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BEWARE—

THEY'RE SENDING IN THE AUNTS!

"I found Brun and Sirkin," Cecdiainformed Heris. "Were dl safe” The following pause was
eloquent; even over an audio-only link Cecdiacould easly imagine Heris searching for atelling phrase,

"You'renot safe," Herissaid findly. "Y ou're square in the midst of amilitary action. Thissystemis
under attack by the Benignity; their shipsare in the outer system now, and | need that yacht and its
weapons. . . not three usaless civilians who were supposed to be down on the surface digging in.”

Anger flared. "Civiliansaren't always usdess. If you can remember that far back, one of them saved
your lifeon Sridis”

"True. I'm sorry. Itjust . . . the question is, what now? | can't get you to safety onplanet . . . if that's
sfe”

"So quit worrying about it. Do you think I'm worried about dying?"

"l ...youjust got reuved.”

"So |l did. It didn't eliminate my eighty-odd years of experience, or make metimid. If | dig, | die. ..
but in the meantime, why not let me help?’

A chuckle. She could imagine Herissface. "Lady Cecdlia, you areinimitable. Get yourself up to the
bridge; someonewill find you aplace. I'll et the commander know you're coming.”

"Good hunting, Heris," Cecdliasaid. Shefedt apleasant tingle of anticipation.
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Chapter One

Heris Serrano went from her room in the small but respectable dockside hotel on Rockhouse Station
to the berth of her new command convinced that she looked like an idiot. No one laughed aloud, but that
only meant the bystanders had chosen to snicker later rather than risk immediate confrontation with an
ex-Regular Space Services officer on the beach.

Heriskept her eyes away from any of those who might be contempl ating humor, the dockside traffic
of the commercid district. Her ears burned; she could fed the glancesraking her back. She would not
have changed her military posture even if she could have waked any other way; she had been R.S.S.
from birth or before, daughter of officers, admiras granddaughter and niece, aservice family for dl the
generations anyone bothered to count. Even that miserablefirgt year at the Academy had seemed
familiar, amost homey: she had heard the stories from parents, uncles, aunts, al her life.

And here she was, tricked out in enough gold braid and color to satisfy a planet-bound admiral from
one of theminor principdities, dl because of the whims of arich old woman with more money than
sense. They had to be laughing behind her back, those merchanter officers and crewmen who didn't meet
her eyes, who went about their business asif purple and scarlet were norma uniform colors, asif two
deeves covered with gold rings didn't look ridiculous, asif the rim of gold and green striped cord around
collar, lapds, and cuffsdidn't tell everyonethat an R.S.S. officer had descended to the leve of carting
weslthy eccentrics on pleasure jauntsin something far more like a mansion than a spacefaring ship.

Commercid dockside ended abruptly at ascarred gray wall with alockgate init. Herisinserted her
card; the barred gate did aside, then closed behind her, leaving her caged between the bars behind and a
stedl door with athick window. Another keydat, thistime her card produced a human door-opener, who
swung the door aside and held out his hand for her papers. She handed over the neat packet civilian life
required. Master's license, certificationsin five specidties, Imperid 1D, military record (abbreviated; only
the unclassified bones), letters of recommendation, and—what mattered most here—L ady Ceceliade
Marktoss sedl of employment. The human—Station Security or Garond Family, Heris did not know
which—ran ahandscanner over thislast, and replaced the entire pile initsfile cover before handing it
back to her.

"Welcometo North, Captain Serrano,” the man said, with no inflection of sarcasm. "May | be of
asssance?'

Her throat closed a moment, remembering the words she would have heard if she had gonethrough a
smilar lockgate on the other side of the commercia docks, where deek gray R.S.S. cruisers nuzzled the
Station Sde by sde. Where her gray uniform with its glowing insggniawould have received crigp sautes,
and the welcome due acomrade in arms. "Welcome to the Fleet," she would have heard, agreeting used
anywhere, anytime, they came together away from civilians. But she could not go back there, back where
her entire past would wrap around her. She had resigned her commission. She would never hear those
words again.

"No, thank you," she said quietly. "I know wherethe shipis." She would not say its name yet, though
it was her new command. . . . She had grown up with ships named for battles, for monsters, for older
shipswith long histories. She could not yet say she commanded Sweet Delight.

North, on dl Stations, defined the environs of aristocracy. Wedth and privilege could be found



anywhere, inthe R.S.S. aswell asthe commercia docks, but dways near something. Here was nothing
but wedlth, and its servants. This deck had carpeted walkways, not extruded plastic sheeting; the shops
had no signs, only house emblems. Each docking bay had its own lockgate, enclosing two large rooms:
one marked " Service Entrance,” lined with racks and shelving for provisions ddlivered, and the other
furnished luxurioudy as areception salon for going-away parties. Heriss card in the dot produced
another human door-opener, thistime a servant in livery, who ushered her into the salon. Heris made her
way between overstuffed sofas and chairs covered in lavender plush and piled with pillowsin garish
colors, between low black tables and pedestal's supporting what were probably pricelessworks of art,
though to her eye, they looked like globs of melted space debris after abattle.

The actud docking tube lay unguarded. Heris frowned. Surely even civilians had someone watching
the ship's main hatch, even with the security of alockgate on the dock itsalf. She paused before stepping
over the line that made the legdl division between dock and ship. The lavender plush lining of the access
tube hid dl the vital umbilicasthat connected the ship to Station life support. Unsafe, Heristhought, as
she had thought on her earlier interview vigt. Those lines should be vishble. Surely even civilians had
regulationsto follow.

Underfoot, the lavender plush carpet felt five centimetersthick. A warm bresth of air puffed out of
the ship itsdf, awarm bregath flavored not with the spice she remembered from the interview, but with the
sour stench of the morning after avery large night before. Her nose wrinkled; she could fed her back
diffening. It might be someone dses ship in principle, but she did not alow adirty messon any ship she
commanded—and would not now. She came out of the access tube into afamily row; the tube's privacy
shield had kept her from hearing it until she stepped across the barrier. Heristook in the Situation at a
glance. Onetall, angular, gray-haired woman with aloud voice: her employer. Three sulky, overdressed
young men that Heriswould not have had on her ship, and their obvious girlfriends. . . dl rumpled, and
one il passed out on alavender couch that matched the plush carpet and walls. Streaks of vomit
gtained its smooth velour. As she came through the barrier, the chestnut-haired youth with the ruffled shirt
answered afinal blast from the older woman with awhined "But, Aunt Cecdia—it'snot fair "

What was "not fair" wasthat rich spoiled brats like him hadn't had the nonsense taken out of themin
boot camp, Heris thought. She smiled her norma good-morning-bridge smile a her employer and said,
"Good morning, milady.”

The youths—all but the unconscious snorer on the couch—stared; Heris could fedl her ears going hot
and ignored them, gill smiling a Cecdia ArtemisiaVeronica Penelope, heiress of moretitles than anyone
needed, let done more money. "Ah," said that lady, restored to instant unruffled calm by the appearance
of someone to whom it meant something. " Captain Serrano. How nice to have you aboard. Our
departure will be delayed, but only briefly"—here shelooked at the chestnut-haired youth—"until my
nephew is settled. | presume your things are already aboard?’

"Sent ahead, milady,” Herissaid.

"Good. Then Bateswill show you to your quarters.” Bates materidized from some angle of corridor
and nodded at Heris. Heriswondered if she would be introduced to the nephew now or later; she was
sure she could take that pout from hislipsif given the chance. But she wouldn't get the chance. She
followed Bates—tall, elegant, so much the butler of the screen and stage it was hard to believe him
real—down the carpeted passage to her suite. She would rather have gone to the bridge. Not this bridge,
but the bridge of the Rapier or even alowly maintenance tug.

Bates stood aside at her door. "If the captain wishes to rekey thelocksnow . . . 7"

She looked at that impassive face. Did he mean to imply that they had thieves on board? That
someone might violate the privacy of her quarters? The captain's quarters? She had thought she knew
how far down the scale sheld fallen, to become arich lady's yacht captain, but she had not conceived of
needing to lock her quarters. "Thank you," she said, asif it had been her idea. Bates touched amagnetic
wand to the lockfaces; she put her hand on each one. After amoment, the doorcall's pleasant anonymous
voice said, "Name, please?' and she gave her name; the doorcall chimed once and said, "Welcome



home, Captain Serrano.” Bates handed her afat ring of wands.

"These are the rekeying wands for ship's crew and al the operating compartments. They're al coded;
you'll find thefull architectural schematicsloaded on your desk display. The crew will await your arriva
on the bridge, a your convenience.”

She didn't even know if she could ask Batesto tell the crew when to expect her, or if that was
something household staff never did. She had dready discovered that the house staff and the ship crew
had very little to do with each other.

"I could just pass the word to Mr. Gavin, the engineer,” Bates said, dmost gpologeticaly. "Since
Captain Olin left"—Captain Olin, Heris knew, had been fired—"Lady Cecelia has often asked meto
speak to Mr. Gavin."

"Thank you," Heris said. "One hour." She glanced a the room's chronometer, a civilian model which
she would replace with the onein her luggage.

"Philip will escort you," Bates said.
She opened her mouth to say it was not necessary—even in this perfumed and padded travesty of a

ship she could find the bridge by hersef—but instead said, " Thank you" once more. She would not
chalengetheir assumptionsyet.

Her master's certificate went into the mounting plague on the wall; her other papers went into the
desk. Her luggage—she had asked that it not be unpacked—cluttered one corner of her office. Beyond
that was a smaller room, then the bathroom—her mouth quirked as she forced hersdf to cal it that. And
beyond that, her bedroom. A cubage larger than an admiral would have on most ships, and far larger
than anyone of her rank ever had, even on a Station. A suite, part of the price being paid to lure areal
spacer, ared captain, into thiskind of work.

In the hour she had unpacked her few necessary clothes, her books, her reference data cubes, and
made sure that the desk display would handle them. The chronometer on the wall now showed Service
Standard time as wel|l as ship'stime and Station time, and had the familiar overlapping segments of color
to ddineate four-, Sx-, and eight-hour watches. She had reviewed the crew biosin the desk display. And
she had shrugged away her regrets. It was dl over now, al those years of service, al her family's
traditions; from now on, she was Heris Serrano, captain of ayacht, and she would make the best of it.

And they wouldn't know what hit them.

* * %

Some of them suspected within moments of her arrival on the bridge. Whatever decorator had
chosen dl thelavender and ted furnishings of the rest of the ship, the bridge remained functiond, if amost
toylikeinits bright, shiny, compactness. The crew had to squeeze in uncomfortably; Heris noticed who
sgueezed in next to whom, and who wished this were over. They had heard, no doubt. They could see
what they could see; she might be wearing purple and scarlet, but she had the look, and knew she had it;
al those generations of command came out her eyes.

She met theirs. Blue, gray, brown, black, green, hazel: clear, hazy, worried, frightened, challenging.
Mr. Gavin, the engineer—thin, dmost wispy, and graying—had announced, "Captain on the bridge” ina
voice that squeaked. Navigation Firgt, adl too perky, was female, and young, and standing closeto
Communications First, who had spots and the dightly adenoidal look that Heris had found in the best
comm techs on any ship. The moles—environmentd techs, so-cdled everywhere from their need to
crawl through pipes—glowered at the back. They must have suspected she'd seen the ship's records
dready. Moles never believed that strange smellsin the air were their fault; they were convinced that
other people, careless people, put the wrong things down the wrong pipe and caused the trouble. Gavin's
junior engineering techs, distancing themsalves from the moles, tried to look squeaky-clean and bright.
Heris had read their records, one of them had failed the third-class certificate four times. The other
juniors—Navigation's sour-faced paunchy male and Communications wispy femae—were clearly
picked up at bargain rates for off-primeshift work.



Heris began, as aways on anew ship, with generdities. Let them relax; let them redize she waan't
stupid, crazy, or vicious. Then . . . "Now about emergency drills" she said, when she'd seen the
relaxation. "l see you've had no drills since docking here. Why isthat, Mr. Gavin?'

"Wdll, Captain . . . after Captain Olinleft, | didn't like to seem—you know—like | wastaking
liberties above my sation.”
"l see. And beforethat, | notice that there had been no drills since the last planetfall. That was

Captain Olin'sdecision, | suppose." From Gavin's expression, that was not the reason, but he went aong
graefully.

"Y es, Captain, that would be it. He was the captain, after al." Someone stirred, in the back, but they
were so crammed together she couldn't be surewho it was. She would find out. She smiled at them,
suddenly happy. It might be only ayacht, but it wasaship, and it was her ship.

"Wewill have drills" she said, and waited amoment for that to sink in. "Emergency drillssavelives. |
expect dl you Firgtsto ready your divisons."

"We surdly can't havetimefor adrill before launch!” That was the sour-faced Navigation Second.
She gtared at him until he blushed and said, "Captain . . . sorry, malam.”

"It depends,” she said, without commenting on his breach of manners. "'l know you're dl readying for
launch, but | would like aword here with the pilot and Nav Firg.”

They edged out of the cramped space; she knew the muttering would start as soon asthey cleared
the hatch. Ignoring that, she fixed the Navigation First with afirm glance. "Sirkin, isn't it?'

"Yes, Captain." Brisk, bright-eyed . . . Heris hoped she was as good as she looked. "Brigdis Sirkin,
LaosColony."

"Yes, | saw your file. Impressve qudification exam." Sirkin had topped the list with a perfect score,
rareevenin R.S.S. trained personnel. The younger woman blushed and grinned. "But what | want to
know iswhether you plotted the final gpproach from Dunlinto here.” Theway she said it could lead
either way; she wanted to see Sirkin's reaction.

A deeper blush. "No, Captain. | didn't . . . not entirdly, that is."

"Umm. | wondered why someone who'd swept the exam would choose such an inefficient solution.
Tel meabout it."

"Wdl ... maam. .. Captain Olin was agood captain, and I'm not saying anything against him, but
helikedto. . . to do thingsacertain way."

Heris glanced at the pilot. Plisson, histag said; he had been another rich lady's pilot before he came
here. "Did you have anything to do with it?" she asked.

The pilot shot Sirkin an angry glance. " She thinks she can shave timeto the bone," he said. "It'slike
she never heard of flux-storms. | guessyou could cdl it efficient, if you're on awarship, but | wasn't hired
tokill milady."

"Ah. So you thought Sirkin's original course dangerous, and Captain Olin backed you?"

"Wl .. .yes Captain. And | expect you'l stick with her, being as you're spacefleet trained.”

Herisgrinned at him; hisjaw sagged in surprise. "I don't like getting smeared across space any better
than anyone dse," she said. "But I've reviewed Sirkin'swork only as combined with yours and Captain
Qlin's. Sirkin, what was your origina course here?"

"It'sin the NavComp, Captain; shall | direct it to your desktop?'

"If you please. I'll look it over, seeif | think you're dangerous or not. Did you ever have any
spacef|ect time, Plisson?"

"No, Captain." Theway he said it, he considered it worse than downside duty. She wasn't sure she
wanted ahdf-hearted first pilot.

"Then | suggest you withdraw your judgment of R.S.S. operations until you see some. War is



dangerous enough without adding recklessnesstoit; I'll expect professiona performance from both you
and Navigator Sirkin." She turned to go, then turned back, surprising on their faces the expression she
had hoped to find. "And by the way, you may expect drills;, spaceislessforgiving than | am of doppy
technique.”

* * %

Lady Cecdianoticed the shadow in the tube only amoment before her new captain came aboard.
She could have wished for less promptness. She would have preferred to finish reaming out her nephew
and the residue of hisgoing-away party in the decent privacy afforded by her household staff. Bates
knew better than to stick hisnosein at atimelikethis.

But the woman was ex-military, and not very ex- by her carriage and expression. Of course she
would not be late; even her hair and toenails probably grew on schedule. Ceceliawanted to throttle the
condescension off the dark face that rose serene above the purple and scarlet uniform. No doubt she had
no nephews, or if she did they were being lovingly brought up in boot camp somewhere. She probably
thought it would be easy to remake Ronnie and his set. Whereas Cecdlia had known, from the moment
of Ronni€s birth, that he was destined to be a spoiled brat. Charming, bright enough if he bothered,
handsome to the point of dangerousness with that thick wavy chestnut hair, those hazdl eyes, that
remaining dimple—but spoiled rotten by hisfamily and everyonedse.

"Butit'snot fair,” hewhined now. He had expected her to let them dl travel with him, al twenty or
50 of hisfavoritesamong hisfellow officers and their sweethearts of both sexes. Sheignored that, smiled
a her new captain, thinking, Don't you dare laugh at me, you little blot, and called Bates to take the
captain to her quarters. And away she went, impossibly bright-eyed for this hour of the morning (no
adolescent partying had disturbed her deep), her trim figure making the girlsin the room look like
haggard barflies. Which they werent, redlly. It wasterrible what girls did these days, but these were
decent girls, of reasonably nice families. Nothing like hers, or Ronnie's (except Bubbles, the snoring one,
and the present cause of dissension), but nice enough.

With alast glance at the captain's retreating form, she turned back to Ronnie. "What is not fair, young
man, isthat you areintruding on my life, taking up space on my yacht, making my staff work harder, and
al because you lacked the common sense to keep your mouth shut about things which no gentleman
discusses”

Sulky. He had been sulky at one, at two; his parents had doted on his adorable tantrums, hisbig
lower lip. He was sulky now, and she did not dote on the lip or the tongue behind it. "She said | was
better. It's not fair that I'm getting sent away, when she's the one who said it. She wanted to be with
me—"

"Shesadit to you, in the confidence of the bedroom." Surely someone had dready told him this.
Why should she have to explain?"And you don't even know if she meant it, or if she saysit to
everyone.

"Of course she meant it!" Y oung mae pride, stung, flushed his cheeks and drove sulkinessinto
temper. "l am better."

"l won't argue,” Cecdliasaid. "1 will only remind you that you may be better in bed with the prince's
favorite singer, but you are now on my yacht, by order of your father and the king, and the singer is stuck
with the prince.” Her pun got through to her amoment before Ronnie caught it, and she shook her finger
a him. "Literdly and figurativey: you're here, and he's there, and you've gained nothing by blabbing
except whatever momentary amusement you shared with your barracks-mates." He chuckled, and the
odious George—who had well earned the nickname everyone in society knew—snickered. Cecelia
knew the odious George'sfather fairly well, and dismissed the snicker as an unconscious copy of his
father's courtroom manner. She supposed it went over well in the junior mess of the Roya Space
Service, where the young sprouts of aristocracy and wedlth flaunted their boughten commissionsin the
intervals of leave and training. "Y ou're the one who talked,” she said, ignoring the Side glances of her
nephew and hiscrony. "The. . . er . . . lady didn't. Therefore you are in trouble, and you are sent away,



and it's my misfortune that | happened to be near enough to serve your father's purpose.” He opened his
mouth to say something else she was sure she would not want to hear, and she went on, inexorably. "It's
better than it could have been, young Ronald, as you will see when you quit fedling sorry for yourself.
And | am stretching my generosity to let you bring these'—she waved her hand at the others—"when it
crowds my ship and wastes my time. If it weren't that Bubbles and Buttons were going to Bunny's

ayway—"
"Well—in fact they don't want to go—"

"Nonsense. I've aready sent word I'm bringing them. A season in thefield will do you al immense
good." She gave him another lengthy stare. "And | don't want any of you sneaking offship to cause
trouble on the Station before we launch. It's bad enough having to wait for your luggege; | shdl have your
father pay the reset feesfor changing the launch schedule. | hope hetakesit out of your allowance.”

"But that's not—" She held up her hand before "fair" could emerge and decided to drop her own
bombshdl now.

"And by the way, my new captain isex-Regular Space Service, so don't try any of your trickswith
her. She could probably tie you al in knots without trying." Ceceliaturned on her hedl and walked out,
satisfied that she had given them something besides her hard-heartedness to think aboit.

It wastoo bad, redly. Shelived on her yacht precisaly so asto avoid family complications, just as
she had avoided marriage and political service. They could have found some other way to keep Ronnie
out of the capita for ayear or so. They didn't have to use her, asif she were ahandy piece of furniture.
But that was Berenice dl over again: big Ssters existed to be of service to the beauty of the family.

Stores. She would have to check with Bates to be sure they had ordered enough additional
food—after last night, she suspected they might need more. Y oung people did eat so, when they ate.
Shereached her own suite with relief. That miserable decorator Berenice had sent her to insisted on
doing thewhole ship in lavender and tedl, with touches of acid green and cream, but she had not let him
in here. Perhaps the young people did prefer lavender plush, but she hated it. Here in her own rooms, she
could have it her way. Brighter colors, polished wood, carved chairs piled with pillows.

She paused at her desk. Inlaid wood made a pattern of vines and flowers; until she pressed the
central blossom, it could have passed for an antique of Old Earth. The desktop cleared, showing the
floorplan of that deck, with ghostly shadows of the others. A cluster of dots showed Ronnie and friends,
back in thelounge. A dot in her bedroom; that would be Myrtis, her maid. A dot for the captain, in her
quarters, amoving dot that must be Bates, coming back. She touched her finger to that one, and his
voice came out of the desk speaker.

"Yes, madam?"

"Have Cook check the quantities Ronnie and his friends consumed last night; they seem to est quitea
lot...."

"Cook has estimated an additional fifteen percent over your orders yesterday, madam, and hasthe
purchase order ready for your stamp.”

"Thank you, Bates." She might have known. They were usualy two steps ahead of her—but that was
their duty. She flicked up the lower service deck on the display, found Cook's dot, and touched it. Cook
transferred the purchase order to her desktop, and she looked at it. Even with six additional people
aboard, it looked like enough to feed them all three times over. It would serve them right, she thought, if
she made them eat survivd rations until they got to Bunny's. Certainly it would cost less and take up less
room. Cook had pointed out that they'd need to air up two more refrigeration units and set out another
full section of "ponics.

That would start another argument between crews de and staffsde. The environmental techswere
ship's crew, under the captain's command; Ceceliaknew better than to interfere with her captain’'s crew.
But that part of 'ponics devoted to the kitchen came under the heading of "gardening,” which meant
daff—her staff. Felix, head gardener, and two boys (one female), kept her private solarium in fresh



flowers and Cook supplied with fresh vegetables. Felix and the environmenta techs dways got into some
hasse which required her decison—one of the things she had not liked about her former captain was his
tendency to let things dide until she had to quell an incipient riot in Staff.

She found Felix'sicon, touched it, and told him about the 'ponics section. He wanted to use half of it
for anew set of exotics held bought seedstock for; the pictures of the so-called vegetables didn't impress
her. Felix indsted, though, that if he could have seed available when they arrived a Bunny's, he could
trade with Bunny'sferocious head gardener for her favorite (and rarest) mushrooms. Cecelia shrugged,
Ronnie and his pals could eat the things shedidn't like.

"And what you tell the moles, en?" he said finaly, having won hismain point. Y ou got to let them
know it's okay, whatever | grow."

"I will tell Captain Serrano, our new captain, that |'ve approved your use of an additiond 'ponics
section for fresh produce.”

"They bother me, I'll send ‘em the halobeets," Fdlix said. He would, too. He had doneit before, when
displeased with someone. A genius of histype—but like most such geniuses, atrifle tempery. She put up
with him for the luscious fruits and fresh vegetables, the abundant flowers, which so amazed those who
cameto dinner. . . . No other yacht she knew of was completely salf-sufficient in fresh produce.

She looked again for the captain'sicon, and found it moving toward the bridge. Best not interrupt her
now; she would have had the crew assembled. Cecdliasfinger hovered over the contral. . . . She could
eadly ligenin on the captain'sfirg briefing . . . but she decided againgt it. Instead, she routed a message
to the captain's desk about the "ponics, and called up a credit status.

The figures meant little to her; the redity wasthat she could afford to buy anything for sdeon
Rockhouse two or three times over. The desktop offered a bright-colored graphic which showed how
much more she was spending to transport hersalf and six young people compared to hersdf aone. It
didn't matter, and Berenice had transferred stock to cover it anyway. She called up Ronnie's status, and
pursed her lips. Berenice had put him on the silver family line, and he had dready used it. Hardin's
Clothiers, Vetris Accessories, Spaulding . . . Cecdliawhistled. He had started with two cubes of storage,
and at this rate would need another two.

Her desk chimed. "Aunt Cecdlia?' came the plaintive voice. "Please—I need to talk to you."

Hardly, she thought. He needed to listen to her. "Ah, Ronnie. Very good—I meant to ask you, did
you bring your hunting tackle?"

"My...uh...what?'
"Y our riding clothes, your saddies—"

"l—no! Of course not. Aunt Cecdlia, just because you're crazy enough to ride big stupid animals
across rocks and mud—"

"l presumed,” said Cecdlig, overriding hisvoice with asurge of glee, "that that was your rather large
order a Hardin'sand Vetriss and Spaulding's. But since it wasn't, perhaps you'd return some of that
foppery, whatever it was, and get yourself some decent riding kit. We are going to Bunny's, asyou
know, for the season, and since I'm saddled with you, you might aswell saddle ahorse and learn
something useful.” Shefdt good about the pun; puns usudly cameto her four hourstoo late, if at all.

The fashion in invective, she was happy to discover, had swung once more from the rough crudities
copied from the lower classesto an entertaining polysyllabic baroque style. When Ronnie ran out of
breath (which happened more quickly, she noted, with the longer words and phrases), she interrupted
again, before he could start another rampage.

"I do not carethat you do not like horses, or riding, or that none of your set consider hunting a
reasonable or enjoyable pastime. | do not careif you are miserable for the entire year of your exile. You
may sulk inyour cabin if you like—you will certainly not sulk in mine, or interfere with my pleasure one
bit morethan | can help. And if you do not order yoursdlf the proper clothes, saddles, and so on, | shall



doit for you and chargeit to your account.” Although it would really make senseto wait until they were
a Bunny's—all the really good saddlers came there for the season. But her blood was up. So, it seemed,
was his. She could order what sheliked, he said angrily, but he was not about to pretend to copy the
amusements of a horse-faced old spinster with more money than sense, and he would be damned if she
ever found him on ahorse chasing some innocent helpless animd across the dripping fields.

"If you think the fox isether innocent or helpless, young Rondd, you are morefoolish than | think."
She was not sure which of them broke the connection. She did not care. She caled her personal assistant
at Spaulding's and arranged everything as she wished—of course they knew all his measurements
aready, and of course they were happy to help awedthy aunt surprise an amost-as-wedthy nephew. In
afinal burst of pique, she put the bill on her own account, and not Berenice's. . . . She wanted no
guestions from the doting mother who had let the brat become so useless.

Chapter Two

Herisled the way into her cabin, wondering if civilians had any concept of shipboard courtesy.
Would they know enough to stay on their side of the office? Sirkin did; she stood across the desk as
Heris caled up thefiles on the desk display, looking young and earnest.

She looked at the course Sirkin had origindly planned. Direct, reasonable flux levels, no abrupt
course changes, adequate clearance of the mapped obstacles. It was close to the course she would have
selected, dthough R.S.S. ships could and did shave the clearance marginsin the interest of speed.

"And Captain Olin disgpproved this course? Why?*

"Hesaid it wastoo risky. Here—" Sirkin laid her finger on the display, and it enlarged to show finer
detail. "He claimed that coming this closeto T-77 with aflux of 0.06 was suicidal. | asked him why, and
he said he was captain and I'd learn better intime."

"Hmm." Herisleaned over the display. "Did you look up T-77 in the reference library?!

"Y es, maam." Herislooked up at the younger woman—then remembered that it might be legitimate
civilianusage. The R.S.S. used "dr" for either sex—it meant respect, not recognition of one's
chromosome type. Sirkin seemed respectful and attentive. "Baird and Logan said that T-77isa
gravitational anomaly, nothing more. Ciro speculatesthat it's a burnt-out sar. But al the references agree
that it's not as dangerous as Gummals Tangle, and it's perfectly safeto trangt that at aflux of 0.2. 1 was
being conservative." That had the bite of old resentment. Heris shook her head.

"Captain Olin must have had some reason. Y our relative velocity would have been quite low,
there—did you suggest boosting your flux and achieving ahigher V?'

"No, maam. He said it was dangerous at 0.06; boosting the flux would make it worse—"

"If he meant aflux/massinteraction. That's not the only danger out there." She chewed her lip,
thinking. She hadn't been in that areafor along time; she wished she had accessto R.S.S. chartsand
intelligence data



"But why didn't he say s0?7" Sirkin had flushed, which made her ook even younger. "1 could have
redoneit for ahigher flux—"

"He didn't want to go anywhere near T-77," Heris said. "L et's see what else he didn't want to go
near." Shelooked at therest of Sirkin's course, comparing it to Olin's, and calling up references when
needed. Sowly, shefelt her way into Olin'slogic. "He didn't want to go near any of the low-danger
obstacles, did he? Made you go clear around Cumber's Finger, instead of taking that short Wedding
Ring hop—and that's a safe hop everyone takes. Made you wander over here—and why?' She looked
up, to meet the same confusion in Sirkin's expression. "Did Lady Cecelia have apreferred arrival time?
Did she ask him to be here on acertain day?'

Sirkin nodded. " She had wanted to be here eight days before we arrived, for some kind of family
party. Olin told her he couldn't makeit; it's one reason she wanted a new captain. She said hewastoo
dow."

"You heard her?' Herislet her browsrise.

Srkin turned red. "Wel . . . | overheard it. | mean, Tonni over on the staff Side, he told Engineering,
and Mr. Gavintold me."

"Staff Sde. . " Herissaid.

"Y ou know. There's the household staff, with Bates on top, and therés the ship's crew, with the
captain—with you—on top. We're not supposed to mix much, but at certain levels we have to. Our
moles are dways getting into rows with milady's gardeners.”

Herisfelt shed fallen into afarce of somekind. Gardeners aboard ship? But she couldn't let this
young woman sense her confusion. "When we say 'staff,’ we mean non-line officers” she said, asif it had
been aconfusion of terms.

"Oh." Sirkin clearly had no ideawhat that meant, and Heris et it pass. Far more important was
getting this ship ready to travel. She could ask Sirkin, but she should learn more about the rest of the
crew, and inspections would do just that. She looked back at Olin's chosen route and shook her head.

"l wonder . . . it'sasif he knew something about these areas not listed in the references” She
wondered what. There were dways rumors about “robbers coasts' and "pirate dens' to excuse ships
that showed up late or missing cargo. But those were just rumors. . . weren't they? Olin had chosen to
skirt more dangerous—according to the references—points more closdly; he had shaved past T-89
ingde the line sheld have taken with a cruiser. Of course acruiser massed more. Slow on thefirst leg of
the trip, hanging about for along time. . . then racing through the middle section, direct and sure. . . then
dodging about again at the end. Smuggling came to mind, but she controlled her expression. Later she
could figure out what, and with whom, Cagptain Olin had been smuggling.

"And you're the newest crew member? What made you decide on thisjob rather than another?”

Sirkin blushed. "Wl . . . itwasa. . . friend of mine." From the blush and tone of voice, alover.
Herislooked again: blue eyes, brown hair, dender, unremarkable face. Just very young, and very
emotiond.

"Aboard thisship?' She kept her fingers crossed.

"No, malam. She's back at school—athird-year in ship systems maintenance. If I'd sgned with a
corporate ship, they'd have expected me to stay with them forever.” Not redly forever, Heris knew, but
to the young even the basic five- and ten-year contracts sounded permanent. "When she
graduates—she's not exactly at the top of her class—we wanted to be together, same ship or at least
same company. .. ."

"So thisisatemporary, until she graduates?

"Y es, maam. But I'm not treating it any less serioudy.” That in the earnest tone of the very young.
Herisdlowed hersdf to amile.

"I should hope not. When are you planning to leave Lady Cecdlia?"



"It depends, redly. Shell graduate while we're at that fox-hunting place—at Siridis, | mean." Sirkin's
fingerstwitched. "Lady Cecdiaexpectsto get back to the Cassan System about six loca months after
that, and she won't take offplanet work until she hearsfrom me."

You hope, thought Heris. Sheld seen more than one juvenile romance collapse when a partner was
offplanet for ayear or more. "Y ou'll have to keep your mind on your duties,” she said. "It's natura to
worry about her, but—"

"Oh, | don't worry about her," Sirkin said. " She can take care of herself. And | won't be distracted.”

Heris nodded, hoping they hadn't sworn vows of exclusion or anything silly like that. Those werethe
oneswho invariably got an earnest message cube & the next port, with the defaulting lover explaining
what happened at excruciating length. In her experience, it dways happened to the best of the younglings
in her crew. "Good. Now, | plan to have the crew cross-train in other disciplines—would you prefer
another bridge assgnment, or something more hands-on?"

Sirkin grinned, and Heriswas dmost afraid sheld say How fun—but she didn't. "Anything you wish,
Captain. | had two semesters of drive theory and one of maintenance, but | also had adouble minor in
Communications and computer theory.” Very bright girl, if sheld topped out in her nav classes and done
that aswell. Heris approved.

"Well try you in communications and the more practica side of shipboard computing systems, then.
That should keep you busy enough.”

"Yes, maam."

"That'sdl, then." With alast respectful nod, Sirkin left. No sdlute. Herisrefused to givein to the
wave of nostalgia shefelt; she shrugged it away physicaly and drew adeep steady breath. No more
salutes, no more old friends she could call on to find out, for example, what was known about the
members of her new crew. She might have that |ater, as she made friendsin the Captains Guild, but not
NOW.

And at the moment, that was her most pressing need: knowledge. According to the ship'srecord, all
the crew but one had been supplied by the same employment agency. A good one: she had chosen to
sgn with them hersdf because of their reputation; they supplied crew to mgor commercia linesand
trading corporations. Lady Cecdliawas part of an important family; surely they were not sending her their
dregs. . .. Yet shehad thefedling that at least half these people were below average. She hadn't
expected that, not with the wages Lady Ceceliahad offered her, and was paying the crew. She should
have gotten morefor her money. Sirkin wasthe only redly top quaifier, just going by their
records—which she didn't. Records only told so much.

She punched up theloca office of Usmerdanz, and worked her way up the levels until she found

someone she could redly talk to. "Captain Serrano . . . yes." The owner of that silky voice had found her
referencein thefile, shecould tell. "We. . . ah. . . placed you with Lady Cecdia—"

"Yes" shesad, interrupting. "1 notice that Usmerdanz also placed other crew members, and | was
wondering if you could give me some details"

"All pertinent details should bein the shipfiles" the voice said, with an edge asif aknife lay under
the slk. From their point of view, she was the unknown quantity; she had been on their list lessthan a
month, and there would always be questions about someone of her rank who resigned acommission
without explanation. " Surely Captain Olin left the files open-keyed . . ."

"I've accessed the ship files," Herissaid. "But | find nothing equivaent to our—to the Space Service's
fitnessreports. Are periodic evaluations handled by the captain aboard or . . . 7'

"Oh." The knife edge receded behind the silk again. "Wl . . . there's no established schedule, not
redly. In the commercid ships, of course, there's dways some sort of corporate policy, but not on
private yachts. Usudly the captain kegps some sort of reports. Y ou found nothing?”

"Nothing," Heris said. " Just the data that might have been in the original applications. | thought



perhaps you—"

"Oh, no." The voiceinterrupted her thistime. "We don't keep track of that sort of thing at al.” Far
fromit, the tone said. After dl, one could hardly recommend someone known to have problemson a
previous vessdl; best not to know. Heris had known Service people with the same attitude. "If there's
nothing in the ship files,” the voice went on, "then I'm afraid we can't help you. We could supply
incompl ete data on education, background—»but nothing more than that. Sorry .. ."

Before the silken-voiced supervisor could disconnect, Heris asked a quick question. "How do you
choose which to recommend to which employers?' A long silence followed.

"How do we what?' No sk remained; the voice sounded angry.

"I noticed that only Sirkin—the newest crew member—ranked particularly high in her class, and
she'stold me she was|ooking for ashort-term job on ayacht for persond reasons. The others generally
rank in the middle quartiles. Y et Lady Cecelia's paying top wages; | wondered why you weren't
recommending these positionsto your most qudified applicants.”

"Areyou accusng us," thevoice said, dl stedl edge now, "of sending Lady Ceceliaunqudlified crew
members?’

"Not at dl," said Heris, dthough she suspected exactly that. "But you aren't sending her your cream,
aeyou?'

"We sent you," the voice replied.

"Exactly,” Herissaid. "I know I'm not on the top of your list of captains. . . and | shouldn't be." As
she had hoped, that admission soothed some of the anger in the voice on the com.

"Well. That'strue. | suppose.” Heriswaited through some audible huffing and muttering, and then the
voice went on. "It'slike this, Captain Serrano. There's good people—qualified people—who aren't right
for every opening. Y ou know what | mean; surely you had people evenin the R.S.S. who were good,
solid, dependable performersin ordinary circumstances, but you wouldn't want to have them in charge of
acruiser in battle

"That'strue" Herissaid, asif sheld never thought of it herself.

"We supply crewsto all sorts of people. We tend to hold out our best—our cream, as you said—for
the positionswhere it matters most. It'strue that Lady Cecdliaisavaued client, and her family is
important, but . . . it'snot like that yacht is the flagship of Geron Corporétion, isit?'

"Nota al."

"Shel'sgot afine ship, relatively new, hasit refitted at theright intervals, spares no expensein
maintenance, travels safe routes at reasonable speeds. . . . She doesn't need someone who can cope with
atwenty-thousand-passenger colonid transport, or maneuvering in aconvoy of freighters. Other people
do. And her requirements dovetail nicely; we suggest for private yachts crew who are stable emotiondly,
perhaps alittle sedate—" Lazy, thought Heris, could be substituted for that euphemism. No initiative.
"Obedient, willing to adapt to a variable schedule.”

"l see" Herissad, intentiondly cheerful. She did see; she did not like what it said about the agency's
attitude toward her, or toward her employer. She was sure Lady Ceceliahad never been told that her
safety was lessimportant than that of aload of frozen embryos or bulk chemicals. She had trusted the
agency, and the agency had sent her junk. It had not occurred to Heris before that very rich people could
have junk foisted off on them so eadly. "Thank you anyway," she said, asif none of that had passed
through her mind. "'l redize things are different in civilian life; I'll just haveto adjug.”

"I'm sureyou'l do very well," the voice said, once more wrapped in its silken overtones. It wanted to
be pleased with her, wanted Lady Ceceliato be pleased with her—wanted everyone to be pleased with
everything, for that matter.

Heris herslf wasnot at al pleased by anything at the moment, but she knew she would adjust,
though not the way the agency intended. She would pull this crew up to some decent standard; she



would exceed the agency's low expectations and make of Lady Cecdias yacht a ship any captain could
take pride in. Even working with the dack crew sheld been given. She knew Lady Cecdiawanted as
Speedy a departure as possible, but the delay her nephew caused gave Heris just enough timeto
interview each member of her crew. Those short, five-minute meetings confirmed her origind feding that
most of the crew were past whatever prime they'd had. At least the ship was good: asound hull,
components purchased from dl the right places. Regular maintenance at the best refitting docks. Like the
crew, her ingincts muttered. Heris blinked at the screen on her desk, fighting off worry. Surely Lady
Cecdiahadn't been chested on everything.

Departure: their dot in the schedule came late in third shift. Lady Ceceliahad aready sent word that
she preferred to deep through undockings. Heris could understand that; she did too, on ships she didn't
captain. By thistime, the ship's own systemswere al up and running; by law, aship must test itsown
systemsfor sx hours prior to alaunch.

Heris arrived on the bridge two hours before undock, having checked al the aired holds hersdlf, and
as much of the machinery on which their lives depended as she could. Everywhere sheéld looked shed
found gleaming new casings, shiny metal, fresh ingpection tickers, their time-bound inks il bright and
colorful. It ought to mean everything wasdl right . . . and the unease she felt must be becausethiswasa
civilian ship, tricked out in plush and bright colors, rather than an honest warship.

Her sulky pilot had the helm, his narrow brow furrowed. She put on her own headset and listened in.
He was giving voice confirmation to the data aready sent by computer: the Sweet Delight's regigtration,
destination, planned route, beacon profiles, insurance coverage. Heris caught his eye, and pointed to
herself—she'd take over that tedious chore. The lists of required items came up on her command screen.
Why an officer of an outbound vessd had to confirm by voice the closing of each account opened during
aStation vist, each time repeating the authorization number of the bank involved, she could not
fathom—but so it was, and had been, time out of mind. Even on her own cruiser someone had been
required to formally state that each account was paid in full. It could take hours, with abig ship; hereit
was aminor chore.

"Thank you, Swveet Delight,” said the Stationmaster's clerk, when shed finished. "Fina mail or
deiveries?' Bates had told her that Lady Cecdliahad abag outgoing; the crew's mail had been stacked
with it. She sent Sirkin to take it out to the registered Station mail clerk. The furniture and decorations of
the outer lobby had aready been returned and stowed in one of the holds. When Sirkin returned, the
yacht would be seded from the Station and the final undock sequence would begin.

It seemed to take no time at all, compared to the bigger, more popul ous ships she was used to. Her
own crew closed and locked the outer and inner hatches; the Station's crew did the same on their side of
the access tube. The Sweet Delight, on her own air now, smelled no different. An hour of find systems
checksremained. The crew seemed to be careful, if dow, in working down the last checklists. They
didn't skip anything she noticed, athough she didn't know al the sequencesfor thisvessd.

"Tug'sin postion, Captain Serrano,” said the pilot. He had been positioning the yacht's "bustl€’ to
protect it from the tug's grapples. Y achts were too small to fit the standard grapple arrangements;, they
carried specid outriggersthat gave the tugs agood grip and kept the main hull undamaged. Heris looked
at the onboard chronometer: two minutes to their dot. She switched one channe of her com to the tug's
frequency.

"Captain Serrano, Snveet Delight.” There. Shed said it, officidly, to another vessdl . . . and the stars
did not fall.

"Station Tug 34," came the matter-of-fact reply. "Permission to grapple.”

"Permisson to grapple.” Despite the bustle, she was sure she fdt the yacht flinch asthe tug caught
hold. A perfect match of relative motion was rare, even now. Her status lights switched through red,
orange, and yellow to green.

"All fagt," the tug captain said. "On your sgnd."



On the other channd of her com, the on-watch Stationmaster waited for her sgnd. "Captain Serrano
of Sweet Delight, permission to undock, onyour sgnd. . . ."

"All clear on Station," the voice came back. "Confirm al clear aboard?"

The boards spread emerald before her. "All clear aboard.” Fifteen seconds. She, the Stationmaster,
and the tug captain dl counted together, but the coordinated computers actually broke the yacht's
connection with the Station. The tug dragged the yacht—till inert, her drives passve—safely away from
the Station and its crowded traffic lanes. Heris used thistime to check the accuracy of the yacht's
externd sensors against Station and tug reports of other traffic. Everything seemed to work asit should.
Shefet very odd, being towed without even the insystem drive powered up, but civilian vessds routinely
launched "cold" and the tug companies preferred it that way. According to them, someidiot waslikely to
put hisfinger on the wrong button if he had power.

When they reached their assigned burn sector several hourslater, the tug captain called again.
"Confirm safe sector Blue Tango 34; permission to release.”

"Permission to release grapples,” Heris said, with anod to the pilot and Gavin. The tug retracted its
grapples and boosted dowly away. "Mr. Gavin: insystem drive." The pilot, she noticed, was retracting the
bustle, and checking with visuas that the lockdown mechanisms secured properly.

"Insystem drive." The yacht's sublight drivelit its own set of boards. "Norma powerup . . ." Heris
could see that; she let out the breath sheld been holding. They'd done a powerup as part of the systems
check, but that didn't mean it would powerup again as smoothly.

"Engage,” shesad. The artificia gravity seemed to shiver asthe yacht's drive began a determined
shove, much stronger than the tug's. Then it adjusted, and the yacht might have been sitting locked
onplanet somewhere. "Mr. Plisson, she'syours." The pilot would have the helm until they made the first
jump, and during jump sequences thereafter. Heris called back to the tug: " Sweet Delight, confirmed
powerup, confirmed engagement, confirmed oncourse.”

"Y o, Sweetie—" Thetug captain'sformality broke down. "Come and see us again sometime. Tug 34
out." Heris seethed, then, at the pilot's amiable response, redlized that " Swestie”" was probably this
yacht's nickname, not an insult. After al, even Service tug captains called the Yorktowne "Y orkie."

So, she thought, here | go. Off to someplace I've never been so my employer can chase foxes over
the ground on horseback, and | can spend amonth at Hospitality Bay making friends with other captains
in the Guild. Somehow the thought did not appedl.

* * *

Heris had heard about cruise captains. unlike the captains of scheduled passenger ships, they were
expected to hobnob with guests, flattering and charming them. She would not cooperateif that's what
Lady Cecdiahad in mind. She would makeit clear that she was a captain, not an entertainer. She would
eat decent spacefaring mealsin her own quarters, since the ship offered no separate wardroom for ship's
officers

Cecdiahad heard about spacefleet captainsfrom her ssters: cold, mechanicd, brutd, insensitive
(which meant they had not worshipped at the shrine of her sister Berenice's beauty, she thought). She
enjoyed her mealstoo much to invite a boor to share them.

* % %

That first evening of the voyage proper, Heris ate in her cabin, working her way through astack of
maintenance and fitnesslogs. The crew cook provided a surprisingly tasty medl; she had been prepared
for bland reconstituted food, but the crisp greens of her sdlad had never seen afreeze-dry unit, she was
sure. She missed having a proper wardroom for the officers mess, but the officers on Swveet Delight,
such asthey were, were not likely to become rewarding dinner companions.

At least Lady Ceceliahad not stinted on fresh food or on the quality of maintenance. Heris nodded at

the screenful of data. Not one back-dley refitter in thelot; if the lady was bent on hiring incompetents, as
Heris had begun to suspect, she did so from some other motive than mere economy. The billswould



have paid for refitting alarger and more dangerous ship than the yacht, but Heris supposed part of it went
into cosmetics, like the decor. Which reminded her, she must explain to Lady Cecdliathe need for tearing
out that plush covering the umbilicas.

Sheignored the gooey dessert for another stalk of mint-flavored celery, did her tray into thereturn
bin, and cdled up datafrom the next refitting. So fa—she refused to let hersdlf contemplate dl the future
days—nothing had gone very wrong. Thislife might be bearable after all.

* % %

"l suppose you want usto dress," Ronnie said. He lay sprawled in the massage lounger, his
admittedly handsome body still dripping sweet from hisworkout on the gym equipment. Ceceliaeyed him
sourly; she wanted amassage hersdlf, but not on the clammy cushions he would leave behind. When
sheld chosen the luxurious zaur-leather upholstery sheld assumed sheéld never haveto shareit. The
sdeswoman had mentioned the potentia problem, and she had shrugged it off. Now shefelt aggrieved,
asif it were anyone'sfault but hers.

"Yes" shesad. "I do. And be prompt; good food doesn't improve by stting.”
"Thank you, Lady Cecdlia," said Raffagle. She appeared to be George's companion, dight and

dark—though not as dark as Captain Serrano. "These young men would never dressif you didn't make
them, and we can't if they don't.”

"Why not?' She wasin no mood to honor custom; she watched the girls share aglance, then Raffagle
tipped her head to one side.

"| fed dlly, that'sdl. My red dress, and the boysin skimps?*

Cecdiachuckled in spite of hersdf. "If you're going to fed slly just because some lummox doesn't
live up to your expectations, you'll have amiserable life. Wear what you want and ignore them.”

Another shared glance. One of the girls might have been more tactful, but Ronnie burst out first.
"That'swhat you do—and that'swhy you never married and live by yoursdlf in amiserablelittle ship!”

Cecdiagtared him down. "That'swhy | have the money and position | do—independent of any
aliance—to do what | want—and that's why | was available to help you when you got yourself into this
mess. Or perhaps you don't know that the first suggestion given your father wasthat you be packed off
on an ore-hauler to Versteen?'

"They wouldn't have!" Ronnie looked dmost horrified enough.

Cecdiashrugged. "They didn't, but largely because | was available, and could betalked into it. If
your mother—well, never mind. But my point is, that if | had been a conventional member of thisfamily,
and married to some appropriate spouse, | would hardly have been free to take you on. Y ou persist in
regarding thisas somekind of lark, but | assure you that most men—grown men, such asyour father and
his friends—consider your breach of the lady's confidence a disgrace, even apart from its political
implications" Ronnie reddened. "Now," she went on. "Go make yourself fit for civilized company a
dinner, al of you. That includes you young women. | do not consider the sort of clothes you wear to
parties with your own set adequate.” She actudly had very littleideawhat kind of clothesthey woreto
parties with their own set, but had aclear memory of hersdf at nineteen to twenty-three.

When they had lft, Cecdiafelt the cushions of the massage lounger and shuddered. Entirely too
clammy; she aimed a blow-dryer &t it, and decided on ashort swim. The poal's privacy screen, aliquid
crystal switchable only from within, closed her into afrosted dome, onto which she projected avisua of
overhanging forest. She set the pool's sound system, and eased over the edge to the opening bars of
Delisande's Moon Tide. A choice others would consider trite, but she needed those long rolling phrases,
those ddlicate shadings of stringsto ease her tension. The water enfolded her; shelet her body and mind
merge with water and music, svimming languidly to the music's rhythm, just enough to counter the gentle
current.

Just as shefelt hersdf relaxing, the pool'stimer beeped, and Myrtiss voice reminded her that it was
timeto dress.



"Bad words, bad words, bad words." She had gotten away with that in childhood, even before she
learned any. Her somach burned. . . . If it hadn't been for Ronnie and his gang, she could have had
dinner hdd until she was ready—and she'd have been ready, because she wouldn't have been
interrupted. And her massage lounger wouldn't have been swesaty. She hauled herself out of the pool with
agreat solash, hit the privacy control without thinking—and only then redlized that with guests aboard she
would have to be more careful. Luckily they wereall off dressng—none of them had straggled back to
ask astupid question. Not that they didn't swim bare, but she had no desire to have them compare her
body to their young ones.

She walked into the warmed towelling robe that Myrtis held, and stood still while Myrtis rubbed her
hair dmost dry. Then she stepped into the warm fleece dippers, took another warmed towel, and headed
for her own suite till rubbing a her damp hair. It dried faster these days, being thinner; she hated the
blow-dryers and would rather go to dinner abit damp than use one.

In her cabin, Myrtishad laid out her favorite dinner dress, arich golden-brown shi-silk accented with
ivory lace. Cecelialet hersdlf be dried, oiled, powdered, and helped into the clothes without thinking
about it. Myrtis, unlike Aublice, her first maid, had never seen her young body; she treated Cecdiawith
professiond correctness and the mild affection of someone who has worked for the same employer
fifteen years and hopesto retire in the same position. Cecdliasat, dlowed Myrtisto fluff her short hair,
with its odd spatchings of red and gray, and fastened on the e aborate necklace of amber and enamelled
copper that made the lace look even more delicate. Those girls might be fifty years younger, but they
would know aMarice Limited design when they saw it, and it would haveits effect. They would not
know it had been designed for her, by the origina Marice, or why—»but that didn't matter.

* % %

The plump roast fowl sent up afragrance that made Cecelia's somach subside from itstension. She
glanced around the table and nodded to Bates. Service proceeded, a blend of human and robotic. A
human handed her breast dices of roast, and the gravy boat, but crumbs vanished without the need of a
crumb-brush.

"Doyou edt likethisal thetime, Lady Cecelia?' asked Bubbles. Sober, cured of her hangover, she
was reasonably pretty, Ceceliathought, except that her gown looked asif it would burst with her next
mouthful. She was not so plump; the gown was that tight. She wore awarm bright green; it showed off
her white skin and blonde curls athough it clashed with the dark Raffagl€sred dress. The other girl,
Sarah, wore a blue that would have been plain had it not been silk brocade, adesign of fishes: d'/Albinian
work.

"Yes," said Cecdlia. "Why not? Cook isagenius, and | can affordit, so..."
"Tell usabout your new captain. Why'd you choose a spacefleet officer?”

"Why was she available?" added the odious George. L ess handsome than Ronnie, which Cecdlia
might have approved, but he had the sort of gloss she distrusted, asif held been coated with varnish.

"l wasn't satisfied with my former captain's performance,” Cecdiasad, asif they had aright to ask.
She knew she mellowed with good food; it was one reason she made sure to have it. She wasn't going to
admit that if Captain Olin had held to her schedule, sheld have been safdy distant and unavailable when
Ronnie was exiled. Why waste good ammunition? "'l wanted more efficiency,” she said between bites,
making them wait for it. "Better leadership. Before, they were aways coming to me complaining about
thisand that, or getting crosswayswith staff. | thought an officer from the Regular Space Service'—she
made the emphasis very distinct—"would know how to maintain discipline and follow my orders.”

"The Regs are crazy for discipline," George said, in the tone of someone who found that ridiculous.
"Remember when Currier transferred, Ronnie? He didn't last Six weeks. It was al nonsense—it'snot asif
al that spit and polish and sduting accomplishes anything.”

"I don't know . . ." Buttons, Bunny's middle son, looked surprisingly like hisfather as heran athumb
down the side of hisnose. Gesture, decided Cecelia, and not features; he had his mother's narrow beaky



nose and her caramel-colored hair. "Y ou can't get along with no discipline. . . ." And hismother's
penchant for taking the other sde of any argument, Cecdliatold hersdf. Inthegirl, it had been funto
watch, but as Bunny's wife she had caused any number of socid ruptures by choosing exactly thewrong
moment to point out that not everyone agreed. The incident of the fish knives till rankled in Cecdlias
memory. She wondered which parent Bubblestook after.

"We're not talking about no discipline." Georgeinterrupted asif he had the right, and Buttons
shrugged asif hewere used to it. "We're talking about theridiculousiron-fisted excuse for disciplinein
the Regs. | don't mind fitness tests and quaifying exams—even with modern techniques, the best family
can throw an occasiond brainlesswonder." Cecdiathought that he himsalf could furnish proof of that.
"But," George went on, in blissful ignorance of hishostess opinion, she being too polite to expressit, "l
really do not see any reason for archaic forms of military courtesy that have no relevance to modern
warfare”

Thistime Buttons shrugged without looking up from hisfood. He had the blissful expresson most of
Cecelias guests wore when they first encountered the products of Cook's genius. George looked around
for another source of conversation, and found the others dl engaged in their medl; with the faintest echo
of Buttonss shrug, he too began to edt.

The rest of the med passed in relative Slence. The roast fowl had been followed by asalad of fresh
diced vegetablesin an iced sauce strongly flavored with pardey: Cecedlias favorite eccentricity, and one
which never failed to startle guests. It awoke, she contended, the deepy palates which the roast had
soothed and satisfied. Crisp rounds of a distant descendant of potato followed, each centered with a
rosette of pureed prawns. The trick, which no one but her own cook seemed to manage, wasto have the
dicesof potato boiled dightly before roasting, so that the outer surfaces were dmost crunchy but the
insde medly. The young people, she noted, took additional servings of potato asthey had of the roast
fowl. Findly, Bates brought in tiny flaky pastries stuffed with findy diced fruit in chocolate and cinnamon
sauce. One each, athough Ceceliaknew that afew would be waiting for her later, safely hidden from the

young people.

Satiety dowed them down, she noticed, nibbling her own pastry with deliberate care. They looked as
if they wanted to throw themselves back in deep chairs and lounge. Not in my dining room, she thought,
and smiled. The eegant but uncomfortable chairsthat Berenice's designer had foisted on her had their
purpose after al.

Cecdlianeither knew nor cared about the current socia fashions of the young. In her young days, the
great families had revived (or continued) the custom of aseparate withdrawal of each sex with itsdf for a
time after dinner, the women moving to one room and the men to another. She had resented it, and in her
own yacht ignored it; either sheinvited guests (al of them) to continue their discussion in the lounge, or
she excused hersdf and let them do what they would.

Tonight, with agood med behind her, she felt mellow enough to grant them more of her time.
Perhaps well fed, with hangovers behind them, they would be amusing; at least she might hear some
interesting gossip, Since none of them seemed to have the dightest reticence. "L et's move to the lounge,”
shesaid, rising. The young people stood, as they ought, but Ronnie frowned.

"If it'sall the sameto you, Aunt Cece, I'd rather watch a show. We brought our own cubes." The
dark girl, Raffaele, opened her mouth asif to protest, but then shut it.

"Very wel." Cecdliacould hear theicein her own voice. Snub her, would they? On her own yacht?
She would not stoop to equa their discourtesy, but she would not forget it, either. Buttons again tried to
intervene.

"Wait, Ronnie. . . weredly should—"

"Never mind," Ceceliasaid, with aflip of her hand. The quick temper that sheld aways blamed on

her red hair dipped control. "I'm sure you're quite right, you would only be bored talking with an old
lady." Sheturned on her hed and stalked out, leaving them to find their own way. At least she didn't have



to spend moretimein that disgusting lavender and teal lounge the designer had | eft her. She toyed with
theideaof having the yacht redone, and charging it to her sister, but the quick humor that dways
followed her quick temper reminded her how ridiculous that would be. Like the time she and Berenice
had quarrelled, only to discover that her brothers had taped the row for the amusement of an entire gang
of little boys. A snort escaped her, and she shook her head. Thistime she wasjustified in her anger; she
wasn't ready to laugh.

Myrtis, recognizing storm signals, had her favorite music playing and stood ready to remove her
jewds. Cecdiaamiled a her in the mirror as the deft fingers unhooked the necklace. " The young people
prefer to watch entertainment cubes,” shesaid. "I'll bereading late, | expect.” What she redly wanted to
do was hook up the system and take along, strenuous ride, but that would mean another swim to cool
off, and she suspected the young people would keep late hours. When Myrtis handed her the brocade
robe, she dipped it on and went back to her study. Here, with the door closed, and the evening lights on
in the solarium, she could lie back in her favorite chair and watch the nightlife. Two fan-lizardstwined
around afern-frond, their erectile fans quivering and shimmering with delicate colors. At the sculpted
water fountain, two fine-boned miniature horses dipped their heads to drink. They were not, of course,
red horses; other smal species had goneinto their bioengineering specs. But in the dusky light, they
looked real, or magical, depending on her mood.

Something flickered along the shadowy floor of thetiny forest, and a sere-owl swooped. Then it
stood, talons clubbed on its prey, and stared at her with silver eyes. Not redlly at her, of course; it saw
the windowsfarsdeilluson, anet of slvery strandsthat even an owl would not dare. Thelittle horses had
thrown up their heads, muzzles dripping, when the action began; they had shied, but returned to the water
asthe owl began to feed. Kassand Vikka, Cecdliathought. Her favorite of thelittle mares, and her
yearling. In daytime lighting, the mare was honey-gold dappled with brown on top, with awhite belly and
striped mane of dark and cream. It was as close as Cecelia had ever found in the miniaturesto her
performance horse. . . . Most breeders of the tiny animals liked the exotic colors the non-equine species
introduced.

When the mare led the young one back into the undergrowth, Cecdliasighed and blanked the
window. Now she had the view that in al her memory made her happiest: her study at Orchard Hall, with
the window overlooking the stableyard. Acrossthe yard, the open top doors of a dozen stalls, and the
horses|ooking out eagerly for morning feed. If she wanted, she could set the view into motion, in along
loop that covered the entire day's activities. She could include sounds, and even the smdll (although
Myrtiswould sniff, afterwards, and spray everything with mint). But she could not walk out the door over
there, the one with the comfortable old-fashioned handle, and step into her former life. She shrugged,
angry a hersdlf for indulging even this much self-pity, and called up anew view, a seascape out a
lighthouse window. She added the audible and olfactory inputs, and made hersdf breathe deeply of the
sat-tang in the air. She had told Myrtis she would reed late: she would read. And not a cube, but areal
book, which enforced concentration far better. She dlowed hersdlf the indulgence of choosing an old
favorite, The Family of Dialan Seluun, awickedly witty atack on the pomposity of noble families four
generdtions past.

"Her sweet young breast roused against the foe, Marilisanoted that it had not hands nor tentacles
with which to widld the gppropriate wegponry. . . ." Asaways, it made her laugh. Knowing it was
coming, it fill made her laugh. By the end of the first chapter, she had findly quit grumbling inside about
Ronnie and hisfriends. She could always hide out in her cabin reading; they would think shewas sulking
miserably and never know that her sides ached from laughing.



Chapter Three

Heris had had no ideaayacht could be this complicated. It was so small, after all, with so few people
aboard . . . but rich civilians did nothing efficiently. As she worked her way through the manuds, the
schematics, the overlays, she wished she'd had weeks aboard before the first voyage. Hours were not
enough. Shewrinkled her nose at the desk screen, muttering. The owner's quarters separate from the
household staff's quarters, and both separate from crew quarters. Four complete and separate
hydroponics systems:. crew support, household support, food, and flowers. Flowers? She pushed that
aside, to consider later. Ship's crew, her people, wereresponsiblefor al life support, but not for the
household food and flowers. Ship's crew maintained al the physical plant, the wiring, the com
connections; in one of the few dutiesthat did overlap, the household kitchen supplied the crew. Not
madam'’s own cook, of course, but her assistants.

Eventudly she went in search of further enlightenment, and chose the most senior employee aboard:
Bates. She had stayed out of his path, which seemed to be what he expected, but no captain could
command without knowledge.

"Who does thisin a planetsde house?' asked Heris. Bates folded hislip under. She waited him out.
He might be abutler, but shewas acaptain.

"It...varies" hesadfindly. "Morethan it used to; more than it should, some say. Origindly,
household gtaff did it dl, unlessawall fell in or something. Then as houses became more technicaly
oriented—plumbing insde, gaslaid on, eectricity—" Heris had never consdered that having indoor
plumbing meant someone was technically oriented. "Then,” Bates went on, "owners had to resort to
outside expertise. Cdling in the plumber or the e ectrician when something went wrong. Some found staff
memberswho could do it, but most of those trades thought themsel ves too good to bein service. . . ."

"So...usudly...it'soutsders?'

"Modtly, except in the redly big households. Where we're going, of course, the staff doesit al, but
they've awhole planet of homesto carefor.”

"Thewhole planet isone household?!
"Y es—I thought you understood. Lord Thornbuckl€e's estate is the planet.”

She had known it, in an intellectua way, but she had not ever dealt with itsimplications. Of course
the super-rich owned whole planets. . . but not as pleasure-grounds. She had thought of them as owning
the land, perhaps—but never as owning everything on the planet—the infrastructure, the houses, the staff
to manageit. But it wasn't that impossible, she reminded hersdlf. The R.S.S. owned severd planetsas
well: onefor resources, and onefor atraining base. Thiswould belike alarge military instalation. At
once her first frantic concerns—where do they buy groceries? Where do they educate the
kids?—vanished.

"SolLord...er...Thornbuckle hasal the support staff on hand dready,” she said. "Technicians,
moles, al theres?'

"Y es, Captain. In the off-season, the planet's population isless than two hundred thousand; in the



main season, helll have at least two thousand guests—which means, of course, another ten to twenty
thousand of their ships crews, and ships staff al rummocking about the Stations or off at Hospitality
Bay."

Hogpitality Bay sounded like the sort of place Fleet marines went to gamble, wench, and pillage.
From Bates's explanation, it was designed as alow-cost recreationa base for ships crews and off-duty
house st&ff . . . in other words, a place to gamble, wench, and pillage. Most of the wealthy guests who
arrived in their own yachts left them docked "blind" at one of the Stations (which one depended on the
guests rank). It had proved cheaper and more pleasant, Bates said, for the crews and staff to vacation
planetside than to enlarge the Stations enough to hold and entertain idle servants. A largishidand,
complete with avariety of accommodations, automated service, recrestiond facilities, and the chance to
meet crew and staff from the other yachts. Clubs, bars, entertainment booths, and halls—everything the
vacationing staff might want.

"Noriots?' asked Heris, remembering the Fleet marines. "No . . ." What would they call shore
patrol? "No—security officers?

"Themilitia" said Bates, wrinkling hisnosein distaste. "Of course there are dways those who take
advantage, and someone must keep order. It's understood that theusual . . . er . . . structure of command
does not apply. | am not held responsible, let's say, if an under-gardener from this ship getsinto trouble.
Milady would consider that, afterwards, and might say something to me, but not the militia. We each
have our own places, you see."

Enlisted bars, NCO bars, and officer bars, Heristhought. She called up alist of the branches of the
captains guild, and found one listed for Hospitality Bay . . . so she, too, would be expected to St out the
hunting season entertaining hersaf with other captains from yachts. Why was that so much worse than
spending leave with other Fleet officers? She knew the answer, but pushed it away. Sheld joined the
Captains Guild; that was dl she could do for now. Someday she would belong again . . . or she wouldn't.
Shed livewith it either way.

"l suppose,” shesad, looking at Bates carefully, "that if anything . . . arises. . . on the household side
that | need to know about, you will inform me?"

"Yes, Captain Serrano.” He amiled at her, evidently pleased. She could not imagine why.
"Thisisvery different from the Regular Space Service," she said, to see what hisreaction would be.

"Yes, itis, Captain." Hissmile broadened. "It's even different from most civilian households. Lady
Cecdlialikesto do things her ownway."

That, Heris had figured out from the lavender plush. Perhaps servants like Bates took pleasurein
their employers eccentricities, but shedidn't. Yet.

"I must warnyou," she said, "that I'm planning to run emergency drillsjust as| would aboard a
warship. It'samatter of safety, you understand. Dothe. . . er. . . staff have training sessions aboard?"

"Not normally, no, athough we do have assigned places and duties for various emergencies. Captain
Olin never found it necessary.” A faint air of distaste, whether for Captain Olin or her proposd, she
couldn't tell.

"Captain Olin, I'm afraid, had eccentricities unsuited to the master of a spacefaring vessd," Heris
sad, and then realized how odd that sounded. Eccentricitiesimplied activities engaged in with objects
obtained from catalogs with nameslike Stirrings and Imaginations. The only person sheld ever known
thrown out of the Servicefor "eccentricities' had indsted on sharing hisdelight in dectrica and plumbing
lineswith those not so inclined. She had sat on the court-martia, and remembered suddenly that held aso
liked having his mouth packed full of feathers. Captain Olin's eccentricities, she was sure, had been
ethical and not sensudl.

Bates no longer smiled. "And these drillswill be. . . unscheduled?'
"Yes. I'm sorry; | redizeit'sinconvenient, but one never knows when area emergency will occur,



and drills must be asurprise. That way we can find out what didn't work, and preparefor it." She
paused. "However, if you would liketo arrangetraining firgt, I'll dday the drills. At the leest, every
member of staff should have an emergency station where he or she will be safe and out of the way of
crew memberswith assgnments. Idedly, staff would help with thingslike verifying that emergency
hatches have locked, that ventilation systems are working according to specs, and so on."

"What about Lady Cecdliaand her guests?'

"They too must have emergency stationswhere they will be safe. They need to practice evacuation
drillsjust like anyone ese. If something should happen—unlikely asthat is—we must know where they
areto rescuethem.”

"| see" Bates looked surprisingly grim, asif he had never thought about the dangersinherent in space
travel before. " Are there standard waysto do this?'

Heris stared at him, then recovered hersdf. 'Y ou—haven't had any ingruction, ever?'

He looked unhappy, but determined. "No, Captain Serrano. To my knowledge, none of Lady
Cecdlids captains have ever had drillsthat involved the staff, owner, or guests.™

Heris managed not to sigh aloud, but inwardly she fumed at the incompetence of those captains. Did
they have no professiona pride at al?"1'd better speak to her, then, hadn't 1?' she said gently. "If she
doesnt redize the importance of these drills, she might makeit very inconvenient for you. And after that,
if you have any time. . . perhaps we could work together to decide on the best staff response.”

He relaxed, and smiled, and seemed perfectly agreeable. Heristook the list of staff positions, and
their listed specidties, and went back to her sde of the ship, carefully not muttering.

The yacht's database included, aslaw required, the complete text of the standard manual s of
emergency procedures for crew and passengers. At this point, Heris considered the staff and guests
equally passengers. She decided to print out ahard copy—it would be impressively thick, with the
Transport Code seal on the cover, and perhaps that would convince Lady Cecdliathat it wasn't her own
peculiarity.

The last access date for that file was—she stared, though she felt she should not have been
surprised—the date the yacht left the builder's. All those years. . . her ssomach clenched, as she thought
of the past possibilities. No, she could not expect Lady Cecdlia, or her woefully ignorant staff, to go
through disaster drills until they'd had some ingtruction. She wondered what the correct procedure
was—if there was a correct procedure—for informing awedthy yacht owner that her ship was, and had
been, unsafefor years.

The hard copy thunked into the bin, and she picked it out. The Transport Code seal |ooked less
impressive than sheldd expected, but the thing was thick enough. She looked into it, wincing at the
bureaucratic prose. It was as bad as Fleet directives. Everything unimportant specified in intricate detail,
with requirements to document that it was done, and the important things buried in multisyllabic
generality. How far above the deck warning signs must be, and how high the letters, and what color,
but—she stopped suddenly. Warning sgns? What warning Sgns?

She flipped to the back sections, headed REQUIRED ITEMS OF COMPLIANCE, and
PENALTIES FOR NONCOMPLIANCE. Despite the current ingpection stickers, the Sweet Delight
was out of compliance on &t least fifty items—on thefirst page done. And the pendlties, if subsequent
ingpection discovered those discrepancies.. . . made an astonishing figure. For onething, ahard copy of
that manual—and the ship's own customized emergency procedures manua—uwere supposed to be
available to passengers. She knew no such hard copy existed.

"I knew," she muttered, "that that stupid purple plush shouldn't be there.”

"Captain?' Herislooked around guiltily. Gavin stood near the door, looking apologetic. "'l did ask,"
he said, "but you didn't seem to hear."

"I'm sorry, Mr. Gavin," shesaid, focusing again. "What isit?



"It's about those crew evaluations you wanted,” he said. "We never had anything like that when
Captain Olinwashere. . . . I'm not exactly surewhat you warnt. . . ."

Y our head on a platter, Herisfdt like saying, but in fact he wasn't the worgt of them. "Mr. Gavin, |
need to know how you fed each crew member isdoing: do they know their jobs, are they doing their
jobs?!

Helooked asif hewould be sulky if he had the courage. "They've always pleased Lady Cecdlia
before," hesaid. "If she don't have any complaint . . ."

"Mr. Gavin, Lady Cecdiaishardly qualified to judge the skills of anavigator or engineer, is she?
That'smy job, but since I'm new, I'm asking you to help. That isyour job."

"But . .. wdl, you know, Captain, they dl have to know I'm doing this."

"They do?'

"An' | don't like saying thingsthat, you know . . . an’ someone new like Sirkin, it's different. But these
others. . . we been together along time, and | don't want to hurt anyone's feelings, not that there's
anything they've done wrong, but you said to rank them. . . ."

Herisdlowed hersdlf to glare at him. "Mr. Gavin, you are an officer of this ship; you were second in
command to Captain Olin, asyou areto me. It isyour duty to consider the ship'swdfare first and
friendship second. No one need have hurt feglings to be ranked second. . . . Thereisno disgraceinit, as
long asthe overd| performanceis satisfactory. Now, if you don't feel equa to the requirements of your
postion—"

"It'snot that," he said.

"Very wdl. Then I'll expect to find your evauations on my desk within forty-eight hours. Itis
unfortunate that Captain Olin did not carry out regular evaluations, so that you and the rest would redlize
how necessary they are, but since he did not, you will smply have to cope.”

"Yes, Captain.”" But he did not move away, and smply stood there looking glum.
"Do you have another problem?"' Heris asked after along pause.

"Wadl . .. it'sabout those emergency drills you mentioned. | need to know when you're planning one
so that | can havethingsready.”

Heris bardly restrained hersalf from pounding her head on her desk. "Mr. Gavin, the whole point of
an emergency drill isthat itis not scheduled. Emergencies aren't scheduled. Do you expect the universe
to let you know when it plansto put arock through the hull ?*

"Wl ... no. But that's not the same thing—"

"It isthe samething, if drills are to mean anything. If you knew when something was about to go
wrong, of course you'd be prepared. So would |. So would everyone. Didn't you see the report on the
Flower of Sanity whilewe werein dock?' Gavin nodded. "Well—remember how the reports said that
the crew'straining in emergency procedures was what let them save dl those passengers? Even though it
happened when most of the crew was off-shift? I'm sure those passengers—and even the crew—didn't
like unscheduled emergency drills, but that's how they learned to cope with unscheduled emergencies.”

"| can seethat, but—but that was abig ship, acommercia ship. Thisisonly alittle yacht. It can't be
that—"

Herisinterrupted again. "An eectricd firejust broke out in the number seventeen box: what is il
functioning in this compartment—the captain's office?'

He sared, eyeswide. "Wedl—I'd have to ask Finnie—but | think—"

"Theres no timeto think, Mr. Gavin. Theres only timeto react. Box seventeen suppliesthe blowers
for dternate compartments on this passage, overhead lights for the compartments whose blowers are

controlled by box eighteen, and the dectrica outlets in the heads—the bathrooms—in al compartments
on this passage. And since four boxes are clustered with box seventeen, an dectricd fireinthat islikey



to knock out sixteen, eighteen, and nineteen aswell. That meansdl the blowersin the crew quarters, al
the overhead lights, wall sockets, passage lights, and com terminals, snce al the compartment desktops
take their power from box twenty. It'sdark in here, Mr. Gavin, and theres afire somewhere
aboard—do you know if the door will unlock?*

"No...no, | didn't...ldon't..."

"And that's why we have emergency drills, Mr. Gavin. To find out, before we find that we're locked
in dark, airless boxes while afire rages somewhere." Before he could say more—and anything he said
now would enrage her—she thrust the hard copy of the manud a him. "Here; start learning this. I'll make
additiona hard copies, and I'll expect you and your section chiefs to have marked necessary
modifications within forty-eight hours." He was too stunned to react; he took the manual and backed out.
Heris watched the door dide close behind him, and then shook her head. It was much, much worse than
she'd thought, to be the captain of arich lady'syacht.

* * %

Lady Ceceliahad never thought of herself asan old lady. Age had nothing to do with it, nor the
number of rgjuvenation treatments. Aslong as she could ride to hounds, as long as she could go where
she wanted, and do what she wanted, and cope with whatever life put on her plate, she was not old.
True, she didn't compete in some fields where once she had been at the top, but that she thought of as
outgrowing old interests—as developing new ones—as a natural shift from one thing to another. Old
people were those who had quit changing, quit growing. Some people quit growing at twenty, most by
forty or fifty, and became old within adecade. They would live another thirty to fifty years—longer with
rejuv—but they lived those years as old people. Others—her own grandmother Serafinafor
one—seemed to stay lively and interesting until the last year or so before their deaths.

Staying away from the family kept her from feding old, too. Nothing like children growing up and
turning into difficult adultsto make you fed your age. Particularly if they thought you were an old lady,
and treated you as one. She did not look at hersalf as she dressed in her soft velour exercise suit; she did
not want to be reminded of her age. If they werein the gym, sheld throw them out. It was her turn.

But the gym was empty, silent, scented with her favorite aromatics. They had not been here; the
cushions of the lounger had dried. Cecedlialocked the doors and set up her smulator. Shewould ridethis
morning, no matter what anyone said.

An hour later, refreshed after apleasant but demanding ride over atraining field, she sowed the
smulator and pocketed the cube. Thiswas not agroup she wanted riding over her shoulder, so to speak.
She didn't want to hear whatever they might say. Shelooked at the gym's status board, and saw that they
weredl dill in the guest suites. Fine. She stripped, showered, and let hersdlf into the pool enclosure,
blanking the canopy and turning the waterstream up alittle. The pool's surface heaved, then steadied, as
the current increased. She swam againgt it vigoroudly, then climbed out, toweled dry, and wrapped
hersalf in her heated robe. Another check of the board; they were moving now. She grabbed her
exercise suit and headed for her own suite; she should be sefe.

They did not meet at breskfast. Cecdiaatein her own suite, as she often did anyway, and she paid
no attention to the young people. She had her own daily routine—checking with Cook, listening to
Bates's report, going over whatever her captain choseto tell her about the ship status. With Olin, that had
often been asingle bare statement that the ship was proceeding according to plan. She wondered about
Serrano. Thefirst day's report had been two pages long, most of it incomprehensible detail about why
she'd chosen to move something from one storage hold to another . . . asif Ceceliacared. Aslong as
gaff knew, and could find, whatever she wanted, she hersdlf didn't want to worry about something as
technica as"center of mass' and "potential resonance interference.”

Thismorning, it was one page, headed with "Emergency Drills" Cecdiablinked. Why should that
concern her? The crew would have emergency drills, she assumed, but yachts, unlike liners, did not have
to inconvenience their passengers. Sheread on, dready resisting theidea. This Captain Serrano must
think shewas gill amilitary commander. Her house staff to be given emergency assgnments? She and



her guests expected to learn and follow emergency procedures? How absurd! She remembered the fire
drills, long ago when she had attended the Sorgery School, and how they had al known the drillswere
usdless. If afire ever did start, it would not wait around for people to get out of bed, find their assigned
partner, and "wak down the sairs quietly, without talking, and without pushing or running.”

Captain Serrano's reasoning, when she got that far, made somewhat more sense. She had not redly
thought about the things that could go wrong, barring late meals or ilinessin acrew member. The
vulnerability of asmal yacht wandering through interstellar space hadn't occurred to her; everyone she
knew traveled in space, and the rare disappearances and accidents were no more frightening than
accidents groundsde. Sometimestrains and aircraft and limousines crashed; sometimes yachts
disappeared. For amoment she dmost fdt it, thefragility of the ship, theimmengty of the universe, but
she pushed that away. It was like thinking about the fragility of her skull and the size of ahorse and the
fenceit was approaching. . . . If you thought about it, you'd Sit in a padded cocoon forever, and that was
ridiculous.

Stll . . . perhaps some emergency drills might be agood idea. Not this many, and certainly not
without adequate warning (what if she were in the swimming pool?) but some. She called Bates.

"Y es, madam. Captain Serrano has dready spoken to me about this matter—she considers it
important to your welfare. She would like to help me give your staff ingtruction, adthough that would take
time—"

"Before these emergency drills?!

"Yes, madam.”

"l suppose. . . it's something that should have been done before, though none of the others
complained.”

"Captain Serrano seems very competent, madam.” Which meant that Bates approved. Damn. She
had better agree, so it could be her idea, because when Bates approved of something, it happened,
owner or no owner. She had wished more than once that he was her captain. He had atalent for
command.

"Very well, then. Y ou and the captain seeto it, but if she givesyou too much trouble, Bates, fed free
to let me know."

"I don't think she will, madam. She's not like the others.” Whatever that meant. Ceceliadidn't ask.
She asked how the young people were doing, with no red interest, and Bates reported that they had
appeared to enjoy breakfast, and were now viewing old entertainment cubesin the lounge. Ceceliafdt an
unreasonableirritation that they were happy. They were her guests; they ought to be concerned about
her. She went into her garden to play with the miniature equids. . . . They would always come for sugar.

* k% %

Ronnie watched Raffagle covertly, and wondered if she had heard about the opera singer. He hadn't
redly noticed before, thinking of her as George's girl, but she had alovely line of jaw and throat when she
lifted her head. Slender without weakness, she seemed hardly aware of her grace. . . . Shewas chuckling
over something Buttons had said. Bubbles, beside him, waved ahand in front of hisface.

"Wake up, sweet—you're staring right through Raffa, and it could make mejeslous.” Bubbles
exuded sensudity of avery studied sort, from silver nailsto tumbled blonde curls, from the degp-plunging
neckline of her clinging jersey to the cutouts on the long black tights. Next to the opera singer, he had
aways thought of Bubbles asthe sexiest girl he knew, but at the moment he was finding her tiresome.
She had been singing aong with the lyrics from the cube, and the operasinger had spoiled him. Now he
could hear the breathiness and the dight errors of pitch.

"Sorry," hesaid. "l waswondering what we're going to do all that time at your father's. Surely not fox
hunting.”

"It'snot that bad,” Buttons said, looking up. "I rather likeit, sometimes. If wejiggle the weather-sats,
soit'snot as cold and wet—"



"Fether will find out,” Bubblessaid. "Helikes authenticity.”

"l don't see how you can have authenticity when the foxes aren't even foxes," Sarah put in. "Didn't |
read somewhere that they're actualy reverse-gengineered from cat genes?' Ronnie doubted her interest
in bioengineering; she and Buttons had signed the second-level prenuptias, and thiswas her first officia
vigt to hisfamily. Shewould be trying to make points.

"A chimaera," Buttons said, settling into the lecturing tone that made him less than popular in the
regiment. Stuffy, in fact, because he couldn't just answer aquestion: he had to explain al the juice out of
it. "Nobody bothered to save Old-Earth red fox genes, so what Dad's people did was go from
descriptions, and use what seemed to work. Luckily Hagworth had aready done jackals from dogs, and
two of the fox speciesthat got publicity. . . . Thered problem was getting the color and the bushy tall
with awhite tip. Our neo-foxes are part kit fox, part jackal, abit of cat, and raccoon, for the tail.”

"l didn't know anyone had saved raccoon genes; | thought they were too common.”

"Only to give an outcrossfor the red panda,” Buttons said. Ronnie would not have expected him to
know, but after dl hisfather was an enthusiast on many forms of hunting and preservation. Buttons went
on to discussthe genetic possibilities at length. Ronnie let hismind drift . . . to the operasinger, in whose
bed he had learned about things that before had been only rumors. . . to the prince, whose jealousy he
had been glad to arouse. . . to that night in the messwhen he had boasted . . . somehow it didn't seem
quite as clever now asit had then. Perhaps Aunt Cecdiawas right, and he had been acad. No. The
prince should have been a better sport.

He reached up and stroked Bubbles's arm, wondering if anything would come of it. He could not
think of anything to say, though, and after afew seconds, she withdrew the arm and stretched herself on
the couch across from him. The same couch where she had been so unfortunately sick. . . . Hewondered
if she remembered. She looked hedthy enough now, though her expression of mild sulkinessfit hismood
aswell ashers.

"l suppose we should get into shape,” George said. "Y our aunt hasthat handly little riding-thing. An
hour aday, and none of uswould have to worry about saddle sores.”

"Her smulator?' Ronnie asked. "Do what you like, George, but | have no intention of bouncing
around on amechanica horse. It's bad enough to contemplate bouncing around on area one. Do you
know she had the gdll to order meriding attire?"

"Well, you'll need it." Buttons had settled into a pose the male equivaent of Bubbless sprawl;
together they took up both of the couches. Ronnie wondered why he'd thought exile would be more fun
with these people than aone. They werelooking at him asif he were responsible for entertaining them,
when none of it was hisfault. Buttonswent on. "First of dl, my father's head instructor will check you out,
before you're assgned your mounts—"

"And hesaterror,” Bubblessaid. "So far as| know, theré's not amilitary unit in the known universe
that still uses horses, but he acts like a cartoon drill instructor. Y ou'll spend at least two hourstrotting
before he decideswhét to give you.”

"I'd like to see him test Aunt Cecdlia," Ronnie said.

"Not her," Buttons said, grinning. " She's an old guest, and he's more likely to ask her to test the
horses. 'Pick what you like, milady, not that there's anything here worth your time, iswhat hell tell her.”

"Issheredly that good?'

Buttons stared at him, eyeswide. "Y ou haven't ever seen her ride?’

"No. Thefamily doesn't think much of her hobby." Hisfather had said that, often enough, and held
heard his mother talking to his other aunts about "poor dear Cecelia, what a shame she wasted her life on
horses”

"It was hardly ahobby, Ron. . . . The woman won the All-Union individua cross-country
championship five times, and ranked in the top five for fifteen years." Buttons turned to Bubbles.



"Remember when we were just learning to ride, and old Abel wasydlling at us, and she stopped him?"

"She got me over my first jump,” Bubbles said, Sitting upright now. Shelooked less like afluffhead
than usud. Could she possibly enjoy hunting? Ronnie had a brief unpleasant view of himsdf marriedtoa
fox-hunting wife. No. It would not do. "I'd forgotten . . . that wasthat old gray pony, the one that seemed
to like dumping us. Shedidn't yell at me, just talked methroughit.”

"Y es, and then she got on one of the good horses and showed us what we were supposed to be
doing. Abd fairly purred.”

Ronniefelt aknot in his head tightening. It wasn't fair that they knew more about his aunt than he did.
That they admired hisaunt for things he hadn't known about, and that his family hadn't repected. Things
were not going the way held planned. He'd expected hisfriendsto rally around him, support him, do
what he wanted . . . and here they were swapping stories of his old maiden aunt.

"Does everyone hunt together?' he asked Buttons. If he couldn't avoid the topic of horses, at least he
could get the conversation away from hisaunt. "How many horses does your father have, anyway?'

"To answer your first question, no. There are three hunts out of the main house, where wéll be. Each
hasits own territory. Well each be assigned to one of them, depending on riding ability. Asfor horses. .
. many thousands, | suppose, dtogether. The main house stables will hold five hundred, though we won't
use that many. Hunters, hacks, young horsesin training.” Ronnietried to imagine five hundred horsesin
the same place, and failed. The Academy had had ten, for thetraining of its young officers, and he had no
ideawhat a"hack" was. He was not about to ask.

"Wedon't hunt every day," Bubbles put in. " Some people do, but most ride out on aternate days.
Particularly in the lower hunts, where they're not as good and get redly iff."

"I'll get redlly <iff," Raffaand Sarah said together, like achorus.
"lan't there anything €l se but hunting?' Ronnie asked, hoping he didn't sound as desperate as hefdt.

"There are other kinds of hunting,” Buttons said. "Not al of it's on horseback. Y ou can shoot grouse
and pheasant, that sort of thing. It's the wrong season for fishing in the nearby streams. Indoors—well,
the things my father assumes were normal indoor sports of thetime: billiards, cards, amateur theatricals.”

"Oh. .. dear." Worsethen hed imagined. Worse than his mother had imagined, he was sure.
Traveling with awedthy aunt on her private yacht had seemed like agood ideawhen his mother
mentioned it. Perhaps he'd have been better off going to some dull assgnment in an out-of-the-way base.
At least it wouldn't have had fox hunting, and hiswork might have kept him busy part of thetime.

"There are other places on the planet,” Bubbles said. "But we can't possibly get away more than
once. We should save that for when you're really desperate. Poor Ronnie."

He wanted to snarl at her. Poor Ronnie, indeed. He needed redl sympathy, not the mocking look
Bubbles had given him. He needed them to understand that it wasn't his fault—none of it. "I'm not
desperate,” he said firmly. "For al you know, | may take to hunting as easily as any other sport. | may be
legping over fences and dashing dong a arun—"

"Gdlop," put in Bubbles.

"Whatever. | mean, I'm naturdly athletic, perfectly fit: how hard canit be?' Hetried to say it with
complete confidence; Bubbles, Buttons, and Raffagle burst into laughter. Raffagle? What did she know
about riding? Hetried to hide hisirritation, and forced himsdlf to laugh with them.

"Better try your aunt'ssmulator,”" Buttons said, till chuckling. "Y ou may find afew musclesthat
aren't quite perfectly fit." Then he sobered. "Y ou should do well, Ronnig, redlly. Youreright: you area
naturd athlete; it's quite possible that after afew lessonsyou'll be up to riding in thefield. But it's not like
anythingdse"

Ronnie forced himsdlf to smile, and wondered if he could hide in his stateroom al day and night,
watching entertainment cubes, until they got to Buttons's home planet. Probably not. He was going to
have to think of something they could do . . . something fun, something to reestablish hisleadership of the



group. Something mischievous, perhaps. Play a harmless practical joke on the old lady, or the crew.

"You may beright,” he said, without meaning it. "I'll seewhat you look like on the smulator first, and
then ... well see”

"We ought to see about some swimming, | think," Raffagle said. "C'mon, girls. Let'sgo play inthe
water." Before he quite knew how it happened, the girls had vanished, and histwo bosom friends were
watching him, bright-eyed.

"Comeon," said George. "Tell usmore about that operasinger. Isit true they have specially
developed muscles?’

Chapter Four

"I didn't ask you if it was'going fine," Herissaid. "'l asked you what the sulfur extraction rate was.
Do you know, or not?" With each day, her unease about the yacht's basic fabric and systems had grown.
Getting answers from the crew had turned out to be harder than she expected.

The moleslooked at one another before Timmons answered. "Wl . . . pretty much, Cap'n. It's
below nom at the moment, but it usualy runsthat way 'cause that dauber wants asulf-rich dudgefor his
veggie plots.”

It took Heris amoment to trandate civtech dang and decide this meant Lady Cecdlias gardener
wanted more sulfur in the first-pass dudge. In the meantime, they <till had not answered as she thought
they should. Shelet the sted edge her voice. "Beow nom isnot what I'm looking for. What, precisdly, is
the number you have for sulfur clearance?' Again, the sdelong look from one moleto another. Thistime
it was Kliegan who answered.

"It's...ah...zero point three. Of first-sg nom, that is—"

"Whichis. .. ?" prompted Heris; she could fed temper edging higher.

"WEell, the book says one point eight, but this system's never worked any better'n one point six, just
under first-sig. Mostly we run about two sigs below, say about point seven or so. System's underutili zed,
soit'snot that important. It's rated for a population of fifty, and we don't have that many aboard.”

Heris closad her eyes briefly, running over the relevant equationsin her head. Sulfur clearance was
only one of the mgor cycles, but critical to the ship's welfare because errors could not only make people
sick, but degrade many ship components aswell. Ddlicate com equipment didn't like active sulfur radicals
in the ship's atmosphere. She added ship's crew, house staff, and owner'sfamily. "In case you haven't
noticed,” she said briskly, "we now have fifty-one humans and along voyage ahead of us. | presume you
flushed the tanks and re-inocul ated them while we were in port—?" But the hangdog looks told her they
hadn't. "And the last logged maintenance by offship personnel was this—Diklos and Sons, Baklin
Sation?'

"That's right, maam,” Timmons said. "They couldn't have done such agood job, fancypants as they
are, 'cause the system never did pick up the points, but Captain Olin said never mind—"



"Oh, he did?' Heris struggled to keep her thoughts off her face. First his demand for an odd,
inconvenient course that did not meet the owner's needs, and now atolerance for mafunctioning
environmental equipment—something no sane captain would have. Failing to order the tanks flushed and
recharged a Rockhouse might have been spite—revenge for being fired—but until then he had risked his
own lifeaswell. What could have made the risk worth it? "We'd better see how bad it is," she said
briskly. "Suit up and well go take alook—"

"You, Captain?' asked Iklind. He dmost never spoke, sheld discovered, letting chatty Timmons say
anything necessary. But now he looked worried.

Herislet her browsrise. It had worked on other ships; it should work here. "Did you think | wouldn't
want to check for mysdf?'

"Wdll, it's not that, Captain . . . only . . . these things can smell pretty bad.” Pretty bad was an entirely
inadequate description of amalfunctioning sulfur loop, and she was sure more than the sulfur scrubbers
werein trouble. Once the pH had gone sour, many of the enzymesin other loops worked erraticdly, as
the chemigtry fluctuated.

"That'swhy well be suited," she said. When they didn't move she said. "Five minutes, in the number
four access bay.”

"Complete suits?' asked Timmons. "They're awfully hot—"
"Y ou prefer to risk the consequences?’ Heris asked. "With asystem you know is mafunctioning?'

"Ah...it'sjugt ginks" Timmonssaid. When she glared & him, he said, "All right, Captain. Suits."
But as heleft, she heard him mutter, "Damn lot of nonsense. Can't be enough reaction in that loop to give
us mor'n aheadache at worst."

Quickly, Heris gave Gavin his ordersfor the next hour: which compartmentsto sedl, which backup
crew to have ready, suited, in case of trouble. Then into her own suit—the cost of which had come from
the advance on her contract, and which she never begrudged. Whatever el se on this gilded cesspoal of a
yacht did or did not work as designed, her own persona sdlf-contained suit would . . . or her family
would enjoy the large sum which Xeniks guaranteed if any of its suitsfailed. She wasn't worried—only
twicein the past fifty years had Xeniks had to pay out.

When she was still a corridor away from the access bay, the darm went off. For an instant she
thought something had gone wrong on the bridge, but then she redized what it must be. One of those
fools hadn't waited for her.

"Captain!" Gavin bleated in her ear. She thumbed down the volume of the suit comunit.

"What isit?' sheasked. "I'm at E-7, right now." Ahead of her, agray contamination barrier flapped
down from the overhead and snicked tight, its central access closed.

"Computer says dangerous chemica—sulfur something—and the motion sensor said someone was
there, but isn't moving. But they'rein suits—"

"Get those backups down here," Heris said, mentally curaing civiliansin generd and the ship'sformer
captain in particular. "Make sure they have their hdmetslocked on. I'm going in." Despite her faithin
Xeniksslegendary suits, she shivered amoment. The gasin there was deadlier than many military
wespons, but so familiar throughout human history that people just did not respect it. She wriggled
through the accessiiris, which lengthened into atube and sedled itself behind her. The suit's own chemical
sensorsflicked to life, giving the readout she expected: hydrogen sulfide, herein lessthan life-threstening
concentration.

Heris hurried, even though she knew it would amost certainly betoo late. Around the corner, she
came upon Timmons, who had suited up but not locked on his helmet. Presumably held planned to do so
when he got to the access bay itsalf. He lay sprawled on the floor, one arm outstretched toward 1klind,
dumped against the open access, wearing no protective gear at all.

Shewent to Timmonsfirgt, locking hishelmet in place and turning his oxygen supply to full with the



externd override. Her suit had dl the necessary drugs for standard industria inhalation accidents—but
sheld never used it, nor was she amedic. She'd have to rely on the backup team. 1klind wasn't breathing
at dl, and no wonder—the hydrogen sulfide concentration in here had pesked at over 1,000 ppm,
according to the monitor above the open access hatch. Inside, someone—presumably |klind—had
cracked the sed on adudgetank. It was brimful, far above the safety line. A black line of filth drooled
over itslip.

Heris picked up the wrench on the floor, closed the cover, and tightened the sedl, then closed the
hatch. Now the monitor indicated the concentration was below 200 ppm, still dangerous but not ingtantly
lethal. They were lucky, she thought, that the agitator hadn't been on in the dudge tank (and why not?) or
the concentration could have been alog or so higher.

A shadow moved at the corner of her vision. The backup team—that would be the number two
engineering officer and the off-shift senior mole—came around the corner and stopped. Even through
their hedmetstheir eyes showed wide and staring.

"Comeon," Herissad. "Get Timmons to the medbox—he might have achance.” It seemed to her
they moved too dowly, but they did wrestle Timmons back up the corridor toward the contamination
barrier. Heris caled the bridge. "1klind's dead,” she said. "Hydrogen sulfide—apparently he opened the
dudge tank without any protective gear—" Gavin started to say something, and she overrode him. "We
have three problems here—Timmonsfirst: isthat medica Al capable of handling inhalation injuries?
Second: weve got to clear up the rest of the contamination, and the system istoo overloaded to resorb it
unless you can come up with acargo section full of reactant. And third, of course, isIklind. We need
medica and lega evaluation; | will takethat up with Lady Cecelia. Oh—and another thing—were not
going to continuein this unsafe condition. | want Sirkin to plot a course to the nearest major repair
fecility, preferably on the way to our destination.”

"Themedbox . . . | don't know, Captain,” Gavin said. "It's not—you know—meant for mgjor
problems.”

Heris managed not to snap a him. "At least you can tdll it the problem. All | know isit'sacdlular
poison, and there's some kind of antidote. Now: send someone down with arecorder, so that | can
document 1klind's position and the monitor readings. Then we can bring hisbody out.” Even asshe sad
this, she redlized she was straining the crew's resources.

* * %

"Milady," said Heris, "we have severd problems.”
Just what | need, thought Cecdlia. Problems with the ship. Now shelll start whining about how

different thisisfrom the military. She nodded, trying for a.cool distancing expresson. That and astraight
back usualy dissuaded complainers.

"Weve had a death among the crew, environmentd technician Iklind."

"What! A heart attack? A stroke?' Despite her determination not to react, shefelt her heart lurchin
her chest, and her voice came out shrill and harsh.

"No, Lady Cecdia." Herishad tried to think of a nonthreatening way to tell her
employer—cons dering how old the woman was—but had not come up with anything better than the
bald truth. "He died of hydrogen sulfide poisoning, the result of opening adudge tank without protective
gear. In addition, another crewman is suffering severe inhdation injury from the same source.”

"But dl we haveisamedbox!" Cecdliafdt asif she had just fallen off a agallop. A crewman dead,
and another sick . . . wasthiswhat came of hiring an ex-military captain? She tried to remember the
specificsof themedica unit.

"It'sagandard industrid pollutant,” Heris said. "The unit has the right medications and the right
software to treat him—I checked that, of course, before coming to you.”

"Oh—I—" Cecdliaredized shed dumped, and straightened again.



"I'm very sorry to have given you this shock. Perhaps | should call someone?’

Cecdiarecognized someone giving her timeto pull hersalf together, and was caught between
resentment and gratitude. "I've never lost a crew member before,”" she said. "Not since I've owned the
Sweet Delight." She struggled with the mix of emotions, and tried to think clearly. ""Poison gasfrom the
dudge tank, you said? Has someone put something in it?"

Heris recognized the attempt for what it was, and masked her amusement that anyone—even arich
old lady—ocould trave in space and not know the most common and deadly of the environmental
by-products. "No, milady. Sudge generates severd toxic gases, which are normally converted into
harmless chemicals used in your ‘ponics sections, when the environmenta system isfunctioning smoothly.
Thisisn't sabotage, just amishap. . . . Iklind apparently decided to open the tank without proper
protective gear, and Timmonstried to rescue him, but hadn't sealed his own helmet.”

"Then who saved Timmons?' asked Cecdia

"I did," Herissaid. Cecdlids eyes widened, but she didn't say anything. "I had told them | would
ingpect the system, and they were to meet me—properly suited—at the access bay. Instead—" She
shrugged. "I don't know why Iklind didn't wear his suit, or why Timmons didn't wear hishelmet . . . but |
will find out."

"Very wel, Captain." That wasclearly dismissve. "l . . . will expect to hear more from you
tomorrow."

"That'snot quitedl," said Heris carefully.
Thistimethe gaze was direct and chalenging. "What? s something € se wrong?'
"l redlize," Herissaid, "that you just had this vessel redecorated, and it must have been expensive. .

"My sgter did that,” Cecdliasad. "What of it?"

"Well . . . your main environmenta system is overloaded; that'swhy | was going to inspect the
system: it was not functioning to specifications. Y our former captain did not have the system purged and
recharged at the correct intervals—"

"He must have! | remember the billsfor it." Cecelia caled up her accounting software and nodded
when the figures came up. "Thereit is. Diklos and Sons, Refitting Generd, Baklin Station.”

"Sorry, milady," said Heris. "Y ou got the hill, but the work wasn't done. | could see that from the
dudge tank Iklind had opened, and since then I've had the other moles—environmenta techs—check the
filter and culture chambers. It'samess. The sulfur cycl€sin trouble, and that impacts your nitrogen
uptakein hydroponics. It isn't presently dangerous, but it will require some caution until wereach a
refitting station. My recommendation would be to do that as soon as possible. By choosing a different set
of jump points, we can be a your chosen destination only one day after your request.”

Cecdiaglared. "Y ou didn't find this out before we left.”

"No, milady, | didn't." Ceceliawaited for the excuse that she herself had rushed their departure, but it
didn't come. Her captain had no expression at dl, and after amoment went on. "Initialy | accepted the
log showing that the purge and recharge had been done, and the fresh ingpection stickers; you are quite
right that | should not have done that. L ogs have been faked before, even in the Regular Space Service."
A tight smile, which did not reach the captain's eyes. Cecdliawondered if she ever redlly smiled. "Buit |
noticed an anomaly in the datastream two days ago, and began tracking it down. Y our moles—sorry,
malam, your environmenta technicians—claimed it was your gardeners fault. But the plainfact is, the
work wasn't done. | believe it will be possible to document that, and get arefund from Diklos and Sons,;
your reputation should help.”

"Ah...yes" Cecdiafdt off balance; she had been ready for evasions and excuses, and her
captain'sforthright acceptance of blame surprised her.

"I redlize, milady, that one reason you changed captainsis that your former one could not keep to



your schedule. But in thisinstance, | fed that your safety requires an emergency repair of the system.”

"| thought," Cecdliasaid pettishly, "that | had specified an environmenta system far larger than I'd
ever need, just in case something went wrong."

"Y es, milady, you did. But with your present guests and their personal servants, that limit has been
exceeded—and with the degradation of performance of the system, and the lack of refitting capabilities at
Lord Thornbuckl€e's, it would be most unwise to proceed without repair.”

"And that will take—?"

"Six daysto the nearest refitting facility, 1'd trust; two days docked; and with areasonable course and
drive performance, we should be, as| said, just one day late at your destination.”

"| suppose that's better than the eight dayslate | had before—which landed me with young Ronnie,
because | wasn't there to argue hard enough and loud enough.” Cecdlia shrugged and said, "Oh, very
well. Do what you think best; you're the captain.” But her captain didn't leave, merdly stood there. "What
else?' she asked.

"| strongly recommend some regtrictionsin the next six days. At present we have no shipwide
emergency, but | would prefer to prevent one.”

"Butit'sonly sx days—" Ceceliabegan, then stopped. "Y ou're redly worried." To her surprise, her
cgptain smiled dightly.

"Yes, and | cannot judtify it by the data done. But dthough I've been on this ship only ashort time,
thereésafed of something wrong—"

"Intuitionin aHest officer?"

"Just so. Intuition | have learned not to ignore. | am ingtituting quite severe restrictionsin crew
activities, and strongly recommend them for your staff and guestsaswell.”

Her captain ticked them off on her fingers. "A changein diet to minimize sulfur and nitrogen loading of
the syssem—for six days, the loss of muscle mass or conditioning from alow-protein diet should not
cause any distress, and if you have someone with specia needs, that can of course be accommodated.
Redtrictionsin water use, to include the exercise pool since that water is cycled through the same
systems, and organic compoundsinevitably endupinit. The. .. er. .. gardenswill need to be handled
aspart of theregular environmenta sysemaswadll . . ."

"The gardenerswill love that—!" Shethought of her pet equids with apang. They would haveto
go—yperhaps she could flash-freeze them, but it was dways chancy. And the beautiful flowers, the fresh
fruits and vegetables—they would have to restock or eat preserved food all the way to Bunny's.

"Sorry, milady, but the environmenta tech's excuse for letting the system go outside nomind isthat
your gardeners had requested a particularly high sulfur effluent for some specid crop.”

"l see. So we'reto arrive at some shipyard hungry, thirsty, dirty, and bored—"

"But hedthy and dive. Yes."

Cecdlids heart sank. She could imagine what Ronnie and hisfriends were going to say abouit this. It
had been bad enough dready. For amoment, she was tempted to et go in one of the towering rages of
her youth—but she was beyond that now. She had no energy for that kind of exploson. "Very well," she
said again. "If you will enter the specifications, | will inform staff and the others.”

"Thank you, milady.” Her captain'sfacelooked asif it might be intending an gpology, but she did not
then apologize. She gave a curious ftiff nod, and went out quickly. Ceceliablew along, disgusted breath
and called Cook. She might aswell get on withit.

Takomin Roads occupied alocation that madeit ided for refitting deep-space vesselsand little else;
not even the most ship-fevered spacer would choose for recreation the bleak cold planet the Station



circled. Farther insystem Merice offered sweet shallow oceans, and Golmerrung spectacular peaks and
glaciers. . . but Takomin Roads offered reasonable proximity to four mapped jump nodes, one of them
apparently bound to the planet. Heris had stopped there with a battle group once, and been impressed
by the size of the fixtures and the quality of the crews.

The Sweet Delight had communications equipment only just inferior to that of the cruiser Heris had
|eft. She could pop amessage just asthey left FTL flight, and it would arrive well before them, given the
necessary decdleration of the yacht. Mr. Gavin, still gray around the gillsfrom her lecture and Iklind's
death, and the very close shave with Timmons, presented her with his estimate of the work to be done,
down to the specifications for every component fastener. She took that estimate to the moles themselves,
and when they would haveinitidled it without discussion sheingsted on going over every item with them.

"I'm sure Mr. Gavinisright,” the junior kept saying, with nervous glances at the other. She had hardly
met Ries before the emergency.

"I'm not." Heris was past worrying about Gavin's reputation with the moles; she wasfar more
concerned with getting the yacht safely to refitting, and back out as quickly as possible.

"l guess you want usto look up thistuff inthemanud. . . ." said the senior mole, Kliegan.
"I want you to do your jobs," Herissaid. "If you are not sure, of course you must look up the specs.”
"Wall, | do, but . . ."

"Then isthis correct, or not? Don't hedge about, mister.” She wondered, not for thefirst time, how
Lady Cecdiahad survived so many years with incompetents manning her yacht. Did rich people not even
know the difference? She supposed not. A shiny surface would satisfy them, evenif it covered decay.

"Yes" hesad, after amoment. She nodded; she would hold him toit. At the end of thisvoyage, she
would suggest to Lady Cecdia—no, she would insgst—that she replace the least competent of the crew.
In fact, with Iklind dead, perhaps they could find someone competent at Takomin Roads.

The refitting specifications al went into the message cagpsule, dong with Lady Cecdlids credit
authorization. By thetime the Sveet Delight had come within alight-hour of the Takomin Roads, the
refitters had had time to ready their equipment, unpack the necessary parts, and shift their workload to
accommodate arush job.

Or so they should have, Heristhought. Thefirst message she received began by explaining how
impossible it would beto do thework at dl, and the next (aday later) argued that it could be done, but
not within the time limit she had specified. Heristook none of theseto Lady Cecedlia; refitting was her
responsibility and she knew aready that ayacht owner, like an admiral, doesn't want to hear about
problems that can be solved at alower level. Besides, arguing with refitting had been anormd part of her
duties as a cruiser captain. Those who didn't argue went to the bottom of the stack and got |eftover parts.

Shefired back her own messages asfast as the uncooperative ones came in, pointing out Lady
Cecdlias holdingsin the companies whose ships formed alarge part of Vdarsn & Co., Ltd.'swork.
Alienating amagjor shareholder could have anegative impact on future contracts. . . sheignored, as
beneath her notice, thelong list of other work that would run overtimeif Lady Cecdlias were done. The
refitters capitulated, findly, in the last message received a haf-hour before docking, when a Station tug
aready had afirm grip on the Sveet Delight's bustle. Heriswatched the docking critically; she had no
red confidencein their pilot, and luckily no need for it—the Station's Al had no glitches asit eased them
to Berth 78.

"I hope youre satisfied!" growled the bulky man in adark gray shipsuit uniform when she cdled
Vearsin & Co. "Shifted adozen jobsfor you, we have. Gonnalose abonus on one of 'em.”

"| shall be satisfied when our work is complete, correct, and prompt,” said Heris.

He snorted, haf anger and half respect, just like every Fleet Y ard superintendent sheld ever known.
"I have your specs,” hesad. "They'reasfoul asyou clam your bilgesare.”

"I'm not surprised.” Heris smiled at him. "We had nonconformance at the last maintenance, beforel



took this ship; it'smy guessit hasn't met the origina specsin years. When will your crew board?”

"They'rewaiting at your access," he said. "And mewith 'em. | want to meet the captain of aprivate
yacht that can bend the rules upgtairs.”

"Hne" said Heris. "I'll betherein five minutes. | have to inform the owner."

The owner, when Heris called her, sounded stiff and resentful. "I sill do not understand, Captain
Serrano, why we could not have stayed aboard. Surely, with the umbilicalsto Station Environmenta, we
don't need to worry about contamination aboard. . . ."

She had explained before; she explained again, patiently but firmly. "Milady, even the best refitting
crews cannot access the system without an occasional leak. It will stink—and worse than that, you might
be exposed to hydrogen sulfide or other toxic contaminants. It is safest to sedl the crew, staff, and
owner's space—the vents themsel ves—which means no circulation & dl. All the working crew will bein
protective gear, as| will bewhile | supervise. It takes only one good lungful of sewer gas, milady, to kill
you." She did not need to say more; Lady Ceceliagave adelicate shudder. And she had dready
arranged for the appropriate law enforcement division to take over 1klind's body, aong with the meager
evidence. "The crew iswaiting, milady, and the sooner they start—"

"Very wdl." It was crigo and unfriendly, but not an argument. "And where are we staying?' The redl
problem, Heris thought, was that Lady Cecelia had never been here before and wasn't sure of
accommodations. Aswell, those brats were probably whining and dragging their feet.

"Y ou, milady, have a suite at the Selenor, where the shipping line executives stay. Theré's limited
space, and | had to book the young people into adifferent hostelry on another levd. | redizethat's
inconvenient—"

Thistime atrace of warmth in her employer'svoice. "l can survive that. Meet mefor dinner, then; I'll
want areport. Twenty hundred, locd time." Six hours; they'd just have started, redlly. Heris had counted
on supervising them closdy dl through thefirgt shift. But she could come report, and return quickly. She
would not haveto stay for amed, shewas sure.

"Of course, milady. I'll be a the maintenance access as you leave; please have Bates call when the
daff has cleared the ship.”

"Verywdl."

Heris gave her crew asternlook. "Mr. Gavin, you and Environmenta will suit and observethefirst
shift. Therest of you are booked into transient crew quartersless than fifteen minutesfrom here; | expect
you al to stay available. Well have at least two crew aboard the ship at al times, and you'll rotate.” A
gtir, no more; they knew better than to protest by now. "Have you confirmed Station air supply to every
compartment?* she asked Gavin.

"To dl but the owner's quarters, maam,” he said. "' was going to do that as soon as milady |eft the
ship; computer saysit'sfine but . . ."

"Do thet, then, while | go meet the refitters. Lady Ceceliais debarking now.”

She followed the crew off the ship, and met the crew chief of the refittersin the maintenance access.
He and hisworkers dready wore pressure suits to protect themsel ves from contamination and carried
helmets tucked under their arms. By the sudden flicker of his eyelids, she saw that he recognized her
origins.

"I'm Captain Serrano,” shesaid. "And youre. . ."

"Key Brynear," he said, adow smilelighting his heavy face. "'Scuse my asking, but you're ex-Regs,
arent you?'

"That'sright," said Heris. She wondered if hed ask more, but he merely nodded.

"Guess that's why you managed to put fear into management. They don't hear command voicered

often. Well, Captain, |et's see what you've got." He wasted no time asking for details sheld aready sent,
but ordered his crew into helmets, and nodded sharply to Heris. She suited up, locked her own helmet



on, and led him into the ship.

"Let's start from the bottom up,” he said over the suit radio. She could hear his voice, but not the
clear words, through the helmets; it formed an irritating echo. "Worgt firgt, and then we can give you an
edimate.

Heris had always hated suit drill, and even after the suit had saved her life she ftill didiked it; she
hated being closed in with her own bresth sounds and the hissing of the air supply. She had two hours of
air in her own rebreathing tanks, and the exterior connector alowed her to plug into Station air in any
compartment with avent, but she felt smothered.

In the lowest environmentd level, her own moles were dready suited; they managed to look sheepish
evenin suits, aswell they ought.

"Mr. Brynear," she said to her moles. "He'sin charge of this overhaul.”

"And here are my shift supervisors," Brynear said "Herak Santana, first shift; Allie Santana, second
shift, and Miko Aldovar on third. Any time I'm not here, one of them will be; | expect to be here most of
thetime, but | may have to goose inventory control if you people arein as bad shape asyou said.”

The shift supervisors, in bicolored orange and silver suits, stood out from the orange-suited crew, but
nonethel ess had name and position stenciled on front and back of both suit and helmet. By local time, it
was now second shift; the first shift supervisor waved to Brynear, who nodded, and then I eft. The second
shift supervisor's voice came over theradio.

"Captain, would you have your crew secure compartments.”

"Certainly." Thiscommand she could give hersdf, direct to the computer; the compartment hatches
did shut. Status lights changed, and they al moved to connect their suits to the compartment's exterior air
supply vent. From now on they would have to take care not to tangle each other's umbilicals. "Confirm
externd air . . ." she said, and waited for each response before nodding to Brynear.

Brynear pointed to one of the ship'smoles. "Let'stake alook at the scrubber that's looking worst on
the computer.”

Insdethefirst protective shell, streaks of black dime marked the joints of theinner cover, and
corrosion had frozen the bolts. Heris noticed that the gas sensors had gone red, instantly. One of the
refitting techs grunted. "Who'd you say was supposed to have done the refit? And how far back?"

"Never mind, Tare," Brynear said. He moved over to look; when he tapped the scrubber with a
wrench, more black goo oozed out. The readouts on the scrubber shell were dl offscde. "That'sthe
owner's problem; oursisfixing thismess. And | can tell right off were going to need more equipmen.

Y ou wereright, Captain, thisis an emergency refit if ever | saw one." Hisordersto his crew were, Heris
heard with relief, as decisve as shed have heard in aFeet dock, and his explanation to her assumed that
she would understand the technicdlities.

"We're going to have to vacuum your entire syssem—and this Y ard charges for hazardous storage.
On the other hand, if it'sthisthick it may generate enough methane to pay part of your storage fee. And
we've got arepair job in, abig Overhull tanker, that's going to need awhopping inoculation of its
hydroponics. . . . | might be able to do aded with them.”

"Safety firdt, then speed,” Heris said. "Money counts, but only third.”

"Fine. We suck everything out, sort it, clean and repair, and put back your basic inoculum. . . . How
about the living quarters—did you have much contamination up there?"

"No, probably because of the oversized filters; | kept thinking | smelled it thelast day or so, but the
sensorsdidn't react.”

"Then well try awet flush there—saves time—but the bottom end isgoing to be abitch.”
"Edimate?'
"Full crews—and it'll depend on whether we replace units or rebuild them—"



"Replace'em,” Herissaid. "Anything you can.”

"Forty-six hours," he said. "And that's spending your owner's money flat out. Can't be donein less
than forty-two, if everything goesright, and it won't. Might be alittielonger. . . ."

"Do your best," Herissaid.

* * %

She had not expected red speed from acivilian refitting firm, but when Brynear's crews moved into
high gear, sheredlized that they made their profit from speed. By mid-shift, four grest hoseswere
draining the muck from Sweet Delight into the Y ard storage tanks. Half the damaged scrubbers were
out; Brynear, she noticed, was meticul ous about giving credit for those which could be rebuilt. She and
Brynear had documented the condition of scrubbers, chambers, and pipes; Lady Cecdlia should have no
trouble making aclaim on Diklos & Sons. Or for that matter a case againgt Captain Olin.

In the second half of the shift, new components stacked up in the access bay: scrubbers,
environmental chambers, parts, controls. Brynear and Heris inspected them together helmets off.

"We don't have enough to give you amatched s&t," he sad. "Y ou'll get thirteen Shnairan and Lee
4872's, same as original equipment, and seven Plekhsov 8821's. Persondly | prefer the Plekhsovs—we
use'em alot asreplacements and | think they're tougher—»but I'd give you amatched set if | could. The
performance specs areidentica . . . here" Herislooked at the printout and passed it to her moles.

"That's good enough,” she said. "What about environmenta chambers? And the runs?’

"You'll haveto have new chambers—every single culture either overgrew or was contaminated by
onethat did. Again, we have Shnairsn and Lee, but | recommend Tikman. They've come out with a
lining that redlly is better—weve had about five years experiencewithiit.”

"Gowith the Tikman," Heris said. The Regs had seven years experience with the new polymer lining;
she hadn't redized it was available on the civilian market. "The runs?*

Hefrowned. "That depends on whether you want to put up with alittle pitting. We can cut out the
worst, and patch—we have good pipefitters, and | guarantee you won't have turbulence problems at the
joints. Or we can pull them all and restring the runs. Fitting . . . it's not dangerous, once we cut out the
really bad patches, but you'd want to replace it within ayear or two. It'd get you where you're going, safe
enough. Restringing dl the runswill redlly squeezethetime| gaveyou.”

"So would finding al the bad places, and being sure of them," Herissaid. He nodded. "I want asafe
ship, Mr. Brynear; I'll take my owner'shest if you run alittleover. But . . ."

"It better be worth it—I understand that. | tell you, Captain, I'm really shocked at Diklos. They used
to be good. I'd have trusted 'em with my own ship, if | couldn't get here.”

"Mistakes happen,” Heris said, somewhat grimly. "But not on my ship, not again. Now, if you have
the hard copy estimates, I'll go see Lady Cecdia”



Chapter Five

Even in the garish purple uniform, Herisfelt more comfortable on the dockside, with honest ribbed
deck-plates and not plush carpet beneath her feet. Everyone here worked on ships, and in that way
everyone here was one of her kind, someone she understood. After awak long enough to make her legs
ache, she came out of Velarsin & Co., Ltd.'s docks and into the commercial sectors. She was glad shed
thought to have her luggage taken ahead, with her employer's. Here, deek transport tubes marked one
side of the wakway; fronting the other were shops, hotels, and eating places. None of the great logos
bannered here, but often locals were as good. Heris stopped to consult amap display, and decided to
take atram the rest of the way to Lady Cecelia's hotel. As usual, the good hotels were as far as possible
from the rumble and clatter of hard work.

* k%

She walked through anarrow door, with only the engraved plate with Selenor in dightly archaic
script to indicate the identity, into alobby that reached the stars. After one flinching look, sheredized it
only seemed to. The geometry of this Station alowed those with inside exposure to use the entire interior
well asaprivate display. Thosetiny lightswere onthefar Side. . . except for the interior transports,
diding dong maglines

Meanwhile, the concierge was dready smiling a her. Y ou must be Captain Serrano. . . . Lady
Cecdliagave usyour description.”

"YS—"

"And your room isready, Captain. In the mauve tower, 2314, adjoining hers. Lady Cecedliasaid she
didn't know when you might be in, but she supposed you'd like something to est at once.”

"How very thoughtful." She was hungry, now that she thought of it, but she needed to see her
employer fird.

"She said to tell you shewould be resting, but—oh, wait. The light's changed. She'sup again. I'll let
her know you're on your way, shal 17"

"Y es, thank you."

The mauve tower droptubes were scented with awarm flowery fragrance that made Heris think of
summer on one of the planets with native grasdands. She emerged into asmall |obby splashed with soft
color, and felt like alarge purple blot. Lady Cecelids suite unfolded its entrance for her, and agust of
pine fragrance overlay the summer grasdands. Herisfelt its carefully engineered stimulants flicking her
cortex, and resented it.

"Ah. .. Captain Serrano. And how isthe Sveet Delight?' Lady Cecdiawas not giving amillimeter.
She wore aforma dinner gown, cream-colored and drapey, with her graying hair swept up to a pesk by
ajade clip. Behind her Heris could see atable set for two. Heris wondered who her guest would be. The
entire Stting room of the suite seemed to be lined with mauve plush, on which cream-colored furniture
floated like cloudsin an evening sky.

"Missing alot of essentid equipment,” Heris said. "I've authorized replacement rather than repair,



sincethat is quicker and Diklos should reimburse you. They're keeping a complete record of the damage
for legd use™

"Ah. And will we be out of herein forty-eight hours?'

"Very likdy, but | cannot guarantee that. Sixty isthe outside limit." Herislooked around. "I you'll
excuse me, milady, 1'd like to clean up and eat something before | go back to the ship.”

Lady Cecdiasbrowsraised. "Go back? Surely you'regoing torest. . . . | intended you to eat dinner

with me. Don't you remember?’ Heris had forgotten, but she couldn't say that. Besides, the ship mattered
more.

"Congdering what happened last time shewasin for work—"

"Nonsense. Y ou need deep the same as anyone else. At least, have dinner here. . . . Go freshen up,
get out of that uniform, and relax awhile." Heriswondered if she had correctly interpreted the tone of
that uniform.

"Umm...milady . ..youwould prefer that | not wear your uniform here?'

Lady Cecdidslips pinched; she sighed. "'l would prefer that my sister Berenice had not tried to
compensate mefor Ronnie by inssting that | use her decorator. | would prefer | had had the wit to
refuse, but | was aready rattled by the change in schedule, by Ronnie, by hisfriends—"

Menta gearswhirled. "Youdont. .. ah... like dl that lavender plush?'

"Of coursenot!" Lady Ceceliaglared at her. "Do | look like the kind of slly old woman who would?
That was unanswerable; Heris kept her face blank. Lady Cecelia shook her head and emitted a snort that
might have been anger or laughter, either one. "All right. Y ou don't know me; you couldn't tell. But | don't
likeit, and I'm having it out as soon as | decently can. Y our uniform—that's another thing Berenice
ingsted on. Captain Olin had dways worn black, and Berenice thought it was dull and old-fashioned.”

"Surdy," Heris said carefully, "there's something between black and loud purple with scarlet and tedl
trim?'

Lady Cecelia snorted again, thistime with obvious humor. "Y ou don't know the worst: Berenice
wanted me to approve cream with purple and teal trim. She told me the gaudier it was, the more anew
captain would be impressed. The purple was the darkest thing offered.”

"Ah. Then youwouldnt mindif I ... modified thisabit?"

"Bemy guest." Lady Ceceliascowled again. "Although | don't suppose you can arrange acomplete
redecoration while we're here?"

Heris grinned, surprising herself as much as her employer. "To be honest, milady, I've wanted to get
that lavender plush off the access tube bulkheads—for safety reasons, | assure you—since | first came
aboard.”

"Safety reasons?' Now Lady Cecedliagrinned, more relaxed than Heris had yet seen her. "What a
marvelousided Isit true?"

"Oh, yes. Therésalot hidden on your ship that shouldn't be—it's pretty, but it's hard to see troublein
the early stages. We certainly don't have time here for acomplete redecoration, but alittle undecorating
won't dow thingsdown.”

"Wédl. Good. Now, about dinner . . ."
"L et me change into something comfortable. Ten minutes?

* % %

Herisreturned to her employer's suite in her own off-duty clothes—the first time she'd worn them
since leaving the Service. Since Lady Cecdliawas wearing aformal dinner gown, she put on her own,
and had the satisfaction of seeing her employer truly surprised.

"My dear! | had no ideayou looked like that!" Then Lady Ceceliablushed. "I'm sorry. That was
unforgivable



"Not redly, dthough it was your uniform that made melook the other way." Herisknew very well
what the close-fitting jet-beaded bodice did for her; the flared black skirt swirled around her ankles as
she cameto the table. She would never have the advantage of Cecdlias height, but she had learned to
use color and line to compensate. "Oh—one last bit of business before dinner . . . what about the inquest
on Iklind?"

"Not aproblem." Lady Cecdliadipped into her seat and picked up her ngpkin. "With the
documentation you supplied, and the medical evidence from Timmons, thiswill be trested as an obvious
accident.”

Heris sat down; she knew she shouldn't continue the subject at table, but questions cluttered her
mind. "'l wish—"

"Not now," Lady Cecdiainterrupted her. "We can discussthislater, if you wish, though | would
prefer to wait until tomorrow, loca time. By then forensics should have confirmed the cause of desth, and
I'll know more."

Herisblinked. She had not redlized that Lady Cecdliawould be dealing with the lega problems of
Iklind's desth while she worked on the ship; she had thought she would haveto do it all hersdlf.

Dinner arrived, with acluster of attendants. Heris found hersdf staring a atiny wedge of something
decorated with a sprig of green.

"Lassaferan snallfih fin," Lady Cecdliacommented. "The garnishisfrilled zillik. We grew that
aboard, before—at onetime."

Heristasted the snailfish fin, which had been dipped in amustardy sauce; it had an odd but winsome
flavor, perfectly complemented by the zillik. She had esten at places that served this sort of food, usualy
while on apolitical assgnment, but the Service favored less quixotic cuisine. Onerarely had timeto
spend hours at the table. She hoped she would not have to spend hours at dinner now—uwith the
relaxation induced by comfortable clothes, she had begun to redlize how tired shewas.

Next came ahot soup, its brilliant reds and golds contrasting with the pallid snailfish fin. Fish and
vegetables, flavors well-blended, with enough spice to make her eyeswater . . . "Sikander chowder,"
Lady Cecdiasaid, smiling. "Good when you'retired. | used to havethisalot when | was competing.”
Heriswondered what she'd competed at, but didn't ask; she could have eaten two bowls of the
chowder, and twice as many of the crisp rolls served dongsideit.

"Thisisddicious" she sad, as shefinished the chowder.

"| thought you'd likethat," Lady Cecedliasaid. "I'm going to try their roast chicken and rice, but if you
want more chowder just say so."

Courtesy and appetite argued, and courtesy won; Heris let the waiter remove her soup plate and
accepted the roast chicken—dlices of breast meat, marinated and grilled after roasting, formed the wings
of aswan; itsbody was a mound of spiced rice. The graceful head and neck had been artfully formed of
curled spicegrass. She took a cautious bite of the rice—ginger? mustard? coriander?—and devoured it
with amost indecent haste. She had been hungrier than sheknew. . . . The dices of chicken disappeared,
then the spicegrass.

The next course seemed out of sequence to Heris, but she redlized that Lady Cecdliacould set her
own standards. Still, the platter of fruit, 'ponics-grown melons and berries, didn't suit her at the moment.
She nibbled ajade-green dice of melon, to be polite. Lady Cecelia, too, seemed as ready to talk as edt.
She began with a question about the literature studied at the Academy—one of her great-nephews had
said no onethere read Siilvaas—was that true? Heris recognized this opening and added to her reply
(yes, they read Siilvaas, but only the famous trilogy) acomment about a more contemporary writer. For a
few minutes they discussed Kerlskvan's recent work, fegling out each other's knowledge. Lady Cecdia
had not read the first novel; Heris had not read the third most recent.

The cheeses camein; the fruit remained. Heris diced awafer of orange Jebbilah cheese, and floated
acomment about visua arts. Lady Ceceliawaved that away. "Asfor me" shesaid, "l like pictures of



horses. The more accurate it is, the better. Asde from that | know nothing about the visud arts, and don't
want to. | was madeto study it when | wasagirl, but since then—no." She smiled to take the sting out of
that. "Now, let me ask you: what do you know about horses?’

"Nothing," Herissaid, "except that we had to have riding lessonsin the Academy. Officers must be
ableto st ahorse properly for ceremonial occasions. that's what they said.” In her voice was much the
same contempt her employer had expressed for visua arts. Anyone who could prefer ahorse picture,
good or bad, to one of Gorgini's explosve paintings. . .

"You don't likethem?' Lady Cecelia asked.

"What—horses? Frankly, milady, to a spacer they're Smply large, dirty, smdly animaswith an
gppdling effect on the environmenta system. | remember one time having to ingpect acommercia hauler
which was taking horses somewhere—why, | can't imagine—and it wasamess. | don't blamethe
animals, of course. They evolved on aplanet, and on something the size of a planet there's enough space
for them. But in the hold of agtarship? No."

"Did you likeriding them?" asked Lady Cecdia She had amild, vague expression which didn't suit
her.

Heris shrugged. "It wasn't as bad as some of the other thingswe had to learn. | did fairly well, in fact.
But it's S0 useless—when would anyone need to ride a horse anywhere?'

"Only on uncivilized planetswhere it rainswithout permission,” Lady Cecdiasad. Heriswas sure she
detected an edge to her voice, but the expression stayed mild. Belatedly, she remembered that the reason
her employer so wanted to be on time wasfor the start of the "fox-hunting season” which had something
to do with horses.

"Of course," she said, "many people do enjoy them. Recreationdly.”

"Yes" Thistime the edge was unmistakesble. "Many people do. I, for one. Did your lessons at the
Academy ever include riding them in the open—across country?*

"No—we had al our lessonsin an enclosed ring.”

"So you have no experience of red riding?’

Heriswondered why riding in aring was not red. The horse had been large and had smelled like a
horse. The sore muscles she got from riding had been real enough. But from her employer'sface, thiswas
not going to be apopular question. "1 haven't ridden anywhere but in those lessons, no,” she said
cautioudy.

"Ah. Then | suggest awager." Thiswith abright-eyed glance that made Heris suddenly nervous.

"A wager?'

"Yes. If therefitters are finished, and we clear this Sation forty-eight hours after we arrived—no, fifty
hours, for you will need alittle time, I'm sure, to ready for departure—then you win, and | will submit to

be lectured by you on visual artsfor ten hours. If, however, we are delayed, you lose, and will owe me
ten hours, which | shdl usein teaching you to ride—redlly ride—on my smulator.”

"An interesting wager," Heris said, nibbling her cheese. "But that assumesthat | want to bore you
with ten hours of visud arts, which | don't—I'm an admirer of some artists work, but no expert. What |
wish you knew more about was your own ship. Supposg, if | win, you spend ten hourswith melearning
how to tell if your refitters did agood job?"

"Y ou are tha confident that we will be out in fifty hours?'

"| am confident that, either way, we will both learn something worthwhile," said Heris. Lady Cecdlia
flushed.

"Y ou're mocking me—you don't think riding isworthwhile!"

"No, milady. I am not mocking you, which would be both rude and foolish. Y ou think it isimportant;
| have not, up until now, but perhaps I'm wrong. If | lose, you have the chance to convince me. And I'm



very sure that you would have been spared expense and inconvenience both had you known more about
the workings of your yacht. Did you dwaystakethe horsea. . ." She struggled for the word, then
remembered it. "A groom brought you, and get on and ride away? We were taught to inspect the. . . the
tack . . . for oursalves, to look at the animal's feet—"

"Hooves," put in Lady Cecdlia, cooler now.

"Hooves, and seeif it had any problems.”

"l seeyour point,” Lady Cecdliasaid. "No, certainly | did not take my grooms word for everything.”
The quick color had gone from her cheeks, and she seemed to have recovered her earlier good humor.
"Very wel, then: if youwin, | will sudy my yacht's particulars, and if | win, you will study horsemanship.
Isit agreed?’

"Certainly." Herisreached across and shook her employer's hand. How hard could it be, after al?
The smulator wasn't areal horse; it couldn't step on her, or bite her, or run away with her.

Whatever €l se she might have said was interrupted by achime; Lady Ceceliatouched the tabl€'s
control pad and the concierge's voice announced that her nephew and his friends were on their way up.

"No—I don't want to seethem!" Lady Cecelia said. Heris noticed the quick flow and ebb of color to
her face.

"I'm sorry, milady; they're dready in the tube.”

"Blast it!" Lady Cecdiahaf rose from her chair, and the attendants scurried to help her. She waved
them away, reseated hersdlf, and glanced at Heris. "1 apologize, Captain, for the past moment and the
coming hour. I'll get rid of them assoon as| can.”

"Aunt Cecdlia, it'sunforgivable!" That was Ronnig, firgt in the door when it opened. "That disgusting
captain of yours put usin achegp place asfar from here asyou can imagine; they don't even have a—"
He stopped abruptly as Heris turned to face him. She was ddlighted to see how far hisjaw dropped
before he got it back under control.

"It'sthe captain,” said George unnecessarily. The two young women looked ashamed of themsdlves
and their companions; the blonde one opened her mouth and shut it; the dark one spoke up in a soft
voice.

"That'salovely dress, Captain Serrano.” Heris noted that Ronnie gave her adisgusted look, so she
smiled at the young woman . . . Raffagle, she thought her name was.

"Thank you," she said swestly. "I'm glad you appreciateit.”

"Y ou might want to know," Lady Cecdiasaid, in adiiff voice, "that | approved your assignment to
that hotel. If you want to blame someone, blame me. Captain Serrano has been far too busy saving our
livesto spare any energy to make your lives miserable.”

Ronnie was astrange color two shades darker than bright pink.

"What isunforgivable," Lady Cecdliawent on, "isyour rude intruson into my dinner and private
conversation, and your insulting my captain. Y ou will apologize to Captain Serrano, now—or you can
find your own way home and take whatever punishment you get, which | am sure you richly deserve.”

"Here, now—" began George, but Lady Ceceliaquelled him with aglance. Ronnie looked from one
to the other, and gave aminute shrug.

"I'm sorry, Aunt Cecdlia. . . and Captain Serrano. It was not—I didn't mean to be rude—I just—"

"Wanted your own way. | know. And that is an entirely inadequate apology. Y ou called Captain
Serrano 'disgusting’; you will retract that." Heris had not redlized that any civilian could sound so much
likeaflag officer. Suddenly it was easy to imagine Lady Cecdiain full dress uniform with braid up to her
shoulders.

Ronnie's flush darkened and hislip curled; the glance he shot Heris was unchastened and furious. "I'm
sorry, Captain Serrano,” he said between histeeth, "that | referred to you as 'disgusting.’ It was



ungentlemanly.” Heris nodded, dismissing it. Shewould say nothing that might make thingsworse
between aunt and nephew.

"You may go now," Lady Ceceliasaid. She picked up her glass and sipped. Heris doubted if she
knew whether she had water or wineinit. The girlsturned to go at once; George backed up a step, but
Ronnie looked asif he wereinclined to argue. "Now," Lady Ceceliasaid. "And don't roam too far from
your hotel unlessyou carry acomunit. | will give you only one hour's notice to reboard, and it would not
hurt my fedingsto leave you here.”

Ronnie gave a stiff bow, turned on his hed and almost pushed the others out of the suite. When the
entrance refolded itsdlf, Lady Ceceliashook her head. "I'm truly sorry,” she said. "Ronnie suffersfrom. .
. from being the oldest boy in hisfamily, thefirst grandchild in our branch, and his parents pride. Hewas
spoiled before he was born, | daresay, if theré'saway to indulge an embryo in the tank. The messhe'sin
now—" She spread her hands. "Sorry. It's not fair to bore you with this."

Herissmiled, and sipped. Water, for her, while the refitting was going on; she could afford not the
dightest haze between her and redlity. "Lady Cecelia, nothing that concerns you bores me. Surprises me,
perhaps, but don't fear that I'm bored. If you wish to discussit—"

"| suppose you think you could straighten him out.” Lady Cecdlialooked grumpy now, inthe
aftermath of the argument.

Heris shrugged. "It's not my job, straightening out your nephew—unless you request it. And then—I
don't know. When I've had someone of his socia classto deal with, it's because he or she volunteered; |
had leverage based on their own motivation.”

"You must despise us,” Lady Cecdliasad.
"Why? Because you have a bratty nephew? I've seen admirds children with the same problem.”

"Redly. | thought military children were born sauting the obstetrician and clicked their hedls as soon
asthey stood up.” Although the tone was wry, there was an undertone of red curiogity. Herislaughed.

"Their parentswish! No, milady, we're born squaly brats the same as everyone else, and haveto be
civilized the sameway. Y our nephew seemsto methelogica result of privilege—but no worse than
others”

"Thank God for that." Lady Cecdlialooked down. "1'd been imagining you al thistime turning up
your nose a me for having such anephew." Heris hoped her face didn't reved that she had thought that,
and shook her head.

"Milady, asyou said, I've been too busy to give much thought to your nephew. Y our crew, now . . ."
Was thisthe time to bring up those problems? No. She smiled and went on. "If you want to talk about
your nephew, fed free. I'm listening.”

"Hegot introuble" Lady Cecdiasaid, with no more preamble. Herislistened to the Sory of the
prince's singer and the rest with outward calm and inward satisfaction. About what she expected from
that sort of young man. She hadn't realized he wasin the Royd Aero-Space Service—and wondered
why he'd been foisted off on hisaunt, when his colond should have been able to handle the Stuation. She
asked.

"Because my sweet sster wouldn't dlow it," Lady Cecedliasaid grimly. "He certainly could have been
postedto. .. say . .. Xingsan, where hisregiment has awork depot, for ayear. Or someplace where
he'd actualy do useful work. But Berenice interceded, and got him ayear's sabbatical—a sabbaticadl, in
the military—on the promise that he would not show hisfacein the capitd..”

"Mmm," said Heris, consdering just how Cecdlids sster could have that much influence with the
Crown. Her train of thought came out before she censored it. "Does. . . uh . . . Ronnielook much like
hisfather?'

Lady Cecdiasnorted. "Yes, but that doesn't answer your rea question. Ronni€san R.E—" At
Herissblank look she explained. "A Registered Embryo, surely you have them?”’



"I've heard of them." It cost more than ayear's salary to have an R.E., and what you were paying for
was not technology but insurance. In thisinstance it dso meant that Ronnie had not resulted from acasua
ligison.

"Anyway," Lady Cecdliawent on, "my sister Berenice decided that | should take Ronnie on. She
never has gpproved of theway | live, and | wasthere, handy."

"Because Captain Olinran late," Herissaid.

"Yes. Normally I'm &t the capital only for the family business meeting—in and out asfast as possible.
Thisyear | missed the meeting—which meant my proxy voted my shares, and not as| would have
wished—and arrived just in time for Ronni€'s disgrace. These are not unconnected; it was apparently in
celebrating hisfirst opportunity to vote his own shares at the mesting that he overindulged, and cameto
brag about the singer.”

"So—your sster had your yacht redecorated—"

"And sheis paying for Ronni€'s expenses. Up to apoint. I'm supposed to be grateful.” Lady Cecdlia
made aface; Heris wondered what had caused the bad feding in her family in thefirst place. She waited
in attentive silence, in case Lady Cecdliawanted to say more, but the older woman turned to ask the
attendants to bring the sweet. Heriswas glad to see the last of the fruit and cheese, but not redlly
interested in the sweet. She wanted afew hours deep.

"If you'll excuseme," she began. "1 redlly need to check with the refitting crew aboard, and my watch
officer.”

"Oh—certainly. Go ahead." Lady Cecdlias expresson was carefully neutrd. Did shethink Heriswas
disgusted with her? Herisfelt a surge of sympathy for the older woman. She grinned.

"I have awager to win, remember?’

That got the open smile she hoped for, and Lady Cecdliaraised her glassin saute. "We shdl see”
shesad. "I havethefeding you'll make an excdlent horsawoman.”

Herislaughed. "Asthe luck falls, and my ability to push the refitters succeeds. Seeyou later.”

* * %

Lady Cecdiawatched her captain leave the room, and wondered what the woman redlly thought.
Clearly she had more qudifications than shipboard skills done: shewaswell read, she wore good
clothes, she knew what to do with the array of egting utensils common to fine dining, and she had
surprising tact. On the face of it, she would have made afar more compatible sister than Berenice. She
let herself imagine the two of them riding side by sde acrossthetraining fields. . . relaxing together over
dinner. No. Thiswoman never relaxed, not redly, while she. . . Lady Cecdliaalowed hersdf arelaxed
sigh. Her captain might snatch afew hours deep, but would doubtless dream of wiring diagrams and
gructurd sted. She hersdlf would follow this excellent dinner with ardaxing stroll in the hotel's excdllent
garden, and then deep aslong as she liked in her luxurious bed with dl itsinventive amenities.

The gtroll and the engineered scentsin the garden eased the last of the tension her nephew's rudeness
had put in her shoulders, and she dipped into the warmed, perfumed bed contentedly. She could hear
Myrtis checking al the room's controls, murmured that sheld likeit abit cooler, and was adeep before
the cooler draft had time to reach her cheek.

Morning brought complications, as she'd expected. Thiswas not the first time one of her employees
had died, just thefirst on her yacht, and by far the most violent. She had dready contacted the legal firm
recommended by her family's own solicitors; the bright-eyed young man in forma black had been waiting
downgtairs by the concierge's desk when she emerged from her bedroom and called for breakfast. She
looked at theloca time, and whistled. Mid-morning of mainshift, and he had timeto wait on her? She
checked her captain's whereabouts while he was on the way up, and found, as she expected, that
Serrano was back at work on the yacht.

Hewastaking dmost before he got into the room. "Now, Lady Cecdlia, I'm sure youre smply



devadtated by this, but let me assure you that our firm is experienced—"

She stopped him with agesture. "Wait. I'm going to eat breakfast, and you're welcometo join me.
But no business until afterwards, though in fact I'm not devastated, and if you weren't experienced, you
wouldn't have been recommended.” That stopped him, though he fidgeted al through breskfast, refusing
to eat. Finaly his nervous twitches got to her, and she gave up on the diced crustaceansin a puree of
mixed tubers. . . . It was mediocre anyway, too heavily flavored with dill and someloca spice that burnt
her tongue without offering ataste worth the pain. Shefinished with alarge pastry, and asilver bowl of
some red jam—quite flavorful—and nodded to him. "Go on, now; what's the damage?"

"Your crewman.. . . that waskilled . . ." He seemed stunned that she wasn't falling apart. What did he
think, that older women never saw death?

"Environmenta technician NilsIklind," Lady Cecdliarecited. "He disobeyed the captain's ordersto
wesar his protective suit, opened abadly overfull dudge tank, and died of hydrogen sulfide poisoning.
Y ou have seen the data cubes?'

"Yes, maam. .. Lady Cecelia. Our senior partners reviewed them, and fedl that you have avery
strong case for accidentd death.”

"So what isthe problem?

"Wl . .." Theyoung man fidgeted some more, and Lady Cecelia began to compose the memo she
would send to the family solicitors explaining why thisfirm was not suitable. "1t's the union, maam. They
think it'sthe captain's fault for sending him into a dangerous area—for inadequate supervison in dlowing
him to enter the areawithout his suit on. Particularly since your other crewman aso did not have his suit
properly on, and saysthat dl the captain did wastdll them to meet there, suited up.”

Cecdiasniffed. "And how was the captain to know that he would open the hatch before she got
there? Why didn't he wait?'

"That's not the point. They'reinclined to argue that the captain should have been there to enforce the
order to suit up. Or at least another officer. On larger vessels, of course, there would be a supervisor.
Technicadly, Iklind held a supervisory rating, but he hadn't been acting in that capacity. And the
maintenance logs and emergency drills—"

"That was Captain Olin's misconduct; Captain Serrano told me she had begun training crew and
reestablishing the correct procedures.”

"But she hadn't completed that process yet, and that's what the union isarguing. I'll need to interview
the captain—"

" She's aboard the ship, overseeing the refitting. Y ou'd have to suit up.” A chime sounded; when she
looked, the comunit flashed discreetly. "Excuse me amoment.”

"It might be the office for me," he said, but Ceceliawaved him to sllence as she pressed the button to
her ear.

"Sorry to bother you," Captain Serrano said, "but we have a new problem that may help solve an old

one.

"What'sthat?' Cecelia asked. The young man across from her looked asif he weretrying to grow his
earslonger; it gave him avery odd expression.

"Mr. Brynear hasfound. . . items. . . in one of the scrubbers. It might explain why Iklind risked
going in unsuited, and it might explain why Captain Olin connived at afake maintenance procedure.” Her
captain said no more; Cecelia hoped it was because she assumed her employer's innocence and
intelligence both.

"Ummm. Y ou would prefer to discuss this someplace e se?'

"I would, but it is clearly amatter for law enforcement. Mr. Brynear has documented the discovery.”
Which meant law enforcement had already been summoned. What, she wondered, could Captain Olin
have been up to? Smuggling? But what? She redized she had no idea how large a™ scrubber” was, or



what would fit into it. But she couldn't ask over an unsecured com line,

"It seems| have agood chance to win our wager,” Cecdiasaid. "Where shall | meet you?| have
legd advice with me."

"We could al comethere, or you could cometo therefitters. . . . Your counsd should know. . . ."

"WEIl come." Shefdt she had to have some refuge from conflict; she would meet trouble € sewhere.
Inafew brief phrases she explained the little she understood to the young man, who gulped and asked
permission to call back to hisoffice. "While | change," she said, and headed for the bedroom and Myrtis.
What did one wear when one's crewman had died of an accident that might be related to smuggling, and
the goods—whatever they were—had been found aboard one's yacht? What could convey innocence,
outrage, and the determination to be agood citizen? She had never been skilled at this sort of thing. . . .
Berenice would have known ingtantly which scarf or pin, which pair of shoes, would give the right
impression. Ceceliaopted for formal and dark, with ahat, which hid the unruly lock of hair that wanted
to stand straight up from her head.

When she emerged, the young man explained that a senior partner would meet her at therefitter's. . .
he would escort her there, and hand over the case papers. Cecdliasmiled at him, and raged inwardly.
They should have sent asenior partner in thefirst place.. . . no doubt they were billing the family &t the
senior partner'srate.

Chapter Six

"Ah...Lady Cecdia?' The gray-haired man flicked a glance a the younger one that made him hand
over his briefcomp and then leave.

"Yes, and youre—?"
"Ser Granzia, and you're quite right that we should not have sent ajunior partner." He offered his

arm; shetook it. "We should have known that you would not call in lega help for aminor problem, and
the. . . individua who made that decision has been so informed.”

"Ah. | had wondered.” Cecdlialet hersdf be guided into the front office of the refitters. A respectful
secretary murmured that Mr. Desin and Chief Brynear were waiting for them in the conference room. Ser
Granzia, it seemed, knew the way; his guidance was subtle but unmistakable. Cecdlianoticed that the flat
gray tweed carpet of the front office gave way to aflat utilitarian surface dully reflecting the overhead
lights. On ether sde, small offices stood open, cluttered with terminds, parts, schematics. She didn't
recognize any of it. Around acorner, carpet regppeared, thistime arich green, much softer. Double
doors at the end of the corridor led into a spacious conference room with awide window to the same
sort of view her hotdl suite provided. Four people waited there, atall man in conventiona business dttire,
ashorter onein arumpled coverall, a nondescript person no doubt representing law and order, and
Captain Serrano. On the wide polished table that Ceceliarecognized as brasilwood lay asmall packet,
something lumpy encased in abag or sack.

"The owner, | presume?’ said thetall man. "I'm Eniso Desin, madam. And thisis Chief Brynear, the



individud in charge of your refitting, and Mr. Files, thelocd investigator for CenCom.”

"Lady Ceceliade Marktos aBdllinveau," said Ser Granzia. Cecelia had not heard hersdlf introduced
formally for sometime; now she remembered why she didiked it so. It sounded slly. "Of the Aranlake
Sept, fides de Barraclough.” 1t could aso go on another fivelines or so, if shedidn't stop him. The
complete formality gave the genetic makeup, politica affiliations, and socid standing of the male and
femdelinesfor Sx generations. . . but was usually reserved for those assumed to beignorant of it, and in
need of awe.

"And yes, I'm the owner," she said, when Granzia paused for breath.

"The ship'sregisry,” Filessad, "listsyou as Lady CecdliaMarktos. | presume that's equivaent?’

"Yes" Cecdiasad. "Theregistry doesn't have room on the owner'slinefor al of it. | asked, and they
said it would be adequate.”

"And you are the same Lady Ceceliato whom the yacht designated SY -00021-38-HOX was
origindly registered?'

"Yes, of coursel am.” Who e se, her tone said.

His gaze flicked from her to Captain Serrano and back. "Then | regret to inform you that your vessel
has gpparently been involved inillegd activities of acrimind nature." Cecdiawondered what illegd
activities of anon-criminal nature would be, but didn't ask. "How long hasthis. . . Captain Serrano . . .
been your commanding officer?’

"Since| left the Court. | dismissed my former captain for incompetence and refusal to follow my
orders, and Captain Serrano had just resigned from the Regular Space Service. She had signed with the
employment agency | use and they recommended her highly."

"And that agency is?"

"l don't see what this hasto do with anything," Cecdliasaid, beginning to fed grumpy. Whatever was
going on, she was sure Captain Serrano hadn't been involved. The woman might be a stiff-necked
military prig, but she wasn't any kind of acrimina. ""Perhaps you would be kind enough to explain just
what sort of illegd activity you aretaking about.”

"Do you know what that is?" Files pointed to the packet on the table.

"No." Shefdt her browsrising, asmuch irritation asignorance. She didn't like people playing games
with her. "'l suppose you are going to explain?'

"In good time, madam. Y ou're sure you've never seen it before?”

"| told you—" she began in an exasperated voice; Ser Granziaintervened.

"Excuseme, but if you are contemplating crimind charges againgt Lady Cecdlia, or her captain, you
surdy remember that you must inform them.”

"I know that," Filessaid. "But if the lady had nothing to do with it, her answer might hedp—"

"| think shewill answer no further questions until you have explained, to my satisfaction, whet you
think it is" Ser Granzids voice, mellow and lush though it was, contained no hint of yielding.

"We believeit to be smuggled goods. It has not yet been subjected to forensic examination, but just
glancing at it my guessis proprietary data” From Files's expression, he hoped she wouldn't understand.

"Y ou mean—trade secrets? Something an—an indudtria spy might have made off with?

"Possibly. Because proprietary datais secret—"

"Are secret," Ceceliamurmured. She might not know much about industry, but she knew datawas a
plura noun. Files grimaced.

"Whatever you say, madam. Are secret—anyway, theft is not reported. It may not be known. It's not
likejewdsinavault."

"Could it be military?' That from Heris Serrano. Cecelialooked at her captain who looked back with
dark, inscrutable eyes.



"Possbly,” Filessad. "Forengcswill tell us." Clearly he had no intention of sharing histurf with
anyone. "Then, if itis—"

"Heet should know." Not even aridiculous purple uniform could make Heris Serrano look
unimportant. Ceceliatried to imagine her former captain in the same garb, and realized that he'd have
looked like apurple blimp straining at itstether. Thiswoman, in his black, would have looked dangerous.
"Heet forenscs could assig.”

"I'll bethe judge of that," Filessaid. Ser Granziagtirred at Cecdlids side; Files shot him aglance.
"Didyou have legal advice, Ser Granzia?'

"That if it ispossbly amilitary secret, the captain is correct: some representative should be present
when it isexamined in any detail. Otherwise we may dl find ourselves compromised. Y ou remember, no
doubt, the decision of Army versus Stillinbagh?*

"Very well." Fileslooked angry. "1 will inform theloca military attaché."

"Perhaps," Ser Granziasaid, "we could wait while you did s0?"

Cecdiawondered if shewasimagining the threat in histone. Files flushed, asked for acomlink, and
spokeintoit. He set it back down with care, asif heredly wanted to throw it through thewall, and said
the attaché would be dong shortly. Ceceliawasin no mood to wait for moreinformation. "Captain
Serrano,” she began, bypassing Files, "can you tell me how thiswas found?"

Her captain smiled, asif glad to be asked the question. 'Y es—you remember that | authorized
Vearsin and Co. to exchange dl damaged units from the environmenta system, rather than repairing
them in place?'

"Of course" Cecdiasad.

"That was for reasons of both time and safety. Y ou may recdl that | aso had Mr. Brynear document
the condition of those components, to back up your damage claim on Diklos and Sons." When Cecelia
nodded, she went on. " Some components could be repaired, and we were to get arefund on those. In
the process of examining the components removed, Mr. Brynear's technicians found items secreted in
severd. Most suggestively, in the scrubber which we were going to examine when Iklind waskilled
because he didn't have his suit on.”

Cecdiafdt only confusion. "What doesthat have to do with it?* Before Serrano could answer,
Cecdliaredized. "Oh—he knew something was there? Something you'd find?'

"We can't know, Lady Cecdlia" Heris glanced at Files, who clearly wished she wouldn't explain
more, but she went on. "Theresachain of occurrences that makes me suspicious of 1klind and possibly
othersformerly or presently in the crew. The system flush and recharge that Diklos and Sons didn't do.
The curioudy inefficient course your former captain set on the way to Court, which made you late.
Iklind's gpparent haste to get to that scrubber before | did—at the cost of hisown life.”

"Y ou think he was smuggling something. Iklind and . . . and Captain Olin?" First came anger: how
dare he? And then fear . . . how had she not known what was happening on her ship? How were the
smuggled itemstrandferred if they were? Would Olin have opened the ship to boarders?

"It's possible, madam," said Files, with asharp glance at Heris. " Ship's crews have been known to do
S0, without an owner's knowledge. Of course, sometimes the owner isalso involved.”

"Surely you jest." That was dl she could say. The impertinence of the man!

"Areyou suggesting the Lady Ceceliawasinvolved in any putativeillegd act?' asked Ser Granzia
"Remember—"

"l remember the Sihil-Tomaso ruling, Ser Granzia," said Files. "1 made no accusation; | merely
answered what seemed to be Lady Cecdlid's question.” His smile was more of asmirk, she decided. He
went on. "Now: proceduraly, we must impound the evidence, which includesthelocation inwhich it was
found; I'm afraid your ship isthat location—" Ceceliacould hardly believe her ears. Was everything
agang her?



"Not so, Mr. Files." Her captain's crisp voice interrupted Files. " The scrubbers were not in the ship
when the itemswere found. They had already been removed. All environmenta system componentsare
dockside; what'sin the Sveet Delight isnew and empty.”

"But that'swhere they were," Filessaid. "On that ship with the contraband in them. There may be
more, hidden somewhere dse. It doesn't matter where the scrubbers were when the evidence was
actudly found—"

"Onthe contrary." Ser Granzias honey-smooth voice had an edgeto it now. "According to the rules
of evidencein alist of rulings going back to Essex versus Jovian Mining Ltd., impoundment of the
container does not include impoundment of the vessdl in which that container was transported, if the
discovery occurred while the container was not aboard.”

"But we know the contraband was aboard,” Files said, more loudly.

"But it doesn't matter, Mr. Files." Ser Granziadid not raise his voice, but Ceceliasaw the other man
wilt. "Therulingsaredl clear, and dl in favor of my client. | will be glad to get alocd ruling, of course,
but I'm sure it will uphold my client's position. Now—shall we contact Fleet? | believe it is better for us
to do thistogether."

Fileslooked angry, but nodded; Ser Granziaturned to Eniso Desin, the senior partner of Velarsin
and Co. "May we use your equipment?"

"Of course, Ser Granzia. But | am afraid that we cannot give Lady Cecdiafull credit for the
reparable elements of the system until they are released from officia custody. . . . | am sorry, but—"

"l quite understand,” Ser Granziasaid. "Indeed, it would be unfair, and my client will be satisfied if
you keep account of what was impounded; if it should be released, and still worth repair, perhaps you
will bid onit?'

"Oh, certainly," Desin said. "Mr. Brynear assures me that at least sixty percent of the components
would be worth working on."

"Excdlent." Ceceliawondered if she, too, should say something, but Ser Granziarolled on. "Now—it
seemsto me, Mr. Files, that the discovery of items secreted in the scrubber suggests amotive for 1klind
to attempt removad a risk of hislife. Infact, it strongly suggests his complicity in someillegd activity, and
Captain Serrano's innocence. | would suggest that a search warrant, limited to Iklind's persond items and
storage spaces, might prove fruitful .

"But—!" Cecdiagot that much out before his hand clamped on her wris.

"It need not," he went on, "inconvenience Lady Cecdliaor interfere with her schedule, provided that
you act in atimey manner.”

"Right." Files seemed sapped of energy. Ceceliawondered if Ser Granzids voice had a hypnotic
overlay. "I'll—get that done as soon as we've contacted the military."

Before she knew how it happened, Cecdliafound hersdlf sitting across atable from Heris Serranoin
Desin's private office, with atray of hot pastriesand avariety of drinks before her. Ser Granziawas il
in conference with Mr. Filesand Desin; Desin's assistant had brought the refreshments and now |eft them
aone. Ceceliawatched her captain pour herself a cup of something hot from afluted pot. The woman
had aquality Cecdliahad not yet defined, but found attractive. She never fidgeted, never seemed divided
againg hersdf. Y et she did not seem insengitive . . . someone who had read and enjoyed Siilvaas could
not beinsengtive,

"Y ou may win our wager, milady," she said now. She offered the seaming cup to Cecelia, who
shook her head. She wanted something cold, and chose a bottle of fruit juice from an ice bucket.

"Circumstances have changed,” Cecdiasaid. "Perhaps| should withdraw?'

"No—awager'sawager." Serrano's short black hair actually moved when she shook her head;
Cecdiahad begun to wonder if it wasawig. "I shal look forward to my lessons on your mechanical
horse." She had an engaging grin, Cecdlia decided, which made her ook years younger.



"Ummm. | il think the interruption of officialdom makesit unfair: suppose | exchange honorsand let
you teach me more about my ship? I'm now convinced my own ignorance is both inconvenient and
culpable”

The dark eyes measured her; Cecdiafelt suddenly asif she had become anovicerider, facing astern
judgein her firgt event. Why had awoman with such agift of command given up her commisson?
Cecdiacould not bdieveit was anything dishonorable.. . . not with those eyes. A mistake? A quarrd?
She had not seemed quarrel some so far, even when confronted with Ronni€'s rudeness.

"If itisyour pleasure,” Serrano said. "Then | will be very glad to show you over your ship. But |
cannot consider it asyour obligation under our wager unless| actualy win . . . and despite the best your
legd firm can do, | expect wewill belate leaving.”

Cecdliasnorted. "I'm beginning to think this year's season is jinxed. Here | wasinvited for the
opening day—jplanned to be early for once, planned to attend the first ball, even. Then Olin got meto
Court late, and | had young Ronnie foisted on me, and now this. If I'm not careful I'll break aleg or
something and miss hunting dtogether.”

"How long doesit last? If it's more than afew days, we should be there for some of it."

The ignorance surprised her again, but she reminded herself that even among her class, not everyone
knew much about fox hunting. "The seasonisjust thet," she said gently. "A whole season—inthiscase, a
planetary quartile. Idedlly, fox hunting is donewhen it is cool enough so that the horses don't overhest in
the long chase, damp enough for houndsto pick up the scent.”

“Then—"

"Oh, well arrive beforeit's over, if something else doesn't happen. But it's the opening—the first
day—that excitement—" Cecelia stared out the window at the view without seeing it. Y ou can't
understand; you haven't been there. | love it anyway, wet days and dry; I'm one of the last to leave. It's
just different, thet'sall.”

"Did you ever do any sailing?" Serrano asked.

"Sailing?Y ou mean on water?' When Serrano nodded, Cecdiawent on. "Yes, alittle. Bunny has
lodges onidand groups; | remember sailing little boats, hardly more than floatboards, one afternoon.
Why?'

"Because what you describe for hunting reminds me of racing season a my grandparents place on
Lowein. There again there's a season, awesather pattern, that fitsthe sport, and on thefirst day dl the

boats, from the little sailboards up to square-riggers, parade along the coast. Everyone wantsto be
there”

Cecdliarecognized the note of longing. "Did you race sailboats?'

Serrano smiled. "A cousin and | did, before we went in the Academy—it was a Rix-class, which
wouldn't mean anything to you, any more than horse terms do to me. And | crewed on alarger yacht one
ummer.”

"And will you do that when you retire? Go back there and sail ?"

Serrano's face seemed to close into an impenetrable shell. "No, milady. Lowein iswhere Fleet
officersretire. . . . | wouldn't fit in there, and I've no desire to embarrass my family."

"I hardly think you'd embarrass anyone," Cecdliasaid. "Isit such adisgrace to captain my yacht?'
She was surprised hersdf a how angry shefelt at that thought.

"No—not at dl." The voice carried no conviction, though. "Nothing to do with that—this—at dll."
Serrano managed aforced smile. "Never mind—my retirement plans are far away, and we have a
present problem: how to get you to your hunt on time. I'll check with Sirkin, and seeif we can't cut some
corners.”

"With your concern for my safety?' That was meant as ajoke, but came out sharper than she had
intended.



"Y es—with due concern for your safety.” Serrano was serious again. "There's another matter,
milady. It's about your crew."

"What—do you think they're dl smugglers?* Again, alightness she couldn't sustain. Ceceliashook
her head. "I'm sorry: | am trying to be funny and it's not working."

"No wonder," Serrano said. "Y ou have had your schedule disrupted; you have lost acrewman
through a dangerous accident; you have nearly been accused of smuggling; and you had to spend severd
days of uncomfortabletravel under emergency restrictions. Frankly, | think you're holding up surprisingly
wdl."

"Youdo?'

"Y es. Nonethdless, | must bother you about the crew.” Serrano paused to sip from her cup and take
abite of pastry. Cecdlianoticed again the dark smudges under her eyes—had she dept enough? Or was
it worry? She picked up a pastry hersdlf, and tried it. Leathery, compared to those her own cook turned
out. "You hired your crew from one employment agency,” Serrano said. "Who recommended that
agency toyou?'

"I hired you from the same agency," Cecdiasad. "What difference does that make?'

"It'sabit of embarrassment, but . . . they don't send you their best. They admitted that to me, when |
asked them to forward some information on the crew.”

"But—but I'm a Bellinveau!" Cecdliasvoicerose. "Surely they wouldn't—"

"What they said,” Serrano brokein, "wasthat you did not need the level of expertisethat alarge ship
did. Their top people go to big shipping and passenger lines, where they have a chance to move up—"

"| pay very high sdaries” Cecdliasaid. "That ought to mean something, if my name doesn't.” She
didn't like being interrupted, and she didn't like the implication that her ship was unimportant compared to
acommercid liner.

"It means you get greedy incompetents.” Serrano stared her down; Cecdliafdt again the power of
that dark gaze. Then her face relaxed and she grinned. "Except me, of course. | wasn't so much greedy
as desperate to get acivilian job. But they did not recommend me for acommercid ship because of my
background—the big corporationslike to train their own people their own way, and find amilitary
background a hindrance. Y ou've got a very good navigator in Sirkin—she topped her exams, and I'm
very satisfied with her work." Ceceliahad the feding that "very satisfied” from Captain Serrano would
have been a dozen flowery adjectives from someone e se. "But the others, milady, looked on your yacht
as acushy berth where they would be well paid for doing little, and your previous captains seem to have
concurred.”

"But everything seemed to run smoothly,” Ceceliasaid, trying to remember if shed ever noticed
anything. Not redlly. Aslong as she arrived where she wanted to, when she wanted to, she had assumed
the ship wasfine. It certainly cost enough. "And | had the regular maintenance and ingpections—I don't
know what more| could have done." Even asshe said it, sherealized how she'd fedl if someone said that
about a stable in which they boarded their horses. She had had contempt for owners who didn't know,
who didn't seem to care, about the details of stable management. Apparently she had made the same
error with her own ship.

Serrano did not seem surprised, but didn't dwell on the point. "Y ou paid for them, you mean. Y ou
had to trust your crew, because you didn't know yoursalf what to look for. And | think that for some
yearsyou had hones, if less than superb, crew memberswho did their dutiesfairly well. A good captain
would have been enough, to provide the initiative and discipline for crew who were competent but
uningpired. But in Massmir Olin, you did not have agood captain. | don't know with any certainty, but |
suspect that he was looking for exactly such aship, asmal but fast vessel bel onging to someone with no
knowledge of ships or space, avessel whose owner might be expected to visit places closed to
commercid trade. Y ou let him choose replacement crew, of course, and when old Titinka had that heart
attack, he hired Iklind—from the same agency astheres."



"But it'squite reputable,” Ceceliasaid. Her mind whirled. She had never thought of
hersel f—independent to the point of eccentricity and with no romantic susceptibilities—as anyone's
natural prey. Theimage of hersdlf asafat sheep which awolf might stalk seemed both ridiculous and
disgugting. "It'sthetop agency initsfidd.” Implicit in that was the assumption that no Bellinveau would
useless.

"It isreputable,” said Serrano. "But no agency isimmune from penetration. Where thereisblood, the
blood-suckers gather: wherethereiswedlth . . "

"I know the saying," Cecdliasaid. "But | never expected it to apply to me—I'm old, unattached and
intend to remain that way, my money will revert to thefamily when | die—"

"Y ou are free trangportation for your crew,” Serrano said. ™Y ou pay well enough that they know you
must have more—you have everything done by top firms. But | think for Olin it was the places you could
go without comment—the places he wanted to go, which you could take him to."

Cecdiathought about that, and set it asde. What Olin's motives had been did not concern her now.
"Y ou had a point to make about the crew?’ she asked. Serrano's twinkle rewarded her for coming back
to that point.

"Yes, | did. | had intended to suggest some replacements of the least effective after your season of
hunting; considering what's happened, | think you have both cause and jutification for making some
changes now. Assuming you don't want to start with me."

"Dont beslly!" Cecdliasad. "I don't blameyou for any of this."

Serrano shrugged. "Y ou might well have. Good captains don't et such accidents happen. Anyway,
you need areplacement for Iklind. I'm serioudy concerned about the entire environmental department,
and would suggest you dso drop the new juniors, retaining only the survivor of the accident. Mr. Gavin |
believe to be honest, though totally devoid of initiative, and | think he can be salvaged by some good
training. Your pilot . . . actually, besides hismanner, | have no complaint of his performance. But he
strongly defended Olin's choice of course, in the face of a possible course that would have had you on
your schedule. | suspect his complicity. We could do without apilot, | am licensed for that duty, a
separate qudification, and the expense of this refitting would explain your dropping him entirely.”

"But can we find good crew out here?' Ceceliaasked.

"Yes—infact I've asked Mr. Brynear about that aready. Asthisisamagor repair facility, there are
aways crews coming through. Someone is sick, and stays behind; someone is unhappy and jumps
ship—not that we want that sort. Velarsin and Co., and other firms, hire these temporaries, and their
work records here give us something to go on. Also there are people who start in refitting who want to
work aboard aship; if they've taken their exams, and we interview their supervisors, we can find some
good ones. But it'sup to you, milady.”

Exactly what she didn't want, on her ship. She wanted it to function perfectly without her having to
make any decisonsat dl. Just transportation . . . but of course, there were people who looked at horses
asjudt trangportation, and she knew what she thought of them. "I've dways|eft it up to my captans,”
Cecdiasad dowly. "Areyou asking meto interview with you, or—"

"If you wish; it might be helpful to you to understand what | would look for in applicants. But what |
meant isthat | would not dismiss your employees without gross negligence on their part. Y ou had some
input, | assume, in the size of crew when you started out?”

"Wadl . ..tobehonest . .. | took the advice of the employment agency even then. Told them what |
had bought, and asked them to arrange a crew.” She could see by her captain's expression that thiswas
not the right thing to have done. She shook her head. "1 was afool, wasn't 1? Just like people I've known
who've gone broke with racing stables. It just never occurred to me that the same things could happen
here, inasmplelittle yacht." Serrano's expression did not change, but her eyes softened.

"Y ou had other thingsto think about, I'm sure. Why don't you come aong to some of the interviews,
at least, and begin to pick up some of the terms? It will impress gpplicants, and it won't bother me."



"Fine. | will." Shewould learn every screw and bolt on her ship, the way she had once learned the
anatomy of horses and every piece of leather and meta on her tack. How could she have | eft hersdlf
unguarded likethis?

"And don't be hard on yourself," Serrano said. Cecdlia blinked. Was the woman amind reader as
well?"Remember, | il don't know anything about horses.”

* * %

"Welcome aboard, milady,” Heris said. Eight hourslate, they would be, undocking, but she felt happy
anyway. Better agood job than afast doppy one. She had inspected the replacements with Mr. Brynear
sx hours before, and knew the new system was up to spec. Her new environmental team knew what
they were doing, and Timmonswas rapidly learning; he wanted to keep hisjob. The disgruntled pilot had
complained bitterly about being dumped in the middle of nowhere; Lady Cecdiahad findly paid his
passage to one of the inner worlds of the system, even though her legal advisor said it wasn't necessary.
Lady Cecdliahad told her gleefully about the stormy battle going on between Diklos & Sons, the
insurance company, and her lawyers; she thought she would get her money back, at the least, and she
had convinced the union that Iklind's death was probably due to the bad work done by Diklos. . . so
now Diklos had the union on their backs aswell. Lady Cecelias staff had boarded an hour ago. Heris
had given Bates the staff emergency directives, and held taken them without comment . . . They would
soon begin emergency drills, proper drills, and thiswould be aproper ship.

"Thank you, Captain Serrano." Lady Cecdliaand her maid came aboard serendly, asif nothing had
happened; Heris saw her eyesflicker at the change in uniform. Heris had squeezed in avisit to agood
taillor, and whileit was till purple, it lacked the scarlet, tedl, and cream trim and about half its gold braid.
The docking access tube sill had athick carpet, but the walls were properly bare for ingpection, conduits
and tubing color-coded in accordance with Transportation Department directives.

Behind Lady Cecdlia, her nephew and hisfriends straggled in. Heris watched them with contempt
behind her motionlessfeatures. Rich, spoiled brats, she thought. A waste of talent, if they have any; a
waste of the genetic materid and wedth it took to rear them thisfar. She gave acrisp "Welcome
aboard," and then walked past them out the tube to the dockside. Bates was waiting in the passage to
see to anything more they needed. She would have avoided the greeting atogether except that she
wanted to say alast few wordsto Brynear.

"I hear you had awager with your owner," he said, grinning at her. " She making you pay up?"
"Sheld have let me off, congdering the circumstances,” Heris said, grinning back. Sheliked his sort of
toughness, his competence. He reminded her of the best sheld known, amemory she didn't want right

now. She pushed it out of her mind. "But the forfeit's to learn more about what fascinates her—horses, of
al thingsl—and if I'm to be agood captain for her, | need to understand her."

"If it weren't rude and nosy, I'd ask you aquestion,” Brynear said.

"Itis, and | won't answer it," Heris said, with an edge. Then she softened. "I know what you'd ask,
and I'm not ready to talk about it. Just wanted to thank you for agood job donewell in ahurry. I'm glad
we were able to argue our way past your schedule—and sorry to disrupt it.”

"Y ou can disrupt my schedule anytime,” Brynear said. "As| would have made clear, if you weren't
leaving so soon.”

"You can repair my ship anytime," Heris said, smiling. He was dtractive, but not thet attractive. Y et.
The other memorieswere till too clear. "As| did make clear—but | wish we didn't have to leave now.
Thanks"

"Yourewelcome, Captain." He threw her acivilian's verson of asalute and turned away. Heris went
back to the ship and thoroughly enjoyed showing her crew that she was as good as the former pilot at

undock and tug maneuvers.
* * %

"Y ou shouldn't have insulted the captain to her face" Raffasaid severely. They were two days out of



refitting, two days of cool courtesy between Cecelia and the young people. Ronnie pouted, but she did
not relent. "Don't put out your lip a me," she said. "It waswrong, and you know it."

"I didn't know she wasthere. | didn't know Aunt Cecelia had approved it. It'stoo bad, redlly. | never
asked to come dong on thisridiculous cruise; it was al my mother'sidea.”

"Y ou'd rather be supervising aloading team at Scavell or Xingsan?' asked Buttons. "Come on, now,
Ronnie. . . thisisn't bad. | admit, | wasn't planning to be home for the season this year—no more than
Bubbles—but it's not asif visiting my father were ahardship.”

"That's not what | meant,” Ronnie said. He looked around for sympathy, and found expressions that
told him he was boring, and boring was one thing they would not accept.

"Why don't we swim?" asked Bubbles. "Now that we can use the pool again, anice swim would be
fun." She dretched her long, egant arms, and wriggled in away that suggested something other than
svimming.

The others agreed; Ronnie knew he should swalow his sulks and go with them, but the sulks were
too embedded. "Go ahead," he said, when they turned to look back at him. "I'm going to try Beggarman
onemoretime." That wasthe computer game they'd been playing until it palled . . . and Ronnie never had
gotten above the eighth leve.

He had no red intention of playing Beggarman. . . . He wanted to regain the ground he felt he'd lost
with the cgptain. A private gpology should do it; he had charmed hisway past fiercer dragonsthan this.
No woman of her age could be immune to boyish charm. He showered, put on afresh jumpsuit, and
looked at himsdf in the mirror. He dicked his hair: innocence? No. It looked asif he weretrying for
innocence. Hetouded it: mischievouswaif? Y es. That should do it. He waited until the others had logged
into the pool enclosure. Then he strolled down the curving passage, dipped through the hatch between
crew and staff areas, and found hisway to the bridge. It wasn't that hard; he had memorized the ship plan
on his deskcomp.

The bridge did not meet his expectations. He had envisioned something like the bridge of the training
cruiser. . .. Asde from that, and the small craft held piloted, hed never been aboard a ship. He stared at
the small room crowded with screens and control boards, the watch seats crammed in Side by side, the
command bench hardly an arm'slength from any of them. Something wasgoing on. . . . He sensed the
tension, heard it in the low voices that reported values he did not understand. He had expected to find
slence, even boredom; he had expected to be awel come break in a monotonous shift. But no one
seemed to notice him. Captain Serrano uttered a series of numbers asif they wereimportant. . . . But
how could they be, out here in the middie of nowhere? It must be one of her stupid drills or something.

With al the confidence of youth and privilege, Ronnie strolled into the crowded space.

"Excuse me, but when you've got amoment, Captain, I'd like to speak to you.” He spoke with the
forthright but courteous tone of someone with a perfect right to be where he was, doing what he was. He
expected a prompt response.

He did not expect the smart crack of an open hand across hisface; it sent him redling into the back of
someone's chair. He grabbed for a support, and found a handy rail aong the bulkhead. His cheek hurt;
his mouth burned. Anger raged along his bones, but he was still too shocked to move. Serrano's voice
continued, low and even, with one number after another. Someone repeated them, and he saw hands
flicker across control boards. Just as he got his breath back, he felt the gut-deep wrench he knew from
hisonetraining voyage: the yacht wasflicking in and out of aseries of jump points.

Anger drained away; fear flooded him now. Jump trangitions. . . they'd been near jump transitions,
and if hedd interfered they might &l have been killed. The quick remorse he was never too proud to fed

swept over him. He gulped back the apology he wanted to make—he should wait, he should be sure it
was safe.

Then Captain Serrano turned to him, anger on her dark face. "Don't you ever come on my bridge
again, migter," she said. Ronnie's eyes did around the room; no one looked at him. "Go on—get out.”



"But |—I came to say something.”
"l don't want to hear it. Get off the bridge.”
"But | want to apologize—"

Shetook astep toward him and he redlized that he was afraid of her—afraid of awoman ahead
shorter—in away he had not feared anyone since childhood. She took another step, and his hand fell
away fromtherail; he backed up. "Y ou can gpologize to my crew for nearly getting usdl killed," she
said. "And then you can go away and not come back."

"I'm—I'm sorry,” said Ronnie, with agulp. It was not working the way he'd planned. "1—I redlly
am." She came yet another step closer, and he backed up; she reached out and heflinched . . . but she
touched a button on the bulkhead, and a hatch did closed four inches from hisnose. BRIDGE ACCESS:
PRESS FOR PERMISSION appeared on alightboard aboveit. Ronnie stood there long enough to
redizethat his cheek gill hurt, and she wasn't going to et him back in. Then he got really angry.

"It wasn't my fault,” he told George later. No one €l se had seemed to notice, but George had asked
about the mark on hisface. "l mean, it was, in away, but | didn't mean to interrupt during ajump
trangtion. Shedidn't haveto take it that way. Damned military arrogance. She hit me—the owner's
family—all she had to do was explain. Just you wait—I'll get even with her."

"Areyou surethat'sagood idea?' But George's eyes had lit up. He loved intrigue, especialy
vengeance. George had engineered some of their best escapades in school, including the ripely dead rat
appearing on the service platter at a banquet for school governors.

"Of course," Ronnie said. " She has other duties; we have nothing to do between here and Bunny's
place but get bored and crabby with each other.” He felt much better, now that he'd decided. "First thing
is, well get into the computer and find out more about her.”

"Y ou could dways give alittle kick to one of her drills," George said.

"Exactly." Ronnie grinned. Much better. A good attack beats defense every time; held read that
someplace.

Chapter Seven

Heris could have believed the Sweet Delight knew it smelled sweeter—or perhapsit responded to
the changein the attitude of its crew. Without the sour-faced pilot, and the ingpt moles, with the addition
of two eager, hardworking newcomers, crew aliances shifted and solidified around anew axis. A
healthier one, to Heriss mind. They were not yet what she would cal sharp, but they weretrying, now.
No one complained about the emergency drills. No one douched around with the listless expression that
had so worried her before. Perhapsit was only fear of losing their jobs, but she hoped it was something
better.

It had been unfortunate that she'd hit the owner's nephew. She knew that; she knew it was her fault
from gtart to finish. She had let them leave the hatch to the bridge open. . . . On such asmall ship, witha



small crew, where the owner never ventured into the working compartments, it had seemed safe. She
had not noticed when he came, and when he artled her she had silenced him in away that might have
been hazardous—would have been, with some people. She was ashamed of hersdlf, even though they'd
made it through afairly tricky set of trangtion points safely.

She cdlled Cecdiaas soon as they were through, and explained. "It was my fault for not securing the
bridge—"

"Never mind. He's been insufferable thiswhole trip; his mother spoiled him rotten.”

"But | should have—"

Cecdiainterrupted her again. "It's not a problem, | assure you. If you want to fed chastened,
schedule your firgt riding lesson today."

Herishad to laugh at that. "All right. Two hours from now?"
"I'll bethere. Regular gymsuit will do for now.”

Herisfinished the necessary documentation of jump point transition, completed afew more minor
chores, and |eft the bridge to Mr. Gavin.

* % %

"This," said Cecdiachearfully, "isyour practice mount." Heris had expected something likeametd or
plastic horse shape on some kind of spring arrangement, but the complicated machinein front of her
looked nothing at dl like ared horse. Except for the saddle—atraditiond |lesther saddle—on a
cylindrical section that might have been plagtic, it could have been an industria robot of some sort, with
itsjointed appendages, power cable connectors, sockets, and dangling wireswith ominousllittle clips.
Heris had seen something vaguely likeit in one of the wilder bars on Durango. . . . Only that had been,
she thought, amechanica bucking bull.

Thejointed extension in the front, Cecelia explained, acted as the horse's neck and head, alowing the
rider to usered reins. At the moment, the real reins were looped neatly from ahook on oneside. "There
are sensorsin the head,” Cecelia said, "which record how much rein pressure you're using, and feed back
to the software. Y ank the reins, and thisthing will respond very much likeared horse. You'll aso get an
audible tone, to let you know when your rein pressureis uneven.” The VR hemet rosefroma
cantilevered extension behind the saddle. "'It's set now at beginner level," Cecdliasaid. "I'll control pace
and direction; you'l just fed the gaits at firs." She stood near awaist-high control panel, which Heris
noted had severd socketsfor plug-in modules aswell asthe usual array of touchplates.

Heris stared at the thing. She had not enjoyed the obligatory riding lessons at the Academy that
much, and thislooked like the perfect apparatus for making someonelook stupid and clumsy. But a bet
was a bet, and she owed Ceceliaten hours. The sooner she mounted, the sooner it would be over.

"Y ou don't haveto usethe VR helmet at firgt," Cecdiasaid. "Why not just get on and off afew times,
and let me gart it walking?'

"Fine." Heristried to remember just how mounting went. Left foot in the stirrup, but her hands. . . ?
On thereal horse they'd been taught to grip the reins and put ahand on the neck in front of the saddle;
here that would have meant on apair of gray cylinderslike dim pipes. She put both hands on the front of
the saddle and hauled herself upward. The machine lurched sdeways, with afaint hiss of hydraulics, and
she dipped back to the deck.

"Sorry," Cecdliasad, trying to hideagrin. "I wasn't ready to correct for that kind of mount. Y ou
need to be closer, and push off more strongly with your right leg. Straight up, then swing your leg over. If
you hang off the Side of ared horse likethat, it'slikely to unbalance, reach out aleg, and step onyou.”

Heristried again, thistime successfully. She felt around with her right foot until she got the stirrup on.
Ceceliacame over and moved her feet dightly. "Weight on the bals of your feet, for now. We'regoing to
gart with asimple al-around seet. And no reinsfor now, until you've got the seet right. Just clasp your
wrigsin front of you. Let me connect the other sensors. . ." Thismeant clipping adozen dangling wires



to Heriss clothing; she felt she was being restrained by gnats. Cecdliaretreated to the control column and
touched something. The machine lurched; Heriswondered if she was about to be thrown off, but it
settled down to arhythmic roll and pitch. Her body remembered that it felt quite abit likeriding aredl
horse.

"Its—dtrange," she said. She might haveto take riding lessons, but she didn't have to refrain from
comment.

"It'sexpensive," Cecdiasad. "Mogt riding sms are limited to three gaits, one speed at each gait, and
al youcandoisgoinadcircleor straight. This one can keegp mein shape." Herisdid not say what she
thought thistime: keeping one old woman in shape hardly suggested that the smulator had greet powers.
She didn't haveto refrain from comment, but she didn't have to be rude, either.

"Let metry the hdmet now," she said ingtead. If her face was covered by that mass of
instrumentation, no sudden expression could give her away.

"Go ahead,” Cecdiasaid. "1 think you'll be surprised.”

The hdmet had dl the usud attachments and adjustments; Herisgot it on asthe sm kept up its
movement. As her eyes adapted to the new visua field, she saw in front of her a horse's neck swinging
dightly up and down, withtwo ears. . . and reinslying on that neck, and along line from the horse's head
to someone standing in the center of awhite-railed ring. "1t doesn't look like you," she said. "Who'sthe
brown-haired man with hisarmin ading?"

"Sorry." Cecdias voicein the hemet sounded masculine for amoment, then changed. " Someone |
used to train with—isthat better?* Now it was Cecdlig, but ayounger Cecelia—her hair flaming
red-gold, her tall body dressed in sweater and riding breeches. She looked vibrant and happy and far
more attractive than Heris had imagined her.

"Yes—it redly doeslook likeahorse." Of course, the smulator for acruiser redly did look likea
cruiser, and the smulator for a Station tug redly did look like a Station tug. That'swhat smulators were
supposed to do, but maybe Cecedliadidn’t know that.

"Like any horse," Cecdiasaid, and into the helmet gppeared a dizzying array of horse necks and
ears black, brown, white, gray, short, long, thick, thin, with and without manes. Heris blinked.

"| can seethat." But after all, how hard could it be to change colors and lengths of neck? It wasn't
like going from, say, the bridge of aflagship like Descant to the bridge of atug, or ashuttle. All horses
were basicdly aike, large smelly four-legged mammasthat would carry you around if you had no better
trangportation. Thevisua settled back to the original neck and ears—Ilight brownish yellow.

"Now—you're going to reverse." Heris expected to halt and back up, but reversein this case meant
making an egg-shaped turn and beginning to circle in the opposite direction, once more facing forward.
Different terminology: shefiled it away. Next time she would be properly braced for the turn, rather than
the halt.

By the end of that first hour, she had walked virtud circlesin both directions, halted, reversed, and
even done enough trotting to make her thighs ache. She remembered this from her Academy days.
There, too, they had walked and trotted back and forth until their legs hurt. 1t seemed pointless, but
harmless, and it might even be good exercise. When she lifted off the helmet, Cecdliasmiled up at her.

"And did you find it as bad as you expected?’

"No...butisthet dl thereis?'

Cecdids grin might have warned her, she thought later. "Not at al—I go faster.”

"You...race?'

"Not racing. Eventing. Do you know what thet is?"

Heris racked her memory, and came up with nothing. Event—had to be a sporting event of some
kind, she presumed. But what?

"Would you like to see?' Cecdliaasked.



"Yes. Of course.” Anything her employer cared about that much ought to be important to her.

She had not expected anything like the cube Cecelia showed her, and came up from it breathless.
"Y ou—did that? That was you on that yellow horse?!

"Chestnut. Y es. That wasmy last championship ride."

"But those. . . those—obstacl es> —were s0 big. And the horse was running so fast.”

Cecdiagrinned at her, clearly delighted at her surprise. "I thought you didn't understand. That's
what's different about thissimulator. You cando dl that onit . . . well, dl but fdling in the actua water, or
getting stepped on by the actua horse.”

"You mean | could learn to do that—to jump over thingslike that?"

"Probably not, but you could come close." Cecdliaextracted thefirst cube and fed in another. "Thisis
what fox hunting islike—in fact, thisisacube | made three years ago.”

"You made—?'

"W, | used to be under contract with Y ohs Sports. They'd mount the sm-cam in my helmet, and |
worethewiresaswel. . . ."

Herisfdt that sheld falen into another layer of mystery. What, she wondered, was "wearing the
wires' and what did it have to do with a sports network? But she wastired of asking questions that must
sound stupid, so she smply nodded. Thistime the cube was not of Cecdliariding, but from therider's
viewpoaint. . . . She saw the green grass blur between the horse's ears, saw astonewall gpproaching far
toofadt . . . and then it was | eft behind, and another appeared. Little brown and black and white things
were running ahead, yelping, and other horses and riders were dl around.

"Those are the foxes you're chasing?' she asked findly, asfidd and wadl followed wal and field,
apparently without end. There were variations, as some fields were grassy and others muddy, and some
wallsweretdler or had ditches on one side, but it seemed fairly monotonous. Not nearly asinteresting as
the varied challenges of the cross-country. Cecelia choked, then laughed until she was breathless.

"Those are hounds! Thefox isahead of the dogs; the dogs find the scent and trail the fox, and the
horses follow the hounds.” Then she quit laughing. "I'm sorry. It'snot fair, if you've never been exposed
toit, but | thought everyone knew about foxes and hounds."

"No," Heris said, between gritted teeth. Some of us, she wanted to say, had better thingsto do with
our time. Some of uswere off fighting wars so that people like you could bounce around making
entertainment cubes for each other. But that was not entirely fair and she knew it. It probably did take
kill to ride like that, athough what the use of that skill was, once you'd gained it, she il could not figure
OuL.

"Here." Cecdliahanded her yet another cube. "Thisisthetext of an old book on the subject, and
gnceit'sone of the few left, you might want to look at it. Bunny's designed his entire hunt around it, even
though we know that it predates the twentieth century, Old Earth, and things must have changed
afterwards.”

Herislooked at the cube file labelled " Surtees’ with suspicion. Apparently she would be expected to
watch it on her own time. Historical nonsense about horses struck her as even more usdless than current
nonsense about horses.

"Andto befair, | think it'stime | schedule my first lesson in shipboard knowledge, or whatever you
want to cal it. Do you havetime for astudent later today?"

Cecdiawas, after dl, her employer, and she was making an effort to share an enthusiasm. Heris
thought of al the things she'd rather do, but nodded. "Of course. When would you like to sart?!

"Wl . .. after lunch?"
"Fine" Food dways camefirg. But then, it should.
"Y ou could eat with me," Ceceliasaid, "and give me ahead start. | don't even know what you want



meto learn."

Medswith the owner. Heris started to grumble internally, then remembered that she'd aready had
mealswith theowner . . . and it hadn't been that bad. "Thank you," she said. "l am at your service."

* % %

Heris had no equivaent of theriding smulator to help Cecdlig, but she used the next best: the
computer'sthree-dimensiond visuas.

"Thisisavery nicehull,” shesaid. Always start with the postive. "Y ou've got afar balance of
capacity and speed—"

"But my captainsdways said it wasadow old barge, compared to other ships,” Cecdliasaid. "A
luxury yacht can't be expected to compete—"

"You and | both know your former captains had other reasons,” Heris said. "It may be aluxury
yacht, but we use avery smilar hull fo—" She stopped hersdlf in time from saying for what, exactly, and
managed to finish. "For missionsthat require afair turn of speed. And you've got theright power retio for
it; whoever designed this adaptation chose well. Now—Iet me highlight each system in color, and you
can begin to learn how it works."

Cecelia, Herisfound, was an apt pupil. She had a surprising ability to grasp 3-D structures, and
spotted severd features Heris had meant to mention before she could bring them up.
"Y es—you do have waste space there; that's a design compromise, but it's not abad one. Look at

the dternatives. If you ran the coolant this way—see—you get this undesirable cluster of conduits
here—"

"Oh. .. andthat's supposed to be a a constant temperature—"
"Yes. Now, let'sadd the dectricals.”

They both lost track of time, and Cecdlias deskunit finaly beeped with areminder about dinner. She
looked surprised. "I didn't—thisisn't redlly dull at dl. | could learn this"

"Soyou could. I'm glad | didn't bore you." Heris stood, and stretched. She would need a hot bath, to
get the kinks out thistime. "I'll be going—I've got some crew businessto take care of."

"Wl . .. thank you. Tomorrow, then?"

"I'll look forward to it," Heris said, hoping that could be taken for both sessions, though she was not
infact looking forward to moreriding. But fair wasfair, and Ceceliawas as diligent a pupil as she could
widh.

After afew days, Herisfound hersdf enjoying the riding instruction more than shed expected. The
soreness wore off; she had good natural balance, and alot of experience with smulators. It wasless
monotonous than the usual exercise gpparatusin the crew gym, or swvimming againgt the current in the
pool. And she could not have asked for amore attentive owner. Ceceliahad her own way of thinking
about the various systems, relating them more often to equestrian matters than Heris thought necessary,
but if she could understand better that way, why not? At least she was learning, paying attention . . . and
inthefuture that might save her life,

Stll, Heris had not forgotten the need for emergency drills. She hersdf gave atraining ontothe
house staff and a separate one to Cecelia. Ceceliasuggested | etting Bates hand out the assgnmentsto the
young people, and Heris agreed. She had managed to avoid young Ronnie successfully so far.

That first unannounced shipwide drill would have made agood comedy cube, Heris thought later.
She had entered the specs into the main computer the night before, using an event function that kept the
time from her aswdll. It should have been smple: asingle smal fire, in one of thefire-prone areas. But
very little went as planned. The alarm went off a 0400, ship'stime. Heris, fairly surewhat it was,
nonetheless responded as she would to any emergency. Those crew members she thought of asthe best
arrived a their emergency stationswithin the time limit; the others straggled in late, in one casethree
minuteslate. ("1 wasin the head,” mumbled the guilty party. "Havin' abit of aproblem, | was.")



Cecdlialogged in within the limit, as did Bates and the cook (who, spotting the faked "fire," promptly
put an upturned garbage container on it: the right decision). Four of the young people sauntered in to their
assigned gtationslate (but flustered) and two did not appear at dl.

"They haveto be somewhere" Cecdiasaid, when Heristold her.

"Oh, they are. They'rein the number five storage bay, ignoring the whole thing."

"But they can't—whoisit?"

"Ronnie and George," Heris said, having no more patience with them. " Since you gave them their
assignments, via Bates—"

"I'll be glad to ream them out, but are you sure they heard the darm in there?”

"All compartments have abell. No, they're hiding out, for purposes of their own. Onething | could
do isput ascare into them. They think thisisjust astupid drill . . . but they don't know what the
supposed emergency is. If | dump power inthere. . . take off the AG, or lose alittle pressure.. . "

"Doit," Ceceliasaid. Red patches marred her cheeks again. Heris thought to hersdlf that one of the
advantages of darker skin was that blushes didn't show. Much. "Do you have sensorsin there?'

"Oh, yes." Heris cdled up the compartment specs. "Y ou have apretty fair interna security system,
probably to let your staff monitor offship loading . . . see?" There were Ronnie and George, looking
stubborn, hunched over a hard copy of something. She did not wait to hear what they were saying, but
her fingersflicked over the screen controls. The young men suddenly stopped talking, and stared at each
other.

"Shewouldn't!" George said in atinny voice.

"Why's he sound like that?'

"Air pressure,” Herissaid. "Their earsjust popped, I'll bet." Her fingers moved again, and both of
them looked pale and ill at ease. "Y ou'd better go,” Heris said to Cecdlia. "Y ou want to be properly
angry and upset, and you don't want to know what happened to them . . . not until they tell you. | won't
hurt them."

"I know that," Cecdiasaid, but sheleft reluctantly.
* * %

"If you get into the computer, then you can pull drillson her," George said. "Shewon't know—" He
lounged againgt a burlap sack marked "Fertile seeds: contains mercury: do not use for food."

"Neither will we," Ronniesaid. "'l don't want to be up al night every night.”

"Y ou don't haveto be. That's the beauty of it. Y ou just set them up, but cut our bells out of it."
"Shelll know who did it," Ronniesaid. "I sill think | should start with the internal monitors. She's
gpending alot of time with Aunt Cecdlianow; she's bound to say something | can use.” They had ahard
copy of the communications board specs, |eft in an unsecured file from one of Cecdlidstraining sessons.
Getting into the secured fileswould be harder. Ronnie had the fegling that Captain damn-her-backbone

Serrano would not leave her files unsecured.

"Y es, but what can she do? Y ou're the owner's nephew—she can hardly throw you out in the void.”

"Maybe." Ronnie stared at the specs, trying to remember al that stuff he had had in class. Thislittle
sguiggle was supposed to mean something about the way that channel and this other channel interacted . .
. wasn't it? He put histhumb firmly on the line that came from Cecdlias Sitting room, and afinger onthe
onethat came from the gym. Hereally needed atap in both. If only Skunkcat had been dong. . . . Scatty
wasthe best for this sort of thing.

"Here'sthe captain's direct lineto the bridge," George said, trying to be helpful. George had good
ideas, but always managed to get the wrong dant on them. Ronnie did not want to interfere with the
captain's communication to the bridge; he wanted them to know how ineffectua she was going to be
once he figured out how to sabotage her.



Suddenly his ears popped, then popped again. He saw from George's face that the same unsettling
shudder was going through his stomach, too. George said something; he paid no attention. Lower air
pressure. . . shiftsin the artificia gravity . . . could it have been areal emergency? He was suddenly
swesty, and as suddenly cold, the sweat drying on him. No. It had taken too long. That bitch of acaptain
was doing something to him, doing it on purpose.

"Out!" he said, across the middle of something George wastrying to say. "Before the pressure locks

engage.

But they had. He could not wrestle the hatch open againgt the safety locks; he would not call for
help. His stomach protested, as another shift of AG squashed him, then released . . . and the air pressure
dropped again, to another painful pop of hisears.

George looked green. "I . . . I'm going to—"

"Not in variable G—hold it, George." There was nothing to use for aspew-bag. Every storage
container in there—bags, boxes, tubes—had alock-down sedl onit. A surge of AG crushed himto the
deck, then let up dowly. Air pressure returned; his ears popped just as many times on the way back to
ship normd. His stomach tried to crawl out his mouth; George looked as bad as he fdlt, but had managed
not to spew. He swallowed the vile taste in his mouth and rolled over onto his back. He had a sudden
pounding headache.

Something banged on the closed hatch. "Anyone insde?"

George croaked, and the hatch opened. A crewman, someone Ronnie did not recognize, in full
emergency gear. "My—you weren't in here for the drill, were you?" Without awaiting the obvious
answer, the man went on, "It's not anyone's assigned station—you're lucky | found you. Were doing a
pressure check on al compartments—"

"Just get usout of here," Ronnie said, staggering to hisfeet. "That miserable captain—"

"Wasn't her fault,” the crewman said, asif surprised at hiswords. "1t's a computer-generated
emergency; they al are, you know. Didn't you get your handouts?’

"Yes" George said. "We got our handouts. Thank you. Just let me pass, please.” He shoved past
and shambled down the passage to the nearest toilet, where Ronnie could hear him being very thoroughly
gck.

Ronnie himsdf hoped to snegk back to his own stateroom, but in the lounge he found avery angry
Aunt Cecdlia. She said al the things he expected, and didn't want to hear, and he managed not to listen.
She had said them all before, and so had others, and it was not really hisfault anyway. It wasthat
captain. That arrogant, stiff-necked, conniving bitch of acaptain, and he was going to get even with her.
If Aunt Cecdliadidn’t want to see hisface for two days, that wasfine. He could eet in hisroom; he would
be glad to eat in hisroom. All the more time to figure out how to do what he was going to do. Still, an
attempt at patching things up never hurt. He did his best at a contrite gpology, but she turned away,
ignoring him. Ignoring him. No oneignored him.

By thetime he regppeared in the dining room, severad days later, to al appearances chastened and
determined to be agood boy, Ronnie had figured it out. At least the beginning of it. It had been easy,
using the specs he had, to get atap into hisaunt's sitting room. And into the gym. He hadn't yet dared try
the captain's cabin, but hewas hearing alot asit was. That fool captain actualy liked hisridiculousaunt,
he'd discovered. Enjoyed the riding lessons, enjoyed explaining to Cecelia how her ship worked, enjoyed
the relaxed conversationsin the evenings, when they explored each others backgrounds.

A lot of it bored him slly: talk about books he'd never read, and art he'd never seen, and music he
avoided. (Operal He had liked the opera singer's body, and the competition with the prince, but not the
music she sang onstage. It was hard to believe even someone like hisaunt actudly liked dl thet
screeching.) No juicy gossip, no political arguments—it was almost like hearing an educeationd tape, the
wal they discussed the topics and deferred courteously to each other.



Other bits, though, fascinated him. His aunt's analysis of the workings of the family businesses. . . .
His own father hadn't made it that clear. Captain Serrano's version of her resignation from the Fleet,
which hisaunt teased out of her with surprising delicacy. . . . He had never imagined that someonein the
Regular Space Serviceswould dare to disobey an order; they were all such stiff-necked prigs. It didn't
make sense; she should have known she would lose her ship, oneway or the other. He could amost fedl
guilty listening—hewould not have expected to hear that woman so upset, or for that reason—but he
loved the sense of power it gave him. She could be shaken from her cam, controlled persona; she was
not invincible. Hewould start with something smple, he decided. Something that might be an accident,
that would be hard to trace back to him.

* * %

Heris used the reins when she rode now, and the soft tonesin her earphones|et her know how she
managed the tension, even before the smulator responded by swinging one way or the other. If the tones
matched, the rein tension was equal; a higher tone meant more tension. She had discovered, as Cecdlia
gradudly enabled the smulator's sensors, just how duggish thet first "mount” had been. Ceceliahad
shown her acube of hersdlf at that first lesson, and she was ready to laugh at the novice who couldn't
even keep her position for asingle circuit. On this program, that novice would have been bucked off
aready. Herislistened to Cecdlias voice, coaching her in the next maneuver, and tried to respond. The
brown neck and earsin front of her changed position; shefelt the movement in her seat and the lessening
tenson of thereinsin her hand. The smulator lunged; thistime Heriswas ready, and controlled that with
alegandhand. . .and. .. they were cantering. Sheliked cantering. Circling. Straight. Circling again.
Today shewould "jump" for thefirst time; she was eager, sure she was ready.

A smdl white fence appeared ahead of her. "Keep your leg on him," Cecelids voice reminded her.
She squeezed, and the fence moved toward her faster. Then the horse's back rose beneath her, and fdll
again, and she grabbed—and got a handful of meta tubing. Theillusion went blank; the smulator beneath
her was once more an inert hunk of metal and platic.

"Not bad," Cecdliasaid. "Y ou grabbed for the right thing, at least. | had one student who reached for
the hdmet. And you didn't fal dl the way off."

Heris blinked and took a deep breath. "Umm. A real horse wouldn't stop and let me get my bregth,
wouldit?"

"No. You can grab for manelike that and stay on, usudly, but you were pretty high out of the saddle.
| think you need more timein the two-point. Let'sgo."

Therest of that sesson, and the next, Heris spent practicing the position she should have taken over
the jump. Then she put on the hemet to find thering full of jumps. "Nothing big,” Cecdliasaid chearfully.
"But if you see more than one, you can't get fixated on it. Now—ypick up atrot.”

She came out of that lesson aconvert to riding. "It'slike aboat,” shetried to tell Cecdia. "Bouncing
over thewaves, only in aboat you're in it, and thisway you're surrounding it. Not redly like sailing,
more like white-water kayaking." Cecdlialooked blank. "Y ou never did any?"

"No, just thelittle bit of sailing | told you about.”

"But it'sthe samething." Herisran her hands through her hair, not caring if it stood up in peaks.

"Y ou're swooping aong between obstacles, only they're rocks making standing waves, not fences.”

"If you say so. | dwaysthought of it asmusic, mysdlf. A chora or orchestral work, where if
everything goeswell it soundslovey, and if you get out of timeyou crash.”

"Anyway," Herissaid, "l likeit. | don't want to quit when my ten hours are up—that is, if you'l let
me—"

Cecdliachuckled wickedly. "Y our ten hours were up last sesson. Do you think 1'd let a potential
convert quit before she got hooked? | thought you'd come around. Just wait until you can jump ared
course—smdll, but ared one."

"And you—don't tell me you don't like knowing more about your ship,” Herissaid.



"That'strue." Ceceliarubbed her nose. "1 know you think I'm crazy to liken it to stable management,
but that's how it makes senseto me."

"Whatever works," Heris said. She would have said more, but Ronnie and the other young people
cameinto thegym.

"Isthe pool available, Aunt Cecdia?' He asked politely enough, but his expression showed what he
thought of two older women exercising. Hedid not look at Herisat al.

"Y es—for about an hour,” Ceceliasaid. "But you ought to get in someriding time, Ronnie.”

"I'll get enough riding a Bunny's," Ronnie said. It was not quite sulky. "Well leave you the practice
time. . . . Areyou enjoying yoursdf, Captain?'

It wasthefirgt time held actudly spoken to her since theincident on the bridge. His expression was
so carefully neutrd it could have been either courtesy or insult. "Yes, | am,” she said, pleasantly. "Lady
Cecdiaisan excdlent teacher.”

"I'm sure." He would have been very handsome, Heristhought, if held learned to limit that curl of lip
to moments of passion. Hisvoice sharpened. "It'stoo bad you'll haveto let your newfound expertise
wither in Hospitdity Bay . . . dthough | understand they have donkey rides along the beach.”

Heriswould not have answered so childish an insult, but Cecdiadid. "On the contrary, Ronnie, I'm
taking Captain Serrano with me; she's going to be quite adequate by thetimewe arrive.”" Her cheeks
flamed, her hair seemed to stand on end. Heris blinked; that was the first shed heard of this plan.

"Y ou're taking—her—but she—she'sjust a—" Ronnie looked from one to the other, then to his
friends,

"If you'll excuse me, Lady Cecdia," said Hexis, giving her employer acovert twinkle, "I have urgent
business on the bridge—remember?”’

"Oh. Yes, of course," Cecdliadismissed her with awave, and turned back to her nephew; Heris used
the gym's other entrance. It was not all afake, though she had no desire to watch aunt and nephew
sparring—she had in fact scheduled another emergency drill for the crew only, and needed to change.
She and the crew would al be wearing full sensor attachments, so that she could analyze the drill in detail
later on. She had dlowed hersdlf fifteen minutes, originaly, but Ronni€sinterruption had cost her a
couple.

In her cabin, sheripped off her swesty riding clothes, spent aminute in the fresher, and dressed in
her uniform with practiced speed. Anyone who couldn't bathe and dress for ingpection in deven minutes
would never have survived Academy training. She picked up the sensor patches and placed them on
head, shoulders, hands, chest and back of waist, and feet. The recording command unit dipped into her
pocket. Three minutes. She picked up the last of her personal emergency gear with one eye on the
chronometer's readout. Breather-mask, detox, command wand for hatchlocks, command wands for
systems controls. . . thelittle plastic or foil packetsthat she had learned to use so long ago, that never |eft
her except in the 'fresher, where she kept them stuck to awall in their waterproof pouch.

Now. Sheleft her quarters and moved without haste toward the bridge, turning on the recording
command unit. Sometimein the next two minutes, something would go wrong—without triggering any
darm on thefamily side, unlessthe lockout patch failed. Her skin fdt tight. Riding an eectronic virtua
horse was good exercise, but thiswas the red thrill: waiting for trouble you knew was coming.

Whatever it was, the crew had just noticed something wrong on the displays when she came onto the
bridge at precisely the hour she had set.

"Don't know what that is—" the ranking mole said. "But we'd better find out; cut it off the
crculation—"

"Captain on the bridge," said Holloway, with evident relief. "Captain, theré's something in
environmental—"

I nadequate, even so soon; she switched the command screen to environmenta and dmost grinned.



Pure happenstance, but she'd seen something like this before. She didn't say that; she said, "Isolate that
compartment.” The mole's handsflickered across his console.

" Captain—the fan blower's stuck on."

Not quite the same problem. She hoped it was mostly virtua; the actua compound stank
abominably, and would penetrate any porous materid. The mole had the sense to cut out the electrica
line supplying the blower. Heris said, "Good job," and then the blower cut back in. Something prickled
the back of her neck as she watched Gavin override the mole's commands and cut power to the entire
section. Having the fan blower stuck on was within the parameters sheld given the computer. Having it
come back on after itsnormal electrical connection was cut pushed the parameters as she remembered
them. Had she been imprecise? Could she have forgotten to close acommand line somewhere in the
problem set? The fan stopped. Shelistened to Gavin give reasonable ordersfor clearing the contaminarnt,
based on its presumed identity. Then—and she was not surprised—the fan came back on. Gavin turned
to her with an expression between disgust and worry.

"I'vegot it," she said. From her console, her command set blocked the computer's own, briefly, as
sheisolated and locked out al executing logic loaded in the past seventy-two hours. That would undo
some things that would have to be redone, but it should safely contain the problem. And that second
startup took it well beyond the parameters she'd set; someone had interfered. Interfered with her ship, on
her drill. . . . Ragefilled her, dong with the exultation that conflict ways brought. Thiswas an enemy she
could fight. She knew exactly whom to blame for this one, and he had been ordered off her bridge only
sxty-three hours before.

The fan had stopped for good, thistime, and she went on with the drill, noting that the crew had
responded well even to this more complicated problem.

The question was whether to tell Cecdlia. Sheliked Cecdlia, sheld decided, and it wasn't her fault
that she had a bratty nephew or even that she'd been stuck with him for thistrip. If she could contain
Ronnie without bothering Cecedlia. . . but on the other hand, she was the owner, and the owner had a
right to know what was going on. If it had been an admira's nephew, she/d have known what to do (not
that any admird's nephew would have gotten so far with mischief gtill unchecked).

But the firgt thing to do was find out how he did it, and when.

"Sirkin, you're cross-training in computer systems. | want you to crawl through every tricklein the
past...oh...sxty hoursor so, and identify every input." Sirkin blinked, but did not look daunted. The
young, Heristhought to hersdf, believed in miracles.

"Anything in particular, Captain?'

"| entered a problem set for the drill yesterday. What just happened was not within parameters. . . .
Someone skunked them. | want to know when, from what terminal, and the details of the hook. Can
do?'

"Y es—I think s0." Sirkin scowled, in concentration not anger. "Wasiit that—that young idiot who got
himsalf caught in the storage compartment?'

Heris glanced around; the entire crew was listening. "1t might have been,” she said. "But when you
find out suppose you tell me, not the wholeworld.”

"Yes, maam."

Ronnie threw himsdf back in the heavily padded ted chair in his stateroom and stretched luxurioudly.
George, in the purple chair, looked ready to burst with curiosity.

ll&?l

"So..." Ronnietried to preserve the facade of cool sophistication, but the expression on George's

face made him laugh. "All right. | did it, and did it right. Y ou should have seen them, trying to turn off a
fan that wouldn't turn off."



"A fan." George was not impressed, and since he'd been decanted looking cool and contained, he
could do that look better than Ronnie. The only thing, Ronnie maintained, which he did better.

"Let meexplain,” Ronnie said, taking asuperior tone. That came eadly. "Thelittle captain had
scheduled another emergency drill, this one for the crew done. I'd dready put my hook into the
system—remember?—and had aline out for just this sort of thing. | reded it in and rewrote it—actudly,
al | had to do was put aloop init—and sent it on itsway."

"So the fan kept turning back on," George said. "And they couldn't stopit. . . ." A dow grin spread
across hisface. "How unlike you—it'sso gentle. . . ."

"Well," Ronnie said, examining hisfingernals, "except for the stink bomb."

"Stink bomb?"'
"Didn't | mention? Thelittle captain had put three scenariosin the computer; it would generate one of
them, using her parameters. | sort of . . . mixed two. Onewas a contamination drill . . . and it wasn't that

hard to change a canister which would have released colored smoke for one releasing stinks.” Ronnie
smirked, satisfied with the look on George'sface aswell as hisown brilliance. "The little captain was
most upset.”

"When shefiguresit out . . ." George went from glesful to worried in that phrase.

"Shélll never figureit out. Shelll think it's her own problem set—even if shecallsit up, shelll seethat
loop. Everyone makes mistakes that way sometimes.”

"But that canister?"

"George, | am not stupid. | spent an entire day repainting the drill canisters so they have the wrong
color codes. All of them. Shell assumeit's something left over from the previous captain—Ilike that greet
mysterious whatever that held us up a Takomin Roads. That'sthefirst thing | did, right after we decided
to scrag her. She can look for prints or whatever as much as shelikes: she picked that canister up hersalf,
and put it whereit went off.” Ronnie stretched again. Sometimes he could hardly believe himself just how
brilliant he was. "Bes des—she thinks I'm acallow foolish youth—that's what Aunt Cecdliakeepstelling
her—and shewon't believe a poiled young idiot—my dear aunt's favorite terms—could fish in her
stream and catch anything." As George continued to look doubtful, Ronnie leaned forward and tried
earnestness. If George got nervy, his next intervention would be much harder. "Were safe, | promise
you. She can't twig. She can't possibly twig, and if she even thinks of it, Aunt Cecedlias blather will
unconvince her."

Chapter Eight

"We have adight problem," Heris said to Cecdlia. It had not been easy to spirit her employer away
along paths she knew were safe, but she managed. They were now in the "ponics section reserved for
fancy gardening. Cecelia had banished the gardeners.

"Agan?' But Cecdiasad it withaamile,



"Y our nephew," Herissaid. "I can ded with him, but he may come running to you, if 1 do. Or | can
try to ignore him out of existence, but he may cause the crew some inconvenience.”

"'Somehow when you say 'inconvenience, what | hear is much worse." Cecelialooked down her
nose asif she were wearing spectacles and had to peer over them. She reminded Heris of one of the
portraits of her ancestress.

"Wel .. .| can probably keep it to inconvenience." Herisreached out to fed the furry leaf of aplant
shedidn't recognize. It had odd lavender flowers, and it gave off a sharp fragrance as she touched it.

"I hopeyou're not dlergic to that,” Ceceliasaid. "It makes some peopleitch for days.”

"Sorry." Herislooked at her fingers, which did not seem to be turning any odd color or itching.

"It'sgot an edible tuber, quite aniceflavor.” Cecdialooked at the row of plantsasif blessing them
with her gaze. "1 hope Bunny will trade for this cultivar; that's why were growing it now. We had to
replant, of course, after the. .. mmm. .. problem.”

Heris had not considered what, bes des convenience, might have been sacrificed. "Did you lose dl
the garden crops?' she asked. "I thought they'd be unharmed.” She a so wondered what this had to do
with Ronnie, and hoped it meant Cecdliawas thinking on two levels at once.

"Welost some. . ." Cecdliasvoicetrailed away; she was staring at another row of plants, these
covered with little yelow fruits. "I don't know what they're thinking of; half those are overripe. And
they're not fertile; thereé's no sense wasting them. . . ." She picked one, sampled it, and picked another for
Heris. "Y ou're asking about Ronnie. I've told you before—I'm sick of that boy. If he's done something
that deserves response, do what you will, short of permanent injury. | do have to answer to Berenice and
hisfather later; it would be awkward to admit that | sanctioned his desth. But asde from that—" She
made a chopping motion at her own neck.

Herisaetheydlow fruit, ardative of the tomato, she thought, and watched Cecdlidsface. "You're
not really happy about that," she observed. "What else?!

"Oh. .. think what makes me so furiousisthat hesnot al bad. He may seem it to you—"

"Not redly," Herissaid. "Remembser, | told you before that I've seen alot of young officers, including
very wild ones. For that matter, | was awild one”

"You?" That deflected her amomen.

"What—you redlly thought | was born at attention, with my infant fist on my forehead?' It was o

closeto what Cecelia had thought, that the expression crossed her face, and Heris laughed, not unkindly.
"Y ou should have seen me at sixteen . . . and will you try to tell me you were completely tame?"

"At sixteen?| spent dl my timewith horses," Cecdliasaid. Then she blushed, extensvely, and Heris
walited. "Of course, there was that one young man—"

llAmll

"But it didn't interfere with my riding—nothing did—and nothing came of it either.” Heris couldn't tell
from the tone whether Cecdliawas glad or sad about that. "But Ronnie—" Cecdliacame back to the
point, as she dways did, eventualy. "He's got brains, and | don't really doubt his courage. HE's just
spoiled, and it's such awaste—"

"It dwaysis," Herissad. "What he needsiswhat neither of us can give him—a chanceto find out
that his own foolishness can get him in permanent trouble, and only hisown gbilities can give him thelife
he redlly wants. At his age, such teststend to be dangerous—even fatal."

"But you think you can do something?'

"I think | can convince him to play no moretricks on me. That won't help overdl, most likely; helll
blame me, or you, and not hisownidiocy."

"It'sthat crowd he hangs around with," Cecdliasaid. "Y es, hismother spoiled him, but so arethey all
spoiled.”



Herisdid not argue; her own opinion was that the influence went both ways. Ronnie was as bad for
the others asthey were for him. But it wasn't her nephew, and she didn't have any remnant guilt fedings.
She suspected Cecdliadid. Cecdliahad commented more than once on the family's attempts to make her
perform in ways they thought important; some of that must have stuck, evenif it didn't change her
behavior.

Cecdiaate another of the yellow fruits. Heris hadn't liked the first one well enough to pick another;
she watched Cecelia poke about, prodding one plant and sniffing another. Finally she turned back to
Heris. "All right. Do what you can; | won't expect miracles. And | won't sympathize if he comes crying to
me"

"I don't think hewill," Herissaid. "He has, asyou said, some virtues."
"Do you want to tell mewhat you're planning to do, or do you think I'll let something dip?"
"No—you wouldn't, I'm sure. But my methods are, as before, not entirely amiable.”

"Go on, then. | won't ask. Just see that you're on time for your lesson—today you get higher jumps
and more of them."

Herislooked at her. "That'sone | hadn't thought of . . . don't use the smulator until I've had a chance
to check it, will you?'
"Ronnie wouldn't touch it—he's being tiresome about horses.”

"No—not for himsdf or even you—but to get a me. I'll be on time—in fact, I'll be early, and I'll
make sure it hasn't been tampered with."

* % %

Ronnie had never believed in premonition; he had known himsdlf far too mature and sophisticated for
any such superdtitions. Thusthe results of hisfirst touch of the keyboard, after George left, cameasa
complete surprise. He had thought of another glorious lark, something harmlessto baffle the little captain
even further. Sheliked to go riding on Aunt Cecdliassmulator . . . well . . . what if it turned out to be
under his control, and not Cecelias? He had in mind a mad gall op across enormous fences that would
surely have her squedling for mercy—and to Cecdliait could still appear that nothing was wrong and the
captain's nerve had broken. He held out for somelittle time, letting himsdlf imagine dl the ramifications:
his aunt's scorn of those who couldn't ride well, the captain's fear and then embarrassment, the confusion
of both. They would never figureit out, he was sure.

Then hereached for the console. He would just take a preparatory stroll around his battlements, so
to speak, making surethat dl hishookswerein place. . . . Hisfingersflicked through the sequence that
should havelaid al open before him, and the screen blanked.

Asanyonewho hasjust entered afata command, hefirst thought it was asimple, reparable error.
He reentered the sequence, muittering at himself for carelessness. Something clicked firmly, across his
stateroom. It sounded like the door, but when he called, no one answered. Imagination. The screen was
il blank. He thumbed Recal, and the screen stayed blank. Odd. Even if held hit the wrong sequence,
the screen should have showed something. He hit every key on the board, in order, and the screen
stayed blank. Hefdt hot suddenly. Surdly not. Surely he hadn't done something as stupid as that—there
were ways to wipe yourself out of anet, but his sequence had been far from any of the ones he knew.

He stared at the screen, and worry began to nibble on the edge of his concentration. He didn't have
to enter the commands here, of course—shifting control to the console in George's or Buttonss suite
would do—Dbut he hated to admit he'd been such afool, whatever it was he'd done. But the screen
stayed blank, not so much asaflicker, and he didn't want to lose his good idea. The captain would have
her riding lesson not that many hourslater, and he wanted to be sure he got the patchesin first.

With afina grunt of annoyance, he shut off his screen and went to the door. It didn't open. He
yanked hard at the recessed pull, and broke afingernail; the door didn't move at al. He thumped it with
hisfist, muttering, with the same effect as thumping avery large boulder: hisfist hurt, and the door did not
move.



He had flicked the controls of the com to George's cabin when the redlization first came. . . . This
could not be an accident. The com was dead; no amount of shaking the unit or poking the controls made
any sound whatever come out of the speakers. He flung himsdlf at the termina console again, determined
to break through. The screen came on when he pressed the switch, but it responded to nothing he did.
No text, no images, no . . . nothing.

"Dammit!" Hefollowed that with astring of everything he knew, and finished, some minutes later,
with"Itisn't fair!"

From the corner of hiseye, he saw the screen flicker. Only then did it occur to him that while he
might be cut off from the outsde, the outside might very well be watching him. He came closer.

ALL'SFAIRIN LOVE AND WAR. The screen’s script even seemed to have anasty expression.
DONT MESSWITH MY SHIP. The meaning was clear enough, though he wasin no mood to givein.
But the messages stayed, two clear lines, and again nothing he did changed them. Ronnie turned away,
furious, and kicked the bulkhead between hisroom and his private bath. With a whoosh, thetoilet
flushed, and flushed again, and flushed again, three loud and unmistakable raspberries.

"You can't dothisto mel" heydled a the celling. "Thisis my aunt'syacht!"

The shower came on; the automatic doors that should have enclosed it had not budged, and he had
to wrestlethem into place. A dense seam filled his bathroom. He saw with horror that the drain hadn't
opened; water rose rapidly, then trickled out between the doors. He yanked towels from the racks, from
the cupboards, and threw them at the overflow. . . . If it got into the bedroom, it would stain the carpet. .
.. His mother, not just Aunt Cecelia, would be furiousif he stained new carpet. When every towd was
soaked, the drain opened, asif it had eyesto see, the shower stopped, and the water drained peacefully
away.

The wet towel s squished under his feet; his shoes were soaked, and histrousersto the knees. Ronnie
felt the ondaught of alarge headache, and glared at the mess. He wrung out the towd sinto the shower
enclosure—better than walking on the wet mess—and hung as many as he could from the racks. The
floor was dick; it could be dangerous. He grubbed into the back of the cupboard and found the cleaning
equipment he had never used. A sponge—dry, for awonder—a long-handled brush, a short-handled
brush, and two bottles of cleaning solution, one blue and one green. The sponge eventualy soaked up
mogt of the damp on thefloor, though it till felt cdlammy.

He had only thought held been angry before. Now he experienced the full range of anger . . . anger
he had not even suspected he could fed. He was so angry that for oncein hislife he did not strike out at
walls or doors or furniture. Instead, he went back to the terminal and sat beforeit. As he had expected,
the screen had another message line now: Y OU ARE CONFINED TO QUARTERS. YOU WILL
RECEIVE ADEQUATE RATIONS.

He wasn't hungry; he didn't care about any blankety-blank rations. . . . Hefilled in al the blankshe
usudly did not alow himsdf tofill, forgetting none of the expressions held ever heard. But he did so
dlently. Hewas not going to give her the satisfaction.

How had she doneit? How had she figured it out? She wasn't that smart; she had to be nearly asold
asAunt Cecelia. He fumed, silently, staring at the screen. Suddenly it cleared, and after amoment of
blankness, regppeared in dmost norma configuration. Almost, because the usuad communicationsicon
had been replaced by ablack diamond.

Gingerly, asif the screen could bite him, he touched the serviceicon. A menu appeared: food, linens,
clothing, air temperature, water, medica assistance. He thought it had had afew moreitemsthelast time
hed noticed it . . . but he hadn't paid much attention. The servants were usualy hovering; he hadn't
needed to call them. Now he touched linens. The screen blanked and displayed aflashing blue message:
NOT IN SERVICE.

"What d'you mean, not in servicel" he growled. In the bathroom, the toilet burped: warning. He
pressed hislips together, amazed that he could be even angrier than amoment before. He was stuck with



wet towels .. . . what a petty revenge. That captain must come from avery ill-bred family. When hedid
revenge, hedid it with style. He poked the board again; it returned him to the service menu. He thought
of trying every single choice, but decided againgt it. It would only make him angrier to know that the
othersdidn't work either.

He backed out of the service menu and looked at the main screen. Innocent, bland, it looked back.
No communications, and missing functions on other icons, he didn't doubt. What € se could he try?
Information? He dmost snarled at thelittle blue question mark, but controlled himself and put afinger on
it.

The screen blanked and gave him a solid ten seconds of GOOD CHOICE before turning up the
information menu. He had never tried this one before, snce held never thought aship assmdl ashis
aunt's could hold serious surprises. Now, he found a choice of items he was sure had not been hisaunt's
idea

1. WHAT DID | DO WRONG?

2. WHAT CAN | DO NOW?

3. WHAT ARE YOU GOING TO DO?

4. WHAT DO THE OTHERS KNOW ABOUT ALL THIS?

It looked like someone's bad idea of astrategy game. He was going to have nothing to do withiit. . ..
It hadto beatrap. . . but after dtting there for along time he redlized he wastired, fiff, and hungry.
Food had been promised, though it hadn't arrived . . . and he did wonder just how much thelittle captain
knew.

He pressed thefirst choice. In acheerful eectronic voice, the monitor said, "Good choice." Ronnie
jumped. He'd hated the more vocal teaching computers held happened across. Thisone had a
particularly chirpy intonation. The screen blanked, then filled with alist which he supposed represented
hiserrors. It was not framed in terms his Aunt Cecdiawould use; what hurt particularly wasthe
assumption that he and the captain shared aframe of reference. . . the military. Injust the way that his
instructors had dissected unfortunate actions of the past, she dissected his action againgt her. Without, it
seemed, the least rancor. That hurt, too. She didn't think of him as arich spoiled brat—but asan
incompetent junior officer, one of many. He did not like being one of many.

Hewas chagrined to learn that his hooks had been found and rebaited, so to speak; she had the
entire conversation with George (it was played back for him) and from his own speech samples had
produced com messages to the otherstdling them he felt like sometime aone.

"Of course," the computer voice said brightly, "they think you'rein here plotting more mischief against
the captain and crew.”

"But when am I—" He stopped when he heard the water start to run in the bathroom again.
Evidently, he was not meant to do any talking.

"If you have questions,” the voice said, "you may choose them from the menu when they appear.” As
if that captain would know what questions he wanted to ask. But after another paragraph of careful
explanation of hisfaults, he found alist of questions. He chose the one about the canisters, because he
really couldn't understand why repainting them had been so bad. They were just disaster-drill fakes
anyway. What did it matter if one of them turned out to have red smoke, blue smoke, or abad smell?

His comunit chimed. Ronnielegped for it. Thistime the voice that came out was the captain's,

"Y ou asked about the canigters," she said. "Do you know the chemica compoundsin each?’

"Y ou—no." He had caught hisfirst angry responsein mid-legp.

"Then you are not aware that some of the compounds are toxic, and some are flammabl€?"

"They are?' He could not have concedled his surpriseif held tried. They werefor drills—the label
sald so—and things used in drills were harmless, weren't they?

She had a human chuckle, which he didn't want to admit was pleasant. " Tell you what—I'll put the



contents up on your screen in detail. Did you have any system in mind when you repainted those
canigters, or did you do it at random?"

"Wl . .." Ronnietried to remember. "Modtly | did them the color of the onesin the next box. That
way | aways knew which ones1'd done. There were afew, though, that were loose, and | just made 'em
all orange with abrown stripe. Most of those were blueand . . . and two green stripes, but one was
whiteand gray."

"Then you switched the box |abels?"

"Yeah . .. how'd you know I'd repainted them?' He had been so careful; he could not believe sheld
noticed.

"How do you think I knew which storage bay you were in with George?' she asked. He had no idea.
He'd assumed sheld messed with all the storage bays. "Think about it," she said. The com went dead. He
didn't even bother to try calling out again.

The screen had changed; now it wasfull of chemica formulas and reaction characteristics. Ronnie
fought hisway through it. He was actualy supposed to know most of this; he remembered having seen it
in class. But he had never had agood reason to put it together. He caught himself muttering aoud, and
gave the bathroom a nervous ook, but thetoilet didn't burp. ” . . . oxidizesthe metallic powder and . . .
gosh!" The stuff would redlly burn. Really burn. "1 could have built adamn bomb!" he said, dmost glesful
for amoment. Silence mocked him. He didn't need awarning roar from the plumbing or a smart remark
from the computer to point out that setting off abomb on a spaceship in degp space was not an intelligent
thing to do, and setting one off without even knowing it was, if possible, stupider.

Hefdt cold, amost as cold as held felt when he redlized heéld intruded on the bridge during jump
trangtion. If the captain had picked another canister—the gray and white one held painted orange and
red, rather than the blue and gray he'd painted black and green—it could have been areal emergency. A
real disaster. A resl—another look at the screen to confirm it—end of the whole trip. For everyone.

"I'msorry," he said to the sllent cabin. "I didn't mean to cause any red trouble.”

Instead of an answer, the screen changed yet again, to show atranscript of what held said to George,
every word. It looked worse, far worse, in glowing script on the screen. It looked asif he had indeed
wanted to cause trouble—to harrass and humiliate the captain, to frighten and divide the crew. "I didn't
mean it that way," he said, but he knew he had meant it that way, back when he thought it was safe to
mean it that way.

Thefood, when it came, was bland and boring.

* % %

Heris climbed off the smulator after a vigorous ride across country on alarge black hunter; every
time she took the helmet off, the smulator Sartled her with its meta and plastic parts. Cecelianodded at
her

"Very good indeed. Youll certainly quaify for one of the mid-level hunts. Depending on who's here,
you might even be with mefor arun or two."

"Areyou sure you want to drag me dong?' Herisasked. "I know it's not—"

"It'snot common, but it's not unheard of, and anyway | do as| like. It's one of the perks. Bunny
won't mind, aslong asyou can ride decently and don't cause trouble, which you won't. I'll enjoy having
you to tak with—there are few enough single women, and I'm past the point where the men want to talk
tome"

Heriswas not sure she liked the assumption that she hersalf was aso past that point . . . but it was
true, she wasn't on the prowl. She wasn't over losing her other ship yet—though she could now think of it
as"the other ship" and not the only one—and she would have to get her crew—and certain members of
it—out of her mind before she could respond to advances. If anyone made them.

"What's the matter?' Cecdliaasked. "Don't you want to go? Would you rather hang around



Hospitdity Bay with the other captains?'
"No!" She sad it more forcefully than she meant to. "I'm sorry—the thought of those other captains

has haunted me al aong. | hate that. And yes, | would love to see what an estate set up for fox hunting
lookslike. It'sjust—I didn't want you to think you had to do it, because you said it in front of Ronnie.”

"Nonsense. | said it because | wanted to; Ronni€'s opinion is unimportant.” Cecelialooked hard a
her captain. "And by theway, how isthat young man?"

"Perfectly hedthy." That wastrue, if incomplete. He wasn't even that bored, because she had him
doing the work he should have donein hisbasic classes. Math, chemistry, biochemistry, ship systems,
military higtory, tectics. . . . When he kept hismind oniit, al his plumbing worked and hisfood arrived
regularly, and the lights worked. When he threw atantrum—and he hadn't thrown one in the last severa
days, was he learning?—he found himsalf dealing with other problems, and the work till to do
afterwards. "He may be rgoining you shortly, if you've no objection.”

"What have you done, chained him in the 'ponicsto dig potatoes?' Then she held up her hands. "No,
don't tell me—I don't want to know. But | shal be fascinated to see what happens.”

"So shdl I," said Heris. She had found him more interesting than she'd expected, in the rare moments
shetutored him over the com hersdf. He had a supple, energetic intelligence that would have rewarded
good initid training. It was a shame that no one had ever made him work before. He could have been
good enough for the Regular Space Service.

* * *

Ronnie reappeared at breakfast one morning, smiling pleasantly. Cecelia, at Heriss suggestion, had
begun breskfasting with the young people some days before. Thisway, Herishad said, the collusion
would be marginaly less evident. She noticed that Ronnie was clean, dressed nestly, and showed no
visible bruises—of which she gpproved—and the sulky expression she didiked no longer marred his
face.

"Wd|?' Georgesad. "Tdl dl."
"All of what?' Ronnie looked over thetoast rack and chose whole wheat with raisns.

"Y ou said you were up to something." George looked at the others for support, but they weren't
playing up. "You said you were—"

Ronnielooked a him, abland good-humored look. "I've said many things, George, which aren't
breskfast conversation. And I'm hungry.” He smiled a Cecdlia. "Excuse me, Aunt Cecdia—could | have
some of that curry?"

Cecdliasmiled back. Whatever had happened, she wasn't going to interfere with it. "Certainly. | hope
you haven't beenill. .. ."

"Not at dl." He engaged himsdf with the curry, and the variety of other ediblesthat Cecdlia
consdered gppropriate to breakfast with company. George opened and shut his mouth twice, then
shrugged and went on eating omelet. Buttons, never very forthcoming in the morning, finished nibbling
toadt, excused himsdlf, and went away; the three young women, after glancing severd timesfrom Ronnie
to hisaunt and back, also |eft. Cecelia ate her usud large breskfadt, trying to ignore dl the sgnasthey
were trying to pass so obvioudy. Finaly only George and Ronnie were left, Ronnie eating steadily, asif
to make up for many lost medls, and George in spurts, eyeing Ronnie. Cecdlia struggled not to laugh. It
was, after dl, ridiculous. There was George, trying to protect Ronnie (too little and too late) from
whatever horrors an ederly aunt could inflict on him. Findly she decided to intervene, before Ronnie hurt
himself overesting, or George had a stroke.

"l am not planning to harm him, you know," she said to George. George turned bright red and nearly
choked on amuffin.

"She's quiteright,” Ronnie said, in the same pleasant tone held used so far. "It's safe to leave us
done"



"But—but you said—"
"It'sdl right,” Ronniesaid. "Redlly itis. | can tell you're not hungry—why not go play something with
the others? I'll be aong shortly."

George, gtill red and coughing, managed to say that he hadn't meant to interfere and Ronnie would
know where to find him. Then, with anod to Cecdlia, he got out of the room as gracelesdy as Cecelia
had ever seen him move.

"You aredl right. . . ." Cecdliasaid. Ronni€'s clear hazel eyes gazed into hers, alook that combined
al the charm and mischief she had seenin him since birth.

"I'mfine," he repeated. "Why shouldn't | be?’
"Wl . .." Ceceliapleated her ngpkin, agesture that she knew conveyed feminineindecision to the

men in her family. "Y ou were fairly crass about my new captain, and when | wasn't sure your messageto
mewas. . . was quite true, about studying for exams, and | pressured George—"

Ronnie flushed, but managed a smile. "Did he break down and tell you | had planned some mischief?
I'm sure he did. Well—so | had, but I—I changed my mind. And | did study for exams, but if | tell
George that—"

"Ah. | see" Into Cecelias mind came the faint glimmer of what Heris must have done. How she had
doneit still remained amystery. But she understood this much of the psychology of the younger set. "You
don't want George to know you changed your mind, or that you studied—you must have been awfully
bored, Ronnie, to decide to study.” She hoped her voice didn't tremble with repressed laughter onthat . .
. or would hethink it was a senile tremor?

"It was the only thing | could do in that room without—without |etting George know—" That was
undoubtedly the truth, Ceceliathought. What ajewe of acaptain. What amarve. Shefdlt like grabbing
Heris and dancing her along the passages . . . and at theimagined look on Heriss face she could hardly
contain her [aughter. Ronnie, she saw, waslooking at her with some suspicion.

"My dear, please, I'm just glad you're not sick, and that you didn't do something awful that Captain
Serrano would have had to complain to me about, and that you thought better of it and made good use of
your time. | haveto admit | find the need to placate George amusing . . . but then I'm old, and no longer
worry about the opinions of friends. When | was your age, their opinions mattered much more."

"Even you? | thought you never cared about anyone." The tone was more respectful than the words.

"I didn't care aout some members of the family—and I'm not bragging about it. But | had
friends—others who shared the same interests—and it mattered a great deal to me what they thought. So
| will concedl from George your careful study of whatever it was you studied, and pretend to know
nothing—whichisin fact just what | do know."

"Thank you, Aunt Cecdlia," he said. Something in his eyes made her think he was not entirely
chastened, but overly polite was easier to live with than whining complaint. "I suppose,” hewent on, "I
should ask you to let metry your smulator.” Histone, again, was dmost too bland, but she chose not to
notice.

"Of course. Some of your friends—Bunny's children, and Raffadle—have been using it; | made up a
schedule so that we don't interfere with each other.”

"And the captain,” he went on. She noticed the tension in hisjaw which he probably thought he'd
conceded. "Is she coming along well?'

"Oh, yes" Ceceliasaid. "It'stoo bad she didn't sart earlier; sheld have been competitive in the open
circuit. Asit is, shell be areasonable member of the field once she's had somereal experience.” She
smiled at thelook on hisface, mingled of mistrust and envy. ™Y ou'd be good too, I'm sure, if you spent
thetimeonit she has. Y ou'retheright build.”

"But I'm not horse-struck,” Ronnie said. "Just aswell; Mother would say you'd contaminated me.”

"Well, makeatry a it. You might like it better than you think. The family brought you up to think it



was ridiculous, and al because my parents wanted me to marry someone for acommercid dliance, and |
wanted to ride professonally. Whether | was right or wrong doesn't affect the nature of the sport.”

"All right." He held up hishands, asif in defense, and Cecdiarealized her voice had risen. Thet old
quarrd with her parents and her uncles could still make her angry. If they had not been so ridiculously
prejudiced, she would not have been that defiant: she would have quit in another year or so, certainly
after losng Buccinator, and married someone. If not Pierce-K onstantin, someone reasonable. But they
had tried to have her barred from competition, when she was leading for ayearly award; she had
rebelled completely.

It occurred to her that she had more in common with Ronnie than sheld imagined.

* * %

Most mgjor space stations followed one of three basic, utilitarian designs: the whed, the cylinder, and
the zeez-angle for Stuations requiring specific rotationd effects. When Heris caled up the specsfor
Siridis, which dl her passengers cdled "Bunny's planet,” shefelt sheld taken another giant step into
irrationdity. A blunt-ended castle tumbling dowly in zero-gravity? Thistime she didn't ponder it one;
she called her employer, and sent dong avisua of the Station where Cecdliahad said they would dock.

"Isthere an explanation, or do | just assume civilian-aristocratic insanity?* she asked.

"Insanity isn't abad guess,” Ceceliaadmitted. From the tone, she was neither surprised nor insulted
by Herissreaction. "There's been a certain—oh—eccentricity—in that family for some generations.
Some of usthink that's why they got so rich so fast; they've got monetary ingtincts where the rest of us
keep our common sense. This Station, though—Ilet me seeif | can explainit.”

"No one," Heris said, watching on her own screen the display of crenellations, towers, stairs, arches,
and cloigters, rotating but somehow not making sense, "'no one could explainthis." Her eyetried to
follow the progression of one staircase up to asquare tower, which was suddenly not whereit should
have been. . . . The staircase had to be going down. Someone, she thought, must have made an error in
thedisplay.

"It began with Bunny's greet-great-uncle Pirdich,” Cecdiawent on, ignoring the comment. "They'd
just managed to recover the worst the origina colonists had done, and the lords of the Grande Caravan
had been teasing them about how impossible it was. He wanted to make a statement.”

"That Station is a gatement?"

"Of sorts, yes. He decided that having overcome what everyone said was an impossible problemiin
reclamation, hewould celebrate it by building an impossible space station. Bunny's family's been
overfond of the early modern period of Old Earth dl aong; this Station isbuilt to look like adesign by an
artist of that period. | don't know the name; visual artsisnot my thing. It isstrange, isnt it? And if you
think it'simpossible, wait until you see theinternd configuration and the fountain in the centra plaza
Everything init istaken from the work of the same person, andit'sal delightfully skewed."

Delightfully was not the word Heris would have picked. In her experience, design problemsin
space stations caused everyone grief, especialy captains of ships docking there. Crestivity should be
subordinate to efficiency. "Aredl three sationslike this one?' she asked. If not, maybe she could talk
Cecdliainto docking somewhere other than the prestigious but clearly impracticad Home Station.

"Of course not. Once they had one unique impossible gtation, they wanted each one different.
Here—" From Cecdlias desktop to Herissthe new visuas flashed: one like a stylized pinecone, in slver
and scarlet, and one that looked like aworse mistake than the others, asif someone had dropped apile
of congtruction materid onto aplate with aglob of sticky inthemiddle. "I think that'sthe wordt," Cecdlia
sad. "It'saDzanian design, very neo-neo-neo, and the fault of Bunny's aunt Zirip, who married a
Dzanian, and indsted that her family's fondnessfor Old Earth was pathologica. Y ou can't take anything
very bigintoit, because the parts that stick out are nonfunctiona; the docking bays are dl nestled anong
them. There's only one berth for a decent-sized ship, and that's where they do cargo transfer. Zirip
thought it was cute, she told me once, because it made for intimate spaces. But Zirip is aso the one who



converted the closet in her room into her bed and study, and used the room itsdlf for adance studio. Up
until then, I'd thought the oddnessin thet family rodethe Y chromosome.”

Heris pitied the captains of cargo vessalsloading and unloading there, but supposed they got used to
it."Andthe...er...pinecone?'

"Symbolic. So they told me. I've been there once, on afamily shuttle; the docking fecilitiesarelovely,
but | got very tired of green and brown and the same aromatics al thetime. It has the most capacity, and
most guest yachts will dock there." At the end, that had the smug tone of someone who knew she was
docking at amore prestigious dot; Heris sighed. She knew what that meant—no hope of talking Cecdlia
into using another tation.

Instead, shelooked again at the information for inbound ships. It might look like apeculiar sort of
cagtleintheair, but it had modern, well-designed docking bays. The guidance beacons, the
communications and computer links, the lists of standard and on-request equipment and connectors: al
perfectly normal, exactly what they'd had at Takomin Roads. She wondered who in the family had had
the senseto design the practical part.

"What sort of facilities doesit have for off-duty crew?' Heris asked. She knew thiswas going to
cause an explosion, and it did.

"What do you mean, off-duty crew? The crew goesto Hospitdity Bay, as| explained earlier.”
Cecdlia sounded annoyed.

"Milady." That formaity should get her attention. Ceceliawas susceptible, Heris had discovered, to
very severe courtesy. Y ou have an entirely new set of environmenta components, and the run herefrom
Takomin Roads was just long enough to break them in—not long enough for this crew to be wheat |
consider well trained. | want astanding watch aboard—"

"The Stationmaster won't likeit; everyone sendstheir crews down to Hospitaity Bay, and the ships
are secured. What do you think, that rustlers or smugglers or something will come aboard?”

Herisdidn't answer that, although she thought that leaving aship uncrewed at a private station made it
very easy for smugglersto do what they'd dready doneto Sweet Delight. She waited. Cecdiawas not
stupid; she would think of that herself in afew minutes. After aslence, Cecelias voice came back,
unsubdued but no longer angry.

"l see. Y ou do think exactly that. And someone did put whatever it wasin my scrubbers.” It had now

become"my" scrubbers, Heris noted with amusement. At least she knew what scrubbers were. Cecelia
went on. "Did you ever find out what that was?"

"No," Herisanswered. "And | doubt wewill, unlessit comesto court. My point isthat we need a
standing watch aboard; if you authorizeit, the Stationmaster will agree.”

"But what about the expense? And the crew expectstheir vacation at Hospitality Bay—won't they be
angry?”

"Look—what if a pipe breaks while you're planetside, and floods dirty goo al over this carpet? Y ou
don't like the lavender plush any morethan | do, but imagine the mess. Imagine what your sSster would
say. Asfor the crew, that's my problem; if they're angry, they'll be angry with me. Time they earned what
you pay them."

"Y ou're determined, aren't you?' That with adightly catty edge.

"Where your safety and the integrity of this ship are concerned, yes," Herissaid.

The Stationmaster required al the weight of Cecdlias patronage to change hismind. "It is not the
usua procedure at al," he said. "We have that procedure for areason; we can't haveidle ships crews
roaming about the Station getting into trouble.”

"They won't be" Herissaid. "They'll be busy learning the new systems recently installed on this ship.
During their shipboard rotation, they will have very little time to roam about—and if you ingg, | can



confine them to the ship, athough | would prefer to dlow them amoderate amount of time off. Lady
Cecdiaexpresdy requested that the crew be thoroughly trained—there had been incidents—" She didn't
specify, and he didn't ask.

"Y es, but—weredly don't havefacilities. . ."
"Six individudsat atime aboard,” Heris sad. "No more than three offship—"
"Only three?"' the Stationmaster said. Heris smiled to hersdlf. She had won.

"Yes. They'll be standing round-the-clock watches, and they have alot of work to do; | would
prefer, because of that, to let them get their meals on the Station, rather than aso detail acook—"

"Oh...I see Lady Cecdidscredit line?'

"Of course: the ship's account, with alimit—" She had to put alimit, or both the Station vendors and
the crew would be likely to chest.

"I would suggest thirty aday per person,” the Stationmaster said. She haggled him down to twenty;
she had dready called up the vendor ads and knew her people could eat well on fifteen.

Next she had to tdll the crew. She did not expect much trouble, and they listened in respectful
slence, athough she noticed some sideways glances. The new members, who had never been to
Hospitdity Bay, were glad enough to rotate in and out. Those who were accustomed to idling away a
planetary quartile on full pay might have complained, but remembered the departure of the pilot. Heris
hoped some of them would decide to quit; she knew she could do better. When she called for volunteers
for thefirgt rotation, Sirkin and the newest crew members got their hands up firs—exactly what shed
expected. She had planned shorter, more frequent rotations (over the protests of both Ceceliaand the
Stationmaster) on the grounds that unused skills quickly deteriorated. In fact, there were crew members
she didn't want to leave in the ship too long.

By the time they docked—without incident: the peculiar-looking Station turned out to be well
designed where it mattered—Heris had the roster settled, and enough work planned to keep the standing
watch aert. She had scattered her new and most trusted crew among each rotation . . . and hoped that
would keep any remaining smuggl er-agents from doing whatever they might otherwise do. Thenit was
time to pack her own kit, and prepare to accompany Lady Cecelia's entourage to the planet.

* % %

"You wereright," Heris said to her employer, as she came out of the droptube into the centra area of
the Station. "I don't believeit." The ornamental object in the middle had as many eye-teasing
impossibilities asthe gation itself, and in addition offered the appearance of astream of water flowing
merrily uphill. That donewouldn't have been upsetting: everyone had seen inverse fountains or ridden
inverse scarerides, sncetheinvention of smdl artifical gravity generators. But this one flowed uphill
without asubstrate, burbling from one visible guide channd to another through the empty air. "It'saholo,
right?’

"No—it'sred, initsownway. Y ou can put your hand into it and find out." Cecelialooked entirely
too pleased with hersdlf. Heris argued with her mind, and her ssomach, and did not put her hand into the
water. She was not going to ask how theillusion had been accomplished. Cecdiagrinned. "1 cantell you
won't ask, S0 I'll giveyou ahint: Spirlin membrane.”

Heriswas very glad she hadn't put her hand in; it could have been embarrassing. Spirlin membranes,
suspended in water, increased surface tension dramatically. They were dso highly adherent to human
skin, which often reacted with the Spirlin chemistry by fluorescing for days after the contact.

"l ...see" Herislooked around. Thisarea of the Station seemed to consist of gardens designed to
the same weird standards as the Station itself and the fountain. Steps, low walls, terraces with seating
arrangements that argued visualy with each other—that seemed determined to flow from angular to
curved, and back to angular, or, in some cases, to suggest by forced perspective the incorrect size or
distance. Planters suspended a unnerving angles, dl full of strange plants pruned to look like something
else. When shelooked up, Herisfound hersdf staring into the canopy of another garden, looking down



onto the heads of people walking a ong—she swayed, disoriented for amoment. Ceceliagrabbed her
am,

"That oneisaholo. | should have warned you—sorry. Almaost no one looks up.”

After that, Heris had no ideawhat kind of shuttle they would findinthe bay . . . but athough it was
more luxurious than commercia or military models, it looked much the same on the outside, and brought
them to the surface safely. Lady Cecdlias party had it to themsalves; Lady Ceceliaand Herisin the
forward compartment, the young people in the main compartment, and Lady Cecdias maid and afew
other servantsin the aft section. Once well down in the atmosphere, the cabin steward served afull
dinner; by the timethey landed, shortly before sunset, Heris had amost reconciled hersdlf to being a

passenger.

Chapter Nine

"We hoped you'd be here for thefirst day, Lady Cecdlia," said the gnarled little man at the entrance
to the stable block. They had waked down from the Main House—which Heris had barely seen the
night before, after the drive from the shuttle-port—to a set of buildingsthat looked as large as the house.
Pdeydlow stone, trimmed with gray stone around windows and doors, awide, high arch with meta
gatesfolded back . . .

"Things happen,” said Cecdlia. "Here—I want you to know Heris Serrano, my guest thisyear. She's
anovice a hunting, but she's devel oping a decent seat.”

"Pleased, mum," the man said. Herisfdlt hersdf under ingpection of some sort, though she wasn't sure
what he was looking for. Apparently she passed, for histhin mouth widened to asmile. "Go on in—héll
bewaitin' for you."

"Now you'l see" said Cecdliaasthey came out of the arched entrance into awide bricked walk that
lay between the rows of stalls and alow-fenced dirt enclosure. Beyond was another archway, across
which Heris saw ahorse and rider move at atrot in yet another enclosure.

"Lady Cecdia" It was clear from the rearrangement of wrinklesthat this man's face seldom found
such asmile. Lean, tanned, upright, brisk—this had to bethe"Neil" who supervised dl thetraining and
the assignment of riders. "About time—I've held back two good prospectsfor you." He glanced at Heris,
and dismissed her, waving for someone to bring ahorse forward. Cecdliainterrupted him.

"Fret—meet Heris Serrano. She's my guest thisyear, and I've been giving her preliminary ingtruction
on the smulator—"

Helooked at Heris again, thistime with attention, and then back at Cecdia "With full programming?’

"What | use mysdlf. She'sanovice, but she's solid asfar as she goes. She's taking meter jumps now,
but it's only sm; she needs practice before she goesout in thefield. . . ."

"And you don't want meto treat her like a boneheaded kid who thinks he can ride because he once
stuck on ahorse at agdlop, isthat it? Did you think | couldn't recogni ze maturity?*



"No—but | want her to have agood experience. And | want you to supervise, not one of your
assgants, unless you've got better than last time."

"No. .. they go away when they get too good." His eyes measured Herisagain. "Of course. . . Size
doesn't matter, and al that, but 1'd think to start her on something reasonable. Sixteen?"

IIHrEII
"She hasto show mein thering that she hasthe basics, but I'll shift her to the outside course right
away."

"Thanks, Neil."

"No problem.” He was till staring at Heris asif she had sprouted scales, then he nodded sharply and
cdled, "Bring me the bay mare in seventeen; size sixteen saddle, and the eggbutt snaffle” To Herishe
sad, "If Lady Cecdiasaysyoureapromisng novice, I'll believeit, and that mare will give you the
chance to show it. Honest, can jump, but not fast enough for the field. If you suit, you can use her here
until you qualify.” Then, to Cecdlia, "Now watch this."

A thin girl led up ahorse that looked enormous to Heris; it was a brown so dark it looked black
except in clear sun. Cecelianodded. "Isthat what you got with the Buccinator sperm?”

"Y ep. Off the Cullross mares. Two of 'em; the other'saliver chestnut. This one'sfive, and before you
say anything | know | didn't show himto you last year. . . . Milord said not to, because it'sa surprise.
Want to try him?"

Heris could see the flush on Cecelia's cheek, the delight and eagerness that made her dmost girlish.

"Of course. . . ." Shewasup in aflash, risng lightly to the hand that gave her aleg up. Herishad, by
thistime, seen her employer on many horsesin the training cubes; she thought she knew how that long,
lanky body, amost too stiff at times on the ground, would ook astride. Cecdlialooked better—asif she
and the horse had fused into one.

"Here, gr." That was someone € se, with asmaller brown horse for Heris. The man nodded at her,
and she mounted without waiting for assistance.

"Come on, the both of you," he said. "Y ou'll need to warm up insde anyway."

Heris, on her firdg live horse since her time in the Academy, found that coordinating the movement of
legs and hands while the horse actualy walked—walked toward something—was harder than she
expected. Sheliked the higher viewpoint, but wanted to spend it looking around, not steering. Ahead of
her, on the dark horse, Cecelia seemed to be having no problems. Heris lined up behind her and hoped
her horse would follow camly while she tried to remember dl the lessons.

Theinner training area, awalled oblong, offered fewer distractions. They walked to theright; Nell
moved to the center, watching. Heris began to relax, letting her body discover the difference between the
smulation and redity. It dill felt strange. Thiswas not amechanica device, or an dectronic image: this
was an animd, alivething, that smelled like an animal and felt (when she dared touch the neck) like an
animd. The horse blew, along dobbering breath, and Herisfelt that in her legs.

Smulationswork, shetold hersdlf. They're effective training tools; you learned to pilot a ship off
smulators; of course you can ridethisanima. The anima was dowing down, she redlized, because she
wasn't giving enough signal with her legs. The smulation tended to keep a pace more easly; Ceceliahad
mentioned that some horses required more leg pressure. Heris increased it, and the horse's head came up
(just likethe VR image!) and it walked faster. Mare. The man had said mare, and mares were females. .
. 0 she walked faster.

"Reverse” Nell said. AImost before she thought, Heris had shortened onerein, shifted her legs
dightly and the mare was turning smoothly to reverse directions. It worked. Of courseit had worked in
the smulator, but it worked on areal horse, too. She fdlt better. Maybe everything would work on the
real horse. Shelooked over a Cecelia, acrossthe circle. Her employer did not look anywhere near her
actual age on that horse; she could have been Heriss age or even younger.



"Pick up anicetrot, now," Neil said.

Trotting felt completely different from the smulator. She was off balance a first, and she sensed
Neil'sdisgpproval. It took her an entire circuit of the ring to figure out what was wrong; her ship-trained
sense of balance had worked on the smulator because it wasn't going anywhere relative to the ship—but
the horse was going somewhere on the ground. If she leaned forward abit more—she
experimented—suddenly the movement felt right. Cecdiawas right—it could fed like dancing.

With that experience to draw on, she was prepared for the differencein the fed of the canter, and
compensated within afew bounds. The rush of cold air on her face was exhilarating; she didn't want to
stop.

"Shélll do,” Neil said to Cecelia. Then, to Heris, "All right, Captain—back to awak now, and bring
‘er in to the center. Y ou can watch Lady Cecdia" Heris dowed, remembering to brace her back, and
guided the mare to near Neil. Cecdlias horse was walking again. Heristried to notice the things sheldd
been taught to notice, but what struck her most was the horse's size. Even from up here, it looked big.
When Heris had settled the marein ahadt, Cecdlianudged her mount to atrot. She hadn't waited for
Nell'ssigna, Heris noticed. Watching the big horse trot, she wondered why Cecelia hadn't overtaken
her. It moved so much fagter. . . . Cecdiadowed it again; its neck arched and its steps shortened. Then it
stretched, then compressed again. Heris was fascinated.

"Let'stry you both on afew fences," Neil said. He led the way out of that ring into another, where
four small jJumpswere set up. "You firgt," he said to Heris. "Just pick up atrot and take thelittle white
one”

Heris collected the mare, pushed her into atrot, and approached the first jJump. It seemed to Say in
place while she moved, while the smulator had given theilluson of the jump shifting toward her. Even as
she thought this, the mare rose to the jump, and Herisleaned into it. It felt the same, though. She turned
the mare around, awaiting orders.

"Now try thesetwo,” Neil said. That, too, went smoothly; she felt steady and safe, but she knew the
jumpswere smal. At Neil'scommand, shetrotted over al four, then cantered over apair—an
in-and-out, he called it. He yelled, and severa husky youths appeared and moved the jumps around.
Again shejumped, firs at atrot, and then a canter; first one way, then the other, asthe fence crew
changed distances and heights. Neil said nothing about her performance until it was over, when he cdled
her to him. "Lady Cecdiasright,” he said. "Y ou're asolid novice. Well seelater what you do in the
open. Walk 'er in circles down there—" He pointed to the far end of the enclosure.

Now it was Lady Cecdiasturn. The big dark horse poured over the jumps at atrot, hardly seeming
to lift itself. The jumps were raised, the distances changed. Cecdlia had explained the reasons, but even
the smulator had not made it clear to Heris just what these changes demanded from alive anima. She
watched the dark horse arch, lifting its knees high, asthe jumps came up; she watched it compress and
lengthen as the jumps were placed closer together or farther gpart. And Cecdlia, whom she had once
considered arich old eccentric . . . Cecdiaflowed with the horse, a part of it.

When they were through, they walked back up to the house together. Cecdliahad told Neil she
would come back later to ride the other horse. "Now | want to be sure Herisis settled,” she said. "She
needs to meet afew people, learn wherethings are.”

"Of course," Nell said. "But give meacdl just before you come down."

Now Herislooked around her, more a ease than before. Like the house itsdlf, dl the surrounding
buildings were either built of stone or faced with it. Most had stone or tile roofs aswell. 1t |looked
remarkably like the cube of Old Earth Europe.

"l supposeit'slikethe old parts of the Academy,” she said, turning to watch someoneride dong a
narrow cobble street lined with stone buildings. "Nostagiaor something . . ."

"And economy here," Ceceliasaid. "Y ou have to remember when this was settled—a bare two
centuries ago. Bunny's ancestors had money, yes, but it was far chegper to import workersto build with



locd stone, than to import an entire factory to create conventiona materias. | suspect that the first ones
smply copied designs from old books—and then it began to look Old Earthish, and if someone teased
them . . . wdll, that would have doneit. They'd haveinssted it was intentiond.” Shewalked around a
circular tub planted with brilliant red flowers. "Of courseit had dl the usua comforts from the beginning;
they didn't start out to build historical reproductions.”

"But what about the horses? Have they dways had horses here?!

"Probably. Colonia worlds usualy have horses; they're chegp locd trangportation, salf-replacing.
Horse-based agriculture, too. Have you visited many worldsin the early stages of settlement?”

"No, not on the surface. Except for leave, I've spent my timein ships or offices.”

"Mmm. Wdl, most import draft animals. Which ones dependsin part on theworld itself, and in part
on the settlers. The dominant draft animal can be equine, bovine, or camdid.”

"Camels?"' asked Heris. She was not sure she knew what a camel looked like.
"And llamas" Cecdliasad. "Have you ever seen camels?'
"No." Thistime shedidn't explain.

"I haven't either, except inillustrations. One early Old-Earth breed of horse was used in the same
culture that aso had camels. Ugly beasts, with humped backs. It was said that they could be ridden, but |
don't see how." Herisdidn't even want to think how. Tomorrow morning, she would be hunting again.
She was sure Heris would graduate into a hunt soon, and perhaps into the greensin aweek or so, but for
now al she wanted to think about was tomorrow morning.

* % %

If it wasn't Opening Day, with itsfarcical reproductions of ancient ceremonies via Surtees and
Kipling, it was a hunting dawn. Cecdlia put her head out the window and breathed deeply. Y es. Cool
enough, crisp and dry, and she would have anew mount today. A Buccinator son. Sometimes the gods
rewarded you for virtues unknown.

Bunny's staff served impeccable, lavish hunt breakfasts—and she enjoyed food—»but today she
hardly noticed elther the traditional dishes or the taste. The green hunt, composed of the most
experienced and best riders, talked little at breakfast this early in the season. Later, perhaps. Now they
all wanted but one thing—the horses, the cold air, the speed, the chase. They recognized thisin each
other; glance met glance over the clattering silverware.

Outsde, with the low sun gilding the stones, Cecdliawaked down to the stable block as happy as
she had felt since leaving competition. Thisiswheat life was about: a hot breskfast comfortable in one's
stomach, and the prospect of a good horse to ride over open country until the day ended. In her
saddlebag was her persona choice for alunch snack—on this, Bunny made no attempt to enforce the
more foolish tradition: if you wanted athermpak of shrimp-in-sweet-sauce, you could haveit. Cecdlia
favored a hot turkey sandwich, pickles and cheese, and hot coffee.

Buccinator's son, powerful and dert, stood waiting, held by agroom. She mounted, picked up her
reins, nodded to the groom, and set off at awalk to quarter the yard. Then out the great stone arch to the
front of the Main House, where Bunny and the huntsmen would have brought the pack by now. Hooves
rang on the stones, riders began to talk, once mounted, in the quiet tones of those who expect to be
listened to.

She came around the Sde of the house. . . . There, in the sunlight, were the hounds, sternswagging as
they swirled in controlled chaos around the hunt staff in scarlet. Bunny grinned as she rode up to him.
"Y ou like him, do you?'

"Y ou ginker—you might have let meseehim last year."

"He wasn't ready. But you'refirg to take him into the field; he's been schooled but never hunted.”

"You are most generous.” And hewas. To let aguest take agreen horse into the field—uwith the
green hunt, over the most demanding country—she was not sure she would have doneit, had it been her



horse and her country.

"He couldn't bein better hands,” Bunny said. "One concess on—we're going to start with the Long
Tor foxestoday.” Which meant lesswoods riding, more in the open, but the fences were stonewalls,
unforgiving of mistakes, and in the open they'd beriding faster.

"Sounds like fun," Cecdliasaid. Other riders came up then, paying their respects to the master, and
shecircled away.

* * *

The Long Tor foxes cooperated by leading along, circuitous chase across the open dopes, in and
out of difficult ravines, back up and around amost to their beginning. The Buccinator son proved himself,
maturing at every wal and ditch, the scope and speed of Buccinator bloodlines keegping him out of
trouble and well up. Ceceliadidn't push him. There was no reason to race; everyone knew how she
could ride, and everyone knew the horse was green. Far more important to give him agood day's work,
and the confidence to go on another time. They rode back in agolden afternoon, the young horse sill
with power to spare, and Nell gave her athumbs-up when she came through the arch.

"Cooal and quiet, and not amark on him . . . and you're happy with him?"

"He'sdl you promised. Never shirked, never tried to turn away from anything. Hed have gone faster
if I'd asked—actudly, | had to hold him back at firgt."

"Good. That'swhat | hoped for. He should be ready day after tomorrow; you can have old Gossip
tomorrow, if you want."

"Give him two days off," Cecdiasaid. "It's hisfirst season. Flat work tomorrow, and the day after I'll
come do alittle schooling on him when | get back from the hunt—"

"You think youll have the energy?'

Ceceliagave him amock glare. He was dways trying to suggest she wastoo old, but they both knew
it wasajoke. "I could school three horses now, asyou well know—shall | proveit?"

"No. .. just give Gossip arun tomorrow. | let Ca have him for Opening Day, and he bucked over
thefirst ten fences, Ca said. Y our friend Captain Serrano's doing well; I'm going to put her in the blues,
for her firgt run.”

Cecdliacame back to the house thoroughly satisfied. Now if Heris and young Ronnie would only
redlize how much fun thiswas.

* * %

Heris had spent severa hoursriding to Nell's exacting standard, on the flat and over the fences of the
outside course. His announcement that she would ridein the blues was, she knew, areward, though she
would just as soon have had something more tangible and immediate. She came back to the house stiff
but not redlly sore, ready for ahot bath, but the house itsdlf fascinated her.

The big stone building was huge, an indtitution rather than adwelling place. It had four levels
aboveground and one below, and an astounding number of rooms, corridors, staircases, arches, ramps,
lifts, balconies, and other architecturd bits for which Heris had no name. On the ground floor were rooms
devoted to reading, Sitting, talking, dancing, dining, lunching, breskfasting, and playing games of chance
or billiards. High ceailings and large rooms made Heris think of an overdecorated flight deck on her
cruiser. Mogt of the guest rooms were on the second floor, along with another library and a"withdrawing
room" for women, which overlooked arose garden. The third floor, Cecelia said, had both guest rooms
and family suites, while the fourth was (traditionally) the servants quarters.

Heris had abedroom the size of her entire suite on the yacht, with abathroom amost aslarge asthe
bedroom. Two windows opened to the east, with aview across alower roof to scattered buildings on
green fidds beyond. A white vasefilled with fragrant roses stood on the black polished bureau; a
deskcomp stood besideit. The bathroom amazed her even more. As big as most rooms, it had every
luxury fixture sheld heard of, and two she hadn't. She eyed the nozzles with suspicion and | eft them aone.



She bathed, relaxed for atimein swirling hot water, and dried her hair, half amused at hersdlf for taking
solong. It wasavery unmilitary Stuation.

The same dress she had worn that first night a Takomin Roads would do, Ceceliahad said, for
dinner. She added asmple but e egant silver necklace, then made her way through the maze of corridors
to the main stair, and descended its graceful curves. Voices rose toward her; shefelt as shy as she had
thefirst night on anew ship, coming to the wardroom.

Cecdliawaited at the foot of the gairs, her short hair lifted into a graceful wave of silver and auburn.
She wore the amber necklace Heris had admired, and along, beaded tunic in bronze and ochre over a
flowing copper-colored skirt. It was hard to believe she was an old woman, and had spent al day on a
horse. She amiled.

"| thought you might like afew introductions."

"Thank you," Heris said. She had tried to form no expectations, but she was surprised. All the menin
traditional black and white, dl the women in long gowns, looked more like athletes than wedthy
layabouts. Y et the surroundings, and the clothes, and the jewdry, were Straight out of caricature. She
managed not to stare as a dark-haired beauty undulated by in arustle of slvery silk, itsfolds seemingly
held to her by affection aone.

"That's the Contessa," Cecdliasaid. Her eyestwinkled. "That's what shelikesto be caled, rather. It's
all asort of game. . . being a character out of history, or rather out of a story about history. They've read
all thefiction of the period, and they take parts. Not formaly, in the evenings, but one is expected to
recognize agood version of afamiliar character.”

"Books. . . like the Surtees and Kipling you loaned me?’
"That'sabeginning. Youll haveto look into Bunny'slibrary. Come aong—you need to meet him."

Heristried to suppress her curiosity in the presence of her host, Lord Thornbuckle. Was he, too,
taking a character to portray? Was that long, foolish face his by nature or by desgn? He murmured a
greeting to her, alonger and warmer oneto Lady Cecelia, dong with his regrets that she had not made
the Opening Day.

"We had some delays,” Cecdiasaid.

"So | understand from the children,” he said. "How nice of you to have brought them aong.
Sorry—let'stalk after dinner—" And he turned to greet someone e se, with afaint shrug that made clear
to Heris he'd rather talk to Cecdlia

"And you must meet Miranda," Cecdliasaid. "Hiswife, Buttons and Bubbless mother, though it's
hard to believe. Shetakesregjuv like kittens take cream.”

And infact Heriswould not have suspected the sweet-faced blonde to be old enough to have
children Bubblessage. . . let done older ones. Miranda murmured polite nothings to them, and
introduced them to a Colonel Barkdy, who eyed Heris warily before wandering off to get something to
drink—or s0 he said. Heris suspected he would go straight to a comp and start looking her up in some
index of officers somewhere. She wished him luck. Miranda confided to Cecdlia that they were having
trouble again with "that Consuelawoman” and Cecelia made appropriate sympathetic noises before
excusing hersdf to "introduce Captain Serrano around abit.”

Heris had never been fond of the predinner socid hour anyway, and this one seemed to last forever.
Shefdt out of placein thesetdl, cold roomswith their conscioudly ancient decorations, surrounded by
people whose gowns had cost more than her Fleet sdlary. But just as she thought how much she would
prefer asnack in her room, a sweet-toned bell rang and someone (she couldn't see who) announced
dinner. A flurry of movement; shefound hersalf provided with adinner partner (and felt fortunate to have
read the Kipling) and soon sat at the long, polished table beneath the pseudobaronia banners.

Her partner, it seemed, was one of Bunny's distant cousins, and "desperately keen to hunt.” Heris
had no trouble with the conversation. The cousin wanted only alistener for histale of the Opening Day



hunt, today's hunt, the performance of his horse, the beauty of the wesether, the cunning of the fox, and
theinept handling of the hounds by the new huntsman.

"—wouldn't pay him any mind a al, and worse dl day. Bunny should never have let Cockran retire.”

"Nonsense!" huffed a husky man from across the table. "Cockran hasn't been well thelast two
seasons, and he's due for rgjuv. Bunny had no choice. Besides, Drew wasn't that bad. That couple of
pups gave him trouble, but the good old 'uns stayed true. And that last run—"

"Wll, but you weren't up where you could see the cast in that wood—"

The food that came and went through al thiswas ample and hearty, not nearly as elegant asthe
medls Cecelia had served her, but morefilling. Heris wondered if Bunny's household adhered to the
custom of women leaving the table early, or to the more modern format where the heavy drinkers
dispersed to one room, and those preferring stimulants to another. The latter, she found; she went into the
"coffee-room™ with some relief, for the long-winded cousin had chosen to drown his bruisesin brandy.

"You're ex-military aren't you?" asked someone at her elbow. The colonel she'd been introduced to
earlier, in fact. Barkdy, that was his name. Heris repressed asigh. Two boresin one evening? But the
colond's brown eyestwinkled at her. "Y ou deserve amedal for that—L aurence Boniface hasrarely had
such apatient listener; most of the ladies gather their conversationd reins at the beginning and try to make
araceof it."

"Thefood wastoo good," Heris said demurely. He laughed.

"And | thought it was recognition of a hopeess cause. Tell me, though: royalss, regulars, or ground
forces?' Hewas not oneto give up aninquiry.

"Regulars.” She would make it short and firm; would he take the hint?

"Ah," hesaid. She could dmost hear the gearstwitching in hisbrain. "I met an Admira Serrano once,
at an embassy do on Seychartin.”

"If hewastwo meterstall, with ascar from hisleft ear across his cheek, that was my uncle Sabado.
If shewasmy height, with lots of braids, it was my aunt Vida." Actualy there had been eight Admira
Serranosin the past fifteen years, but only two that she knew of had served on Seychartin while holding
that rank.

"Y our aunt, then. Therés a strong family resemblance.”

"So I've beentold," said Heris. She braced herself for more questions; she knew he was asking them
inhismind. But his next words | eft the questions untouched.

"It'sunusud for Regular Feet officersto haveriding asahobby,” he said.

"Lady Ceceliawould convert anyone," Heris said, relieved. Maybe she was safe, now, athough this
sort of colond had ahabit of making oblique attacks later in an acquaintance. "We had awager, which
shewon; theforfeit wasthat | would take instruction from her. In the process, | discovered an interest.”

"Ah," hesad, thistimein adifferent tone. "Do you know, years ago when | wasasmall boy, |
happened to see her ride, one of her professional events. It was cold and wet, | remember, anasty
blowing mizzling rain that went right through whatever you wore. | had been bored, even though | rather
liked horses, because | couldn't see over the grownups. | would see the top of someone's cap flash by,
and that was it. People would groan or cheer, and | didn't know why. My feet were cold, my neck was
wet; I'd have gone homeif | could. Then everyone was saying ‘Here she comes!' and someone—I| never
even knew the man—set me up on his shoulders, and out of the murk came this huge horse with a
red-headed woman on it, and they jumped something that looked to my child's eyesto be four meters
high and every hit that wide. Of course it wasn', but | wasimpressed anyway. For awholeterm |
wanted to be an event rider.”

"Wereyou ever?' asked Heris. Shefound sheredly cared; he had a gift for storytelling that Bunny's
poor cousin utterly lacked.

"Oh, no. | wastoo young to be faithful to dreams; the next thing | wanted to do was play avery



rough ball game popular a our school, and since it was available and good horseswere not, | learned to
play that, and liked it. Redl riding camelater, and by then | knew | wanted a career in the military or
possibly security forces™

"l wish I'd seen her," Heris said. " She's shown me the cubes, of course, but now that I'veridden a
red horse| canimaginethat the effect isvery different if youre actudly there, seeingit.”

"Magnificent,” he said, smiling. "But do you have your hunt assgnment yet?"

"Blue," said Heris. "Day after tomorrow, Nell said; tomorrow I'm to have another session over
fences”

"Good for you. If he's scheduled you into the blue, you're doing well. Let me introduce you to some
of the other blue hunt members." He led her to a cluster of people who were dl talking about the day's
chase. Heris wondered which hunt he rode with. Cecelia had explained the system, but it still seemed
odd. . . . For onething, she didn't understand why the hunt levels didn't have names taken from the
books, instead of colors. If they were all so interested in reproducing history . . .

"Ah," said atdl lanky blond man. "Captain Serrano, Lady Cecdlia's new friend—weve heard about
you." Heris had no chance to wonder what he meant, for he went on. "Neil's bragging to everyone—of
course, she's his pet example of what we should al aspireto, and now as ateacher aswell asrider. Isit
redly true that you had never mounted alive horse until today?"

Herisdlowed hersdf adow smile. "Not at dl. But it'strue | had ridden little, many years ago, and
hadn't been on ahorsesincel was. . . oh . . . perhaps twenty-three."

"You'd never jumped?'

"No."

"| told you, Stef, Lady Cecelias smulator islegendary." That was ared-haired woman about Heris's
height, who wore agown of mossy green with wide deeves. . . . Herisrealized why, when she saw the
wrist brace.

"It must be." Stef, thetall man, shook hishead. "Maybe it would help me. 1t took mefive seasonsto
work up from the red hunt to the blue, and I've been stuck in blue for ten." Others chuckled; the
red-haired woman turned to Heris.

"Tel me—did you find red horses easy after the smulator?!

"Not exactly easy, but much easier than | would have without it. And after the second ride, it was
amog the same, a continuation of the sametraining.”

Ceceliaappeared a her shoulder. "I hate to break this up, but you've got that early lesson, and I'm
off with the greens at dawn—and there's amessage from the Station.” She smiled at the group around
Heris, and they smiled in away that let Heris know how much clout Cecelia had. She was amost
tempted to refuse the suggestion just to see them react, but that would be cheap, so she said good night
and followed Cecdliaupdairs.

"Message?' she asked on the way.

"Nothing much—the ones you | eft aboard—"

"The standing watch,” Heris murmured.

"Whatever. Letting you know that the others arrived safely in Hospitdity Bay, and that the new
equipment isfunctioning correctly so far. Did you ask for regular reports?”

"Of course," Herissaid. "If they didn't report, how would | know whether things are going well?"
"Oh. I'd assume they were—but before you even remind me, if it were astable and not aship |
would be the way you are. When | was off competing, | spent incredible sums checking back with the

home yard to seeif they'd remembered things—and they aways had."

"Because you checked," Herissad. "I'll call back up—anything e s2?"

"Wadl . .. yes. | hopeyouwon't be offended—"



"l won't." Although she wasn't entirely sure. On her home ground—and she treated Lord
Thornbuckl€e's planet as her home ground—Cecelia had some of the very habits Heris had feared when
shefirgt hired on with arich old lady.

"Some of them areterrible gossips,” Cecdliasaid, speaking softly. "It's not just that they'll repesat what
yousad. . .. They'll embdlishit. It1l be worse because you're here as my guest; they've chewed my past
to tasteless mush dready, and you're something new. | know you can dedl with it, but don't be surprised
if you hear that we're lovers or something.”

"Loverd" Herisnearly choked. "Us?'
"Predictable gossip,” Cecdiasaid. Her cheekswere very pink.
"I'm sorry," Herisredized that her reaction could be construed as unflattering. "It's just—I mean—"

"Wearent. | know. But since | never married, they've been trying al the theories about why not, one
after another until the end and back again. That crowd that rides the blue hunt isthe wors—Stef, in
particular, would rather talk than ride, as you can tell when you see him mounted.”

"Y ou know," Heris said, asthey mounted another flight of stairs. "1 wouldn't talk about you—or
Ronnie™

"I know. It'snot that. | just—I want you to enjoy this, Heris. Not as my captain, but as my guest.
And it occurred to me that you might not have their sort of gossp in the military.”

"Oh, don't we!l" Heris chuckled. " Same both places, | expect. Some wouldn't touch it, but others
can't wait to guesswho'sin bed with whom, using what chemicals or gadgets. Don't worry; | can be
densewhenit suitsme."

"Good." Cecdliatook afew more steps, then stopped to face Heris. "If you pay attention in the blue
hunt, you'll probably be up in green very soon. They're looking for severa things—how solid you are
over fences, how done the horse comes back, and whether you interferein thefield.”

"Do you want mein the green hunt?' Heris asked. It had become clear how much respect the greens
had, but not whether Ceceliawanted competition.

"Of course | do! Heavens, girl, | wouldn't have brought you if 1'd thought you'd be stuck in alower
hunt the whole season. It wouldn't have been fair to you, or as much fun for me. Go on, now, and get
your rest. I'll be interested in hearing about your day."

* % %

That last visit to the tailor had taken out the dight wrinkle in the back of her jacket. . . . Herislooked
at hersdf in the mirror with amixture of amusement and pride. Amusement, because the clothing proper
to foxhunting till struck her asludicrous: why wear light-colored tight breeches when you were going to
gdlop big dirty animals through the mud? And pride, because at over forty she till had the condition to
look sixteen or so in those same tight pants, white shirt, and dark jacket.

Despite thetraining, and Cecdlias assurance that she was ready, Heris found the chaosin the blue
hunt's meeting areatingling along her nerves. Shelooked for Neil but saw only the second leve of help.
Of course, Neil would be with the green hunt. Surely held chosen the mounts, though. . . . She eyed the
big red—chestnut, she reminded herself—gelding being led toward her with some concern.

"Tiger I1," said the groom, a thickset woman even darker than Heris. "Need aleg?"

"Inamoment.” Heriswent through the drill Cecdliahad taught her, checking the bridle and girth
hersdlf, then accepted aleg and swung into the saddle. She hoped the beast's name did not reflect his
temperament.

"He pulls, sometimes," the groom said. "But helll answer a sharp check. Keep him back, and cam,
and helll go dl day. Get in afight with him, and you'll wish you hadn't.”

Gresat. She had aproblem horsefor her first hunt, her first performancein front of everyone. She

looked down at the groom, expecting to see dy satisfaction, but the woman's smilewasfriendly. "Don't
worry," thewoman said. "He's not abad 'un for afirst time out; he can jump anything, and will—the only



thing isdon't et him go too strong till he'sworked himsdlf down abit.”

"Thank you," Herissaid. "Any other advice?"

Thistime the woman'sface creased in abroad grin. "Well—I wouldn't et him dow down in water . .
. helikestorall. If you cometo astream, get him over inahurry.”

The horse snorted and shook his head; Herisfirmed her grip onthereins. "I'll be careful,” she said.
The groom stepped back. Herislooked around and saw that about half the riders were up. She had
room to walk the red horse—Tiger—in asmadl circle, and did so, first one way then the other. Asthe
minutes passed, she calmed down. It was just another horse, and they were going out to ride over just
another field. She had told hersdlf that sameliein other Situations, and it ways helped. So did "tonight
thiswill be over."

Chapter Ten

The houndsled the way, their long tails—Heris couldn't make hersdlf call such abiologic ornament a
gtern; ships had sterns—whipping back and forth or carried high, eager. She got only aglimpse of them
before the rest of the field passed out the gate and blocked her view. She intended to make sure Tiger
understood who wasin charge while they were fill at awalk.

Asthey came around the end of the stable wing, Heris could see both the other hunts moving away
to the east and west. The beginners (so Ceceliahad called them) would hunt the flat, open country to the
east, where the fences were lower and the pseudofoxes lived in brushy thickets. The green hunt had the
western hills, with long open dopes and timber at the top and bottom. And they, the blue hunt, had a
mixed country, rather like lumpy potatoesin akettle. Little hillswith little creeks between them, little
patches of woods and others of brush, odd-shaped fields bordered with stone walls or ditches or both.

Verismilitude, Cecelia had explained, influenced only some of Lord Thornbuckl€'s eccentricities.
That rather lumpy country had been thefirst colony settlement on thisworld, bought out by one of the
present owner's ancestors. They had tried to make aquick profit out of open-pit mining to pay off their
initid investment, then botched the mid-level terraforming that was supposed to convert the areainto
something their heirs could live on and from. Instead, they went broke, and left behind ugly pit mines,
irregular hegps of spoil, ponds and wandering streams fouled with acid and heavy metals. Now, some
hundreds of years later, the areawas gill unsafe for use in any food chain humanswould use, but it could
support hardy plants, animals with atolerance for heavy metals and acid water, and recreation. Wool and
leather and sport were its crops.

Tiger yanked on the bit, and Heris brought her mind firmly back to the immediate moment. Someone
had trotted past—she found it hard to recognize, in the plain black coats and hats, the people she had
met at dinner the night before—and the red horse wanted to follow. She refused, and met his attempt to
sdle out from behind the horse in front with afirm leg. He tested her in the next few minutes, asthey rode
to cover, with acurvet here, and apretense at ashy there; she was reminded of certain troublemakers
she had known, and had no problem keeping him under control.

"Ah—Captain Serrano!” The grinning man next to her wasthetall lanky blond Cecdliahad said liked



talk better than riding. He was on a horse which looked like a stuffed caricature of the anima Neil had
shown Cecdlia: large, dark brown, but thistime coarse and bulgy instead of powerful and deek. And he
rode doppily; even Heris could tell that. "L ovely morning, isn't it? Are you reedy for Tiger? Did they tell
you?"

"That he pulls, yes, and to keep him out of the water." Heris glanced around. They were near the tail
of the group, and she could tell from the tension in the reinsthat Tiger wasn't happy about it.

"Y ou don't haveto stay back here," the man said. Stef, hisnamewas. "Mid-field's enough; just keep
him away from the leaders.”

"I'mfing" Herissaid. "I like to watch the others." Ceceliahad told her to stay well back, even thisfar
back, and she trusted Cecelias advice more than someone who sat hishorse like ajellied custard.

"Come on, Stef!" someone called from ahead, and he shrugged and kicked hishorseinto atrot.
Heris anticipated Tiger's attempt to lunge forward, and rehearsed for the hundredth time what Cecelia
had told her, and what she had read.

The hounds would be turned loose to find the smell—the scent—of one of the pseudofoxes, and then
they would "give tongue." Now that Heris had heard them, from adistance, she agreed that "barked" was
inadequate. With the hounds following the scent, the field would follow—cautioud y—because
pseudofoxes, like their Old Earth predecessors, were tricky beasts. More than once they'd popped into
view inthe midst or even rear of thefield, causing awild confusion of horses and hounds and usualy
getting clean away. One had to give the pack time to work the scent, to untangle the maze the prey |eft,
and push the fox into the open. Only when the fox was sighted did things move faster—eventualy very
fadt.

They came to a scrubby wood bordered on one side by atangle of two-meter brush. Riders
gathered in a clump; the few who spoke did so quietly, and most checked girths and stirrup leathers, and
kept quiet. Heris put aleg forward cautiously and found that Tiger's girth could come up another notch,
just asthe groom had said. She drew in along breath of cold, moist morning air, on which the smell of
horse and dog and wet clay hung suspended in afundamentd cleanliness utterly unlike ship'sair. Planets
felt so spacious; there always seemed to be room, somewhere beyond—although she knew very well
they were astightly limited as any ship, just larger. Somewhere ahead and to the left, she heard the noise
of the pack, the busy feet pattering on leaves and twigs, the coarse, eager panting, an occasiona muffled
yelp. Something small and gray and bouncy—not a pseudofox, but something it probably ate—shot into
the clearing and two horses shied away from it. Tiger threw up his head, but Herisheld him firmly and the
little animd scuttered through the field without causing any red damage. Another anima—Herisgot a
good look at thisone, and it was asmal, black tree-climber with a bushy tail—clung to anearby tree and
made angry chattering noises at them, flipping itstail as punctuation.

Heris had just begun to wonder if anything would happen when one of the hounds gave a sobbing
moan, and another joined in. She had lost track of their movements, they now sounded ahead and to the
right, and she could hear crackling in the brush. Around her, the riders gathered up reins, and edged into
position. Some began moving, a awalk, in the direction of the noise. Then ahorn blew asignd she didn't
know, and everyone set off after it.

For along time they seemed to move at awalk or dow trot, making their way through the woods
and through alane in the brush beyond it. Tiger tossed his head alot, but otherwise gave Herisno
trouble. At the end of the brush alow stone wall offered the first chance to test jumping skillsin thefield.
Heris, at the end of thefield, had to wait along time while others scrambled over, somewith difficulty. By
thetimeit was her turn, stoneslay tumbled at the foot, and the wall was scarcdly ahaf-meter high. Tiger
bounced over it with contempt, earsflat, and kicked up on the far sde. Only those who had had refusals
and turned aside to wait were behind her now. She could see the backs of thefirst ridersrising astheir
horses |eaped an obstacle across the field sheld just jumped into.

Tiger fought the bit al the way acrossthe field, took off late for therail fence onitsfar sde, and
whacked it with hisforelegs. Heris had no trouble staying on, but she could tell her shoulderswould hurt



if hewasthis stubborn al day long. The fence seemed to have settled him, though, for he followed the
field dong atrack through sparse trees without trying to race ahead. Heris couldn't see exactly where
they were headed next, but she felt more confidence in her ability to survivethis odd ritud.

Tiger's strong trot brought the field back to her, as most of the riders chose to squeeze through agate
at the end of the track rather than jump another, higher wall. Some of those who had tried the jump
hadn't made it; Heris saw one woman climbing back onto her horse, and a man stalking aloose horse
which was dyly moving off just too fast to be caught. Beyond the gate, they faced a duggish stream,
well-muddied by recent crossings, and a steep dope acrossit up one of the smal irregular hills.
Remembering the groom's advice, Heristook afirm contact, and gave Tiger asmart tap in theribs. With
asnort, he plunged into the water, and lurched up the far bank. Heris couldn't remember if she was
supposed to avoid trotting up hill or down (someone had said something about it, she thought) so she
walked sedately up, trusting that she could see where everyone was from the top. Tiger's ears were no
longer back; apparently held given up the fight.

She had imagined ahill like an overturned bowl, with a definite top, from which she could see dl
sdes. As soon as the dope flattened, she realized her mistake. She might aswell have assumed that being
at thetop of aloading platform or the flight deck of her carrier would let her see everything going on
below. From theirregular and unlevel top of the hill, the downward dopeswere mostly invisble. Some
fell off steeply, and others were hidden in clumps of trees or brush. Shelooked around for aclue. The
ground had plenty of hoofprints, but she was no tracker to know which were recent. Far off in the
distance, tiny horses stretched across the dope of another hill—but that couldn't be the hunt she was
following, it wastoo far away. A fresh breeze made just enough noise in the nearest treesto cover the
sound of the hounds. . . although she hadn't heard it for sometime, sheredized. Sheld just been
following thetail-end riders.

She felt supid, and bored, and suddenly very irritated with Lady Cecelia. Surely thiswas not what
riding to hounds was supposed to be like, dawdling dong at the end of agroup of people who fell off and
got lost. How could they call it hunting? Only those in the front of the group were actudly hunting, and
they were just following the hounds, who were chasing afakefox, an artificid anima designed to be
quarry. The whole thing was afake—a pretense of historical accuracy, modified for modern
convenience.

A quiver beneath her reminded her that she wasn't standing on amachine, or afake animd, but riding
ared, living anima with itsown initiative. Tiger's ears were forward, pricked, and he stamped the ground
with aforehoof. Shelooked in the direction of his gaze. The little horses had disappeared into awood,
too far away ill, shewassure. . . but Tiger didn't think so.

She muttered a curse that was thoroughly untraditiona on the hunting field, being born of thingsyou
could do with wegpons found only on spaceships, and nudged Tiger into motion. "Y ou like to hunt, they
told me," she said to the horse's ears. One of them flicked back, asif he understood. "Find the damned
hunt, then." Tiger picked up atrot, and as the downhill dope steepened, he lunged into agalop. Heris
had just timeto think she shouldn't have let him do that. Then they werein the trees, and she wastoo
busy keeping her head off limbsto worry about it.

Out of the woods, into afield bounded by more woods:. Tiger took the fence from treesto grassin
an easy bound, crossed the field in five Strides, and rolled over thewall a the far sdeinto atrack Heris
had not noticed until they wereinit. Notrees. . . along curving ride up and around the shoulder of
another hill, through an open gate, down across agrassy field. Tiger, wiser than she, skirted the
rock-edged sinkhole in the middle and made for agap he evidently knew well. A downward rocky
dope, where even Tiger dowed to awalk, and Heris got her breath back as they dithered through some
spicy-smdling trees toward another creek. That had been fun, if scary: she began to think that whether it
counted as hunting or not, it was more fun to ride fast than dow.

By thistime Heris had no ideawhere they were, but the horse's ears till pricked forward. He minced
acrossthelittle creek and into the woods on the far side. Suddenly Heris heard the hounds again, and



from this distance had to admit they sounded amost like horns themsdlves. They were ahead through the
woods, moving left toright. . . . She gathered hersdlf just in time, as Tiger Sorang upward, dodging
through treeswith no regard at dl for her legs. She could steer him, she found, and even moderate his
speed; she pulled him to asolid canter rather than a headlong gallop.

The belling of hounds rang out nearer; at the top of the wood, they came out of the treesto find the
hounds strung out on that hill's bald top, with the fidld close behind them and the fox in view before. Heris
managed to swing Tiger around behind the front runners, though he fought her. Then they wereinwith
others, galoping over short grass toward what looked like a pile of rocks. The leaders swerved around
it, and poured over awadll just ahead of Heris. Tiger roseto thewall, and she got aquick glimpse of
where they were going—the hounds, the streak of red-brown that must be the fox, the huntsmanin
red—before they wereinto the next fidd, this one draped across the shoulder of itshill like ashawl. Tiger
flattened beneath her, passing agray horse and ablack, and jumping the briars and stones that separated
that field from another.

"Wl ridden!" came from behind her, but she had no attention to spare. His earlier exertions hadn't
tired the red horse, and he was pulling her arms out. The leaders were nearer now, as Tiger thundered
on, lunging againgt the reins, and his next jump put him even with thefirst of thefidd. Herisknew she
should be holding him back . . . but excitement sang the last remnants of doubt out of her bones. She had
not felt this exultation Snce—she pushed that avay. Now—this horse, thisfidd, this next jump—wasall
that mattered. All inaclump they raced, angling acrossthefield after the hounds, to jump asharp ditch. .
.. Someonefdl there, but Tiger had carried her over safely.

Ahead was another rockpile, to which the fox sped, and into which it vanished. The hounds swarmed
over it, clamoring, but they were not diggers and the fox had found asafelair. Herisgot Tiger dowed,
then circled him until he walked; he was wet and breathing hard, but clearly not exhausted. Nor was she;
she hoped they'd find another fox and do it again. She could have laughed at her earlier mood: boring?
This? No. It was all Cecdliahad promised.

The huntsmen set to work to cal the hounds back and get them in order. Meanwhile the rest of the
blue hunt rode up. Some she had met, and some she hadn', al now willing to speak to her and tell her
how well she'd done.

"l didn't really," she said to the third or fourth person who came up to her. "I got logt, then the horse
seemed to hear something—"

"But that's wonderful," the woman said. She had onewrist in abrace, and Herisredlized it wasthe
same one sheld seen at dinner. "That's what you're supposed to do, and you actualy caught up. Most
people, once they're lost, spend the whole day wandering around without a clue, or give up and go
home"

"Which hill were you on?' one of the men asked. Herislooked around, but had no idea. The jumbled
landscape |ooked as confused to her asastar chart probably would to these people.

"It was near the beginning,” she said dowly. "Therewas atrack through woods, then acreek, then a
lot of tracks straight up thehill. . . ."

"The Goosegg? Y ou got herein timefor the fina run from Goosegg?' Now they seemed even more
impressed. Heris wondered why. She thought of asking but shrugged instead.

"Tiger didit,” she said. It wastrue, anyway: he had known where to go, and he'd taken her there
without any serious bruises. They liked that, she could see; Ceceliahad told her that horse people expect
ridersto praise horses and take the blame themsdlves for errors.

For atime, nothing much happened; the hounds stood panting, tongues hanging out; some of them
flopped down and rolled. Riders stretched, or took a swallow from flasksin the saddlebag. A few
dismounted, and disappeared discreetly behind the rockpile. Horses stood hipshot, or walked dowly
around astheir riderstalked or drank. A few stragglers appeared, one by one, on lathered mounts, but
perhaps athird of the field had disappeared. Heriswondered if they were going to look for another



fox—it was ill morning, by the sun.

When the hunt moved again, it was both calmer and more businesslike than the morning'sfirst action.
Herisfelt the difference as a sense of purpose, asif aship's crew steadied to some task. First the
huntsman took the hounds down the field, toward a patch of woods near a stream—this one, Heris noted
from the hillside, widened to a pond at one point. Riders rechecked girths and stirrups; those who had
dismounted got up again, and those who had been chatting stopped. Someone Heris didn't yet know put
to her eye amost untraditional military-issue eyepiece; Heris wished she hersdlf had had the wit to get
one, that lucky soul would be seeing whatever she looked at in plenty of magnification and perfect
lighting. She could see fleas on thefox's coat, if afox came out.

Then the hounds found another trail. At thefirst ped of the horn, Tiger trembled; Heris steadied him,
but didn't hold him back to the rear of the group thistime. Steadily, without haste, the field moved toward
the cdl at abrisk trot. Thistime no onein front of Herishad arefusa at the low wall and ditch.. . . nor
did she. . . and they trotted on through the woods, lured by the hound song and the horn. Behind her, the
bulk of thefield stretched ouit.

Out of thewoods: she could see the scarlet coats ahead, the hounds now fifty metersin thelead
acrossafidd. Tiger wasn't pulling as badly, but her sentiments were with him, now; shewould liketo
have charged at the next field asfast as he would go. It had become more than the physica delight of
riding over fences at speed; it was ahunt, and she wanted to be part of it. Now she could admit it to
hersdf—she had not felt this completely dive, this exultant, since shed commanded her own shipin
combat. And that had been tempered with grief and worry, knowing that she risked her crew, people
who trusted her. Here, sherisked only herself; she had no responsibility for the others. No wonder
peopleliked hunting . . . but she had no more time to think about it, and that, too, became part of the
pleasure.

That run, her first full run, remained aconfusion in her mind, when shetried to tell Cecdiaabout it.
Field and wood and field succeeded each other too rapidly; she had to concentrate on riding, on steering
Tiger around trees and readying hersdf for the fences, walls, ditches, banksthat came at her every time
she thought sheld caught her breath. It felt asif they'd been riding dl day—allifetime—when she heard
the hounds voices change, heard the huntsman yell at them, and redlized that they'd caught the fox, out in
the middle of avast open bowl between the hills, with alittle stinking marsh off to onesde. Thistime
Tiger waswilling to stop; she sat there panting and hoping she would not disgrace hersdlf by dithering off
his back to liein a heap on the ground.

Breath and awareness came back to her even asthe rest of thefield came up. "You can ride," sad
the woman with the wrist brace, again beside her. "Don't tell meit'sdl that horse; I've ridden him myself."

* k% %

In the hunting frenzy of Lord Thornbuckl€'s establishment, Ronnie saw his companions change.
Buttons, who had been growing perceptibly stuffier over the last year, became a proper son of the
household, and took over the red hunt without complaint. He seemed dmost a parody of hisfather,
despite the difference in looks. Sarah smply vanished; when they asked, Buttons|ooked down his nose
and muttered something about wedding preparations. Ronnie wished he had such ahandy excuse. The
others had to undergo evauation by the head trainer—ahumiliating experience, Ronnie thought. Raffagle
rode better than held expected; though the trainer complained about her form, she never fdl off, and was
passed to the blue hunt after only aweek's review. He and George and Bubbles, though, were stuck with
two daily lessons.

Ronnie hated the lessons; they spent nearly dl thetime at awalk or trot, with asharp-voiced junior
trainer nagging them about things Ronnie was sure didn't redly matter. The trainer wasn't nearly as hard
on Bubbles; he figured that was favoritism toward afamily member. Afterwards, on the way back to the
house to swim or play chipball, Bubbleswould critique hislesson again, in detail. When hefinaly burst
loose and told her she had to be as bad, or she wouldn't till be having lessonstoo, she dugged him inthe
am.



"| could ride to hounds any day of the week, you idiot. I'm babystting you two. It wouldn't befair to
make you stay in lessons by yourselves, Dad said." She glared at both of them. ™Y ou ought to be grateful,
but I don't supposeyou are.”

Ronniewasn't. That only made it worse, and hisarm redlly hurt. He hadn't asked for this. Shewas
supposed to be his girlfriend, and sheld been acting asif he were anuisance.

The crisp, clear weather of the first few days ended with acold front, clouds, and drizzle. It made no
difference what the weather was—essons and hunts went out on schedule. Ronnie hated the cold trickle
down the back of his neck, the horrid dankness of wet boots, and he didn't want to get used to it.
Tradition be damned; why couldn't they wear proper weather-sensing clothing like the Roya Service did
on manewvers?

At dinner each day, the Main House crowd seemed to divide naturaly aong hunt lines. The greens,
his Aunt Cecdliaquite prominent among them, had their favorite rooms and corners, and so did the blues.
The reds condescended subtly to those not yet assigned, but knew their place compared to the other
hunts. Bubbles |eft them, pointedly showing off, Ronnie thought, her ability to mingle with eeseaswell as
her white shoulders. The only young women among the unassigned were too young for him, and too
gawky—a pair of earnest cousins so obvioudy overawed by their surroundings that they blushed if
anyone came near. Bubbles had introduced them as "Nikki and Snookie; they used to come alot back
when | wasakid" and then walked off.

When Captain Serrano showed up with afoxtail one evening ("Not thetail, stupid, the brush!™
Bubbles hissed) after her first hunt with the blues, Ronnie was disgusted. He had spent five hours that day
riding three different horsesin boring circles, trotting over boring little fencesin aboring ring. Hed been
told he might be alowed on the outside course in acouple of days, if he concentrated. And she—twenty
years older, if aday—had been alowed to skip the red hunt atogether, go into the blues, and had had a
good firgt hunt. It wasn't fair. For the first time since hislessons on the ship, he thought of revenge, but he
ressted. It wasn't worthiit.

Hisonly solace in these trying days was Raffagle, of al people. George dragged her away from a
group of blues one night, and gave a humorous account of their day's lessons. Ronnie felt humiliated—he
didn't fall off that often, and George didn't mention any of his own mistakes—but Raffagl€sglance a him
was sympathetic. After that she came of her own accord every evening, for afew minutes at least. She
asked once where Bubbles was, and Ronnie shrugged. She asked no more, but he noticed that she
talked to both of them, not just George. And when George was taken up by agroup of older men who
knew hisfather, Raffagle kept coming, chatting quietly with Ronniein away he found more and more
soothing.

By thetime hefindly got his passto hunt with the reds (two days before George, aminor triumph
which by then he didn't enjoy), he expected no pleasure. The morning dawned murky and cold with
vague clots of mist hiding the low places; Ronniefdt tiff before he even got to the stables. Buttons,
gpruce and cheerful, grinned at him as he stumped into the yard where the hunt gathered.

"Good for you!" he said, too loudly for Ronnie'staste. "1 knew you'd beat George out of the lesson
pit. It'sagood day for scent, anyway." He wore the red coat and insigniaof the M.F.H. of thereds, and
looked asif held been borninit.

"Oh. .. Georgewill be dong soon enough,” said Ronnie vaguely, looking around. "Where's
Bubbles?'

Buttons laughed. " Taking a vacation. She's riding with the blues today. We decided George could
survive without afamily member for onelesson.”

Thisreminder of his Stuation did not help. Ronnie grunted, and looked around again. A groom
waved to him, and he went over to get on the dark, heavy animal that was hisfor the day. "Thumper,” he
wastold, "isgood, solid, rdliable, and not too fast. Bring him home safe.” Ronnie noticed nothing was
said about his safety.



They rode out into the cold murk. Thumper seemed to think his place was the back of the field;
Ronnie kicked vigoroudy and got him up to the middle. "Eager, aren't you?' asked someone
sarcadticaly. Ronnieignored him. They al milled around in awet meadow while the hounds cast about
for ascent. No one spoke to Ronnie, and he knew they were al eyeing him. His neck felt hot. When the
hounds began to speak, he urged Thumper in that direction, but the others were faster. He trotted aong
near the back of the group, getting well spattered with mud the other horses kicked up. Thumper dowed,
and Ronnie couldn't blame him. It must be worse for the horse, he thought, getting mud in his face and
not just on hislegs.

After awhile, the horses ahead of him sped off a a canter. Ronnie followed. Now the mud flew
higher; he could see it gpattering the ground ahead of him. A hedge appeared from the murk, and
Thumper lifted to it. On the far Side, aditch gaped; Thumper stretched, and Ronnie clung, dipping abit at
the rough landing. But he regained his seat and urged Thumper on through aflat field after the others. He
wished someone had seen—it was alarger jump than held ever taken in alesson.

After some minutes of this he was bregthless and sore. It was much harder than the lessons, even the
ones on the outside course. He couldn't tell what kind of obstacle was coming. There never seemed time
to plan an approach, to get himsdf ready for the jJump. Thumper had arough, lumbering stride, and while
he jJumped safdly, never hitting anything, he took off with alurch and landed hard each time. He was
doing better than some (he had seen riders sprawled on the wet ground, loose horses, people
remounting) but he couldn't get Thumper to catch up with the field.

Far ahead, the horn rang out again. Thumper knew that signal, and churned ahead faster. Now they
passed stragglers, riders whose strained faces showed that they found thisastiring as Ronnie did. He
wondered why they bothered. . . . Were there that many bossy auntsin the universe? He saw arail fence
coming up, and braced himself. . . . They were over safely, but another loomed up. With acurse, Ronnie
grabbed mane, and survived that one too. Thumper plunged on, into the rear of the dowing field. . .. The
dogs had caught the fox, though Ronnie couldn't seeit. He pulled on the reins, and Thumper dowed to a
walk, then stood, sides heaving. No one seemed to notice them now; the red-coated hunt staff in the
center were doing something, and then everyone laughed and cheered.

The crowd spread out, astheriders walked their horses dowly around. "Madeit, did you?" asked
someone Ronnie had seen in the red hunt group at dinner. "Must have been pretty far back. Too bad you
weren't up. Y ou might've had achance at the brush, being asit'syour first day.”

"Well, | madeit,"” Ronnie said. He meant to say it blithely, but it came out sounding disgruntled. The
man rode off with a shrug. Thumper heaved a great sigh, and shook his head alittle. Ronnie noticed
others getting flasks out of their saddlebags. He started to reach for his, and remembered that he'd
forgotten to bring it. It seemed suddenly darker, and the first cold drops of the day's rain splashed his hot
neck.

By nightfal, he had ridden too many hours, falen off twice (both times some helpful stranger caught
Thumper and brought him back) and was wet to the skin with both sweat and rain. Histhroat felt raw, his
nose was running, and his knees and anklesfdt asif hedd played the finals of some disma professiona
gport involving large angry men pounding each other to mush. He managed to stay on Thumper until he
guided him through the gates of the yard, and then dithered off, staggering as he landed.

"Do you need assstance?" asked the groom, with aquick glance a him. She was aready pampering
Thumper, he noticed.

"I had afal," he said, through gritted teeth. "But nothing's broken.”
"Good day, then," she said, leading the horse away. "If nothing broke.”

He stumped up to the house, hoping to make it to a hot bath without meeting anyone, but of course
there was George, dapper and witty, with Raffagle on hisarm.

"What did you fdl into, the pigpen?' asked George. Ronnie was glad to note that Raffagle did not
smirk. Shewas dry and clean and lovely but she did not smirk.



"Just amuddy ditch,” Ronnie said. He hoped it sounded casua, the way held heard others speak
lightly of problemsin thefield.

"I haven't falen off inaweek," George said. "Even though it redly rained hard during my second
lesson today."

"It's different out there." Ronnie shot aglance at Raffagle. She wasn't even amiling; she looked asif
she knew that his shoulder and hip hurt, and was sorry.

"I'll bet Bubblesand Raffadidnt fal,” George went on. "Did you?"'

Raffaturned an enchanting shade of pink; Ronnie had never thought how lovely a blush could look
againg dark hair. "Almogt," she said. "My horse ssumbled on landing over abig drop, and | wasright up
on her neck. . . ."

"But you didn't fall," George brayed. "Now if that had been Ronnie, hed have gone splat, right?"

"Excuseme," said Ronnie, trying for coolness and achieving only the very tone of wounded dignity he
least wanted. "I'd like to take a bath before dinner.”

"I should hope s0," George said. Y ou certainly need one.”

Ronnie fumed hisway to hisroom. Bad enough to have to spend awet cold day riding aclumsy
horse over mud and rock. Bad enough to fall off and be bruised from head to hedl. But to meet the
impossibly dapper George on the way back—to be twitted about his muddy state—that was too much.
People that thought this was fun must be completely insane. . . except maybe Raffa, because after dll
women were different.

He smply could not spend the entire winter at thisridiculous sport. He had to get away, somehow,
and do something where he didn't fed acompletefooal.

Chapter Eleven

"I'm not surethisisagood idea," Ronnie said.

"Do you redly want to spend another day bouncing around on that horse?" asked George. Of course
he didn't; that was the point. It had been bad enough before George got into the hunt, and worse
afterwards. But sneking off like this? George went on, "Y ou look ridiculous—"

"l do not." Ronnieglared a hisfriend. George had not falen off in hisfirst timein thefidd, and it had
goneto hishead. He seemed to think a successful maiden appearance made up for later runaways,
buckings off, and an inability to keep up with thefield on adow day. "I ride better than you—"

"And not nearly so well asyour aged aunt or that demon captain of hers. Honestly, | had no ideathe
Regswent in for horseriding; | thought they spent dl their time polishing wegpons and doing drills.”

Ronnie snorted. "They do love drills, don't they? At least down here Captain Serrano can't interrupt
our deep.”

"No. That'sthe purview of your aunt, waking us up before daylight to gobble a disgusting breskfast
and clamber onto greet clumsy, smely animals. . . ."



Ronnie felt aperverse desireto ingst that it wasn't that bad, but Bubbles had aready started laughing.

"And you did look so funny, lamb, when you were stuck in that hedge, al red-faced and blubbering.”
She patted him on the shoulder as she clambered past him. He could see by the dome-light that Raffa
wastrying to smother her giggles and shush Bubbles.

"Fine" Ronnie did the canopy forward; the otherswere still giggling and stowing their suppliesin the
lockers. He was beginning to wish he hadn't agreed to this, but how could he back out now? He caled
up the preflight checklist on the display and started down it. The computer would have done everything,
of course, but he was not as careless as his aunt thought.

"Comeon, Ron," George said. "Get thisthing off the ground.”

"Preflight,” Ronnie said. George should know that—or was he so involved with Bubblesthat held lost
the rest of hiswits? George heaved a dramatic sigh, which Ronnieignored. He worked hisway down the
rest of the preflight list in slence; as usud, everything seemed to bein order. Ronnie inserted the cube
and checked the readout: it had accepted his course programming, and calculated fuel consumption
based on satdllite weather information. "Refud once," he said. "Anyone careif it's Bandon or Caloo?!

A ragged chorus, which sounded louder for Bandon; Ronnie entered that with the touchpad, cast a
glance back to make sure adl the loose items were stowed, and pressed the green button. The engines
caught, and the computer took over the final preflight power checks. At least he knew what the readouts
meant, though he could not, from this point on, override the computer's decisons. Not much like a Roya
trainer; these civilian modelswould fly themselves, given the chance. Helaid his handslightly on the yoke
anyway, and punched for manua takeoff. He felt the yoke quiver, and the computer displayed his
options. If he stayed within these margins, he could have control—and within those, he could control one
axis. For amoment it amused him—for ahuman to be dlowed to fly the machine, he had to fly like a
mechine

It would be practice, and he had dways enjoyed flying. He flicked hisfingers over the yoke
studs—power, directional focus, attitude—and the computer agreed that he knew what he was doing.
Hedidn't know if the others noticed, but he had manua control until he choseto relinquish it, when the
craft was at 5,000 meters and on course to Bandon.

"It'sdark outsde," Raffaele commented asthe craft leveled. "There's nothing but—" She peered
back. "Nothing but the House lights. . . ."

"We had to leave before daylight,” George pointed out. "Or Ronnie's aunt would have stopped us.”

Ronnietried to see past the reflections on the canopy. Nothing but darkness. . . . He flicked off the
interior lights, and looked harder. Nothing ahead but darkness, nothing to either side but darkness. He'd
never seen anything quite o black in hislife.

"It'll be dawn soon," he said. "And the computer doesn't need daylight." Asit came out of his mouth
he redized that they knew that—he was comforting himsdf. Darkness hid his blush. Behind him,
ostentatious yawns indicated that the others would pretend to deep. Someone turned on one of thetiny
reading lights, asoft glow in therear of the cabin; Ronnie |eft the main cabin lights off.

He found that he kept looking to the right, hoping to see some glimmer of dawn. Just when he had
given up hope, and convinced himsdlf that he would have to endure flying down ablack drainpipe
forever, asullen glow lit the horizon, more fedling than color. Soon he was sure of it; adim redness
blotched with black—clouds, he redlized—and then a curious fuzzy qudlity to the outside. Still dark, still
impenetrable, but somehow seeming larger than it had. Asthe light strengthened, he saw the sea benesth,
oddly brighter than the sky. Away toward sunrise it stretched, and the clouds hung over it in dark
columns, their tops flushed pink now with the coming light.

Ronnie had never flown aong a coast a sunrise; he had not imagined the impaoss ble combinations of
green and blue and purple, the piles of pink and gold, which clouds and sea and sunrise make. He looked
down on the dark land dowly coming out of the dark haze of night, the shordline edged with ruffles of
colorless surf that would soon be silver and blue. His quick memory for mapstold him they were dmost



athird of the way to Bandon; the computer would soon change their course away from sunrise, across
the narrowing belt of land and out across the ocean to that cluster of idands. He hoped it would not
change before he could see the sun lift out of the sea.

"Therésnothing down there at dl," Raffagle said, in avoice that began deepy and ended worried.
"Where arewe?'

"Thisisthe Bottleneck," Bubbles said, yawning. "Gorgeous morning, epecidly since | don't haveto
climb on ahorse. Don't worry, Raffa, we can't get lost. The computer on thisthing has adirect lineto the
navsats. If wewent down, someonewould betherein notime.”

"But somebody must live somewhere," Raffa grumbled.

"On up the coast a bit there's a settlement of wildlife biologists,” Bubbles said. "They're to keep the
suff we don't want out of the Hunt grounds.”

The sun came up and glittered on the surf just as he had imagined, and afew minuteslater the
computer swung them |eft, away from the coast, and across the forested Bottleneck. Bubbles served
breskfast, pastries and fruit and hot coffee she'd filched from the kitchen before they left. Ronnie
stretched, enjoying the comfort of baggy trousers, loose shirt, and low, soft-sided boots after the confines
of hunting attire. By the time they'd eaten, they'd crossed the other coast and were headed across ablue
wrinkled ocean toward the idands. Ronnie had nothing to do, so he turned his seat around and listened to
the girls speculate on when Bunny would send someone after them.

"I hopeit'snot Aunt Cece,” Ronnie said.

"Hewouldn't send her; she'sagues,” Bubblessaid airily. "It'll probably be some boring mid-level
adminigrator.”

"We could just tell your father,” Raffasaid. "Once we get there, that is."

Bubbleswrinkled her nose. ™Y ou don't know how heis. Hell lecture me. I'll get mad. Well argue.
And then I'll have to make up, or he will, and that takestime | could be enjoying with you."

* * %

Ronnie put the landing system on automatic when he thought they were in range of Bandon. 1t would
contact thefield, and bring them in without hisintervention, though he hoped the computer would alow
him a"manua" landing. When the com beeped, and the fiel d-authorization light turned red, he assumed
that the field wanted a voice-contact; it seemed areasonable way to keep out unwanted guests. "Any
specia code words?" he asked Bubbles. She shook her head.

"No—just givetheflitter number. It'son thefamily list."

"Bandon fidd," Ronnie said. "Permisson to land and refud, number 002413."

"Permission denied." Theflat, dmost metalic voice conveyed no interest in negotiation. Ronnie stared
at the computer display. He had never heard of acivilian field refusing permission to land and refud.

He repeated hisorigina call, and added that they were low on fudl.

"Permission denied,” the voice said again.

"Overridethat," Bubbles said from behind him. "Put in 'Landsman 78342 and see what happens.
That's Father's personal code.”

Ronnie poked at the screen, and hit the orange override button, but the voice repesated the same
gtatement with the same mechanica lack of expression.

"Can we make Cdloo from here?' asked George.

"Just barely,” Ronnie said, with aglance a the fuel readout. "And | don't see why we should. Thisis
Bunny'sflitter, and Bubblesjust gave usthe internd authorization number. If it won't accept it,
something'swrong.”

"We don't want to land if something'swrong,” George said. Then, "What could be wrong? What's on
thisidand, anyway?' Heturned to Bubbles.



She frowned thoughtfully. "Wl . . . thelanding field, maintenance station, and the family'slodge—no
resdent saff, though—"

"Theresalodge here, too?' Ronnie asked. "Then why did you tell meto program for Whitewings?'
"We wanted to be out of everyone's reach. Thisistoo close—it'sthefirst place they'd look.”

Ronnie looked out the canopy. Heavily wooded idands lay scattered in odd shapes across the sea.
Bandon, the computer readout told him, was ahalf hour ahead. He could see its digtinctive shape beyond
the nearest idand. Calloo, the northernmost of the chain, lay far to their right. "We ought to find out
what'swrong,” he said. "WEell go on to Bandon and take alook." They could gill make Calloo, he
thought, if they had to, and if they found out something important, Bunny might forgive their
disappearance. With the vague notion that he was being careful, Ronnie let the flitter drop lower and
skimmed just above the forest, following the contours with care, then made alow approach acrossthe
sea between that idand and Bandon, edging past asmaller idand not quite in his path between them. He
did not ook outside, concentrating instead on hisinstruments. If he dipped too low, the flitter's automatic
safety overrideswould lower the plenum and convert it to an airboat. That could be most embarrassing.

George saw the danger firgt. "L ook out!" he yelled. Ronnie looked back at him, wondering what kind
of game they were playing back there; Raffa yelped, peering out the starboard side. Then he saw it, just
before it struck, an odd shape trailing aline of orange smoke. Theflitter jerked itself out of his contral,
bouncing up and sdeways, and agood haf of the readouts went red; something snarled angrily inits
power section, asound that spiralled up into a painful whine and then stopped abruptly.

Ronnie grabbed the controls back, felt the ominous mushiness, and went into the emergency landing
sequence he had never expected to use once past his piloting exam. Would they makeit to land? The
airgpeed readout, like dl in that bank, was dead; the white beach and green trees ahead moved nearer
too dowly. Behind him, no one spoke. George clambered forward, disturbing the flitter's precarious
balance, and dropped into the other forward sedt.

"I think it wasasignd rocket,” he said camly, asif continuing a casua conversation. "All that red
smoke. . ."

"She's nose-heavy," Ronnie grunted. "And the hydraulics are shot. Use that big foot on the floor, not
your mouth.”

Whatever George did made no difference; the flitter sank toward the waves. "Brace up, you girls,"
George said to the back seats; Raffawas the one who said, "Brace up yoursaf, Gee—weretrying to get
the raft out."

Ronnie tried once more to pull the nose up, but the flitter shivered dl over like anervous dog.
Flitters don't stall, he remembered being told, but they crash all the same. It occurred to him that
even if they madeit to land, he might smply crash head-on into the lush forest. Could he maneuver at
al? Altitude, then maneuver, he remembered. But he had no dtitude. Hetried; the flitter dewed
sdeways, but answered duggishly. He could parald the coastline and thosetrees. . . .

" George—there—those people—" Ronnie did not look; he had to keep theflitter in the air aslong as
he could. George leaned to see, then grunted, asif it wereamarvel.

"Damn near naked," hesaid. "But armed. . . . | think that's the launcher he hit uswith."

Ronnie put dl his strength into willing the flitter not to crash into alump of trees nearer shore than the
rest.

* * %

They were down, and not dead—at the moment, that was al he cared about. His hands ached; his
earsrang; hiswhole body hurt. But they were dive, and out of the flitter—which now looked far too
small to have held so many people and so much fear. Bubbles and Raffa, with far more gumption than he
would have expected, had unloaded everything useful from theflitter. The survivad raft and dl its
provisons, the scuffed but whole duffles.



"Never paysto buy chegp luggage,” George said, in the tone that had won him the nickname
"Odious," as he brushed the sand off his and hoisted it to his shoulder. "Come on, now, Ronnie—givethe
girlsahand, can't you?'

Ronnie glared a him. He looked, the odious George, as he always did—fresh, creased, polished to a
high gloss. Not ahair of hisdark head ruffled, not a smudge. He looked like that on horseback, and even
when hefdl off he never looked rumpled or dirty. He looked like that on mornings after, and on hot
afternoons on parade. It was unfair, and his brother officers had done dl sorts of thingsto ruin that
polish—but nothing worked. *Dip the odious George in shit,” some senior cadet had said their first year,
"and not only wouldn't it ftink, it'd tekeashine.”

Now, on the sandy beach after aflitter wreck, Ronnie thought he knew what he looked like. He said
nothing, but picked up two of the remaining duffles, staggered abit, then dropped them.

"What now?" asked George.

"The beacon,” Ronnie said, clambering onto theflitter. He wished he could remember how hed
gotten out of it. "We need to signd for a pickup, unless you plan to swim back to the mainland.”

"You gaveit to me," Bubbles said. Shelooked worried. "Y ou don't remember?”

He didn't remember. He crouched on the flitter's canopy, suddenly aware that he was not functioning
in someimportant way. He looked around, blinking. The sea, the sand, the trees. he remembered that.
They'd crashed the flitter, and whoever owned it would be furious. Who had crashed the flitter? They
weren't designed to crash easily and he and George were both good pilots. He looked at the flitter itsdlf,
at the large hole in the engine section, the scorchmarks black on the outer skin. "What happened?' he
sad, knowing it was astupid question, though it was dl that occurred to him.

"Damnation!" George's voice, closer. "He's concussed; he doesn't know what's happened
or—c'mon, ladies, we've got to get him away from here.”

He heard Raffaask why, and Bubbles remind George that injured people shouldn't be moved until
medica personnd arrived, but someone stronger than Raffa or Bubbles pulled him off the flitter and dung
him over amuscular shoulder. That completed his collgpse; he spewed the breskfast he'd eaten down
George'slegs and knew nothing more for atime he could not measure.

* % %

Ronnie awoke lying on his back with the sun prying his eydids apart and someone begting his head
with acollection of spoons. At least that'swhat it felt like. He had no desire to move, though he would
have appreciated quiet, darkness, and a cool wet cloth on hisforehead. A sympathetic murmur would
have been nice too. Instead the only voices he recognized sounded angry and frightened.

"If my father knew—" That had to be Bubbles, pulling off her best daughter-of-greatness act.

"And what makes you think he doesn't?' asked aman'svoice, in atone that meant Bubbles was
making no impression at dl. Or the wrong one.

Aningant's pause, then, "What do you mean, he knows?"

Laughter with no humor iniit, thekind of thing Ronnie had heard only afew timesin hislife; it
frightened him then, and now.

"I don't suppose he knows his daughter's involved, no." The man's voice had some familiar tone that
Ronniefelt he should know but could not quite recognize. "But something likethis, asbig asit is, on his
favorite resort world: how could he not know?"*

"Something like what ?* That was Raffagle, Ronnie thought. A girl who believed that the factswould
explain themsdves.

Another man's voice, this one quite different. "Oh, | 'spect you know, little lady.” Every hair on
Ronnie's body rose at that "little lady." He wanted to leap up and knock that voice into the sea, but he
could not move. "It'sahunter's paradise, isn't it? And your dad, or maybeit's her dad, isafamous
gportsman, isn't he? And the whole point of sport isyou give the prey achance, eh? lan't it? That makes



it achalenge, see?'
Thereiterated questions stiruck Ronnie asfase, theatricd, like something from astorycube. Certain
didectsdid that, he thought.

"Manhunting,” thefirst voice said. "Asyou very well know, since you came herefor that purpose.”
Ronnie tried to process that: manhunting? Manhunts were for escaped criminds, or lost children.

"But it can go two wayss, see?" the second voice interrupted. "Hunting predatorsit can dways go two
ways, and men are the most dangerous. There was a story once—"

"Everyone knowsthe story, Sid; be quiet.” The command in thet first voice findly made the
connection for Ronnie. It sounded like Captain Serrano. It sounded like Captain Serrano thetime she
had ordered him off her bridge, or the time he had overheard her talking to Aunt Cece about battle. He
struggled to open hiseyes and found himsdf blinking up a adark unsmiling face. "Wdll," the man said.
"And what have we here, young man? Who are you?"

"Rondd Vertigern Boniface Lucien Carruthers” he heard himsdlf say, asif in one of the practice
sessonsin the squad. "Roya Aero-Space Stellar Service" Helooked around, now that he could see,
and there was the odious George, looking remarkably tidy with a gag stuffed in hismouth and an angry
expression on the rest of hisface. Bubbles |ooked amost as angry; he wondered if she was going to
come out of her usua wild-blonde disguise for the occasion. And Raffa—whom he hoped would
someday be his Raffagle—had no expression at al. He had never seen her like that, and he hoped he
never would again.

The dark face above hisdid not smile. "Roya ASS, eh? And you probably think that means
something here"

Ronnie had heard that verson of hisservicesinitias before; heignored it now, as benegth the notice
of awounded officer. "And you?" he asked, as he wondered which of hislimbs still worked. "I have not
the honor—"

A snort of contempt, and agrowl from others he had not yet noticed. "That's the truth, little boy
soldie—you have not the honor indeed. Y ou don't know what honor is."

From alittle distance, he heard another mirthless chuckle. "Little pegp plonks down in aflitter and
bumps his poor little head, pukes out his guts, and thinks he has aright to say the H-word. . . ."

"Shut up, Kev. We don't have time for your nonsense any more than his." A jerk of the head
indicated George. The dark eyes contemplated Ronnie. "But you—you're going to give usthetruth,
Mister Ronad Vertigern Boniface Lucien Carruthers of the Roya Assholes. You didn't learn to fly with
that bunch of old ladies, boy: who are you redlly from?' Hard hands grabbed his ears and shook his
head. He had thought it hurt before; now he knew it had merely been uncomfortable. Hefdt hiseyes
water, and hated the man for that. His stomach roiled, and he choked back another wave of nausea

"| told you," Bubbles said, before he could get any words out. "We're from the Main Lodge; we
wanted to get away from thefox hunting—"

"And try other game?" suggested another voice he could not see.

"And just play around,” Ronnie said. At the moment he didn't careif he did die; his head might as
well have ared axein it aswhatever was causing what he felt. He knew his voice sounded wesk and
querulous, he felt weak and querulous. "My aunt Cece—you wouldn't know her—and that demon
captain of herswanted me to spend dl day every day on ahorse chasng some miserable little furry thing
over fields of cold mud and fences designed to make horsesfall down and dump their riders.” Hetook a
breath; no oneinterrupted. "And we got tired of it," he said, closing his eyes againgt the bright glare of the
forest canopy. "We wanted to rest. We wanted to have fun. | asked Bubblesif there wasn't some place
on thismiserable dirtball that wasn't cold and muddy and full of horses, and she said let'sgo to the
idands”

"Oblo?' Thefirgt voice seemed to be addressing someone else; Ronnie gave himsalf up to



contemplation of his headache and the mystery of his stubbornly unhelpful armsand legs. Hefinaly
thought he felt something weighing him down, or tying him down, or something of that sort. Externd, not
internal—he was sure he was wiggling histoes. For some reason, the discovery that he probably didn't
have abroken neck did not make him fedl better.

"No weapons—not with them or on theflitter, ‘cept acateye. That's standard surviva gear on flitters,
most worlds." Oblo, if that was the speaker, had the same businesdike tone as thefirst voice. "Food and
minor medical suppliesin stuff they'd pulled out to take with them. All the IDs check out, asfar aswe can
know without accessing alink. Flitter ID was gtill in the active comp, no swest getting it out; it'sLord
Thornbucklesal right.”

"And the beacon?' asked thefirst voice.

"Back aboard, sir, same's you said. Tough to makeit look like it hadn't ever been out, though. On
the other hand, maybe they'll accept all that cracked casing aswhy it doesn't work. Did my best.”

"I'm sureyou did, Oblo."

Ronnie opened hiseyes again, to find the dark face he remembered |ooking across him to someone
else. "Why'd you put the beacon back?' he asked. "That's stupid—we need rescue here.”

"Y ou may need rescue,” the dark man said, "but we don't need hunters tracking us by that thing."
"You. .. shot us"" Hewas sure of it, though he saw no weapon that could have served.

"Y ep. Thought you were the hunters, and we had a chance to drop you in the water. Not a bad job
of work, the way you got that flitter to land.” The dark man hawked and spat juicily. "Wasted dl the
work on you, looks like now, and weve till got them to ded with. Andf they know about you, weve
got even moretrouble, if that's possible.”

"Oh." Ronnie could not think of anything to say, and looked at George—but George, gagged, could
not arguefor him.

"I'm sure my father doesn't know," Bubbles said, into the brief silence. Her blonde hair looked
straggly, coming out of whatever sheld doneto keep it in touded curls. Sheraked it back with both
hands, hooking it behind her ears, and started in again. "Thisis our specid place, the kids place—even if
he did something so horrible, hewouldn't doit here.”

"Kids place?’

"We camped here, every summer until | wasfifteen or so. Some of the younger cousins ill do.”
Ronnielet her voice lull him back to deep; he didn't like being awake any more.

* * *

When he awoke again, thefirgt thing he heard was George's voice. Poor idiots hethought lazily. You
should have left him gagged. Then he redized what he'd thought, and woke up the rest of the way,
ashamed of himself. He was no longer tied (if he had been tied; he found his memory wobbly on that and
other points) and when hetried to St up, someone's arm came behind him, lifting his shoulders. Even
under the forest canopy, he could tell that some hours had passed; the bits of sun poking through came at
adifferent angle. Someone had cleaned hisface; he couldn't smell the vomit anymore, and was grateful .
Without aword, abrown hand came from behind him and offered aflask of water. He took it and drank.

They were dll there: Bubbles, Raffa, and George, and the faces he remembered from that nightmarish
time when held been flat on his back. Now, right side up, he recognized the hostile expressons as
exhaudgtion, fear, uncertainty. He saw only eight or nine, but noisesin the thick undergrowth suggested at
least as many more.

"The point is, Petris," George was saying, "that Ronnie and | are both commissioned officers of the
Royal . . ." Hisvoicetraled away asthe snickers began, and he turned red.
"Son," the dark man said, "the point redlly isthat we know how to fight awar and you don't. Y ou'd

get uskilled; you damn near got yourself and your girlskilled. | don't care how many glittery stripes and
pretty decorations you've got on your dress uniform, nor how bright your boots shine; you don't know



one useful thing about staying divein thismess, and | do.”

George looked around for support, and caught Ronni€e's eye. "Good—you're awake now. Tell
him—were officers;, we should bein charge.”

In charge? In charge of what? The dark man—aPetris?—had said something about a manhunt, but he
didn't want to hunt anyone. He wanted to wait until he could think straight, and then fly back to the
mainland. Hismind gave alittle jerk, like atoy train jumping to another track. They were being hunted,
that wasiit, the men on theidand. They weretrying to fight back, to hunt the hunters. And George
thought he and Ronnie should organize that? Ridiculous. Ronnie shrugged. "He'sright, George. We're
worse than the girls—they at least know what they don't know. We keep thinking we do know." He
hardly knew what he was saying, over adull pounding in his head, but that made the best sense he could.
"Youre—Petris, Sr?l agree with you."

The dark man gave Ronniethe first friendly look he'd had. "Maybe that knock on the head put your
brain right side up after dl. Oblo, givethislad aration bar." The same dark hand that had passed him the
water flask held out agreasy, gritty bar that Ronnie recognized as part of the flitter's emergency supplies.
Hetook it and nibbled the end. His body craved the salt/sweet flavor.

"Ronnie, you can't let that—that person ignore your seniority.”

Ronnie grinned, and hishead hardly hurt a al. "I'm not letting him ignore my seniority; I'm ignoringit.
Remember what old Top Jenkins said about tooty young cadets?"

"We aren't cadets any more." George was il brigtling; for the first time, Ronnie saw hisfather in him,
the courtroom bully. "We're officers.”

"We're prisoners, if you want to be precise,” Ronnie said. "Come on, George.. . . ook at it thisway.
It'san adventure." Petris scowled, but George finaly grinned. Ronnietried to explain to Petris. "It'sa
saying we have. . . . We started in boarding school together . . . and George would think these things up,
or Buttonswould, or Dill, and the rest of uswould say how crazy it was, and how much trouble wed get
in, and whoever began it would say, 'It's an adventure.™

George chuckled. "I remember who started it—A rthur whatsisname, remember? Had that streak of
pale blue hair he claimed held inherited? Got usinto some frightful row, and when we were called up
sad, 'look at it thisway, boys—it's an adventure.” And we al went in sniggering like fools and got twice
as much punishment asusud."

"I can seewhy," Petris said, with emphasisthat stopped the chuckle in Ronniesthroat. "Thisisnot an
adventure. Thisisawar. The differenceisthat between whatever punishment you got, and degth. Goin
sniggering, asyou put it, here—play the fool here—and you will be dead. Not charmingly, tidily, prettily
dead, either." His gaze encompassed George, who till looked entirely too dapper for the circumstances.

"I know that," George said irritably.

"Then act likeit." Petristurned back to Ronnie. "And you, young man, if you're findly getting sense,
get enough to live through thisand grow up." He glanced sdeways a the girls, but said nothing to them
directly. Did he think women were nonentities? He must not have known Captain Heris.

He didn't realize held said the name doud until the other man reacted.

"Captain who?" Petris|ooked dangerous again. Ronnie choked down the rest of the ration bar.

"Serrano. Heris Serrano. She's ex-Regular Space Service, likeyou.”

"So that'swhere she ended up.” A fera gleam lightened his dark eye. Ronnie was sartled; it wasthe
first persona emotion he'd seen Petris exhibit. Petris grinned; it was not anice grin. "Shedid have a
comedown, after al."

"A comedown?'

"To play captain of arich lady'syacht. Servesher right.”

"What for?" asked George. Ronnie was glad; he too wanted to know, but he had aready been
chewed out for asking too many questions.



Petrisglared a him. "None o' your—"
"Tel them,” Oblo said. "Why not? Y ou don't want to protect her.”

Petris shook hishead. "No. That's right enough. But do you think these Royal-ass punks can
understand it?"

"Might learn something,” Oblo said. Ronnie felt atension between the two men, not quite conflict,
and wondered what it could be.

"All right." Petriswiped his mouth with his hand, and settled back, looking past them. "It started with
the Cavinatto campaign, which istoo new to have been in your studies, so don't argue with me about it.
Scuttlebutt saysit was Admira Lepescu who thought up the lousy plan; from what | know of him |
wouldn't doubt it. If our captain had followed his orders, most of uswould've died, and it wouldn't have
accomplished adamn thing. It was astupid plan, and astupid order.”

"But—" George began; Petris glared him down.

"Do you want the gag again? Then be quiet. | know what you think—officersthat refuse orders are
traitors and should be shot—right?'

George nodded and shrugged at the same time, trying not to offend. Ronnie amost laughed
aloud—but not when he saw Petrissface.

"That'swhat the rules say," Petriswent on. "No matter how stupid, how bloody, or how
unnecessary, officers obey their seniors and enlisted obey officers. Mostly they do, and mostly it works,
because when you're not in combat, astupid order won't kill you. Usually. But then there's combat. Y ou
expect to die someday—it's not asafe profession, after all—" Behind Petris, the others chuckled, but he
ignored them. "But what you hope for isthat your death will mean something—you'll be expended, asthe
saying is, in some action that accomplishes something more than just turning you into abloody mess™ He
was slent after that o long that George tirred and opened his mouth; Ronnie waved a him, hoping he
would keep quiet. Finally Petrislooked at both of them and started spesking again.

"It's not that anyone doubted Serrano's courage, you know. She'd been in action before; she had a
couple of decorations you don't get for just sitting by a console and pushing the right buttons. No—what
shedid, refusing a stupid order that would kill alot of people without accomplishing any objective, that
was damn brave, and we dl knew it. She wasrisking her career, maybe her life. When it was over, and
shefaced theinquiry on it, she didn' try to spread the blame—she took it just the way you'd
expect—would have expected—from knowing her before. 1'd been with her on three different ships; |
knew—I thought I knew—what she was. She was facing a court-martia, dishonorable discharge, maybe
prison time or execution, if she couldn't prove that Admiral Lepescu's order was not only stupid but
illegdl. | was scared for her; | knew she had friendsin high places, but not that high, and it's damned hard
to prove an admira isgiving bad orders just because he likes to see bloodshed.”

He paused again, and drank two long swalows from hisflask. "That was the Serrano | thought |
knew—the woman who would risk that." His voice dowed, pronouncing every word asif it hurt his
mouth. "Not the woman who would take the chance to resgn her commission before the court and lay
the blame on her crew. Leave us to face court-martia, and conviction, and this—this sentence.” His
wave included the place, the people, the Situation. "She didn't cometo our trid; she didn't offer any
testimony, any written support, nothing. She dumped us, the very crew sheld supposedly risked her
career to save. It didn't make sense, unless her decision to avoid that engagement really was cowardice,
or shesaw it asaway to leave the Service. . . ."

Ronnie said nothing. He remembered hisfirgt sght of Captain Serrano, the rigidity with which she had
held hersdlf, like someonein grest pain who will not admit it. He remembered the reaming out sheld given
him, that time on the bridge, and what he'd heard her say to hisaunt . . . scathing, both times, and hed
sworn to get his vengeance someday. She had held him captive, forced hisattention, "tamed” him, as
sheld put it. He had had to watch her take to riding, and hunting, asif shewere bornto it, while he
loathed every hour on horseback; he had had to hear hisaunt's praise of her captain's ability, and her



scorn of him. That, too, he had sworn to avenge. Now was his chance, and it required nothing of him but
dlence.
He met George's eyes. . . . He had told George, he remembered, what Serrano had said about her

past. He had been angry, and he had eavesdropped without shame, and shared the gossip without
shame. Now he felt the shame; he could fed his ears burning.

"It wasn't that,” he heard himsalf saying. Petrislooked at him, browsraised. "She didn't know," he
sad.

"How do you know?" asked Oblo, before Petris could.

"I—I heard her talking to my aunt,” Ronnie said. He dared not look at Raffa; she would be ashamed
of him. "They told he—I suppose that admira you mentioned—that if she stood trid, the crew would be
tried with her, but if she resigned, no action would be taken against her subordinates.”

Petris snorted. "Likely! Of course shed make up agood story for later; she wouldn't want to admit
sheéld sold us—"

"I'm not sure,” Oblo said. "It could be. Think, Petris; which ismorelike our Serrano?"

"She'snot my Serrano!™ Petris said furioudy. For amoment, Ronnie thought he might attack Oblo.
"Dammit, man—she could have—"

"Could have been tricked, same as us." Oblo, Ronnie redlized, had never wanted to believe Serrano
guilty of treachery. Heturned to Ronnie. "Of course, lad, she's your aunt's captain—you'd like her and
defend her, | daresay. . . ."

"Like her!" That was George, unable to keep quiet any longer. "That—that puffed-up, arrogant,
autocratic, bossy—! No one could like her. Do you know what she did to Ronnie? To Ronnie—on his
own aunt's ship? Sapped him in the face! Ordered him off the bridge, asif he were any stupid civilian!
And me—shetold me | was nothing but apopinjay, a pretty face with not the senseto find my left
foot—"

"George," said Ronnie, trying not to laugh. "George, never mind—"

"No, Ronnie." Georgelooked asregd as he could, which was amost funnier. "1've had enough of
this. Captain Serrano may have been your aunt's choice, but she was not mine. All thoseridiculous
emergency drills—I've never seen such athing on aproper yacht. All that fussing about centers of mass,
and dternative navigation computer checks, and whatnot. I'm not a bit surprised that woman got herself
in trouble somewhere; she's obsessed with rules and regulations. That sort dways go bonkers sometime.
She drove you—the least mischievous of our set—to eavesdrop on her conversations with your aunt—"

"Enough,” said Petris, and George stopped abruptly.

"Let'shear, and briefly, from you, Ronnie. What precisely did you hear, and under what
circumstances?”'

Ronnie gathered hiswitsagain. "Well . . . she had chewed me out, and waked us up three |ateshifts
running for drills. | wanted to get back a her—" Put that way, it sounded pretty childish; he redlized now
it had been. "So | patched into the audio in my aunt's study.” He didn't think he needed to tell Petris
about the stink bomb, or its consequences. " She and my aunt talked alot—maostly about books or music
or art, sometimes about the ship or riding. But my aunt wanted to know about her time in the Service,
why sheresigned. | could tell the captain didn't want to answer, but my aunt can be. . . persuasive. So
that'swhat she said, what | told you before. She was offered a chance to resign her commission rather
than face acourt-martia, and was promised that if she resigned no action would be taken against any of
her crew. Otherwise, she wastold, her crew would aso be charged, and it was more than likely they'd
al be condemned. She. . . cried, Petris. | don't think she cries often.”

The man's face was closed, tight as a fist; Ronnie wondered what he was thinking. Oblo spokefir.

"That's our Serrano, Petris. She didn't know. Shedid it for us—they probably wouldn't let her come
back and explain—"



"Yes," Ronnie put in. " She said that—she had to resign, right then, in that office, and not return to the
ship. She said that was the worst of it, that someone might think she/d abandoned her crew, but at least
they'd be safe.”

"That . . . miserable excuse for an admira . . ." Petris breathed. Ronnie sensed anger too deep for
any common expletives, even in one so accomplished. "He might have done that. He might think it was
funny.”

"Nah," said Sid. Ronnie recognized the nasty voice that had raised the hairson hisarms earlier. "'l
don't believethat. It'sthe captain, like you told me at first. Why'd sheresign if shewasn't up to
something, eh? Stands to reason she has friends to cover for her."”

"Y ou weren't in her crew,” Oblo said. "Y ou got no right to judge.” Helooked a Ronnie. "Y ou are
telling thetruth." It was not so much a statement, as athrest.

Ronnie swallowed before he could answer. "1 overheard what | told you—and | told George. | hated
her; |1 hoped to find some way to get back at her. But . . ." Hisvoicetrailed away.

"But you couldn't quite let usbelievethelie, en?' said Petris. He amiled, the first genuinefriendly smile
Ronnie had seen on hisface. "Well, son, for aRoya ASS peep, you've got surprising ethics.” He sghed,
and gtretched. "And what would you want to bet,” he asked the others, "that Admiral Lepescu planned to
let her know later what he'd done? When it wastoo late; when it would drive her to something he could
use...."

"Does he know she's here?' Ronnie asked, surprising himself. "Could he have known who hired her,
where shewas going?'

"Lepescu? He could know which fork she ate with, if he wanted to.”

Chapter Twelve

Heris came out of the shower toweling her hair, to find Cecedlia sitting upright in the desk chair,
aready dressed for the day's hunt.

"I didn't know | waslate," Heris said. Her own clothes lay spread on the bed; she had come from the
shower bare, as usud, and shrugged when she realized it was too late for modesty. She hoped anger
would not make her blush; Cecelia had no right to invade her room.

"You'renot," Cecdliasaid. "I can't find Ronnie. Or George. Or their girlfriends.” Then her voice
sharpened. "That's a—a scar—"

Herislooked down at the old paeline of it, and shrugged again. "It'sold,” she said. And then,
realizing why Cecdliawas so shocked, explained. "No regen tanks aboard light cruisers. If you get cut or
burned, you scar.” She pulled on her socks, then her riding pants, and grinned at Cecedlia. "We consider
them decorative.”

"Barbaric," said Cecdia

"True," Herissaid. "But necessary. Would you have quit competitiveriding if you'd had to live with



the scars of your fals?'
"Wl . . . of coursenot. Lots of peopledid, in the old days. But it's not necessary now, and—"

"Neither isfox hunting," Heris said, buttoning her shirt and tucking in the long tails. "Very few things
areredly necessary, when you come down to it. Y ou—me—the horses—all therituds. If you just
wanted to exterminate these pseudofoxes, you'd spread agene-tailored virus and that'd beit. If you just
wanted to ride horses across fences, you could design a much safer way to do it—and not involve
canids”

"Hounds."

"Whatever." Herisleaned over and pulled on her boots; they had broken in enough to make this
easer and she no longer felt her legs were being reshaped as the boots came up. She peered into the
mirror and tied the cravat correctly, dicked down her hair, and reached for her jacket. "Ready? I'm
darved."

"You didn't hear me," Cecdliasaid, not moving. "I can't find Ronnie and the others."

"I heard you, but I don't understand your concern. Perhaps they started early—no, | admit that's not
likely. Perhapsthey're aready at breskfast, or not yet up from an orgy in someone € se's room—"

"No. | checked."

Heris opened her mouth to say that in alarge, complicated building with dozens of bedrooms, near
other buildings with dozens of bedrooms, four young people who wanted to deep in could surdly find a
place beyond an aunt's sight. Then she saw the tension aong Cecdliasjaw. "Y oure worried, aren't you?'

"Yes. They didn't hunt yesterday; they were supposed to be out with the third pack, and Susannah
mentioned she hadn't seen them. The day before, you remember, Ronnie missed alesson.”

"BU—"

"I found Buttons, and asked him. He turned red and said Ronnie, George, and the girls had gone
picnicking day before yesterday. He didn't know about yesterday, or said he didn't. And theré's more.”
When Cecdliadidn't go on, Heris sat on the bench at the foot of her bed. She knew that kind of tension;
it would do no good to pressure her. "Theres aflitter missing,” Cecdliasadfindly. "l hadto. . . to bribe
Bunny's staff, to find that out. Apparently Bubblesis something of atease; it's not thefirgt time she's
taken out her father's persond flitter, and the staff doesn't like her to get into trouble. They cover for her,
with the spare. So Bunny doesn't know athing. . . ."

"And they've been goneaday . . . two days? Maybe three?’

"Y es. According to the log—they do keep one, just to be sure Bubbles doesn't get hurt—they |eft
well before dawn day before yesterday. Filed aflight plan for someidand lodge caled Whitewings. I've
never been there, but I've got the map." She handed Heris the data cube; Herisfitted it into the room's
display. "The problem is, they aren't at Whitewings, either. It'sacasua lodge—no resident staff, athough
it'sfully equipped. There's asatellite beacon on the flitter, of course, and there's been a steady signal
here—" Cecdlia pointed to an idand much nearer than Whitewings. "No distress cdll, and it's at another
lodge. Michadls, who's the flitter-chief, thinks Bubbles just changed her mind and decided to hide out on
another idand in case | followed thetrail thisfar."

"She'd know about the beacon, though—"
"Shed think | wouldnt.”
"Ah." Heris stared at the display. "What's on this other idand?"

"Bandon? It's another lodge, more afamily place, dthough it'sgot alarge landing field. Michagls says
the family goesthere every spring, at least once. When the children were younger, they used to camp on
one of the smaller idands, while the adults stayed on Bandon. He saysit'slovely: forested idands, clear
water, reefs. Imported cetaceans, some of the small onesthat Michaels said play with humans. Bubbles
has dways liked it better than anyplace on the planet, he says. Whitewingsis colder, usudly sormier.”

"That makes sense. So you think they're dl sunning themselves, svimming lazily—?"



"No. | can't say why. But | think they'rein trouble. And | can't imagine what. Thisisasafeworld;
there's nothing on the idands to hurt them—I asked Michagls. Their com links are unbreskable; if they
needed help, they'd ask for it. They can't bein any red trouble—not al four of them. But—"

"Tdl Bunny," Heris said. When Cecdlids expression changed, she redlized sheld used his nickname
for thefirst time. He had aways been Lord Thornbuckle to her. She started to apologize, but Cecelia
was dready taking.

"I don't want to do that. Not yet. He's upset right now with that anti-blood-sports person who got
hersdlf invited under an dias. HES not &t his best.”

"But if his daughter—no, never mind. What do you want me to do?"

"I'm not sure. | don't suppose there's any way the Swveet Delight could tell—?'

Heris smacked her forehead with the flat of her hand. Stupid! She'd nearly turned into adirtsider, al
the time she'd spent traveling at the speed of horseflesh. "Of course,” shesaid. Then—"But can | get a
closed channel, a secure channd, from the house”?"

"Y es, with my authorization. Wed best do it from my room.”

Cecdiasroom, Heris noted, had even more windows on the morning side of the house—no wonder
she woke s0 early—and was half again aslarge as her own. The deskcomp looked the same, however,
and Cecelia soon had what she considered a secure line to the station. She handed the headset to Heris.

"Captain Serrano; asecure line to the officer on deck, Sweet Delight.”

"At once, Captain." She thought that was probably the Stationmaster himself, but no visua came up.
When the screen lit, it was to show the familiar bridge, warped a bit by the wide-angle lens, and Nav
Firg Sirkin.

"Captain Serrano,” the younger woman said. Shelooked only dightly surprised.
"I'dlikeascan report from...oh...say ... fifty-five hours back. Did you log aflitter flight from
the Main Lodge, thislocation, to an idand group to the west?"

A broad grin answered her. "Y es, maam. That was my shift, and | remember it. Let me bring up the
log and scan.” Thelog display came online, anarrow stripe dong the side of the screen, with time and
date displayed in both Standard and Planetary Local. Thelog entry terse and correct, noted the size of
craft, the course, and the recognition code of the flitter beacon. The scan proper, amaze of graphics and
numbers, matched the log except in one particular.

"They sgnalled,” Herissad, her finger on the scan. "They cdled afixed station—jprobably the landing
field a Bandon. And something responded—"

"Michadls saysit's an automatic loop. Theré's no one at the field unless family's expected.”

"Hmmm. And what's this?" Heris pointed to a squiggle she knew Cecdiacould not interpret, and
spoketo her Nav First. "Did you log the other traffic?"

"Y es—dthough sinceit didn't have asatellite locater sgnd, | assumed they were just maintenance
flightsor something.”

"Or something,” said Heris. Shefdt an unreasoning surge of glee and grinned at Cecdlia. "Good
ingincts: something is definitely going on out there."

"Smugglers, | suppose,” Cecdiasaid with refined distaste. 1 never saw aworld without some of it.
Probably off-duty crews."

"No," the Nav Firgt interrupted. "At least some of them are Space Service. Regular, Captain, like
yourself." Heriswinced at the pronoun; centuries after overzeal ous English teachers had tried to ssomp
out misuse of me, the reflexive overcorrection lingered as a class digtinction. But that was unimportant
now.

"How do you know?" she asked. The younger woman flushed.

"Wadl, | wassort of . . . listening in to see how good that new scan technology was—"



"And you picked up Feet traffic?' If she had, Heriswould report it, smal thanks though she'd get for
it.

"No, maam. It was a private shuttle from a charter yacht docked at Station Three. Someone
groundside asked if Admira Lepescu was aboard, and the shuttle said yes.”

Herisfelt asif someone had trangplanted icewater into her arteries. She started to ask more, but
Cecdliainterrupted, with ahand on her arm.

"l want to go after them.”

"Why?' Herissmind had clamped onto the admiral's name; she could not think why Cecdliawould
want to follow him.

"To bring them back. Before Bunny finds out.”

Theyoungsters. Ronnie and all. Not Lepescu. Heris struggled to keep her mind on the original
problem. They had gone off illicitly, and had not signalled, and their craft's locator beacon il functioned.
And Ceceliawanted to bring them back. That ought to be smple enough. She forced herself to look
closdy at all the details Sirkin had displayed. One caught her eye a once.

"Sirkin—that flitter locator beacon—it's not on Bandon.”

"No, Captain; theré'sawhole group of idands, and it's on the one just north of Bandon.”

Heristurned to Cecdlia "But the family lodgeis on Bandon proper, surdy—with the landing fiel d?'

"I think s0." Cecdlidsface contracted in athoughtful frown. "I don't redly know; I've never been
there. Michaglsimplied it was on the sameidand.”

"Of course they may have decided to camp on the beach. . . ." Herislooked over the rest of the data.
"Y ou said Bubbles had camped on one of the other idands. Odd—theflight path of that flitter doesn't
look right. Y ou'd think they'd have gone by Bandon to pick up supplies, at least. Did they take off with
full camping equipment? Or would Michaelsknow?!

"l could ask," Cecdliasaid. "Y ou think they meant to land at Bandon and didn't? They crashed?'

"Could be" Herisfdt frustration boiling through her mind. Once she would have had the information
she needed; once she would have had trusted subordinates to find out anything she lacked. People she
couldtrugt . . . shewould not let hersalf remember more than the trust. At least they were safe, shetold
hersdlf fiercdy. At least they gtill had each other. She had bought them that much.

And she might have the chance to see Lepescu again. Without FHeet interference. Without witnesses.

"Lepescy,” she murmured, hardly aware of saying anything. ™Y ou bastard—what are you doing
here?'

"l remember," Ceceliasaid. "He was the admiral who got you in trouble.” Herislooked up, sartled
out of her train of memories.

"Hewasthe admird who nearly got usal killed,” Herissad. "Thetroublewas negligible, redly. . . ."
Now she could say that. "The question is, why is he here? To cause me more grief? It would have been
easy for him to find out who hired me, and where we were going, but | can't see why—or what he can
do worse than he's done. Aside from that—"

"Bunny didn't invite him,” Cecdliasaid smugly. She had the authorization codes for Bunny's persond
guestlist database, and had run them on the deskcomp. "Never has, according to this. Let'ssee. . . no,
nor any of Bunny'srelatives. He's another crasher.”

"Here? No, because Sirkin said that transmission went to a shuttle landing at Bandon.”

"Where nobody's supposed to be," Cecdliareminded her. "Where | didn't know therewas alanding
zone equipped for shuttles.”

"Whose ship did he come on?' Heris asked. Cecdlia couldn't know, she redlized, and asked Sirkin,
who had stayed online.

"All I know isit'sacharter yacht out of Dismis, the Prairie Rose. I'd have to have authorization to



find out more. . . ."

"Well do that,” Heris said. "But post the orders to monitor that flitter beacon, and any and dl traffic
onthat idand or the ones next to it. I'll want flitter IDs, com transcripts, everything.”

"Yes, Captain. Right away."

"And be prepared to patch my signal from aflitter or other light craft. Lady Cecdliaand | will be
checking on that beacon ourselves.” As she said it, sheraised her brows at Cecelia, who nodded. It was
crazy, redly. At the least they ought to tell their host and let him assign his own security forcestoit. But
the thought that she might come face to face with Lepescu, unwitnessed, did sweet and poisonousinto
her mind. With Cecdlias authorization, she could confront him—an uninvited gate-crasher—and demand
the answersthat had eluded her before. She closed her eyes amoment, imagining his surprise, feding her
hands close around histhroat. . . . Her mouth flooded with the imagined taste of victory, and she had to
swallow.

"Heris?' Cecdiawaslooking at her strangely. It wasthat expression, on the faces of her classmates
at the Academy, that had firgt given her an inkling that she had inherited her parents gift of command, the
essentia ruthlessness of decision.

"Just thinking," Heris said, pulling her mind back onto the designated track. It was crazy, she thought
again, almogt as crazy asthe orders she had refused to obey. She and Cecelia had no ideawhat was
going on over there, she knew Lepescu was dangerousin any context, and yet they were preparing to fly
off asif it were an afternoon picnic. Asif they were safe, protected by the socid conventions of Bunny's
crowd. But Lepescu wasn't part of Bunny's crowd. Why was he here? What was he doing, and what
would he do when he saw her? How many unauthorized visitors were on thisidand, and why hadn't
Ronnie and Bubbles caled in?

"Atworg," Cecdliasad, interrupting her thoughts again, "I suppose well find the crashed flitter and
they'll al be dead. Otherwise they'd have called in, if they needed help." She didn't sound certain of that.

"Um." Heris dug through her daypouch for the notepad and stylus she carried out of habit. "We need
to do alittle planning here. Worst case—all dead. Next worst—injured, needing evacuation. Weredlly
should bring some help. Theloca security force, amedic or two—"

Cecdlialooked stubborn. "I don't want to. It's my nephew, after dl. If | can get him out of this
without Bunny's knowledge, keep it in the family—"

"Have you considered violence?' asked Heris. At Cecdias bewildered expression, she explained. "'l
told you about Lepescu. If hel's here, uninvited, | would expect some kind of nastiness going on. There
are sories about him and his cronies—" She could fed her lip curling.

"But what could he be doing?' asked Cecelia. "He doesn't have any troops to command
here—wait—you don't think he'strying to invade or something? Take over Bunny's holdings?' She
looked frightened.

"No... I don'tthink s0." It did not make sense that amid-list admira would dienate so powerful a
family; besides, he could not invade without troops, and one shuttle |load would hardly be enough. Heris
thought for amoment. "Wait—remember that K ettlegrave woman?'

"The one blathering on about blood-sports?”

"Y es. She said something—about fox hunting leading to other things, those who would hunt innocent
animasbeing just aswilling to hunt people—"

"Ridiculous" Cecdiasniffed. "Bunny's as gentle as his nickname—"

"Bunny is. But Lepescu ismost definitely not. What if there's somekind of illicit hunting—no, not
people of course, but something else, that Bunny wouldn't like, with the fox hunting season as cover—"
Even as she said it, she remembered that L epescu belonged to a semi-secret officers club. She had not
been invited to join, but Perin Sothanous had. He'd refused, and kept his oath not to talk of what he'd
learned . . . but she had heard him say it was"—edlly sick—they think the only true blood-sport iswar."



"You have awicked mind," Cecdiasad.

"I know. But it makes sense. Y ou told me that Bunny has some rare and vauable animasthat are
practicdly pets. What if they're being hunted? Well go armed, and expect trouble: it'sthe only sensible
way."

"Armed?'

"Of course. Lepescu isdangerous, and he's not done. We don't know what those youngsters have
gotten into, and we have to be able to get them and ourselves out.” Even as she said it, she knew they
couldn't possibly do thisdone. It was stupid. Militarily, it was suicide. A flitter held eight easlly, ten if
cramped—could they sgqueeze in some muscle on the way out? No—she could not command any of
Bunny's gtaff, and she wouldn't trust them anyway. She ached for her lost crew, for Oblo and Petriswho
would have stood behind her in anything. Except the trial, her mind reminded her. She argued back to
her memory: They would have, but | wouldn't put them through it.

She shook hersdlf physically, aswell as mentdly, and sgned off with Sirkin, giving the few find
orders. She would have to do this alone, because there was no other way. At least she could prepare
Cecdiafor what they might face.

"Rifles" shesad. "At aminimum, and if you can use abow—"

"Of course," Cecdiasaid, dill looking shocked. "But why—"

"It'squieter.” Heris had pulled out her notepad again, and was figuring on it. Supplies: they'd haveto
assume they couldn't use Bandon, so they'd need food, medica supplies, ammunition for the weapons
sheintended to take, protective gear, whatever communications and e ectronic gear she could lay her
hands on—she looked at the wal chronometer—in haf astandard hour. They'd need to leave before the
day's hunt gathered. It was crazy. They should tdl Bunny; they should use his s&ff for this.

" Should we take something larger than astandard flitter?" Cecelia asked.

"Hmm?What else?' Heris computed cubage and mass on her notepad and entered the total. They
would have to change from hunting clothes, too, or take dong something more suitable and change en
route.

"A supply flitter, | wasthinking. We could take more supplies, and if one of themisinjured . . ."

"Good idea. Will they sign one out to you?'

Cecdlialooked affronted. "I've been afamily friend for years—of course they will. Michagswill be
glad someone's checking on the young people.”

"Fine. Then get thislist"—Heris handed it to her—"loaded as soon as you can. I'll pack my kit, and
what else we need.”

"The wegpons." Cecelia scowled.

"Y es. The wegpons." The wegpons were going to be a problem, any way she went at it. Personal
weapons were common enough, but Cecelia, as adedicated fox hunter, had brought none with her, and
Heriss own small handgun would not be enough.

That morning the green hunt gathered at Stone L odge, so the house staff at the Main House seemed
lessrushed. The housekeeper's eyebrows went up dightly when Heris mentioned weapons, but the brief
explanation that Lady Cecdliawanted to find her nephew brought them back down, asif Lady Cecdlia
could be expected to take after her relatives with firepower.

"Senedor and Clio have a shop here during the season,” the housekeeper said, mentioning afirm of
wegpons dedlers asfamousin their way asthe great fashion houses. "'l imagine they would have anything
Lady Cecdiamight want."

"Thank you," Heris said; once sheld heard the name, she remembered seeing the S& C logo outside
one of thelittle stone buildings that made up the commercia row: saddlers, bootmakers, tailorsand
bloodstock agents.



Senedor & Clio'sloca representative welcomed her with awink and asmile. "Lady Cecdlia, eh?
What's she doing now, deciding to turn elphoose hunter? Y ou're her captain. . . . You look like regular
military."

"l was." Herisdid not elaborate. She had thought of agood story on the way over. "L ook—I'm
buying two lots—they'll need separate accounting. Lady Cecdlia's yacht iswoefully undergunned; the
crew'samsare pitiful.” Infact, the crew had no wegpons at dl. "'l finally convinced her that in some of
the places shewantsto travel, she needs to arm the crew with something more advanced than
muzzle-loaders from the family museum.”

The man chuckled. "A lot of these aristocrats are like that—they don't expect to need redl
protection.”

"And most of them probably don't," Heris conceded. " The ones who make a safe round from hunting
here to deep-sea fishing on Fandro and back to court for the season . . . but you know Lady Ceceliaisn't
likethat." Theman nodded. "So.. . . I'm going to do my job and see that sheisn't hijacked somewhere.”

"Umm. We don't carry many of that sort of thing down here" hesaid. "But let'ssee. . . here” The
holo catalog showed something that looked like the landing troops rifles and submachine guns. Exactly
what Heris had been hoping for. "These are made by Zechard, who as you know supply the fleet
marines. Ours, of course, go through additiona testing from the factory. We have a gross of each model
up a Home Station, and we could deliver anything up to that quantity direct to Lady Cecdlias yacht.
The Sweet Delight, isntit?'

Heriswondered if Lepescu knew that somewhere on Home Station were a gross each of
military-quality rifles and the stubby-barrelled weapons which had been caled OOZ for time out of mind.
Heris remembered that one instructor at the Academy had said they were supposed to be 007's, but
through a computer glitch they'd been renamed. The landing forces gory jest was that they were cdled
0OO0Z because that's what they made of anyone foolish enough to get in the way. And how many were on
the other Stations? She did not ask, but smiled ruefully at the sdlesman instead. "That would cause
problems” she said. "At least now. Y ou've probably heard that we've a standing watch aboard—7"

"Y es—that'swhy | thought—"

She shook her head at him. "The Stationmaster was none too pleased about that; Lady Cecdiais
sure hewill not like having that crew armed with modern wegpons. Of course they're harmless—it's only
ahandful, and most of them don't yet know how to use these—" She tapped the holo catalog and the
image shivered. "But she said to gather the weapons here and transport them under her persond sedl and
responsbility when we leave. Sheis concerned aswdll that such wegponslook too . . ." Herisslips
pursed and she gave the sdlesman alook of complicity. "Too redl. Y ou know—it would ruin her
decorating scheme or something. | wondered if you had asmall number of those which could be
customized to look more like hunting weapons.”

The man'seyes brightened. "Ah.. . . yes. Here." The catd og image flicked to something with astock
of burnished wood instead of extruded carbon-fiber/dloy and a civilian-style sighting system and
computer socket. "It's the same, exactly, but with add-on about two hundred grams heavier. It does cost
more. . . ."

"Perfect," said Herisfirmly. "Twenty of therifles, and five subs. . . ." The OOZ had been prettified
with wood and inlay, but less successfully. They would pass, however, for the wegpon many explorers
carried on pioneer worlds.

"l don't have that many set up,” the man said. At her frown, he added quickly, "But it doesn't take
long. The hunt's away today, and my techs are both free. A few hoursonly. . . ."

They didn't have afew hours. "How many do you have ready?' Heris asked. "'l wanted to show
milady what they would look like."

"If brasilwood and corriwood are acceptable, |'ve got a couple of beauties already made up." He
vanished behind amesh grill and returned with two of therifles and asingle submachine gun. Therifle



stocks had the curly green and blue grain of brasilwood, probably from a plantation on this very planet;
the OOZ's wood decoration wasin the pae ydlow and gray grain of Devian corriwood. Herisran her
fingers over both; the riflesfelt slky and the sub a bit tacky, giving agrip that would dways hold no
matter what. She picked up each weapon to check its balance.

"Y ou'll want to firethem,” the man said with certainty. "Our rangeis back here—"

"Just amoment,” Herissaid. "Thisisnot al, remember? On Lady Cecdlias persond account, not the
yacht account, | will need to select personal weaponsfor her." She paged through the catalog, and
alowed the sdlesman to lead her toward the items she dready knew she wanted. Light hunting rifleswith
day-and-night optics, IR range finding, and computer links for specia purposes, a narrow-beam optical
weagpon that could aso be used to operate ship controls, persona protective gear. . . . The salesman
seemed to consider it natura that she ordered for herself aswell, but she dared not put vests and helmets
for the young people on thelist.

Then it was done, and heled her through another mesh grill to the indoor firing range without waiting
for her opinion. Sheforced hersdf to follow with no sign of hurry. Surely Cecdliawouldn't get the flitter
loaded in the time limit sheld given her. And despite her need to hurry her training held—you could not
trust aweagpon you had not personaly tested.

When al the weapons had checked out, as she had been sure they would, she came back to the
main showroom and glanced around. "I'll contact you when Lady Cecelia gpproves the choice of wood
for the stocks, and I'm hoping to convince her to buy appropriate armor for the crew aswell. Well be
using thesein the next few days, I'll need ammunition. . . ."

"Here," he said, stacking boxes of clips. "And | presume awegponscart?'

Heris nodded, glad that she would not have to pay for this. Cecelias credit cube went into the
reader, and the assembled weaponry stacked neatly into a covered cache on acart that looked like a
miniatureflitter and hummed at her.

"Pam-print it," the man said. Herislaid her padm on the membrane set in one side of the thing's bow,
and it bleeped. "It won't open the cacheto anyone else” he said. "It'll follow you; if you want it to Stay
somewhere, pdm-print and say, 'Stay.' But I'd keep it with you; if it's stolen someone could break in.
Loca law saysthose weapons are your respons bility now."

"Thank you," said Heris, and retrieved Cecdlia's cube. She hadn't even looked at the totd; it waslike
going into Fleet refitting.

On the way back to theflitter bays, Heriss mind caught up with her again. What she was about to
do, with Lady Cecdiaand asupply flitter, was exactly what Admira Lepescu had demanded that she do
with her crew and ship . . . what she had refused to do, in fact. Why was she so willing now to charge
into an obvioustrgp? If shewouldn't risk acrew of professonas, why would sherisk onerich old lady?
And what did that say about her loyalty to her employer?

If shetried this, and failed, Lepescu would have beaten her twice—he would have made her play his
game, something she couldn't avoid asamilitary officer. . . . But now she had options.

If she could think of them. If she had time. If she could convince her employer who was even more
stubborn, if lessvicious, than Admira Lepescu.

Of course, she could try another end play and tell Bunny hersdlf. Let Lady Cecdiafire her, if that's
what it cameto. That's what she'd done last time, and it hadn't worked. . . . She did not haveto make
the same mistake twice.

Thistime, if what she suspected wastrue, Lepescu was in the trap—not her. She could win, using
her own strategy, and prove she'd been right.

But she had to convince Cecdlia



Chapter Thirteen

"Thisistheidand wereon," Petrissaid, outlining it on the chart. They had survived their first night on
theidand; Ronnie felt much better, and ignored the dull painin his head. He had kept that first ration bar
down, and another this morning; he was sure he was over his concussion. "About eight kilometers by
five" Petriswent on, "but most of it's narrower. Relief's about two hundred meters—this hill'sgiven as
two-twenty. It's steeper on the west, but nowhere difficult, except for thislittle ravine here—" He
pointed. "Now—the cover is mixed: open forest, on these dopes, and down near the water scrub
undergrowth. It'sfull of trailsasakid's playground in some park—"

"That'swhat it was," Bubbles said. "I told you; we al camped over here. My cousins, too.
About—oh—five years ago wasthe last time | remember. Wed stay here while the grown-ups were on
Bandon. Wed sall over inlittle boats. My father thought it up—it was out of some old books from
England on Old Earth. Kidswent camping on anidand—"

"Yes, wdl, thisisn't camping.” Petris dismissed her memories abruptly. Oblo spoke up.
"Do you remember seeing anything that indicated someone € se used theidand that way?"

"No." Bubbleswrinkled her nose. "No—in fact, we dways had to clear thetrailsevery year. |
wanted to have someone do it, but my father ingsted we 'have thefun' ashe put it."

"So thiskind of hunting was either somewhere else, or not going on then,” Oblo pointed out. "It
would be interesting to know when it started, if your father hired someone new, who could have st it up.
It would take connections—someone who knew likedly clients—"

Bubbles frowned. "I'm trying to think. Daddy mentioned held hired anew outrange supervisor when
Vittorio Zelztin retired, but | don't remember what he said. It didn't seem important.”

"Not asimportant as staying alive," Petrissaid. "And we need to break this up and get moving. Let
me finish the briefing." He waited until Ronnie wanted to ask why, then went on, sure of their attention.
"They introduce new prey when they have confirmed killing al but two of the old ones. Those arethe
preeves, the previous survivors. That's how we know some of the things we do, and that's where our few
weapons come from. New prey's given two days free, then hunting resumes. They supply basic rations
every four days a asingle Ste on the west sde of theidand, during anon-hunting period. They hunt no
more than fourteen Standard hours aday. The problem is, we're not sure which fourteen hours.
Sometimesthey do asplit shift. If we don't keep a constant watch, they're over here before we know it.

"What the preevestold usisthat the first week they hunt only in daylight. That weeds out the realy
stupid and incapable, they think. Then they start night-hunting. They have dark gear; we don't. If they
hunt al night, they'll leave us done the following day, but they usudly hunt only haf anight shift. From
sundown to midnight, or midnight to sunrise, say. We've been here a couple weeks, so they're
night-hunting amost every night. Last night they didn't—I expect they were waiting to seeif you were
followed."

"If they have Barstow sensors, why don't they just find us and wipe us out?" asked George.

"They don't use Barstows," Petrissaid. "Again, that's not 'sporting’ in their books. The preeves say if



someone € udes them the full month, they'll use aBarstow to find and capture him—but that dmost never
happens.”

"But if they know we're here—and they want to eliminate witnesses—won't they use Barstows
sooner thistime?"

"l was hoping you wouldn't ask that. They might. And if they do, we're out of luck. We can't build a
shelter that will shield usfrom Barstow scans and escape notice in flyovers. Theidand's not deep
enough, and the woods aren't thick enough.”

"That other flyover," Raffasaid. "That could've been arescue attempt, but we weren't there.” Ronnie
had missed the flyover, but they'd told him about the flitter that came, hovered above the wreck, and then
departed.

"They'd only want to rescue usif they could do it before we made contact with the prey,” Bubbles
sad. Looking a her now, Ronnie could hardly believe that was her name. None of the fluffhead | eft, none
a dl. "They'll think—if we meet them—the secret's out. Either they haveto kill usdl, and fake an
accident somehow, or they have to escape. And even if they do escape, thereésthe evidence. . . ."

"Sotheonly logica thing for them to do isadd our namesto thelist and go on." Raffashivered. "l
don't likethis. Y et—if they kill us, ther€ll be the evidence then, too. When someone comesto look.”

"Unlessthey try to capture you four,” Petrissaid. "And then kill you in someway that can be
explained. They might well try achemical wegpon. Knock you unconscious, takeyou upina
flitter—even your own—and drop you into the rocks. If were dl dead and gone—or if they can create
that accident on another idand—it might well pass. Ordinarily, the preeves say, they don't use chemicals,
but now they might."

Ronnielifted his head. Had heredly heard something, or . . . Petriswas dert too. Something—but he
couldn't defineit. "Hitter," said Oblo. "I'll see about it."

"We makeaplan every day," Petrissaid, asif nothing had happened. "You haveto. . . dseit'sjust
running and waiting to bekilled. That's what happensto most. Or they make a plan, and run the same
one every day. That won't work either. The only hope isto make the hunterswork . . . get back at
them.”

"Attack them?' George asked. "Y ou do have more men, don't you? How many hunters are there?”"

"More, but not more firepower. Not more resources. We can't attack in force, but we do feint. We
scare them sometimes. They like that, the preevestdll us; | hate to give them the satisfaction, but it does
make them dow down and be careful. Asfor how many, it seemsto vary. I'm sure we're not seeing the
same ones each day; if it'sanything like big game hunting, theré's alarger party of hunters over on
Bandon, and they take turns. I'd like to kill them but so far we haven't.”

"Has anyone ever?' Raffaasked.

"So | hear," Petrissaid. "But you don't know how much to believe. The preevesthey send with us
are not exactly reliable. They've been known to turn agroup that was doing too well. We found alocator
on Sid, for instance.”

"But you didnt kill him," George sad. "Why not?"
"Do you kill everyone who just might hurt you someday?" Petrislooked disgusted. "Get some sense,

boy. Everyone whao's been through this has knowledge we need; we can't afford to lose anyone. He
knows we know he might turn; he knows his best chance at surviva iswith us—at least now."

"So how many do you have, dtogether?”

"Never you mind. What you don't know, you can't tdll. But we'velost only two, in thetimeweve
been here; the preeves say that's much better than usual. Now—what we're going to doisthis. . . ."
Petris|eaned over the map. "Weve got to separate you four, because they need you worgt. Can't let
them get you in alump. The longer it takes, the more chance one of you'll be aliveto report al this. At the
sametime, | can't protect you al. My people wouldn't go for it, and | don't have the ability anyway. So



you ladies will have to go heré'—he pointed to the ravine on the map—"unless you can find those hiding
placesyou think you remember . . . ?' Helooked at Bubbles.

"I wish Kdl hadn't been so secretive,”" Bubbles said. "'I'm sure there is a cave somewhere—" Petris
ignored this; he had not been impressed with a possible cave she had never seen for hersdlf.

"Y ou want me to go somewhere alone?' Raffa asked. She looked pale.

"It would be bet," Petris said, dmost gently. "That ravine's hard to climb; they avoid it except at the
ends, and there'salot of cover—big rocks and so on. They go aong the edges, and watch both ends,
but they can't see everything. If you tuck yoursalf under aboulder, that's as safe aplace as| can offer.”

"l want to do something,” Raffasaid. "Not it under arock and shiver.”

"Wedon't have any training,” Bubbles said to her. "Not even as much as Ronnie and George. The
best we can do is stay out of the way."

"No." Raffaglanced at Ronnie and away; he felt hisheart contract. She was thinking about him, he
knew it.

"Youtwo," Petris said, with anod to Ronnie and George, "are another problem. Y ou might be useful,
or not—I can't tell until | see you in action. What we're going to do istry to make them think you
wandered into the forest north of the stream, maybe heading for the point up there. It's more rugged
country. | want you to go up there now, and make sometrail. Scuff and scrape asif you're dragging
something or someone. Drop something unimportant that might have fallen off your packs. Therésno
way to disguise what happened to your flitter, but they may not have realized weve met. If you headed
that way, and we were keeping watch to the south and east, you could have gotten away from us. Not
redly, but they might believeit.”

In other circumstances, it would have been a pleasant afternoon's hike up the ravine. Bubbles found it
hard to remember the danger; the lower forest smelled as fresh as she remembered, and then the
scramble up the rocks took her breath away. A clear rivulet still splashed from pool to pool, and red and
gold amphibians ill hurled themsalvesinto the water as she came near, with agitated squesks. A few
rocks had moved in seasond floods—she recognized one boulder by an odd inclusion, now upside down
from where it had been—but most of the trail wasfamiliar.

Higher on the dope, abreeze stirred, lifting the hair on the back of her head asit rose from the forest
canopy below. She could see more of the sky, now, and smell the seaaswell asthe rock and flowers.
Raffa, behind her, scuffed her feet in the dirt but said nothing. Bubbleswas glad. She wanted to combine
the old memories, once thrust away astoo childish, with the present experience. Finally she stopped,
winded, on abroad flat outcrop where the ravine angled south, away from the shore. Looking back she
could see nothing but billows of green concedling the shape of the land itsdlf. Raffa, panting, dropped to
the rock and lifted the hair from her neck.

"You did thisevery year?' she asked, after amoment.

"Most years, for awhile. When my Uncle Gene would come, and bring the cousins. . . . | suppose,
redly, Mother wanted us out of the main house, awvay from more important visitors. All of ustogether
could be noisy.” She grinned down a Raffa. "When we camped over here, wed dividein two groups, at
least, and play hunting games. Stuff we'd read about or seen on the old cubes—"

"We used to go to my Aunt Katy's house and ride up in the hills" Raffasaid. "On Negaire—no
pretty idandsthere.

Bubbles shivered. "Ugh. Cold and wet dl year round, isn't it? Y ou didn't camp out, surely?"

Raffanodded. "Better than in this heat. We pretended to be steppe nomads and so forth, but mostly
welived in caves. There was abig one, very handy, about a day's ride away, and another smaller one on
the other sde of the hill. We painted monsters on the walls; one of my cousinstried to paint us, but he
couldn't draw.”



"Cave." Bubblesglowered at the water. "I wish | knew if Kell told thetruth. He said it was big
enough for al of us, but he wouldn't shareit, the pig. He's like that till, loves secrets and won't share.
Therésno place dseasgood, if it'sred.”

"Y ou're sureyou have no ideawhereit is?'

"Only whereit isnt. Wedid look, but we never found it in thelikely places—up here, or inthevaley
between thishill and the next. And knowing where not to look il leaves alot of idand. Why—you think
we should look?*

"If wefound it, wed be alot safer than hiding under arock," Raffa pointed out. "And wed better be
going; we certainly aren't safe Stting here chatting.”

"Well climb straight over the spine,” Bubbles said, leading the way up the narrowing ravine. "'l hope
the old trail long the crestisHtill there. It hasafew hidey-holes | know about.”

Along the spine of theidand, therock outcrops formed stout pillars, two to three meterstal, in
ragged rows that wobbled along parallel to the crest like rotting teeth. Between the rows, the hollows
were unevenly filled with soil and overgrown with thorny vines and bushes. A winding thread of trail had
been hacked clear at the very crest; Bubbles could not tell if it had been cut by hunters or hunted. It
didn't redly matter. They would have to get off it quickly, because the hunters certainly knew abot it.

She counted the pillars. If only she could remember the pattern . . . threetal ones, ashort, two tals
and then two—three?—short ones. . . there. She squeezed between two of the shorter rocks—had she
been that much thinner five years ago, or had the rocks shifted?—and then crouched to wiggle beneath
the huge briar that lay over what had always been her own specia hiding place. The hooked thorns
scraped on her knapsack as she dithered further in, her nose hardly off the dark, dank-smelling soll. It
hadn't felt thissmall thelast time. . . . She called back to Raffa. ™Y ou have to go under thisthing—you
can't go through it with anything short of power tools."

"Give me asteppe pony any day," Raffasaid, but she gave only one muffled yelp when the thorns
caught her hair, and dithered very efficiently for someone who often pretended disdain for physical
exertion. "Do you want me to do anything about the way we camein?'

"Nope." Bubbles edged past the cluster of woody stems and felt around the far sde of it. She had
had alittle hole there, once, with abox init, but she couldn't see. It was dark under the briar's canopy
after the brilliant sunlight on thetrail, awarm brown gloom lightened by freckles of sun.

"Asmuch asweve shaken it, the outer brancheswill go back down. | used to do thisal thetime,
and the guys never found me." Thelittle hole in which sheld tucked aboxful of handy items years before
had grown into something a handspan across and deeper than her fingers. Burrow. Something wasliving
here. Shetried to remember just what did live on thisidand. Nothing venomous, nothing particularly large
or dangerous. Except the hunters. She redlized she'd forgotten them for afew minutes, here where her
safe childhood was so redl, and the hunters hardly believable.

Onthefar Sde of the briary tangle, lodged in falen leaves againgt another standing stone, Bubbles
found her box. She blessed her younger self for ingsting she wanted areal expedition box, the kind that
was supposed to last through anything. She dragged it out of the leaves and scrunched sideway's so that
Raffa could come up beside her.

"| forgot thisthe last time we were here,” she said. "We werein ahurry to leave—| wasgoingto St.
Eleanor'sfor the first time—and by the time | remembered 1'd l€ft it, there was no timeto go back.” The
box had no lock, only an L-shaped catch, now crusted with dirt and time. Bubbles broke afingernail on
it and muttered. Probably nothing in it—a decayed sandwich, some childish bauble—but something
drove her to openit.

"Let metry," said Raffa. Bubbles did the box over to her, and sucked her bruised fingertip. Raffahad
picked up atwig, and used that to prod out the caked dirt around the latch, then spit on it. When she
pushed, the latch moved with a minute squeak. "Here," she said, handing the box back. ™Y ou open
it—it'syours"



Bubbles felt a curious reluctance to open it, as odd as the determination amoment ago to make that
latch move. Silly, shethought. There could be nothing redly useful in this box—not as useful asthethings
inthe survival packs on theflitter. Just junk that would remind her what asilly child she had been. She
struggled for amoment, having forgotten the exact movement it took to pry the lid up—the box had a
good sed onit. Thenit lay open, atime capsule from her childhood, her forgotten treasuresrattling alittle
from the movement of her hand.

A seashdll, one of the purple cone-shaped ones. A bracelet woven of dune-grass—she blushed,
remembering who had woven it, and why. A little black blob, smooth dl over . . . raked from thefirethe
time Kdl had melted the handle from the frying pan. A single sheet of photocells, ready to be spread in
the sunlight again . . . if she had anything to recharge. A bit of faded ribbon . . . she remembered clearly
the shade of purpleit had been. A whistle, afoil-wrapped ration bar, atube of first-aid ointment and a
packet of bandages, alength of finefish-line, neatly coiled, with two hooks and a handful of differently
shaped sinkers. And the compact silvery locator beacon, with the lanyard <till 1ooped through the ring on
top.

"lsn't that a—7" Raffagtarted to ask.

"Yes. And it will work." Shelooked at the charge level on the Side; as sheld expected, it had held its
charge. . . . Thegood ones did, and her dad had always provided them with good ones. Besides, she
had the photocellsto top it up with. "We can get help,” she said, and sat up cheerfully only to ram her
head into the nest of thorns close above. Her eyes watered, and she held very ill. It wasthe only way
with theseidand briars: jerk away and sheld lose half her hair and part of her scalp. In thetimeit took
Raffato work her free, she was able to think why they couldn't use the locator yet. There would be no
easy rescue, any more than easy extrication fromthe briar.

"But if we could get to Bandon," shesaid. "If we could stedl their flitter, maybe, while they're hunting
the others. . . thiswill override anything."

"Theres more of them on Bandon," Raffareminded her. "Hold ill, yet. You've got athornright in
your scap. Do these thingsleave the husk in?"

"Sometimes, and it festersif they do. Get it dl if you can." Shewasalittle surprised a how deft
Raffasfingers were, and how calm she was staying. Wasthis the same Raffawho had seemed an
obsessiveworrier?

"There" Raffasaid findly. "1 don't think there are any husks, but if you'll hand me that tube of
gunk—thanks—I can put adab on afew places. . . yes. . . they were bleeding a bit. Keep the flies off,
eh?’

"How long hasit been?' Bubbles asked, putting everything back in the box and latching it. They had
|eft Petris and the others before noon, and she redlized they had better think about where to spend the
night. Light came to them between the stones, sideways, the dope below, on the west side of theidand,
would il bein daylight for awhile, but where would the hunters go? Up here, dong the high trail ? Along
the dopes?

"Should we stay here?' Raffaasked, asif she were seeing the thoughtsin Bubbless head. "We're out
of sght, but if they have any kind of sensors—"

"l don't know a better place, not without timeto look for it." Bubbles peeked out the west side of the
tangle; they were high enough that she could see out over the lower forest to the sea. Thefew clouds
drifted past, their shadows diding up the dope like vast hands caressing the trees. "The main thing isto
keep well away from Petris and the others. . . . Someone hasto get back. . . ."

"Oh..." Raffasbreath camejust as Bubbles redlized one shadow wasn't diding updope. . . . Smdll,
regular, it moved swiftly against the wind, downd ope to the south of them, and then ran dong parale to
theridge.

"Eyesdown," Bubbles said, taking her own advice. Now that it was upwind, they could hear the faint
whine of theflitter. Surely the briar was thick enough—old, tangled, too dense for anyone to see through.



But every freckle of light suggested it was as porous as afishing net. She felt sure she had something
shiny on her back, something that would glitter—she should take it off. But her arms had no strength; she
lay, hardly breathing, trembling.

Theflitter's shadow passed over them, asif acold hand lay on her back, and went somewhere else.
She could hear the whine moving north, she thought, toward thetip of theidand, but she dared not move.

"So," Raffasaid, hardly louder than abregth. "They're here. And it's not agame.”

"No." Immediately below them, on the west dope, the rock nubbinswere only sparsaly covered. . . .
They couldn't count on reaching the cover below without being seen. They would have to stay here until
theflitter landed somewhere. What if it didn't? It had not occurred to her that the hunters might well keep
someone doft, especidly in thisemergency.

"How come people in entertainment cubes never need abathroom?' asked Raffa.

"Mmm. You'reright." Now that Raffa had brought it up, she felt the same desperate need. "We can't
leave cover now," she said. She wriggled toward the north side of the briar, where its canopy lay along a
lower stub of gray stone. Just beyond that was another hollow; she could seeinto it by risking another
hair-pulling match with the briar's canopy. This one had no handy roof; asmall tree had died and
collapsed, and the vines that covered it matted the ground.

"We should've found a place before we camein here," Raffasaid.

"You'reright,” Bubbles said, squeezing onward around the briar's central ssem and root complex. In
the northeast corner of their thorny shelter, she found what she remembered, anichein the big sone
between them and thetrail. Here the briar, reaching for light, lifted enough to alow someoneto sit
upright. And below was the other refinement of her childhood hiding place, astandard expedition
one-man composting latrine unit, carefully dug into the soil. Her parents had been, sheld thought then,
ridiculoudy fussy about pollution; one summer they'd all been yanked back to al-day lessons at the Big
House for two weeks just because one set of cousins had dug ared latrinein aspurt of enthusiasm for
historical authenticity. They had al had to memorizethelist of diseasesthey could have given themsdlves,
and thelife cycles of innumerable disgusting parasites, before they could come back. They could have dl
the prefab units they wanted, her father had said, but they must use them. She scrabbled at thelid, said a
brief prayer to some nameless deity that none of the more agile crawlers had gotten into it, and pulled it
open. "But here" she said triumphantly. "All the comforts of home, more or less. Deodorizing, too."” Since
shewasin place, shetook the first turn, and felt much better. Raffafollowed her, gave asgh of rdief,
and latched thelid back down.

"Now if you could just excavate usacaveright here. . ."

"Nope. | tried hard enough, but it's solid stone below afew inches of leaf-drift. And | think we'd
better get what rest we can. Just a dusk we could move downdope, if were careful.”

* * *

Bubbles had not really expected to deep, cramped under the briar in the hot, sweaty dimness, but
shewoke at the crunch of footsteps somewhere nearby. It was completely dark, and for amoment she
could not think where she was. Then she remembered. The hand on her ankle, agrip hard enough to
pinch, must be Raffa's hand. She reached back and touched it, and Raffa gripped her hand instead. Her
breath seemed trapped in her lungs. The footsteps came nearer, not hurrying. Panic clogged her earswith
her own heartbest; she could not tell how far away the sound was. A voice murmured something she
could not distinguish. A faint crackle followed; her mind raced, suggesting that the crackle was a comunit,
which meant the footsteps were ahunter's. | knew that already, she argued back a her mind. Raffas
fingersin herswere cold; she shivered, but forced hersef to lie fill. Another crunch, aboot on the rough
path beyond the stone. She heard a scrape and a soft curse as someone found the space between the
stones too narrow. Something shook that Side of the briar, asif the hunter had taken astick to it; the
branches squeaked overhead. Raffa's fingers tightened suddenly. Could she see something from her side
of the briar? But the footsteps went away, the faint scrunching growing fainter. Raffas fingers relaxed but



did not pull away.

Her breath came out dll a once; shefdt dizzy and faint even lying down. What if sheld been adeep . .
.and dreaming . . . and had snored? Her first school roommates said she snored. Just when she thought it
might be safe to murmur something to Raffa, she heard another sound. Not nearly so loud asthefirgt, as
if the feet wore something softer than boots. Three steps, a pause. Four, and another pause. Two . . .
whoever it waswas now just outside the cleft they'd come through. Bubbles held hersdlf rigidly ill, trying
not to bregthe.

Then the crack of aweapon echoed aong the stones, and the person nearest them gave a soft cry.
Bubbles heard the dither and thump as hefell, and the ragged breeathing louder than the stifled moans.
The other footsteps came back at arun and paused; even from behind the rock, Bubbles could see the
glow of light asthe hunter turned on atorch.

"Got one," he said, thistimeloud enough for Bubblesto hear; she assumed hewastaking into his
comunit. "By thetattoo, it's one of the preeves.” The comunit crackled and muttered back to him. "Right,”
hesad. "I'll bring the IDs. No sign of the others." Bubbles heard the click as he shut the comunit cover,
and then agrunt and thump asif he bent to set down hisweapon and |ean over the body.

Then—"Got onetoo," said the other man, in aharsh voice thick with pain. The hunter squealed, then
gasped, and Bubbles heard the fall of another heavy body, the thrashing of limbs, the rattle and clatter of
equipment banging on the rocks. The light went out. Then silence, but for afina few noisy gasps.

For thefirgt timein her life, Bubbles envied those of her friendswho had areligion: they would have
had some deity to sweer to, or at, or on. "We can't stay here," she said quietly. Her voice surprised her;
it sounded as cam asif shewerein her mother's drawing room discussing the wesether.

"Hetouched me," Raffasaid. Her voice, too, was quiet. "With astick or something, when he
prodded the briar."

"We haveto go," Bubblessaid. "They'll send someone.” Through the gap in the stones, the smdll of
blood and something worse rolled asif on astream of water. Her ssomach churned.

"How can we? We can't seeanything. .. ."

"We haveto. It won't be so dark out from under this briar. Turn around and let me get past.”
"You're not going that way?' The calm seeped out of Raffas voice, leaving honest fear behind.
"l want hisweapons,” Bubbles said. "And his comunit, and his night goggles.”

"But then they'll know someone came after,” Raffla said. Bubbles paused. She hadn't thought of that.
Asit was, they might assume that what it |looked like was indeed what happened—avictim not quite
dead who killed his careless killer. If shetook anything, they'd know someone el se had been there. But it
didn't matter.

"They know were here" she sad. "They're going to hunt until they find us. Histhingswill giveusa
better chance. Y ou stay here—well go downhill afterwards.”

Out from under the briar, starlight gave afaint glow to the standing stones; in the distance, the sea
glittered. Bubbles paused in the gap between the stones, listening. She could hear nothing. When she
peeked out, she could see the tangle of dark formsthat must be the two men's bodies. Quickly, before
fear could overwhelm her again, she forced hersalf to move out onto the path. Her foot dipped, and
when she put her hand down it was into warm, wet, stinking dime. She choked down her nausea, and
wiped her hand on the nearest body. They were dead; it didn't matter now. She fumbled at the bodies,
expecting every moment the shot that would kill her, the hiss of gasthat would pardyze her.

The bodies were gill warm; she hated the fed of the skin, the stiffening texture of it, as shefelt around
for the hunter's night gear. Goggles around his neck, on athong—he would have dropped them before
lighting historch. They felt wet—blood? She cut the thong with her knife, and felt around for the torch.
Sherisked aquick flash of it. The goggles were covered with blood, which she cleaned off with the dead
hunter's shirt-tail. There was the comunit which she scooped up, and there the man'srifle with itstargeting



beam. Her own hands were covered with blood, and one foot would leave bloody footprints until it
dried. Sheflicked off the torch, and called softly to Raffa

"Come on out—if | go back through, I'll leave atrall. . . . Well leave the main trail farther down, and
havethis hidey-hole again later if we need it. Bring my box." She put the comunit in her shirt pocket.

A cautious rustle, and Raffa came out with both knapsacks. Bubbles handed her therifle, and put on
the night goggles. Now she could see well enough without the torch to finish rummeaging in the dead
hunter's pack. He had carried a backup weapon with aremovable stock in his pack; she took that and
his needler, and the dead preeve's knife. Unfortunately the hunter had not carried an extra set of night
goggles. Findly, shedid her best to clean her bloodiest hand and foot, so they'd leave no more traces
than necessary.

Then she led Raffa southward down thetrail. Neither of them questioned who should lead; it was her
idand, and her duty to protect Raffaif she could. There had been a series of paralld trails down the west
sde of the ridge, long ago; as sherecalled, you could go down amost anywhere. She ducked between
another pair of standing stones, and fought through atangle of vines, and then found the next gap
downhill. To her enhanced vision, the broken dope below was empty of anything but crumbling rock and
low scrub; Raffa, behind her, said, "How isit?"

For answer, Bubbles passed her the goggles; she felt suddenly blind when she took them off. " See
for yoursdlf. Pick aroute, stay low, and don't hurry. We've got to be quiet.”

"Y ou need these." Raffa passed the goggles back; Bubbles pushed them away.

"It'syour turn, and I'm supposed to know this place. I'll go first; then you can find me. Not too
close" Her eyes were adjusting; she squeezed them tightly amoment or two, and when she opened them
found she could just make out the larger rocks. Sowly, carefully, she edged downward, placing each
foot with precision so that she could test the ground before putting her weight on it. She remembered
reading her brother's service manua on this sort of thing; she had found it funny. She had imagined the
dapper George crawling about in the dark counting his steps on zigzags and getting dust on his
impeccable trousers, or dithering on his stomach. And here shewas. . . wishing she knew if crouching
was enough, if she should be down flat, crawling, if the zigging and zagging from one rock to another was
actualy doing any good, or only taking longer. A pebblerolled out from under her foot with afaint
clatter. Shefroze. She could hear nothing now but her own pulse beating. She took another step down,
and another. The black line of trees rose toward her, welcoming.

Chapter Fourteen

"Well, wel . .. helo, darlin'." It was not a voice she wanted to hear, that confident mae purr. "A gd
could get hurt, wanderin' around in the dark likeyou are. . . . Y ou better let me give you ahand." A blot
of nearer darkness rose from the trees and moved toward her, boots scraping on the rock; she could see
anarrow gleam that might be starlight on the barrdl of hisweapon.

"No..." Shehadn't meant to say anything, but fear left no room for the breath in her lungs.



"C'mon, hon," he said. She couldn't tell quite how far away he was—two meters? Three? "Wasn't
that your flitter crashed on the other sde of theidand? Y our dad sent usout tofindyou. .. ." For a
moment relief washed over her, but she couldn't believeinit. Still, if he thought she didn't know, he might
not kill her right away. And if he thought shewas aone, if he hadn't seen Raffa, perhagps Raffa could ill
get away.

"You're. .. oneof the outrange patrols?' she asked. A confident chuckle came from him.

"That's right, hon. And you're gonna be fine, now. Just come dong withme. . . ."

For the third time that night, Bubbles heard death close by. Thistime she heard the bullet smack into
him an instant before the loud crack from upd ope, where Raffawas. The impact threw him back, to land
with acrash in thelow vegetation of the dope. A few loose rocks clattered on downhill. Bubbles doubled
up, retching. It wastoo much. She had little in her ssomach to lose, but wanted none of it. She could hear
Raffa coming down, much faster than she had, with the aid of the goggles.

"Areyou dl right?' Raffasvoice, from near the fdlen hunter.

"Y-yes" Her body gave afind convulsive heave, then dlowed her to lift her head. "I . . . didn't know
you knew how to shoot.”

"My Aunt Katy. She made uslearn. Gave prizes." From the sound of it, Raffawasfighting her own
nausea. Bubblesfelt shaky and ashamed of hersalf. She was supposed to be the leader here, and sheld
falen apart. Sheforced hersdf to stand, to sstumble the few stridesin the dark to where Raffa bent over
the dying man.

"| thought they died quicker," she said, trying for the calm tone of earlier. "They do on the action
cubes." The man's breathing sounded horrible, bubbly and uneven. She was glad she couldn't see his
fece.

"Here." Raffapushed a sat of gogglesinto her hands. "Now we can both see. And well take his
wegpons and comunit.” She spoke hurriedly and roughly, her voice dightly shaky. "I saw him, after you
started down. | didn't darecall. . . ."

"Right," Bubblessaid.

"l kept wanting you to go more to the right. Give me space. | was o scared—" For amoment they
clung to each other, shaking, wanting to cry but knowing they had no time. "Got to go," Raffasaid findly,
pushing away. "They'll be coming.”

Bubbles stood, staggering alittle from the weight added to her origind pack. They each had two
rifles now, and aneedler, and acomunit, and more knives than they could possibly use. If they could get
some of thisback to Petris. . . but they couldn't. Quickly, careess for the moment of the noise, they got
themsealvesinto the forest below.

Once or twice, in childhood, they had tried skulking around in the woods at night. With torches, of
course. They'd given it up, except for raids along the beach, after someone—she couldn't remember
who—had broken an ankle while trying to climb theridge in a cross-idand overnight race. They'd had to
cal for help, and the adults had been scathing about children who didn't have enough senseto stay off
dippery rocksin the dark. Buttons, the acknowledged boss of the campsites, had forbidden night
wandering, and they'd mostly obeyed. Bubbles hadn't minded, because she preferred to deep at night
rather than nap in the daytime.

Now, with the night goggles on, she was glad of the covering darkness. She could see well enough to
avoid hanging creepers, thornbushes, and other hazards, she knew from her time on the open dope that
no one without night goggles could see her. Of course the othershad them . . . but so did she.

Soon she dowed, and began listening again. She stopped completely for amoment. Her ssomach
growled loudly, reminding her it was empty. She heard Raffa scrabbling in her knapsack, then afaint
metdlic rasp and agurgle. Water. She redlized how thirsty she herself was, and took off her own
knapsack, trying for silence. Where was the noisy wind when you needed it? The water eased her throat



and washed away the foul taste of her nausea. Now she was hungry. She tapped Raffals arm, and when
sheleaned closer murmured to her. "Eat now—while waking." She could see Raffas nod as clearly asif
it were daylight.

They had the survivd rations from theflitter, tubes of thick goo that tasted of fat, sugar, and sdlt.
Bubbles swallowed half of hers at once, and tucked the rest into her pocket. She started off again more
dowly, trying to remember how the land went on this side of theidand. How far south were they, and
how near was the swamp? Should they start back north, and hope to work into the more rugged terrain
aong the north shore?

Nothing moved in the woods around them. She remembered, from those childhood visits, flocks of
birds and many small animas—lizards, some nonvenomous snakes, land crabs. Once sheld been
frightened by atortoise big enough to sit on; she'd thought it was a shiny brown rock. Therewasless
undergrowth than she remembered, and she found it easy to walk between the trees. The dope flattened
beneath her feet; the forest rose higher overhead, and even with night goggles she couldn't see that much.
Whenever she stopped to listen, her legs trembled; she knew they needed to rest.

Raffatapped her shoulder. Bubblesleaned closeto her, and Raffasaid, "I think | hear water."

Bubblestried to filter out the sgh of the breezeintheleaves. . . yes. A rhythmic rushand silence. . .
waves breaking, but gently, inthislittlewind. "Youreright,” she said quietly. "And they might have
someone on the beach—it's narrow here.” Now which way, south or north? Her mind was clogged by
exhaugtion and fear. She had started out hoping to find her old hiding place, and then thought of Kell's
cave, wherever that was. . . but now . . . she wished she knew just where they were, and how far it was
to someplace e se.

"I'd vote north," Raffasaid, asif sheld asked. "Away from their camp.” For amoment Bubbles
wanted to protest; they had weapons themselves, now, and night gear. They were as dangerous asthe
hunters. But they werent, redly: they were untrained girls, and very tired. Staying asfar from the hunters
camp as possible made sense.

"Good idea," Bubbles said, and turned right, away from the beach. They walked dowly, asquietly as
they could manage, stopping every few minutesto look around them. The walk took on adreamlike
character—the eerie landscape in the night goggles, that looked like something meant to be scary but
done on alow budget, the silence, their exhaustion that forced concentration on the smplest movements.
When agrest treeloomed up that Bubbles remembered from her childhood trips, she moved into the
dense shadow of its massive bole and stopped.

"Weve got to rest," she said, "while one of us can stay awake to watch. Y ou deep firgt.”

"Right." Raffa's vague shape folded up to Sit againgt the tree. Bubbles leaned, but did not sit. If she
sat, she would deep. She could not be scared enough to stay awake, not now. She fished the rest of the
ration stick out of her pocket and ateit, and drank more water. Her legs ached; the pack straps seemed
to burn along her shoulders, but she was afraid to take the pack off. What if they had to runfor it?

Sheredlized then that she hadn't even checked to seeif therifle she carried was loaded. She fumbled
a it. It wasn't exactly like the one she'd been taught to use, and she couldn't find the little doohickey—it
had aname, but she'd never learned it—to release the clip. She found something sticking out of the
stock, and pushed it, and aline of red sprang across the space under the tree to another tree trunk. The
rifle hummed; desperately she pushed the knob thisway and that until it moved and the light disappeared
and the hum ceased. She stared around, sure that someone must have seen that red light, but nothing
moved and no sound disturbed her. After awhile, her heart quit trying to climb out her mouth, and she
tried to think what that had been. Firearms were not her hobby; she had learned to shoot only because of
the el phoose hunts. Her father had inssted she must learn.

Red light. A hum. Red light made her think of the vidcamsin the drama department . . . range finders
... 0it might bearangefinder. And thehum. . . like the hum of the automatic focus adjustments. She
felt carefully aong the entire stock. A tiny flap covered a socket—pins insde—a connection for some



computer attachment? She found three more buttons or knobs, and left them alone. The scope. . . she
lifted therifle to her shoulder and tried to peer through it, but the gogglesinterfered. After aquick look
around, she dipped them off and looked through the scope. It gave abrighter image than the goggles, in
crisp grays rather than smudged greenish yellow. Her finger found knobs on the scope, too. . . . Sheleft
them aone, and put her goggles back on.

Something flared in her pocket, asmal blinking light that the goggles made into awhite beacon.
Without goggles—through her pocket—it was hardly visible. The comunit sheld taken from the first
hunter . . . blinking atwo-three sequence. When shelooked at Raffa, adeep againgt the tree, her pocket
too winked, this one in atwo-two sequence. She had not thought they might be locators, but now it
seemed obvious. If she didn't reply, with some code she could not know, the hunters would know where
tolook. . . . They might know anyway.

"Raffal" She kept her voice low, but Raffawoke ingtantly.
"What?" she asked.

"We haveto get rid of them—if we leave them here, that's too close—we don't know how long it will
take—" Shefdt likecrying. . . shewas so tired, she hadn't had any deep, and it was too much. Raffa
hugged her.

"Well throw them inthewater. Let 'em think wetried to svim for it."

"But they might be on the beach!" She could hear theincipient hysteriain her own voice. Raffas hand
tightened on her arm.

"We're dive and two of them are dead. Two unarmed, untrained society girls, againgt trained hunters
with night gear, and who has the weagpons now? We're going to stay aive, and they're ALL going to be
dead, and no you're not going to have hysterics now. Take adeep breath.”

Bubblestook a deep breath; her ribs ached. "Right. Sorry."

"No problem—I got some deep, and you didn't. Now . . . let's get to the shore, and if someone's
therewell blow him away."

"I can't eventel if thisthing isloaded,” Bubbles said softly. "I tried to find out and got something that
made ared light and hummed a me."

"Redlly? Sounds like a Maseter range finder to me. Here—|et me check your status.” Raffatook the
rifle, did something Bubbles couldn't follow in the dimness, and handed it back. "Full clip, round in the
chamber. When you pull that trigger, you'll shoot something.”

"Let'sgo, then." Bubbles angled left, toward the shore. As she remembered, the big tree had been
only acouple of hundred meters from the water. She noticed, after afew minutes, that the blinking lights
on the comunits had died. It gave her no comfort. . . . A missed signd would rouse them to search, she
was sure. At least they had thick cover to the very edge of the beach.

Asthey neared the water, the night goggles had more light to work with, and brightened once more.
At the same time, the undergrowth increased, asit dways had near the forest edge, though it was not so
thick that they needed to go out of their way. By the time Bubbles peered through the last screen of
bushes and vines, she could see up and down the narrow beach at least a hundred metersin each
direction. She saw no one. . . dthough someone could have been hidden in the undergrowth, asthey
were. A gentle swell out to sea produced small lapping waves that dipped up and back like the strokes
of amassage, rolling the little pebbles that made up the beach here so that they clicked and whispered.

"How deepisit?' Raffaasked. "Any chance the thingswill be too deep for them to find?"

"It's a steep drop-off," Bubbles said. "We used to beach the sailboats on this sde of theidand
sometimes. Give methat one—" Raffa handed over the comunit and Bubbles took another look up and
down the beach. Nothing. She shrugged out of her knapsack and Ieft it with Raffa, then moved dowly

out of the cover, expecting any moment to hear another shot. The pebbles crunched under her shoes;, she
thought of wading in alittle way, but remembered the times sheld dipped and fallen here. She didn't need



to be sopping wet, not on top of everything else.

"Throw it!" muttered Raffafrom behind her. Right. Asif shewere good &t throwing. Shefelt like an
idiot as she cocked her arm and threw the first comunit as far into the seaas she could. It wasn't, she
thought, dl that far; it landed with ajuicy splash. With the next she tried harder, and achieved an even
noisier splash—it must have been spinning—and no more distance. She found the two uphill steps back
to thetredlineadmogt impossible. . . but the impossible, she was discovering, didn't even take longer. It
wasjust harder.

"A littlefarther," Raffasaid, "and it's your turn to rest. Just get back from the edge.”

But they actudly waked another half hour, by Raffals watch, before finding another place Bubbles
remembered, where arib of the central ridge ran al the way to the water. From there around the
northern end, the idand had no beach, but avertical wall of stone.

When they lay down—thistime neither could stand—Bubblesfell adeep at once. She had expected
to have frightening dreams, but she woke with no memory of them. When she opened her eyes, she
could see Raffacurled into atidy ball, catlike; her riflelay across her degping hand. Bubblesyawned,
sretched, and rubbed the hipbone that had been on the bottom. Her back never hurt after deeping on
the ground, but a hipbone always complained. She had tried dl the tricks she'd read about, back in her
camping days, and none of them worked. She sat up; Raffa opened one eye and said, "Don't tell meit's
morning.”

"Itsmorning.” Unlessthey'd dept dl day, and she didn't fed that rested. Besides, the light was
brighter; the leaves overhead began to ook green, not black. She stretched again, arching her back, then
rolled to her feet. Nothing stirred but the leaves overhead, as the dawn breeze strengthened. Her
shoulders were stiff and sore from the pack straps. Raffayawned, and groaned alittle, stretching.

"I hate morning,” Raffasaid. Then her eyes came open al the way, and she sat up. "It'sred.”

"What?' Bubbles knew what, but she wasn't sure she believed it yet.

"Us. Here. Lagt night." Raffawas staring at her own hands. "Blood.”

"Yeah." Bubbles had aready seen the disgusting mess on her own hands. And sheld eaten something
held in them. "I guess we should've washed off when we got to the beach." Her dacks werefilthy too,
and she could smdll her own sour smell. Raffalooked asbad, her dark hair in lank dirty strings and the
knees of her dacks black with dried blood and dirt.

"They won't haveto seeus," Raffasaid. "They could track us by smell. Without dogs.”

"Thenwell get clean." Bubbles had no idea how they would get clean. They certainly could not light a
fireand boil apot of water for washing. For that matter, she needed to think where the nearest drinking
water might be. She picked up her knapsack and got it on, wincing as her shoulders complained. "Come
on," shesad. "It won't help usto St here and wish."

Raffastood, shook herself, brushed at the stains, and finally picked up her knapsack and wespons. "1
know, | know. What's the boys regimental motto? '‘Onward to glory' or something equally
unreasonable?’ She got the knapsack onto one shoulder and grunted. "Thisthing weighstwice what it did
yesterday. And don't scold me; I'm getting my complaints out of theway dl at once, early, before they
can bother you. Y ou notice| didn't complain last night.”

"Right. Y ou complain in the morning, and I'll complain a midnight or whenever it was | went
bonkers, and between usthat'll cover the whole day."

"And leave ustimeto survive, evade the hunters, kill them dl, and save everyone. Tdly-ho." Raffa
dtarted off, then looked back. "By the way, where are we going now?"

"Water, | thought,” Bubbles said. "Water first, then someplaceto hide.”

"Likelast time" Raffasad, but with agrin. "A hiding place convenient to atrail so that we can get
wespons and supplies from dead hunters.”

For dl the banter, they went warily enough once they started. Without talking about it, they began to



move gpart, S0 they could just see each other, and take dternate pauses for listening and looking
backwards. Nothing disturbed them but the silence, which the wind in the leaves overhead seemed to
emphasize. The Ky lightened; Bubbles knew that it was now full day, though they werewakingin the
shadow of the ridge. The dope began to fal avay under their feet, and Bubbles turned right, inland; she
remembered that there was another, smaler stream in aravine between thelast hill on the main ridge, and
the outlier hill at the north end of theidand. It rose from aspring on the ridge, and over the yearsthe
children had made a series of wading and splashing pools aong its path to the sea. Between them, the
stream was no more than ankle-deep except after arainstorm, but they might find enough water in one of
the poolsto wash their clothes. Eveniif dl the dams had falen apart since the last campers, there should
be enough loose handy stonesto let them build one up again. It wouldn't take long.

When shefinally saw water, it was one of the larger pools. Someone had repaired the dam—she
assumed it was the prisoners—and raised it enough so that the pool |ooked to be wai st-deep. Its surface
was littered with fallen leaves and twigs. She started toward it, then waved Raffaback to cover. It
looked safe and deserted, but . . . she noticed something glinting at the upper end of the pool. Warily, she
worked her way toward it, trying to keep to thicker growth. A foil packet with one end torn off, that's all,
discarded by some careless hunter. It could have held rations, candy, a damp wipe to clean with. She
relaxed, then saw the first dead amphib, turning dowly in the poal, itslegs extended. Another lay by the
stream; with agrowing sense of horror she realized that the "floating leaves' werein fact amass of dead
amphibs, insects, fish. She backed away, her hands to her mouth.

"What?' said Raffa, from behind her.

"Poison. They've poisoned the stream.” And if this stream, then dl the streams—and if the streams,
probably the springs aswell. After horror, anger. Thiswas her place, her childhood, and she had spent
hours lying belly-down beside one stream or another, watching the brilliant red-and-gold amphibs, the
speckled fish, the brilliant blue and green butterflies that cameto drink.

"The. . .| can't even find words bad enough. . . ." She had used al the bad words she knew for
common things like escorts who got drunk and threw up on her, or girlfriends who told someone else her
secrets—she hadn't known there was something worse to save cursesfor. "How could they—7?" How
could anyone destroy so carelesdly . . . anyone past childhood, that is.

"It would be hard to hide, in an autopsy,” Raffasaid thoughtfully. Bubbles amost hated her at that
moment. Of courseit wasn't her idand. She had never seen it as Bubbles remembered it. "What | mean
is" Raffawent on, "it's probably meant to put usto deep or something. The. . . the other things are
accidents.”

"That'swhat'sworst," Bubbles said. "They have areason to kill us. A bad one, but areason. To kill
all these, just by accident, asa sort of by-product—"

"We shouldn't stay here. They'd check this pretty often, I'd guess.”

"Right. Upstream, then." They might have someone stationed upstream, too, but she had to know if
they'd poisoned it al. She had to. She wondered when they'd done it—the day before, dropping packets
from theflitter? Landing at each smal stream? Or had someone been walking the forest that night,
someone who might have walked past them as they dept, not seeing them? She shivered; it would do no
good to think of that. As she walked, what Raffa said began to make sense. The same things had
different effects on humans and animals—she knew that. A drug to make them deepy might havekilled
the amphibs by accident, or . . . didn't the fish need to swim for their gillsto work? So if they drowsed
and didn't swim, they'd diejust fromthat . . . but she was ill angry. She felt decades older than the day
before, than even the night before.

Upstream, as anywhere, grew steeper and narrower. They came to another pool, with its scum of
dead amphibs and fish; she had seen nothing aive dong the banks of the rivulet. Beyond that, the stream
forked. To the left, poisoned water gurgled pleasantly inits narrow bed. To the right was the waist-high
ledge that formed aminiature waterfall in the wet season. A damp patch of mud in the hollow aboveit
was the only sign that a creek had ever flowed there.



"That way," Bubbles said, heaving hersalf up and over the rock ledge. "We can't take any water from
that stream, and there might be apring up here they didn't notice."

"Y ou don't know for sure?" Raffa asked, as she sat on the ledge and swung her legs up.

"No. .. my favorite places were the eastern ravine, where | could watch the sunrise, and my
bramble. And our camp was on the eastern shore, south of where we crashed. Sometimes we had three
or four main camps, depending on how many cousins showed up. Kev and Burlin used to et traps and
things up at thisend of the ridge—then they'd Sit there and snigger.”

"Urgh. | wouldn't have wanted to have them aong.”

"Wel ... Slviafindly told on Burlin, and that was the end of them. But somehow he dways made
Buttons and mefed likeit was our fault. If we'd had amore exciting idand, he wouldn't have gotten into
michief."

"Like Stanley, my cousin that dways blamed his pony for everything. But he brought it back with
whip welts once, and my Aunt Katy wouldn't put up with that.”

They followed the dry creekbed upstream, careful not to step in any drying mud. Bubbles |ooked for
any sgn that the hunters had been there, but the few scuffmarks could as well have been those of
desperate prisoners. Her breath came short; it was hard to climb the steepening sope, and she redlized
they were close under the ridge. The creekbed turned suddenly, leading them into anarrow cleft roofed
with trees; it closed around them, and Raffa exclaimed over the ferns draping the walls. Aheed, the cleft
ended in a sheer wal hung with shaggy fernsand vines. At thefoot of it, the ground seemed damp, but
there was no spring.

"Well," Bubblessaid, alittle blankly. "That'sit. No water here." She sat down; her legs had suddenly
given out, and her eyes burned, though she could not cry.

Raffa crouched beside her. "We're hidden, at least. If we stay quiet, and they don't find our trail.
They can't come on usfrom behind.”

Bubbles nodded, but could not spegk past the lump of misery in her throat. She set her rifle carefully
to one side, away from the damp spot, and pushed the knapsack straps off her shoulder.

"We should eat something,” Raffasaid. "We never did have breskfast.”

"Not without water," Bubbles said. "At least, that's what the books say." But at the mention of food,
her ssomach cramped and rumbled. Shefelt she could eat three meals at once.

"We have some water," Raffasaid. "And what about tropica fruits and things? They have water in
them.”

"l ... haven't seen any. It's the wrong season, or the prisoners have eaten them, or something. . . ."
Bubbles |eaned back against the ferny rock, careless of insects. Her eyes sagged shut.

"Come on—you can't give up!"
"l can rest,” Bubbles said, not opening her eyes. "Jugt alittle while." Shewasn't sure what shefdit,

except exhaustion and hunger, and right now she didn't careif awhole troop of hunters came up the
creek.

"All right," Raffasaid, "but I'm not giving up." Bubbles heard Raffa move around her, and the scrape
of Raffas pack on the pebbles. "Although a soft place to rest my aching back may be agood idea.
Aahhh—" That rdlaxed sigh ended in aydp, quickly muffled. Bubbles opened her eyes. Raffalay on her
back, covered with fernsto the waist; she seemed to havefdlen into the rock. The mass of fernsand
vines had hung over some opening like ashaggy curtain. From the muffled splutters, she wastrying to say
something. Bubbles grabbed her feet and pulled.

"Areyou dl right? Need hel p?'
Raffa undulated, snakdike, and dithered out on her back, spitting dirt out of her mouth. "It'sa
wonder | didn't crack my skull.”



"What isit, ahollow or something?"

"A hollow, yes. A cavel"

"Cave?'

"Yes. And | heard water dripping. Comeon. . . ." Raffagrabbed her knapsack and started to shove
it through the curtain of ferns.

"Wait—they'd know we went in." Bubbleslooked at the broken fronds of fern where she had been
resting, the bruised moss. If someone came thisway—and they probably would—they'd start looking
harder. And they wouldn't miss a cave, she was sure.

"Well makeit look like we rested here, and then went somewhere ese" Raffasaid. "Come
on—shove your pack in, and therifles. It'sthe best chance we've seen yet.”

Bubbles shrugged and complied. She didn't have any better idea, and if Raffahad found water insde
the cave, surdly it hadn't been poisoned. She hoped. Raffawent in with their things, and reported that
sheld found plenty of room; they could both hide there, with their gear. She crawled back out, as
Bubbleslifted the vines cautioudy.

"Now for disguise," Raffasaid. "A few footprints going in both directions, just in here where we got
careless because we figured no one would have tracked us further back. We sat here and rested—that's
the squashed ferns on your side. Actudlly they may not know there are two of us, so why don't | make
al thefootprints?'

"Because we might both have |eft them somewheredse” Bubblessaid. "'If wewere going to leave
here, which way would we go? Back up theridge, | think—we came here looking for water, didn't find
any, and started up to find aspring. . . ." Together, they edged back out of the narrow cleft, and
cautioudy made afew scuffmarks up a steeper dope. Since they had been careful not to make prints on
theway in (and didn't see any) they waked back normaly.

The hanging ferns and vines looked undisturbed, Bubbles noticed, even after Raffa had been through
twice. Raffawent first, and then Bubbles did in backwards. They had left marks, didingin; it looked like
someone had dragged bodies over the ground. She was trying to think what to do about it when she
heard a shot, from high overhead, and then another. She didn't try to seewho it was, or if they'd seen. . .
. Shejerked backwards under the matted vines and tried not to breathe. Raffal's hand closed on her arm,
amog astightly asthe night before. Had it been only one night?

Although it was near midday, insde the cave she could see very little. The thick vines shut out nearly
al thelight, and it was cool and damp. Shelay on leve stone thinly coated with damp mud. She could
hear the musical plink and plonk of water dripping into deep water, somewhere behind her in the dark. A
cold drop hit the back of her neck, and she jumped.

"We should get back from the opening,” Raffasaid quietly. "Just in casethey find it."

"Let'stry the night goggles." Bubblesfished hers out and put them on. The nearer part of the cave
gppeared in shadowy blurs, with stabbing brilliance coming from the entrance. Severa meters behind
them, ablack level surface had to be the water they'd heard. To thel€eft, the cave'sinner wall dove
directly into the water, but on the right, their flat ledge extended around a buttress and out of sight.
Overhead, even the night goggles could not define the roof; when Bubbles reached up, she felt nothing.

Sowly, Raffagot to her knees and crawled away to the right. Bubbles followed, backing up at first
so that she could watch the entrance. She had never been one for caves,; she had not expected that the
light would fade so fast. She dipped the goggles up; the blackness pressed on her face, asif it would
invade her skull. Shuddering, she put the goggles back on, and stared at the faint glow from the entrance
asif to remember it forever.

"They shot somebody!" George grabbed Ronni€'s arm. Ronnie shook it off.
"They shot at somebody,” he said. ™Y ou don't know they hit anyone.”



"But the girls are up there—you know that.”

He knew that; he could close his eyes and see Raffa'sface, smel her hair. "They'rein theravine,
They'rein cover somewhere. And the hunterswouldn't shoot the girlsright off. . . ." Hewished he hadn't
said it; that thought was no better.

"If Bubblestried to fight—she'skind of wild sometimes.”

"Petris sent one of the preeves up to the high trail, he said. Could have been that. And the hunter
might've missed. And we can't even be sure where the shot came from.” Although he was sure enough:
high on the ridge, south of them. That put it too closeto the girls, entirely too close. The hunters were
supposed to come thisway, and fal into the trap he and George had spent the afternoon constructing.
They werejust off one of the larger trails, that angled up and over the gap between the main ridge and the
outlying northern hill.

Time had gone rubbery; he did not want to trust George's watch. His had not survived the crash.
George's could have been damaged. He was aware that not trusting awatch was as slly and dangerous
as not trusting the insrumentsin an aircraft; he knew he'd had a concussion. But time felt wrong; the
glowing digits seemed to hang forever or race past. A vagueirritation seized him: he had had the
concussion, he shouldn't be having to calm George.

Another shot, more distant. His shoulders twitched. He had thought during Petriss briefing that he
understood exactly where everyone would be, at least to start with. Now he found he could not
remember who might be southward on theridge, or onthewest side. . . . Hefdt sick and deepy both,
and kept wanting to yawn.

"We ought to go find out,” George said. "That's got to be somewhere near them. . . ."

"And if we go crashing up therewell just lead the huntersto them." Ronnie tried to sound soothing,
but even to him his voice seemed lusterless and whiny. "Petris said stay here, and we should stay here.”

"He's not even an officer,” George said, but he didn't move.

Ronnie stiffened in the midst of ayawn. A rhythmic noise flicked the edge of hishearing. Like
someone walking, but walking with an intentionaly odd gait. A few steps, apause: afew more seps, a
pause. The sound of steps—the swish of leaves, the soft pad of foot—varied in number but not duration.
Despite hisfear, Ronnie grinned to himself. They'd been warned about that mistake. . . . Hed done it
himsdlf, counting to himself as he tried to move sedthily, held put four or five or three sepsinto the same
interva, thus making the sound as periodic as a pendulum. This person varied his pause intervals, but not
the walking ones. Ronnie reached out to touch George in case he hadn't heard. The waker might come
within reach, if they were lucky.

Ronnie's mind drifted. It had been, he thought, an impossibly bad day, and it had started far too
early. Yet hedidn't fed asbad as he should; he knew that, and knew, in some distant corner of hismind,
that it had something to do with the bump on his head. He wasn't tracking right; he wasn't feding what he
should fed, whatever that was. Thelong, hot afternoon after the girls|eft, when Petristried to figure out
what to do with them, where to put them, when the others tested Petriss command, wanting to kill them,
wanting to leave them anywhere and get away safely themsdlves. . . . It had been hell, but ahell from
which hefelt somewhat remote. Aslong as he didn't haveto talk, aslong as he didn't haveto do
anything, the others could do what they wanted.



Chapter Fifteen

"We cannot do thisaone." Heris put into that al the command voice sheld ever had. Ceceliamerely
looked exasperated.

"We've been over that. | don't want to bother Bunny.”

"Lady Cecdia" Theformality got through; Cecdliaactually focussed on her. "Do you remember why
| lost my commission?'

"Yes, but what's that—"

"Thisisexactly the samething. If we go off, the two of us—you with no military experience
whatever—with no proper intelligence, no backup, no plan—that is exactly as stupid, in the same way,
aswhat Lepescu proposed. It isfrankly suicidal, and | will not cooperate.”

Cecdiagtared a her. "l thought we settled it; | thought you agreed.”

"In anger, yes. At the thought of getting Lepescu's neck between my hands, yes. But | have no right
to risk you and your nephew and the others to serve my vengeance. We don't know what we're facing;
we don't know what shape they're in; we won't have backup or medical assistance—and if we get killed,
what about the youngsters?'

For amoment, Heris thought Cecdliawould explode; she turned red, then pae, then stood rigidly
dill. And finaly shook hersdlf dightly and let out asharp huff of air. "l suppose youreright. That'swhy |
came to you; you have the military background. So—you want meto tell Bunny?"

" think we should both go. He may want confirmation from Sirkin up in Sweet Delight—and
besides, | gill want to be part of the row."

"Fine." With no more argument, Ceceliacaled Michadls over. "Michads, Captain Serrano fed sthat
we should not go alone on this" Heris noticed that Michaels relaxed dightly; he had had more sense than
ether of them, but not the courage to say so.

"Yes milady?'

"I'm going to tell Lord Thornbuckle; thiswill mean telling him that you knew Bubblestook the flitter."
Heris had not thought about that—how much trouble would he be in? Not much, she hoped.

"I don't think you should tell anyone else about this," Lady Cecdliawent on, asif Michaelswerea
child to be lectured. "I'm sure you'll be hearing from hislordship very shortly."

"Yes milady.”

"All right,” Cecdiasaid. "Now we have to find Bunny before that damned hunt starts. Were lucky
Stone Lodgeisat thisend of the settlement.”

The others were mounted, ready to set out, the hounds swirling around the horses legs. Heriswas
sure that only Cecelia could have gotten Bunny off hishorse and into the hall of Stone Lodge so quietly
and quickly.

"What isit?" he asked, the moment the door had shut out the sound of milling hooves and human
chatter. Cecdliaexplained, giving as clear an account as Heris hersdlf could have done: her discovery that



the young people were missing, Michaeglss report of where they had gone, and the beacon data and data
from Sweet Delight which indicated that they were on an idand near Bandon. Then she mentioned the
uninvited guests, the intruders that Heris suspected might be hunting illegdly. Lord Thornbuckle looked at
Heris,

"Y ou know this person?" Heris thought she had not heard anyone pronounce "person™ with that
intonation before; just so did seniors at the Academy refer to incoming cadets.

"Yes, | do," shesaid. "He cost me my commission; he has abad reputation—but the relevant point is
that heis here without your invitation.”

"Yes. .. | seethat. Just amoment." He went out the door, leaving Heris and Ceceliastaring at one
another. In moments, he was back insde. "I told Clem to take over the hunt today; no sensein having
them hounding us, asit were. Buttons has dready ridden out with the blue hunt; I'll have him brought
back—" Ashe spoke, hisfingerstapped on his persona comunit. Heris had seen him only at the hunt, or
at leisure after dinner; he had dways seemed friendly enough, but not particularly decisive except when
somefool rode too closeto the hounds. The nickname Bunny had fit him well enough, the long dightly
foolish face, the quick movements of his head at dinner, on the lookout for unpleasantness. Now, though,
she saw someone used to command responding to an emergency, someone for whom atitle made more
sense than anickname.

"Sir, the other thing—" She interrupted him cautioudy; he raised an eyebrow but nodded for her to
speak. "There must be someone in this household working with them—whoever they are. Someoneto
givewarning if you're headed that way, at least.”

He nodded. "And it can't be Michagls, because he knew about Bubbles and whoever was there
didnt.”

"Wehope." Lady Cecdlialooked grim. "They haven't caled in; their flitter'snot at aregular fidld—"

"Whichidand?" Lord Thornbuckle asked. "Could your ship make that out?' He called up amap
which displayed on the hall wal asthin green lines

"Thet one" Herissaid, pointing.

"Bubblessfavorite," he said. "The children camped there many summers; she knows every meter of
that idand. | wonder if she'sjust camping and hiding out.”

"If it weren't for the unauthorized shuttle, and the fact that Lepescu ison Bandon—" Cecdliabegan.

"We hope on Bandon, and not on thisidand,” Heris put in, tapping the map again.

"Yes. Wemust assume heis, and that he's up to no good." Hisfocus shifted to her, completely. "Y ou
were formerly an officer in the Regular Space Service, isn't that right, Captain Serrano?”

"Yes gr."

"Then please give me the advantage of your professiona assessment. What are we facing here, and
what isyour recommendation?’

Herisfet like ajunior officer caught out at an admiralty briefing. "We are presently lacking important
information,” she began. "We know, or rather strongly suspect, that Admira Lepescu ison Bandon. The
shuttlecraft that landed him could have held as many asfifty individuas, but snceit camefroma
chartered yacht, it is reasonable to suppose that it did not. That it was configured for luxury work, with a
maximum of perhaps ten. We do not know how many such shuttle flights have been made to and from

Bandon, or the number of people on each. However, it's reasonable to assume that an actual invasion
forceisunlikdy."

"Why, Captain?'

"Both practical reasons and the character of Admira Lepescu, Sr. Practically, invading an inhabited
planet isdifficult, and one like thiswould require complicity of too many of your employees. Y ou have
four orbiting Stations, additiona navigation and communications satellites, and a high-tech populaion
scattered around the planet. An invader would have to gain control of communicationsto prevent an



alarm being sent. Y our own militiawould have to be suborned or defeated in battle, and from what I've
heard of your militia, they're loya and tough, and very well equipped. Right now, you have thousands of
legitimate guests, and their crews and servants—and it might be easier to sneak onplanet in the confusion,
but it certainly would not be easier to deal with so many . . ." She struggled for aword that expressed
what she meant without rudeness.

"Difficult individuads?' suggested Lord Thornbuckle, with agmile.

"Yes, gr. And aswel as practicdity there's the matter of Lepescu. HE's not aman to involve himsdlf
in something that blatant; histastes run otherwise."

"Ummm. Y ou said he cost you your commisson?"

"Yes, hedid." When Lord Thornbuckl€'s expression did not change, Heris redlized she was going to
have to say more. Anger roughened her voice.

"He consderswar anoble sport, Sr. He considers that putting troops in impossible situationsis
sporting; hisexpression is 'see what they're made of." Until recently, the only way he could do thiswas by
risking his own ship, but two years ago he attained flag rank and was given command of a battle group.

Y ou are no doubt aware of the Cavinatto action. In that conflict, he ordered my ship, and the ground
forces under my command, to make afrontal attack on a strongly defended lunar complex. The defense
could have been breached another way—in fact, severa other ways, which | and other captains
presented as aternatives. But he insisted that it must be done the oneway likely to fail—even the
battlecomps said so—and certain to cost the most lives.”

"Isthat legal?" asked Lord Thornbuckle.

"Perfectly,” Herissaid. "An admira’sfitness for command isjudged afterwards, by results. Heisnot
obliged to take advice from anyone but his own commander, and our group was operating far from
anyone more senior. It was something Lepescu had worked toward for years."

"Did hisorder to you risk the whole operation?'

"No. Mogt of the group would attack the main objective, and while his ordersfor that were not what
I'd have given, they weren't as reckless. Our diversonary action was important, but it need not have been
suicidd.”

"Did thisadmira have agrudge againgt you before? It ssemshe must have. . . ."

"I'm not sure.” In her own mind she was sure, but she would not condemn even Lepescu on the basis
of her persond bdief. "I had not anticipated anything like this. But the point is, that in the event | did not
obey hisvery plain orders. My ship and forces attacked the lunar complex, and gained control of it, but |
didnt doit hisway." At the changein hisexpression, Herisnodded grimly. "That'sright: | ddliberately
disobeyed the order of alawful superior, in combat status. Grounds for court-martid; in fact, that's what
| expected. | knew exactly how seriousit was, my family's been Service for generations, after dl. | had
evidence, | thought, that would protect my crew at least, and that seemed better to me than losing severa
thousand of them because Admira Lepescu enjoyed 'agood fight.' There was even a chance that a court
might seeit my way—samdl, but there it was."

"And thenwhat?'

"Then | was offered the chance to resgn my commission, in exchange for immunity for my officers
and crew, or acourt-martia for all. The scan data had disappeared; accidents happen in combat. | had
some junior officers whose careers would be cut short forever by a court-martia now, even if they won .
.. the stigma never redly goes away. And some hotheads in the crew would, | knew, convict themsdaves
if they got before a court; there are always people who can't keep quiet even to save themselves. So |
resgned.”

"You didn't tell meadl that," Cecdliasaid. "Not about what he wanted you to do."

"It didn't ssem relevant,” Herissaid. Therest of it boiled up in her mind—what Lepescu had said to
her and about her: Coward. Supid bitch. Typical woman, only good to lay and lie. And more, that



shewould never tell anyone. Who could understand?

"So | judge from your report,” Lord Thornbuckle said, "that Admiral Lepescu ismorelikely to put
someone else in danger than to risk hisown hide?"

Heris struggled to be fair. "He's not acoward, sir; he had a name for boldness when he commanded
his own ship. But he's dso ambitiousin politics and society. He would enjoy hunting here under your
nose, but he would not chance making such apowerful enemy by attempting open invasion.”

"What about taking hostages?'

"Possbly. Especidly if hefound himsdlf inatrap.”

"Do you think he'sthe head of whatever isgoing on?'

"I don't know. He has other hunting friends—" Quickly, she told him about the club she'd heard of,
and the rumors abouit it.

"And you would recommend?’

"Taking in enough force to make resistance futile—and there's the problem of surprise and collusion.
If they find out you're coming in, they might get the shuitle off, and the yacht—"

"Not if their crew'sinthe Bay," Lord Thornbuckle said. "That'll be easy enough to find out; it'son a
routine report.” All thistime, he had been tapping out orders on his persona comunit. “Theresa Crown
Minister here—Pethin Divisti—but | hate to involve the Crown if we can avoid it. And he's herefor
hunting; he brought no saff.”

Heris hoped her face didn't reved her reaction. She thought of Crown Ministers as aparticularly
bloated form of bureaucratic incompetence, whose interna struggles for power resulted in unexpected
budget changesfor the Services.

The door chimed; aservant Heris had hardly noticed opened it to amilitia squad, uniformed and
armed. Lord Thornbuckle smiled at Heris.

"Captain Serrano, if you'd brief my Captain Sigind while | get some more information—"

Heris stepped outside; the hunt had ridden off some time before, and she could just hear the hounds
giving tongue somewhere in the distance. Captain Sigind was alean, tough man a decade younger than
she, whose expression hardly wavered when he saw he wasto be briefed by an older woman in hunting
attire. Herislaid out the Situation as far as she knew it, and he nodded.

"I know Bandon, of course, and something of the other idands. Haven't been there in a couple of
years, but herésthelayout.” He pulled out amap display and flicked through the file. Bandon came up in
astandard military format, with topo lines and color-codings for vegetation types. "The landing fidld's
here—with shuttle extension into these woods. When they expanded thefield, they cleared alittle place
at thelodgeitsdf for smdl flitters—right here. It's grass, not paving. 1t'd be rea handy if we knew how
many were a the lodge, and how many on this other idand—"

"All I know about is one shuttle load, and | don't even know if it was troop-fitted or civilian," Heris
sad.

"Ah. Youremilitary?' His pde eyeswere shrewd, wary.

"l was. Regular Space Service."

"Any ground combat experience?"

"No, not mysdlf. That's—"

"Why you didn't rush into thislike adamn fool. Smart." Hisbrisk nod gpproved. "But you see our
problem...."

"Of course. Y ou need to know how many they are, what their resources are, and which of Lord
Thornbuckl€'s employees are on their side.”

"The outrange supervisor, for one," he said. "I'm sure of that, becauseit's his responsbility to know
who's on which settlement, and when. They'd have needed his codes to get the Bandon beacon



functioning for the shuttle.”

"And someone at that Station,” Heris said. "Where the charter yacht that launched the shuttle came
from, because | understand that the use of private shuttlesisn't permitted.”

"Right. But back to you—you say thisman Lepescu is part of some sporting club? Most sportsmen
have salf-imposed limits on the weaponry they'll use—or ishe atrophy hunter type?"

"I don't know," Heris said. The door opened, and Lord Thornbuckle came out. The bony face she
had once considered amiable but wesk now looked anything but amiable.

"Complete shuttle records for the past thirty days," he said. "The same station where that charter's
berthed has launched twice its normal quota of shuttles. Cargo and supplies, most of them were said to
be, for Bandon lodge. We don't land supplies for Bandon there very often, not offworld supplies.
Certainly not at this season. One of my comsats recorded the same conversation your officer picked up,
Captain Serrano—aswell asthese—" He handed over strips of hard copy, which Heris glanced a. She
could not read that fast, and he was till talking.

"I've rdieved the Stationmagter there, and put old Haugan in charge—I know he'sloydl, at least.
Suspended dl shuttleflights, and all communications, with the explanation of power problemson the
Station. If | understand correctly, there are fewer than twenty people who've taken shuttles like the one
Lepescu was on. All but one have returned to the Station. Y ou were right, Captain Serrano, that they
werefitted for civilian luxury use, with atota capacity of ten passengers—and carried less. Here are the
latest satellite images of Bandon and the adjacent idands—there's some cloud interference, apparently a
gorm overnight—"

Heris and the militia captain leaned over them. Three shots of Bandon, five minutes apart, and two of
each adjacent idand. They looked &t the Bandon picturesfirst. One atmospheric shuttle stood on the end
of the runway; no other vehicleswere near it. Three flitters were parked on an apron off to one sdein
two pictures, and only two in the third and last. A tiny blob the captain identified as an el ectric groundcar
moved aong the narrow driveway between the landing field and the lodge. Comparing the three pictures,
they could tell that it had left the lodge for the field—and then aflitter had taken off.

Ontheidandsto the eadt, south, and west—four in al—the captain found nothing remarkable,
though heavy clouds till clung to the pesks of the eastern idand. But theidand to the north—"where the
children camped"—L ord Thornbuckle put in—they saw what they were looking for.

A flitter on the east beach, hatch open. A flitter parked on the south end of the idand another afew
hundred meters offshore, asif approaching. They could see nothing on the visua of theidand's center; it,
too, was cloaked in cloud.

"We have continuous loops, of course,” Lord Thornbuckle said. "And we can get infrared and radar
images. But it seemsto me that's enough to go on.”

"Right, Sr." Themilitiacaptain closed his eyesamoment, and then said, "Well need dl the
Homestead miilitia, and those a the Neck. Day 'n night gear both, full armor, and riot wegpons—" He
paused, asthe clatter of hooves broke upon them. Herislooked up to see Buttonsriding breakneck up
the avenue on alathered horse. Servants ran out to take the horse; he flung himsdlf off and ran up the
steps to the portico.

"What happened? s Bubbles dl right?"

Hisfather glared a him. "What do you know about Bubbles?’

"Shetook aflitter with the others to Whitewings for afew days—she asked meto cover for
her—what's happened?”

"We don't know. We know the flitter's down on that small idand north of Bandon, the one you
youngsters camped on. We haven't been able to contact her, and Cece's Captain Serrano has reason to
believe she'sin greet danger.”

"And you want me to do what?"



"Be my representative with the rescue force. We expect some oppostion. . . ."

"Oppogtion?’

"Captain Sgind will brief you fully. Y oull need your persond gear—"

"Liftoff in thirty minutes, gr,”" the militiacaptain put in.

"Right." Buttons dashed into the hall, as changed as hisfather from the amiable and rather foolish
young man Heris had thought him. Captain Sigind eyed her thoughtfully.

"Y ou want to come aong?'

"Of course we're coming—" began Lady Cecelia, but the militia captain's eyes never wavered from
Heriss. Heris shrugged.

"It'syour operation; | don't know theterrain, the entire Situation, or your troops. If you canfind a
corner where | won't be in your way, yes—but I'm not going to step on your toes."

"Herid" Lady Cecelias bony finger poked her in the back. "We have weapons—!"
"We have weagpons, milady," said Herisformdly, "but you have no training and | have not been on a

groundside operation in years. We are superfluous, and we might even bein the way. Captain Sigind
must decide.”

His earlier indecision came down on the Side of respect; she had won that much. "Thank you,
Captain Serrano. I'm glad you understand. Now, if you and the lady will agreeto act under orders, I'm
surewe canfityouin.”

"We had a supply shuttle amost loaded,” Heris said. "Including persond armor for Lady Ceceliaand
me, and decent weapons.”

"Good. Then | can send a squad with you—expand the standard medica unit—and now if you'll
excuse me, I'll be off. Twenty-five minutes, now."

Heris st off for the flitter hangars again, Cecdliain tow. They'd have to change there into whatever
clothes Cecdliahad packed earlier, or go in hunting attire and look likeidiots. It shouldn't bother her, she
told hersdlf, after that purple uniform. She knew it wasn't redlly the clothes that made her fed
incompetent. She had never been on amission as an observer; she had always had a place, aduty. Now
her duty wasto keep out of the way, Stay out of trouble, keep Ceceliaout of trouble. It felt wrong.

* % %

"'l wish we could take the horses," Cecdliagrumbled. Herislooked over at her. Ceceliawas not used
to being rushed; the bustle and scurry of the militia's preparation, the need to scramble out of her clothes
and into othersin the cramped restroom at the flitter hangars, had ruffled her composure, and she had
reacted with astring of complaints. The personal armor Heris had insisted she wear under her jacket
made her look, Cecdliahad said, ridiculous.

Herisdidn't agree; nothing looked as ridiculous as holesin one's body. She hadn't said that, since it
hadn't been necessary. Heriss own armor felt odd, shaped differently than military issue, but she hoped it
would be effective. She hoped even more that they wouldn't need it. The supply flitter's cargo
compartment held food, wegpons, tools, ammunition, clothes, medica supplies, and flexible plastic tanks
of water. With them were four trained medics, two of them full-timemilitia. A saddle wouldn't havefit
aboard, let dloneahorse.

"Horses? To thisidand? What good would that do?'

"I've dways said war wouldn't be asbad if | could rideintoit." Cecedliatwitched her shoulders. "Not
that | could ride with thisthing on—another advantage of riding."

"You'd be dead before thefirst stride,” Heris said. She could feel her own breathing tighten. . . . It
awaysdid, until the action began, and here she had no way to work it off. The supply flitter, needing no
pilot, stayed in position well behind the troop carriers. The medics talked softly among themselves, eyeing
her asif checking her for stresslevels. She made hersdlf open her hands, |et them rest lightly on her lap as
if shewere relaxed.



"It'sonanidand, with aforest,” Cecedliasaid. "Horses are faster over the ground than people.”

"Bigger target,” Herissaid. She didn't want to talk; she never wanted to talk ahead of time. She
wanted to pace, to check over the plans she had not made, to see the faces that were not her people
look at her the way her people had.

"You're nervous,”" Cecdiasaid more quietly. Herisglared at her.

"l am not nervous." It came out with more hite than she intended; Cecdiadid not flinch, but nodded
asif it confirmed her opinion. Heris stretched her hands and shrugged. "Not nervous, exactly . . . just
unsettled. It's not theway I'm used to."

"Did it bother you when you had command?’

"Bother me?Yes, and no." She knew what Cecdliawas doing, trying to keep her focussed
intdlectualy, but she did not mind. It might help both of them. "I worried—one aways does—about the
plan. Wasit good enough, had | missed something, would people die because of my stupidity? And that
includes preparation—had | trained them well enough, often enough? Would they make stupid mistakes
because I'd been too lenient? But beyond that, it didn't bother me. Theré'sa. . . asort of quiet place,
between the commitment and the combat itsdlf. In away you probably felt it, from what you've said of
gtarting a cross-country. Once you're on the course, once the horse is galloping, the timefor worry is
over. From then on you just deal with it, onefence at atime."

Cecdianodded dowly. "I hadn't thought of it that way—»but that iswhat | said, and that'swhat | did.
Onefence at atime, but remembering dl the ones ahead, t00."

"Oh, yes." Heris sat ill amoment, remembering. ™Y ou don't quit riding the course until it's over—the
last fence, or the last opponent, can kill you if you're cardess at the end. But the commitment isthere.
The difference here—I can't beginto explainit.”

"| was surprised that you backed away fromit," Cecdiasaid, even more quietly. "Bunny would have
let you—"

Heris shook her head vigoroudy. "It wouldn't work. These aren't my people; they don't know me,
and | don't know theloca situation well enough. The person who doesn't fit in, who doesn't know the
people or theterrain, is going to get someone killed. Other peoplekilled. I'm old enough to |et someone
else do thejob for which they're trained, and smply chew my nallsuntil itsover.”

"Umm." Cecdialooked out the canopy, and then back. "A point where riders differ from soldiers, |
suppose. I've taken on someone else's mount if they wereinjured. If you're agood enough—"

"That's different. But I'll bet you didn't drag some firgt-timer off her horse just because you thought
you could ride it better." Cecdiaturned red. Herislooked at her. Y ou did?

"I didn't think of it that way, but—" She shifted in her seat, and looked away. "Money and influence
are another way of dragging someone off a horse—with the coach convinced Ivan would never do for
that horsewhat | could, and the All-Union Challenge coming up in Six months—"

Heris knew her expression had said what she thought before she could hide it. Cecelia, till red, did
not try to excuse her younger sdif.

"I shouldn't have done it—and even a the time, | fdt abit guilty. It wasn't until much later thet |
realized how much even the best riders—even [—depended on finding an outstanding horse; | thought
Ivan'sfailureto stay in the senior circuit after that reflected his ability. Judtified the coach's decison, and
my . .. influence”

"Wasthat your . . . your best horse?" Heris hoped not. She wanted to think better of Cecdlia

"No. It wasahorse | thought might replace my best horse. A big piebad from Luminaire, that Ivan
found on afarm, and bought literaly out of harness. Ivan had done dl hisearly work, but | thought—we
al thought—the horse was such anatura anyone could have made an eventer out of him. What he
needed was a better rider, we thought. After | got him, he dammed his stupid hoof into agtd| partition
while being shipped to the Challenge, and ripped his leg up. Never jumped sound again. | had another



mount qudified, and you'l probably think it justice that she dumped me headfirst in the water—a ong with
the minicam on my hd met.”

Heris struggled not to laugh. "A cube they never made, eh?"

"Oh, they madeit. Y ou can buy my diveinto the water dong with anumber of other embarrassing
incidents, and since it was full-am pickup, you can program your own smulator to take the same bounce
and seeif you can stay on. Sometimes| can.” She sighed. "It was a stupid mistake—and to be hones,
I've never quite forgiven mysdlf for it. It was just the sort of thing | hated to see, and never meant to do.
Yet | could never go back and apologize to Ivan—and afew yearslater, he waskilled in adideway
accident, nothing to do with horses at dl.”

Ahead, Heris saw the lead carriers spread out. She knew—they had been kind enough to tell
her—that they planned to land two on Bandon proper, to secure the idand, and two on the idand where
the flitter had crashed. The supply flitter would land on Bandon behind the others. She could seethe
smudges of idands ahead, distorted by the curve of the canopy, but she couldn't recognize them. Cecedlia
prodded her sde, and pointed. Sunlight glinted off something large and shiny on one of theidands.

"Shuttle on the field," said one of the medics. Their squad leader spoke into his com, then turned to
glance & Heris.

"Shuttle's not primed for takeoff; there's nothing on the field with ahot signature. Captain's got the
satdllite data, and thinks there's fewer than a dozen people on Bandon proper, maybeless.”

"Thanks." Heris managed that much before her throat closed. She didn't want to Sit back here with
Cecdlia; she wanted to be up there—not even in thisflitter, but the lead one. Theflitter droned on; the
medics, after along glance out the canopy, went back to checking their gear, over and over. The squad
leader stared ahead, not speaking. Ahead, theidands rose out of the sea, by ones and twos, their
forest-clad flanks showing dark againg glistening beaches and the glowing blue sea.

Chapter Sixteen

"Werein luck," Raffamurmured. Even that soft voice woke complex echoes from the water surface,
the stone spaces in the cave. Bubblesinched backwards around the corner, fighting her terror of the
blackness.

"Light," said Raffa. It flared too brightly in the dark goggles, Bubbles tore them away and stared.
Raffahad found an old-fashioned candle lantern, and the striker to light it. Without the goggles, it lit the
gpace around them only dimly, yet it felt so much better . . . that warm flame the color of afternoon
sunlight. Bubblestried to breathe dowly and calmly, and felt her body gradualy relax. They were hidden
...they had light . . . they were, after dl, dive.

"D'you think it's safe?' she asked, hoping for reassurance,

"In daylight, certainly—they can't see alittlelight like this around the corner, not after being out in red
daylight. At night—they'd still haveto put their heads through that vine curtain, and maybe see sparkles
onthewater." Raffa put the lantern back on the stone shelf it had come from. Bubbles saw there the



other evidence of Kell's occupation: hisinitiads, carved into the stone above the ledge, arow of seashells
and colored stones, atangle of wire leaders, coils of fishing line and some fish hooks, and a pile of
wooden blocks, al daubed with white painted numbers, and lengths of twine with lead weights attached.

" wonder what that's al about," Bubbles said. "They look like bobbers, for fishing, but why so
many? And why numbered?" Raffa meanwhile was exploring the space below.

"L ook at this—adeeping bag or something—soft, anyway. My aching bones will appreciate that."

"l wish | knew if the water was safe," Bubbles said. "We gtill have some, but—"

"We could look for dead fish." Raffa picked up the candle lantern again, and carried it to the water's
edge. When she held it low, Bubbles could see how clear the water was, how pae and unappealing the
bottom. Something dmost colorlessfled through the edge of thelight. "Fish," said Raffa, asif shewere
sure. "My aunt's caves had some poolswith fish like this. No color, shy of light.”

"Soit's probably not poisoned. If these fish are susceptible to the same poison.”

Raffalaughed, softly. " So you do pay attention in class sometimes. Maris clamed she had to
spoon-feed you all your answersto the exams.”

Bubbles snorted. "Maris couldn't tdll the truth if she were being interrogated under truth serum by the
Imperium. | didn't mind learning things but you know how it is—"

Raffanodded. "Never show how smart you are, dears, or someone will envy you. And then we're
supposed to show how rich and prominent our families are, asif no onewould envy that." Inthefant
glow of the lantern, Bubbles could not quite read the expression that Raffaturned to her. "D'you mind if |
ask something?'

"No. .. whilewere hiding in acave from people who want to kill us, | think your questions are not
going to be that threatening." Nonethdess, Bubblesfelt atwinge of anxiety. Surely Raffawouldn't ask
about Cecdly'sinfamous birthday party. . . . She didn't want any more lies between her and desth.

"Why do you let them call you Bubbles?' The very unexpectedness of it made Bubbles|augh aoud,
the cave's echoes laughed back, hollowly. She choked the laughter down.

"That—I'm sorry—that's along story, well suited to this place, | guess. Y ou have brothers and
cousins, though—you'll understand.” Raffa gave a soothing murmur that might have been anything. "The
fashion for Old-Earth, North-European grest nameswas at itsheight. . . . You know were dl stuck with
thingslike Cicdy and Marilys and Gwenivere—your Raffadeis actualy pretty, but some of them—"

"My cousin Boethea Evangdine," said Raffa. "My brother Archibald Ferdinand.”

"Right. Well, Mather had finally come over to fashion, after reasonably naming Gari and Tighe;
Buttons got stuck with Bertram Harold Scaevola. | redly think they made amistake there: Scaevola
doesn't sound British to me, but Mother said it was an important name in history somewhere. Then |
cameaong. You promiseyou wont tell?*

"Tdl whom? The hunters? Don't beridiculous.”

"All right. Brunnhilde Charlotte

Raffasmothered an obvious bleat of laughter. "What!" Bubblesfelt her face go hot.

"Brunnhilde Charlotte. Y ou don't have to make a production out of it. Anyway," she hurried on,
"Buttonsis only two years older, and when they told him he had a baby sister named Brunnhilde, he
could only say ‘Buhbuh.' My mother thought it was cute. . . . She liked theidea of alittle girl called
Bubbles. Then | turned out blonde, and 'Champagne Bubbles became the family form of Brunnhilde
Charlotte. They dl thought it wascute. . . . | wasonly ababy, Raffa | didn't know what they were
setting me up for.”

"So you sort of lived out the Bubbles persona, hmmm? Like Dr. Fisher-Wong in psych class says
happens.”
That cut too near the bone. " Some children are naturdly cheerful and ... and. . ."



"Bubbly. I know. But you're not the fluffhead you act like sometimes.” Raffa softened that with agrin.
"And you haven't been acting like apile of bubbleson thislittlejaunt.”

"No. Well .. .tobehonest . . . I've been getting tired of Bubbles mysdlf. But look at the dternative.
Brunnhilde? What kind of nameisthat?"

"Brunn isn't bad, asashort form. Wonder what it meant."

"For dl I know, Brunnhilde is the Old Earth equivaent of bubblehead. But it sounds better and better
the more people snicker at Bubbles. | should've changed years ago, but my cousin Kell—the one who
had this cave—was just the sort to make nasty jokes. He gave me so much grief about Bubbles|
pretended to likeit, just to blunt the point.”

"Y ou could use Charlotte. Chara. . . that's not bad. Or Brun."

"Well." Bubbles shrugged. "That decision won't matter if we don't survive, and we won't survive
without water, so | think the next step isto check it out.”

"With your portable chemigtry kit, of course" said Raffa

"With Kdl's portable chemigtry kit," Bubbles said swestly. "The one on the shelf that you didn't
recognize." But thelittle bottles and tubes were dl empty, their contents no more than afew dried grains
of unrecognizable grit. "With our brains," Bubbles said, when she discovered that. "We can think it out.
It'ssafefor the cavefish; they'redive."

"Alivenow."

"Yes. And that'sal we can go on. They're swvimming normaly, not gasping or floating. And that
means—"

"We till don't know. Look—whatever it was had to be pretty quick—not morethan a
day—because Petristold us they'd never bothered the water. That flyover could've dropped the poison,
or set someone down to do it afoot. So if one of usdrinks here .. . . and nothing happensinaday . . .
then thisweter issafe”

"I'll drink. It'smy idand." Bubbles scooped up a handful of water and sucked it quickly. It tasted of
nothing but water. "1 won't drink much,” shewent on, "just in case. Maybeif it'sonly alittle, itll put meto
deep or something.”

"Or only make you throw up once. Y ou are agutsy wench, and you shouldn't be stuck with Bubbles
oneday longer. Take your pick: Brun or Chara"

Bubbles sat back on her hedls. "I'm used to the B. . . . Let'stry Brun. If | hate it tomorrow, no one
ever needsto know." If she died of poison no one ever would know. . . . She shoved that thought away.

"Good for you, Brun. Now . . . how can we do the hunters the most harm?”

Ronnie could not tell whether the pounding in his head was from the concussion or excitement. The
too-regular uneven footsteps came nearer, and he could just hear George trying to breathe quietly. Then
the footsteps turned back toward the little creek; he heard arock turn, and splash noisily, and a muffled
curse. One of the red-and-yellow amphibians gave atiny bark, and several more answered. George's
breath came hot and wet againgt his ear.

"I told you," George murmured. "We should've put our trap on the creek itsdlf.”

Hewanted to say "Shut up" but the person at the creek might hear. Instead, he touched George's
wrigt, asharp tap. He could hear the walker, moving upstream, occasionaly tipping arock, and then the
sguelch of wet boots on mud.

"Let'sfollow,” George said, tickling hisear again. "Maybe we can take him."

Maybe we can get killed very easily, Ronnie thought. If the hunter had night goggles, if hehad a
fully equipped night-hunting rifle, they would be easy prey. "Wait," he breathed, as quietly as he could.
"The spring's not that far away. . . . He may come back and spring the trap.”



Another splash, some way's upstream, and the sound of something large moving through brittle brush.
"He ought to be more careful," George said.

"Wetoo," Ronnie said pointedly. George subsided, though his sigh was louder than Ronnie
approved. After an interminable period, they heard sounds returning. The same hunter? Another whose
planned route had crossed his? One of Petriss men? Ronnie didn't know. His neck prickled; he felt that
someone was looking at him, that he was outlined by a spotlight. He blinked, hard. . . . No spotlight,
nothing but darkness. Whoever it was coming downs ope stayed in the water, for the most part. . . . They
could hear the rocks grinding and turning under his boots, and occasional splashes. He moved faster, as
most people do going downhill, and asif he could see hisway.

He passed their podition, till moving downstream, and did not turn aside dong hisformer path.
Apparently he was going to follow the stream all the way down.

"Thisisstupid,” George said in Ronniesear, dl hissng ss. "If we stay here. . ."

Ronni€'s control broke; he grabbed George's mouth and dug hisfingernailsinto hislips. "Theideais
to say dive," he muttered. "Be quiet.” Helet go as quickly as held grabbed, and they spent the remaining
hours of darknessinicy slence, both furious. An occasiona shot rang out a a distance; they heard no
cries, nor anything that let them know what was happening.

Inthefirgt faint light of dawn, when Ronnie redlized he could see his hand in front of hisface again,
the peaceful gurgle of the creek off to their left seemed to mock their fears. Not even the amphibians
were making their usua racket . . . no sound but the faint sigh of abreezein the leavesfar overhead, and
the water in the creek, and the sound of waves below, borne on the wind. He had heard no shotsfor a
long time. His head ached dully, an ache he was amost used to now. His eyes burned. He fdt siff, dirty,
sore. .. but alive. Helooked at George, who had fallen adeep leaning againgt atree. Perhaps he should
let George deep alittlelonger? But as he thought it, George produced afaint noise that ripened into a
snore, and woke up, dmost faling.

"Wesurvived," Ronnie said, trying for cheerfulness. The sound of his own voice woke painful echoes
in hishead.

"Survived!" George rubbed his eyes, looking disgusted but still dapper. When he brushed a a
smudge on hisdeeve, it actudly vanished. "We should have gone after that fellow. . . . We haven't done
anything useful yet." He gavetheir trgp an angry glance. Eveninthat early light, the leavesthey had cut to
conced it drooped and no longer matched the greenery around them. Ronnie hadn't redlized that they'd
wilt in only twelve hours or so.

"It was astupid ides, just the sort of thing you might expect from someone like Petris."

"All he said was stay up in this area, and perhaps we could trap someone. Y ou're the one who had
theideafor thetrap itsalf.”

George glared, but silently. Ronnie wondered if they should take the now obvioustrap apart, or leave
it. Moment by moment the light increased, and the trap's outline became clearer. It would take, he
thought, avery stupid hunter to step into it now.

George stretched. "WElIl haveto clear that messup,” he said. "It certainly won't fool anyone.”

"| suppose not." Ronnie wanted to lie down and deep, preferably for two days straight, and wake up
in aclean, comfortable bed. He did not ook forward to undoing the trap, particularly when he couldn't
remember exactly how thelinesran on thisside. "Although . . . suppose we l€ft it, and they saw it and
sniggered, and then we had another trap they didn't see?"

"Likewhat?' George asked. It was areasonable question for which Ronnie had no answer. "Dig apit
trap with our fingernails and disguise it with more wilting greenery?' Ronnie resented the inherited knack
for clever phrasing.

"Perhaps a snare sort of thing—you know, where arock drops on them.” Somewhere, in some class,
Ronnie remembered seeing something . . . aleaning stick or limb, with something heavy baanced above,



and when someone went through—

"A rock . . . and where are we supposed to find more rope and arock?' Evidently George didn't
have the sameillugtration in mind. Ronnie didn't think hishad ropeiniit.

"I've. .. got to St down," he said, as his head and stomach renewed yesterday's quarrel. George,
after dl, had dept standing up. George grabbed his arm as he went down, more afal than acontrolled
descent.

"You look awful,” he said. Ronniefdt dightly lesssick, lying on his back, but his head pounded just
the same. George's thumb appeared in front of hisface. ""Focus on this—can you?' He could, but he
didn't really want to let George assess his eyes ability to focus—George wasn't even amedic, let donea
doctor. Helet hiseyesclose. "I'll get water," George said, and Ronnie heard his footsteps heading
toward the creek.

Silence. Asde from the untalented drummer in his head, lovely dark silence lay around him. No
buzzing insects, no barking amphibians—he remembered how startled held been to find how loud a
sound those tiny wet bodies could make. The sea soundslay at the threshold of hearing, below the
headache's contribution most of the time. He wiggled his shouldersin the soft leaves, hoping no biting
insectswould get him, and fdt his stiff musclesrelax.

He did not know he wasfaling adeep until he woke; the sun had speared through abreak in the
forest canopy, directly into hiseydid. He squinted, twisted, and bit back agroan. He still hurt, though not
asbadly. He had dept some hours—too many hours; it must be near midday. George should not have let
him degp so long. He forced himsalf up on one arm and looked around. He couldn't see George.

Silencelay on theforest, heavy and dangerous. It wouldn't be that still if nothing waswrong. Slowly,
carefully, Ronnie sat up, then levered himsdlf to one knee, then to hisfeet. Nothing stirred. No birds, no
insects—nothing. His own breath sounded loud to him. His mouth tasted foul, and hislipswere dry.
Where was George?

He had gone for water. Ronnie remembered that much, and after ashort panic remembered which
way the stream was. He glanced at the trap—the leaves covering it were now a sickly brown—and
eased hisway toward the creek, as quietly as possible.

It lay in asteep-sided bed, just here; he could see the glint of water trickling down from a pool above
before he could seeit right below him. Then he saw George. George sprawled gracelesdy, asif hed
smply dumped to the ground while climbing back toward Ronnie. Ronnie looked around for the enemy
he assumed had shot him . . . but saw and heard nothing. When he looked again, he saw no blood, no
burn mark, noinjury a al.

Ronnie sank to his hedls and tried to think this out. George down, without a cry, but—he could now
see his back move—breathing. Had he just fallen adeep? And why there? He glanced at the creek, and
frowned. From here, he could see something floating, abit of scum or something. He stood, and moved
closer to George. George was definitely breathing, and from the new angle he could see that hiseyes
were closed.

"George," Ronnie said softly. Nothing happened. He reached out and touched George's shoulder.
No response. He glanced around again, sure someone was watching, but saw and heard nothing at all.
George's dack hand lay atop the water bottle he'd carried to the creek; its cap had come off in thefall,
and it held only a scant swallow or two. Ronnie poured it on George's face, hoping to wake him, but
aside from agrimace, George did not rouse. Perhaps more would work. With another look around,
Ronnietook the bottle to the creek to refill it.

The scum he had seen lay in drifts againgt the rock. At first he didn't recognizeit . . . but when he
swished it away to put the bottle in, there were the limp legs and tail s of the red and gold amphibians, the
motionlessfinsof tiny fish. Dead . . . beginning to stink. . . . He stared a them, hishand frozen in place,
not quite touching the water, the bottle half immersed. Then he moved hisarm back, and let the bottle
drip on the ground. Thoughts whirled through his mind in odd fragments. The man they'd heard last night.



The silence—nothing croaking or barking after he came back downstream. George adeep. The dead
things. Thewater he hadn't touched. . . . He hoped the dizziness he felt suddenly came from his
concussion, or even from fear, and not from the touch of that contaminated water.

That unseen hunter had somehow poisoned thewater . . . killed everythinginit . . . and whatever it
was put George to deep. Or was he dying? Ronnie staggered back to George and felt the pulse at his
neck. It beat dowly, but regularly, againgt his swesty fingers. He shook George's shoulder. Again no
response. A frantic look upstream and down . . . tree trunks, vines, bushes, rocks. No moving figures, no
sounds that shouldn't be there.

But if the poison was supposed to put anyone who drank the water to deep, that meant someone
might cometo collect them. He couldn't leave George so near the water, out in the open. He grabbed
George firmly under the arms and heaved. His headache escalated from dull throbbing to loud rhythmic
pounding, and his fiff ribsfelt asif someone had dragged sharp knives across them. George, meanwhile,
had moved hardly a centimeter, but he did begin to snore, aloud unmistakable snore that Ronnie was
sure could be heard along way.

"A ... whatchamacdlit,” Ronnie muttered to himself. " Something to drag himon . . ." Helooked
around. An older cousin had gone through a period of enthusiastic camping, but Ronnie spent that long
vacation at amusic school, honing what his mother fondly believed to be superlative talent. After hearing
his cousin's stories, most of them involving borderline crimina assaults on the younger campers, he milked
the talent he himsdf knew to be minor, and managed another session of music school. By then, hisolder
cousin had moved on to other amusements, and Ronnie had escaped even one Six-week sesson & his
brother's camp. Right now, he would have accepted afew buffets, tossesinto ice-cold ponds,
burr-pricked mounts, or stinging crawlersin bunks, for some of the practical knowledge Knut had
clamed. Waysto drag heavy loads when you didn't have lifters or flitters, ways to make traps that
actually worked.

Hisfirg verson of the travois bound with vines cost Ronnie three blisters, an itchy rash from thevine
sap, and most of the hours of afternoon. When hefindly rolled George onto the vines and lifted the
handles, George's limp body worked quickly through the vines to the ground before Ronnie had, with
great difficulty, pulled it ten meters. Cursing softly, Ronnie untangled George and tried to weave the vines
into amore stable configuration. That was when he noticed the itching rash. He had never woven so
much as a potholder; he knew in theory how weaving worked, but nothing about fishnets or hammocks
or anything el se that would hold asixty kilo body safely between two poles as someone dragged them
aong.

Hedid not let himsdlf notice hunger or thirst, but the darkness creeping out from under the trees
findly blurred hisvision before he had anything that would support George. He had tried dragging three
times, and al he had to show for it were the obvious scarsin the forest soil.

And now it was dmost too dark to see. . . . Hishands wereitching, burning, shaking; when hetried
to stand, cramps seized hislegs and arms; he staggered. Now he was thirsty; his mouth burned. He took
several stepstoward the creek before he remembered.

Don't panic, hetold himsdf. Think. But he could not remember when he had thought last . . . days
ago, it seemed. For amoment it was hard to think where he was, or why. . . . Thenit cameclear. They
had had supplies, of course they had. Back where the trap was. He could get water there, and food. He
gtarted back, in the near dark, hoping he could recognize which dark blur wasthe right tree.

* * *

The worgt thing about being in acave, Bubbles thought, was how you could lose track of time. They
had drunk some of that cool, clean water, eaten alittle food, and then, whiletrying to figure out dl the
things Kdll left, day had turned to night. Even with night goggles on, she could see nothing. If they left the
candle burning, anyone who looked in the entrance might seeit sparkle on the water . . . and she didn't
want to go outside and make sure no gleam showed through the leaves.

Segp cameto them dowly, with many starts and twitches, but they were both il tired from the night



before, and finally dept. I'm not Bubbles any more, was her last conscious thought. I'm grown up
now—I'm someone el se, named Brun.

What woke them was the sound of rock falling someplace. In the echoing darkness, they could not
tell how far off it fell, only that it was insde and not outside. Bubbles had dept with the goggles on, and
when she woke could just make out a paler smudge beyond the rock buttress. Raffal's hand reaching for
hers dmost made her squeak, but she managed to stay sllent. She squeezed Raffa's hand and then put it
aside. Shewould haveto crawl to the edge of the buttress, and look around, to see how near daylight it
was.

The pool of water tinkled pleasantly, asif it were being rained on, and when she got to the corner of
the buttress, she could see light seeping in from the entrance. Not as bright asthe day before (if it wasthe
day before—had they dept the clock around?) but enough to show that no onewasin the visible part of
the cave. If someone had caused the rockfal, they were now out of sight. She started to creep around
the buttress, and realized suddenly that her knees were wet—the pool wasrising. Y esterday thered been
at least two meters between the buttress and the pool, and ameter between the pool and the entrance.
Now the gleam of light reflecting from water extended to the entrance. . . perhaps even outside. She
backed up until her feet bumped into Raffa.

"I think it'sraining,” Bubbles said softly. The cave fdt dightly less resonant, or perhapsthetinkle and
chime of dripping water, and its echoes, covered her voice. "The pool'sup.”

"Canwe get out?' Raffaasked.

"For now, yes. . . . It's probably not more than a couple of centimeters at the entrance. And | doubt
it goes much higher for long—that's never alarge creek out there.”

"The creekbed—yes." Raffa sounded pleased. "If it actudly flows, it'll take care of our tracks coming
in

"What about our tracks going out? And with water coming out there, it'll be obvious something's
ingde”

"Maybewewon't havetogoout. . . . Let'slook.” Raffalighted the candle-lantern again, and they
peered at the water, then the cave walls. A pale streak topped by adark one ran along the wall perhaps
knee-high. Farther up, ablurrier mark showed.

"That's common—yprobably a seasond flood. And the other isolder, and rare. Didn't you say there
were seasondl rains?'

"Y es—and thisis supposed to be the dry season.”

"Well, then: I'll bet it won't get that high." Raffa pointed to the lower mark. Bubbles thought she
sounded entirely too cheerful.

"That'sour lives you're betting," Bubbles said.

"That sounds like Bubbles and not Brun. It's our lives either way—if we go out now, they'll have nice
muddy footsteps to show where we were. How long do the off-season rainstorms last?"

"Only afew hours, usudly, but they can drop alot of rain when they hit." Bubbles sighed. "I'm not
used to being Brun, you know. It's going to take some getting used to. Y ou're right—it's not likely to
come up even as high as the wet-season floodmark. And even if it does, we can climb—there are ledges.
..." They looked big and high enough. In the meantime. "We can use Kd|'s floaters and weights to mark
the pool's edge and see how fast it'srising.” Shetook down the pile of floats, and poked the weight tied
to one at the edge of the water. Luckily they had a supply of candlesfor the lantern, and need not St in
thefaint light that came from around the buttress.

Severd hours passed with only the musical tinkling of weter faling into the large poal. A bar of
concentrate eased the hunger pangs, but Bubbles would have been very glad of a hot breakfast. The
cave's damp coolness no longer seemed a comfortable refuge from the heat outside. Sowly, intiny
lapping ripples, the water rose. Each hour, Bubbles put another weight at the edge of the water. Thefirst



one now lay two centimeters under; the last, asthe third hour came to an end, was hardly covered by a
skim of water.

"Madeit," Raffasaid, giving Bubbles an affectionate shove. Then they both heard the voices. Raffa
reached out and snuffed the candle in the lantern; darkness closed around them. They dared not move,
lest they trip on something and make a noise. Bubbles dipped the dark goggles back on, to find her
vidgon just as black.

Thenaray of light flared across. . . . Someone had flashed alight insde. A man'svoice, magnified
and distorted by the cave's echoes, boomed from the entrance. "Nothing. There'swater right up to the
entrance; if anyone had come insde, we'd see the marks.”

Another voice. "—got here beforetherain?’

"Not likely. Nothing—no sounds, no movement—nothing on IR scan.”" Bubbles blessed the thick
rock that lay between them and the entrance, and the cold cave water that had covered any mark they'd
left. She had thought of the hunters having dark goggles, she'd forgotten the specia equipment on the
rifles

"—those wegpons?”'

"Nah. They'll be basic by now—they don't have any way to revaidate them. Cmon."” Thelight
vanished, and the voices faded. Bubbles realized she was shaking, and tried to take deep dow breaths.
What had they meant, the weaponswould be "basic" by now? She reached out and found Raffa's
shoulder; Raffagrabbed her back and they hugged, both of them till trembling. For an unmeasured time
they clung together, until they were both breathing normally.

"Wewere stupid,” Raffamurmured in Bubbless ear. "We didn't even have our weaponswithin
reech.”

"It'sso hard to believe," Bubbles said. "'l keep remembering the old camping trips. we played a
chase and smuggling and capture. . . but it was just play, though we took it serioudy then. Now—it's
redl, but it's hard to keep remembering that."

"I'm going to check that rifle” Raffa stood up and reached for it. "It can't have alocator, or they'd
have known it. Must have been something else." Bubbles heard soft noises, Raffa handling the wesgpon,
and then agrunt. "Ah. | see. That socket in the sde must be for acomputer link—probably an ID chip.
That's what they meant by vaidation. None of the good stuff works now—the range finder, IR scope, all
that—but itll ill fire"

"Which means?'

"It can't seein the dark. We have to be better. But if we avoid them completely, we won't need them
ayway."

Bubbles had forgotten the earlier darm, the sound of falling rocks, but when it came again, an
echoing clatter and roar, she remembered. Something wasin the cave with them. Her mind pictured al
the large predators on the planet, even though she knew none were on theidand.

"What was that?" asked Raffa. Her voice sounded shaky and bresthless.

"Rocks," Bubblessaid. "I guess.” Shelifted therifle, dthough she had no target at dl. "Maybe the
water loosened something, and it just fell.”

* % %

Ronnie had found the meager cache of food and water, and a couple of swallows restored some of
hiswits. He couldn't move George done. Evenif he got the vineswoven the right way, dragging the
travois done would leave obvious tracks. He would have to find Petris and the others, even though that
had been againgt his orders. He sucked at aration bar, |etting the surface coating of salt and sugar revive
him, then took another swig from the safe bottle. He shouldn't eat much, he remembered, if he was short
of water.

A gust of wind gtirred the trees overhead, and its warm moist hand brushed hisface. If only it weren't



dark—if only his head didn't hurt—if only he had someoneto help him . . . but redity settled on his
shoulderslike acloak of misery. Dark, hurt, done; either he figured it out, or no one would.

He made hisway back to George's unconscious body in the dark, tripping more than once on unseen
roots and stones. How long would the drug or poison keep George unconscious? He wished he knew
more about drugs. He tried to redo the vines, in the dark, by fed, but hisheart wasn't init. A drop of
cold water flicked his hot neck, and he jumped. Then another. Now he could hear the spatter of rain, as
well asthe rush of wind gustsin the trees.

If it rains, hethought, if I can pull George along, the rain will wash out our tracks. Hedidn't let
himsdf think how much harder it would beto pull the travois through mud. Instead he yanked at the
poles, sraining, staggering uphill, awvay from the creek. Suddenly it was easy; he lurched forward, dmost
jogging, then redlized that must mean George had fdlen off, or through, the vine webbing. He was dmost
sobbing as he turned back. It was too much, the pain in his head, the rain, the danger, the uncooperative
vines

He had just found George's body when he saw thelightsin the sky. A flitter, its searchlight directed
into theforedt. . . . Hethrew himsalf back, away from George. They had IR sensors, of course, and
night-vision goggles. They could see George. They could see him. He crouched, shaking from fear and
exertion both, dithering. Above the wind and thickening rain, he could just hear the flitter'sdrone. Its
searchlight flicked among the trees, probing, but the canopy wasthick here near the stream, and the light
never touched him. It did flick across George, and that garish beltpack hed refused to bury . . . and it
came back, and centered there. Ronnie bit back the groan he wanted to utter. Why hadn't he taken the
thing off? Hed known it was stupid . . . too late now.

Theflitter sank into the canopy, its searchlight illuminating danting lines of rain above, and drips
below. He heard the squeal and clunk of a hatch opening. They would have aladder or line, heredized,
for dropping hunters directly into the forest. If he stayed here.. . .

He took a deep breath and plunged away, into darkness. Updope, upstream, into the thicker forest
and more broken country. If he could get rock between him and the IR scans, they couldn't see him. He
picked hisway from treeto treein the dim radiance of the flitter'slight. It would do no good to hurry; he
must not fall and make anoise. He had afew seconds perhaps, as someone came down the line from the
flitter, someone who surely must be concentrating on a safe descent rather than apossiblefugitive.

He heard the metallic clatter of someone landing, aweapon (he was sure) rattling against something
else, the cable or aladder. Light brightened behind him; he dared a peek and saw alightsource at head
level. A hdmet light, feebler than the flitter's searchlight, but perfectly adequate for close work. It
lowered, asif its bearer crouched. Over George, Ronnie was sure; he struggled againgt the desireto go
back and protect hisfriend. He heard the peculiar squawk of abadly tuned comunit, then another clatter
asif someone ese had come down. Now two helmet lights glowed back there. The flitter's engine
whined—retracting its cable?—and then moved off, to the east. He heard voices, muted by wind and
ran.

He had to leave. He had to go now, while they did whatever they were doing to George, because
they must not catch dl four of them. That was the only chance. But he had never imagined that he might
have to leave afriend behind. He made himself move, one dow step after another, away from the lights.
I'm sorry, helet himsdlf say to Georgeinhismind. I'm sorry.

He had covered perhaps fifty meters when he heard the shout behind him. Reflex threw him forward,
into awild panicky run. The shout came again, then a shot smacked into anearby rock. Ronniefell over
another rock, banging both shins, and scrambled up. Too late for silence, for subtlety; only speed would
help him now. Lightning flashed overhead, blinding him momentarily. He tried to move faster through his
memory of what it revealed and fell again. He wasin the creek, now only ameter wide; rain lashed a him
as he climbed, sumbled, climbed again. Another shot rang out, but he never heard it hit anything. Surely,
the onerationd corner of hismind thought, surely the lightning will blind those in night goggles even
WOrse. . ..



Ronnie struggled on, uphill, ignoring everything but the need to get away. Hisfeet dipped on wet
rocks, in mud; rain beat in hisface, plastering his hair down, dragging at his shirt and trousers. Flash after
flash of lightning revealed a grotesque landscape of wind-whipped foliage, ragged rocks, wind-tossed
rain. Hefollowed the creek, no longer worried about the poison in itswater, until he reached its source.
Behind him, he could seeflickering lights. . . the hunters, following what must be an obvioustrail. He
licked hislips, grateful for the pure rainwater that drenched him. Where now?

The next flash of lightning showed him anarrow black cleft, above and to hisright. He clambered
over thewet rocks, hoping it was degp enough to hidein, hoping it wasn't just atrick of lightning.
Thunder shook the ground, trembled in his breath. Behind him, ashout and a stab of light; his shoulder
burned. He plunged to the ground, behind arock, and tried to see where the cleft had been. Lightning
again; there, only ajump and stretch. It till looked deep, ablack gash in the rocky dope. Rain poured
down, even harder now. Heforced himsdlf to stand, to take those few steps, to reach up and haul himself
into darker darkness.

When the next lightning came, he saw it as ablue-white flash againgt dark walls. Limping, staggering,
he tried to work hisway further in. Water trickled along between hisfeet, getting deeper; pebblesrolled
and helurched againgt the rocks, biting histongue at the pain in his shoulder. Then the ground fell out
from under hisfeet, and he did down acrumbling dopeinto black oblivion.

Chapter Seventeen

George awoke with a gtiff neck and aching head. It was dark. Night, he thought. He tried to stretch,
and discovered that hiswrists were bound behind his back. This, he thought, will never do. He blinked
severa times, and drew in abreath that stank of cleaning solution, old wood, and sour water. When he
let the breath out in agusty sigh, the sound seemed small and confined, asif hewerein acloset. Hefelt
around with hislegs, glad to find that his captors had not tied his ankles. He could sit up, though hefelt
dizzy.

The mind his father always doubted he had began to work. He couldn’t remember how he'd gotten
into this, but hisfriends never pulled tricks this unpleasant. He forced his mind back to the last clear
memory, then tried to go forward. The flight to the idand—the crash—Ronnie pale and sick—the ragged
idanders who claimed to be the victims of amanhunt. He and Ronnie, building atrap of leavesand
branches—a sound in the night—dawn—then nothing.

He had not liked capture the first time, with Petris and Oblo; thistime, when he was sure it was their
enemies, heliked it less. He had been captured somehow—that he could not yet remember—and hewas
confined in something that sounded and smdlled like acloset for cleaning supplies. The others must till be
free—or some of them—or he would be dead.

He brushed that thought aside. He, George Starbridge Mahoney, was not going to die. That would
not happen; sordid desths happened to others, not to young men of good family whose trousers never
lost their crease. He was going to escape, and warn Lord Thornbuckle, and then go rescue Ronnie and
the others. And the first thing to do was find out more about his prison.



With difficulty, he levered himsdf up to hisfeet. It was remarkably hard to find hisbaancein the
dark. He backed up dowly, until his hands bumped awall. Hisfingers recogni zed wood, then something
papery, then more wood. He edged aong, feding for acorner, and bumped into ashelf that caught him
painfully above the elbows. Something rattled on the shelf, and he fdt asmall bump againg his back as
whatever it wasfdl over and rolled.

It occurred to him then that he should not let that object fal off the shelf. It would make noise, and
noise might bring his captors, and his captors might think he knew where the otherswere hiding. His
captors might even be unpleasant. He had not enjoyed the classes on interrogation resi stance which even
the Royals found necessary; he wanted nothing to do with the real thing.

Heleaned alittle on the shelf, trying to encourage the small item to roll backwards, and the entire
shelf fell off its supports. Hard, sharp-edged cans banged against his arms, the backs of hislegs, and
clatered on the floor; something breakable smashed. Stinging fumesrose, and he choked, then coughed
helplesdy. His eyes burned, tearsrolled down hisface; he stlaggered away from the shdf, tripping over
unseen rolling hazards on the floor, and hit his shin on abucket with aloud clang. He gave amost
ungentlemanly curse.

Light stabbed his eyes, and the door opened. He lunged toward it, but the shadowy figuresthere
shoved him back so0 hard that he could not keep hisfeet. Hefel against the bucket—it hurt just as much
on the backs of hislegs—and sat down hard in a puddle of whatever it was with the strong smell. He
could fed it oozing through his expensive Guilsanme trousers.

"Shut up!" said one of the shadows, before he knew his mouth was open. "Or get another dose."”

Another dose. That meant he/d been drugged or poisoned—he had atiny, shrinking vison of a
creek, of afull waterflask coming to hislips. With that memory came thirst, worse even than his
headache.

"I'mthirsty," he said, surprised by the rough weskness of hisvoice.

Someone laughed, unpleasantly. It reminded George of the senior bully, the year hed started school.
"Too bad," someone said; the voice sounded asif it belonged to the laugh. "But not for long.”

"No, wait . . . if they autopsy, they'll ook for dehydration.” The other voice had an undertone of
anxiety.

"S0?" Georgetried to squint past the lightsaimed at him, but till could not see either figure—or if
there were more than two. " Seawater might do that—"

"Nah. The old man said take care of ‘em until we got the whole bunch—"

"Hedidn't say tell ‘'em the whole plan!” The door dammed; George could hear raised voices, but not
thewords. He glanced around the closet. Inthe light of its singlefixture, it was as cramped and
unpleasant as his experience in the dark suggested. It was about two by three meters, with the door on
the middle of one long side, and shelves on either side of the door. Above the shelf held broken, two
more supported a collection of brushes, cans, and jugs; on the other side of the door, the shelves held
bathroom suppliesin neatly labelled boxes. Behind him mops and brooms hung from arack; he had been
lucky not to didodge any of them when hefell over the mop bucket.

It had to be alarge house or building, probably on the neighboring idand. Bandon, its name was.
Bandon where the landing field had signalled that they were unwelcome. Where the hunters, according to
Petris, wereliving in comfort in the lodge, while the victims struggled to survive on theidand.

George shook his head at the state of histrousers, which the bright light revealed to have suffered
from the idand even before the noxious green liquid that il filled his nose with stinging vapor. Never in
hislife had he been thisdisheveled. . . . Henoticed arip in one deeve, and along greasy sain, asif held
been thrown in adirty cargo compartment for the trip here. He probably had. And without the use of his
hands, he could not even tidy himself up.

But he could get out of the puddle of smelly green stuff, which he was sure would do histrousers



more harm than smple grime. For dl he knew it would et itsway through his skin, aswell. He braced
his back against the wall of mops, and stood. There. He could just grasp the handle of amop. . . . There
ought to be someway of using it as aweapon the next time those persons opened the door. But he
couldn't think of one, and the door opened again.

"Y ou weren't supposed to get up,” said the voice he associated with the nasty laugh. With the two
spatlightstrained on hisface, he fill could see nothing of the men holding them.

"| couldn't breasthe," George said. "That stuff chokesme."

He had been right; it was the same laugh. "1 wouldn't worry about thet," the voice said. "But you said
you were thirsty—come on, then."

Wasit safeto go out? It wasn't safe to stay here, he knew that much. He tried to step forward with
assurance, asif he weren't even worried, but the green liquid was dippery asoil. He staggered, and fell
into the door frame. Ungentle hands caught him under the armpits. "What acomedy act you are, aren't
you?' He had no timeto catch his breath before it was dammed out of him at the end of ahard fist, and
hefdl back againgt awall. Thick cloth muffled his head, blinding him, and he fdt hands—large, strong,
and gloved, he thought—yank him dong.

Hetried to judge from the sounds—the scrape of shod feet, the sound of breathing—what sort of
space they werein, how far they'd come. A corridor, he thought, but he could not judge distance, not
with the hard hands shoving him thisway and thet, bresking his concentration with damsagaing the wall
or yanks on hisbound arms.

Findly he heard adoor open—a swing door, he thought—and afina shove sent him forward through
it just asthe cloth was pulled away from hisface. He staggered, and fell onto ahard, cold floor in the
dark, and heard the snick of alock on the door behind him.

For atime he lay there, nursing his new bruises, and wondering whét to do now. But thirst drove him
to explore. This smelled different, cleaner, colder. Like abathroom, he decided. He got to his knees, and
consdered shuffling around like that, but the hard floor hurt hisknees after only afew awkward moves,
and heredlized he would have to stand up. Again.

This exploration, however, ended in success. He found the door through which he'd been shoved,
and besideit the predictable pand of switchesto control light and ventilation. Cool white light showed
him abathroom—certainly agtaff facility, for it had none of the amenitiesthe family roomswould have
had. A row of sinks set into a counter, with mirrors above—he winced away from hisimage—and arow
of plumbing fixtures. The stack of clean glasses on the counter mocked him. How was he supposed to
turn thewater on? Or get it in the glass?

That struggle occupied him sometime. The sinks had watersaving faucets, so that they would not run
long without afinger on the control—and the control was mounted & a convenient height for someone
with free hands. George had to hitch himself up onto asink, amogt stting iniit, to reach the contral. . . .
He was sure the entire counter-and-sinks arrangement was going to fall off thewall and cause aflood.
He could turn the water on, but he could not drink, not while facing away from the sink. And the sinks
had no plugs, o he could not fill one and drink from it. Findly he redized that he would haveto takea
glassfrom the stack and pogition it in asink—all out of his sght—and then climb up to Sart the water
and hope the glasswasin the right position. Then take the glass out of the sSink and set it on the counter,
close enough to the edge that he could tip it with hismouth, and finaly drink.

It took avery long time; he broke two glasses, cut hisfingers, and amost decided that thirst was
better than this struggle. But his stubbornness forced him on. And the lukewarm water, the haf glass of it
he managed to drink before the glass tipped over and spilled the rest down his chin and neck, tasted
amazingly good. He could almost fed hisbrain cells soaking it up and going back to work. Now he
would think of what to do; now he would get back to his own script for this miserable outing, and come
out as he dways did: clean, pressed, and in control.

It was not so bad, being locked in abathroom. Basic bodily functions accounted for . . . he stopped,



halfway to the fixture he had planned to use, and realized another problem. How was he supposed to
open histrousers with his hands tied behind him? It wouldn't do any good to yank on the waistband from
behind, not with these; they were designed to withstand incredibleforce.

Hewould think about it later; it was not that big a problem. Y et. On the other hand, he would make
do with that one haf glass of water, and not waste energy trying to get another.

* * %

"You redly should consider the legal aspect,” George said. His stomach growled; the food the two
men were stuffing into their mouths with such indecent haste smelled delicious. He had been given no
food, though it was promised for "just before you go swimming.” He had, instead, been given the novel
experience of deaning dl the plumbing fixturesin the building with atoothbrush held in histeeth. He had
not been willing, but the two men had not offered him any aternatives. His bruises throbbed, and his
shoulders ached abominably from the strain of his bound arms.

"Likewhat?" asked the dender one. "Y ou think thiswill come up in court or something?' He wasthe
bully, George had discovered, when after some hours of jeering and shoving, they had findly helped him
lower histrousersto use the toilet; the stocky one who looked meaner, with that scar across hischin,
was only rough, not cruel. In the hours since, the dender man had taken every opportunity to cause pain
in ways that would not show on an autopsy.

"Probably," said George. It was most inconvenient, having one's hands tied. He had not redlized how
dependent he was on gesture, a habit learned from hisfather. "My father gets most thingsto court, and he
will certainly sue someone when I'm dead.”" He was proud of himsdlf; he said that without a quaver.

The men laughed, and looked at each other. "Poor Lord Thornbuckle," the dender one said. "I'm
sure hell beworried.”

George stared into space above them, the closest he could come to the pose he usually achieved at
these moments. "Oh—I expect my father will represent him, too. A class action suit, | imagine. Damages,
negligence—"

"Nonsense," the dender man said, and took a bite of toast. Through it, he said, "And don't think you
can scare uswith your father. I've known better lawyers than your father, in my life.”

George managed a casua chuckle. "I doubt that. Y ou don't even know who my father is."
"He'snot inthesame classwith . . . oh. . . Kevil Starbridge Mahoney. Now is he?!

George laughed aoud, thistime with genuine pleasure. "My dear lads, he is Kevil Starbridge
Mahoney, and if you know him, you know how surely he will pursue anyone who harms hisfamily. I'm
George Starbridge Mahoney."

A pause, during which the dender man chewed steadily, and the stocky one cast nervous glances
from George to his companion. Findly the dender man swallowed, and pushed himself avay from the
table. George felt his heart begin to pound. "I don't believe you," the dender man said. "And | don't like
liars." He spoke quietly, but with a studied viciousness that promised pain. George hoped hisface didn't
show how frightened he was, a sudden burst of fear that made him glad he was in the chair, and not
trying to stand up.

"Now wait," the stocky man said. "We aren't supposed to mark ‘em up, remember?"

"l won't." The dender man smiled at George. "Now . . . what did you say your name was?"

"George Starbridge Mahoney," George said. He was going to be hurt anyway, just asthe bully at
school had twisted ears or arms no matter what you said, but one might aswell tell the truth. And if they
concentrated on asking him about himself and his past, perhaps they wouldn't ask where the others might
be hiding on theidand. He braced himself for whatever the dender man might do, but he did nothing.
Then he dipped ahand into a pocket, and came out with aglove.

"You're sure of that," the man said, putting the glove on, and tapping itsfingers on George's heed, just
hard enough to sting and demondirate that the fingers were tipped with something hard. "Then | suppose



you know dal about Viilgas versus Robertson Colony.”

"It'sagaing ethicsto talk about cases outside professiond venues,” George quoted. A gloved finger
probed behind his ear, and he squirmed away. "Bt . . . sometimes at home, of coursg, it did happen.”
The whole case was over, appealsand dl, long ago; what harm could it do to admit that? And, now that
he thought about it, theréd been athreat againgt the family; hisfather had indgsted that none of them go
out without an escort. "'l remember the threat,”" he said, as the finger jabbed behind his other ear. "But |
wasonly eght.”

"Ah. Which would makeyou now . .. ?'

"Twenty-three." Had it redlly been fifteen years? He would never forget the bomb in the vegetable
shipment that had destroyed the old kitchen and scared the cook so that she went into early retirement.
Of course she hadn't been in danger; none of the servants were even in the house for the duration of the
threet. Hisfather had ingsted on that.

"And wasthethreat ever carried out?' The finger prodded benegth his chin, only dightly painful so
far.

"A bomb in the vegetables” George said. "It blew all thetiles off thewall.” It occurred to him that this
man might have been involved, for dl that he didn't look old enough. How old did you have to be to send
bombs through the food system? Perhaps held started young. Perhaps he wanted revenge. . . .

"And what was the outcome—the real outcome?"

That, too, he would not forget, because he had been just old enough to recognize the discrepancy
between the public news and what hisfather said to a colleague in the study. "How did you know about
thereal outcome?"' he asked, and was rewarded by a sharp jab in the neck. It hurt more than he'd have
expected.

"Answer the question,” the dender man said.

"The Robertson Colony paid an indemnity,” George said sulkily. *Enough to keep them working hard
for the next fifty years, my father said, with no offplanet travel until it was paid. Socumb and DeVries got
mindwiped. Viilgas died, but they hushed it up, so hisheirs could get the profits.”

"Mmm. Y ou do know more abouit it than the average young sprout. Tell methis, then: when your
father, assuming heisyour father, gpproaches the bench, what does he do with his hands?’

George's arms strained, trying to reproduce the familiar gesture; he could not say it without doing it.
Andwasit the left hand or the right—? Findly he got it out. "Hisleft hand'sin hisvest pocket, asif hefelt
apain, and hisright hand isholding down thetail of thefrill."

The dender man turned away amoment, to look at his companion, then turned back to George. "So
... iIf you're Mahoney's son, why should we care?"

"Y ou said dready—you know what he's like. HEll see money somewhere, and go after it."

"I'm not rich,” the man said, and went back to the table. He served himsdlf another plateful of eggs
and sausage, and George's ssomach growled again. "Why should | worry? Hell go after the deep
pockets."

"Hell go after anyone involved,” George said. Some tonein the other's voice let him think he'd made
an impression. "Deep pockets hirether own lawyers. . . . Will they hire one for you?'

"Don't try to scareme," the dender man said. "It won't work." But he said it without full conviction,
and he glanced at his stocky partner amoment too long. George knew what hisfather must fed, inthe
courtroom, when some change in his opponent's body or face let him know he had scored. He had
aways assumed law was dull—all those racks of data cubes, al those hours under the hdlmet—but he
had never felt anything like the rush of excitement that now roared through him.

Then the dender man's eyes came back to hisface, and the triumph chilled. . . . Thisman enjoyed
pain too much to giveit up, even for safety.

"If | escaped," George said, quickly, against the lust in those eyes, "I could call Lord Thornbuckle.



Y ou'd havetimeto get away, if you wanted, athough | would testify that you helped me. The people
who thought thisup are thereal criminds. My father would be on your sde then.”

"It'sathought,” the stocky one said. "'I'd rather have Mahoney on my side than cross-examining me.

"If it cameto that—" The dender man stared at George in away that made hisingdestwitch. "If we
can't getit out of this'un. . ."

George hoped his shrug was casua enough. "I don't know where the others are. Y ou can get meto
tell you wherel last saw them, but if they were ill there they'd have been captured. And I've been here
a least aday—" He was sure it was two; why ese would they have shoved him back into the closet for
atime, and kept him below ground level except for that oneforay of bathroom cleaning in the upstairs
suites? He tried very hard not to think about the cave Bubbles had mentioned. He didn't know where it
was, he was very glad he didn't know whereit was. . . and they might not bein it anyway.

"More," said the stocky one, and hushed at the other's gesture.

"Timesgoing to run out,” George said. " Someone will notice that were gone, and start hunting for us.
They can get Michaglsto say we went to Whitewings, easlly enough, but we aren't at Whitewings, and
it'll be obvious we weren't. Besides, that flitter beacon still operates. If anyone checksthe satellite logs—"

"He'sright," the stocky one said, thistime with complete conviction. "They should've pulled out as
soon as theflitter crashed there. Someone was bound to come looking; it's awonder they haven't before
now. There wasn't redlly a chance of catching the passengers—"

"A sporting chance," the dender man said. "That'swhat our admira likes, remember? The more
chance, the more challenge. But if we can get out from under, while hetakestheblame. . . thenthat'sa
chancel like." He gave George asmile that was anything but benign. "Y ou do understand that we want
to befreeand clear?’

"Of course," George said. Hisfather's son could not missthe undertones. But it was achance. The
dender man nodded at the stocky one.

"Go check upgtairs," he said. "We don't want to run into the admiral, though he said he wouldn't be
back until it was over, or we got something out of thisone.”

* * *

George had hoped for aglimpse of the outside world on hisway to the communications setup, but
the com shack at Bandon L odge wasin the basement. Two long light-gray corridors and awindowed
door . . . hedidn't even know if it was day or night outside. The dender man tapped the main board's
controls, screenslit and the soft hum of the audio units sharpened.

" Satdllite bounce to the Main House?' the dender man asked. "Or up to Home Station?”
"I'd try for Main House," George said. "That'd be quickest; there're people who know me."
"Here, then. Y ou're ready.”

George had amoment of panic when he couldn't remember the flitter's number, but it cameto him.
He pressed the button and spoke.

* * %

Heris, inthe supply flitter with the medica squad only afew minutes from landing, recognized
George'svoice at once. So did Cecelia.

"Why, then theré's nothing—" Cecedlia said; Heris grabbed her arm and Cecdliahushed.

"—Captive and in danger,” George was saying. "Armed men are hunting them, the condemned
criminals and us both. The hunters have poisoned the water. We need assistance; | am at Bandon Lodge;
theflitter crashed on . . . on theidand north of Bandon. Be prepared for—" His voice stopped, suddenly.
Herisfound she was holding her breath, and let it out. How had that young fool, of al of them, escaped
to Bandon? When he spoke again, his voice sounded different: still clearly George, but a George who
had changed in the space of afew moments. "And please recogni ze the ass stance of two men formerly in
the employ of the hunters. . . Svaagart Iklind'—Heris stiffened. Another 1klind? A relative?—"and



Kursa Dahon. Without them, | could not have madethiscal."

A moment'ssilence. Heris could not tell, over the sound of theflitter itself and the stirs of those
around her, if the com stayed live or dropped the signal. She closed her eyes. She wondered what the
militia captain—Sigind—would do. She knew what she would think of so convenient asignd. Which, of
course, Lepescu and his cronies would have heard—if they hadn't arranged it. Her mind began to replay
the words she'd heard, even the ones overlain by Cecdlidsvoice. "Hunters." What had George meant by
hunters, by "condemned criminas'?

Hunters. . . she had expected to find Lepescu hunting some rare animal illegally, with aband of
cronies, she had expected him to be dangerous to innocent youngsters out for aspree. But . . . criminals?
People? She shivered suddenly, and Cecdlialaid ahand on her arm.

"Heris?What isit?"
She could not see her own face, but Cecdlia's reaction told her what she must ook like. The older
woman drew back, asif frightened. Heris saw others glance at her; one stared.

"That—!" Wordsliterdly faled her; the worst words she knew were not bad enough. She fought to
bresthe past the knot in her throat, and findly said, "He is hunting people. It'samanhunt; he's not hunting
animdsa dl!"

"Who?'

"Lepescu.” Her mind raced, fitting it al together. "He's gotten convicts from somewhere—" Could
they be R.S.S. convicts? She shivered again, at the thought of shipmates—not her crew, of course, but
someone's shipmates—being hunted by Lepescu asif they were only wild beasts. Though it was no
better if he had raided other prisons; at least military prisoners would know how to defend themselves,
might have a chance. She heard others muttering, the same tones of shock and outrage that she heard in
her own voice. "It can't bel" someone said, and someone ese said, "Must be crazy—L ord Thornbuckl €l
tack hishide up in the kennels." She would have said more, but the flitter swerved, and she lurched
againgt Cecelidsarm. Sheturned to peer out the forward canopy. Ahead, the first attacking ships had
dropped to their final approach.

"l can't believeit," Cecdiasaid. "Hunting people—he wouldn't do that. | know you hate what he did
to you—what he tried to do to your crew in battle—but he couldn't be crazy enough to think he'd get
away with . . . with this. Not right under Bunny's nose."

Staring ahead, trying to see what she knew she could not see—how the assault was going—she did
her best to answer. "He would think that made it better. More. . . sporting. A risk for him, other than the
risk from the people he hunted.” Had he given them weapons? Had the young people had weapons? |
told you, he once commented that he considered most hunting demeaning, because it wasn't dangerous
enough—that the proper gamefor areal man was man.”

Cecdliaconsdered thisslently asther flitter dropped steedily toward the Bandon field, now
occupied by the two militiaflitters. Heris gppreciated the sillence, but knew it wouldn't last. She knew her
employer too well. "I don't think," Cecdliasaid a last, in the remote and forma tone Heris had not heard
for weeks, "that | want to know this person. A disgraceto hisuniform.”

"Yes." Herisbraced hersdlf for landing. The militiasquads aready down had vanished except for a
single soul waving them in. Then they were down safely, onto aquiet field with no sign of conflict. Heris
did not need the squad leader's warning; she knew that silence was deceptive.

The medical squad went through alow-voiced routine of some sort; she supposed they were
reminding each other what equipment was in whose pack or something. The air smelled fresh and wet,
heavy with fragrances completely different from the woods and fields near the Main House. A comunit
squawked, and Heris jumped. She didn't understand; she hated not knowing the local codes, not
knowing anything, not having aplacein this. The medical squad scrambled back into the supply flitter,
and the squad leader said, "They've found the kid; he'shurt,” just asthe flitter lurched into the air again.
Cecelia gasped; Heris grabbed her hand and squeezed until the older woman's color returned.



"George," she reminded her. "It has to be George they mean. HEsthe one on thisidand.”

At the lodge proper, the supply flitter crowded the parking area; the medics poured out and Heris
and Cecdiafollowed. No one stopped them; Heris saw no sign of trouble until they came to the room
where George lay with a medic already working on him. One dead body sprawled across the control
board of the communi cations shack; someone e se gasped noisily from another clump of medics. Cecdia
leaned againgt the wall, but pushed Herisforward. "Find out,” she said. "'For hisfather.”

Heris had no interest in George's father. She picked her way across the floor, blood-spattered and
aready littered with the detritus of emergency medical care, to a point where she could see George
without interfering. Hewas dive, breathing on hisown, with onelV linein. Helooked dirty, and pae,
and both older and younger than she remembered him. She knew that look, from the youngsters shed
seenin her own ship's sickbay; being flat on their backs in clean pgjamas made them look like children,
but what they had been through aged them.

"What happened to him?' she asked quietly.

"Caught in crossfire," one of the medics said, without looking up. "Smdll caliber in the abdomen,
missed the big stuff.” Which didn't mean it felt good, or even that he would recover, just that he waslikely
to makeit back to a hospital without dying on the way. Caught in crossfire.. . . maybe, she thought, and
maybe not. Perhaps someone wanted to get rid of witnesses. There must be more than onetraitor in
Bunny's pay. Heris watched the medics, who seemed to go about their business as quickly and
competently as any sheldd seen, then met George's gaze.

"Captan. .. wherésRonnie?'

"On the other idand, | presume. Militiawent there; helll befine." He might not be, but George needed
to hear the best chance, not the wordt.

"Donttak," said amedic, and put awarning hand on George's shoulder. "You need to lie still."

"Cave," said George, struggling now, his eyeslocked on Heriss. "Might beinthe cave. . . Bubbles
sad . . ." and then agroan hetried to bite back, as the medics did something that hurt even more.

"l understand,” Heris said, as much to reassure him as because she did. "Bubbles knew about a cave,
and they might beinit. All of them?"

"No—Ronnie—hurt—"

The medic's angry face looked up at Heris. "He shouldn't talk; don't bother him. He's got other
injuries, too." Heris glanced down and saw that they'd cut George's shirt away now, revealing the deep
bruises dong hisside; broken ribs, maybe.

"He—shot me," George said, struggling against the medic's hands. "He—"

"It'sdl right, George," she said again. Time enough later to find out which he George meant. From
the glazed look in his eyes, they had given him some drug, and he wouldn't be thinking clearly now. She
hoped he had been right about the cave. "Everything will befine." The medicslifted George onto a
stretcher, and rolled him away. Helay quiet, eyes dready closed. Her mind raced. A cave—acave
Bubbles knew about. Did Lepescu? Ronnie hurt, and not in the cave. What kind of hurt? If Ronnie was

hurt, why hadn't he been captured? And again: did Lepescu know about the cave? Did the others being
hunted? Did the militia cgptain know about that cave, and if so—

She went back to Cecdlia, who looked less pale than when sheld come in. "' George has agunshot
wound he should survive, assuming Bunny's got agood traumacenter in his hospita.”

"Very good,” Cecdiasad. "Riding horses at speed is hardly a safe hobby." Her voice was a shade
brittle, but under contral.

"He hasn't logt anything vita yet," Heris said. "Could you hear what he said?"
"No—not redly.”

"Theré'sacave on the idand where the others are; Bubbles knew about it, and George thinks the
others might be hiding init." She waited to make sure Cecelia understood that. Then she went on,



"Would the militia captain know about it? Did you ever hear of it?'

"A cave...no. | didn't. | don't know if anyone else would, besides the children who camped there.
A big cave?'

"George didn't know, | suspect. But the militia captain needsto. If theré's acave, anyone might bein
it: the youngsters, or the hunters, or whoever they're hunting." Herislooked around. Someone had
dragged the corpse away, and the other wounded man, whoever he was, and one medic was stuffing
medica trashin asack. "We can't just comcall the militiacommander; Lepescu would overheer it. If
that's where the youngsters are hiding—"

"Well gotell him," Cecdiasad, and pushed away from thewall.

"Yes, but—" Heris stifled her doubts. They'd been told to stay here, safely out of trouble, and she'd
agreed to that. She looked around for the person in charge.

The person in charge, busily arranging transport to a hospital for George and the other wounded
man, wasin no mood to listen. Heris had no ideawnhat theinggniaon his collar meant but he was acting
like aharried sergeant.

"The captain said you wereto stay here," he said. "And hereyou'l stay. Y ou don't even know where
thiscaveis, or if thekidsareinit, or if anyone ese knows about it."

"That'swhy—" Heris began, but he flapped ahand at her.

"The captain's got good maps of theidand; if there's a cave worth worrying about, helll know. He's
got abloody mess over there—" Then the man shut his mouth and glared at her, asif she had extracted
that information unfairly. "Just because you used to be a spaceship commander doesn't give you theright
to throw your weight around here. Captain Sigind said to keep you safe here, and that's exactly what 'l
do. Now if you'll get out of my way so | can do my job—"

Heris swallowed more years of experience than this person had age, and said, "Excuse me,” very
quietly. No use arguing with this sort; she had seen them before. The problem now was working around
him, and that was most easily done out of hissight.

Chapter Eighteen

It had amused the prince to come hunting with the older men, political cronies of hisfather. He knew
they invited himto curry favor, but still—it wasthrilling. Illegd, but thrilling. He had been on this planet
before, of course, at theinvitation of Lord Thornbuckle. Everyone who was anyone had, at one time or
another, spent interminable hoursriding large stinking vicious beasts chasing after smal stinking vicious
beasts. Silly work, on the whole, and he had heard others—including this group—snicker about it
privately. Lord Thornbuckle didn't care; he could afford to not care.

But this—thiswas different. What can be the thrill of chasing aharmless small creature bioengineered
to be chased and killed? So the admiral had said, and so he had agreed. Other game—even other
animas, large and dangerous in themsal ves—offer more sporting chances. No, my boy, the admira had



said (he had hated the admird's arm on his shoulder, but he knew he must endureit), theres only one
gameworth the trouble. Show your stuff, prove yoursdlf, and in the processfinish off some usdess
criminas. And besides, after that . . . well have aparty. With lots of girls.

He hadn't expected to feel queasy about it. He had felt queasy when he read the reports on the
prison colonies, things his tutor had thought he ought to know. That was crudlty, if you liked, confining
someoneto dirty, dangerous work and mean, ugly surroundings, for years on end. Killing someone
cleanly with abullet in the head was merciful by comparison. He had agreed, in more than one
not-so-casud conversation, that this was so; imagining himself a prisoner, he would rather have died in
the open like that than dowly of boredom and overwork. And hence, the invitation to this hunt, which
had thrilled him as much with itsillicit nature as with its prestige. He was born to prestige; he didn't need it
... but he found himsdlf craving the respect of Admiral Lepescu and Senator-at-Large Bodin.

Stll, the first one he killed himsel f—that had startled him with his own reaction to it, the nauseaand
guilt, the feding of shame for being ashamed, the reluctance of his fingersto touch the tattooed ear which
he must hack off and turn in to get credit for histrophy. He had doneit, but he had made a private pact
with himself to be content with one. That was surely enough to prove his ahility, to prove hewasn't just a
spoiled wastrel who got into quarrels over opera singers (hisfather's words).

So after that first kill, he found reasons to hang around Bandon lodge the rest of that day. It was easy
to play cardstoo late, drink too much, and deep heavily when someone knocked on his door. He roused
late on the morning after his"blood party” asthey caledit . . . and found the lodge quiet and nearly
empty. Finewith him; his head ached and the ear, proof of histrophy, looked disgusting initsjar of
preservative. He stared at it morosaly and rang for medicine and breskfast. After that he went back to
bed and dept heavily, having promised himsdf hewould find some way of avoiding more hunting.

But now something had gone wrong. He didn't know what. Lepescu had yanked him out of bed in
late afternoon, and insisted that he had to come hunt again, right now, whether he wanted to or not. The
habit of obedience to older men got him into theflitter before he could organize his mind to protest, and
then it wastoo late. They were on theidand, and Lepescu was telling him whereto go and what to doin
the rough voice he probably used on his subordinatesin the Regular Fleet. Before he could argue,

L epescu was gone.

The prince ssumbled around that night, angry and tired, and found nothing but mudholesin the
swamp. He measured hislength in one, and only his custom hunting suit kept him dry. He heard some
shotsin the distance, but nothing close enough to startle him. At dawn, Lepescu reappeared, and handed
him amealpack. "Eat thishere," he said. "We haveto get them al, fast. None of us are going back until
wedo."

"Why?" the prince asked. The medpack had apicture of helicberry tartson it, and he hated
helicberries. He wanted puffcakes with sarmony honey, fat sausages, a bone-melon.

"Just doit," Lepescu said. He strode off, looking more military, in the dangerous sense, than the
prince had seen before. And the prince, tired and hungry, sat down and ate his excellent breakfast. He
did not follow Lepescu afterwards; he did not patrol his dlotted section of idand. It had ceased to be fun,
or exciting, or anything but adeadly bore, and he would insist on returning to his comfortable bed on
Bandon as soon as someone €l se showed up. Long after noon, someone el se appeared—one of the
servants with vagudly military bearing—and brought him two more med packs, coldpacks of water, and
warnings. He was to stay on the idand; he was not to drink any loca water; he was not to call anyone on
his comunit; he was to shoot anything that didn't identify itsdlf instantly.

The prince was more than somewhat annoyed. One did not do thisto princes. Even powerful
politica figures—even admirads—did not do thisto princes. It was supposed to have been an adventure,
with girlsto follow, and the chance to reminisce for yearsto come, and the camaraderie of men who had
proved themsalves real men. It was not an adventure anymore, and no one had said anything about the
promised girlsfor days. He said nothing to the servant, who strode away amost as purposefully as
Lepescu, and ate his excellent lunch, then his excellent supper, and finally lay down where he was



(protected by his excellent weetherpack) to deep aslong as heliked. If the criminals got him, so much
the better: Lepescu would find hishead in anoose.

Hewoke to hard rain drumming on the shelter and the smell of wet leaves. Good. No one would be
skulking around in this, and Lepescu would haveto let him deep. Lightning crackled, thunder boomed,
but the prince dept on, unconcerned.

* * %

The Admira Lepescu who woke him in the dark dripping aftermath of the storm was someone he
had never met. He could now credit the more vivid rumors about the admiral's career, faced with that
cold, angry countenance, those il gray eyeswith so much hunger in them. The tongue-lashing he got for
not having followed orders actually frightened him; the scorn in Lepescu's face shamed him dl over again.
He wanted to please thisman, and only the habits drilled into him from early childhood kept him from
cringing apology.

"I don't understand the problem,” he said siffly, when Lepescu paused in histirade. "These arejust
ciminds...."

"Y ou don't have to understand,” the admiral said. "Y ou haveto obey." Then, asif suddenly
remembering who the prince was, he added, "Y our highness.”

"But what's the hurry?' the prince asked. "Y ou said we'd be here four or five weeks, and it'sonly
been—"

"Someone knows about the hunt,” the admiral said. ™Y ou wouldn't want to be compromised. . . .

Y ou know what this could do to your future career. And we can't get them al without your help before
we're discovered. Someoneis bound to recognize Ser Smith."

"But surdy—" the prince began, but the expression on Lepescu's face stopped him. "All right," he
said, trying to sound decisive rather than scared. "I'll be glad to help out.” The moment it was out of his
mouth, he redlized how slly that sounded; he could fed hisearsburn. He till didn't understand why they
couldn't just flitter back to Bandon, take the shuttle up to the Station, and find some compliant girlsthere,
but he knew he couldn't ask Lepescu. Not now.

Morning had brought an end to the rain, though clouds till clung to the ridge and mist rose from the
sodden ground to meet them. Somewhere on the other side of the ridge, the sun might be spearing
through that mist, but not here. The prince sighed, punched the button on his breakfast mea pack, and
waited for it to heat. He would get his boots muddy again, and they would drag at hisfest. . . . He hated
mud. Thiswhole expedition looked more and more like amistake, rather than high adventure. The
invitation had specified that they would be herein the dry season, that it could not possibly be
compromised . . . and now he was going to be wet, muddy, and in trouble with hisfather. Not so much
for blowing away afew criminds (or rather, one crimind) asfor getting caught doing it.

Nonethe ess, he set out to do what he was told, and worked hisway up the west side of theidand.
Heleft his comunit off; he didn't want to be distracted by whatever might come over it. Twice, he saw
something move that wasn't ID'd as hunter, and shot at it. Once, whoever it was shot back. He found
two bodies, both criminals, with the ears clipped. Lepescu's plan didn't make sense to him—herding the
crimindsinto theinterior ridge and its rough terrain would make afina cleanup harder—but he went
aong. He couldn't think of anything elseto do. He followed the stream uphill because it was easier to
walk that way.

* % %

The clatter of rocks faling echoed through the cave; Bubbles was sure it was loud enough to be
heard outside. Had the hunters found another entrance? Was Petris trying to find them?

"We haveto move," she said to Raffa. "We might find a better place to hide, and here we're
trapped.”
"Good ideg," Raffasaid. "WEell have to take the candles, and mark our way—"

"We can't mark it; someone could follow."



"How could they tell how long ago the marks were made? We can't just go into the cave and not
know how to get out—"

"Right." Bubbles picked up her pack, and stuffed into it everything of Kev'sthat would fit; Raffa
would haveto carry the rest. The night goggles gave her ablurry picture of the insde of the cave, and she
could see aledge extending along the left wall. Black water lay till and smooth at its edge. She fumbled
a therifle sheld taken, making sureit had around in the chamber, and dung it on her shoulder. Thisisan
adventure, shetold hersdlf. Just doiit like you used to, and it will come out al right.

Raffafollowed her lead; Bubbles shuffled dong wishing she dared light acandle as her vision
dimmed. Even with the goggles, she could see very little by the time she cameto thefirst angle of sone
that blocked the entrance. She ducked around it, and leaned against the damp wall. Ahead, dl was
black, utterly black. Water dripped into the central pool in an unpredictable rhythm. Somewherein the
distance, another rock fell. Raffa touched her arm, and she jumped.

"| think it's safe to light the candles now," Raffasaid. "Were out of sight of the entrance.”

"But they could reflect on thewater,” Bubbles said. "And if werethe light source, then anyone hiding
back here would see usfirg.”

"Yes, but if we don't have alight, well step off aledge somewhere—we can't just fed our way
dong.”
"I know." Shetook along breath. The darkness pressed on her eyes, her face; she could dmost fed
furry hands clasping her. Ridiculous. Sheéld never been afraid of the dark before. But then sheld never
been in this cave before, either. She pushed the goggles up, so that the sudden flare wouldn't blind her,
and scraped the lighter until aspark caught the candle. Dim yellow light flickered around them. She put
the candleinto itslantern, and four beams made clear the distinction between light and shadow. Raffals
face, underlit, looked strange and dangerous and oddly exciting. Bubbles pushed that thought away—she
had no time for anything but the present crisis. She looked around. They had turned acorner into arough
corridor, low, narrow, and twisting. On the opposite wall, a blurred mark showed, one of Kdll's she had
no doubt. It looked like a cartoon sailboat, she had no ideawhy. She moved the lantern about, looking
on al the rock surfaces nearby. Another mark, this one somewhat resembling atree, near what might be
aniche or another corridor, ablack gash in the rock. The central cavern's water extended into al the
dark entrances she could see, asif dl drained into or fromit.

"Boat equaswater," Bubblessaid findly. "Water flows downhill, meetsthe sea—"
"A way out?' asked Raffa

"We know wherethetreesare," Bubbles said. "On top of this cave, and full of hunters.” She turned
to continue downward, the way she hoped the boat indicated.

A clatter of rock, clearer now, from the tree-marked gash, and then a splash. And a scream.

"Thelight!" Raffasaid, but Bubbles had snuffed it dready. In the darkness, they clung together again,
hearts pounding. Bubbles saw red and yellow blotches floating on the darkness, and told herself they
were the afterimage of the candle. Irregular splashes continued, coming nearer; Bubbles thought she
could hear rough breathing, something that might be boots scraping on sone. Shefet Raffaswarm
bresth tickling her ear, and Raffasaid, "He must have seen the light somehow.”

They must not move. In the dark, they would make the kind of noise he was making; he would surely
hear them; he would have one of the wegpons with night-sensing equipment. Bubbles redlized sheld left
the night-vision goggles hanging around her neck while carrying the candle lantern, and pushed them into
place, but there was no ambient light to amplify. Thick darkness pressed in on her again. | hate caves,
shethought.

"l hate caved" came amale voice from somewhere in the echoing distance, to the accompaniment of
aclatter and splash.

She was never sure which word, which intonation, made recognition sure.



"Ronnie!" said Raffa, not quite doud. "It's Ronnie!”
Bubbles concentrated on relighting the candlein its lantern.

* * *

He looked like someone who had been at the tail end of ahunt on amuddy day, Bubbles thought.
W, his clothes streaked heavily with clay, hisface haggard with exhaustion, he stared at them, swaying
dightly, inthefeeblelight of the candle lantern.

"You're not hunters,”" he said hoarsdy. Stupidly.

"Raffa. . . Bubbles" said Raffa, her voice warming to agentle hum that left Bubblesin no doubt of
her fedings. "Don't you remember?’ She had rushed to him; she hovered now asthough he were afragile
ornament she might break with her gaze.

"Yes..." Hisvoicetraled away; he stood there, his hands trembling, and seemed to be near
collapse. One of hiseyeshad adark stain around it. Bubbles saw raw scratches and scrapes on his
hands and face.

"Y ou need to be dry and you need food," Bubbles said. "Come on, Raffa—get him to dry ground.”
He stood in ankle-deep water, with adry ledge not a stride away—but of course held been in the dark
thewholetime.

It was harder than she had imagined to dry alarge, very wet and dirty young man in adamp cave.
Once out of the water, he dripped water and mud onto the ledge; she had no dry clothesfor him, and
nothing to dry him with. Food—the food she had brought along from the first cache—he held in hishand
asif he couldn't remember its purpose.

Finaly she and Raffahad to undress him, struggling with the wet fasteners, the uncooperative cloth,
and use every scrap of spare clothesto dry him. His skin was cold, as disgusting to touch as mesat from a
cold locker. He sat huddled, shivering, hardly seeming aware of them. Bubbles heated the food bar over
the candle lantern until it Szzled and gave off an aily, heavy smell, then pinched off abit with her fingers.

"Here" shesad firmly. "Eat this" His mouth gaped; she pushed thefood in. Hisjaw moved alittle,
and he swallowed.

"I'll dothat," Raffasaid. Y ou keep watch." She pulled off her shirt and laid it around Ronnie's
shoulders. He didn't even glance at her dender nakedness; Bubbles |ooked away as she stood up.

Keep watch. Fineidea, but how? They needed the candle lantern; it made them visible. They had to
talk; it made them audible. Bubbles moved back to the margin of the main cavern, and peeked around.
She could just see, with her goggles on, the smudge of light from the entrance, across the water.

Animpossible situation. And yet, in the near-silence, with the murmur of Raffas voice coaxing
Ronnieto eat, with the random tinkle and splash of water dropsinto the lake, in the dmost-darkness, she
felt secure. Cupped in some great hand, afeeling she remembered from those camping trips, when she
had felt the land under her as abenign presence. Silly, her schoolmates would have said. She had said it
hersdf, of younger girls illusons.

Here shefdt like hersdlf again. Her red self. Not the mosaic of consensus shewasin public, in
society. Here shefelt connected to the little girl who learned to swim in the waves with the cetes, who
learned to scramble up steep rocks, dig holes. The little girl who had been called Bubbles, and had
thought of herself asagreat hero out of sometae. . . . Shefdt her face shifting to agrin, felt the pressure
of the goggles change with that grin. Such atomboy, her mother had said . . . her brothers had said. But
tomboys grow up.

Not dways, shethought. At least not if it meant changing completely. Ronnie's aunt hadntt.

"Bubbles—he's better. Come—"

It had been long enough that she was stiff, but she thought at once that Raffa had forgotten to use her
new name, the name she now felt wasredly hers. Thiswas no time to worry about that—but she
wouldn't forget. She shook hersalf and retrested to the lantern light, pushing the goggles down. Raffa



nestled close to Ronnie; Bubbles thought to hersdlf that he was undoubtedly warm on that side, and
suspected that Raffa had done more than lean againgt him. Ronnie had expression on hisface now:
misery and worry.

"They got George," he said. "Hewas dive then, but—"

"How?"

"They poisoned the water—I don't suppose you know—"

"Yes" Bubblessaid. "Wedid. That's how we found the cave, going upstream to look for safe water."
Ronnie's voice was still unsteady; she didn't know if they should presshim to talk. Whatever had
happened to George must be over now. But he pushed aside Raffas arm, and made himsalf explain what
had happened. . . . Shewasn't at al sure he had it straight. How many times had he lost consciousness or
fallen adegp? Where had they been, exactly? He had no ideawhere he had falen into the cave, except
"upgtream” from where hed left George.

"Never mind," Raffawas saying, trying to soothe him. "Y ou couldn't hdpit, and itll bedl right.”

It wouldnt, of course. If Raffathought about it, sheld know. Ronnie surdly knew, though he might let
himsdf be comforted by Raffa. Certainly she, Bubbles, knew that everything would not be dl right. The
hunters might keep George dive, trying to catch the rest, but too many had died already. Too much had
happened. However thisturned out, thingswould not be dl right, not the way they had been before.

"We haveto help George," Ronnie said, more loudly. He sounded hoarse, asif he were catching
cold. "We haveto get out of thiscave." Hetried to stand up, and Raffa pulled him back down.

"Not until the hunters give up,” Bubbles said. She knew they wouldn', but she didn't want Ronnie
ydling and charging around making it obvious where they were.

"They probably took him to Bandon," Raffasaid. "If they didn't kill him right away." From her tone,
she could no more imagine George dead on the ground than Bubbles could. George would be at
Bandon, tied up like someone from an adventure cube, to be rescued later and reunited with hisfriends.
In the cube, she would be the designated girlfriend, the blonde who gave him a passionate kiss as the end
music came up.

The problem was that she didn't want George to die, but she didn't want to be the designated blonde,
either. She was Brun, not Bubbles, and so far Brun wasn't adesignated anything. She put that thought
asdeto think about later, and with aglance at Raffa set to work to cheer Ronnie up and keep him from
doing something rash.

* * *

Muddy footprintsled to asheer cliff with water seeping out from under athick mat of ferns. The
prince felt safe, enclosed by the rocky, fern-covered walls, dthough heredized it could be atrap, too.
Someone overhead who happened to see him could shoot him easily. He peered up into the overlapping
layers of green, and shivered. He wastired, hungry, and confused. What could have happened? Where
were the promised girls?

Wet leaves dripped on his head and neck. It made him fedl stupid, aswell astired. In the solitude
and slence, he had timeto track the fedling back and analyzeit. Long ago—it seemed long, anyway—he
had been at school with boyswho had known each other for years while he'd been isolated at court.
Someone had thought it would be fun to play ajoke on the prince, to make him late for roll-cal and
incidentally make him look stupid. Ethar Krined, that had been. He had been lured from hisbed on a
dark, rainy night by the promise of arendezvouswith girls from the neighboring schoal. . . . He had
trekked across the campus to crouch in amuddy ditch, while (he learned later) the other boys had sawn
his clothes together so that he couldn't possibly dressin the morning. And the shadowy figure that had
comein the dark, and with giggles had agreed to kiss him, had been Ethar's older brother Potim. Ethar
had had the cube recorder.

Painful asthe memory was, it made him fed better. Now he understood what was going on. All the
other men were older, and they formed atight clique. Thiswas ajoke; they weretesting him. After a



time, when they thought he had been sufficiently humiliated, they would come out and take him into the
group, as Ethar and his crowd had done. It was annoying, but understandable. The prince was proud of
having figured it out, and fdlt alittle superior to the childishness of the older men. They should have
redlized he would not panic; he had dready killed someone and proved himself. They would have svept
the criminasfromin front of him; they weren't redly risking his deeth. Perhaps the criminds had never
been armed with anything lethal. Not very sporting, perhaps, but prudent.

The girl'svoice completed his understanding. Soft, hardly audible, it could still be nothing but a
girl—agirl some distance away chuckling softly at something. That had to mean the origind promise held;
girlswere part of the entertainment here. He looked around carefully. She might be hiding anywhere.

The voice came again, from the rock wall in front of him. He stared, then saw that two big, cleated
bootprints lay haf under the ferns. He felt himself tingling with excitement. A cave. It must be acave, full
of the girls he'd been promised, hidden away in safety until the dangerous part of the hunt was over. And
he'd found them without being shown—yperhaps before the other hunters, even. Carefully, he stooped
and lifted the mat of ferns, peering into the darkness beyond. Water lapped at his boots; he could see
that he stood on the edge of alarge pool. He pulled his night goggles out of his pocket and put them on,
squinting until he got his head insde where it was darker. A large domed chamber, with smudged
reflections off the surface of water asfar as he could see. But clearly someone wasinsde. He smelled
cooking food, and again he heard what had to be human voices, distorted by the shape of the cave and
the water.

Had they marooned the girlsin alake? No, al that rain had probably made the water rise. They were
somewhereingde, dry and safe. He imagined nooks and crannies cushioned with colorful pillows and
rugs, rock-walled chambers where naked nymphs bathed in clear subterranean pools or streams. In dll
likelihood there was away that wasn't very deep. With his goggles on, he should be ableto find hisway
safely around—ankle-deep water wouldn't bother him, not in his boots.

Now that the hunt was over, or mostly over, he saw no reason to crawl under the hanging mat of
ferns, hewas dirty enough dready. He kicked at it until most of it fell, revealing ahole large enough to get
through if he stooped. That let more light into the entrance; even without goggles he could now seethe
shape of the first chamber . . . and hear more clearly the distorted murmur of girls voices. The other
hunters would be surprised, he thought, to discover he had found the place himself, ahead of whatever
time they planned to sart the party. He might even be the first; he could see, now, that the bootprints
he'd noticed stopped there, and backed out again. Of course anyone coming after him would know
someone had gonein, but he wasn't hiding from anyone—certainly not unarmed criminas.

Thelight coming from behind him made it hard to see, even with the goggles. Some things were too
bright, and others hazed into murky reflections. He had to fed hisway along the edge of the cave, so he
choseto moveto hisleft, where hisright arm was till free to hold hisweapon. Not that held need it, he
was sure. The girls might be startled, but he had the patch that identified him as ahunter, and afterwards .
.. He stumbled over something and bit back a curse. It would be much more fun to sneak up on them.
The smdl of cooked food grew stronger.

Thefirg flicker of light blazed into hisvision, and he pulled the goggles off, blinking. Now he could
see nothing. Standing gtill, silent, he heard murmuring voicesthat might have been nothing more than a
trickling stream—but not that smell. After afew moments, his eyes adjusted, and he saw afaint sparkle
ahead, where some light source reflected from moving water. He crept through the darkness, smugly
certain of what hewould find. Thelight strengthened; he felt hisway around a corner of the rock, and
saw them at last.

Hisfirg thought was disappointment; he wasn't the first to find the girls after dl. The dark-haired girl
had her arm around the lucky first-comer; the prince wondered why he'd preferred her to the more
curvaceous blonde. His second thought stumbled over thefirst in awave of righteousrage. Ronnie!

"Y ou unspeakable cad!" he said. "What areyou . . ." Hisvoicetraled away as heredized that the
two black circleswere the bores of hunting rifleslike hisown. Both girls, blonde and dark, held them



steadily. "Y ou're hunters, too?" he asked, with ahaf-nervouslaugh.

Ronni€'s head came around, and he saw the dark stain of ablack eye and bruised face. "My sainted
aunt," Ronnie said, in avoice that didn't sound much like hisown. "It'sthe prince.”

"Gerel?' the blonde girl asked. She peered at him, but therifle did not waver. Her nod, too, came
without amovein theweapon'sam. "It is. And you know what? Hes not on thelist elther.”

The prince took a deep breath. Whatever was going on here, it had to beirregular. 'l demand to
know what youre doing here," he said firmly. "I am here at the invitation of—" But that, he suddenly
redlized, he couldn't finish. Ronnie might mention it; it could be embarrassing. He interrupted himself with
an dternate line of reasoning. ™Y ou might introduce me to your—uh—young women."

Ronnie gave aharsh bark that might have been intended for laughter but sounded more like pain, and
the dark young woman touched him with her shoulder, not removing her hand from her rifle. The blonde
one laughed louder.

"Introduce me? Heavens, Gerel, you've been dancing with me since boarding school.” He couldn't
think of anyonelikethis at any dance he'd been to. She was blonde, yes, but hardly stylishin rumpled
pants and shirt, with her hair yanked back behind her ears. She looked older by five or ten yearsthan he
was, someone serious and even dangerous. "Bubbles,” she said findly. "L ord Thornbuckl€'s
daughter—surely you remember now."

Bubbles. Ronnie. None of it made sense. If thiswas Bubbles—and he supposed it was, though he
did not recognize her in these clothes, with her hair pulled back—then she could not be one of the girls
Lepescu meant. Those girlswould be. . . another kind of girl, from another kind of family. Not Bubbles
the wild sster of Buttons, and Ronnie the wild son of acabinet minister, and . . . "Raffagle?' he asked
uncertainly.

"Of course," she sad. It sounded like her voice. The prince swallowed, and wished very much to sit
down.

"l don't understand,” he said.

"Yourewearing an ID tag," Bubblessaid. "What isit?’

He had forgotten the bright-colored tag on his collar, which transmitted asigna to other hunters.
"This?1t identifies meto other hunters™

"Other . . . hunters" That was Raffagle again. She sounded grim, nothing like the witty girl with the
slvery laugh he remembered from the parties last season. ™Y ou'd better put your rifle down," she said,
using neither name nor title. That made him nervous, and he couldn't think why.

"But if youreoneof us. . ." That didn't make sense ether. He knew the others; they had al been at
the lodge. No women, certainly not these girls, and no Ronnie. He turned to Ronnie. "1 thought you'd
been shipped off somewhere for punishment.”

"Put your rifle down," Bubbles said. When helooked at her, hefelt amost assaulted by the anger that
radiated from her. "Now," she said, and he felt hisarm moving before he thought about it.

"But thisisridiculous," he said, not quite obeying. "I'm the prince. Y ou're friends. Why should I—"

"Because | have the drop onyou," Raffagle said. "And so does Bubbles. And you're standing there
with the same D patch as men who tried to kill us.™

"Kill you? Why?'
"Dropit!" Bubblesyeled suddenly. Her voicerang in the cave, echoing off odd corners and coming
back as a confused rumble. Rocks clattered somewhere, asif her voice aone had riven the stone. His

hand was empty; he could hear the afterimage of the rifl€'s thud on the damp floor of the cave. "You
idiot, Gerdl," she said more quietly. "And I'll bet you've led the rest of them straight here, too."



Chapter Nineteen

Heris seethed inwardly. Of course she had no right of command, but it should have been obvious that
knowing where the young people might be was important enough. She led Cecdlia outside the room.
There had to be some way—perhaps she could get hold of aflitter—

"Excuseme, maam." A young, earnest-faced militiaman had followed them out. Heris nodded at him.

"Yes?' shesad through gritted teeth.

"Y ou said you might know where the young missis?'

It took her amoment to untangle that: young miss? Bubbles, of course. "I'm not sure," she said.
"Why?

"I'd take you over thereto tell the captain,” the man said. "If you wanted. . . ."

Of course that's what she wanted, but why was he being so helpful ?""'What about your boss?* she
asked. He reddened and grinned.

"Well, maam . . . that Bortu, hejust got promoted, you know. Never been on anything like this
before.”

That could indeed explainit. On the other hand . . . Herislooked at Cecdlia. "What about it?
This—what'syour name?"

"Dussahrd, maam.”
"Thisman says helll fly us over to meet the captain—want to come dong?”
"Of course," Cecdiasaid, looking determined.

"Thanks," Herissaid, smiling at him. "Go find us aflitte—weéll need to stop into the.. . ." She nodded
at adoor down the hall.

"Don't belong,” hesaid. "In casethat Bortu figuresit out."
"Just amoment, promise.”" Heris watched him go, then led Cecdiato the bathroom.
"What's that about? | don't need to—"

"Y es, you do. We need a couple of minutes to make plans, and you never go into combat with afull
bladder."

"We're not going into combat; we're just going over to tell the militia captain where to look for
Ronnie”

Heris caught her employer by ashoulder and turned her around. "Listen. We'regoing into an
unsecured zone where people are shooting at each other—ypossibly three different sets of people all
shooting a each other—and if you can think of abetter definition of combat, tell me when we're safely
back in our hot tubs. Now, | am taking a very dangerous chance here, because there's no reason to trust
Dussahrd—"

"But hewantsto hep us.”

"So he said. Didn't it occur to you that Lepescu might want to know about that cave just asbadly as



the captain? And if he had an agent in this batch of militia, that person would be eager to tell him?”

Cecdiafrowned. "Why would he be stupid enough to stick with what is obvioudy alosing sde? Any
smart agent would clam up and wait to see what happens.”

"Not al agents are smart. And Dussahral may be innocent and completely loya to Bunny. But—"
Heris ducked into a cubicle and continued talking through the closed door. "But if he's not, we need a
plan. We take our weapons. He will think I'm the dangerous one; I'll let him jump me, and you shoot him
if he does."

Cecdlig, too, had goneinto acubicle. Heris heard the seat squeak. "Me? I've never shot anyone. Just
game—"
"New experiences keep you young. Y ou have to; hewon't expect it from you. Just have around in

the chamber, in case, and don't shoot me by mistake." Heris came out and washed her hands. Cecelia,
when she emerged, had a strange expression on her face.

"Y ouretrusting mewith your life."

Heris shrugged. "Y ou trust me with yoursin the ship. Besides, what I'm redlly doing istaking you into
danger. Y ou could get killed too. Remember that, when you're tempted to wonder if you redly should
shoot." Then she grinned at the older woman. "Now—cheer up. I'm wearing body armor under my
clothes, he doesn't know that, and it will help. And don't tare at him asif you suspect him. He's thinking
of you as ahepless old woman in aflutter about her nephew.”

Cecdlia snorted, and the color came back to her cheeks. "'l can see," she said, "how you commanded
aship." They walked out side by side, asif they had nothing better to do than sightsee, and the guards
now posted in the corridors smiled and nodded at them.

Dussahrd, when they reached the parking area, had one of theflittersrolled out where the supply
flitter had been. He looked tense and excited, but that was reasonable. Heris smiled, and accepted his
hand up into theflitter.

"Lady Cecdiashould bein back," shesaid. "In case of stray rounds.” He nodded, and looked at
Heris.
"Y ou want to copilot?" There wasn't much copiloting to be done in aflitter, but Heris nodded.

"I'll keep alookout," she said. "Maybe| can spot the captain.” Little chance of that, but he relaxed a
bit, asif thisevidence of her inexperience in ground operations eased hismind.

The hop acrossto the other idand took only minutes; it looked short enough to swim. Herisnoted its
narrow spine, higher than Bandon's low rounded hills, the beach aong the south and east—and two
flitters parked at the south end. A squad of militiathere worked on something—she could see what
looked like bodies. She hoped Cecdlia hadn't spotted them.

"Isthat the captain'sflitter?' she asked Dussahral, who shook his head. " Should we land there?”

"No. . . that'sthe number two . . . captain must've gone somewhere ese. I'll fly up aong the beach.”
They flew north dowly; Heristried to see into the thick canopy with no success. Then Dussahra touched
her arm and pointed, and Heris saw aflitter Stting lopsided on the beach. Not the command flitter: it had
the serial number they'd been told was on the one Bubbles checked out. Heris saw the gaping hole dong
oneflank, something el se she hoped Ceceliamissed. The flitter hadn't landed, or smply
crashed—someone had shot it down. Shefdlt cold.

Dussahra swung theflitter inland, and they rose over the central rocky spine, where tufts and wisps
of fog still swirled. Down the other sde—and the man waved suddenly. "There—| see something—I'll
put us down in that clearing."

That clearing, to Heris, looked entirely too convenient aplace for atrap, but she said nothing. She
had seen nothing of the captain'sflitter, either. But if there were acave, surdly it had to bein the hills
somewhere.

Dussahra made a steep approach, dropping the flitter so rapidly that Heris caught her breath. They



landed hard; she felt the jolt out the top of her head . . . and let herself act more stunned than she was.
Dussahrd, she saw through nearly closed eyes, changed the setting of the flitter's comunit and pushed the
transmission switch al the way over. With his other hand, he had shoved the canopy back.

"Comeon," heurged. "I'm sure | saw the captain'ssignal over there—" A wave toward the higher
ground. "I'll help you. Do you have any ideawhere the cave might be?" All thisin avoice easly loud
enough to carry over the comunit.

Heris pushed away his hand, but dowly, asif she amost needed it, and clambered out, intentionally
clumsy. She held her rifleloosely. Dussahra waited for Cecdliato clamber out—Heris hoped thejolting
landing hadn't jarred Cecelias reflexes. She aso hoped Dussahra was as stupid as he seemed so far.
They could get rid of him quickly, and still have a chance to block Lepescu, now that the cave was no
longer a secret.

Dussahrd led them into the forest, away from the flitter. Upslope, Heris noted, across a streambed
with atrickle of water init. Heris wished she dared jump him now, but there was a chance he was
leading her to Lepescu—perhaps he had areal signa to home on—and in that case it would be stupid to
strike too soon. He hated soon enough, and pointed to arocky bluff. "There—the captain's probably up
there. I'll go back and keep an eye on theflitter.”

"l can't see," Heris said, trying to sound querulous. She felt querulous; it had just occurred to her that
he might have wanted an excuse to bring theflitter for Lepescu's escape. Even now the admiral might be
flying away to safety, however temporary. "Where?' She pushed past him, giving him every chance. His
sudden grasp on her arm was vindication, even asthe fed of hisweapon prodding her side made her face
the next likely outcome. She wondered if her armor would hold against a point-blank shot, but he did the
muzzle of the wegpon up, asif he knew sheworeit. Of course—he had seen Lady Cecdlias, and
guessed that she had armor too. Her mind insisted on showing her, in vivid detail, what would happen if
he fired now, with the muzzle where it was at the back of her neck.

"Stop here, ladies," he said, thistimein avoice unlike the deferentid, pleasant tone held used so far.
"l think Admira Lepescu might have something to say to Captain Serrano.”

Cecedlialet out aterrified squeak, and Heriss heart sank. So much for civilians. Dussahral smirked.

"Y ou're not going to give me any trouble, are you?' he asked. "I know you ladies don't go around
with loaded wesgpons, so don't try to pretend you'll shoot me.”

"l won't," said Cecdlia, eyeswide. "1—I—don't hurt her."

"Drop the gun," Dussahrd said. Heriswondered whether she could reach her bootknife and decided
she couldn't. Cecdlia stood there, gawky and gray-haired, clinging to therifle asif it were achild. She
probably hadn't chambered around, Heris thought, so it wasn't really dangerous to be standing here with
the bore pointing at her. . . . It shifted alittle, and Dussahra sighed. She could fed hisdisgust; shefdt it
hersdf. "Ligten, lady," the man said, "you can't shoot me with an unloaded rifle, and I'm not going to be
fooled. Either drop it, now, or I'll shoot you, not just your friend." Cecelia said nothing, and looked asiif
she couldn't; Heris had never seen a better picture of frozen panic. Dussahra shifted hisweight; Heris
tried to shift her own to take advantage, but his blow to her head came too fast. She didn't quite lose
consciousness, but she stumbled, unable to move fast when he let go of her and swung hiswespon
toward Cecdlia

Then the crack of Cecdiasrifle and the ugly sound of around hitting bone came together, and
Dussahral was flung away from her. Heris stared. Her employer stared back. "Y ou said to pick the right
moment,” Cecdliasaid. Bright color patched her cheeks. "1 think | did." She held therifle steady asif she
were perfectly calm.

"Damn." Herisfet her head. It hurt, but she was aive, not a scratch, and Dussahral lay dead, the
back of his skull and its contents splattered for ameter or more on the forest floor. 'Y es—you did. But |
thought for amoment—"

"l wanted him away from you—at least hisweapon." Cecdliashivered suddenly. "I never—did that



before. Not a person.”

"You didit perfectly.” Heris picked up her own rifle, and walked back to Cecdlia. "Y ou saved my
life, iswhat you did." It occurred to her now just how stupid it had been to give Dussahra achance. If
she made the same mistake with Lepescu . . . well, shewouldn't.

"That'swhat | meant to do—but he'sso . . . so ugly.”
"They are." Heristurned Ceceliaaway fromiit, but Cecdlia twisted back.

"No. If | doit, | should seewhat | did." She walked deliberately up to the body; aready afew tiny
flies buzzed near it. " So little time between life and death. We think we have years. . ." Herisdid not tell
her how long it often took men to die of wounds. Not now. Now they had other prey.

"It'samazing," Cecdiawent on, "how young men like thisthink we old people arefrail, emotiond,
likely to fal gpart at any emergency.” When her eyes met Hexiss, it gave Herisachill; they were the cold
gray of frozen oysters. "Because of course," Cecdia continued, "we've done everything they imagine they
might do. Onetime or another.”

* * %

"But that's crazy," the prince said. He had said it before, and Ronnie thought he would go on saying it
until hedied. "No onewould kill you—not likethis. Let me call Admiral Lepescu and get you back to
civilization." After hed dropped therifle, the girls had grudgingly lowered theirs, and let him sit down. He
had refused to believe they wereredlly in danger, and continued to defend the hunters.

Had he listened at al? Ronnie thought not. "What about the others?' he asked. " Serrano's crew.”

"Theres some kind of mistake," the prince said firmly. "Those men are criminas, condemned to life a
hard labor; they have this option, risking death againgt achance for alesser sentence on acolony world.
Thisiseaser, for some people, than lifein prison.”

It occurred to Ronnie that he himself would have made that argument not long before. The topic of

life sentences versus the death penalty had been afavorite debate in the mess. Of course, none of those
debating ever expected to face either dternative.

"They're not criminals" Raffasaid hotly. "They're decent people your admird hasagrudge againg.”

"I know it's fashionable for some people to argue againgt the justice system,” the prince said. "But
these people have al been tried and convicted and sentenced; do you think I'd be hereif they weren't?!

A long sllence. Findly Bubblessaid, "I am frankly surprised that you're here even though they are.
Does your father condone hunting people for sport? Thelast time | heard, he was scolding my father for
hunting foxes."

Another long silence. "Wl . . . he doesn't exactly know," the prince said, staring at his boots. He
looked younger than Ronnie remembered, more the schoolboy he had known. "'I'm supposed to be at the
Roya Aero-Space depot on Naverrn. Admira Lepescu fixed that for me.”

"Mmm. And do you think hell approve, even if they are convicted criminals? Which they aren't, but
just to argue the point.” Bubbles, on the other hand, looked older, tougher. She had laid aside her
wegpon, asif the prince were no longer athreat. Except for his stubbornness, Ronnie thought, he wasn't.

The prince scuffed his boot along the wall. " Probably not. But he doesn't need to know everything |
do, and he certainly approved of my association with people like the other men in the club. Men of
dtature, menwith. .. with. .. with..."

"Influence," Bubbles said. She made the word sound like something with little legs scuttling ong the
floor.

"Thethingis" Ronnie said, "weve got to get out of here and rescue George.”

"George? The odious George Starbridge Mahoney is here too? How fitting." The prince chuckled,
leaning back againgt the stone. "Don't worry—no one will hurt George once they redlize who hisfather
is"



"They know who my father is, and they've tried to shoot me," Bubbles said. Ronnie glanced at her.
She had changed as much as any of them, heredlized, and in away he could not have predicted. She
looked like someone it would be dangerousto cross.

"Of course," the prince went on, ignoring that, "as soon aswe do get back to civilization, I've abone
to pick with you, Ronnie. We smply cant ignoreit; we must due.”

Ronnie gared at him. "A dud?'Y ou mean—formaly?'

"Yes, of course, formaly. It wouldn't have been necessary had we not met, but we did. And | had
told them, if | saw you again anytime in the next twelve months, | would ingst oniit. It'samatter of
honor." The prince drew himsealf up, glanced around at the two girls, and posed. Bubbles burst into
giggles, Raffamerely looked scornful. Ronnie could not decide whether to laugh or scream.

"Look," he said, trying for reasonableness, "that whole thing is over. Past. Gone. She'sall yours, and
I'm sorry | said anything, and I'll never bother you again, but—"

"Y ou're not going to back out of adud, areyou? That's—"

Ronniefelt anger roll up from his gut to the top of hishead in onerefreshing wave. "l am not going to
pretend to stick holesin you with a holographic sword because of astupid quarrel over astupid opera
snger who is probably deeping with both our younger brothersright this moment! Can you get it through
your skull that we are being hunted, by peoplewith real wegponswho want to kill us really dead? We
are—Bubbles and Raffaand George and |—and | am not playing your slly games any more.”

"Honor," the prince said, "isnot agame.”

"No," said Ronnie more quietly. "You'reright, it's not agame. But my honor doesn't depend any
more on the kind of thingswe got into in the regiment. | have other clamson it now."

"But what will | tell them when | get home?' the prince asked.

"If you get home," Bubbles said, "tell them you grew up. If you did.”

The prince shook that off and stroked his moustaches. "Well—if we're to rescue George, wed better
get on our way. If you're convinced Lepescu is dangerous to you, how do you proposeto get to
Bandon?'

"Now what?' Ceceliaasked. "We don't know where the captain is, we don't know where the cave
is, and we don't have aflitter any more."

"Now . .. wethink." Heris rubbed the knot on her head. She fdt stupid, and she didn't likefedling
stupid. "We can be reasonably sure Dussahral didn't put us down near the captain, but he might have put
us down near Lepescy, if Lepescu needed aflitter to escapein.”

"Fine." Cecelialooked thoroughly annoyed. " So now weve provided the villain a machina for his
deus to come out of "

"Not if we get back to it and useit ourselves," Herissaid. " Of course, explaining how dl this
happened might be tricky |ater—but we can worry about that when the time comes. Nemesis, aswell as
helpful gods, arrived by air.”

She led the way back downdope. The streambed, she noted thistime, had alot of boot tracksin it
or alongside. Some went upstream, and some—not as many, she thought—went down. She wasn't
enough of atracker to know when they had been made, though they looked fresh.

Cecdiastopped, and looked more closdly. "Expensive boots," she commented. "L ook—that pair's
Y and R." That meant nothing to Heris, who let her expression speak for her. "Custom, high quality, and
even higher prices," Cecdiasaid. "These won't be the designated victims, nor even Ronni€'s. | saw most
of histhings, and his boots are Pierce-Simons. Also expensive, but not quite as exclusve. Might be
George's, but the tracks are too fresh.”

"You cantdl?' Heris asked.



"I hunt,” Ceceliasaid, not looking up. Her fingers hovered abovefirst one print, then another. "Not
the girls boots, and not Ronnie's—that means a hunter's up there somewhere."

"Theway Dussahra wasleading us," Herissaid. "Lepescu, | would bet.”

"Y ou've noticed that two matching sets go that way and back—" Cecelia pointed. Heris hadn't
noticed that, exactly, but she didn't explain her own ignorance. "Expengve, from hunting outfitters, but not
asunusua astheY and R pair. One pair of Y and Rsgoing up, and not coming back, and an even
fresher set of Dolstimsgoing up . . . two hunters, but not together. Not long ago, either—within an hour."

"So we go upstream?"

Cecdliapursed her lips. "I'd say so. Assuming that the men who went downstream wanted our flitter,
they'd have it before we could get back. And upstream . . . I'mredlly curious. | thought Y and R put this
symbol"—she pointed at what looked to Heris like a squashed bug—"only on boots they made for the
royd family. Doesyour Admira Lepescu have ahabit of stealing shoes from princes? Or does he
pretend to be one?"

"It wouldn't surpriseme," Heris said. She was past being surprised, she thought; who would have
expected someone like Lady Cecdliato know much about tracking?"Let's go find out.”

She led the way upstream, wesgpon reedy, al sensesdert. Wasthis another stupid ides, following the
tracks so openly? What they should be finding was the cave Ronnie and Bubbles might bein, or the
militia captain. But she went on, because after dl the hunters were the danger here. Anticipation shivered
in her somach. Hunters all, shethought. We're all dangerous.

* % %

All the hunters but two were safely dead: no threat. He touched the canistersin his pocket lightly,
careful not to depress the switches. One only still menaced him, and that the most difficult to kill without
reprisal. But it had to be done, unless the man could somehow be made to kill the others; after thet,
blackmail would be easy. It would be easiest to kill, and not attempt that—but he had dways found the
most difficult huntsthe grestest pleasure. Worth atry, anyway, and if he had to kill even that one, he
would have no witnesses,

That broadcast from Bandon had startled him—shaken him, he would even admit to himsdf. He
wondered if the guards held | eft with the boy had turned against him. One of them could be difficult. At
least his name had not been mentioned. Perhaps the prisoner didn't know about him. Soon no one would.

* k% %

The prince led the way back to the cave entrance. They hadn't been ableto talk him out of i,
athough they had tried. The argument had gone on longer than he'd expected. The girls seemed to think
their opinion should weigh equaly with his own. Bubbles had even threatened to shoot him, but when he
pointed out that shooting amember of the roya family could be a serious offense, she had looked at
Raffaand shrugged. Of course she would not shoot him, now that she knew who he was, any more than
he would have shot her. One did not prey on one's own class. And he was the right one to decide what
to do; hewasthe prince, after dl. Hefdt only dightly nervouswith the girls behind him carrying their
wegpons, he had insisted that they not carry |oaded weapons, in case they ssumbled. He didn't want them
to get in trouble for shooting him by accident, either. Once they were outside, in thelight, they could
rel oad—though he hoped to dissuade them. If Ronnie hadn't been so shaken (he felt surethat he, ina
amilar Stuation, would not have been awet, shivering mess) held have had Ronnie carry one of therifles,
but asit wasthe girls were actudly |ess dangerous than Ronnie. Asfor any danger—he was sure there
wouldn't be any real danger, not once he told Lepescu who they were—he could protect them himself.

Light shimmered and bounced from the surface of the pool; dready it had gone down afew
centimeters. He squinted against what now seemed like glare, and never saw the figure that waited until it
stepped out of the shadows to confront him. He stared. Who could that be, in a protective suit almost
like a spacesuit, with a hunting rifle in the crook of the right arm, and something clasped in the gloved left
hand?



"Ah..." avoicesad. The prince shivered. Lepescu?"Y ou found them. Congratul ations. Very good
... now shoot them.”

"What?' He had misunderstood. He could not have heard the words his memory now replayed to
him. Behind him, he heard the girls indrawn bregth, Ronnie's muttered curse.

"Shoot them, | said." When he hesitated, L epescu gestured with hisrifle. "Either you shoot them,”
Lepescu said, hisvoice only dightly distorted by hissuit'sfilters, "or | will haveto kill you, too. Surely you
see the necessity.”

"But they're ours,” the prince said. Hisvoice trembled dightly. "Can't you see? Thisis Lord
Thornbuckle's daughter—you can't kill her. And Raffagle, and Ronnie Carruthers—"

"I thought you hated Ronnie," Lepescu said. "Isn't he the one who dishonored you with your—"

"l do, of course, but—but | can't kill them. Not just . . . just shoot them." Silently, he begged
someone to shoot Lepescu . . . but he had insisted on unloaded weapons. The girls could not reload
now. If they tried, Lepescu would shoot . . . and hewasin the middle. Sweat rolled down his sides,
sudden and cold.

"We should never have let him talk usinto this—" Bubbles muttered. "We knew better. He can see
me—can you—?"

"Too late smart, too soon dead," Raffasaid. Neither of them had sounded as frightened as the prince
felt. He wished he could see them. He wished he could seeany help at dll.

Lepescu's hand turned, showing adick gray canister. "It would be amore merciful deeth,” he said. "If
you care about that." The prince redized that fear had layers he had never imagined. . . . That hadto bea
gas canigter. Riot gas? Nerve gas? He struggled to stay cam; he had to convince L epescu.

"But they'remy friends," the prince said. "Y ou can't expect meto do it; there has to be another
way." This could not be happening; it must be some kind of joke or test. He had to find the right thing to
say. "We could agree to keep your secret.”

"I doubt it," Lepescu said. Even through the gleaming curve of hisface mask, his eyes|ooked
distinctly from face to face. "L ord Thornbuckl€'s daughter is not likely to keep such secretsfrom her
father."

"Y ou're right about that," came Bubbless voice from behind the prince. "Not that killing uswill do
any good in thelong run. Hell find out, and then helll find you.”

Lepescu lifted the canister in amock salute. "To your courage, my dear. Y ou may stop that shuffling
you're doing; you cannot screen your friend as she reloads; | can shoot the prince, and you, before you
shoot me. . . and I'm wesaring protection.” With achange in tone, he addressed the prince again. "Asfor
your friend Ronnie, ayoung man who cannot keep from boasting about his amatorial conquestsis hardly
likely to hold histongue about this, the next time he gets drunk. The dark girl—well, it'sapity, but many
have died dready, and so it goes. Y ou choose: kill them, and | know you will not talk. It would not bein
your own best interests. | have aflitter; we can escape somehow. | dways do. But if you cannot kill them
... thenI'm afraid you, too, must die." After amoment he went on. "Go ahead—it won't be easier for
wating."

Herisfollowed the bootprints up the narrowing cleft. Suddenly one pair stopped; whoever it was had
shifted around, trampling his own prints, and then completely new prints—larger, with adifferent
tread—set off again. She frowned at them, trying to remember where sheld seen that tread pattern, then
shrugged. It redly didn't matter.

"He put on overshoes," Cecdliamurmured, from behind her. "Why?" Heriswaved ahand to hush
her. They had to be close; she could tell the dope was closing in ahead of them.

If she hadn't been following the tracks, she might have missed the angle to the cave entrance.. . . but
thetracksled directly to it. A mat of wilting ferns and moss, agaping holeinto darkness, and a



voice—no, more than one voice. She was sure one of the voices was L epescu’s.

She pulled Cecdlia close and murmured into her ear. "He's there—ahead of us—and | think it'sthe
youngsters. Stay back; be ready to shoot if | go down. And watch for anyone behind us." Cecelia
nodded, eyes hard again. Heris crept nearer to the cave entrance, fighting down a surge of excitement
that threatened to send her charging straight at Lepescu, no matter what.

Now she could hear hisvoice clearly. She kndlt in the mud, and peered around the edge of the hole
into the dimness. Nothing but water, apool dmost 1apping the entrance. She would haveto goin. Voices
came from her left, around an angle of stone. She gave Cecdliaalast ook and ducked inside.

Her eyes adjusted quickly; morelight came in the entrance than she'd have thought from outside. She
flattened hersdlf againgt the damp stone to her |eft and edged around it. There. A big, bulky shapeina
protective suit, its back to her, and four faces beyond, pae against the black behind them. The suit had to
be Lepescu. Could she get him without hitting them? Was he wearing armor under the suit? And why the
auit, in thisweether? What contamination did he fear? Then she saw the clenched left hand, and caught
her breath. If that was a gas grenade—

She edged nearer, hoping none of the youngsters would notice her, athough she knew she must bea
very visble dark blot againgt the bright entrance. Lepescu was till talking. . . .

"Go ahead," hewas saying. "It won't be eesier for waiting."

What did he mean? And why four people? Heris Stared, just able to make out Ronnie, Bubbles, and
Raffa. . . but who was that fourth young man with the extravagant moustache and agleam of earring? A
friend of Lepescu's? She bit her lip; she could not possibly get both of them before someone else got
shot. She wondered if Lepescu was wearing armor under the suit; she reset her weapon for the dternate
clip of ammunition. This should penetrate persona armor. More danger to bystanders, but not as much
danger asalive Lepescu.

But as her eyes adjusted to the dim light, she saw the mysterious young man shift hisweight, his
expression changing from bewilderment and disbelief to mulish stubborness. "l won't doit," he said, and
dropped hisweapon. "And | think you'l find it impossible to explain my disappearance.” Herisaigned
her sights, and shifted alittle to clear Ronnie. It was at best atricky shot. . . . Thericochets would be
wicked. . ..

"Not redly," Lepescu said. "An inconvenience, yes—but not nearly an impossibility. It'sapity, and
I'm sorry—thisis not asporting proposition, but—" He rocked forward, blood spraying out the front of
his protective suit. Echoes of the shot and the impacts on him and on stone roared through the cave,
deafening, confusing. Lepescu dropped hisrifle; the canister dropped from hisleft hand, bounced, and
rolled aong the stone toward the water. Heris flinched; she wastoo far away to do anything more. If its
sed broke, they were dl dead. Ronnie and the prince legped together and landed on it like two eager
playerstrying to recover afumbled ball.

"Run!" Ronnieyelled to Raffaand Bubbles, Herisknew it would have been usdess. The girlsdidn't
run; after their first startled jerk, both of them seemed to be calmly reloading their weapons. Heris stared
a them. They must have known they were in danger; why hadn't they had around in the chamber? Then
the echoes died away . . . and the canister had not fired. . . . It [ay under the young men, inert and deadly
only in anticipation. They were dive; they were going to stay dive.

Herisrose from her careful crouch, and walked light-footed across the cave to Lepescu'sbody . . .
not body yet, for he was dive though mortally wounded. Shelooked down a him warily. He might have
other weapons.

"You..." hebegan, but pain caught at him, and he could not go on. His bresthing sounded loud,
now that the echoes of the shot had faded; she could hear the ominous snoring rattle that meant hislungs
werefilling.

She could not think what to say. All the clever retorts she remembered from history crumbled and
blew away inthewind of her anger. "Yes," she said, and it cameto her that she did not need to say



much, under the circumstances. "Commander Serrano, with al due respect.”

Even dying, even in pain, he had a courage she could not deny. Scorn dragged hisface into amask
of contempt. "Wait—" he breethed. "Haven't won—yet—"

She wanted to throttle him, finish it with her fingers on histhroat, but she could not do that. Instead,
sheremoved, with such control that she felt herself aimost amachine, his other wegpons, she paid no
attention to the bubbling bresths that faded to nothing.

Cecedliacould not have stayed out of the cave after the gunshot if someone had chained her to the
rock. She scrambled into the darkness, stumbled into the pool and back out, and came up, panting,
againgt the stone buttress that had blocked Heriss vision. Now, shocked and fascinated by her captain's
behavior, she had let her attention wander from the cave entrance. When she thought to look around,
there was another stranger, this one dirty and ragged, aswell as armed. Another stood behind him. He
glared a her, hisweapon aimed whereit could menace dl of them.

"What . . . are you doing here?' The pause, Ceceliawas sure, held a dozen suppressed curses. The
man looked dangerous and probably was. He must be one of those the hunters had chased.

"I'm Lady Cecdlia—" she began. Then she realized he wasn't even looking at her. He was|ooking
past her, at Heris.

"Petris. . ." Herissaid. Her voice wavered.

"Captain Serrano. Heris." Hisdidn't, nor did the muzzle of hiswegpon.

"You're with Admira Lepescu?' Quiet though it was, that question held avast pain; it got through to
Cecelia, who stared at her captain.

"Y ou know thisman?Who is he?'

Heris shook her head; for that ingtant she could not speak. Petris with Lepescu? Had he dways been
Lepescu's agent? Was this what Lepescu's dying words had meant?

Cecdliagtarted to reach for her ID packet, but the shift of hisweapon stopped her hand. Not her

tongue. "I'm Lady Ceceliade Marktos, as| said; we came looking for my nephew Ronnie and his
friends With themilitia”

"Ah." Petris till looked past her, to Heris. "The rescue arrives.” He glanced briefly at Cecdia. "Tell
me what you know about Admira Lepescu.”

Cecdiathought of objecting, but the weapon suggested caution, even cooperation. She had not
reglized before just how large the bore could look, seen from thisangle. "I don't know him," she said.

"Shedidnt tdl you?' he asked, jerking hischin at Heris.

Cecdlid's patience snapped. "Whatever she told meis no concern of yours, young man." He laughed,
ashort ugly sound with little humor iniit.

"You're not the best judge of that,” he said. Then, to Heris, "And you think I'm working with the
admird?"

Ceceliaglanced at her, and recognized Heriss expression for what it was, sorrow and despair, a
great wound. Even when telling the story of her resignation, she had never looked this shattered.

"I know he organized the hunt, here," Heris said. Her voice had no vigor, asif thewordslay dead in
her mouth. "And why & sewould military personnd be here with him—?"

"With him." Petrissvoice was no louder, but the passion in it would have fuelled a scream.
"Y ou—aof dl people—can bdieve | might work with that—that—and doesit look like I'm with him?Is
thisauniform?' His voice had risen then, chopped off by agesture from the other man. "No," he said
savagely. "'l am not with Lepescu.” Heturned away, still pae around the mouth. Cecdliastopped him.

"Excuse me, young man, but athough you and my captain may be perfectly clear about what isgoing
on, | am not. Heris hastold me the admira isan old enemy she would rather not meet save over a



weapon. When my nephew and his friends disappeared, and we found that L epescu was expected, she
became convinced he had something to do with it."

Findly, the man seemed to focus, redly focus, on Cecdlia. "Your captain? Youreher...uh. ..
employer?'

"That's right. Captain Serrano signed a contract with me only two days after resgning her
commisson.”

"And then?' He maiched her gaze, asif he could pull answers out through her eyes.

"And then she took command of my yacht, and we came here. Now—"

"Directly?'

Cecdiadrew hersdf up, annoyed. She had questions of her own, and he kept interrupting her. "No,"
shesad, not caring if he redlized she was miffed. "No—athough | don't quite see what businessit is of
yours. My former cgptain had been negligent, if not actudly crimina, in maintaining systems, and we had
to detour for emergency repair of the environmentd system.”

The man turned to Heris, the corner of his mouth twitching. "You didn't check things yoursdf before
you started?

"The ingpection sheets had been faked," Heris said dully. "Lady Cecdlias schedule had already been
st back; she wanted aquick departure, and |I—" Her voicetrailed off.

"Y ou couldn't wait to escape,” Petris said. Sarcasm edged hisvoice. "Y ou took your bribe and ran
off—"

"Bribel" Thistimeit was Heriss voice that got the sllencing gesture from the other man. At leedt,
Cecdliathought, theinsult had broken through and forced alive reection. "Isthat what he told you?”'

"Hetold us nothing, except thelist of charges.™

"Charges? But | resigned so they wouldn't prosecute any of you—"

"Wait." Petris|owered hiswegpon suddenly. "Then it's true what this youngster heard?" He nodded
a Ronnie. "Will you tell me you resigned? To save us, without any . . . any reward?"

"Y es. That wasthe choice. Resignation, and no trouble for you, or courtsfor al. It wasn't fair to put
al of you through that; it had been my decison. What do you mean about charges?’

"That . . . motherless son,” Petris said. Ceceliaremembered hearing once that on some planets that
was il an insult, athough most people were now decanted and not birthed. "He got you out of the way,
brought usto trid, and then had us here, to play hislittle gameswith."

Heris stared, the whites of her eyes showing clearly in the dimness. "Y ou—it was you hewas
hunting?" Petris nodded. Heris shook her head, like someone who has just taken a hard blow, and turned
to Lepescu's body with such violence that Ceceliawas afraid she would attack it bare-handed. "Damn
you! | killed you too soon! If only | could—" She was shaking now, starting to cry. Ceceliagaped, she
hed never imagined Herislosing control.

Petris strode past Ceceliaand grabbed Heris by the shoulders, dragging her away. "He's
dead—dont . . . you can't change it now—"

"I'd have—have done something—it's not fair—!" She turned a tear-streaked face back to Cecelia.
"Hetook my ship—my career—and then to kill them thisway—" And then to Petris, suddenly dry-eyed
again, asorrow too deep for tears. "I'm sorry, Petris. | didn't—imagine this. | couldn't. | believed they'd
hold to the agreement.”

"No," he said soberly. "Y ou couldn't. I'm sorry | misunderstood what you'd done.”

"How many—how many died?’ Heris asked. Cecdlia could hear the fragile control, the tremor in her
voice.

"Too many," Petrissaid. "But it's over now."

"It'snot over,” Herissaid. "It will never be over.” But she stood straight, motionless, and Cecdlia



watched her usua control return, layer by layer.

"Well, it'smostly over,” said acheerful voice from the cave entrance. Petris and the other men
whirled, sartled, but relaxed when they saw the digtinctive uniform of Bunny's militia. The militiacgptain
was grinning at them. "Unless one of you isthe wicked Admira Lepescu?'

"Admiral Lepescuisdead,” Heris said. Her voice seemed to hold no emotion at dl; it wasthe smple
Statement of fact.

Captain Sigind came nearer, glanced at L epescu's body, and nodded. ™Y ou shot him?"

"Y es, he was threatening them—" Heris nodded at the young people. Ronnie and the prince had
untangled themsalves from each other, the floor, and the quiescent grenade, and now stood more or less
a attention. Raffa had gone to Ronnie, Cecelianoticed, asif he were her respongbility. Bubbles stood a
little apart from the group, riflein hand, watching Herisintently. Cecdiahad time to wonder why, when
both girls were armed, neither had shot the admird.

Captain Sigind looked them over.

"And here's Lord Thornbuckle's daughter, and | presume that's your nephew, maam, and the other
young lady, and who's this—?" The militia captain looked at the prince, and the prince looked confused.

"Mr. Smith," said Ronniefirmly. " A friend of thefamily."

Captain Sigind alowed a dubious expression on hisface, and then shrugged it away. "Mr. Smith,
indeed. Aninvited guest? Pardon, but I'm required to ask."

Bubbles spoke up. "Mr. Smith has often been an invited guest here; my father will confirmit.”

"l ...see" Thecaptainlooked asif he would like to pursue that, but again chose discretion. Well
trained, Cecdliathought; aquick glance at Herissface, and she caught another well-trained expression.
Heris, however, would certainly pursue the matter later. The captain did not quite shrug before going on.
"Well, if everyonewill come along, we can get you back to Bandon this evening, and fly you back to the
Main House by morning—or you could spend the night on Bandon, and fly back tomorrow, whichever
you prefer.” He spoke into his comunit; Cecelia heard something about "retrieve the bodies’ and
"forendcs' and then redlized she was very, very tired indeed and wanted to Sit down.

"What about George?' she heard Ronnie ask. Then she heard nothing.

Chapter Twenty

Cecdiaawoke only moments |ater, thoroughly ashamed of hersdlf, to find Ronnie knedling beside
her. Helooked, she thought, far worse than she possibly could, with that colorful pattern of bruiseson his
head and face, his muddy, still-wet clothes, and the pallor of exhaustion and hunger. She glanced around
for Heris. Her captain was talking to the militia captain, who nodded as he keyed information into a
wristcomp. Other militia had appeared; Lepescu's body had aready been put into ablack bag and lifted
onto astretcher. . . . Shesaw it being carried out.

"Areyou al right, Aunt Cecdia?' He sounded genuinely concerned, not annoyed by an aunt who had



fainted.

"I'mfine" she said, and pushed hersalf up on her elbows. Shewastoo old to faint; at her age people
took it serioudy and talked about medical causes. "Just hungry,” she said, which was now true. Shewas
ravenous, and remembered that she had not had breakfast or lunch. Ronnie looked around franticaly, as
if he thought she expected him to pull agood med from the rock. "Don't worry,” she said, more tartly
than sheintended. "I forgot to edt, that'sdl." When she glanced around again, she saw that the two young
women were Sitting together, doing something to each other's faces, and the other young man stood
awkwardly aone. "What'sthe—"

"Mr. Smith," Ronnie said softly but firmly. "He's Mr. Smith—I don't know if you've met."

"Oh, weve met." She eyed him, then glanced at the prince. "Mr. Smith, isit? Did you two arrange to
meet here and continue your disagreement?”

"No!" Ronnie hushed himself with ashrug. "Hewashereon.. . . other business. Finished business,

Cecdialooked at the prince, who seemed to fed her gaze and returned it. In the cave's uncertain
light, she could not be sure of his expression, but he approached them.

"Excuseme," hesaid. "Ronnie, | redly do need to talk to you. About the due—"

"Mr. Smith," said Cecdlia, in the voice that had not failed her in fifty years or more. Y ou do not need
to talk to anyone. Under the circumstances, Mr. Smith"—she emphasized the name dightly—"theless
you talk to anyone the better. | very much doubt your father knows where you are.”

"Waéll, no, he doesnt, but till—"

"Y ou would bewise, Mr. Smith, to wait until your father explainsyour situation morefully. Thereis
no question of adud. Isthat quite clear?' Cecdliaput her eye upon him, the eye that had quelled many a
brash young man even when she hersalf was young. He subsided; even the stubborn knot along hisjaw
went away, and the jaunty curl at thetips of his moustache seemed to droop. Hisvoice lowered to a
hesitant growl.

"What | was going to say, maam, wasthat your nephew's courage in landing on the gas grenade
cancelled out any previous disagreement we might have had.”

"Youdid, too," Ronnie said quickly.
"Wise of both of you," Cecdliasaid, dlowing them to see her smile. "Now if someone can find me
something to eat—"

Cecelia had never thought about how long it could take to move afew people across a short stretch
of ocean. She had aways been, sheredized, the one who didn't have to wait. Thistime, she waited, and
heard from both militiaand the young people what had happened. Even with her wits restored by hot
broth and haf asurviva bar from Bubbless pack, it didn't make senseto her.

"L epescu killed the other hunters? Why?"

Herisrubbed her nose. "My guess would be that he thought he could get away aone. No witnesses
on hissde, convicted criminads—if any survived—on the other. . . . If hedd killed the young people,
gotten into that flitter, and made it away—"

"But he couldn't possibly—"

"I'm not sure. Suppose we had still been on the mainland when George's transmission went out. He'd
have had hours, not minutes, to complete his plans. Kill the witnesses, gas the remaining victims from the
flitter. Fly back to Bandon, take the shuttle up. A wild gamble, but he liked wild gambles. Better than
surrendering tamely to betried himsalf."

"But why not get the othersto help him?'

"Likely they wouldn't. That Mr. Smith—and by the way, are you and the others going to tell mewho



Mr. Smithis?'

"Someone who shouldn't be here" Cecdliasaid. "Later, perhaps—" She glanced around at the militia
who might be within earshot.

"Ah. Like someone's son, perhaps? Y es." Heriss eyestwinkled. "Anyway, Mr. Smith explained that
there had been alot of confusion after the flitter crashed here, and the admira had insisted on continuing
the hunt. He might well fear that hisalieswould turn on him. If he had gotten avay—well avay—we
would have found an idand full of dead people and no witnessesto convict him. He would not
necessarily know that | was here at dl, or that | knew he was onplanet.” Heris cocked her head. "A bold
plan, typica of him, but as usua wasteful of resources.”

"And Raffatold me about what happened after they crashed—although she doesn't know dl of
Ronni€'s story, or George's, or the others. Were they dl your crew?"

"Apparently not. Thiswasn't the first such hunt, and Petris said some who survived afew weeks of a
hunt were kept to seed the next, to keep it 'interesting.” Her voice flattened on the word. "Too many
were, though. | never thought—I swear | never imagined any such thing—"

"Of course not." Cecdlialeaned againgt the rock, and smiled at the younger woman. So much older
than the younglings, Ronnie and hisfriends, but ill so vulnerable. . . . She clearly needed someoneto
reassure her. Yet, in Cecelids experience, no reassurance made up for bad results. . . and this had to be
abad result, no matter how selflessthe origind decision. She looked away from Heris, and thought about
what she could do. Did she know anyonein the admiraty?

* % %

By thetime Heris and Cecedlialanded on Bandon again, the young people—except for Buttons, who
remained the family's representative on Bandorn—had been taken to the mainland aong with two
wounded militiaand three wounded victims. Ronnie needed medical observation; the girls had wanted to
check on George themsalves, and Bubbles had an appointment with her father. Cecdliarelaxed inthe
luxury of Bandon Lodge—afull set of servants had been flown out as soon asthe idand was
secured—and left Heristo her own devices. Heris, after abath and change of clothes, gathered her
courage and went to seeif her former crew would even spesk to her. They were scattered through the
guest rooms, according to the information in the deskcomp. She found door after