative nunbers
Because she needed the discipline, Mn forced herself to use
the san and wash her face before |eaving her cabin; and to wal k
all the way to the aperture and the bridge.
Al ong the way, her feet and now her ears received the inpres-
sion that Punisher's spin displacenent was getting worse. The
sensation affected her |ike nausea; but she couldn't do anything
about it, so she schooled herself to ignore it.
When she gained the bridge, she saw i nmedi ately that Cap-
tain Ubi kwe hinself was the only one who renmi ned of the dozen
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or so people who'd been here four hours earlier. The techs were
gone, along with the rest of the watch which had been on duty
when she boarded; new nmen and wonen occupi ed the bridge

stations. So presunably Dol ph should al so have gone of f duty.

He needed rest, that was obvious. H's bul k seenmed to slunp

on his bones, as if he were nelting into his g-seat; fatigue jaun-
diced his eyes. The sheen on his skin nmade himl ook sick

Now she permitted herself to snap at him "Captain, haven't

you ever heard of duty rotation?" The fact that he'd nade exactly
the sane deci sion she woul d have nmade in his place didn't deter
her. "In case you haven't noticed, you re as human as the rest of
your crew. Don't you have at |east one comand officer who can

be trusted to follow a few sinple orders?"

He gave her a yellow glare; a snarl showed his gums, pink

against his black lips. "Wth respect, Director"—his tone was
like a grimy nmuted trunpet—1 guess you don't bother to read
reports. If you did, you m ght have observed that my second was
one of our casualties. And ny third | ost nost of her left arm She
got caught by a vacuum seal the second tinme we were hol ed—
confined to quarters for medical reasons. Fortunately Comrand
Fourth Margin Stoval has about as nuch respect for 'duty rota-
tions' as | do. Between the two of us, we've been trying to avoid
pushing duty on officers who are even tireder than we are."

Mn stopped as if she'd run into a wall of chagrin. Only deter-

m nation and training kept her distress off her face. Good, Mn.
Ni ce work. You feel like shit, so you take it out on the first inno-
cent bystander you see. And then you get it wong. Keep this up
Maybe you'll cone out of it with a fucking comrendati on.

"My apol ogi es, Captain," she pronounced distinctly. "I did

read your report. And | didn't assign fresh personnel. | assuned
you woul d prefer to work with people you al ready knew. "

Dol ph rel axed al nost i medi ately; he didn't have the energy

to stay angry. Slunping deeper into his seat, he grow ed, "You
were right. | don't want new officers—this isn't the tine or the
pl ace for them" Taking a deep breath, he went on, "As it hap-
pens, ny fourth has the constitution of an ox. He can stand the
extra watches. And |'m'—he fluttered a hand to dismiss his wea-

ri ness—usual ly tougher than this.

"What really nmade ne tired," he continued before she had

time to respond, "was seeing those ships. If | could think of a
better expletive, I wouldn't have to ask what the fuck they're
doi ng out here."

M n was accustoned to setting her own enotions aside. The
exercise was difficult: nevertheless it often cane as a relief. In-
stinctively she noved closer to the conmand station so that she
coul d consider the bridge and Punisher's situation from Dol ph's
perspecti ve.

"First things first," she told him "Were are they?"

Captai n Ubi kwe rel ayed her question. "Porson?"

"Aye, sir," the scan officer responded. "They're right on the
edge of our range. | nean, one of themis." He pointed at one of
the displays. Scan plots showed the trajectories of the rocks and
asteroi ds around Puni sher's course. Beyond them at the fringes
of the image, an insistent red blip indicated another ship. "She's

still in forbidden space, but she's heading this way. Not fast—
she's probably studying us too hard to hurry." He paused, then
added, "If she's been on that course for a while, she cane from
the vicinity of Thanatos M nor."

"I'llegal,” Dol ph put in unnecessarily. "She wants to get

away from whatever's happeni ng behind her, but she doesn't want
to face us. | expect she'll change course before she gets mnuch
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closer. W won't find out who she is unless we go after her."

M n nodded, concentrating on the screen. A snall, conbative

tingle itched in her palns. "Wat about the other one?"

The scan officer, Porson, appeared to consider her question a
reprimand. "Sorry, sir." In a rush he explained, "I said she's on
the edge of our range. | neant our effective range." He high-
lighted a second scan blip. "She's a |lot closer, but she's behind
us. In the belt. If she were any deeper, we wouldn't be able to pick
her out fromthe rubble."

M n studied himclosely. He was an ol der man, but he had the

same worn, uncertain | ook she'd seen on the bosun's face. Fatigue
had eroded his confidence until inquiries sounded |ike criticisns.
In fact, none of the bridge officers appeared any nore rested

than the watch they'd replaced. Punisher's exhaustion was so
severe that mere hours of sleep couldn't soften it. The whole crew
needed an extended | eave.

Mn had to adnit that Dol ph was right. He had to do as nuch

of the ship's work hinself as he could. Hi s people were in no
shape to take on nore duties.

Turning her attention back to the screen, she asked Porson,

"I's she novi ng?"

He shook his head. "Drifting, sir. Wth the rock."

"Hi di ng?"

"Could be, sir," he answered. "But | don't think so. Data

reports one of our listening posts at those coordinates. She's sit-
ting right on top of it."

M n cocked an eyebrow in surprise. Trunpet? Is she here

al r eady?
Suppressing her inpulse to junp to concl usions, she asked,
"You still haven't got id on her?"

Porson shook his head like a flinch. "No, sir. She isn't broad-
casting. And she's drifting, so there isn't nuch em ssion data to

work with." Again he sighed, "I'msorry, sir."
Pai ned by the scan officer's apol ogy, she | ooked at Captain
Ubi kwe.

"Are we close enough to access that post?"

She caught himwith his eyes closed. Wthout opening them

he runbl ed, "Cray?"

"Affirmative, sir," the young woman at the comuni cations
station responded. "W've already adjusted course to keep a w n-
dow open. Three-second |lag there and back."

M n nodded her approval. Leaving Dol ph's side, she wal ked

the curve of the bridge to the comunications station

Cray wat ched her expectantly as if she could guess what Mn

had in m nd. Perhaps because she was younger, she didn't |ook as
worn down as Porson or the rest of the watch.

"What's its status?" Mn asked her

At once Cray began runni ng conmands. " Checki ng now,

sir.”

Three seconds there and back, M n thought. 450,000 k

For reasons she coul dn't nane, prenonitions of disaster

burned in her pal ns.

"I't's on standby, sir," Cray reported. "According to the | og"
—she had to swal |l ow her own surprise—it flared a drone to
UMCPHQ a little nore than eight hours ago. Now it's just receiv-
ing. Waiting."

Trunpet? Is it really Trunpet?

"That ship sent us a nessage," Dol ph remarked to no one in
particular. "Now she's waiting for an answer." His tone con-
veyed a shrug. "She nust not have known we woul d be out
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here. "

Woul d Angus Thernopyle wait there, drifting like that—-as
hel pl ess as a sacrifice? Mn dredged her nenory for details of his
programm ng; the ones Hashi had bothered to reveal. If MIlos had
betrayed Joshua, his priority-codes would be autonmatically super-
seded. But under those circunstances, on the assunption that

M1l os' treachery would entail secondary risks for everyone asso-
ciated with the cyborg, Angus' instruction-set had been witten to
preclude his return to UMCPHQ-er Earth.

How had Hashi explained it? It was pragnmatically inpossible

for any advance programrming to cover every conceivabl e eventu-
ality. Discrepancies between what Angus could do and what he
needed to do were bound to arise. And as tine and events accu-
mul ated, the risk of such discrepancies increased exponentially.
The |ikelihood grew that progranm ng inaccuracies mght force
Angus into sone perverse form of suicide just when his nission
near ed success.

For that reason, anong others, he needed a compani on who

could control him inpose necessary adjustnments to his instruc-
tion-set. But if MIlos had betrayed him Angus was in a sense out
of control

In the name of his own survival, and of the success of his

m ssion, he needed significantly greater latitude to choose his own
actions. And yet any | atitude nade hi m dangerous.

Therefore, in the event that his priority-codes were super-
seded, his datacore required himto report; to stay away from
UMCPHQ and Earth; and to do whatever he chose to keep him

self and his ship alive until his new priority-codes could be in-
voked by soneone who was in a position to control him

"Copy that transmission,”" Mn ordered harshly. Her nouth

was full of bile. "I want to know what it said."

"Aye, sir." Cray conplied with a rush of keys

Four seconds |ater her readouts gave her an answer that turned
her cheeks pal e.

"Access denied," she reported in a thin voice. "It's coded
exclusively for Data Acquisition. For Director Lebwohl."

Danmit, Hashi! Mn swore. Wat're you playing at now?

"CGood ol d Hashi," Dol ph nuttered sardonically. "I always

liked him"

After years of experience, Mn had becone adept at typing

upsi de down. She hit a quick flurry of keys, then stepped back
fromthe board. "Use those codes," she told the communi cations
officer. "Override the access restrictions. Override every dam
instruction-set in the log, if you have to. | want to know what that
ship told UMCPHQ "

Fi ne sweat beaded on Cray's lip as she worked. Wen the

answer canme back, she groaned involuntarily, flicked a | ook of
chagrin at Mn, then tried again, stabbing urgently at her board.
Every passing second seened to cost her nore of her resilience.
"Negative, sir," she breathed wi thout raising her head. "Ac-

cess denied. | can't crack it." Like Porson, she nurrmured, "I'm
sorry, sir."

"Never mnd, Cray," Dol ph put in at once. "It's not your

problem That's why Director Donner is here. W'll let her worry
about it."

M n gripped her handgun, clanped the butt into her palmto
restrain her anger. "He's right," she told Cray, doing what she
could to ease the sense of inadequacy she appeared to inspire.
"You can't play if they don't tell you the rules."

From the comuni cations station she faced Captain Ubi kwe.

H s eyes were open now. Sunmpni hg new sources of energy
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from somewhere under his fat, he'd haul ed hinself nore upright

in his g-seat. As soon as Mn |ooked at him he said al nost
cheerfully, "I'mglad you're here, Director. W' ve already got
two surprises on our hands—and with our luck there're nore on

the way. | don't want to nake this decision.” He may have been
enj oying the sight of her clenched ire. "What do you want to do
about t hen"

She didn't hesitate: she knew her job. "Keep track of that ship
in forbidden space. Let nme know i f she does anything—shifts
course, decelerates, starts transmtting, anything. Qher than that,
forget her. We'll concentrate on Hashi's bugger."

She used the word "bugger" deliberately. How dare the DA

director keep anything as vital as information which canme from
this part of the belt to hinself?

"Hail her, Captain," she instructed grinmy. "Announce your-

self, tell her to do the same. Then ask her what the hell she's
doi ng parked on top of one of our listening posts."”

Dol ph also didn't hesitate. His instinct for insubordination
didn't apply in situations like this. That was one of several rea-
sons why she trusted him "Cray, give ne a channel," he ordered
pronptly. "Porson, | want coordinates."”

"Aye, sir," they answered.

"Targ," he went on, "recharge one of the matter cannon. |

know, they're already charged. But | want that ship to scan us and
see we're getting ready to hit her."

The targ officer responded, "Aye, sir," and turned to his

board

Dol ph toggl ed the comand station pickup. In his nost au-
thoritative bass, he pronounced, "Unidentified vessel at"-—he
quot ed coordi nates off one of his readouts—this is United M n-

i ng Conpani es Police cruiser Punisher, Captain Dol ph Ubi kwe
commandi ng. ldentify yourself." A smle settled on his face as he
spoke. "You are in the path of a hostile action. W will consider
you hostile until you respond.”

Three seconds passed. Six. Mn wapped her inpatience

around her handgun and wait ed.

Abruptly the bridge speakers crackled to life.

"Puni sher, this is contract nmerchanter Free Lunch. |'m Cap-

tain Darrin Scroyle. Ship id follows."

Not Trunpet. Sonething inside Mn slunped at the infornma-

tion: relief or disappointnent, she didn't know which.

The data officer didn't wait for orders: he pounced on the
code-string as soon as it came in. "Got it, sir," he said quickly.
Tappi ng dat abases, he reported, "Free Lunch, port of registry

Bet el geuse Prinmary, owner and captain Darrin Scroyle. Listed for
general cargo, |ong-range hauling. Current contract UMC. More
when you want it."

He broke of f because the speakers were crackling again.

"What hostile action?" the voice out of the belt asked. "No,

don't tell me—+ don't want to know. Just tell ne which direction
to run, and |I' m gone."

Dol ph swiveled to face the data station. "List every contract
that ship's had since the day she | eft the shipyard. Summarize it
for me fast."

"Aye, sir." The data officer began typing; and al nost ime-

di ately nanes, dates, and consi gnnment-codes scrolled across one
of the screens. "It's all general cargo, sir," he reported. "About
hal f i ndependent contracts, the rest UMC. Usual |y between Betel -
geuse Primary, Valdor Industrial, and Term nus, but she's been to
ComtM ne a couple of tines. Betelgeuse to ComMne is the
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nost recent."

"I'n other words," Dol ph snorted; "she's innocent, and this is

all a coincidence. Unless"—he glanced at M n—the director of

Data Acquisition in his infinite wisdomhas seen fit to supply that
ship with fake id."

M n shrugged bitterly. "It happens. Mst of what DA does is
covert. Director Lebwohl has to give his operatives cover, whether
I like it or not." Through her teeth, she added, "There's no | aw
that says he has to keep ne inforned."

She was thinking, But he has to keep Warden i nfor ned.

She didn't believe in Free Lunch's innocence for a nonent.

Dol ph hit his pickup with a heavy thunmb. "Captain Scroyle,"

he grated, "don't bullshit me. | haven't got tine for it. And I'm
not likely to believe you're drifting right on top of a UMCP |i sten-
ing post by accident. In any case, the UMC doesn't pay ships to
drift around this far out in the belt. |1've got you on targ, and I'm
in no nood to be polite.

"What ' re you doi ng here?"

Three seconds there and back; one and a half seconds each

way. Captain Scroyle didn't take any tine at all to consider his
answer .

"Captain Ubi kwe," he replied out of the void, "the |ast con-

tract you have on record for us is a consignnent from Betel geuse
Primary to ComMne Station. W finished that four days ago. W
took sonme tinme off to enjoy the profits—then | got a nessage by
gap courier drone, offering us this job. The records haven't had
time to reach UMCPHQ from Com M ne.

"The nessage was from C eatus Fane, First Executive Assis-

tant, United M ning Conpanies." Unnecessarily he added, "He

works directly for Holt Fasner.'' Both Mn and Dol ph, |ike every-
one el se aboard Puni sher, knew C eatus Fane's nane and reputa-
tion. "He gave ne the coordinates of this |istening post," Captain
Scroyl e went on, "and offered ne a contract to use it.

"He said—tet me quote this right—he said he was ' expecting

events in forbidden space to spill over into the belt during the next
few days,' and he wanted a w tness. Someone to watch and report
—and stay the hell out of the way.

"That's what we're doing."

M n consi dered toggling the comunications station pickup

in order to shout at Free Lunch herself, then rejected the idea. She
didn't want anyone else to know she was here. And she was sure
that Dol ph could handl e the situation

In fact he was in his elenent: he had the personality as well as
the voice for what he was doi ng.

"That's it?" he cracked at the merchanter |ike a mine-ham

mer. "He didn't tell you what you're supposed to watch for, what
kind of 'events' he's expecting?' The sinple pleasure of wield-
ing sarcasm and authority seenmed to refresh his stores of energy
monent by nonent. "Do you usually take on jobs that don't

make sense without asking any questions?"

Again Captain Scroyle didn't need to think before he re-

sponded.

"l do when they pay as well as this one does."

"Well, don't keep nme in suspense," Dol ph retorted. "What

have you seen? What did you report?"

This time the reply arrived nore slowy. Three heartbeats,

four, five passed before Captain Scroyle's voice returned fromthe
speakers.

"Captain Ubi kwe, what's wong?" He sounded suddenly

gri m—and perhaps just a bit unsure of hinself. "You already
know t he answer. Qur scan saw you talking to the post. Wat el se
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do you want me to think you were doing, if you weren't copying
the post log to read our transm ssions?"

Now Dol ph l et his voice drip acid. "W can't copy the post

| og. Your codes deny us access. And they weren't UMC codes, |'I|
tell you that out of the goodness of ny heart.

"What's going on here, Captain Scroyle? | don't think you're
bei ng honest with me. This is a UMCP cruiser talking, and | want
answers. "

Three seconds; no nore.

"It's the truth, Captain Ubikwe, | swear it." The speakers
carried a note of urgency. "C eatus Fane gave nme those codes.
don't know what the hell they are—+ just used them O course
know this is a UMCP post. | assume Fane wanted ne to use it
because the UMC doesn't have one in a better location. So |I also
assune any nessage we sent hi mwould be routed through

UMCPHQ Don't you and the UMC do that kind of thing all the
time? I don't know why you can't access the post |og."

Dol ph silenced his pickup. "Sure, bozo," he nuttered. "And
I"mthe Flying Dutchman. Nobody's that naive." Then he | ooked

at Mn. ' '"What do you want me to do? | can tell himto copy his
report to us—but if you believe what he sends us, you'll believe
anything. O | can demand a datacore readout under Energency
Powers. Then we'll get the truth—-but we won't be able to charge
himwi th anything afterward.” Delicately he sneered, "That's
against the rules."

Mn started to say, Get me that readout. The words boil ed up

in her, hot with anger. But before she could speak, Porson |et out
a croak fromthe scan station

"More traffic, Captain!"

"Shit," sonmeone growed; Mn didn't see who it was. She

and Dol ph snapped around in unison to face the scan officer
Wthout transition Dol ph dropped his harsh manner. Calmy

he draw ed, "Tell ne about it, Porson."

"She just resuned tard"—dnsteady on the keys, Porson ran
commands, clarifying and interpreting sensor data—God, that

was cl ose! Captain, she cane out of the gap only five thousand k
of f our stern. Heading the other way, away from forbi dden space.
Velocity .2C." His voice cracked. "Into the belt, she's heading
into the belt, she's going to hit—=

Mn left scan to Dol ph. Fire ached in her palns as she gripped
the edges of the conmmunications board and pulled her face down
to Cray's, demanded Cray's attention. "That ship is transmt-
ting," she whispered intensely, as if she knew the truth; as if she
were sure. "She's here to use that listening post. Catch it, Cray.
What ever she transmits, catch it! | want that nessage."

"She's firing!" Porson blurted. "Laser fire, trying to cut that
asteroid out of her way, she's not going to nmake it!"

"Keep track of her," Dol ph ordered, deliberately nonchal ant.
"When you get a nmonent, check on that ship in forbidden space.
And watch Free Lunch. 1 don't want to |l et her off the hook."
"Aye, sir."

Conpelled by Mn's intensity, Cray flung her hands at her
consol e, fought to reorient Punisher's dishes. An instant |later she
| ooked back up at Mn, her face stricken with chagrin. "M ssed it,
sir. She nust have started flaring right after she resuned tard."
Must have known exactly where the post is.

Must have known that flaring the post was nore inportant

t han survi val

"She's turning!" Porson cried. "That's inpossible, nobody

can take that nmuch g-stress! They nust all be unconscious. O
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dead. But she's clear! Veering out of the belt."

"Then get it fromthe post log," Mn rasped. "Every ship in
the goddamm gal axy can't have codes to deny us access."

"Aye, sir." Cray hurried to obey.
A blip from her board snagged her attention. She gaped at her
readouts, typed quickly, received verification.

"Sir," she breathed, "that ship—the one that just passed us—
She' s broadcasting a honing signal. A dass-1 UMCP honmi ng
signal, trace-and-follow, energency priority. She' s—=

"I know." Mn felt that her heart had stopped beating

"Needl e-cl ass UMCP gap scout Trunpet." Angus was still alive;
his mssion was still alive. "Wrry about her later. | want her
flare."

Swal | owi ng urgency, Cray went back to work

Five seconds | ater she reported, "Got it, sir." Her eyes were
wide with relief.

Abruptly Porson jerked out, "Captain, the ship in forbidden
space just started to burn! And she's shifting course. Now on the
same heading as that gap scout."

"Trunpet, " Dol ph remarked in a conforting runble. "Direc-

tor Donner knows her. Wat about Free Lunch?"

"Still drifting, sir. No effort to evade us. And she doesn't
want a fight—-she hasn't charged her guns."

M n ignored everything around her. As if Trunpet's nessage

were all that mattered, all that existed, she focused on it. Wth one
hand she indicated a comruni cati ons readout: the other turned
the station so that she could read over Cray's shoul der

Cray copied Trunpet's transm ssion to the readout and stared

at it with Mn.

M n saw at once that the flare was coded for Warden Di os.

Not Hashi Lebwohl .

No matter what Hashi thought he was doing, Angus still re-
ported to \Warden.

Gimy she concentrated on the nessage. Wth the ease of

| ong practice, she sorted through the codes and id, the transm s-
sion and routing data, to the body of Angus' report.

It said, Isaac to Warden Di os, personal and urgent.

M ssion to Thanatos M nor successful

Gabriel priority activated. M| os Taverner has gone over to

the Ami on.

Per sonnel aboard include survivors from Captain's Fancy:

Morn Hyl and, Davies Hyland, N ck Succorso, M kka Vasaczk,

C ro Vasaczk, Vector Shaheed.

Ammi on vessels in pursuit.

Morn? Only years of training and harsh experience enabl ed

Mn to contain herself when she saw Morn's nanme. Mrn was

alive!

| have reason to think Mxrn Hyland nay survive what's hap-

pened to her.

Warden had told the truth. He hadn't abandoned Mrn. Risked

her, yes: let her suffer. But not abandoned her. Apparently he'd
never nmeant to abandon her.

I want soneone to nake sure she stays alive—That neans

you.

He was pl ayi ng a deeper gane—

Clutching Cray's g-seat for support, Mn followed Angus

message as it scrolled down the readout.

Urgent, he insisted. The Amion know about the nutagen

imunity drug in Nick Succorso's possession. It is possible that
they have obtained a sanple of the drug from Morn Hyland's

, bl ood.
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Morn must have fallen into the hands of the Amion some-

how. Who rescued her? And why was she still human? Did Ni ck,

Ni ck Succorso, give her the drug?

Hashi, you noron! Didn't you have the brains to see this

com ng as soon as you trusted a man |ike hin?

Urgent. Bright with phosphors, Angus' nessage noved re-

| entl essly across the small screen. Davies Hyland is Morn Hy-

|l and's son, force-grown on Enabl enent Station. The Ammion want
him They believe he represents the know edge necessary to mnu-
tate Ammion indistingui shabl e from hunmans.

Mn ignored Cray's small gasp of fear. She clung to the
readout, unwilling to be defl ected.

Urgent, Angus continued as if he feared no one would listen

to him The Amion are experinenting with specialized gap
drives to achieve near-C velocities for their warships. N ck Suc-
corso and his people have direct know edge of this.

W will try to survive until new programmng is received.
Message ends. |saac.

"Director,"” Dolph interrupted with a touch of asperity,

"what do you want us to do? Free Lunch won't wait around
indefinitely. W' ve got an unidentified vessel burning toward us
from forbi dden space. And for sone reason"-he smiled |ike a
"grimace—Trunpet left us a homng signal to follow Let's nake
up our mnds, shall we? One way or another, we need to do sone
burni ng of our own."

Mn hardly heard him Mrn Hyland. Alive because Warden

had saved her. Morn with a zone inplant and a force-grown son.
And Atmion in pursuit. Presumably the ship from forbidden

space was Amion: the stakes were high enough for that.

And she was stuck on a fleeing gap scout with the two nen

who' d hurt her nost; the two nen she had npbst cause to fear.

I want soneone to nake sure she stays alive—

It was tine: tine for Mn to prove herself; time to show that
Warden had chosen wel |l when he sel ected her.

She held up one stiff hand to silence Dol ph. Wth all her
authority in her eyes, she faced the comunications officer.
"How nmany courier drones have you got |eft?"

Cray didn't need to check: she knew her job. "Three, sir."

"Use one," Mn ordered. "This can't wait for regular service
—Aot out here. That could take hours. Send a nessage to

UMCPHQ Code it for Director Dios. Gve hima copy of Trum
pet's transm ssion. Dunp in everything that's happened since we
reached this sector, he can sort it out. And include all the data you
get fromthat homi ng signal —velocity, heading, gap paraneters,
what ever cones in before you | aunch the drone.

"Tell him'—at |ast she | ooked across the bridge at Dol ph,

met his questioning gaze with a glare like a prom se—we're
going after I|saac.

"Do it now. "

Instinctively Cray glanced at Captain Ubi kwe for confirma-

tion.

The nuscl es under his fat were strained tight; his eyes bul ged
wi th anger or doubt. Nevertheless he replied with a short nod, and
she went to work.

He held Mn's eyes as if he wanted to shout at her. "Let ne

be clear about this, Director," he said in a voice full of raw
harnmonics. "We're going after this 'lIsaac,' whoever he is. You
want me to turn ny back on a possible Amion incursion into
human space, even though it might constitute an act of war. And
you want me to turn ny back on Free Lunch and her dubi ous
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contract with UMC First Executive Assistant C eatus Fane, even
though that might constitute an act of treason. I|nstead you want
me to concentrate on what's really inportant, which is a Needl e-
class gap scout crewed by people so crazy or stupid they can't
mai ntain a safe distance froman asteroid belt.

"Does that about sumit up?"

"No," Mn snorted. She understood his need to express his
frustrati on—both for his own sake and for the sake of his crew
But she was near the end of her tol erance. "She cane in so close
because flaring that post was nore inportant than staying alive."
"Sure. That's clear." Cocking his head at scan, Dol ph asked,
"Porson, can you tell where Trunpet cane fronf"

"Just the general direction, sir." Under the pressure of his
duties, Porson didn't have tine to feel defensive. "Sonewhere in
forbi dden space. But if you' re asking if she canme from Thanat os
M nor, the answer is, no. Her heading was all wong."

"Ch, well"—bol ph made a show of throwi ng up his hands—

"that's all right, then. As |ong as nothing nmakes sense, |'msatis-
fied.

"You heard the director," he told his helmofficer. "Bring us
around on a pursuit heading. Triangulate from her homi ng data.

As soon as we're secure for hard g, give us as nuch accel eration
as we can stand without falling out of our seats.

"Director Donner," he finished dourly, "you'd better find a

pl ace to strap yourself down. This is going to be rough. W need a
hell of a lot of thrust to match Trunpet's velocity."

M n nodded sharply. Her heart was full of yelling, but none of

it was ained at Captain Ubi kwe or Punisher. Mrn was one of

her people. She'd been raped and tortured, she'd had a zone im
pl ant forced into her head, at least two nurdering illegals had
done whatever they wanted to her for nonths, the Amion had her
for a while—and the UMCP had set her up for it. The organiza-
tion Mn served had sold Morn when she nost needed hel p.

Now Warden wanted her back. Wasn't he done with her yet?

How much more did he think she coul d endure?

"I''l'l be in nmy cabin,” Mn answered Dol ph. "I want regul ar
reports. If | make the m stake of falling asleep, wake ne up. 1
want to know what's going on."

Captai n Ubi kwe opened his nmouth to retort, but sonmething in

her face stopped him Instead he nmurnured, "Yes, sir," then
turned his attention to the hel mstation and the display screens.
The hel m of fi cer had al ready opened a ship-w de intercom

channel . "All personnel secure for g," he announced. "W're
going to burn. Watch officers report when ready."

He hit the accel eration warnings, and klaxons |ike distant cries
went off everywhere.

As Mn left the bridge, the entire ship seenmed to echo with

g-al arns and urgency.

ANCI LLARY

DOCUMENTATI ON

GAP COURI ER

DRONES

Gap courier drones were nmar-

vel ous devices, in their way.

They conveyed infornmati on—ews, records, and nessages, con-
tracts, financial transactions, and corporate debates, data regs, id
files, and cries for hel p—fromone part of hunman space to another
ina mtter of hours; seldomin more than a standard day. Consi d-
ering that the distances involved were neasured in dozens or hun-
dreds of |ight-years, comrunication wthin hours was an amazi ng
achi evement .
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In essence, a gap courier drone was all power. Aside fromits

fuel cells, the negligible bulk of its mniaturized transmtter and
receiver, and the virtually nonexistent weight of its SOD CMOS

chi ps—which carried astrogational data as well as nessages and
other informati on—+t had no mass except that of its drives. There-
fore it could be given thrust-to-nmass rati os and hysteresis parane-
ters which no manned vessel m ght hope to emulate. It could
accelerate faster, attain higher velocities, and perform| onger gap
crossings than a nanned vessel

I ndeed, gap courier drones mght have perforned their func-

tion in mnutes instead of hours, if they hadn't been required to
execute maneuvers in real space: acceleration and decel erati on;
course shifts to avoid obstacles, or to correct the inevitable inac-
curaci es of gap crossing.

Under nornal circunstances, a gap courier drone never ar-

rived in physical contact with the transmtters and receivers it
serviced. The instant it resuned tard within range of its pro-
grammed target, it fired off its cargo of data in intense m crowave
bursts, then i medi ately began deceleration. By the tine the tar-
get was ready to transmt new informational cargo, the drone was
positioned to commence accel eration back in the direction from
which it had conme. Thus the drone could shuttle between its
targets with no tinme lost waiting. It was only required to stop
nmovi ng when it needed mai ntenance, or when its fuel cells had to
be recharged

Gap courier drones were a famliar feature of humankind's
interstellar life. Only their cost prevented themfrombeing truly
common. For nost ordi nary purposes, however, individuals, cor-
porations, and governnents found it |ess expensive to commt

their informational cargo to nanned vessel s whi ch happened to be
going in the desired direction anyway. This nethod of conmuni -
cation conpensated for its relative inefficiency by being far
cheaper. And the inefficiency was only relative: normal comrer-
cial traffic was regularly able to deliver informational cargo to its
intended recipient in a few days, a week at nost. Naturally nost

i ndi vi dual s, corporations, and governnents chose to accept the

del ays of commercial traffic rather than to invest in gap courier
drones.

For that reason, the United M ning Conpanies Police was

much the largest single user of drones, although the UMC and the
GCES as well as humankind's distant stations kept them avail abl e
for energencies; and the UMCP used themprimarily to service

the listening posts which watched the frontiers of Amion space.
Still gap courier drones were famliar, as comopn to public

know edge—f not to public use—as the gap drive itself. They

were assunmed to be steadily at work everywhere, hel ping the

GCES to govern, and the UMCP to defend, the species' interstel-

lar territory.

As much as any other single human exercise in self-del usion,

they contributed to the irrational perception that vast space was
smal | enough for nen and wonen to nanage

WARDEN

Warden Dios was as scared as

he' d ever been in his life.

He' d pl anned for this occasion, prepared for it. In sone sense

it was al nost predictable. Surely by now he ought to be ready. If
he weren't, he never would be.

Nevert hel ess he was scared to the bone; so frightened he

wanted to beat his fists together and yell

Unfortunately he couldn't.
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He' d just received Punisher's—M n Donner's—eport. It

scroll ed renorsel essly down the phosphors of a readout on his

desk in one of his secure offices. But he couldn't study it now
because Koi na Hanni sh, his new director of Protocol, sat across
the desk fromhim talking intently about matters which had con-
sunmed her attention since he'd appointed her. He had to finish
with her, get rid of her, before he could absorb Mn's report.

He was scared because M n hadn't used his exclusive priority

codes. She'd all owed Puni sher to code and route her nessage

t hrough nornmal UMCPHQ channel s.

He had no reason to think anyone outsi de UMCPHQ Commru-

ni cations could read her transmission. Still "normal channel s"
meant that its arrival was common know edge in both Communi -
cations and Center. In other words, the fact of the report's exis-
tence had already been included in the routine data-sharing which
occurred constantly between UMCPHQ and Holt Fasner's Hone

Ofice.

The Dragon woul d hear about Mn's report soon—f he hadn't

al r eady.

That was predictable: entirely in character for Mn Donner, as

well as for the relationship between UMCPHQ and Fasner. And

Warden had schened hard to bring it about.

Yet now that it'd happened, it appalled him

He didn't know what was in Mn's nessage; what it entail ed;

what it cost. The consequences of his acts were about to bear fruit
he couldn't control and m ght not be able to inagine.

Here the contest between himand his master began in earnest.

From now on he woul d have no | eeway to make anbi guous deci -

sions, no opportunity for msdirection. If he couldn't carry his old
fight into the open and win, everything he'd striven for hinself, as
wel | as everything he'd asked of his people, would be wasted.

He needed to know what was in that nessage.

H s fear wasn't Koina's problem however. She hadn't caused

it, and couldn't cure it. In fact, he had no one but hinself to blane
for it. He hadn't warned M n Donner to be secretive; hadn't or-
dered her to conduct Punisher's operations as if they were in any
way di fferent than any other UMCPED action. Instead he'd |eft

her free to contact himin a way which would inevitably come to
the Dragon's attention.

By an act of will, he let nothing of what he felt show on his

face in front of the PR director. Years of planning and searching
to recover his conprom sed integrity had taught himat |east that
much sel f - abnegati on.

I mmacul ate and sel f - possessed, she watched hi m expectantly

whil e he tapped a key to pause the scrolling of his readout. If
she'd had a IR scanner like his prosthesis, she could have seen his
turnmoil; but of course she wasn't afflicted with artificial devices
and perceptions—er with artificial loyalties |like the ones which
had doomed CGodsen Frik. Warden saw her clearly enough to

know that she brought nothing into his office except her honesty;
her commitnent to her job.

Nevert hel ess she was tense; emanations of strain colored her

aura. |If she was honest, she wasn't done.

Indicating his readout, he told her, "This is urgent. | need to
deal with it. Is there anything el se we should tal k about before

| et you go?"

He' d been so difficult to track down, so preoccupied by the

subtl e and dangerous inplications of the information he'd been

gi ven by Hashi Lebwohl, that by the tine he'd granted Koiha a
private conference, she'd accumul ated a substantial list of matters
for discussion. But he'd already covered a nunber of itenms with
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her, primarily Special Counsel Maximlgensard s denands for

data and expl anation, simlar requests fromsuch GCES Menbers

as Vest Martingale and Sigurd Carsin, and generalized appeals for
cooperation and pacification from AbrimLen. For the nobst part,
he'd sinply reassured her that he did indeed want her to carry out
her duties as she thought right. In particular he'd reaffirned the
i mportance of "full disclosure" to the GCES—alt hough he

hadn't offered to fill in any of the gaps which prevented her "dis-
closure" frombeing truly "full."

Yet while they'd tal ked his heart had ached, as it ached nore
and nore these days. God! why did he have to say these things?
Was he so wholly conprom sed that his own people found him

i mpossible to trust?

What was left?

Wi ch parts of his conplex and hernetic plotting had begun

to spring | eaks?

"Just one nore," she assured him Her manner renmai ned

cal mdespite the sudden increase in her tension; as loud to his
prosthetic eye as a shout. "I took it to Director Lebwohl first
because, frankly, | wasn't sure what to do. But he urged nme to
bring it to you, which was what | preferred in any case."

Hashi, Warden thought. Again. First the DA director received

i nformati on about events on Thanatos M nor froma source Wr-

den didn't know about —provocative information, om nous infor-
mation. And now Warden | earned that he acted as the Director of
Protocol 's confidant and counsel or. Wat was goi ng on? \Was
Warden's ol d shane naking himjunp at shadows, or was every-

body trying to nanipul ate hin?

"Director"—for a fraction of an instant Koina nearly faltered
—1've received a personal flare from Captain Sixten Verti gus.
The United Western Bl oc Senior Menber," she added unneces-
sarily. "He feared that he was taking a serious risk by contacting
me, but he felt—well, he said'-she quoted Captain Vertigus
easily— "I wouldn't be able to look at nyself in the mrror on
those few occasions when | wake up if | didn't warn you."' "

" "Warn you'?" Warden put in nore abruptly than he in-

tended. He was in a hurry.

Koina faced himfirmy. "Director, he told ne that as soon as
the GCES reconvenes—which will probably be within the next
twenty-four hours—he intends to introduce a Bill of Severance
which will separate us fromthe UMC "

She paused, allow ng Warden a nonent to absorb this revel a-

tion. Then she conti nued.

"He believes that's the reason he was attacked, to stop him

And he believes Godsen was killed on the assunption that Proto-
col nust have been working with him For the sane reason, he
believes | mght be next." She shrugged slightly. "He felt he had
to warn ne, despite the risk."

Warden was too full of inpatience: he couldn't stifle all of it.
Cursing the raw edge in his voice, he demanded, "Wat risk is

t hat ?"

In response she | owered her gaze. M n wouldn't have done

that; but in other ways Koina reninded himof the DA director in
the ol d days—before he'd begun to inspire so nuch outrage.

"The risk that we might tell the Dragon," she answered.

"The risk that warning ne mght give the UMC and the UMCP

time to work against himtogether."

Dam! Damm it to hell! Unable to contain hinself any |onger,
Warden rose to his feet as if he were disnmissing the PR director
Her qualns filled himw th an acid chagrin, corrosive and bitter
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He wat ched her stand opposite him Then he pronounced

harshly, "Hashi was wong. We shouldn't be tal king about this.

We shouldn't know about it at all. As of right now, we don't know
about it. You' ve forgotten everything Captain Vertigus said on the
subject, and if you made any record of your conversation, | hope
you believe in an afterlife, because | won't take pity on you in this
one.

"I'f and when the question of a Bill of Severance comes to

your attention through normal, public channels, our position is
one of strict and absolute neutrality. W have no opinion, for or
against. Qur only legal authority for what we do conmes fromthe
GCES, and it is the proper business of the GCES to nake deci -
sions about that authority. We accept those decisions, whatever
they mght be. W are the police, not the governnent. W have

nei ther the conpetence nor the wisdomto sway the Council con-
cerning a Bill of Severance.

"Have | rmade nyself clear?"

"Not completely." Koina didn't hesitate to use her beauty,

when she needed it. Her eyes were |linpid and kind, and her

mouth smiled with an endearing quirk; even her tone suggested
affection. Only her words thensel ves conveyed a challenge. "Are
we going to take the sanme position with Holt Fasner?"

However, Warden was in no nood for her defenses—er her

chal l enge. Hi s shoul ders hunched in a clench of disgust, which he
deflected into a shrug. "Koina, do | look like a man who has the
time to stand here lying to you?" Mking a virtue of necessity, he
| et his exasperation showin his voice. "OF course we're going to
take the sane position. It's the right position." Then he admitted
frankly, "It's also the only one we can afford."

At once—and snoothly, as if the transition were easy-she

became all brisk professionalism "Thank you, Director." Al -
ready she'd turned for the door. "I'Il get out of your way now and
| et you do sonme real work."

Wthout his IR sight, he would have had no way of know ng

that she'd been touched by his answer, or that she accepted it.
Muttering inprecations at his |lack of self-command, he

stopped her. Before he keyed the door—before he opened the
security envel ope which kept their conversation private—he told
her quietly, "By the way, 1 don't think you' re in any danger."
She raised a delicate eyebrow, smling as if she considered the
question purely academ c. "Wy not?"

"Because Captain Vertigus is wong. That's not what this is
about . "

"l see." She considered his answer for a noment, then asked,

"What is it about?"

He had no intention of telling her that; her or anyone el se.
"Watch the next GCES session," he returned. "It night give you
sone ideas."

To keep her from saying anything el se, he keyed the door and
waved her through it.

The instant she was gone he sat down and faced Mn's nes-

sage.

A trenmor of anxiety he didn't bother to control afflicted his
hands as he tapped his console. He could afford to be cryptic with
Koi na Hanni sh, but with hinself he needed facts and accuracy.

Wt hout them he woul d never be ready to face the Dragon

How nuch time did he have left before Holt summoned him

to demand an accounting? Wuld he be Ieft alone |ong enough to
make his own decisions and act on them or would everything that
followed fromthis nonent be directed and shaped by Holt

Fasner's purposes?
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How soon woul d the Dragon learn the truth about hinf

Gowing softly through his teeth, he forced his one human

eye into focus on the readout.

He noted the tine-stanp and origi nation coordi nates—-Mn's
message had taken roughly seven hours to reach himby gap cou-
rier drone fromthe far side of the ComM ne belt—but ignored
all the rest of the secondary codes and data. He wanted the sub-
stance of the transm ssion.

Wien he found it, however, his heart lurched; m ssed a beat.

The report began with a copy of a flare from Trunpet to

UMCPHQ.

No doubt the original of that nmessage was still in transit,
being carried Earthward by the |istening post's regular drone ser-
vice. Mn had used one of Punisher's few courier drones because
she felt her information couldn't wait that |ong.

Warden shut down his recognition of his unsteady pul se and
trenbling hands; shut down his fear; shut down his awareness of
ticking tinme; and read.

I saac to Warden Dios, personal and urgent, the flare from

Angus began. M ssion to Thanatos M nor successful.

Gabriel priority activated. M| os Taverner has gone over to

t he Ammi on.

Per sonnel aboard include survivors from Captain's Fancy:

Morn Hyl and, Davies Hyland, N ck Succorso, M kka Vasaczk,

Ciro Vasaczk, Vector Shaheed.

Ammi on vessels in pursuit.

Urgent. The Ammi on know about the nutagen i munity drug

in Nick Succorso's possession. It is possible that they have ob-
tained a sanple of the drug from Morn Hyl and' s bl ood.

Urgent. Davies Hyland is Morn Hyl and's son, force-grown on

Enabl ement Station. The Amion want him They believe he repre-
sents the know edge necessary to nutate Ammion indistinguish-
abl e from humans.

Urgent. The Ammion are experinenting with specialized gap
drives to achieve near-C velocities for their warships. N ck Suc-
corso and his people have direct know edge of this.

W will try to survive until new programmng is received.
Message ends. |saac.

Warden coul d have stopped then; wanted to stop so that he

could take all this in and find space for it anmpong his conpl ex
priorities. He needed an opportunity to connect it to what he'd
| earned from Hashi; needed a chance to cel ebrate and worry.

Morn was alive! Angus had gained that nmuch for him whatever

el se happened. But Mn's report went on at nuch greater |ength,
and he had to know it all.

What followed after Trunpet's flare was a literal extract from
Puni sher's datacore, begi nning when the cruiser had reached her
posi tion near forbidden space on the far side of the Com M ne
belt. Typical of Mn: the data was unedited; devoid of comren-
tary or interpretation. She refused either to do Warden's work for
himor to risk slanting his perceptions. He had to consider every
detail in order to pan out the nuggets.

The nuggets were there, however. He identified themw thout
trying to evaluate themyet.

Angus' programmng still held: Trunpet had reached human

space, flared a report, and activated her homing signal exactly
according to his prewitten instructions. A ship from forbidden
space—presunmably an Amioni herself, or an Ammion proxy-

was headi ng across the frontier very nuch as if she were in pur-
suit of Trunpet. For that reason anong others, Punisher was |eav-
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ing the belt to chase the gap scout.

And then there was the matter of Free Lunch, owner and cap-

tain Darrin Scroyle, an apparently |egal nerchanter drifting right
on top of the |istening post Angus had risked his ship and his life
to reach. Free Lunch clained that she had sone kind of contract
with C eatus Fane—n other words, with Holt Fasner—to observe

and report events from forbi dden space. Warden didn't dism ss

that explanation, but he junped to another of his own. Free Lunch
ewas Hashi's unexpl ai ned source for his know edge of events on
Thanatos M nor. This Warden deduced fromthe strange fact that
Darrin Scroyle—er C eatus Fane—had seen fit to route Free

Lunch's transm ssion through UMCPDA

It all |ooked like chaos; but Warden couldn't afford to think
like that, couldn't let his conflicting enotions overwhel mhim
now. He'd put nost of this in notion hinself; perhaps all of it. If
he I ost his conposure, if he failed to haul events into the kind of
order he needed, then real chaos would result—pure, brutal, self-
destructive anarchy.

Morn was alive. And Angus woul d keep her alive as long as

he survived hinself. That victory lifted Warden's heart when he
considered it.

M1l os' treachery didn't dismay him Fromthe first he'd

pl anned to | ose the forner deputy chief of Com M ne Security.
Making it possible for MIos and his headful of know edge to go
"over to the Ammion" was the nost insidious attack on them

Warden coul d devise; a crucial ganbit in his efforts to protect
human space while he betrayed Holt Fasner's trust.

Put baldly, his intent with MIlos—as well as one of his severa
pur poses for Morn and Angus—was to lure the Amion to com

mt an act of war which he would be able to crush, thereby driving
theminto a psychol ogical retreat just at the time when hunmanki nd
was nost vul nerable to assault.

Therefore he wasn't daunted by the prospect of an Amioni in
pursuit of Trunpet. His ganble with M|los was starting to pay off.
At the sane time, however, he tasted a tentative alarmat the

i dea that Morn Hyl and had a son; a son the Amion would risk

much to recapture. Force-grown on Enabl ement. To sone extent

that expl ained Nick Succorso's unauthorized foray into forbidden
space. And it gave the Amion nore reason to risk an incursion

But how was it possible that the boy had any mind at all, not to
mention a nind that represents the know edge necessary to nutate
Ammi on i ndi stingui shabl e from humans? By what conceivabl e

met hod were the Aimion able to "force-grow' a functional hu-

man consci ousness?

The image of Ami on indi stinguishabl e from humans nade

his skin crawl. Genetic kazes of one formor another were the
stuff of nightnmare. Yet that idea was less i mediately appalling
than the bare thought that the Ammion ni ght have gai ned the

means to achieve near-C velocities. If that were true, his efforts to
protect his species had al ready begun to go wong with a ven-
geance. No quadrant of human space woul d ever be safe again.

As for Hashi's dealings with Free Lunch—

Just for a nonent Warden gave in to an incendiary and be-

trayed rage. What was Hashi doi ng? Working with the Dragon?

Had he gone over to Holt's side behind Warden's back? Was it
possi bl e that Warden had been that wong about hinf

You sonofabitch, | know you don't even know what the truth

is, but I trusted you! | need you

He couldn't afford that, however, absolutely could not afford

to submit to fury; not now Too much was at stake. H's hopes,

even his survival, depended on his ability to keep his head right
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now, to understand what was going on and nake accurate deci-

sions about it. He'd set hinself up for this; set Holt Fasner up, and
nmost of humankind as well. If he faltered or failed, he mght as
well go over to the Atmion hinself: the harmhe did would be

i ncal cul abl e.

He brought his torn passions under control just as what he

called the "disaster light" on his consol e began flashing at him
When he was in one of his secure offices, he officially ceased

to exist. In theory no one could find him no one could reach him
But in practice that was unworkabl e—not to nention irresponsi-

ble. H's duties required that he could be contacted in the event of
an energency. UMCPHQ Center acconplished this by activating

a signal in all his offices sinultaneously.

It was too soon—but then everything was al ways too soon

when so nmuch hung in the balance. At |east he'd been given tine

to read Punisher's report. He could think about it on the way.

Al ready he could see possibilities—

Faced with a crisis, he nastered hinself. H s hands were as
steady as stones as he toggled his intercom

"Dios." He announced hinself as if he were inmmne to

pani c. "Wat's goi ng on?"

"Director," a young voice from Center answered quickly.
"Sorry for the intrusion, sir. | didn't know what else to do.
young: the officer on duty sounded like a kid. "Holt Fasner's
been yelling at us. No disrespect, but | thought he was going to
burst sonething. He said— The officer stunbled nonentarily

on the words. "Sorry, sir. He said if you don't get your ass over
there in five mnutes, he's going to feed your balls to his nother."
In chagrin the officer repeated, "Sorry, sir."

Five mnutes. Well, that was inpossible, at any rate. No matter
what the Dragon wanted, he woul d have to give Warden nore

time than that.

"Don't worry about it," he told the duty officer. "If | thought

you were accountable for what the Dragon says, | would order you

to wash his mouth out.

"Get ny shuttle ready. Tell the crew |I'mon ny way. Then

send CEO Fasner an ETA."

Warden clicked off the intercomand rose to his feet. If Holt

coul d count, he would know that his UMCP director had re-

sponded to his sunmons i medi ately. Even a great wormthe

term was Hashi's—eoul dn't denmand nore than that.

Now nore than ever it was vital for Warden Dios to | ook |ike

a dutiful subordinate.

UMC Honme Security delivered himto the sane office where

he'd | ast faced his master. Nothing had changed physically, either
inthe roomitself or in Holt Fasner. Aside froma utilitarian desk
and a few chairs, the office contained no furniture: the renaining
space was thick with data termnals, display screens, and comu-

ni cati ons systens. And the Dragon wasn't discernibly older. He

wore his one hundred fifty years as if they were sixty or seventy;
his heart still beat strongly; the working of his brain had | ost none
of its legendary fierceness. His true age showed only in the odd
ruddi ness spl ashed |ike stains across his cheeks, the rapid blink-
ing of his eyes, and the way his hands sonetinmes shook

Warden was mildly surprised to see that Holt wasn't angry.

The Dragon's IR aura conveyed a nortality which wasn't obvious

to normal sight: it was shot with acrid hues and fluctuations which
Warden associ ated with hunger, distrust, connivance; an old and
undi fferentiated hate. None of that was new, however. Holt had
roared at UMCPHQ Center with a vehenence he apparently

Too
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didn't feel—or no longer felt.

Warden didn't wait for a greeting. He didn't sit down; didn't
approach the desk. As soon as the door closed behind him sealing
the roomwi th security screens and baffles, he said harshly, "I
hope you had a good reason for yelling at ny people. They don't
need that, and | don't like it."

Holt fluttered a hand as if he were wavi ng away the needs—er

the reality—ef Warden's people. "Sit down, sit down." Hi s tone
was calm but it held no wel come. "Your 'people,' as you so
naively call them are nore interested in protecting you than in
doing their jobs. | had to get their attention."

"Why?" Warden countered. "I don't ignore you when you

sunmon me. And | don't keep you waiting."

Holt | eaned forward; strange hungers pulsed in his aura.

"This is urgent. You know that as well as | do. You received a
report fromthe Com M ne belt—a report on what happened to
Billingate. | want to know what it said."

Warden nmade no effort to disguise his bitterness. "I thought

you al ready knew. "

Holt reacted by jerking up his head. Hi s eyes wi dened; for a
nmoment they stopped blinking.

"Now how in hell would |I know that?"

Qui ckly Warden studi ed the Dragon's emanati ons, searching

them for signs of fal sehood. Routine data sharing between Hone

O fice and UMCPHQ woul d have included only the fact of the
report's arrival, not its content. But if Hashi had gone behi nd
Warden's back to Holt—

"There's a ship out in the belt," Warden pronounced, "Free

Lunch, Captain Darrin Scroyle. He says he's working for you."
"Then he's a liar," Holt snapped. "I turned all UMC com

muni cati ons resources over to you. | haven't had either the tine or
the facilities to set up another net of ny own.

"I''"l'l have this"—he spat the name—this Captain Scroyle's
|icense revoked and his ship deconnm ssioned by the tinme you get
back to UMCPHQ "

"Fine," Warden growl ed. "You do that." Holt's disgust and

i ndignation were plain; honest as far as they went. His aura didn't
suggest cal culation. He was trying to eval uate Warden, not con-
ceal subterfuge fromhim

So Hashi had not gone behind Warden's back. The DA direc-

tor was playing a different kind of gane.

Warden found no confort in that.

It was certainly plausible that Free Lunch had lied to protect
hersel f from Puni sher. Having no conscience about the truth him
sel f, Hashi |iked working with people who dissenbled well. He
seened to find a specialized pleasure, alnpbst a kind of exaltation,
in the challenge of defining and profiting from other people's

f al sehoods.

"But in the neantine," Warden went on w thout pausing,

"maybe you'll explain why you assune | wasn't going to send

you a copy of that report?"

"Because," Holt retorted, "you don't | ook good to nme right

now. Your dependability is, shall we say, starting to fray around
the edges?

"My sweet old nother, bless her malicious soul, thinks you're
getting me in trouble. | always pay close attention when she tells
me such things." Threats and di strust whetted his tone. "And you
went out of your way to confirm her judgnent in that appalling

vi deo conference with the GCES. But you didn't stop there—not
you, in spite of your elevated reputation for good sense. You ap-
poi nted this—this Koi na Hanni sh—to repl ace Godsen without
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consulting nme. And you sent Joshua agai nst Thanatos M nor un-

der the control of the npbst acconplished doubl e-deal i ng bugger
you coul d find.

"I don't want to wait around until you think the tinme is right

to let me know what's going on. | prefer hearing the truth in
person."

Gimy Warden stifled an inpulse to rasp back, Fine. Let's

both tell the truth. 1'Il tell you why | really sent Angus to Billin-

gate. You tell nme what you gain fromthis goddam hostil e peace
with the Amion. Tell me why you work so hard to make sure that
nothing we do to protect ourselves is ever quite good enough. Tel
me what's so absolutely inportant that you have to m suse and
mani pulate ne to get it.

He couldn't say that: he knew the Dragon too well. And yet in
sone sense he had to tell the truth. There was no choi ce about it.
Holt had too nany other sources of information. As matters
stood, he owned the UMCP. And he'd built Warden's domain to

suit his own purposes. Data-sharing with UMCPHQ Center

wasn't his only nechani smfor gathering know edge. |f other
means failed, he probably had a dozen strategically placed bug-
gers he could rely on.

"Al'l right." To cover hinself while he controlled his yearn-

ing for honesty, Warden took a chair and sat down opposite Holt;
fol ded his heavy forearnms over his chest. "You need to know this
in any case. Sone of it's out of ny province." Carefully he pre-
pared hinself to offer the bait which he hoped would |ure Holt
into a mstake; the one m stake he needed. "And sone of it's just
too damm scary to keep to nyself."

He wanted Holt to |let Morn live. But the Dragon woul d never

do that unless he were given sonething that he thought was worth
the ri sk.

Desperation or providence had supplied Warden with some-

thing that m ght suffice—

"The report cane from Director Donner," he expl ained, "but

she got it directly from Trunpet and flared it to us. It isn't re-
nmot el y conpl ete. You have to understand that Joshua is running
for his life. He was betrayed by MIos Taverner, and he's got
Ami on after him™"

Holt's gaze becane a hard gl are

"I know you don't like the chances | took," Warden went on,

"but Director Lebwohl and | haven't been stupid about this. W
knew Ml os couldn't be trusted. And we knew we couldn't fore-
see everything that m ght happen to Joshua. If we tried to wite
instruction-sets to control himconpletely in every situation, then
any problem we hadn't foreseen might paralyze or kill him So we
gave himalternate priority-codes—odes MIlos didn't know

about —and programmed themto take effect automatically if M-

| os betrayed him

"But if those codes went into effect, it neant the situation was
worse than we thought it would be. Treachery adds dangers we
couldn't predict. And without Mlos to control him Joshua ni ght
make decisions that nultiplied the hazards. Under those circum
stances, we knew we couldn't afford to |l et himcone back here on
his own. W wouldn't have any idea what kind of trouble he was
bringing with himuntil it arrived.

"Director Lebwohl and | conpensated by witing protections

into his datacore. If he was betrayed, his progranm ng requires
himto send in a report, activate a homi ng signal so we can find
hi mand then go on the run. Keep hinself alive until we decide
what to do about him That way we're covered. We can find out
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what's going on before we have to comit ourselves

"Well, it all happened. MIlos did betray him Hi s new prior-
ity-codes are in effect. H s hom ng signal and his report confirm
that. Now he's on the run because that's how we programed

him And he's got Amion after him because we sent himinto a
mess that was worse than we thought it would be."

Per sonnel aboard include—

Warden paused to tighten the grip of his arnms. He'd pl anned

for this crisis, prayed for it; readied hinmself—Now he had to see
it through.

He'd pronised Holt that Morn Hyl and woul d di e. But Warden

hi nsel f wanted her alive.

Del i berately he added, "Joshua has quite a few people with

him ™"

" '"People'?" Holt interrupted. "Wat 'people ?" Hnts of IR
fire licked through his aura. "This wasn't supposed to be a god-
damm passenger run."

Now, Warden thought, gripping hinself harder. This is it.

As if he weren't staring ruin in the face, he answered calmy,
"Ni ck Succorso. Four of his crewM kka and Ciro Vasaczk, Sib
Mackern, Vector Shaheed."

He al nbost hoped Holt woul d recogni ze Shaheed's nane. The

fall out woul d be awkward; but at l[east Holt would be distracted.
Unfortunately the Dragon was concentrating too hard to cal

on his encycl opedi c know edge of his enenies.

"Joshua, of course," Warden continued as if he'd only paused

to swallow. "Mrn Hyland. And a kid named Davies Hyland."

The bait.

Fasner may not have heard that |ast piece of information. He
was already on his feet, already yelling.

"Morn Hyland?" His fists punched the air at Warden's face;

an apoplectic flush nottled his cheeks. "You God damm sonof a-
bitch! You sent Joshua out there to rescue Morn Hyl and?"

"No, | didn't," Warden said stolidly; falsely.

"Are you sayi ng he broke his progranmi ng?" Holt roared.

"He's a cyborg! You told me it's inpossible for himto do any-
thing he wasn't programred for! And you specifically told ne he
wasn't programed to rescue her!"

"He wasn't." Holt's fury nade it easier for Warden to retain
hi s poi se. Nevertheless he didn't bother to conceal his own anger
He hated lying, even to the nan he consi dered humanki nd' s wor st

betrayer. "But he also wasn't programmed to kill her. If that was
what you wanted, you should have said so. | assume Joshua

needed N ck for something, and taking Mrn along was N ck's
price."

Nearly scream ng, Holt fired back, "Then why aren't they

dead now? Have you gone stupid, or is this treason? Mrn Hyl and
is alive! What's the matter with you? | ordered you to kill that
ship, kill everybody aboard, if anything went wong! Don't you
call this wong? Wiy didn't your fucking Mn Donner carry out
my orders?"

" '"Treason,' Warden snorted with a glower. "I like that.

You haven't even heard my report yet, and you accuse ne of
treason. Do you really want to miss the point now? Wuldn't you
rather wait until |'mfinished?"

Unaccustonmed to nmen who di sobeyed hi mer, worse, nen

who acted |ike they knew better than he did—Holt gaped back at
the UMCP director. Above his open mouth, his eyes blinked |ike
cries.

"Then sit down and stop shouting," Warden conmmanded as if

he'd gai ned what he wanted. Trying to undernine Holt's indigna-
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tion, he added, "You're giving yourself an infarction.” Holt knew
what Warden's prosthetic sight was good for. "None of this is
sinmple. | need you to pay attention."

The Dragon closed his nouth. He sat down. For a nonent his

em ssions turned pale with uncertainty. Unaware of what he did,

he raised a trenbling hand to his chest as if he wanted to rub his
heart. He was a di scerning judge of his own synptons, however,

his own condition. Al nobst imediately he cane back into focus

like a beast energing froma lair, ready for battle.

To prevent himfrom speaking, Warden said acidly, "D rector

Donner didn't just send us that report. She read it. She has enough
sense to see what it nmeans. She didn't kill Trunpet because she
knew I would flay her skin off if she did. W need that ship alive,
Hol t —we need everybody aboard alive.'

Smell the bait, you heartless bastard! G ve ne a chance.

Holt hawked an obscenity. "Ward, you're hanging by your

balls here. You had better do an extraordinary job of convincing
me. Ot herwi se you're gone. Your comm ssion won't |ast |ong

enough to get you back on your own shuttle. And | prom se you
this. The next UMCP director will know how to make that bitch

of yours follow orders.”

"Fine." Warden kept his arns |ocked to his chest, but he

wi el ded his voice like a lash. "I"'mtrying to save your entire

ki ngdom for you, not to nention your personal ass. If you can't
think of anything nore useful to do than threaten ne, I'Il quit now

and let the 'next UMCP director' make sense out of all this."
Wthout a blink or a flicker, Holt held Warden's glare. His

aura yow ed of furies that didn't show on his face. This was the
Holt Fasner who scared Warden down to his bones: the man who

used rage and hate and hunger as forns of concentration, to make
hi msel f i nvul nerabl e.

Warden al so knew how to concentrate. But his enptions were

of another kind. Slumping slightly, as if he were able to relax with
the Dragon's glower fixed on him he resunmed his report.

"Don't ask ne to explain all the details. | only know what

was in Trunpet's flare. But here's the way it | ooks, as far as | can
put it together.

"Ni ck Succorso and Mbrn Hyl and went to Enabl ement Sta-

tion because she was pregnant. | don't know why either of them
cared, or why they thought going there was a good idea. All

know i s, they went there, and she had them'force-grow her a
son, whom she naned 'Davies Hyland' —after her father, | sup-

pose. Then they got in trouble.

"Apparently the Ammion deci ded they want Davies. They

think he holds the secret to nutating Amion so that they' |l be

i ndi stinguishable from human beings." Are you listening, Holt?

Do you hear what |I'mreally saying? "Wich neans they could
infiltrate our space w thout being detected. They could destroy us
wi thout a shot being fired, and we woul dn't even know it was
happeni ng until we were already dooned."

Can you snell it?

Holt's aura roiled with agitation and a clenched, acidic |ust,

but his features reveal ed nothing. Only his eyes blinked and

bl i nked.

"So Captain's Fancy ran," Warden rasped, "and the Ammion

sent warships after her. She nmust have | ost her gap drive—nstead
of trying to reach human space, she headed for Billingate, the
nearest port with a shipyard.

"That's crucial. She's a tach ship. Wat happened to her gap
drive? And how did she get there and back so fast at space-nor nal
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speeds? Atrip like that should have taken years.

"Joshua' s nessage said, 'The Amion are experimnenting

with specialized gap drives to achieve near-C velocities for their
war shi ps. Ni ck Succorso and his people have direct know edge of
this.' Here's what | think happened.

"Ni ck blew out his gap drive getting to Enabl enment, and he
couldn't fix it, so he traded for repairs. | don't know what he had
to trade with, but he must have had sonething, or else he wouldn't
have been able to pay to get Morn's son force-grown. Maybe the
Ammi on thought it was val uabl e enough to cover repairs. O

maybe it was an experinent—they used Captain's Fancy to test

their 'specialized gap drives.' | can't inmagine how el se Nick and
his crew woul d know about it."

"You' re wasting ny time," Holt snarled inpatiently. H's abil-

ity to contain his furies seenmed to be weakening. "I don't care
about weapons systens. That's your worry. |f you can't figure out
what to do about this, I'Il find someone who can."

War den nodded. "Fair enough. I'Il do ny job. But that's only

a piece of the story.

"What ever happened after Captain's Fancy | eft Enabl enment,

t he warships cut her off before she reached Billingate. They
want ed Davies." That was as close as Warden dared go to wavi ng
his bait under Holt's nose. "Trying to protect hinmself, | guess,
Ni ck put Davies in an ejection pod and fired himto Billingate."

Warden had arrived at this conclusion by an intuitive | eap based
on the conbi nati on of Punisher's and Free Lunch's transm ssions.
"Now Captain's Fancy was all owed to dock. |'m assum ng the

Amion didn't want to alienate Billingate, so they didn't take
Davi es by force. Instead they ordered Nick to get himback and
hand hi m over or face the consequences of cheating them
"Apparently Nick gave them Morn. He nust have been trying

to buy tine." However Hashi had come by it, his information was

i nval uabl e. "But she wasn't the one they wanted. As far as he was
concerned, it was Davies or nothing. But before he |let himhave
her—+this is crucial, too—he gave her sone of DA s nutagen

i munity drug. Joshua says it's possible they know about the

drug because they may have found it in her blood."

Trying to make Morn's survival nore pal atable, Warden of -

fered Holt vindication as well as bait. The Dragon's every instinct
had rebel |l ed agai nst Vector Shaheed' s anti nutagen research for
Intertech. Warden had persuaded the UMC CEO to give the re-
search to DA against his better judgnment. Perhaps being proved
right would soften Holt's outrage.

He kept his reaction to hinself, however. Hi s enissions boiled
and spat; but they articulated his emptions in colors and patterns,
not in words.

Fear tugged at Warden's guts. He could feel failure gathering

in the roomaround him

"That's when Trunpet arrived," he went on stiffly. "What

happened next isn't clear yet. Joshua and M| os got together with
Ni ck. Then Ml os went over to the Amion. He may have been

trying to warn them" He refrained fromnentioning that this
detail was crucial as well. "And soneone stole Davies fromBil -
lingate. Sonmeone—Nick and a few of his peopl e—+aided the Am

nion to get Mrn back.

"Sonmehow t hey all ended up aboard Trunpet —Ni ck, four of

his crew, Davies, Mrn, and Joshua. Captain's Fancy went down
attacki ng one of the warships so that Trunpet coul d get out of
dock. But Joshua did his job. Wen Billingate's fusion generator
bl ew, he escaped by riding the confusion."

Warden lifted his shoulders as if he were consigning his fate
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to the Dragon's whim "That's the report. Director Donner added
the information that there's a ship, presunmably Amion, headi ng
out of forbidden space after Trunpet. And she told ne about Free
Lunch's all eged contract with you. Then she went after Trunpet
hersel f"—he did his best to spare Mn the consequences of

Holt's anger—to keep the Amion off Joshua's back until we

deci de what we want to do with him"

"Fine." Holt's em ssions suggested nockery. "You nmake it

all sound wonderfully tidy and successful. In fact, you al nost
make it sound reasonabl e.

"What do you propose to do now? Trunpet is back in human

space. Presumably you can protect her. If | give you enough rope
so you can go ahead and hang yourself, what decisions will you
make?"

Warden was ready for this. He was prepared to tell one nore
lie—a lie which was cl ose enough to the truth to be plausible.
Leaning forward in his seat as if he'd cone to the heart of his
intentions, he said with quiet intensity, "I know you don't want
Morn back, Holt, but | think we're damm |ucky we got her. We're
damm lucky we got all those other people. W need them"

Holt's emanations | ooked as hot as a solar eruption, although

he didn't interrupt.

Softly Warden insisted, "W need what N ck and his people

know about those near-C experinents. W need Joshua because

he's too valuable to throw away. W need Mbrn because of what
she can tell us about the Ami on—and because she gives us a

way to check whatever N ck says, which probably won't be the
truth unless he knows we'll catch a lie. And we need Davies so we
can |l earn what the Amion hope to get out of him

"This is our chance. W can put Director Donner aboard

Trunpet. Once she gets close enough to transmt a nessage, she
can invoke Joshua's new codes. Then he'll take her orders. Wth
her in command and Puni sher as escort, she can take themall to
sonmepl ace safe—a place where the Atmion won't find them and
nobody else will get in our way. W can |earn everything they
know at our own pace, and we won't have to |let events rush us.
"And there's another benefit," he hurried to add before Holt

ran out of patience. "Special Counsel Mximlgensard wants
blood. If we don't contain hin—deliberately Warden spoke of

we as if there were no distinction between hinself and his master
—he won't stop until he finds sonething that nakes us | ook
dirty. So dirty he can dictate his own terns to the GCES

"But if we produce survivors fromBillingate, these specific
survivors, nost of his case against us will collapse. W'll be able
to prove that what we've gained justifies the risks we took. W'l
even be able to give himan explanation he can't refute for what
we did with Intertech's nutagen i munity research. And not
abandoni ng Morn Hyland will do wonders for our credibility."
Faced with the Dragon's seething concentration, Warden

asked tightly, "Are you listening to nme, Holt? Wen you | ook
like that, | feel like I'mtalking to a wall.

"This is an opportunity we can't afford to mss."

Abruptly Holt snorted. As if he were energing froma trance,

he shook his arms and shoul ders, rubbed his hands over his
cheeks. His eyes blinked rapidly to clear his vision

"You probably believe that, you blind idiot," he grow ed.

"Ward Dios, the fucking idealist." H's anger was so vivid that it
|l eft afterinmages on Warden's IR sight. "You al nost nake ne
regret choosing you for this job. After all these years you stil
don't know what you're for—what the whole goddacmm UMCP is
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for. You still think I invented you because | wanted cops. If this
weren't a terrible tine to change directors, | would throw you out
on your ass and find sonebody with better brains.

"Well, you listen to nme, Ward. This is your |ast chance.

"Do you really think I've mssed the point?"
A pang twi sted Warden's heart; but he tightened his arns so
that the pain didn't show "Wen you start yelling," he retorted

trenchantly, "I don't know what to think."
"I'n that case," Holt said |like a breath of flane, "I'lIl keep ny
voi ce down. | don't want to give you any excuse for naking a

m st ake. These are orders, and you"—wi th the knuckl es of one
hand, he rapped every word onto his desktop—are going to

carry them out.

"If the Amion want this Davies Hyland, so do I. | want him
delivered here, to ne, in person."

Warden tried not to let hinself hope; he couldn't afford it in
front of the Dragon. Holt was taking the bait.

"\Nhy "

"If you can't figure that out," Holt rasped, "you don't de-
serve an answer.

"But it does nmean Trunpet has to be kept alive. | don't |ike
anyt hing el se you' ve done here—and you as sure as shit haven't
convinced me 1 can trust you—but 1'll give you that one. Trunpet
has to be kept alive.

"Since | don't trust you, I'Il tell you howto do it. |I'm not
going to put up with argunents or insubordination or delays. If
you give ne any grief, I'll jerk you out of UMCPHQ so fast your
vital organs'l|l be left behind."

Warden braced hinself behind his arnms and waited for the ax

to fall.

Rappi ng the desktop again, Holt said, "I want you to contact
Trunmpet. Make 'Director Donner' do it," he sneered harshly.
"You're so busy protecting her, | want her to get her hands dirty.
I want you to nmake her get her hands dirty."

Go on, say it. Warden clasped his chest until he could hardly
breathe. Say it and get it over wth.

Holt's aura shone with cruelty and relish. "Tell her to give
Joshua's new priority-codes to N ck Succorso."

In spite of his grip on hinmself, Warden flinched. For an instant
time seened to stop. Behind his rigid expression and his flat stare,
he went into shock.

Tell her to give Joshua's new priority-codes to N ck Succorso

A magnesiumflare took fire in his guts. This was worse than
anything he'd feared, anything he could answer. Holt had beaten
him In his nost costly nightnmares he hadn't dreaned that his
master would go so far.

—to Nick Succorso

"We'l'l et Succorso take Taverner's place," the Dragon ex-
plained as if he were licking his chops. "That way we can nmeke
sure Joshua doesn't spring any nore surprises on us. Succorso
can force himto follow ny orders when |I'mready."

Joshua's new priority-codes—

Whom had he betrayed nost, Angus or Mdrn? They were the

of fspring of his nbst secret desires: he'd stripped them of every-
thing they needed or owned in the name of passions they hadn't
asked for and couldn't share. And those passions had just died as
if Holt had driven a stake through Warden's heart.

"Once Succorso takes command of Joshua and Trunpet—and

gives us confirmation so I know |'m safe—we'l|l give himthe rest
of ny orders."”

Tell her—
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Ch, Mn, you are going to hate ne for this.

Wthout Morn's testinony the Bill of Severance woul d never

pass. Not now. And certainly not |ater, when the UMCP woul d be
nmore vul nerabl e.

But Warden couldn't collapse now, couldn't bear to let Holt
unman himentirely. He still had work to do. Danmmge-control: his
| ast duty when everything had gone wong, and the Dragon's
rapacity swal |l owned human space. Shane if nothing else required
himto stand up; face the consequences of his arrogance and folly;
save what last small things mght still be preserved. He refused to
fail under the burden until he'd paid for everything.

From sonewhere, as if he were digging it out of a grave, he
found the strength to ask, "Which are?"

Holt grinned. His aura reeked of pleasure. "Kill everybody
aboard except Davies Hyland. Have himbring Davies to ne. Let

hi m keep one or two of his people, if he needs them Make him
kill the rest. Especially Morn Hyland and Vector Shaheed. You
and those two bastards have done enough harm”

Through a storm of chagrin, Warden realized that Holt had
recogni zed Shaheed's nane after all

In a bleak tone, |ike one of the damed, he nurnured, "How

am 1 supposed to nake himdo all that? He doesn't have any
priority-codes."

Holt positively gleamed with ferocity. "By offering him

sonet hing he wants. We'll let himkeep Trunpet and Joshua.

He'll junp at it. He can't refuse a ship like that—er the chance to
have a wel ded cyborg for crew. "

Angus, oh, Angus, it was all for nothing, | did it to you for
nothing. | told you it's got to stop, but instead of stopping any-
thing | committed a crinme against you that you'll have to live with
until N ck does you enough harmto kill you

And Morn as well. Nick mght agree to kill her, but until the

end she would be his to tornent and degrade as much as he

wi shed.

Past his arns and his |acerated heart, Warden sighed. "I'm

sure you're right. Nick Succorso is exactly the kind of man who'l
junp at an offer like that."

Holt | eaned forward; pouncing. Sharp with relish, he hissed,

"You sonofabitch, you're mne, mne. | invented the cops—+ in-
vented you. You're as wel ded as any cyborg, and you've had your

| ast chance at getting ne in trouble. Fromnow on you're going to
do what | tell you, when | tell you, how! tell you. And you're
going to thank your pitiful ass you aren't dead.

"Do you really think I've m ssed the point?"

War den shook his head. Slowly he unclanped his arnms. Every

muscle in his chest and | egs ached with cranps: he felt as stiff and
unsteady as a cripple. Nevertheless he clinbed to his feet. Holt
didn't need to dismss him he knew he was finished. Fighting
knots and strain, he linped toward the door

"Fol | ow orders,"” Holt said after him "I'm watchi ng—and
you know | can do it. That's what all those |istening posts are for.
If you ness with nme, I'll find out. Then you're dead."

Warden nodded as if he were beaten

When Holt unseal ed the door, however, Varden didn't open it.

I nstead he turned back to the Dragon

Holt had surprised himw th an act of inaginative malice he
hadn't expected and couldn't match. There were other things

he coul d do, however. He understood power and mani pul ati on; he
could still fight. Wth his hand on the door and no hope left, he
replied to his doomw th an inmagi native act of his own.
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" Speaki ng of your nother," he said distantly, "I haven't seen

her for a long time. Do you mind if | visit her before I go? It
should only take a few minutes. And | can spare the tine. W

have hours before our best w ndow on the next |istening post

Puni sher is likely to pass.”

"My nother?" Holt was surprised: his face showed it as

plainly as his enissions. "Norna? What in hell do you want to
visit her for?"

The UMCP director shrugged awkwardly; falsely. "She's be-

conme sonet hing of a | egend over the years—i ke an oracle, you

m ght say. 1 want to ask her what makes her think |'ve been trying
to get you in trouble."

Holt scrutinized Warden hard. The uncertainty of his aura
suggested that he felt the threat in Warden's request, but couldn't
identify it. After only a nonment, however, his expression cleared,
and he | aughed acidly.

"You poor, msguided lunmp of shit, you're still trying to play
games with ne. Go ahead"-he fluttered his hands—=visit her

Enjoy it if you can. You two deserve each other. And there's a
good chance you're going to end up just |ike her."

As Warden opened the door and closed it behind him Holt

was speaking into an intercom instructing HS to conduct the

UMCP director to Norna Fasner and let himtalk to her for ten

m nutes before escorting himto his shuttle.

"Privately," Warden told the two guards who canme to his

sides. As soon as he left Holt's sight, his manner becane authori -
tative and sure: he sounded as steady as a rock. "1 want to talk to
her al one. Check with himif you don't trust me."

"Yes, sir." As far as Honme Security knew, Warden Di os was

still the second nost powerful man in human space. "This way."

Wal king briskly to work the cranps out of his |egs, Warden

foll owed the guards. Holt had said, You are nine, but he was
wong. Warden may have | ost everything el se, but he was stil

hi nsel f.

Wil e any piece of himrenmained, he intended to go on fight-
i ng.

WARDEN

He was at his best when he was

ashaned.

He coul d not have explained that: he was hardly aware of it.

Yet it was true. The tension between his unyiel ding passion for
standards of integrity, commtnent, and efficacy so untrammel ed
that they could never be attained and his sense of nortal chagrin
when he fell below those standards was fruitful for him It taught
hi m strengt hs he m ght never have known he possessed.

Shanme and idealismwere the neans by which Holt Fasner had
mani pul ated himinto beconing what he was: the director of the
UMCP, guilty as charged; the man nost directly responsible for

the corruption of the cops. Holt had focused his idealismhis
essential belief that it was the honorabl e and necessary function of
the police to serve and protect humanity—to position himwhere

he woul d be vul nerable; then had exercised his shane to push him
farther and farther fromthose ideals.

In a sense Warden had accepted this. Presunably he could

have refused at any tinme—oul d have preserved the nman he

wi shed to be by letting Holt fire him At the worst Holt m ght
have had himkilled. So what? Warden knew to his cost that there
were many worse fates than death.

Yet he hadn't refused. At every crisis he'd resisted the

Dragon's cunning up to a certain point; then he'd let it carry him
al ong.
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In a sense, the reason he did this was sinple.

Al his life, he'd considered hinself inadequate to his drearns;

unequal to the task of nmaking themlive. Certainly he'd been too
flawed to see Holt Fasner accurately when the Dragon had first

hired himto work for SM Security. Stupid with naivete, he'd

bel i eved that he was being given a chance to do good, val uable
work for a good, valuable man. And Holt had encouraged that

illusion with every trick at his command. Hungry with dreans

and shame, Warden had | earned to define hinself in terns of |aw

enforcenment at its noblest: service and protection for those who

needed it nost—and could afford it |east.

By the tinme he'd realized that Holt used the cops for no pur-

poses but his own, and that those purposes had nothing to do with

i deal i sm Warden had already acquired a taste for the nourishnent

his sore heart craved: the food of |awful power.

So who coul d hope to stop the Dragon, if not an officer of the

| aw? Whose job was it? And to whomdid that job properly be-

long, if not to the man who had hel ped nake t he Dragon powerful

by allowi ng his own hopes to blind hinf

Preci sely because he considered hinself cul pable, Warden

Di os had sworn to take any ri sk and pay any price which m ght

hel p hi mundo the harm he' d caused by supporting Holt Fasner's
anmbi ti ons.

O course he couldn't undo that harmif he weren't a cop. The

authority of his position as director of the UMCP was all that

enabled himto act. He couldn't afford to sacrifice that authority in

the nanme of personal honor

Therefore he swal | owed the conprom ses and betrayal s neces-

sary to keep his job, earn the Dragon's trust. Wen he wasn't

engaged in sonme dirty business of Holt's, he devel oped and ran

the UMCP as if his organization were indeed as incorruptible as it

should be. And in the dark corners of his mnd, through the gaps

bet ween his other commtnents, he set about the conplex, secret

task of arranging Holt's downfall.

Inevitably the Dragon caught glinpses of this. He knew better
than to trust his UMCP director too nmuch. So he strove to bind
Warden closer to himwi th new acts of conplicity and shanme. But
there he erred. He misunderstood the true nature of Warden's
dreans. Each new pi ece of extorted cynicismdrove Warden far-
ther away; drove himto inmagine nore, dare nore, suffer nore in
the nane of his real passion
Shane pushed hi m
He was no | onger the nan he'd once been: he'd transcended
hinself long ago. By will and nortification he'd becone nore
than he or Holt Fasner or anyone el se realized.

When Holt outplayed him demanded that he sacrifice Mrn

and Angus as well as everything they represented, \Warden was

| eft stripped of his hopes; naked with chagrin at all the harmhe'd
done—and done for not hing.

Intertech's anti nutagen had been deni ed to humanki nd—but

not to the Amion. Vector Shaheed, the one free man with the
know edge to replicate Intertech's work, was about to be kill ed.
Morn Hyl and had endured Angus Thernopyle and N ck Suc-

corso, rape and zone inplants, for nonths. Now she woul d be

di scarded like a piece of scrap. Angus hinself, who carried the
core of Warden's desperation in his welded resources and secret
programm ng, would beconme N ck's plaything and tool; the per-
fect illegal, violent and dehumani zed.

What was | eft, except shane and the price of failure?

Warden Dios was at his best when he asked to see Norna
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Fasner.

He didn't try to explain the request to hinself. It was purely
intuitive—a small gesture to counterbal ance what he'd | ost—and

he accepted the consequences of acting on it. Yet it seened to
make him stronger with every passing nonent. As HS gui ded
himinto the secure depths of Holt's headquarters, his heart grew
steady and his respiration calned. Neither his stride nor his com
posure gave his guards any hint that the Dragon had found a way
to deprive himof what he | oved nost.

There was al ways something left.

Per haps that was why he wanted to consult an oracle.

So he followed his escort until the two men delivered himto

the specialized cave of |ife-support systens and video screens
where Norna Fasner lived. At the door he dismissed them They

had no orders to accompany himin. And surely the Dragon could
eavesdrop on his nother whenever he w shed.

Warden entered her sickchanber al one and cl osed the door

The lights were off in the high, sterile room but he could see
by the phosphorescent glow of the video screens which filled the
wall in front of Norna's bed and equi pnment. That wall was all she
had, her whole world: the bed held her rigid, as if it were a
traction frame, so that her equipnent could do the delicate and
obscene work of keeping life in her imured carcass. Only her
eyes and nouth could nove—and her fingers, allow ng her to
control the illunination and screens. In the flat, heartless |ight,
she | ooked spectral and bereaved. The nedi cal advances which
sust ai ned her son had conme too late to do anything nore than

i mpose exi stence on her. Mrtality stained her shriveled skin so
that it seened filthy against the clean Iinen of her bed.

Her equi prent gave off so nany IR enissions that Warden's
prosthetic sight was effectively useless. As far as he could see, she
had no aura; perhaps no enotions; possibly no mnd. Yet Holt had
told himover the years that she remmi ned consci ous—ot only
sentient but sharp. On one occasion Holt had said, "I keep her
alive, you know. | don't nean ny doctors or my orders—+ nean

me personally. | keep her alive. She would go out like a candle if
she didn't hate nme too much to die. She lives for the hope that
she'll get to see ne destroyed. And maybe, just nmaybe, that she'l
be able to see it comng."

The Dragon had | aughed as he said this. Apparently he con-
sidered it funny.

Warden was of a different opinion

He kept it to hinself, however, now as nuch as then. He

wasn't here to feel sorry for the woman who had taught Holt his
hungers. And he had only ten nminutes. If Norna couldn't answer
himin that tinme, the risk of visiting her woul d be wast ed.
Nevert hel ess he stopped just inside the door, nonentarily par-

al yzed. Holt had told himabout the video screens; but he hadn't
realized how daunting they could be: twenty or nore of them all
alive, all projecting their images sinmultaneously, all gabbling at
once; and all dead because they had no human I R eni ssions and
therefore contained no life. As inert as Norna herself, newscasts
and sex shows vied with conedi es, sports prograns, and dranas

to domi nate his attention; voices conflicted with background nu-
sic and sound effects up and down the audi ble spectrum The

ef fect was at once hypnotic and disturbing, |like a white-noise
runbl e which felt soothing, but which presaged sone ki nd of
tectonic cataclysm It created the strange illusion that all but one

of the screens offered gibberish as a way of concealing the sole
exception; that the exception displayed instead a soot hsayer's ver-
sion of pure, cold truth; and that it changed places constantly with
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all the others, so that only the nbst savage and unrem tting con-
centration could hope to glinpse its wisdomas it passed from
screen to screen

Warden stifled an inpulse to curse the Dragon. He didn't have
time for that.

St eadyi ng hinself on urgency, he forced his legs to carry him
away fromthe door toward the screens until he entered Norna's
field of view. There he turned; put his back to the video wall and
faced her.

"Hel | o, Norna."

In the phosphor gl eam her eyes | ooked enpty, transfixed by

death. They made no apparent effort to track individual inmages
per haps she'd | earned how to focus on all the prograns at the
same time. O perhaps she'd nerely forgotten what she was | ook-
ing for. Her |ips and guns chewed constantly, as if she were
trying to renenber the taste of food. Saliva she couldn't contro
drooled into the winkles across her chin.

Just for an instant, however, her gaze flicked toward him Then
it returned to the screens.

"Ward." Her voice barely reached hi mthrough the anbient

mutter. "Warden Dios. It's about tine."

He cocked an eyebrow in surprise. "You were expecting ne,"

he remarked because he didn't know what el se to say.

"OF course |'ve been expecting you," she nmuttered like the

voi ces of her world. "Who else can you talk to?

"Move. You're in ny way."

Warden gl anced behind him saw that he was i ndeed ob-

structing one edge of her view of the wall. Shruggi ng an apol ogy,
he took a step to the side. "Is that better?”

" '"Better'?" Sonmething in the twi st of her bloodless |ips gave
the inpression that she was |laughing. "If you think anything
around here ever gets 'better,' you' ve wasted a visit. W don't
have anything to tal k about."

He frowned. He was in no nood for verbal sparring. Never-

thel ess he kept his response casual. "Forgive ny choice of words.
I certainly haven't seen anything get better."

Her toothless guns continued chewi ng. "No. And you won't.

Not until you finish him"

Well, Holt had warned himthat she was sharp; al nost
presciently cogni zant of the world beyond her screens—the world
she couldn't see. Still her bluntness took hi maback

" '"Finish him?"

"I'sn't that why you're here?" Although she appeared to focus

on nothing, follow nothing, her gaze never |left the restless nove-
ment of images. "Don't you want nme to tell you what you need to
know to finish hinP"

A frisson of alarmran down Warden's back, settled in his

| ower abdonen. How nmuch could Holt hear? Softly, trusting her

to pick his voice out of the gabble—trying to warn her—he asked,
"Norna, does he listen in when you have visitors?"

He couldn't tell whether she heard himor not. For a nonent

she was silent. Then her nouth gave another tw st that m ght have
been | aughter.

"How should | know? | never have visitors."

He made another attenpt. "Should you be careful what you

say?"

This time she didn't pause or hesitate. "Why? There's noth-

ing left he can do to ne. And if you were worried about yourself,
you woul dn't be here."

Her bl ank concentration on her screens was eerie, alnost
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ghoul i sh. Li ke a woman inured to death and corruption, she

wat ched themas if they showed maggots feasting on corpses—

one scene repeated fromdifferent angles on all the screens.

"COfF course," she went on, "he doesn't realize how nuch |

know. He has no idea what 1 might tell you. That could be danger-
ous. But | think you re safe enough."

Saf e? The nere concept startled him He raised a hand to

i nterrupt her, ask her indul gence.

"Norna, forgive ne. | guess |'m slow today—+' m not keepi ng

up with you. What makes you think |I'm safe here?"

Her face in the cold Iight | ooked so holl ow and dooned t hat

he hal f expected her to intone |like a sibyl, Everyone who cones
here is safe. This is the cave of death, where no other harm enters.
As | ong as you remmin, you are beyond hurt.

Her actual reply was nore prosaic, however. "After all the
troubl e you've caused, he needs you. He can't afford to punish
you now. "

Baf fl ed as much by the way she spoke as by what she said, he
countered, "He's Holt Fasner, CEO of the entire created universe.
What can he possibly need ne for?"

Again that twist |ike laughter. Apparently she liked his sar-
casm Al nost soundl essly her |ips shaped her answer.

"A scapegoat . "

Ah, Warden sighed to hinself. Soneone to blane. That nade

sense. He felt suddenly that he'd been freed fromthe confusion of
the screens and the nystification of her manner. Now he knew

how to talk to her.

"Thank you," he said nore confidently. "I think | under-

st and.

"As |'m sure you can guess, |'ve just cone fromtalking to

him You nentioned all the '"trouble' 1've 'caused.' And he told

me you warned himl was getting himin trouble. Does he know
what kind of trouble it is?"

"Shane on you, Ward." Through the interference of other

voi ces she sounded |ike a di sappointed school marm "That's not
the right question. You know better."

Before he coul d absorb this criticism she asked, "What did

you tal k to hi mabout ?"

He swall owed a rush of inpatience. He was running out of

time. Yet he had nothing to gain by trying to hurry her. Trusting
that she didn't need | ong expl anations, he answered, "I told him
that Joshua's nission to Thanatos M nor was a success. But it was
al so a surprise. Joshua has cone back into human space with

some unexpected survivors."

"Such as?" she inquired quickly.

He had no business di scussing such things with her. On the

ot her hand, why had he bothered to cone here, if he weren't
willing to face the hazards invol ved?

Shrugging to hinself, he | et her have her way.

"Ni ck Succorso. Sone of his crew—ncluding a man named

Vect or Shaheed who used to work for Intertech back in the days
when Intertech was doing antinutagen research. Mrn Hyland."

He did his best to nmention Morn as if she had no special signifi-
cance. "And sonehow she has a son—a full-grown kid, appar-

ently. She calls him Davies Hyl and."

Norna considered this information for a nonent.

"What does he want you to do about it?"

Warden felt that he was exposing his heart as he replied stiffly,
"Deliver Davies to him" Like Norna he didn't need to refer to
the Dragon by nane. "G ve N ck control over Joshua. Kill every-
body el se aboard."
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Her enpty gaze didn't shift. Chew ng incessantly, her jaws

| eaked a small sheen of saliva into the snear on her chin. Only her
lips reacted, twisting fromside to side |ike a grinace.

Now he couldn't tell whether she was | aughing or crying.

He waited until her grinmace eased and her cheeks fell slack

Then in a | ow whi sper he repeated his question

"Nor na, does he know?"

"I told him" she answered, invoked by mrth or grief. "But

he doesn't understand. He fears death too nmuch. It distorts his

t hi nki ng. "

"Most of us fear death,"” Warden countered, still whispering

"Most of the tinme we're able to ignore it."

She let out a hiss of inpatience or vexation. "This is no
ordinary fear of death. Have you suffered under himso |long wth-
out figuring that out? If | called it '"nortal terror,' that would be an
under st at ermrent .

"He wants to live forever." Bitterly she nodded to herself.

"Yes, forever. Haven't | seen it? Wiy do you think he keeps ne
dammed here? |'ve spent fifty years paying for what | see

"He thinks the Amion are the answer. Genetic nagic. He

thi nks they know how to rescue his body before it fails. O nmaybe
they can grow hima new one.

"He can't nmmke peace with them Humanki nd wouldn't |et

himget amay with it. Human beings are stupid'—she referred to
her screens—but nobody is that stupid. But if he lets you go to

war, he'll |ose everything he wants fromthe Amion. So he needs
this hostile truce."
As if she were still on the same subject, she demanded,

"What nakes Davi es Hyl and so preci ous?"

Warden had asked hinself that question half a dozen tines

al ready. Now under the pressure of Norna's insight and his own
needs, he forced hinself to consider it again.

Thi nki ng al oud, he nmurnured, "The Amion used a tech-

nique called 'force-growing.' |'ve been hearing for years that they
have the neans to mature bodies rapidly. And it nust work. Qth-
erwi se Morn would still be pregnant. She woul dn't have a son yet,

never mnd a full-grown kid.

"But how can he have a mi nd?" That was the crucial ques-

tion, the fatal unknown. "How did the Amion conpensate for al
the years of |earning and experience he didn't get?"

Norna's stare never left her wall of images, yet it forced War-
den to go on.

"They nust have sone way to create mnds artificially." The

human organi smwas i nherently functionless w thout acquired
training and information. "Or copy them

"Copyi ng sounds nore plausible. But what did they use for

an original?

"Did they inpose one of their own on hin? Then he woul d be

an Ammi oni —and Joshua would kill him if Mrn didn't." Panic

and possibilities ran through him riding a burst of intuition like
hi gh-bri sance thrust. "They nust have copi ed sone hunan m nd

into his head."

He didn't need to finish the thought; didn't need to say, If they
could do that for Davies, they could do it for Holt. Norna was

al ready nodding. Her mummified |ips chewed saliva and sil ence

as if that were her oracular secret; the nmeaning of life.

Is that really if! He mani pul ates the GCES, suppresses the

i munity drug, handcuffs ny people and nme, keeps this un-

decl ared war alive, betrays hunmanity, just so he can fucking live
forever?
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Dear God, he's got to be stopped!

Fi ne. How?

Whose nind did Davies have?

"Director Dios?"

Warden had been concentrating on Norna so hard that he
hadn't heard the door open, or seen the guard stick his head into
the room
"Time's up, sir,’
tle's waiting."
Full of alarm Warden turned his attention on the guard.

Al most imedi ately his prosthetic eye gave hi mone snall

pi ece of reassurance. The man's aura spoke of inpatience, bore-
dom weariness, but no unusual anxiety or strain. Therefore HS
wasn't preparing an anbush: Holt hadn't changed his mind about
letting Warden return to UMCPHQ No doubt he was deterni ned

not to spare Warden the burden of betraying Angus and Morn
"I'"'mcoming," he told the guard.

At the edge of Norna's sight, however, he paused to bow and

mur mur softly, "Thank you. |I'll do what | can."

Her parting words harried himout of the sickchanber |ike

furies, nam ng his anguish and | oss.

"That's not good enough, Warden Di os."

The guards | ooked questions at him involuntarily curious—er
perhaps only cautious. Not good enough. He answered themwith

a shrug and an i npersonal frown.

Nei t her of them pursued the matter. He was the UMCP direc-
tor—and they apparently hadn't been ordered to chall enge him
Instead they sinply guided himback to his shuttle, letting him
keep his shane to hinself.

He knew as well as Norna did that nerely doi ng what he

could wasn't good enough. He just didn't have any better ideas.
Battering his brain for inspiration all the way back to

UMCPHQ | eft himin a foul npbod. Holt's orders galled hi mabso-
lutely; they ate at his sore heart like an injection of vitriol. If he
were the kind of man who threw up when he felt nauseous, he

woul d have puked his guts out, trying to rid hinmself of his despair.
Angus and Morn were the children of his best passion, his

deepest need. He could sacrifice Vector Shaheed and the rest of

Ni ck's people if he had to; could give Trunpet up and let N ck go:
he' d done worse. Davies would |ive—and Warden could at | east

pray that sonething would happen to spare the boy from what

Holt had in mind. But to give N ck power over Mrn and Angus,

to hand them over to degradation and death after what they'd
already suffered in .Warden's name—

That was conpletely and utterly not good enough

Ful mi nating usel essly as his shuttle approached dock, he told

his crewto flare Hashi Lebwohl, order the DA director to neet
himin one of his private offices in ten mnutes. He may have
failed to be good enough for Angus and Mdrn, but he was by God
going to get the truth out of Hashi. He needed all his tol erance
and nore to endure the distress inside his own skull: he had none
to spare for Hashi's ganes.

The evi dence suggested that Hashi was pulling strings behind
Warden's back, interposing his own decisions between the UMCP
director and events. That could be called nal feasance; it could
even be called treason. On the other hand, Hashi apparently
wasn't pulling strings for the Dragon. His gane was his own, for
good or ill.

Warden had half an hour left until his w ndow opened on the

best available |istening post. He could wait that |ong before he
coded and sent his orders to M n Donner—before he nade his

the man announced carefully. "Your shut-
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own treachery irrevocable. In that tinme, he intended to find out
how much harm Hashi had done.

Naturally, inevitably, the post itself belonged to the UMC. it

was part of the vast comunications network which Holt Fasner

had put in place. In a hundred fifty years of hunger and aggran-

di zenent, the Dragon had | earned to plan ahead.

He woul d be able to obtain copies of Warden's orders to Pun-

i sher.

That thought nmade Warden want to tear Hashi's head off.

Hi s angui sh had nowhere el se to go

I gnoring the salutes of dock security and the urgent requests

for his attention from Center's communi cati ons techs—these days
Cent er considered everything urgent—he strode through the corri-
dors of his domain until he reached the office he'd specified in his
message to Hashi Lebwohl .

The DA director was already there, waiting. H s face wore a
bleary, amiable smle, as if he'd just exchanged sone pl easantry
with the guards outside the office. In contrast, their expressions
wer e nonpl ussed, unconfortable: their relief as they sal uted War-
den was plain to his IR sight. Apparently they didn't know how to
take Hashi's sense of hunor.

"Director Dios."

Hashi's gl asses, antique and uncared for, seened to refract his

bl ue gaze, confusing whatever he saw-er perhaps only whatever

he al | owed ot her people to see. Characteristically his |ab coat

| ooked like he'd found it in a waste-di sposal bin—and then sl ept
init for weeks. The laces of his ol d-fashioned shoes trailed at his
heels: it was a wonder that he could walk without tripping him

sel f.

"I nside," Warden snapped brusquely as he thrust the door

open. Wthout waiting for Hashi to precede him he stalked into
the room rounded the desk, and sat down in his chair.

Hashi didn't dally. He entered the of fice behind Warden,

cl osed the door. As Warden keyed the door seals and security
shi el ds, Hashi cane forward to stand in front of the desk. Despite
his air of assurance and his disreputabl e-professor's appearance,
sonething in the twitching of his long fingers or the snudged
glitter of his glasses conveyed the inpression that he knew he was

in trouble.
"Fromthe origination of your flare," he began as if he
wanted to defuse Warden's anger, "I deduce that you have just

returned frombearding the Dragon in his lair. UMCPHQ scut -
tlebutt confirnms this. And fromthe darkness of your glance
deduce that the encounter did not go well." As if he were quoting,
he intoned, " 'The great wormis in his heaven, all's wong with
the world.' My condol ences. "

Warden let a snarl bare his teeth. "No jokes, Hashi," he

war ned. "Spare ne your usual line of claptrap. Yes, |'ve just

conme froma neeting with nmy boss. No, it didn't go well. Now I
intend to find out why."

Hashi permitted hinself a benused frown. Gesturing toward a

chair, he asked, "In that case, may | sit?"

"No. "

Behi nd his | enses, Hashi's eyes w dened slightly. "I see. Ap-
parently you consider ne the reason your neeting with Holt
Fasner did not go well. May | inquire how that is possible?"

"You tell ne.
Hol di ng Warden's gl are, Hashi lifted his shoulders in a small,
hel pl ess shrug. "How can |? | have no idea what subject you w sh
to discuss."
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"Il give you a hint." Warden cl enched his hands into fists on
the desktop. "Tell ne about Free Lunch."

Hashi blinked opaquely. Hi nts of tension sharpened his aura,

but he nmay have been sinply baffled. "What is 'free lunch'?
Conventional w sdom asserts that no such thing exists."

Warden swal | owed a curse. Softly, softly, so that he wouldn't
rage, he articulated, "Hashi, listen to me. This has gone on | ong
enough. Where did you get that information about events on Bil -
lingate you reported to ne a few hours ago?"

"As | told you at the tine, sir"—apparently the DA director

had deci ded to respond by acting huffy—it arrived by routine
drone service froma listening post in the ComMne Station as-
teroid belt. It was routed to nme precisely because it was routine,
and as a matter of routine | have assigned a high priority to any
data or transm ssion which makes reference to Thanatos M nor

"The |istening post overheard a broadcast froma ship that did

not identify herself—therefore, presumably, an illegal." The nore
he tal ked, the nore Hashi's pose of indignhant virtue began to
sound |i ke a disguise for nore conpl ex enotions. "The broadcast
was just that, broad cast, not tight-beanmed to the listening post. 1
have no evidence that this ship knew of the |istening post's exis-
tence. She was sinply trying to warn other vessel s—presunably

ot her illegal s—ef devel opments on Thanatos M nor, to the extent
that she had wi tnessed them

"Some of the details she cited—+ nentioned this at the tine

al so, sir"-he stressed the word sir—were not ones which I

woul d have expected to find included in such a broadcast. For that
reason | distrust both the content and the notives of her transm s-

sion. However, | delivered the information to you because of its
obvi ous inportance."
Subtly sarcastic, Hashi concluded, "In what way has ny con-

duct in this matter contributed to the disagreeabl e outcone of
your discussion with our revered CEO?"

As if he'd nmade his point, proved his innocence, he allowed
hinself to fold down into the nearest chair.

" 'Liar!"’

Leani ng forward, Warden hamered the desktop with his fists

so hard that Hashi junped out of his seat as if he'd been struck
H s gl asses slunped to the end of his nose: he stared at Warden
over themin plain astoni shnent.

"You' ve betrayed me, and | won't have it." Warden pro-

nounced each word |ike an act of violence. "You're finished. |
want your resignation here"—he thunped the desk agai n—in

| ess than an hour."

Hashi's nouth hung open; he seened to have difficulty swal -

| owi ng. "You?" he gaped. "Betrayed you? Personally? \Wat

does this have to do with you?"

Warden gestured his disgust. "All right—4'1l say it differ-
ently. You've betrayed your trust. You've betrayed your job."
Hashi's reaction was instantaneous. Hi s eyes flashed bl ue
lightning as he retorted, "No. Never."

H's IR enissions said that he was telling the truth—f the

word "truth" had any neani ng where he was concer ned.

"Then, God damm it, tell ne about Free Lunch!" Warden | et

hinself yell. If he didn't, Hashi's bland chicanery was going to
drive himmad. "M n found her parked right on top of that listen-
ing post! She'd used the post to send a nessage, but Mn couldn't
crack it because the codes were too goddamm secure. Wen she

was chal | enged, she told M n she was working for the UMC—Hor
Cleatus by God Fane hinself! But Holt says that's a |lie—and he
doesn't lie as well as you do."
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Abruptly Warden dropped back in his seat. He took a deep

breath, held it while he mastered hinself, then let it out in a hard
sigh. "So tell me the truth, Hashi, while you still can. Wat kind
of shit is this?"

During Warden's outburst, Hashi's eyebrows crawled like in-

sects on his forehead. Sl ow sweat beaded on his tenples; a snall
flush, incongruously round and precise, appeared in the center of
each cheek. Blinking furiously, his blue eyes seenmed to send out
flares of stark panic and absolute glee, as if for himthey cane to
the same thing.

"In that case, Warden," he nmurnured, "perhaps you'll per-
mt nme to amend ny earlier report.”
"Pl ease. "

"Free Lunch, " Hashi said quickly. "Captain Darrin Scroyle.

If Captain Scroyle told the estinmable director of Enforcenent Di-
vision that he was in the enploy of the United M ning Conpa-
nies, either in the person of Ceatus Fane or through sone other
agency, he was"—Hashi nade a pal pable effort to restrain his
instinct for rhetorical canmpouflage—lying to protect his dealings

with ne."

Warden scowl ed; but in other ways he kept his reactions to
hi msel f.

"Captain Scroyle is a nercenary," Hashi explained. "I em

pl oy such individuals as occasion warrants. And | demand secu-
rity for ny operations. In addition, nuch of Captain Scroyle's
value to me rests on his ability to pass as illegal. For these rea-
sons, he misled Director Donner

"On this occasion | had enpl oyed himseveral weeks ago to

visit Thanatos M nor as ny surrogate—what you might call a
mobile listening post. | amnot a conplacent man, Warden. | trust
the work I have done with Joshua, and | stand by it, but | do not
care torely on it exclusively. Therefore | enployed Captain
Scroyle to do exactly what he has done—to provide an early re-
port on the outcone of Joshua's m ssion

"Have | acted unwi sely?" he concluded. "Has Captain

Scroyl e's infornmation not already shown its val ue?"

War den di smissed the val ue of Captain Scroyle's information

with a snort. "That's not the real question, and you knowit." In
fact that information was priceless. Yet it wasn't as critical as his
ability to trust the DA director. "The question is why you didn't
tell me all this. I'mthe goddam director of the UMCP. Wat

made you think you should lie to ne?

"You are in charge of Data Acquisition. It's your job to give

me facts, not bullshit."

Hashi Lebwohl was the only nman Warden knew who coul d

prevaricate without showing it. A calmface and confident manner
were easy; so were any nunber of disguises and distortions. But
to inhibit the body's autonom c response to stress was nornally

i mpossi ble. And the specific anxiety of fal sehood had an IR sig-
nat ure whi ch Warden had | earned to recogni ze—+n every case

except Hashi's. By this nore than any other evidence, he knew
that Hashi nmade no essential distinction between truth and lies.
He showed no stress because he felt none.

He felt it now, however. His aura squirned with it; his pulse

| abored under its weight. Warden's denmand touched a vul nerabil -
ity in himwhich my have had nothing to do with truth or fal se-
hood.

Shruggi ng unconfortably, he replied, "I knew that you woul d

be required to share any information you received with CEO
Fasner, and | did not wish to conprom se Captain Scroyle by
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maki ng hi s useful ness known to nen | distrust. In addition,
bel i eved that your position with CEO Fasner woul d be stronger if
he were deni ed know edge of all the resources at nmy comand—
therefore at your disposal. On the other hand, it would be plainly
fatal if you withheld information fromyour superior and were

detected doing so. | chose to spare you that hazard."

More bul I shit, Warden thought. He could hear it as well as see

it; he could practically smell it. On inpul se, however, he decided
not to challenge it. He wanted to see how deep Hashi's di shonesty
ran.

G owering his inpatience, he rasped, "That's not good

enough. How am | supposed to trust you now? How nuch do you

think I can afford to tell you?"

Hashi didn't need to study the question. He had an answer

ready. "Qur positions are dissinilar. You must report to the
GCES, as well as to CEO Fasner. | report only to you. Neither
great worms nor councils of indecision have power over me. Any-
thing which you withhold fromme can only danmage ny effective-
ness." Al nost pleading, he said softly, "I cannot do ny job,
Warden, if facts are kept fromne."

Warden restrained an inpul se to pound the desk again. He'd
mastered his anger: it was cold and hard, and he used it to focus
his scrutiny of the DA director. Wile all his hopes unravel ed, and
his chrononeter ticked away the lives of the people he needed
nmost, he concentrated on surprising, coercing, or perhaps earning
one critical piece of accuracy from Hashi Lebwohl .

"Al right. 1'll copy Mn's report to DA You can study it in
your spare tine. But 1'll give you the real highlights.

"Trunpet is alive. She cane out of forbidden space while Mn

was arguing with your Captain Scroyle, flared a transm ssion to
that listening post, and headed on

"According to her nessage, she succeeded. Billingate is

gone. That's the good news. The bad news is that Jerico priority
has been superseded. M| os went over to the Amion. That would
have been a disaster if it hadn't been so damm predictable. So
Angus isn't coming anywhere near here until we position some-

one to invoke his new codes."

Hashi nodded to hinself. His smile was inpersonal, but it

hinted at a certain conplacency. H s work with Joshua was being
vi ndi cat ed.

"He has quite a passenger list," Warden went on. "If Trum

pet were any smaller, they would be sleeping in the drive spaces."
He spoke in a draw like a sneer, preparing the blow he neant to
strike at Hashi—+the first of several, if he needed them "Nick is
there. He brought four of his people with himM kka Vasaczk.

Cro Vasaczk, Sib Mackern, and-by sone truly nonunental co-

i nci dence—Yect or Shaheed, whose name |'m sure you'll recog-
nize."

"How could | forget it?" Hashi radiated confidence and fal se-
ness. "I lanent for himwhenever | go to ny rest, although only

my pillow hears me. To take his work from him before he could
conplete it was necessary, but unfortunate—grievous to a man of
"his abilities. Under better circunstances he woul d have been nur-
tured for his achievenents rather than discarded."

The DA director was stalling, Warden observed; filling the air
with words to cover himwhile his mnd raced to exanine the

i mplications of Shaheed's presence aboard Trunpet.

Warden didn't give Hashi tinme to think. After only a short
pause, he announced harshly, "In addition there's Morn Hy-

| and. "

"Aboard Trunpet?" Hashi croaked. "Aboard Trunpet?"
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War den nodded. "Wth Nick and Angus."

The information didn't stagger Hashi. He sat down refl ex-

ively, as if his |legs had been cut out fromunder him yet his IR
aura betrayed no shock. Instead it flared |ike an eager sun; sent
out crackling flares of excitenent and apprehension.

"So it is true," he breathed. "I considered the eventuality that
she might survive. | believed it—yet | feared to believe it. Wy is
it not inpossible?"

Brutal |y dishonest, driven by shanme, Warden demanded, "Do

you still stand by the work you did with Joshua?"

Aren't you to blame for this?

O course he wasn't. Warden had done it hinmself: he had no

one el se to accuse. But Hashi didn't know that. And Warden
intended to hit himas hard as necessary to learn the truth.
Hashi seemed not to have heard him however; not to have felt

the veiled accusation. His aura surged with enissions which
woul d have indicated terror in anyone el se, but which in him
appeared to inply exultation

"Director," he murnured softly, "there is treason here.

Treachery and betrayal. N ck Succorso is—

But then he stopped hinself. "No, | will not judge this

rashly." The snmears on his lenses refracted his blue gaze into
streaks of hope and apprehension. "Joshua's m ssion has becone

a great and terrible thing. To master it, we nust also be great and
terrible."

Hashi's concentration had turned entirely inward. Trying to

drag it outward—break past Hashi's def enses—\Warden rasped
through his teeth, "There's one other highlight you shoul d know
about. Apparently she has a son."

Hashi didn't react. He m ght not have heard Warden

"She calls him Davies Hyland. Nick's kid—er Angus'." The

thought twi sted Warden's heart. "It turns out the reason—the
only reason we have so far—they went to Enabl enent was so she
could have this boy force-grown. Do you know anyt hi ng about

that? Do you know how the Ammion supply mnds to kids whose
bodi es mature in hours instead of years?"

Whose nmind has Davies got?

Hashi shook his head. Hi s em ssions wapped around himin

coils of self-absorption.

"Director, | must understand this," he said fromthe center of
his private thoughts. "Do you wish ne to credit that Joshua has
broken hi s progranmm ng?"

"What el se?" Warden snapped.

Hashi blinked behind his glasses. At last he shifted his atten-
tion to Warden. "Can you think of no other explanation for Mrn
Hyl and' s unl ooked-for survival ?" he countered. "Then why does

he still act as we have instructed him reporting his own freedom
when surely escape is what he desires nost?

"I'n sone sense," he concluded, "his essential instruction

sets hold. He remmins ours."

"A'l right." Warden conceded the point. "You tell nme. Wy

is she still alive?"

What treason are you tal king about?

Hashi pulled IR flares and flails into focus.

"I's it not possible," he asked, "that her survival represents a
bargai n of some ki nd? Perhaps Joshua encountered situations, di-
| enas, conpl exities on Thanatos M nor which we did not fore-
see. Perhaps the presence of Ammion warshi ps—er M| os

Taverner's treachery—hal | enged hi m beyond his linmts. O per-
haps Mlos saw fit to adjust one or another of his priorities. Under
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those conditions, he nmay have recogni zed the need for aid.

"And to whomwoul d he turn, if not to another of our affili-

ated operatives—+to N ck Succorso? |f Captain Succorso de-

manded Morn Hyland's |life as the price for his assistance,
Joshua' s programm ng woul d not have precluded acceptance."

"Fine," Warden grow ed. He'd offered the sane argunent to

Holt Fasner. It was false, and he knewit. "Wy in hell would
Succorso do such a thing?"

What's this treason you' re afraid of? Are you tal ki ng about

your sel f?

Hashi straightened in his seat. As if he didn't notice what he
was doi ng, his hands nade incongruous, tentative attenpts to
smooth his runpled | ab coat. For a noment he seemed unwilling

to neet Warden's gaze. Then he faced Warden squarely.

"Director, what | nust tell you will anger you." A wheeze of
pressure made his voice raw. "Yet | believe | have acted with

al nost prescient wi sdom"”

Warden folded his arms over his chest; waited grimy, hoping

that he woul d hear the truth.

"You are angry," Hashi began, "because | have not been

wholly open with you. In terms our redoubtable Governing Coun-

cil would enmploy, | have not practiced 'full disclosure.' For that
you wi Il censure or value ne, as you deemfit.

"But | must say plainly," he added with a defensive buzz,

"that | do not consider 'full disclosure' germane to ny duties.
have never failed to reveal ny acquired data when it was needed.
And it is clear that disclosure is necessary now. "

He adjusted his glasses to confuse or clarify what Warden

saw.

"Captain Scroyle's report is not the only transmission | have
recei ved concerning events on or around Thanatos M nor. There

has al so been a flare from Captain Succorso. The inplications of
his message explain ny reluctance to reveal ny data fully, as well
as the actions | have taken in response.”

There is treason here. Treachery and betrayal. N ck Succorso

i s—

Warden bit down on the back of his tongue to contain his

i npati ence. Wat treason? Wat actions?

"I will quote Captain Succorso exactly." The strain in

Hashi's tone made hi m sound unusually formal. "He said, 'If you
can get her, you bastard, you can have her. | don't care what
happens to you. You need nme, but you blew it. You deserve her
Kazes are such fun, don't you think? "

Startled out of his self-control, Warden echoed involuntarily,

" 'Kazes are such fun.' He said that?

Hashi nodded. He may have been gratified by Warden's sur-

prise. "You see the difficulties. Superficially he appears to possess
an i npl ausi bl e know edge of our recent adventures. And his
taunting references to 'she' and 'her' are obscure.

"I considered it ny job, Director Dios, to draw concl usions

from Captai n Succorso's transm ssion—and from Captain

Scroyl e's. To account for the plain threat in Captain Succorso's
words, as well as to explain the suggestive details of Captain
Scroyle's report, | have constructed a scenario which appalls

ne.
He didn't | ook appalled. The sneared gl eam of his eyes sug-
gested pride.

Kazes are such fun. Fun?

"One nore item of background," Hashi continued pedanti -
cally, "and then | will proceed. As you know, Captain Scroyle
makes nention of Soar, a vessel captained by a certain Sorus
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Chatel ai ne. Data Processing has presented ne with the hypothesis
that Soar is a retrofitted avatar of a forner illegal by the nane of
Gut buster. Perhaps coincidental |l y—and perhaps not —@ut bust er

was responsible for the death of Morn Hyland's nother. And

Gut buster also killed the original Captain's Fancy, |eaving only
the boy Ni ck Succorso aboard alive."

Warden tightened his arnms, clanping hinself in his stolid

pose. Get to the point! he wanted to yell. Wat actions?
But Hashi's |l ove of his own expl anati ons was i nexorable. He
pl odded on.

"N ck Succorso, Mrn Hyland, and Sorus Chatel ai ne are

linked to each other by bonds of bl oodshed. It may be, however,
that those bonds are of opposing kinds. The natural assunption is
that Morn Hyl and | oathes Gutbuster's nenory. In contrast, Nick
Succorso's survival aboard Captain's Fancy may have been a gift
from Sorus Chatel ai ne. "

Warden snarled in the pit of his stomach. "Wat's the rel e-
vance of all this? I"'mrunning out of tine. | need facts, not noon-
shine. "

I need the truth.

Hashi fl apped his hands as if he could wave away urgency.

"Grant that it may be so." H's aura suggested nore than pride; it
hi nted at righteousness; vindication. "Consider what follows.
"Morn Hyland and Nick Succorso are natural enemes, if for

no ot her reason than because he nust have used her zone inpl ant
agai nst her. Being who he is, he could hardly do otherw se. And
he and Sorus Chatel aine may be allies. Wy would a man such as

Ni ck Succorso risk visiting Enabl enent Station sinply so that a
natural eneny could have a son? And why would runors of an
anti nut agen surround a possible ally on Thanatos M nor?

"Here, briefly, is ny scenario."

Warden took a deep breath against the weight of his arns.

" '"Nick Succorso and Sorus Chatel ai ne propose to nake them

sel ves uni magi nably weal thy." Hashi spoke with his head tilted
back, as if he were addressing the ceiling. Despite the abstraction
of his delivery, he sounded al nbst snug. "At the sane tine they
mean to punish us for our failures to give himsupport when he
demanded it. Morn Hyl and was taken to Enabl enent with the

conni vance of the Amion so that she could be transforned into
some manner of genetic kaze ained at us."

By an act of will, Warden showed no reaction. Yet his head
seened to reel as if it were full of ghouls. Autononmic terror
squeezed sweat |ike blood fromthe bones of his forehead. A
genetic kaze? Horrific idea: anyone but Hashi woul d have been
appal led by it; dismayed to the quick. And it was possible. War-
den had prepared or planned not hing which m ght have prevented
it. And Angus woul d accept her in that condition, as long as he
failed to detect any sign of genetic tanpering.

Christ, it could work! Treason was too small a word for it. If
Hashi's view of the connection between Nick and this Sorus
Chat el ai ne was accurate, Warden could think of no reason to dis-
mss the DA director's interpretation.

Ch, Morn! What have | done to you?

Hashi hadn't stopped, however. Still regarding the ceiling, he
expl ai ned, "Al|l subsequent conflict between N ck Succorso and
the Amion was nere chicanery, designed to conceal the truth.
Morn was sent to the Bill by ejection pod as a pretense. Then she
was reacquired, presunmably with Amion aid.

"For her part, Sorus Chatel aine began spreadi ng the gossip

that a nutagen immunity drug exi sts—and exists in her posses-
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sion. The crewnenber delivered to and then retrieved fromthe
Ammi on by Captain Succorso was a ploy to denonstrate the effi-
cacy of the drug. That done, Captain Succorso positioned hinself
—perhaps by neans of his past association with M| os Taverner
—so0 that he and Morn Hyl and woul d be preserved with Trunpet.
"What results? Apparently harm ess, Morn is brought to us.
UMCPHQ falls to genetic assault, terrorizing all of humanki nd.
And where does the species turn for hope? Wiy, to N ck Suc-
corso and Sorus Chatel ai ne, who possess a proven antinutagen."
Finally Hashi |lowered his gaze to Warden's. "Does this not

sound |i ke our Captain Succorso? He becones as rich as the stars.
At the same tinme"—Hashi sniled bl eakl y—we are disconfited

Hence his flare. He dares to taunt us because he believes that we
cannot penetrate his decepti on—and he cannot resist displaying
his superiority."

Warden swal | owed harshly. "That's it?" He couldn't force

hinself to stop sweating; but he kept his voice under rigid control
"That's your scenario?"

Hashi nodded. Pride stained his aura |ike a nalignancy.

"And you believe it?" Warden demanded.

" 'Believe it'?" Hashi waved away the question airily. "I

neither believe it nor disbelieve it. It is a hypothesis, nothing
more. | consider it plausible. Therefore it may be accurate. Beli ef
or doubt are noot."

"But it doesn't scare you," Warden pursued.

" '"Scare' me? No, | amnot scared. As a conception, | find it
appalling. In practice | see nothing to fear."

Warden rel eased his arnms in order to clench his fists on the
deskt op. He wanted Hashi to see his anger—and his restraint.

"It doesn't scare you," he rasped, "because you' ve already

done sonet hing about it. You've already 'acted with al nost pre-
scient wisdom' as you call it." Done something great and terri-
ble. "Don't stop now. That's the part |'ve been waiting to hear."
Hashi's nouth twisted primy. He adjusted his gl asses,

crossed one thin | eg over the other

"Director, | did not speak of this earlier because | did not
trust the time. You will tell me whether | have judged aptly.
"When Puni sher encountered Free Lunch and Captain

Scroyl e, he had relayed his transm ssion to ne and was awaiti ng
orders. In response | offered hima new contract."

Warden was suddenly sure that he was about to hear the truth.
"What contract? What was it for?"

Hashi faced his director like a blue sky. "In ny judgment

action was urgently required. Therefore Captain Scroyl e has been
handsonely renunerated to destroy Trunpet and everyone

aboard. "

Warden nearly cried out; nearly broke into a yell—er a wail

Hs fists hit the desktop. Destroy Trunpet? Kill Angus and Morn
just when Warden hinself had alnost literally noved heaven and
Earth to keep them alive?

Hashi, you bastard! You unconscionabl e bast ard.

But his surprise and shock pulled himin so nany different
directions at once that they held himnute; hurt himin so many
different ways that he couldn't utter any of them

Destroy—=2

This of course of course was the real reason Hashi had con-
cealed his dealings with Free Lunch. He hadn't wanted to admit
what he'd done. Left al one, he might have taken his invol venent
in the ruin of what he saw as Nick's treason to his grave

Warden didn't know how he kept fromhowing. Hs fists

pounded the desktop so that he wouldn't hit hinself.
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Hashi's ganbit dismayed himto the bone. But at the sane

time, oh, shit, at the sane tinme it offered hima way to subvert
Holt Fasner's orders; a seductive answer to the treachery Holt
demanded. Let Trunpet be killed by Free Lunch. Mrn and Angus
woul d be granted a clean death, if no nercy; Nick would die as
wel | ; and Davi es woul d be kept away fromthe Dragon. Warden's

own hopes and needs would die with them but he could claim

with at | east superficial honesty that his hands were cl ean
Didn't that make sense? If Morn was a genetic kaze?

No, he swore with all his heart. No. | will not.

He was ashamed to the pit of his stomach, the core of his

heart; his blood burned with shane in his veins. He was beside
hinself with fury at the DA director—yet Hashi wasn't to bl ane.
Thi s woul d never have happened if Warden's own plotting and
subterfuge, his conplicity with the Dragon and his covert efforts
to be free of it, hadn't created an environnent which pernmitted,
encour aged, even necessitated mani pul ati on and secrets for the
peopl e around him

He was the director of the United M ning Conpani es Police;

no one el se. He was responsible.

And he was Warden Di os. Shane nmade hi m strong.

Gimy he unclosed his fists. He couldn't swallow his anguish

and rage, but he allowed hinself no recrimnation

"There's only one problem" he retorted through his teeth.

"It's all bullshit. Your scenario may be plausible, but it's not true.
That's not why Morn is alive."

Hashi opened his nmouth; closed it again. Streaks of apprehen-
sion ached across his aura. As if he didn't notice what he was
doi ng, he puts down his hands to support hinself on the sides of
his chair.

"She's alive," Warden grated, "because | told Angus to res-

cue her. | changed his programm ng—+ swapped out his datacore
before he and Mlos left. You're trying to kill her"—the words
broke fromhimlike a cry— 'and | need her alive.'

Hashi's heart staggered; m ssed several beats. The bl ood

drained fromhis face as if he were being sucked dry. Neverthe-
less he didn't flinch; didn't protest; didn't refuse to hear or be-
Iieve. The bl ow was hard, but he strove to bear it.

"You changed his progranm ng." He spoke |ike a sigh. "You

need her alive." H's hands shook slightly as he raised themto his
face and renoved his gl asses; folded the stens carefully; tucked
the glasses into the breast pocket of his |ab coat. Wthout themhis
face seened oddly vulnerable, as if he wore themto conceal a
weakness. "You are a challenge to ne, Warden. Your gane is

deeper than | inmagi ned.

"Only now does it occur to ne that you mght profit from

Morn Hyland's life."

War den hugged his pain and renai ned silent, giving Hashi

time to think.

"I'n one sense," Hashi went on, "she threatens us all. But in
another— H s voice cracked; his enmanations cried out with cha-
grin. Mre than anyone Warden had ever known, Hashi relied on

his own mnd. Now he was being told that his intelligence and
skills had failed him "Ah, your gane is indeed deep. Now that
the opportunity has passed, | ask nyself how you m ght better
denonstrate your honor and useful ness to our esteened Counci

in these troubled tines than by rescuing the very wonan who has
suffered nost for your decisions.

"And the benefit is only increased by the threat she repre-
sents." He seened to be sinking in his chair; shrinking in his own
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estimation. "If she is a kaze, we are forewarned. W will be able
to guard agai nst her. But your honor and effectiveness—your sur-
vi val —aoul d i nevitably be enhanced by the rescue of a woman
who has such tales to tell at the Dragon's expense."
He may have been able to lie to the whole world, but appar-
ently he couldn't lie to hinself.
"Pl ease accept my regrets, Director. | have done you a singu-
| ar disservice."
True. But the contract had already been sent. It was beyond

recall. Unl ess—

Wearily Warden asked, "I don't suppose there's any way you
can contact Captain Scroyl e?"

"Alas, no." Hashi frowned in regret. "I cannot know where

he has gone, except in pursuit of Trumpet. And he will not expect
contact fromme. Therefore he will not look for it."

No, of course not. That woul d have been too easy.

"In that case"—bracing his palns on the desktop, Warden

pushed to his feet—you can go back to work. |'mout of tine.
Li ke everybody el se around here, |'ve got orders to carry out."
You don't have to resign, Hashi. | still need you

Hashi rose fromhis chair. Funbling in his pockets, he found
hi s gl asses and put them back on his nose. He made no pretense
of 1 ooking through them however.

"Forgive ne if | appear slow," he wheezed. "I sinply wi sh
matters to be clear so that | will make no nore mstakes. Do you
have orders for ne?"

"Yes." Warden didn't hesitate. "You have no nore responsi-
bility for Trunpet or Joshua. Leave themto ne. |f any nore

i nformati on about Billingate, the Amion, Trunpet, Joshua, Free
Lunch, or even M n happens to be routed your way, you will make
sure | see it imrediately."

No nore ganes, Hashi .

The DA director nodded. "I understand."

"Instead," Warden continued, "I'mleaving the investigation

of CGodsen's nurder to you."

Hashi cocked an eyebrow, but Warden couldn't tell whether

he was surprised or relieved.

"Mn isn't here, and her Chief of Security is out of his depth.
If you can't uncover the truth"-Warden used the word deli ber-
at el y—about those kazes, no one can.

"But there's one fact you may not know. Shortly before that
kaze reached him Godsen got a call fromHolt Fasner. Holt
want ed Godsen to go see himinmmedi ately. Godsen refused be-
cause |'d restricted himto UMCPHQ "

After only a slight pause, Warden finished, "Before he died,
Godsen called ne to tell me what he'd done."

Now Hashi's surprise was unmi stakabl e. He pursed his I|ips,

hi ssed softly between his teeth. "So our Godsen discovered | oy-
alty before he died. | would not have believed it."

"That's why he was killed," Warden pronounced harshly.

"Because he discovered that particular loyalty."

Are you listening, Hashi? Do you hear ne?

"l see," Hashi murrmured while he considered the inplica-

tions. "Then perhaps he deserves to be |lanmented."

Warden forced himself to nake his point nore clearly.

"Hashi, don't let it happen to you."

The DA director replied with a snile that |eft his blue gaze
cold. "I amnot afraid. H s position and mne are dissimlar. No
one but you has ever had reason to question ny loyalty."

He gave Warden a snall bow, then noved to the door and

wai ted for Warden to unlock it.
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As the bolts and seals opened, however, he turned back to his

director. "It occurs to ne," he said in a nusing tone, "that the
Ammi on cannot force-grow a mnd."

Warden was running late. And he still had decisions to nake
—deci si ons on which any nunber of |ives depended, including

his own. "I junped to the sane conclusion,"” he retorted
brusquel y.

Hashi didn't stop. "It seens consistent with what we know of

their nmethods in other areas, however, that they are able to copy
one. Therefore, if young Davies Hyland has a mnd, it nust have
been inmprinted from soneone el se.”

"Fine," Warden grow ed. "From whon? N ck Succorso?"

"I think not." Hashi was still chew ng on the question; but

his emanations were calm and his voice sounded confident. "Can
you i magi ne that Captain Succorso would submt to such a pro-
cess? Surely the Amion could have offered himno certainty that
his own mnd would remain intact when it was copi ed.

"Indeed, it seens unlikely that any ordi nary human being

woul d have val ued Davi es Hyl and enough to accept the hazards of
such a process."

Hashi flashed a specul ative glance at Warden, but didn't wait
for a response. He reached for the door, opened it; in a nonent he
was gone

Yet he'd left behind the hint Warden needed; left it in the air
and silence after he closed the door as if he were trying to nake
amends.

e Hashi Lebwohl, you God damm sonofabitch, you're a geni us.

Davi es Hyl and nust have a mind, a human mind. O herw se

the Amion woul dn't want hi m back—ot badly enough to risk

an act of war by chasing Trunpet. That was the whole point. If his
m nd was Amnion, they wouldn't have lost himin the first place.
So where did he get it? Wiose mnd did he have?

Who woul d consi der him precious enough to be worth the risk

of madness or even a conpl ete breakdown? What ki nd of person
woul d do such a thing?

Only Morn.

Davi es Hyl and had his nother's m nd.

Warden couldn't afford to think about it. He was perilously
close to losing his window to contact Mn Donner; to carry out
Holt's orders. And if he paused | ong enough to hope, he mi ght be
so shaken by it—er so paral yzed by doubt—that he would fail to
grasp this one slimopportunity.

Slin? It wasn't slim it was by God enaci ated. Slender to the
point of invisibility.

Neverthel ess he took the risk. It was all he had.

Dropping into his seat, he | eaned over the desktop consol e and
began witing Holt Fasner's orders—as well as his own—for

transm ssion to M n Donner and Puni sher

S| XTEN

Captain Sixten Vertigus was

ol d.

He was ol d when he got up in the norning, and the face that
greeted himin his mrror was as winkled and used as a sheet of
crunpled tissue. What was left of his hair clung to his scalp in
wi sps so fine that they responded to any kind of static. Wen he
shaved—an atavistic habit which he had no inclination to give up
—hi s hands shook as if the exercise was strenuous; and the skin
of his hands was translucent enough to let himsee his veins and
tendons. He couldn't dress hinself wthout funbling.

He was ol d when he went to his roons in the Menbers' O -
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fices wing of the GCES Conplex, or to the Council chanber, and

i f he happened to forget his age, everyone he net fromthe lowi -
est data clerk to AbrimLen hinself rem nded himof it by treating
himas if he were an invalid, tenporarily risen fromthe bed in
whi ch he was | ong overdue to die.

He was old while his aides shuffled docunents back and forth
across his desk; while his colleagues feigned including himin
their di scussions because he was too nuch a | egend to be ignored,
whil e the other Menbers and their aides, and President Len and
hi s ai des, droned on and on about the endl ess, mndless, neces-
sary details of governing human space. Sonetines when he stared
at people he was actually asl eep; and even when he was at his
nmost alert, his eyes were so pale that he | ooked blind: he m ght
have been a nman to whom si ght no | onger neant anyt hing.

On top of that, his whole body still hurt. The aftereffects of
t he expl osi on which had killed Marthe, and which had very nearly
done the same to Sixten hinself, lingered in his fragile bones and

tired head, his sore chest and unsteady stonach.

On sonme occasi ons—but especially this one—he felt nore

than old; he felt like an antique, a relic. The former hero of Deep
Star and humankind's first contact with the Amion was abys-

mally and irretrievably ancient.

H s condition was not untreatable, of course. As the GCES

Seni or Menber for the United Western Bl oc, he could easily have
obt ai ned the same rejuvenation techni ques which had prol onged

Holt Fasner's life. But he didn't do it; didn't even consider it. He
didn't want to live I ong enough to see whatever future the Dragon
made.

He was far too old to tackle the job of trying to bring Holt
Fasner down.

If he could have thought of one other Menmber who mi ght be

trusted to take the chance and face the consequences, just one, he
woul d have handed over the responsibility wi thout hesitation. But
to the best of his know edge, there were no ot her candi dates. The
peopl e on Suka Bator who m ght have been willing to accept the

ri sk—Speci al Counsel Maximlgensard cane to mnd because he

was due to arrive in Sixten's office at any noment—were tainted

by notives which Sixten considered wongheaded at best, fatal at
worst. And everybody el se—the Menbers even nore than their

ai des—was too easily scared.

So eventually he considered that naybe it was good to be old.

After all, what did he have to | ose? There wasn't nmuch tine left to
himin any case. He'd never had any significant anount of power.

H s position as the hero of Deep Star and the UWB Seni or Mem

ber, not to nention as a synbol of probity for such groups as the
Native Earthers, was largely cerenonial; and he only endured it
because it gave himan occasional opportunity to act on his con-
victions. And his self-esteemwas in no real danger. For years
he' d been about as effectual as the figurehead of an ancient sail-
ing vessel. Failure now wouldn't nmake himfeel any nore useless.
Still he had to ask hinself whether he could truly bear to fai
agai n.

That was the wong question, however.

Could he truly bear not to nmake the attenpt?

He'd told Mn Donner that his "mission" on the Council had

al ways been to oppose Holt Fasner in all his anbitions. He'd only
had personal encounters with the UMC CEO tw ce, once before

Deep Star was sent to establish contact with the Ammion, once
afterward. Yet those experiences had determined the course of his
|ife—+o study what he did and how he did it until | could learn the
facts which night persuade other people to oppose himwith nme—
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until, inspired by age and foolishness, he'd entrusted his research
to his subordinates, and so lost it all

In his owmn mnd nothing |arger than hinself exists. In his own
person he considers hinself bigger than the United M ning Com
pani es, bigger than the Governing Council for Earth and Space,

per haps bi gger than all humanki nd.

In a sense, Sixten told hinself now, his years and his old
failures were irrelevant. Even the possibility that he m ght be
killed was irrelevant. Instead of worrying over such things, he
shoul d be grateful that M n Donner had brought himthis one |ast
chance. If he failed again, nothing new would be lost. And if he
succeeded, sonething of inestinable value would be gai ned.

In any case—whether he failed or succeeded, |ived or died—

he woul d know that he was still man enough, still person enough,
to act on his beliefs.

He tried to feel gratitude while he waited for Special Counse

| gensard

Unfortunately his years refused to take pity on him Tine

didn't care whether he was a hero or a coward. He intended to
finish his work on Mn Donner's Bill of Severance; but instead he
was sound asleep in his chair when Marthe's replacenent chined
his intercomto informhimthat the Special Counsel had arrived
H's eyes felt as dry as stones: he'd nodded off with them

open. Blinking painfully, he funbled for the intercomtoggle.

When he finally located it, he heard Igensard' s voice in the back-
ground. "Is he sleeping in there?"

Si xten hated the note of hunorl ess conplacency in the Spe-

cial Counsel's tone; the veiled contenpt.

"OF course | was sleeping," he told his pickup. He al so hated

the high, thin quaver of his own voice, but there was nothing he
could do about it. "Do you think being this old is easy? Send him
in"

By the tinme Igensard opened the door and entered, Sixten had

strai ghtened his clothes, rubbed sone of the blur off his gaze, and
made sure that his private intercomwas active

Mai nt enance had done an efficient job restoring both his office
and the outer hall where his aides had their desks and cubicl es.
The ceiling had been repaired; the walls, patched. The carpeting
and even his crystallized form ca desktop had been repl aced.

There was no visible evidence that a kaze had ever attacked him
Nevert hel ess Maxi mlgensard cane into the roomas if he

expected to snell high explosives and bl ood.

He was a gray nman who cultivated an air of diffidence which

had the effect of naking himappear smaller than he was. Hi s hair
capped itself to his head as if it didn't want to attract attention. He
wore tidy, gray bureaucratic garnents with inpersonal |ines and
no di stinguishing features: his suit could have been worn by any-
body. Because it hadn't been cut to fit him however, it failed to
conceal the unexpected bulge of his belly. As a result, his stom
ach contrasted incongruously with his lean face and |inbs. Except
for his abdonmen, he | ooked |like a man who didn't eat often

enough to becone fat.

"Special Counsel." Sixten didn't trouble to stand; he had
enough years and status to get away with sitting in al nost any-
one's presence. "lIt's easy to catch a man like nme sleeping, even if

you get plenty of rest yourself. But you |look |ike you haven't been
to bed for days."

This wasn't actually true: Maxi mlooked neither nore tired

nor less alert than usual, and his clothes were fresh. But Sixten
preferred to credit the Special Counsel with frailties which didn't
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show. The unconfortable alternative was to think that Maxim

nm ght indeed be as devoid of weaknesses as he appeared.

"You' d better sit down," Sixten concluded, nodding at the
nearest chair.

Fromthere lIgensard wouldn't be able to see the snall LED on
Sixten's private intercomwhich indicated an open channel

"Not at all, Captain Vertigus." lIgensard's tone was as gray
and unassumi ng as his denmeanor—and as unamused. "O course,
there's a great deal of work to be done. But | have a capable staff.
And a nunber of the other Menbers are eager to give nme every
assi stance. "

He didn't decline to sit, however.

By sone perceptual trick, his air of being smaller than he was
made hi m appear nmore solid when he sat; denser, perhaps nore

powerful as well, as if he contained a nucl ear core which was
shrinking to critical nass.
"Your concern is nisplaced," he continued, "if only because

I have not recently beconme the target of assassins." Deftly he
redirected Sixten's attenpt to take control of the conversation
"Are you sure you're all right? President Len assures ne you
weren't injured, but I find that hard to believe. You were so close
to the blast—

Si xten cut himoff brusquely. "M apol ogi es, Special Coun-

sel." He had no intention of discussing the kaze's attack with this
man. "Just for a mnute there, | thought you | ooked tired. Mist be
my eyes—tord knows at ny age | can't get away with blamng it

on the light.

"Shall we get right to the point? You asked to see ne. My

time is yours, as much as you need. But 1 know you're busy. The
best staff in the world can't cure that for a man in your position
What can | do for you?"

Maxi m was inpervious to such delicate sarcasm He smiled in

a way that left his face snmooth and didn't soften his diffident,
unt ouchabl e gaze.

"I hope you'll call me Maxim Captain Vertigus," he replied.

"W hardly know each other, but |I would |ike you to be as open

as a friend with ne. I'mcertainly prepared to be open with you.
I"1l keep this conversation as confidential as you like, but | think it
woul d be extremely valuable if we could be entirely frank with
each other."

"Maxim " Sixten pursed his |ips—an expression which in his

opi nion made him |l ook |ike a desiccated prune, but which he

enpl oyed deliberately because it used so nmany facial nuscles that
it didn't betray such enotions as surprise, consternation, or de-
spair. "l appreciate the courtesy, naturally. Still | mnmust confess—
in the spirit of openness—that you' ve taken me somewhat aback

What are you prepared to be open with nme about ?"

"Si xten— the Special Counsel began, then paused to ask,

"May | call you Sixten?"

Si xten kept his mouth tight to disguise his relish. "I prefer
Captain Vertigus." To avoid the inpression of rudeness, however,
he added, "It's an honorable title, and | earned it."

Maxi m shrugged noncommittally. "Captain Vertigus, then

I"lI'l answer any questions you want to ask—any questions at all—
about ny investigation of Warden Dios and the UMCP."

"I see." Sixten stifled a grimace with difficulty. The ineffec-
tuality of his admittedly subtle efforts to ruffle Igensard reni nded
hi m of other, nore profound failures. Once again he found him

self in the presence of a man with power and secrets—and he had

no i dea what to do about it. "And what exactly do you want ne to

be open about ?"
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"I would like to ask you a couple of questions," Maxim

replied pronptly. Hi s tone suggested that he knew he was being
presunpt uous, but felt he had no choice. H's duty was exigent.
"The nore honestly—and the nore full y—you answer them the

more |I'|I1 benefit. | don't mean personally, of course, but as the
Speci al Counsel charged with this investigation by the GCES. "

"l see," Sixten repeated. He took a nonent to exam ne his

consci ence, and found that he was in no nood for bullshit. "It's
an interesting proposal. Forgive me if | don't fall out of ny chair
hurrying to take you up on it. Frankly, | can't think of anything
you could tell me that | might want or need to know.

"You know where | stand—+'ve been hol ding nmy ground

al one for decades. | support the UMCP. | oppose the UMC. And

my position doesn't depend on such functional details as honor or
mal f easance. Convince ne Holt Fasner is as pure as the heavens
—show me the Nunber of the Beast etched on Warden Di os'
forehead—and |I'I| say the sane. Humanki nd needs the UMCP
Humanki nd needs to be rid of the UMC. W shoul d be di scussing
matters of structure, not function. But structure, as | understand it,
is outside the nandate of your investigation."

Then he shrugged. "However, that doesn't mean |I'munw || -

ing to answer questions. I'mjust a crotchety old man, not an
obstructionist. Wat do you want to know?"

What are you after, Special Counsel? What are you trying to

get out of ne?

Wil e Si xten spoke, Maxi mwaited w thout noving a nuscle.

He seened to have an inexhaustible supply of patience. Neverthe-
|l ess in some way he appeared to be shrinking into hinself, be-
coi ning at once nore conpact and nore dangerous. Sixten

received the disturbing inpression that if Maxi mever expl oded,
the detonation woul d be indistinguishable from nadness.

"You're an interesting man, Captain Vertigus," lgensard ob-
served deferentially when Sixten stopped. "It occurs to ne that
you shoul d be director of the UMCP."

Si xten flapped his hands. "Flattery— he began

"After a few decades of Warden Dios," Mximcontinued as

if he couldn't be interrupted, ' 'what humankind really needs is
probity, integrity. Men like Dios and Lebwohl specialize in noral
| egerdenai n, and we've had as nuch of that as we can stand. W
won't survive nmuch nore. You, on the other hand—you coul d do

the job in your sleep."

"—+s a waste of tine," Sixten finished abruptly. "I do every-
thing in nmy sleep. That doesn't nake ne a fit UMCP director. It
makes ne ol d.

"Go ahead—ask your questions. Wen | hear what they are,

I'"1l decide whether | want to answer them"

"Certainly." lgensard conplied with an air of smugness, as if
he'd gai ned the point he wanted nobst. "Captain Vertigus, is there
any truth to the runor that you once made it your business to
investigate Holt Fasner and the UMC?"

Surprised past his defenses, Sixten nodded nutely.

"Forgive ne for asking," Maximwent on to avoid any im

pression of discourtesy. "You understand that anything you did
years ago was before ny tine. | know nothing about it. You aren't
accountable for runors, of course. But | couldn't think of any way
to learn the truth except by coming to you directly.

"Wul d you be willing to share what you di scovered with

me? | mean, with ne and ny staff?"

Sixten tried to purse his nmouth again and found that he'd left

it hanging open. Learn the truth. He was out of his depth. Share
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what you di scovered—? Age had left himstupid as well as frail
What was going on here?

"Why?" Hi s throat caught on the words. "Wy do you

care?"

As he faced Sixten—w thout noving, wthout expression—

Maxi M s diffidence began to | ook nmore and nore |ike arrogance.

O cunni ng.

"I"'mperfectly aware," he said easily, "that CEO Fasner and

his various enterprises are outside the mandate of nmy own investi-
gation. But |I'mlooking for hints, if you will—patterns of conduct
or inplication—which will help nme put Director Dios' actions in
context. That is within ny mandate. |'msure you' |l agree that it is
unquestionably germane to inquire whether his rather high-

handed style of |aw enforcement was ever condoned or encour-

aged, by CEO Fasner if not by the GCES. If it was, his excesses
become nore under st andabl e"—Maxi m seemed to think that this

woul d consol e Si xt en—per haps nore excusabl e.

"The nore | know about his background, the nore intelli-

gently | can carry out my conm ssion."

Now Si xten grasped the truth. The possibility that soneone

m ght value or need the work he'd done—and | ost —years ago

frayed and faded like a old man's brief dreans. |gensard woul d
only pretend to be disappointed if Sixten told himwhat had hap-
pened to his research: the question itself was only bait.

Si xten pressed his hands flat on the desktop to steady them
"You're still trying to flatter ne." For a nonent anger nade his
voi ce hard enough to sound firm "Wy don't you just cut all this
crap and tell ne what you really want? Ask an honest question
Trust ne to give you an honest answer."

"You m sunderstand ne," Mxi m countered di singenuously.

"How could | presune to flatter you? | asked the question for
exactly the reasons |'ve stated.

"But for sone reason you're suspicious of ny notives. |

won't try to persuade you otherwise. If the fact that |'ve cone to
you in pursuit of nmy duty as the Special Counsel charged with
this investigation, rather than as a private individual with an ax to
grind, doesn't nmake me trustworthy in your eyes, nothing | can
say is likely to change your mind. And if the fact that you've
recently beconme the target of assassins for your beliefs doesn't
convince you that the issues we face now are serious, ny words
won't make a difference.”

Si xten wanted to retort loudly, but he stifled the inpulse. He
knew from experience that his voi ce sounded weaker when he

raised it. Instead he did his best to produce a sharp rasp
"You're trying my patience, Special Counsel. Anybody who

wants ne dead for ny beliefs has had years to work on it. If I'm
suddenly a target now, sonething nust have changed, and it isn't
me." Gimy he risked saying, "Maybe it's your investigation."
Maxi m remai ned unruffled; unnoved. "I don't see how that

can be true," he nused. "If it is, however, | would expect you to
be eager to cooperate with me. You're in danger until whatever
lies behind that attack is exposed. My investigation is your best

hope. "
"Bul I shit," Sixten snorted. He was too vexed to choose his
words carefully. "You forget who you're talking to. | support the

UMCP. | oppose the UMC. "

I f anything threatens nme, you snug egomani ac, your investi-
gation is as good a candi date as any.

That reached the Special Counsel. H s brows went up; a small
flush tinged his cheeks. He continued to sit still, as if he were
rel axed, but his voice hardened.
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"I reject the inference, Captain Vertigus. It's insulting, and
don't deserve it."

Then a | ook of calculation came into his eyes. "Unless you're
trying to tell me without quite saying so that your invol venent
with the UMCP goes beyond nere support. That you are engaged

with Warden Dios in dealings which have earned you enenies

who want you dead."

Si xten was so pleased by this near miss that he wanted to

| augh. "What? Me and Godsen Fri k? That isn't just wong-

headed, Special Counsel —t's silly."

Maximreplied with a tense frown. "l see you're deternined

to play games with nme." His irritation—the fact that he could be
irritated—ade hi mseem both physically larger and enotionally

| ess dangerous. "Clearly there is little to be gained by continuing
this conversation."

But he didn't rise fromhis chair.

"I would be derelict, however," he went on in the sanme tone,

"if 1 didn't ask one nore question. Qut of respect for your years
and experience, if not for your views, | wouldn't trouble you. But
this is too crucial to be dism ssed, Captain Vertigus."

Si xten held his breath while he waited for Igensard to finally
get to the point.

"President Len inforns ne that you have | egislation which

you wi sh to introduce at the next Council session"-he didn't

need to consult a chrononeter—in ei ghteen hours. He says that
you' ve cl ai ned Senior Menber's privilege to place your |egisla-
tion first on the agenda, that other nmatters will have to be post-
poned until your bill has been presented, and that you decline to
reveal the nature or even the general subject of your bill.
"Captain Vertigus, | nmust ask you to tell nme what kind of

| egi sl ati on you propose to introduce."

Ah. Sixten let his breath out with a sigh. The truth at last. For
this Maximhad flattered him offered to share the results of his
own investigation; reminded himthat his |ife was in danger

Si xt en had suspected as soon as Maxi m |l gensard asked to see him
that the conversation would come to this. That was why he sat
here with a channel open on his private intercom

He shoul d have pretended surprise; but he didn't bother

"Forgive ne, Special Counsel. | don't nean to be rude. But

that's none of your goddamm busi ness."

"You di sappoint nme, Captain Vertigus." Maxi mdidn't sound

di sappoi nted. He was shrinking again, consolidating hinself
around his hot core. "In that case, | nust ask—no, | nust dermand
—that you yield your privilege to Eastern Union Seni or Menber

Sen Abdullah. O, if you consider that undignified, yield to your
own Juni or Menber, Sigurd Carsin.

"This is not a trivial matter, and | don't insist onit lightly.
But the safety of human space hangs in the balance. As |ong as
Warden Dios remains Director of the United M ning Conpanies
Police, we are effectively defensel ess.

"You nust yield, Captain Vertigus. My business with the

Counci | nust take precedence."”

Si xten took pride in holding Igensard' s gaze squarely.

"NO. " o

For a nonent the Special Counsel seened to think that he

woul d gain what he wanted if he sinply net Sixten's stare wth-
out blinking; that Sixten would fold under that snmall pressure. But
Si xten had an equal ly sinple defense agai nst such tactics: with his
eyes open and his face calm he took a short nap

Wien he awakened a few heartbeats | ater, he found that
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Maxi m had risen to his feet in exasperation
"You're a fool, Captain Vertigus—an old fool." Hints of bru-
tality lay behind his cold tone. "You're inplicated in D os' mal-
feasance, and when he falls, you'll fall with him"
He reached for the door wi thout saying good-bye.
Pl eased by his own equanimity, Sixten drawled, "I can think
of worse fates."
At that the Special Counsel turned back. His eyes glittered
Iike chips of mica, and his features were dense with anger
“I''1'l tell you sonething |'ve learned," he said softly, om -
nously. "You haven't asked—you aren't interested in 'functiona
details'—but I'Il tell you anyway.
"Angus Thernopyl e was arrested for stealing supplies from
Com M ne Station. There didn't seemto be any other expl ana-
tion, so he was presuned to have an acconplice in ComM ne
Security. That 'functional detail' broke the opposition to the Pre-
enpt Act. It gave Dios the |ast piece of authority he needed to
becone the only effective power in human space
"But who was Thernopyl e's acconplice?" Al though Maxi m
kept his voice quiet, he wielded it |ike a bludgeon. "Wo did he
pay off? Hashi Lebwohl tells us it was Deputy Chief MI|os Tav-
erner—the same man who sonmehow managed to hel p Therno-
pyl e escape from UMCPHQ ri ght under Dios' nose. That sounds
pl ausi bl e, doesn't it?—f you assume UMCPHQ Security is |ax
enough to let sonmething like that happen. And it's consistent with
the fact that Taverner did a great deal of off-Station banking. H's
records are still sealed—+ don't have authorization to open them
—but for a nere deputy chief he had an enornous nunber of
transacti ons.
"He sounds like a traitor, doesn't he?"
Si xten stared back at lIgensard as if the Special Counsel were a
kaze who might go off at any nonent.
"But here's the interesting part, Captain Vertigus—the part
that shoul d make you rethink your intransigence. If MIos Tav-
erner was receiving illicit paynments, they didn't come from Angus
Ther nopyl e. He had no noney. The evidence of his datacore is
irrefutable on this point. He had no noney. Despite his | egendary
reputation, he wasn't even able to accumul ate enough credit to
repair his ship.
"We're left with a fascinating question, Captain Vertigus.
Who pai d Taverner to hel p Thernopyl e?" Maxi m nearly spat the
words. "Who benefited?
"When | get Council authorization to req the UMCP's finan-
cial records—especially Hashi Lebwohl's—+ believe I'Il learn the
answer .

"Thi nk about 'functional details,' Captain Vertigus. Think
about 'worse fates.' Call nme if you change your mnd."
As if he were a juggernaut, nassive and unstoppable, |gensard
haul ed open the door and |eft.
Si xten continued to stare at the door after his visitor was gone.
At the noment he coul dn't inagi ne—er perhaps nerely coul dn't
renenber —what he'd hoped to gain by frustrating the Specia
Counsel . Who benefited? He didn't want to know. All he wanted
was sl eep. Everything else was nmuffled by the precipitous drowsi-
ness of the old.
Warden Di os, what are you doi ng?
Wth an effort, he renai ned awake | ong enough to | ean over
his private intercomand nmutter, "You might as well come out of
hi ding. He's gone."
A voice replied pronptly, "I'"'mon ny way."
She's paying attention, he observed to no one in particul ar
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That's good. One of us ought to.

Consoling hinself with that thought, he let hinself fall into
the dark w thout Maxi mlgensard' s provocation

Once again the sound of his intercompulled himout of

dreans he couldn't recollect and didn't care about.

"Captain Vertigus?" Marthe's replacenment was barely thirty
—only a kid. To his ears, confused by sl eep, she sounded |ike
she'd just crawl ed out of her crib. "UMCP Director of Protoco
Koi na Hannish is here to see you."

He sighed. "Send her in."

Warden Dios had paid M| os Taverner to franme Angus

Thernopyl e. So that the Preenpt Act woul d pass.

Wher e does Personnel get these damm children? he nuttered

to hinself while he straightened his clothes. Does she think
don't know who Koi na Hanni sh is?

For a nmonent or two he m ssed Marthe so acutely that tears
came to his eyes. She'd been his ai de—executive assistant and
personal secretary in one—for as long as he'd sat on the GCES;
and for at least the last fifteen years, ever since his wife died,
she'd been his only real conpanion. The know edge that she
could be blown to bits just because soneone sonewhere with
access to kazes and no heart had taken it into his head to w sh
death on an old man nmade Sixten feel bitter and brittle.

My position doesn't depend on such functional details as

honor or mal f easance. Show ne the Nunber of the Beast etched

on Warden Dios' forehead, and I'lI| say the sane.

Bul I shit.

Koi na Hanni sh came into his office while he was still trying to
rub the tears off his cheeks.

She stopped when she saw him "I'msorry," she nurnured
quickly, "lI"'mintruding. 1I'll wait outside."

He made a gesture of denial. "Don't bother." Then he beck-

oned her in, flapped one hand to tell her to close the door. "Take
my advice," he growed thinly while he blinked his eyes clear
"Don't get old. It nakes you soppy."

Koina did himthe courtesy of taking himat his word. Radiat-

i ng ki ndness despite her imrmacul ate professional manner, she

shut the door, crossed to the chair lIgensard had recently vacat ed,
and sat down.

"Captain Vertigus, you can be as soppy as you want with

me," she said softly. "I don't mnd. In fact, | |like being rem nded
that there are still people in the world who can be touched."
Sixten didn't want to discuss old grief—er nore present de-

spair. Gven the choice, he found his failures easier to contem
plate. To deflect Koina's attention, he nmuttered, "I take it you
didn't get the inpression that Special Counsel Maxi m|gensard

can be touched?"

He didn't intend the change of subject as a reproach, however,

so he was glad to see that she didn't appear to take it as such. In
any case she made the adjustnment snoothly.

"Not really." Her smle was detached; conradely in an im

personal way. "He seens too driven for that." Then she

shrugged. "He's doing his job. These questions have to be raised.
For that matter, they have to be answered." She hesitated briefly
before remarking, "lI'mstill not sure | understand why you

wanted ne to overhear your conversation."

Tears continued burning at the backs of Sixten's eyes as he

faced her. He wanted to ask nakedly, Is it true? You work there—
is it true? Did Warden Dios pay M| os Taverner to betray Com

M ne Security so the Preenpt Act woul d pass? But he wasn't sure
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that he coul d bear her response. She mi ght say sonething that
woul d do his courage—not to nmention his convictions—ore

damage than he could sustain.

Instead he did his best to concentrate on her own uncertainty.

"I's there a probl en"

"Wel | "—she considered the situation as she spoke—it does

put ne in a rather conprom sing position. | know sonething

shoul dn't about the Special Counsel's investigation. And Warden
Dios is ny boss. Do | tell himwhat |'ve heard, or do | keep it to
mysel f? If he's corrupt, he should be caught and stopped. But if
he' s honorabl e, he deserves a chance to defend hinmself."

Do you believe he's honorabl e? Sixten wondered. But he

didn't challenge her because she m ght not have an answer. She
was new to her job, if not to PR she might very well not know
whet her the UMCP director was malign or honest.

"I can't help you with that," he replied nore brusquely than

he intended: pain and tine left himtoo fragile to match her ki nd-

ness. "You'll have to trust your conscience.

"But | wasn't trying to cause you trouble," he went on with

better conposure. "I didn't know what |gensard was going to say.
As |'ve already told you, I"'mafraid you're in danger. It can't be

an accident that both Godsen Frik and | were attacked on the
sanme day. Men |ike Godsen and ne have been safe for decades.

Hi s association with Holt Fasner protected him And |— He
spread his hands weakly. "I've been safe because | don't repre-
sent any danger.

"I have to ask myself what's changed. And | can only cone

up with two answers. One is the Special Counsel's investigation.
don't know how or why. Frankly, | can't inmagine how either of us
is relevant. But that's no worse than the other answer, which is
that sonmeone wants to stop me fromintroducing this Bill of Sev-
erance. Again, | don't know how or why. And it doesn't make
sense in any case. Nobody—except you, now-has any idea what
I'mabout to do."

Except M n Donner, he added to himself. If she set ne up,

she's crazy, and we're all dooned.

"I wish | could think of sone other explanation," he told

Koina thinly. "I've tried, and | can't. But under the circunstances
I can't ignhore the possibility that you' re next."
She frowned as if she were thinking hard. "I appreciate your

concern," she replied slowy, "nmore than | can easily explain.
I"'mnew to ny position. And until Director Dios pronoted ne,
served under CGodsen Frik." She shrugged delicately. "That

taught nme a rather jaundiced view of Protocol. In fact, | was
reluctant to be pronoted. The prospect of being asked to do the
same kind of job Director Frik did was"—her nmouth tw sted—
"unpl easant. However, since Director Di os persuaded nme to ac-
cept the assignment, |'ve begun to feel differently.

"Your concern for me—your wllingness to take the risk that

your efforts m ght be opposed because you spoke to nme—has

given ne an interesting litnus test for the people | serve. MWy
‘conscience,' as you call it, required me to tell Director D os of
your concern."

Trying to conceal a sudden pang, Sixten assunmed his prune-

i ke expression. Ch, God, what have | done? How many of us

have | betrayed?

"H's response," she went on intently, "was just what | was
praying for. He told me—+ wish | could quote himas convinc-
ingly as he spoke—he said, 'W shouldn't be tal king about this.
We shouldn't know about it at all. If and when the question of a
Bill of Severance cones to your attention through normal, public
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channel s, our position is one of strict and absolute neutrality. Qur
only legal authority for what we do cones fromthe GCES, and it

is the proper business of the GCES to nake deci sions about that
authority. W accept those decisions, whatever they mght be.' "

Si xten twitched unconfortably. "I'mstill worried. It's easy to
say things like that. If you have the voice for it, it's easy to say
themwith conviction. I know you were doi ng what you thought

was right, Director Hannish, and | don't blanme you." Warden

D os had paid MIles Taverner to frame Angus Thernopyle. So

that the Preenpt Act would pass. "But I'mafraid you' ve given
himtime to figure out howto stop ne."

She shook her head. A conplex conviction of her own showed

in her eyes. "He also told nme |'"'min no danger. He was quite
clear about it. He assured ne that the attacks on you and Director
Frik had nothing to do with your bill."

Si xten forgot to keep his nmouth pursed. He stared at her, too
full of astonishnent or horror to be careful. "You nmean he knows
what's really going on?"

Koina held his gaze firmy. "He didn't say that in so nmany
words, but the inplication was unm stakable. And he told ne that
the next GCES session mght shed sonme light onit."

Si xten could hardly contain hinself. H's high voice sounded

like a yelp. "You nmean he even knows what's going to happen in

t he next session?"

She nodded. After a moment's hesitation, she added, "That's

when | realized | believed him"

"Even if lgensard is right?" he protested. Even if Dios bribed
M| os Taverner to frame Angus Ther nopyl e?

She didn't falter. "Even then." Her eyes were as clear as

gens. "Sonehow | don't think the Special Counsel has the whole
story."”

Afraid that he mght start to weep again, Sixten raised his
hands to his face and ground the heels of his palns into his eyes.
VWhat did it nean? For God's sake, what was Dios doi ng? The

UWB Seni or Menber was old; too old; he'd | ost whatever capac-
ity he nmay once have had for dealing with conspiracies and cri ses.
M n Donner had—

Abruptly his heart stopped. In a blaze of inspiration or para-
noia he imagined what it would be like if a kaze went off in the
Council hall while the GCES was in session. Wth a vividness

whi ch appalled him he felt the carnage; saw bodies sprawing

i ke scrap anbng the wecked furniture; heard the slow, bitter
dri pping of blood fromthe walls.

After which naturally Warden Di os woul d have no choi ce but

to declare nartial |aw, take over the governnment of all hunman
space hinmsel f; answerable only to Holt Fasner

That was exactly the crisis a Bill of Severance would prevent.

If it passed.

Si xten's pul se began racing to catch up with his fear. He

found hinself in a cold sweat, shivering feverishly while perspira-
tion turned to ice on his forehead and ran down the sides of his
j aw.

M n Donner had set himup. She'd put his life on the line in

an attenpt to stave off a future which Warden D os—+f no one

el se—eoul d see coni ng.

"Captain Vertigus?" Koina murnured anxiously. "Are you

all right?"

No, Sixten insisted to hinmself, groping for sanity. It was too
much. Too blatant; too brutal. No one would go that far. Even
Holt Fasner the megal omani ac woul dn't go that far—
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"Are you all right?" Koina repeated nore urgently.

—dnl ess he was provoked.

Unl ess I gensard's investigation threatened the Dragon in ways

Si xten coul dn't imagine.

Then he night do anyt hing.

Wth an effort, Sixten faced the PR director. "Take ny ad-

vice." His voice shook; he couldn't control it. "Don't get old. It
gi ves you ni ght mares even when you' re awake."

"Captain Vertigus," she breathed, "Sixten, is there anything

can do? Can | get you anything? Wat do you need?"

I need. | need. He could hardly think of an answer. | need to
make up nmy goddamm mind. | need to just face it and take the
consequences.

O vyield to Igensard. Start running and never stop until this
pitiful excuse for a heart cracks open and lets ne go.

Barely able to formwords past the pressure in his chest, he
croaked, "Wo do you trust?"

"Trust?" She stared at himin confusion

"I mean besi des Di os. Sonebody you know-sonebody in

UMCPHQ Who do you trust?"

Koina replied with a perpl exed frowm. She may have thought

he'd |l ost his mind: she | ooked |ike she was about to stand up and
| eave; dissociate herself fromhimbefore he started raving. But
after a nonent she reached a different decision.

Carefully she replied, "Director Lebwohl."

Gimy Sixten fought down the sight of bodies and bl ood. Get

a grip on yourself, you old fool. He was the first hunman being
who' d ever seen an Amioni. He'd gone to the Amion vesse

al one, against Holt Fasner's direct orders, so that he could neet
t he unknown, the future, and believe that he was able to face it.
Surely he could do the sane now.

Still shaking, he addressed Koina. "Tell Director Lebwohl
I"'mafraid there's going to be another attack. During the next
session. Tell himif he's ever been a real cop—+f he cares at al
about the integrity of the UMCP, or the rule of law in human
space—or even if he just wants to clear his reputation—he's got
to keep kazes away fromthe hall."

Her eyes wi dened: he'd taken her by surprise. However, her
reacti on wasn't what he'd expected.

“I'I'l tell him" she pronmised. "I'Il tell himyour exact words.
And | think he'll listen. He'll take you seriously.

"But in the nmeanti ne—

She paused as if she had to choose her words.

"You haven't heard—t hasn't been announced yet. Sone

rather difficult negotiations have been going on between GCES
Security and UMCPHQ You coul d say that they've been fighting
over 'turf—urisdiction. I think I've finally worked out an agree-
ment. In fact, President Len has already signed it. And Director
Di os has given his authorization

"Wthin the next four hours, we're going to double the num

ber of security personnel on Suka Bator. Every precaution you
can think of will be in effect. The UMCPHQ Chi ef of Security

will be in command. He's one of Director Donner's people," she
added as if she hoped that would allay some of Sixten's fears.

He didn't know what to say to this, so he concentrated on
keepi ng his mouth shut; controlling his panic.

"I don't ask you to be content with that," Koina continued.
"You' ve al ready been attacked once—you can't be expected to

trust ordinary security. And there's no reason why we shoul dn't
both ask Director Lebwohl to take additional steps. He mght very
wel | think of sonething UMCPHQ Security has m ssed."
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Cone on, he adjured hinself. Pull yourself together. Don't

| eave her hangi ng.

"Thank you." He thought that was the best he coul d nanage;

but his voice sounded so pitiful in his own ears that he forced
hinself to try again. "Maybe sone things are worth dying for."
Clearly she didn't understand him How coul d she? Resum ng

her professional manner, she said, "Let's hope it doesn't cone to

that."

The Bill of Severance was Mn Donner's idea. She'd given it

to Sixten.

And Warden Dios had paid M| os Taverner to frame Angus

Ther nopyl e.

Koina started to rise, then |l owered herself back to the edge of

her seat. "I need to go," she said with a hint of anxiety, "but
before | do, | think I should tell you that 1'mgoing to | et Director

D os know about your conversation with Special Counsel |gen-
sard. If | really believe in him |'d better act like it."
Sixten's shrug felt | ess unconcerned and nore hel pl ess than

he |iked.

She | eaned forward. "I don't nmean to hover over you, but |

have to ask. Are you all right? Are you really all right?"

To his relief he found that his fright was receding. He nmay

have actually reached a decision. O perhaps he was nerely

sl eepy. Whatever the explanation, he was able to respond in a
nmore normal tone.

"My dear young lady, at ny age it's alnpbst inpossible to

make a useful distinction between being and not being '"all right.
Pl ease don't worry about it. At a guess, | would say that |'m not
quite ready to collapse.”

If he'd been a decade or two | ess ancient, her smile mght

have warned his heart. "In that case," she said as she stood, "I'I|
go catch ny shuttle."

He didn't get to his feet—he didn't think he had the strength
—but fromhis chair he gave her a formal bow when she reached
the door and turned to say good- bye.

As she left, he realized that he'd already gone too far to
change his mnd. Wether he lived or died, he was going to stand
by his beliefs.

ANCI LLARY

DOCUMENTATI ON

MATTER CANNON

Li ke the rel ati onshi p between

order and chaos, the relation-

ship between matter and energy is easily stated. However, the
application of that relationship on which the peculiar effectiveness
of matter cannon depends is | ess easily expl ai ned.

Sinply put, matter is nothing nore than energy in a nore
condensed or concentrated form Matter is "frozen" energy, just
as order is frozen or rigid chaos. Conversely energy may be un-
derstood as "liquid" matter in the sane way that chaos appears to
be liquid order, order in flux.

Nonet hel ess to discuss matter/energy in terns of order/chaos

may appear di singenuous. Energy, of course, is not random or
unpredictable in any useful sense. However, the anal ogy between
matter and order is plain. And the comon understandi ng of

chaos as "randommess" or "unpredictability" is inprecise.

It is axiomatic in chaos theory that the concepts of random

ness and unpredictability have nmeaning only within thensel ves—
inside their own arenas of operation. Just as energy is defined or
structured by fields (el ectromagnetism gravity, large and snall
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nucl ear forces), chaos is defined or structured—n other words,
limted—by the neans and principles by which it is set in notion,
as well as by the scale on which it is deployed. Although the
effects of entropy on conplex systens cause themto nutate or
degrade in unpredictable ways, the process by which that unpre-
dictability operates is itself predictable.

The crucial point is this: pure randomess or unpredictability
cannot exist in the presence of linmits; by virtue of its very exis-
tence, everything which exists is |limted; therefore pure random
ness and unpredictability cannot exist. Anything which resenbles
chaos nust exist within sone set of limts.

Matter cannon were devel oped by the application of chaos

theory to the relationship between matter and energy.

Once the postul ates of chaos theory are grasped, no concep-

tual obstacle prevents the hypothetical existence of fornms of chaos
which are transformed by their own linmts into forns of order
under certain conditions. And if such fornms of chaos can exist,
they can al so be nmade to exist: they can be designed and gener-
ated in such a way that they will resolve thenselves into forns of
order when given paraneters are satisfied

In metaphorical terms, then, a matter cannon enits a beam of

i ght-constant energy which "freezes" upon contact with matter.
Thi s energy takes on nmass fromany object in its path-nass

whi ch for nmere picoseconds exists at the speed of |ight, and which
is therefore at | east theoretically infinite.

No object in the material universe can withstand |ight-con-

stant collision with an infinite mass. For that reason the effective-
ness of matter cannon is limted only by practical considerations:
by the amount of power available to the cannon, for exanple; by
the cannon's ability to emit a beam which resists di spersion over
di stance; by the presence of other energy fields which conduce to
di spersion; or, where the technol ogical capacity exists, by particle
sinks which attenpt to bleed off the infinite nass as it forns.

If chaos is a nore subtle and perhaps nore essential form of
order, then the destructiveness of matter cannon is a nore insidi-
ous and perhaps nore conpelling formof material stability.

M N

As soon as Punisher finished

her initial burn and began

tracki ng Trunpet across the gap, M n Donner slept again. Better
now than later. Trunpet had a significant |ead. And she wasn't
easy to follow. After each crossing her homi ng signal had to be
reacqui red before Puni sher could continue. And Punisher's inter-
nal spin displacenment was affecting navigation, throw ng her

t housands or tens of thousands of kilometers off course each tine
she went into tach. She mi ght well need as nuch as a day or two
to get close enough to Trunpet to keep pace with her

If the displacenent didn't get worse. And nothing el se went

wWr ong.

In the meantine Puni sher's drone required a certain nunber

of hours to reach UMCPHQ And Warden Di os woul dn't respond

i mredi ately. He couldn't: he would have to wait to reply unti
UMCPHQ attai ned a wi ndow on a listening post within effective
reach of Punisher's presuned course. After that, nore hours

woul d pass while the answering drone raced to its destination
Better to rest now

Once Puni sher gai ned velocity conparable to Trunpet's, the

crui ser needed thrust only for course correction. Trunpet's signa
enabl ed Puni sher's helmto set gap paraneters which woul d

slowy draw the cruiser closer to the scout w thout overrunning
her. As long as Trunpet didn't accelerate, Punisher could coast in
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pursuit using only her gap drive.

Because she was who she was, M n woke up for every course

shift, every slight change in Punisher's anbient vibrations. Nev-
erthel ess she was able to sleep for the better part of eight hours
wi t hout being disturbed by hard g.

Once agai n her intercom awakened her

"Director Donner, this is the bridge. Director?"

This time she roused easily. Everyone el se aboard needed

days or weeks of rest, not hours; but until recently she hadn't been
under anywhere near as nuch strain as they had.

As she slid out of her bunk to answer the intercom she dis-
covered that nost of her aches were gone, and her ears no | onger
regi stered everything agai nst a background of pain. Neverthel ess
her anger remai ned.

At the last Warden had told her that Mdrn Hyland m ght sur-

vive. Before that—for nonths before that—he'd | et, no, encour-
aged her to believe that Morn would be left to die.

What coul d she trust now?

How coul d she be sure that Morn's rescue was anything nore

than a prelude to another betrayal ?

Well, she was glad that Morn was alive, glad fromthe back of
her throat to the pit of her stomach. Still she was in no nood to be
forgiving.

Wil e her ears, the soles of her feet, and the nerves of her skin
sensed Puni sher's condition, she toggled her intercom "Bridge."
By small increnents the internal spin displacenment was getting
worse. "Captain Ubi kwe?"

"Director Donner," the voice which had awakened her re-

plied, "I'm Command Fourth Stoval, Hargin Stoval." Unlike

nost of the other officers, he sounded phlegnmatic; inmune to
fatigue. "Captain Ubi kwe wants to talk to you. He's in the gal -

ley."

"Fine," Mn answered. "I'mon ny way." But she didn't

want to wait that long for news. "Were are we? Wiat's going
on?"

"Wth respect, sir," Stoval replied stolidly, "I think you

should talk to Captain Ubi kwe."

Mn didn't bother to respond. She punched off the intercom

then stood glaring at it for a nonent. Dol ph, you goddam prima
donna, what're you doing? Wiat're you afraid of ?

Way don't you want your people to talk to ne?

But she knew why. Hi's ship and his people were damaged,

raw wi th weariness, alone. He was chasing a UMCP gap scout, of

all things, with at | east one hostile vessel presumably in pursuit.
And Mn hadn't told himwhat was at stake.

Dol ph Ubi kwe was not a man to take such treatnment calnmy

For his sake, as well as for her own, she nade a particul ar

effort to regain her own poise before she left her cabin to find the
gal | ey.

One of the innovations she'd i nposed on the UMCP fl eet

when she becane ED Director was the elimnation of separate
facilities for officers and crew. She desired hierarchies, chains of
command, which were founded on respect and commitnent, not

on privilege—er isolation. Everyone aboard Puni sher, including

her captain, was served by the sane foodvends and di spensers, ate
in the same mess.

As a result, the galley was not a place M n would have chosen

for a private conversation.

She suspected, however, that Captain Ubi kwe wanted to talk

to her there precisely so that their conversati on woul d not be
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