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Inloving memory of Prince, the best puppy in town.

CHAPTER 1

"Name?'

Jani Kilian shifted her atention from her aching somach to the admissions clerk who held her
MedRec card by the corner like adirty dispo. The woman tapped her stylus against the data-entry grid
that rested on the desk in front of her, the staccato impact of plastic on polycoat sounding its get on with
it song.

"Shane Aveill," Jani replied, "just likeit saysin the card.” She snatched apeek a her reflectionin
the highly polished counter. Chilly, too-dark eyes. Jaw tensed with discomfort. Sheforced asmile.

The clerk ignored the attempt at sociability. "Date and place of birth?"

Jani heard her voice quiver as she recited the information shed memorized in preparation for this
encounter. The Earthbound accents that echoed through the cavernous |obby made her nervous.

Coming to Felix had made sense after fleeing Chicago. The closest colony to Earth, it was an easy
burrow to hunker down in. So obvious a stopping place wasit that the Service agents who had no doubt
pursued her would have bypassed it for someplace lesslikely. The Channel Worlds. Or Pearl Way.

But the burrow had proved to be made of quicksand. Expensive but necessary equipment
purchases had devoured her finances, forcing her to remain until she could earn enough money to leave.
Then her dodgy hedlth had taken a serious downturn.

The stomachaches, | can handle. But not the nauses, the vomiting, the pounding heart. She
knew she risked exposure by coming to Neoclona-Fdlix, but it was the only place on the planet that



could treat her properly, and she had grown sick and tired of fegling sick and tired.
It was amatter of minutes now. One blood study or en-cephal oscan, and she'd be blown.

They promised | had nothing to fear . Ca Montoya, the doctor who had saved her lifein
Chicago, and those he spoke for. Promises were made to be broken. Her somach clenched, and she
leaned into the counter.

"Parents names and worlds of origin?'

Jani looked around the Neoclona facility's glass and stone lobby as she gave voice to more of the
fictitiousMs. Aver-ill'sinvented history. Shades of purple—the company's sgnature hue—shone from
every surface, even thetinted glass that softened the battering Felician sun. Bathed in shafts of
grape-colored sunlight, she felt as though she stood at the bottom of afilled punch bowl.

"I don't suppose you can give methefirst letter of your patient string?”

Jani took a steadying breath as the pain in her gut eased.
" P-seven-e ght-dot-one-two-dash-four-eight-zee—"

The tapping ceased abruptly. "Y ou know your patient string by heart?"

Jani restrained the urge to turn on her hed, walk out of the lobby, and disappear into the Felix
Magoracrowds. "It'sjust a series of encodes. GateWay nearest my birth planet, followed by world code,
followed by sector—"

The clerk ran the card through a scanner, then watched the disgorged data asit scrolled down the
grid screen. " Shipping adminigrator for Felix Cruisaways, huh? Figures you can memorize
forty-two-character strings.” Her haggard features softened at this discovery of akindred, data-crunching
soul. She even cracked asmile. "'Is Cruiseways agood place to work?!

Jani eyed the clerk's bright purple shirt. Silver caducei, every detail of snake, wing and staff visible
in the hol oetch-ing, sparkled from collar and cuffs. The knowledge of what lay behind the symbols made
her shiver. Or maybe it was the subarctic temperature of thelobby. "It'sal right. | doubt it's any more
exciting than what you do here. Besides, with the way Earth-colony relations are headed, the shipping
and travel businesses are bound to take a hit. Y ou're better off sticking with Neoclona."

The woman sighed and tugged at her dark blond bangs. Earthbound, judging by the odd twang of
her Felician Spanish, and younger than sheinitidly appeared. Mid-twenties, but her attitude aged her. "It
just didn't turn out to be as exciting as | thought it would when | answered this posting. 'See the colonies!
Meet new people!' " She fingered an entry into the grid. "Check in with the outpatient nurse on
thirty-seven. Shéll tell you whereto go from there."

Jani reclaimed her record card and offered a commiserating grin of farewell. Dear child, the last
thing in the Commonwealth you want is an exciting life. She waded deeper into the bowl, toward
thelift bank. Trust me.

They asked her the same questions four more times as she scaled the floors to her doctor's office.
Crude way to suss out potential health-care fraud, but with the field of documents forgery as advanced as
it was, the human eement usually turned out to be the weakest link. Something about the increasing
isolation and the proximity of sharp metd insruments and blinking anayzerstripped up less-determined
con artigts.

But we're the few, the sneaky, the hard-core liars, Jani thought as she followed the latest in the



afternoon's series of white-coated backs down a hallway lined with examining rooms. She had reached
the seventy-second floor, aerie of department chiefs and other demigods—her appointment had been
made with adivinity named Tellinn. Deputy chief of endocrinology. Narrow, dumped shoulders. Shaggy
black hair that needed trimming. Lapdog eyes degp-set in adrawn, pale face. Looked as though he
could use alittle of what he sold.

"Thisway, Ms. Aveill," he said asheled her around yet another corner. ™Y ou're complaining of
nausea?"'

"Y&"
"Andyourefeding jittery?"

"Yes," Jani hissed. Two decades of experience compelled her to memorize the locations of the
nearest exits, the security desk, the dead-end hallways. "At firgt, it just happened after | ate, but now it's
condtant.”

"Could be one of thefood dlergies weve been encountering lately,” Tellinn said glumly. "Areyou
from Elyas? Elyans have an awful time when they come here."

"No, I'm... not." Could they tell she was Acadian from her pattern of genetic mutations, or would
her unique condition swamp out minor colony-to-colony differences?

What won't they find out about me, if they probe deeply enough?

Jani sniffed thefiltered air and shivered again. She hated hospitals. Not that thisrichly appointed
corner of Neoclonasfar-flung empire resembled in any way the jury-rigged basement in which, eighteen
years before, the company got its start and she received a second chance at life. But old memoriesdied
hard, and every time she caught a biting whiff of antiseptic no filter could ever totaly diminate, three faces
formed in her mind.

The three empire-builders. Eamon DeVries, who hated her guts. John Shroud, who ... didn't. And
Vaentin Parini, who put out the fires that raged between the two polar oppositeslike the born fireman he
was.

John and Val promised | would be looked after . Their representative had spoken in their
names—she had nothing to worry about. She looked up and down the hallway as she trudged after
Tdlinn.

Exit to stairwell—unalarmed—second hallway to the left of the nurses' station.
"Jesus Chrigt!" Tellinn did to ahalt so quickly Jani dmost walked up his back.

"Not nearly so grand,” said the man who had stepped out of the shadowed doorway. "Hello,
Hugh."

"Va." Tdlinn'svoice shrank to awhisper.

"Sorry to drop in so druptly.” Vaentin Parmi riffled a hand through his ash brown hair. Hishazel
eyeswerelarge and amond-shaped, his nose afindy molded arch, his cheekbones precipitous. Time's
passage had |eft only thread-fine grooves near the corners of his mouth.

"What—are you—" Tellinn's complexion, moontan to begin with, had turned downright chalky.



The barest hint of recognition flickered in VVa's green-brown gaze as it moved to Jani, then back
to Tellinn. "1 just punched through the GateWay two days ago. Forgive me for not messaging ahead, but
being so near, | didn't seethe point.” Full lips curved in acool smile. "Don't worry, thisisn't asurprise
ingpection. John didn't send meto Felix with an agenda.”

Telinn drew the back of his hand across his mouth. *How did you get here? No one mentioned
sending out the VIP shuittle”

Va shrugged lightly. "Fdlix Centrd Orbita Station to the city shuttleport. Chartered ahdiskim.
Landed on that new rooftop pad you ingtdled last year. | must say, | do like the sensation of dropping
onto my hospitd from the clouds.”

"Like God Almighty himsdlf," Jani muttered. Va responded to the jab with aknowing smirk, but
the glare Tellinn focused on her held murder. And something else. Shelooked again at Va, who winked.

"Actudly, Hugh," he said, pointing to Jani, "1'd like to perform this physicd, if you don't mind. |
checked the appointment roster at the nurses station. Another food dlergy— my, my, they seemto be
everywhere these days. They're a pet interest of mine—did you know that?' He waved off the other
doctor's protest. "However, my rolein al thisisgtrictly off-paper. Keep your encode in her MedRec
and draw up any scripsyoursdlf. Asfar aswereal concerned, you're the physician of record.” His
al-business expression softened. "I'll explain it to you over dinner tonight.” Jani swore his eyelashes
fluttered. "But only if you can fit mein, of course.”

Twin rounds of color bloomed in Tellinn's cheeks. "'I— did have something, but I—can cancd.”
He blinked as though dazed, then handed Va the data-recorder board he had up to that point been
holding in front of hischest likeashidd. "I'll bein my office” He shot Va alagt, sunned look, then
waked dowly down the hall and disappeared around the corner.

Va watched Tdlinn leave with the discerning eye a gourmet would direct toward the dessert
display. Then he turned to Jani, and the look sharpened. "Oh Captain, my Captain." He pointed to the
examining-room door. "In there. No sudden moves. Hands where | can seethem.”

Jani pushed the pand open; it whined under theforce. "Y ou haven't changed a bit, you shameless
bastard. Y ou sandbagged him." She held the door open while Va sauntered past. "Y ou're more than he
can handle, and you know it."

"But with me asadigtraction, he won't give you a second thought, will he?"
"Hesinlovewith you!"

"Yes, well. Believeit or not, after afew dayswith me, helll be ready for six months without. I'm
the white-chocol ate cheesecake in hislife—alittle piece of me goesahdl of alongway.” Va set the
recorder on atable beside an andyzer. "But, first thingsfirst." To Jani's surprise, he held out hisarms.
"Just aquick hug, Jan. Because I've missed you. Because knowing I'd be seeing you again scared the hell
out of me."

Jani hesitated. Then shewaked, alittle ungteadily, into Va's embrace. He enclosed her lightly, as
though she might break. She squeezed back harder. He wore acrisp linen day-suit in light green; the stiff
materid crackled in her grasp like leaves.

"If you'retrying to wring the years out of me, you'retoo late." He pulled back so he could ook her
intheface. Hiseyesglistened. "Y ou look lovely. My one and only girl." Hetugged at one of her short,
black curls, then ran afingertip down the bridge of her nose. "That's held up well, | must say.”



Jani batted hishand away. "Socid climber. Y ou gave me aFamily face. Damned bones you could
sharpen blades on.”

"Bullshit. | passed on the Parini countenancein the only way | cared to.”

They grinned idiotically a one another. Then Jani sensed her ingtincts firing warning shots, and her
smilefaded. "How did you know | was here?’

Va dghed. "So much for sweet reminiscence.” He frowned as Jani extricated hersdf from his
arms. "Well, what can | say, except that there's nothing loyal employees and money can't accomplish.
We have spiesin every colonid city with a decent port—our Felician contact spotted you soon after you
arrived. When you didn't depart immediately for a more out-of-the-way refuge, John started to worry.
We decided | should come. John feared you'd bolt if you saw him."

"Did he?'

"Well, maybe | needed to convince him. Sit on him. Threaten him alittle.” Va crossed hisarms
and dropped his chin—his skeptica pose. "So?"

Jani shrugged. "I spent al my cash on gear. | needed to earn aberth." She wavered beneath his
dare, weighty with paterna gruff. "And | haven't felt good for months.”

"That'swhat John was afraid of." Vd fingered the collar of her white trouser suit. "That's very
pretty. Tres Felicienne. Y ou've got five secondsto ped out of it. We have work to do.”

Firgt came bloodwork, followed by a series of intrusive swabbings and scopings Jani could have
done without, thank you. Then came an upper GI scan facilitated by her swalowing of a biodegradable,
capsule-sized camera, and completed in spite of Val'singstence that she stand beside him at the display
receiver and watch the full-color, three-dimensiona workings of her digestive tract. Her equally adamant
reply that hed find himsdf wearing the cameraif she did as he asked put a stop to his goading.

"Last part.” Vd rolled a stress screen the sze of afull-length mirror into the center of the room.
"Let's see how those new limbs of yours are doing. Off with the medgown. Get behind the screen. Stand
up sraight. Move only when | tell you to."

Jani stripped off the tissuelike gown and stepped behind the dull, milky screen. It brightened to
trand ucent glass and emitted abarely perceptible hum.

She looked down at her left arm, then her left leg. No longer numb limbs driven by half-formed
nervenets, but fully functional animandroid, the best Neoclona could produce. Replaced almost six
months ago, during her first ever vist to Earth.

"Jani, atten-hut!"

She snapped to attention, chin up, shoulders back. The screen mirrored her image; she avoided
looking &t her face. Her light brown skin held up well under the room's chem-illumination. Her legsdidn't
look too bad.

But, asaways, her eyesdrew her in. They looked like two black holes staring back from the
screen surface. She didn't like using that filming. 1t was the same brand holoV ee actors used, formulated
to show up well in theimaging, and lesslikely to fissure than commercia brands. But it wastoo dark for
red life. People were starting to comment.

Bet they'd shut up if | let them see what was under neath.



"At ease, Captain. Y our whole thorax has gone red. Relax.”

Jani took a deep breath and thought about white, puffy clouds. "Can | talk?"
"Y eah. Just don't gesture.”

"How do | look?'

"All greens and blues—a veritable study in symmetry and stress distribution. The new limbsare
fine, of course, but the old musculature has held up very well. Weredlly did an exceptiona job on youl. |
don't believe weve ever topped it.”

"Wdll, you boys always worked best under pressure.” Jani's hands clenched, and she thought
about clouds again. "Trying to patch me together while holding off the Admira-Generd's office and the
Consulate—can't imagine much more pressure than that.”

"Turn ninety degreesto your right, please." At firg, it seemed Va would ignore further mention of
their shared past. Then he cleared histhroat. "The difficult part was justifying the supplies we ordered.
Most of the Consulate staff had been evac'd out of Rauta Shéraa by then, and the ones that remained
weren't sustaining the types of injuriesto justify the materials we shipped in. It reached the point wherel
became adaily vigtor to the Service Intelligence annex." He chuckled warmly. " Guessthat's where
devel oped my legendary powers of persuasion. Turn your back to me, please.”

Jani turned. "The Vynsha had taken the perimeter settlements by then. All they'd left to do was
declare themselves 'rau’ and send their Hadrin advance troops into Rauta Shéraato prepare the way. The
Family members who'd supported the Laum were scrambling to realign themselves. Some pretty
formidable namesfeared for their lives. Y ou'd think Intelligence would have had their hands full getting
them out of Rauta Shéraadive.”

Va sighed. "Y es, the Vynshawere exhibiting remarkably human vindictiveness, weren't they?|
think Intelligence was concerned John, Eamon, and | were on the same short list. We were bad boys,
remember? Turn ninety degrees, please.”

Jani rotated dowly. The rough sensapad on which she stood made the soles of her feet itch. "Did
you really think they'd have killed you?" Shetried to shift her footing, but stopped when she heard Va
grumble. "Nema considered the three of you esteemed enemies. A chief propitiator'sregard should have
been enough to save you."

Va huffed. "We had traveled pretty far into the land of forbidden knowledge by then. Besides,
Nemawas on his Temple's fecd roster. His regard and avend token wouldn't have bought us a cup of
coffee." A series of clicks sounded as he downloaded the screen datainto the recorder. "All done. You
can come out now."

Jani eased from behind the screen and reached to the floor for the crumpled medgown. The chill
tile helped ease the burning on the bottoms of her feet, but before she could examine the damage, Va
cdledto her.

"Let'shave alook at those sweet baby jades of yours," he said as he whedled the screen against
thewdl. " Strip off those eyefilms™

"My eyefilms?' Jani backed againgt the sinkstand. Her ankles prickled. She stifled a cough.

"What's the matter with you?' Val took astep closer. "What'swrong?'



Jani coughed again as her lungsfilled with scancrete. "Can't bresthe. My feet—" She dumped
againgt the sink-stand. Black patches grew and faded before her eyes.

Val rushed to her. He kndlt down, grasped her ankle, and snatched a glance at the bottom of her
foot. Then helooked back at the sensapad. "Damn it! Damn it, damn it, damn it!" He hurried to the pad
platform, tore the thin polymer film from its metd base, rolled it into atight tube, and shoved it under his
jacket and into the waistband of histrousers. Then he rushed to the door, pushing through the gap before
it opened completely. "1 need a shockpack!"

He returned, dragging an equipment-laden skimcart; white coats streamed in after him like aflood
of milk. Two of them lifted Jani onto the scanbed while Telinn clipped amonitor relay to her ear. "Hurry
the hell up, Vd," he snapped. "Her oxygen saturation's dropping like arock.”

Prodded with probes, raked over by scanners, Jani watched the frantic bustle with growing
disinterest. Her world had become one of deadened emotion, blurring color, choppy sound and motion.
Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Va work over her right arm, then felt the pinch of aninjector. The
heavinessin her chest eased, and sheinhaded with awheezy rattle.

"Blood pressuré's up. A hundred over fifty-five." The source of the announcement, aslver-haired
woman with chief of staff etched into her ID badge fixed Vd with aglare. "What happened, Parini?'

Va'seyeslocked with Jani's. They know, Jan, they said, asthe once-glib mouth worked
soundlesdy. Sweat trickled down the face held copied for her, in abasement lab outside awar-torn dien
city, when he and John and Eamon had |learned enough about her to redlize rebuilding her old one wasn't
anoption.

They know you 're here.

"Here, drink this" Va refilled the cup and pushed it over to Jani's side of the table. "Now, while
it'shot.”

Jani eyed the black, foamy brew with distaste. John's coffee had dways tasted like a gift from the
gods. Va's, on the other hand. ... "Don't you think three cups are enough?' She belched quietly. "My
stomach's going to go critica any second.” She gazed longingly acrossthetable at hisiced lemonade. "'l
think we can ease up on the caffeine—my breathing'sfine.”

Va had returned to the bar, set in asunken acovein the middle of his spacious hotel room, and
continued to rummage through coolers and cupboards. " Just keep drinking— you're not out of the
woodsyet. Damnit, | injected you with enough adrenosol to punch aresistant male one and ahaf times
your weight through the celling, and it just brought your blood pressure up into low-normal. | couldn't
risk giving you more, not with al those expert witnesses around.” He dammed the cabinet door.

"I got enough of thefish-eye asit was. 'Wasn't that dose atad high, Va?What were you doing
to her, anyway? They know the story of the patient we patched together on Shérd, and not dl of them
approved of our methods. | swear they dl think | was experimenting on you, and it backfired. Y ou'd
think that damned augmentation of yours could have helped you out."



"Y ou know Service augies only work in threastening Situations.” Jani fingered the tiny round scar on
the back of her neck where skull met spine. The large bore canula of a ster-eotaxic headset had punched
ahole there over twenty years ago, then injected the self-assembling components of her little passenger.
"Discharge a shooter across my bow, | can get asfrosty and functional asyou please.” Only then would
thetiny glands adjacent to her amygdalarelease their reservoirs of pseudocatecholamines. Sharpen her
wits. Ease her panic. Dull her pain.

But if I'm not pissed off or scared senseless, I'm on my own. She pulled in adeep, wheezing
breath, and choked down another sip of coffee. "So what happened?' Her ssomach gurgled ominoudly.

Vd returned to the table, the results of hisexplorations clutched in hishands. He piled dl the
stomach-settling food he could find, dispos of crackers and peppermint candies, by Jani's cup, then fell
into the chair across from her. "I've got the head of Security running scan searches and background
checksto see who the hell could have put the mat there. I'm not optimistic. It was either a Service or
Cabinet plant, and they're probably off-world by now." He fumbled with a packet of crackers. "Asfor
what wasinit, | won't know for sureuntil | test it, and | can't test it properly until | get it home. Whatever
it was, it had your number. Y ou stood on it for no more than ten minutes, and the soles of your feet look
like someone went after them with astrap.”

Jani winced. Her heavily salved feet, encased in thick, truecotton booties, tingled with a
maddening, itchy burn. The booties had been trested with anti-irritants and healing accelerants, but they
couldn't work miracles. Walking promised to be aredl treet for the next few days.

Wherever | happen to be. She checked her timepiece; six hours had elapsed since her episode.
Mogt of that time had been spent in the office of Dr. Fanshul, the tart-tongued chief of staff, who had
argued vehemently that it wasin Jani's best interest to stay in the hospita overnight for observation. Va
had put an end to the debate, and blown his cover in the process, by signing her out under his care. By
thetime al the agnatureswerein place, haf the facility knew something strange had happened on the
seventy-second floor involving one of the "Big Three' and amysterious "woman in white."

"S0?' Vd lad clam to one of the peppermints. "Have | fucked up your situation here sufficiently,
or should | try for full-page advertsin tomorrow morning's newssheets?' He smiled broadly, histeeth and
lips coated bright blue by the candy.

Jani knew he wanted to coax asmile out of her. Under different circumstances, it might have
worked. "I haveto get off-planet. Within the hour."

Va dumped back in hischair and drummed hisfingers on thetable. "My ship's having some refit
work done. It'll be ready in two days. L et me take you—"

"l can't wait two days."

"Y ou better find away. Face redlity. Y ou dmost died. Asthings stand now, | can hear you
breathe across the room— that Situation isn't going to change for days. And if you try to do much
walking on those feet of yours, you risk anagty infection.”

"Can't you give me something to see me through?"

Va'sexpresson grew pained. "Jan, I'm not sure how the drugs | have on hand would affect you.
Asyou learned to your detriment in Chicago, your response to some common medications has become
idiosyncratic.”" He stared moodily into hislemonade. "For al | know, theré's nothing wrong with that
sensapad. Y ou may have smply developed a sengitivity to that particular biopolymer, and damniit, if
exposure to something like that is enough to knock you for aloop, what ese out there could affect you?"



"That's not your problem.”

"Monkey's assit's not my problem! You—" Vd fdl slent. Jani could amost hear theclick of a
balance as he weighed hiswords. "Jan, your body is going through some changes right now. We know
why, but the how, what, when, and where have us allittle baffled.” He looked at the celling, into the
depths of hisglass, everywhere but at her.

"Why can't you say it, Va?' Jani took another sip of coffee, and swallowed hard. "Eighteen years
ago, you patched me together with tissue manufactured from human and idomeni genetic materid. You
thought you'd deactivated most of the idomeni genes, but you hadn't. Y ou thought you'd madeit soI'd
livefor two hundred years, but you didn't op to think what | might live as."

Vad blinked rgpidly. "Jani," he said, hisvoice cracking, "you're wrong."

"I'm hybridizing. I'm not human anymore, but I'm not idomeni either. | can eat Haérin spicesthat
would blister the inside of your mouth, but some of their herbs and nuts go through me like poison. | can't
drink human teaanymore. | can barely choke down anything swest, but | can ped alemon and et it like
you would an orange." Jani heard the tremor in her voice. When shetalied up the small things— that was
when it scared her. "Nemawasright. He said this would happen, that no matter how you tried to Stop it,
| would continue to change."

"Jani, Nemaisareigious fanatic with an agendaaslong asmy arm. Let'sleave your medica care
to experts, shdl we?'

"And which expertswould those be, VaA? The oneswho got meinto thismessin the first place?

Va flinched as though shed dapped him. The room lighting accentuated the lines near his mouth,
sgnsof age Jani couldn't find around her own no matter how hard she looked. " Jani, we did the best we
could for you."

"That you did, Vd, that you did. Thanksto you, | have eyesthat ook like two corroded copper
discs and eating habits that make people sare. | york my guts a couple times aweek, and between the
nausea and the shivery shakes, my every day isajoy. And let's not forget that this condition of mine has
reinforced Nemal's grand theory that I'm his heir apparent, which gives him the right to take charge of the
rest of my lifeif | ever let him get his hands on me, which | don't believe | will, thank you!" She glared at
the stricken man. "I've had time to think these past few months. Way too much time. | hate being thisway
and | didn't have achoice. And now that the Service and the Commonwealth government know I'm
dive, dl they haveto doisfollow thetrail. I'm agoddamn walking disaster Sren!”

"Jani, we—" Vd'svoice cracked. "Do you hate us that much?'
"Do you redly want meto answer that?"

"No." He sniffed. Cleared histhroat. ™Y ou need more in-depth assessment than | can give you
here. Come back with meto Sesttle. You and | ways got aong, and Eamon isn't around much these
days." He hestated. "And whatever you think of John, he would like very much to seeyou.”

Bits of memory flitted through Jani's mind. Some were more vivid than others. "Does he dlill play
thevidin?'

"Yes" Vd'svoicelifted hopefully. Y ou'd enjoy listening to him now—he's gotten rather good.”

"Just the three of us basking in one another's company and listening to John fiddle. That sounds
familiar." Jani looked out the tableside window. Fifty floors below, early-evening skimmer traffic



crammed Felix Mg oras main thoroughfare. Above the nearby mountains, barely visible through an
artificid forest of scancrete and glass, the setting sun glowed like aweld spot. Y ou and John liveina
dream world. Eamon would know better. He wouldn't be able to shove me out the door fast enough." A
cramp shot through her abdomen. She tore open a packet of crackers and forced them down.

"Jan, we can keep you safe. No one will even suspect you're Earthside.”

"Redlly?Is Neoclonaasovereign state? | read the news-sheets, Val. | watch the 'Vee. Funny the
storiesthat keep cropping up. Rehashes about how human-idomeni relations took a dive after Knevget
Shérda. Garbled rumor about the death of Rikart Neumann. Portraits of Evan asthe emotiondly battered
son and lover. Can't you see what's happening? His attorneys are scrambling for adefense, and I'miit.”

"Jani, he gave the order to have your transport blown out of the sky to cover up hisinvolvement in
Knevcet Sheraa. Nobody's that good a scrambler.”

"Oh yeah? Has he been formally charged?’
"John knows he's guilty. He told me—"

"Has Evan been formdly charged?' Jani nodded as the uncertainty flickered in Vd'seyes. "The
termis plea bargain. He'stelling the Service dl about me. | won't even need atrid—they'd just shoot
me a O'Hare."

"We haveinfluence.

"V, | killed Neumann. My commanding officer. Thefirst N in NUVA-SCAN. The Familiesare
closing rank." She stood and headed for the door. ™Y our influence and a vend token." She took one step.
Two. Before she could take athird, popping sensations worked across both soles, followed by stinging
wetness, then raw agony as though she skated over meta blades.

Jani didn't fed hersdlf fdl; she only knew she was on thefloor. As pain radiated up her legs and
she gasped for breath, she felt ahand close over her shoulder.

"Y ou're not running out on us, Jan," Va said gently. "Not thistime. And when you finaly do go
somewhere, it's going to be with me."

In the end, they compromised.

"l don't like this one damn bit." Va snaked the Neoclona staff skimmer down one of Felix
Magjorasless-traveled side streets. The deek, silver two-seater didn't meet Jani's standards as a getaway
vehicle. It drew the eye like a stone skipping over water. Pedestrians stopped to stare as it passed.

Atleast it wasn't purple.

"Y ou have to keep your date with Hugh," she said. "He can tell you what they're saying about usin
the staff room."”

Va checked a street sign, compared it to the name on his directional screen, and frowned. "He's
not like that. No matter hisfedlings, he'saways kept his own counsd.”

"Oh, I'm sure you can work around his better judgment. Use your legendary powers of
persuasion.” Jani watched out her window as large commercia buildings gave way to the smaller
resdentia structures of the city's mountain side. It took her sometimeto redize Va hadn't spoken; she
turned to find him eyeing her with ill-conceal ed discomfort.



"| don't like playing the tart while you're running loose doing God knowswhat."

"Staying put in my gpartment. Packing.”

"Packing. Right." Va pointed to the directiona'stouch-pad. "I like Hugh. Theideaof working him
repulsessme.”

"Conddering your performancethis afternoon, | find that difficult to believe.”

"That was fun!" Va sighed. "Would've been fun. Thisisdifferent. Thereéstoo much at stake, and |
don't know what the hdll I'm doing.”

"Just find out what they're saying about us. If Hugh asks about me, bring up the massive clinica
study you're planning. Tell him you want to baseit in acolonid facility for achange. Mentionit will need a
director. Throw in that famous smile, and you'll bein like agreased weasd.” Vd shifted uneasily, and Jani
forced agrin. "Look, if it'sany consolation, I've done the tart thing once or twice. If | candoit, yourea
lock."

Va stopped at an intersection and glanced at the directiond. "Y ou say left, it saysright.”
"Takealeft."

He shrugged and turned lft. " Sometimes, at the end of the day, when we've worked to the point
of exhaustion and dl our interna safeguards have burnt out, John and | will uncork abottle of wine and
talk. About you. Where you could be living, what you could be doing. John does most of thetalking." He
glanced at Jani sidelong. "I don't think I'll repest this conversation to him anytime soon.”

They turned another corner. The sudden brightness of the streetlights hit Jani full in the face. She
closed her eyes againgt the battering glare; they watered anyway. "Fuck you," she said. "Stop here. I'm

getting out.”

"What!" Vd jerked thewhed in surprise, sending the skimmer over the curb boundary and up
onto the sdewak. The vehicle's proximity alarms blatted as he tried to regain control from the autonav,
which fought to turn the skimmer in the opposite direction. By the time he maneuvered into an idling dot
near asmal playground, residents from nearby buildings had gathered in windows and doorwaysto
watch. Scattered applause sounded as the vehicle shuddered to a stop.

Jani watched awoman across the street point at the skimmer and laugh. ™Y ou have afuturein this
business, | cantel.”

"Oh, bullshit!" Va glared at their surroundings. Much of the playground equipment had been
dismantled, lighting was intermittent at bet, and severd |ess-polished-looking skimmers had dready
veered by for alook at the spiff new vigitor. "I'll be damned if I'm letting you out here—thisplaceisa
dump!" He pointed to the directiona touchpad. "1 don't know why you told meto bring you here,
anyway—the address code on Shane Averill's MedRec says—"

Jani popped open her door, but Val dragged her back inside the skimmer before she could flee.
His grip on her animandroid upper am made her gasp—he knew just where to grab and how hard to
sgueeze. " Shane Averill was a one-shot, wasn't it? Something you patched together to get through the
visit to Neoclona? Y ou don't work at Felix Cruiseways, and you don't live at the addressin your filel" He
struggled to pull the door closed with hisfree hand. "We're supposed to meet tomorrow morning at your
gpartment, Jani. Now how the hell are we supposed to do that when | don't know where you live!™

Jani tried to wedge her right leg through the shrinking gap between door and sedl. "I'll meet you at



your hotdl."

"You said you didn't want to go back there anymore. Y ou said it wastoo risky." Va swore as
Jani wriggled hafway out of the skimmer. Hetried to drag her back into the cabin without releasing his
grip onthe door pull, but before he could set himsdlf, the gullwing flew upward, pulling him headlong
across Jani's lap before finaly wrenching free.

Hoat, dry night spilled into the cabin.

"Hey, lindo, que pa?' A wiry Fdiciano, bareto the waist and sporting a half-shaved head, stood
in the gaping entry. He leaned forward while sill holding on to the door pull; the stretched pose
accentuated histhin waist and bony chest. "What's wrong, pretty man with the pretty skim, you don't get
your money'sworth?' He leered at Jani. "Hard girl like this don't earn her pay?' He rapped the door
sharply, and shapes moved into the range of the skimmer headlights. Four of them. "Maybe we give you
both your money'sworth.”

Jani eased her other knee from beneath Va's body. "When | bolt, you floor it and go."
"Oh shit, Jan, don't—"

Jani kicked out. Before she'd left Vd's hotel room, she'd supplemented her booties with three
pairs of hissocksand apair of hishiking boots. Her padded and armored feet connected perfectly with
Shaved-head's solar plexus; he dropped to the ground. She scrambled out of the cabin and over his
gasping form, pounding off in the direction opposite his cohorts before any of them could react. After a
few drides, she heard the gratifying whine of an accelerating skimmer, followed by the
much-less-wel come sound of pursuing footsteps. Shetried to pick up her pace, but her feet burned as
though she ran through flame. Her chest ached. Her legs turned to cement.

Behind her, the pounding grew louder.

Then, like abracing wave bregking over her, an old friend dropped by to pay Jani his respects.
Her feet numbed. Her lungs cleared. Muzzy perception crystalized. The ovenlike night air parted before
her, then closed behind, buoying her dong. She pelted down a side street and through an dley, avare as
acat of thefading noises behind her. The thought that she'd been sick afew hours before and should
dow down flitted through the cold white that had become her mind, but she shook it off. Fatigue was for
other people. She could surf thisway for hours. And maybe she would, just for the sheer anima joy of it.

Héello augie—about damn time.
Through every cdl in her body, Jani's augmentation whispered hisregards.

But her Service-implanted bootstraps could only take her so far. As she dowed to atrot, Jani felt
thefirgt tendrils of panic push through her cam. The neurochemical rush that had eased her pain and
opened her lungs dowed to a sputter. Augie worked best and longest for intact soldiers at the top of their
game, not for half-animandroid never-weresjust released from the hospitd.

Jani eased to awalk, in part to conserve her flagging strength, but mainly because sheld entered a
section of Felix Mg orawhere arunning woman would attract attention. Office towers and manufacturing
facilitiesloomed on either Sde as she headed down awide, well-kept aley. When she reached an entry
next to asmall loading dock, she knocked twice, then sagged against the doorframe and pressed her hot,
wet face againgt cool, dry metdl.

The door opened.



"l saw you coming on the scan.” The woman looked Jani up and down and grimaced. Her name
was lleana, and she was Jani's boss. "What the hell happened?’

Jani ducked past her. Ingde, the air felt cool and held a soft floral fragrance. "Almost got mugged.”
"Where?'
"The Cuarto Montana."

"What the hell were you doing there!” 1leanaflipped her long black braid over her shoulder. "At
night? Alone?'

"Fell adegp on the hojea.” The Fdician Spanish dang for the automated public-transport system
dipped off Jani's tongue as though sheld used it al her life. "Didn't hear the end-of-the-line darm until it
wastoo late. They just spooked me. I'm fine."

"Hmph." lleana eyed Jani's rumpled white trouser suit. Then she looked down at Va's heavy
brown boots and wrinkled her nose. "Tell me you didn't do that on purpose.” She had matched her own
flame orange wrapshirt and trousers with high-hedled sandals of the same color, and had wound a
desert-print scarf around her neck. Her thick braid reached to her waist and gleamed with gold oil. Tall
and lithe, with along, angular face, she gppeared the well-to-do Fdliciana, amature lady of business.
Perfume dedler, inthiscase.

Appearances could be deceiving.

"It'salong story." Jani entered the main work area, where a man and woman watched over the
array that packed therolls of perfumed adhesive patchletsinto cartons. "Maybe I'll tell you about him
ometime”

"Ah, man trouble!” lleana clapped her handsin glee. "Findly, my paper robot shows humanity!"
Shefollowed Jani into the tiny employee locker room. "Bring him to lunch tomorrow, Tasa | must meet
him."

Tasa. Jani sat down on the narrow bench in front of her locker. Ohyes, a"T" name; lately, she
found it hard to keep track. " Sure. When and where?"

|leana debated times and places out loud; Jani stifled ayawn as shewilled her voice into the
background. Post-augie fatigue had overtaken post-augie jitters more quickly than she remembered. But
then, lately, lots of things were happening differently than she remembered.

The entry comport buzzed; leana, till nattering about restaurants, left to answer it. Assoon as she
was done, Jani keyed into her locker and removed asmal duffdl. The Service surplus bag was made of
gtiff, dark blue polycanvas, and contained everything she owned. She had taken arisk leaving it there, but
she hadn't dared take it into Neoclona, and she didn't trust the security of her flat.

Jani did aquick inventory of her duffe's contents. My preflight check. Two pairs of dark grey
coverdls, rolled into tight tubes. A pair of battered black boots. Assorted underwear. Her keepsakes. a
toy soldier, aholocard depiction of two sailracers, and agold ring with ared stone.

She examined her bootswigtfully. Va's hikers chafed her ankles despite the padding, but felt tight
around her feet. That meant her feet had swelled. If | take his boots off, | won't be able to get mine on
. She pushed her old faithfuls aside and dug farther into the bag.

The scanproof material that lined the false bottom of her duffel had cost Jani most of her cash



reserve, but would have been worth it at twice the price. Within the dippery blue envelope rested her
shooter, abulky Service-issue over twenty years old, and assorted gadgetry hooked together by a
braided length of red cloth. The devices dlowed her to reset atouchlock or interfere with an
eavesdropping device. Nothing to strike fear in the hearts of an antiterrorist squad, but they would draw
the notice of Treasury Customs and Trangport Ministry Security.

Jani stuffed the gadgets back in the envelope, then removed a cracked plastic casefrom a
well-padded pocket.

"Hello, you," she said as she unzipped the case and removed her scanpack.

The pam-szed ova's scratched black cover shimmered dully in the glare of the overhead lighting.
Driven by Jani's farmed brain tissue, the device functioned asthe repository of aquarter century'sworth
of documents knowledge. It would have won her envious stares from the other doc techs Jani had met at
Fdix Mg oras Government Hal, and pointed questions from Ileana. Only Registry-listed documents
examiners carried scanpacks, and only four othersin the forty-nine-planet Commonweslth carried ones
that looked like Jani's. And they al worked on Earth.

Pointed questions, followed by pointed sticks. Jani stuffed the device back in her duffel and
sniffed thear agan. Isa-bellita. Thelight floral scent had become popular in somerather far-flung
regions of the Commonwesdlth, areason sufficient to explain the small perfume house's 'round-the-clock
operation. Every morning, boxload after boxload departed the smdll loading dock, bound for therich
colonies of the J-Loop aswell astheir not-so-rich brethren in the Channel and the Outer Circle.

Wonder if External Revenue's caught onto the fact there's a lot of sweet-smelling sewage
out there lately. Jani grinned. The perfume was awater-soluble concoction that could be flushed out of
the patch polymer; the polymer could then be reworked into some of the best scanshielding Jani had ever
seen. Not on par with the military-grade material lining the bottom of her duffel, but good enough to alow
the occasond cruiser filled with unregistered, untaxed cargo to flit through the GateWay chain under the
noses of sundry Cabinet branches.

Jani unrolled one of the pairs of coverdls, then began thetricky task of pulling off her pants
without removing Vd's hikers. Ripping proved necessary, but that didn't bother her. The suit, fashionable
and ddlicate, belonged to someone named Tasia, and Tasia had only minutesto live.

Laughter trickled in from the packing room. Thiswas, without adoubt, the hgppiest smuggling ring
she ever worked with. Wonder how long it will last? No operation like it ever floated for long without
springing afew legks. The fact that most of the revenue earned by the smdl network went to finance
colonial secessionist groups didn't bode well for itslife span, ether.

That was the main reason for her delay, when every nervein her body sang for her to get out now
. She had to finish out the night, leave thingstight. If it ever went to hell for these people, it wouldn't be
because of anything she had done. Or failed to do. She might have worked a many jobs, under many
names, on ascore of worlds, but Jani Kilian had done them dl very well. The habit had sunk itsroots
during her short but eventful Service career. Whatever job you undertake, performit to the best of
your ability, and see it through to the end. And so she had, now asthen.

Wéll, no. There had been one particular then when she had not done her best. Oh, she had
survived. No one e'se had, though, except in her memory.

Knevcet Sherda, the one bad job that outweighed al the good.

"Tasa! What'staking you so long!"



Jani bundled the ruined trouser suit into her locker and limped out to the packing room to find
lleanawaiting for her, holding a documents pouch.

"Guv Hal. Hurry. Y ou have sixteen minutesto file these quarterlies or those bastards will come
after me!" She thrust the pouch into Jani's hands, then grabbed her elbow and steered her toward the
door.

"It'sonly half ablock." Jani tried to ease out of thewoman'sgrip. "'l could stop for dinner and get
thereintime”

"Maybe, theway you egt." lleanaeyed Jani's coverall with distaste. "Y ou est like you dress. No
thought. No one would ever mistake you for atrue Feliciana." She pushed Jani out the door. "Now
movel"

Jani hurried down the street in alurching double time, her eyesfocused on the brilliantly lit triple
towers of Government Hall. Then she glanced back to seeif 1leanawatched her, and dowed down when
she saw she didn't. Her chest ached again. Her thigh muscles trembled. She wondered what Va was
doing. Worming secrets from his sometime love? Or tearing the city apart looking for her?

Good old Val. Her steps dowed as she recalled his embrace. It worried her that it took only a
single kind gesture to knock her off-balance at atime when she couldn't afford the least wobble. Now
more than ever, she could not drop her guard.

But I'mtired. Tired of feding sick, of running, of trying to remember what her damned name was.
Fed up with being done.

Jani flashed her TasiaID for the last time at the Guv Hall security desk—one of the few benefits of
being non-Reg was that she didn't have to worry about hand or eye scanning. After she stuffed the pouch
in alobby drop box, she keyed in arequest that the receipt be flched to Ileanainstead of to her.

That final loose end tied off, Jani crossed the wide avenue and headed for the hojea platform,
dodging skimmers and jostling through groups of the well-dressed leaving their businessesfor anight on
the town. One, a day-suited man whose night out must have started that morning, bumped her roughly,
then staggered on, muttering curses at the world in general. Not a Felician accent, Jani noted.
Earthbound. No surprise there. Lots of Earthbounders worked on Felix.

She stepped onto the platform and surveyed the scene around her as she waited for thetrain.
Across the street, she saw the man who had bumped her standing in the Guv Hall entryway, watching
her. Then the street weaved and roiled like a banner in the wind. Just as she sagged to her knees, Jani
heard footsteps close in from behind. Then it all went black—.

CHAPTER 3

"So what do we do now, Quino?' Evan van Reuter flipped his stylus from one hand to another.
"Weve been waiting for one goddamn piece of paper for two hours."

Joaquin Loiaza shot alook uptable at the SIB chief investigator. But Colonel Vedawas engaged
in anxious discussion with the Judge Advocate's representative, and didn't appear aware of the mutterings
at thefar end of the conference table. "In truth, Evan, we've been waiting for two goddamn pieces of



paper. The Hilfington roster would be nice, but well take the Kensington master if we haveto.”
"By my count, this makes the fourth time in amonth they've misplaced documents.”

"Y es, their track record doesfail to impress. | must consider how to turn that to our advantage.”
Joaquin rubbed his chin thoughtfully-. As adways, the old-coin aspect of his close-cropped brown hair
and regd nose was offset by the pinched look around histurtlelike eyes.

Caesar with a migraine. Evan tapped the stylus on the table and stole another glance at Colonel
Veda. Since she sat, he could only see her from thewaist up. Closdly trimmed black hair. Creamy brown
skin. A noble face, handsome rather than pretty. He'd yet to see her smile, but he guessed those dark
brown eyes could sparkle given the right encouragement. He knew from other stolen glancesthat her
Service summerweights hugged lovely curves.

Her first name's Chandra. A soft, lovely name. Y es, in another lifetime, he would have asked
Durian Ridgeway to don his go-between hat and invite her to an assgnation in one of the rented flatsthe
Interior Ministry had scattered throughout Chicago. In that other lifetime, she would have accepted.

But in thislifetime, Durian is dead and Veda thinks I'm a worm. Evan struck the stylus against
the table—tiny shards of poly sprayed across the surface as the writing tip shattered. "What difference do
the ship records from the evac make?' He swept the plastic bits over the tableside and onto the carpeted
floor. "They know | was there—that'swhy I'm in trouble now."

Joaquin sghed. "Pretend you're still a cabinet minister and use your brain. We want to build
sympathy. Highlight the hardships you endured during the idomeni civil war and the evacuation, the
hardshipsthat still haunt your memory eighteen yearslater. Theterror asthe Hadrin staked Rauta
Sherda, daughtering the fallen Laum, while their Vynshérau puppetmasters watched from the
surrounding hills"

"You makeit sound like a'Vee mdodrama All that's missng isthe closing clinch with the girlfriend
to the strains of the Commonwedlth anthem.” Evan smiled to mask his unease. He had many reasonsto
dread his memories—he didn't relish the thought of his own attorney dredging them up again.

Especidly the memories hed deny to the grave.

Joaguin's stylus scraped across the surface of hisrecording board. "Only you would see it that
way. A more sober-minded individua would have lived in constant fear.”

Evan's smile died. Fear? Of what? The bombs? The panic? The rumors of amassacre by ahuman
of twenty-six Laumrau in aplace cdled Knevget Shéraa? That the Haérin might ignore their cultural
conditioning and avenge the disorderly degths of their enemies by daughtering the remaining inhabitants of
Rauta Sheraal's human enclave?

That his government would find out the things he'd done? That escaping execution in Rauta Shéraa
only increased his chances of meeting that fate back on Earth?

"Fear?' Evan fet the sweat trickle under his shirt. His hands shook. Hisleft knee ached. He
needed a drink. "What do you know about fear?'

Joaguin ignored the question. "Most especidly, we need to emphasize that there were times during
the voyage home that you didn't think you'd makeit back to Earth dive.”

His stylus broken, Evan dissipated the urge to twitch by tugging on his security cuff. My electronic
leash. Nice of hisjailersto make the black-banded monitor ook like atimepiece. He wondered if it



fooled anyone. "Living through two months of crappy food and cramped quartersisn't going to win me
any sympeathy from this crowd. It'stheir way of life."

"Keep your voice down!" Joaquin glanced anxioudy at Veda. "Remember your place. No one has
to tolerate your pithy commentary anymore." He clucked histongue, then returned to his note taking.

Evan fdt thelumpin hisgut grow and twist. Not long ago, people stood in lineto tolerate his pithy
commentary and whatever e'se he cared to dish out. It had been six months since the life held aways
known had ended. Six months since the roof had caved in.

And we know who snapped the support beam, don't we? Evan could see her face asclearly as
if she sat across the table from him. Hair as short and black as Vedas. Eyes as dark. Skin as smooth.
Look, as cold.

Jam, who killed the Laumrau and, before that, his Uncle Rik. Whom he tracked down and pulled
from the gutter eighteen years later, because he had needed her alot and still loved her alittle. Who
repad him firgt by killing hisfriend Durian, then by destroying hislife.

Jani.

Evan looked up to find Veda standing before him. Up close, he could see the fine etching of lines
that decorated the corners of her eyes. So, there were smiles bottled up in that well-conditioned body.
He wondered for whom she saved them. He tried to inject some softnessinto his expresson—imagining
what |lay hidden under that trimly tailored summerweight shirt made it easy. Grey isn't her color; he

forced himself to focus on her face. No, it would have to be soft yellow or cream, something that
would complement the undertones of her skin....

Joaguin's puckered asshole of avoice shook Evan out of hissexud reverie. "Have the vanished
rosters regppeared yet, Colond?'

A muscle throbbed in Veda's cheek. "No, Mr. Loiaza, they have not. The ranking documents
examiner has been contacted, however, and we hope to have them first thing tomorrow morning.”

"Do you?" Joaguin managed to inject more cynical skepticism in those two words than less-skilled
attorneys could in an entire summation. "'l find it very distressing that documentsthat could play an
important role in my client's defense have gone missing as easily aslast week's newssheets.”

Vedas chest rose and fell. Evan found the movement hypnotic.

"Not avery skillful diverson, Counsdor.” The Judge Advocate's representative, a geeky
youngster whose name Evan kept forgetting, drew up to hisfull-yet-unprepossessing height "L et's not
lose sight of the essentia facts. Y our client isresponsible for ordering the deaths of sixteen members of
this Service. Add to that his collusion in the deaths of the Ban-dan research team at Knevget Sheraaand
hisroleintheillegd importation of idomeni augmentation technol ogies—"

"All dleged, Counselor. My client has not been charged.” Joaquin's voice grew dangeroudy soft.
"Heshereto assst you in your investigation of Jani Kilian'smurder of her commanding officer. Unless
you're having difficulty uncovering documents pertinent to that case, aswell.”

The meeting ended with a terse assurance from Colonel Vedathat the documents would be
available by morning. Evan watched her stalk out of the conference room, his eyes greedily recording the



sway of her walk in the long-deprived recesses of hismemory. "Was that necessary?"

Joaguin tossed his recording board into his briefbag. "Evan, just because you have a hard-on for
Veda doesn't mean | have to cease doing my job."

"Athy, Quino."
"L et that be alesson to you."

The SIB halways mirrored the stripped-down aesthetic of the conference room. Evan fingered the
austere beige sacking that cloaked thewalls near thelift bank. Roshi probably picked out the wall
coverings himself. Hiroshi Mako took pridein hisfunctional, unadorned Service. He had battled to the
dizzy heights of the Admira-Generacy with one god in mind, to salvage hisbeloved Blue and Grey.
They were atrue military now, he claimed, instead of the Family police force they had beenin the Bad
Old Days.

Those Bad Old Days were pretty good to me. But then, Evan could admit hisbias. Anything that
improved aFamily's place in the Commonwedlth was right and commendable, and anyonein the
NUVA-SCAN Family network who clamed to fed differently lied. Now, however, in these days of
restless colonies clamoring for autonomy and argumentative idomeni demanding trade agreements that
encroached more and more deegply into human territories, wise Family members kept such sentimentsto
themsdves.

Family first. Even though, asfar asthe van Reuters were concerned, the Family had for years
congsted of him and him done.

"Rather fine quaifying match on the 'Veethisevening,” Joaguin said. "Live from Geneva—Gruppo
Helveticavs. some poor colonia appetizer.”

A sceneflashed in Evan's mind. Tanned, coltish legs pumping—hblack ponytail flipping. Daddy,
watch me—! Hiseyes stung. " Soccer's not my game, Quino.”

"It is the Commonwedth Cup." Joaquin grew thoughtful. " Although God knows what the upsurge
of colonia pridewill wash out of thedrainsif one of those teams actudly winsit thistime."

"Serena used to play on her school team." Evan blinked until hisvison cleared. "1 haven't watched
amatch snceshedied.”

Joaquin shifted hisfeet. "Evan, |—"

"Just dropit." He braced for aclumsy apology. When none proved forthcoming, he turned to find
his attorney regarding him with impatient admiration.

"If the people of Chicago could see you at this moment, they'd storm Sheridan to freeyou." The
man exhaed with arumble. "Y ou're my client. My responsibility isto you. Everyone's heard the rumors.
Let me place one officiad story about the children—"

"NO_"

"Damniit, it'sthe prime example of how your late father manipulated everyone around him! He
subjects Martin to an experimental personality augmentation at the age of three— eleven yearslater,
Martin dies during the boating mishap he'd arranged to kill Serenaand Jerrold.”

"Thank you for mentioning it. | needed that."



"The deaths of your children destroyed any chance you and Lyssa had to rebuild your marriage.”

"Our marriage was ajoke from the sart." Evan thumped the lift bank keypad with hisfig. "Weve
discussed thisbefore. | haven't changed my mind. Use anything but the children. Let them rest in peace.
End of subject.” Thelift door finaly opened. He limped in, |eft knee clicking with every stride.

"Since you brought up colonia pride, Quino, here'saquestion. | heard on CapNet that Acadia
and the other Channel Worlds have lodged some kind of protest concerning the arrests of politica
prisoners despite insufficient evidence. One of those prisoners wouldn't happen to be Jani, would it?"

"Assoon asKilianisfound, the SIB isrequired to notify us. If Vedaletsusdown in that regard,
not even your esteem will prevent me from tearing her apart.” Joaquin boarded the lift and punched the
pad for the ground floor. " Apropos of nothing, how isthe Creme Carame doing?' The mention of roses
erased the discomfort from his bony face,

"Fine, Quino." Evan bit hislip to keep from grimacing. At hisflower-loving atorney'sinsstence, he
had planted a smal rose garden in the rear yard of his prison-home and tended the blooms faithfully
every day. Joaquin claimed that the image of adisgraced ex-Cabinet Minister tending his garden ashe
once tended his congtituents would excite sympathy from the public, but Evan nursed the conviction that
the man just needed a place to stash the overflow from his own extensive cultivations.

"l hopeyou didn't fertilize it yet. Y ou need to wait at least another two weeks."
"Yes, Quino."

"Then you must use the specid mix | gave you for the Jewellers Loop hybrids, not the standard
mix | gaveyou for the others.”

"Yes, Quino."

"And you must wait until late afternoon. Spread no more than two hundred grams around the base
of the plant, then follow with alibera watering.”

God help me. "Yes, Quino."

By the time thelift reached the ground floor, Evan had mentaly dismembered the Creme Carame
with an ax and was about to start on his attorney. The door swept aside; he stepped out of the car and
amost collided with aman dressed in summerweights. Short. Stocky. A round, tawny face cut by a
perpetua scowl. Black eyes hidden by doping cheekbones and drooping lids.

"Hello, Roshi." Evan stepped around the supreme commander of the Commonwedth Service,
then dodged sidewaysto avoid hisade. "Ingpecting your fences, are you?'

"Evan." Admira-Genera Hiroshi Mako pulled up short, then looked in gpparent disinterest from
him to Joaguin. Only if you looked hard could you detect the mild working of his broad jaw that betrayed
his unease. But then, what could he say? How are you? What brings you here?"Hellish weather we're
having." When in doubt, there was dways the wegther.

Evan racked hisbrain for asuitably neutrd reply. "Plays hell with the roses.”

Mako's eyes clouded as he watched the lift doors close. He stepped aside as his aide grabbed for
the closing door and thumped the keypad—unfortunately for him, the man's efforts proved wasted. "Y ou
raiseroses? Ahyes, | saw something about that on one of the news shows.” Mako's guttura bass kicked
upward atone in grudging interest. "Tamiko raises them, too." Hisvoice warmed as he spoke hiswife's



name. "The J-Loop varieties give her the hardest time, judging from her muttering. She refusesto accept
mere climate as an excusefor falureto thrive."

""She should contact Dr. Banquo at the Botanica Gardens—the woman was born on Phillipaand
knows everything about Jewel lers Loop hybrids." Joaquin leaned forward in shared conspiracy. "The
scretisinthefertilizer.”

That's government in a nutshell. Evan caught the aide eyeing him and tugged at his somber,
dark blue jacket. Do | ook that bad? He had lost weight, and he hadn't been deeping well, but what
elsewould you expect—?

"Damn."

He turned to find Joaquin standing with his hand pressed to his stomach and alook of stricken
concentration on hisface. "Watch my bag." He dropped his briefbag at Evan'sfeet and hurried toward a
discreetly marked door near the lobby entry.

Evan answered Mako's questioning look. "New cook. She tends toward a heavy hand with some
of the more pharma-ceuticaly active colonid herbs.”

Mako winced in sympathy, then turned to hisaide. "Seeif you can find out which herbs she used,
Colond. The last thing we need a next month's off-site is an attack of the trots.”

"Yes, gr." Theman pulled asmall handheld from the dip-case on his belt and muttered a notation.

Evan watched the man; whoever he was, he didn't ook like the typical Base Command poop boy.
Didtinctive, in the close-clipped, wire-lean way that typified Roshi's New Service. The nasty scar that
grooved hisface from the edge of his nose to the corner of his mouth accentuated his sharp-featured
homeliness, its dull white color amarked contrast to the sunburnt red-brown of hisface.

But it was the way the man looked at Evan that drew his attention. Not the pointed monitoring of
the bodyguard, but the more analytical assessment of one who searched through hismental ID file,
matched, tagged, shrugged, and moved on.

| know a hatchet man when | see one. Evan had employed enough of his own. He snatched a
glance at the man's nametag. "Colond Pierce." He offered anod, but didn't try to shake. One too many
snubs when he had held out his hand had driven that Iesson home.

"Sir." Pierce nodded back, but kept his hands at his sides.
"You're lucky to belakesdein thisweather." When in doubt... "At least you get some breeze."

Pierce made apoint of not looking Evan in the face, instead concentrating on the floor indicator
located above the lift doors. "Yes, Sr. That we are, Sir." Hisvoice proved nasal and harsh. It could have
been the lower-class verson of Evan's own Michigan provincial, but odds were the muted remnants of a
Victoria colony twang would prove the more accurate choice.

From Pear| Way, are we? Evan fdt hislong-dormant curiosity stretch out apaw. It wasahdl of
along trip from that far-flung network of worldsto the Admira-Generd's Sde. At onetime or ancother,
Pierce had proven himsdf extremely talented. Or extremdy useful.

Thelift returned to thefirst floor. "Good-bye, Evan." Therdief in Mako's voice was gallingly
evident as the door opened and he and Pierce stepped in. "Enjoy your roses.”



Evan watched the door close. Mako took careto avoid hiseye. But Pierce glanced at him just as
the panels meshed, his scar twisting his disgusted curl of lip into a caricature of asneer.

"I'm back. What's|eft of me." Joagquin drew aongside, then bent dowly to pick up hisbag. His
complexion was waxen, his eyes, narrowed to dits. "Let'sgo."

Evan followed him out the door. After the coolness of the SIB, the late-afternoon heat made him
gasp. "How are you feding?'

"Like I've been punched in the somach." Joaquin gestured to his driver, parked in the nearby
vigtor'sova. "l can't decideif it wasthe cherryvaleleavesin the sdlad or the folsom in the gravy.”

"Probably acombination of both." Evan watched hislawyer's sedate black double-length dideto
the curbside and felt the envy twinge. Hed had an entire fleet of black double-lengths at his beck and
cdl, inthat other lifetime. Triple-lengths. Sedans. One cherry red Sportster he missed particularly. He
had planned to take Jani for aridein it, as soon as the weather and her stiff-necked mien had permitted.

The best-laid plans, al blownto hell.

He eased into the passenger seat beside hisrose-loving attorney and looked out at the bowl of
poured concrete that some architect had inverted and dubbed the Service Investigative Bureau. Odd
area of Sheridan for the supreme commander to be wandering, despite his reputation for digging into the
daily workings of the base.

Whatever's going on, he needed his hatchet along to check it out. Evan remembered the
fedling—he had dragged Durian Ridgeway aong on so many cleanup projects, the man had earned the
nickname the janitor .

Made one wonder what service Scarface had performed to merit the confidence.

"Did an officer named Pierce serve on ether the Hilfington or the Kensington, Quino?' Evan
must have done agood job keeping the curiogity out of hisvoice—Joaquin barely glanced up from his
handheld.

"Crew rogters are included in the documents we've requested from Veda, Evan. | can't answer
that question until | have themin hand.”

Evan nodded. "It'sjust that he looks familiar." He tapped his thumb on his knee and watched
Joaguin's facein the angled reflection of the driver'srearview mirror. "1 could have seen him &t the
Consulate, | suppose.”

"Those rogters we have, thanksto your father's meticulous recordkeeping. I'll have one of the
clerks check when | get back to the office." He looked at Evan with an air of quiet interest. "Do you
recal| the circumstances under which you think you saw him?"

Evan shook hishead. "No. Sorry. If anything comesto me, I'll let you know." With that, he
dropped it. He had known Joaquin for over thirty years and had worked with him professionally for
fifteen. The man sensed a possible lead; therefore, he would check. Whichever Service records he could
access. Whatever other official sources he could tap. Then, just to make sure he hadn't missed anything,
he would assign an agent or two to work the unofficial side of the street, to research Pierce's past from
the cradle to what he had for breakfast that morning, and see where the reports overlapped.

Or didn't.



And then I'll know. It didn't haveto be big—it just had to hurt. A failed marriage. An
embarrassing relative. A rumor of cheating in school. Something to fling in Pierce's battered face the next
timethey met. Pierce, Pierce, I'd heard of a Pierce who—oh, I'm sorry. Are you related?

The skimmer passed benegth the base entryway. The shadow of the Shenandoah Gate darkened
the vehicle interior; theilluminated names of the Greatest War dead inscribed on the stone's surface
shonelike stars. The sudden nightfall shook Evan out of his bitter daydream. Why the hell am |
bothering? Did he crave arespite from hislegd travails? Or did being rebuffed at by acolonia
counter-jumper aggravate him that much?

Which colonial counter-jumper am | thinking about? He rubbed his aching knee and pushed
thoughts of Jani from hismind.

CHAPTER 4

"I cant find it, Mr. Duong.”

Sam looked up from the stack of files that he had balanced precarioudy on hislap. "Whichisiit,
Tory? The Hilfington passenger roster or the Kensington master?'

The Clerk Four shifted from foot to foot. "Both. Neither." Her eyesfilled. "Mr. Odergaard said
that Mr. Loiaza threatened to notify the Prime Minigter.”

Sam closed the file he had been rooting through and hoisted the pile from hislap to the tabletop.
"Hecantry," he said as he smoothed hisrumpled civilian greys. "Prime Minister Cao does not jump to
the beat of lawyerswho make ashow of stamping their well-shod feet."

"But Mr. Loiazais Mr. van Reuter's lavyer.”

"That's no great honor.” Sam stood, shivering as conditioned air brushed across his sweat-damp
back. He could visudize the light grey shirting darkened to charcoal, and wondered if he dared escape to
the locker room for a shower and change of clothes. It wouldn't make the hell that the day had become
go any more smoothly, but at least he would fed better. Comparatively speaking. He felt a battered
wreck now.

"Mr. Odergaard saysthat if we can't track down the docsin the next haf hour, you haveto
contact Lieutenant Y ance." Tory's eyeswidened. She was seventeen years old—the Clerk Four position
was her first job since graduating prep school. Judging from the mounting panic on her round, fresh face,
shewould be starting her second position sometime next week. "Mr. Odergaard says—"

"As second shift Tech One, Mr. Odergaard is responsible for the live documents on hiswatch.”
Sam folded hisarms. "I am the archivist. The dead belong to me.”

Tory's agitation ceased, replaced by the so-till attitude Sam had encountered more and more
frequently as the weeks passed. The weeks since ex-Interior Minister van Reuter and hislawyer had
begun visiting Fort Sheridan. The weeks since they had begun asking for documents from the Service
Investigative Bureau Archives. Documents describing murder. Mutiny. Conspiracy. Documents that
could not be found.



And everyone blames me. Little Sam—you know him. Smdl, wiry chap. Hair liketar. Facelike
adaze.

He stepped from behind the table and beckoned for Tory to follow him back to the aide after aide
of paper-crammed shelving that congtituted the SIB stacks. Because they think I'm ... unwell.

"Unwdl or not, K still comesafter H." Hewaited at the stack entry for Tory, who lagged behind.
Hed gotten used to that, too. The aversion people evinced at having to work with him, talk to him. The
vague fedling that people just wished held go away.

We have that in common, van Reuter . The ex-minister's hawklike visage surfaced in Sam's
memory. From the stairwel | scuttlebutt he had heard, the man who had once beenthe V inthe
NUVA-SCAN technology conglomerate had become a pariah amongst his own. Isolated. Maigned.
Blamed for every misstep taken by the Familiesin the last twenty years.

Sam felt achill sense of kinship with van Reuter, in spite of the crimes the man was dleged to have
committed. It's all your fault, and no one wants to hear you explain. He held the door open for Tory,
and maintained hisair of polite reserve as she dodged past him into the stacks. A greet thing, to have so
much in common with such agreat man.

* * %

"| gpologizefor taking you away from your work, Sam. | understand you've been very busy."
"That'sdl right, Doctor."
"Look into thelight."

"Yes, Doctor." Sam lifted his head and stared into the red glow, positioned a scant meter in front
of hisface. At firg, it shonewith asingle, steady beat. Then it fluttered, skipped, skittered acrossits
source surface like abug in abottle.

Another light joined it. Another. Findly, an entire series of red pul ses stuttered and popped, filling
hisrange of vison like aslent, monochrome-fireworks display.

After afew minutes, the reversal began. Fewer lights. Fewer. Mad perturbations dowed and
steedied. A handful of lights. Five. Three. Two. One.

Stopped.

Sam blinked, worked his neck, yawned. Sitting in the dark had reminded him how tired he was.
The Hilfington rosters had finaly turned up. Tory had found them shoved in between two
accounts-recelvable folders, under the letter P. One crisis averted. But the Kensington rosters
remained missing, aswere so many other things. The day's single success did little to lessen the pressure
Sam felt from Odergaard, who fdt it from Y ance, who fdt it from the Head of Archives, whoin turn had
to dedl with VVeda's foot on her neck.

Normally, he despised hisvidtsto Sheridan's Main Hospita . But today, the relief hefelt at being
ableto leave the SIB basement made him want to cry.

Theroom lights blazed to life. Sam shut his eyes againgt the assaullt.
"Did that bother you at dl?'



He opened one watering eye to see Dr. Pimentel standing near the examining-room entry, his hand
gl resting on the lighting pad. He shrugged. "I found it interesting, at first. Then it becameirritating.”

Pimentd hung his head. He seemed to grow older with each passing visit. The blond hair, more
dull and lank. The eyes, more fatigued. He had to be at |east twenty years younger than Sam, no more
than thirty-five. What did he do that drained him so?"Irritating? How?"

Sam struggled to congtruct an explanation. It seemed such atrivid thing, hardly worth the effort.
"It appeared s0... tentative. | kept waiting for it to make up itsmind.”

Pimentel continued to watch him from his post by the door. Then he walked back to his seat next
to Sam's examining table with the round-shoul dered trudge of someone who bore the weight of the
world. "Sam." He dwaystook care to pronounce Sam's name in proper Bandan fashion— Sahm rhymes
with Mom, not Sam rhymeswith damn. "I subjected you to that test for areason. If you were indeed
augmented, as you claimed during your last visit, you would not have been ableto look into that light for
more than afew seconds without it affecting you."

Sam thought back to his previous visit. Tried to think back. It had been sunny ... no, rainy ... wait,
they hadn't had any rain for over amonth. Or had it been two? " Affecting me?"

The ergoworksin Pimentel's seat creaked as he leaned forward. "Blink patterns are designed to
affect Service augmentsin very specific ways. Y ou've been here often enough in the past few monthsto
have heard the term takedown. That's when we use blink patternsto hat the progression of an unwanted
overdrive state, aStuation where the panic-dampening function of the augment assertsitself ina
non-conflict Stuation. We do it both as a semiannua precautionary trestment, and, when necessary, to
short-circuit an acute event.”

"| told you | was augmented?' Sam reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out his Service-issued
handheld. He kept dl his appointmentsin it. And hislittle notations. Where the men's room was, for
example. Wédll, the SIB was alarge building—it was an easy thing to forget. What did | tell Pimentel,
and when? He'd kept no record of that, unfortunately.

"Yes, Sam. Youdid." Pimentd glanced at the handhdld, histired eyesflaring with curiosity. "The
aftereffects of atakedown aren't pleasant. The patient can fed fatigued and disoriented for aslong asa
week dfter trestment. Unfortunately, much milder versions of blink patterns can have asimilar, though
lesser, effect. For that reason, many augments develop an aversion to the color red, and become highly
agitated when exposed to arrays of blinking lights. We take that into account here at Sheridan, where the
augmented population stands at twenty-seven percent. Certain types of lighted displays and exhibits are
expresdy forbidden. Enforcement becomes difficult during the various holiday celebrations, of course.™
He grinned weakly. "But it's different in the world outside the Shenandoah Gate. No holds barred in
Chicago, acity you vigt threeto four timesaweek." He grew serious. "Am | right?’

Sam nodded, resisting the urge to check his handheld again. "I vigt the city, yes."

"Y ou vigit the various Service Archivesto research the namesfor incluson in the Gate. Y ou travel
at night, from what you told me. Y ou find it easier to work when no one eseisaround. Y ou take the
Sheridan Locd Line, which passesthe Pier exhibits, the Bluffs Zoo, the Commonwed th Gardens. They
each havethrill rides. All-night exhibits." Pi-mentel's weary gaze never left Sam'sface. He seemed to be
prompting him, reminding him of hislife. Asthough—

As though he doesn 't think | can remember on my own.

"I guarantee you, Sam," the doctor continued, "if you were augmented, you couldn't look at those



exhibits, because every augment | examine mentions having a problem with at least one of them when
they visit the city. Some wear specid eyefilmsto filter out the light. Some wear hearing protection
because they've developed related sensitivity to any sound resembling emergency sirens or explosions.
But every one of them does something, because otherwise, they become very sick very quickly.

Sam'’s chest tightened as his anger grew. ™Y ou knew from my encephaloscan that | didn't havea
Service-type augmentation?'

"Yes, Sam. Y ou're the one who seemed to require convincing.”

"My augmentation isdifferent.” Y es, that wasit. Fimentel must have only asked him whether he
was augmented, not what type of augmentation he had. He hammered Sam with vagueness, then called
foul when Sam responded inkind. Don't ask me what | remember, Doctor, ask me what | know. "It's
not a Service augmentation. It's something else.”

"Define something else, Sam.”

"It was supposed to make me hear things. Seethings. Fed things, degpin my body."
"That's an odd function for an augmentation. Why was it made that way?"

"Because they wanted to study my reactions. Because they wanted to see what 1'd do.”
"They?' Pimentel glanced down at his recording board, then back at Sam. "Who'sthey?'

"The ones—" Sam blinked away images that flashed in his eyeslike the patterns. Faces. Gold.
White. The gold ones spoke. He couldn't understand the words. " The oneswho put it there.”

Pimentel continued to write, the scratch of his stylusfilling the smal room. "Were you implanted
agang your will?'

llYall
"Y ou felt pardyzed? Not in control 7"

"Ye—" Sam could fed it again. The clench of anger that told him he was being maneuvered "Have
| told you this before?"

Pimentd shook hishead. "No, thisis new. For the past few months, you've been inasting yourea
xenogeologist. Y ou showed me papers you'd written, books you'd had published.” He pocketed his
stylus and rocked back in his seat. Y ou had taken those papers and books from the SIB Archives, Sam.
They weren't yours."

"NO, I_II

"Sam, the e-scan didn't revedl a Service augmentation. It only confirmed what we've known for
months. Y ou have atumor, in your thalamus, that's affecting your memory. It causes you to forget events
that redlly happened, and to substitute fabricationsto fill in the gaps.”

"A tumor?' Sam poked the back of his head, then let his hand fall back into hislap. Silly. It wasnt
asthough he could fed thething if he probed long enough.

Pimentdl nodded. "It hasn't increased in Size over time, but we need to removeit."

"I'l die”



"If we take the tumor out, why would you die?"

"They—they told meI'd dig, if anyonetook it out.”

"No, youwont, Sam."

"Yes | willl" | know. "This... tumor—it's not hurting me, it's not affecting my life, my work."

"Sam, it is gtarting to interfere with your ability to do your job." Pimentel stood and walked to his
desk. "You've built areputation over the years as afirst-class archivist. But now you'relosing papers,
forgetting where you filed them, making up stories that they were stolen.” He leaned againgt the desk as
though he needed the support. ™Y ou need treatment.”

Sam stared down at thefloor. Dull grey lyno, flecked with white. He recalled seeing a stone that
resembled it. Holding it in his hand. The where escaped him, however. The when.

"Sam, you don't state the names of any family or friendsin the Emergency Natification block in
your chart."

"Thereisno one”

"No one you can talk to? No one you fed you can trust?'

"No."

Pimentel returned to his set. "Do you know what award of the Commonweslth is?’

The clench returned, stronger thistime. "1t means I'm supposed to trust amember of the
government to take care of me."

"No, to help you take care of yourself. And it isn't just one person. It'sacommittee. In your case,
it would consst of animpartid civilian officia, a Service adjudicator, and amedical representative.”
Pimentel smiled. "Mogt likely me, asyour atending physician.”

"No." Sam did off the examining table. Hisfeet struck the lyno that reminded him of stone. "I've
trusted members of the government to take care of me before. That proved amistake.”

"When, Sam?"
"] don't remember." Don't ask me what | remember. Ask me what | know.

* * *

Hewaited until after midnight to return to the SIB. Oder-gaard had |eft a note requesting Sam
stop by to see him before start of shift later that day. That didn't bode well. I previous events repeated,
that meant another document had turned up missing.

Sam sat at hisdesk, head in hands. Pimentel had made him promise to consider the wardship, and
he had said he would. Anything to get out of that place.

No one cuts into my head. Ever . Heleft the cubicle maze of the doc tech bullpen and walked
down the hal to the vend a cove. He bought a cup of tea, striking the beverage dispenser with atimed
series of thumps the techs had discovered made it disgorge an extramouthful into the cup. Since he was
the alcove's only visitor, he had his pick of tables. He chose one in the corner, farthest from the entry.



He activated his handheld and pulled up the file he had unfortunately found many reasonsto
update over the past weeks. In one column, he had listed al the documents that had gone missing, inthe
other, the onesthat had eventually turned up. He sorted, ran adiscard, and examined the few itemsthat
dill remained outstanding.

The roster. Shipping records. Death certificates. The roster and records belonged to the CSS
Kensington, the flagship of the group that executed the evacuation of Rauta Shérda Base.

And the death certificates? Ebben. Unser. Fitzhugh. Cal-dor . Three officers and a Spacer First
Class, who died during the evacuation.

Sam dtared at the small display and tried to divine a pattern from the list of documents. Like flecks
in stone, they seemed anarchic, unconnected. But he sensed higtory, just as he would if he studied the
stone. If he subjected the stone to eemental andysis and investigated the site at which held found it, he
would know how it formed, and why. So, too, with these documents—they could be broken down, as
well. Every entry had another piece of paper to back it up, and when he had uncovered those pieces,
well, then held know, wouldn't he? He never liked to conclude ahead of his data.

At the beginning, it was enough to know that sufficient reason existed for the datato be collected.

He sipped histea, heavily creamed and sugared to obscure the bitterness. Not like at hisold
somping grounds on Banda. The university. There, they knew how to make tea.

"And | knew how to drink it." He recalled overhearing a shopkeeper brag to another customer
one day as he made his purchases. No one in Halmahera knows tea like Smyam Baru—

Sam paused, then checked the nameplate on his handheld. Duong. First name Sam, rhymeswith
Mom.

"My nameis Sam Duong." But picturesformed in hisimagination again. He saw himsdlf encasedin
ice, then heard the hissing crackles as fissures formed in the block. Water dripped as the melting
progressed, revealing who he truly was. Another man, who hated hospitals, too.

Again, not something he remembered. Something he knew.

CHAPTER 5

Evan stood before his shalow bank of roses and inventoried the status of each bushinturn. "The
Creme Caramd'slooking good." He dictated the observation into his handheld as he hefted a branch
laden with butterscotch blooms. "Tell your Dr. Banquo she knows her fertilizer."

Banquo... Banquo. Evan paused, hisfinger pressed against the handheld touchpad, as the names
cascaded in hishead. Banquo ... Mako. Mako ... Pierce. "It's been over two weeks, Quino. | just
wondered if you'd scrounged anything about Colond Pierce. The more | think about that name, the more
familiar it sounds." That wasalie, but hed had lots of time to ponder the colonel's snub, and the more he
thought about it, the more it bothered him. Information flitted throughout military bases a speed—he
wondered if Pierce knew something, something that made him feel he didn't need to hide hisdidikefor
hisfalen minister. Perhaps the Service had reopened itsinvestigation of Jani's trangport explosion.
Perhapsit had found awitness, someone who had ssumbled past the comroom just as Evan had



contacted the fuel depot where the transport was hangared. Saw him enter the comcode. Heard him say
the words.

Doit.

He grunted in pain, and looked down to find he had gripped the Creme's branch too hard, driving
the thornsinto his hand. He hunted through his pockets for a clean dispo, dabbed at the welling beads of
blood, and moved on to the next shrub. *1'm not sure about this Wolfshead Westmingter. It's il
washed-out rust instead of bright orange, but | don't know what you expect. It's a cold-wegther hybrid
that thrives by waterside, and were only in the middle of the hottest, driest summer in thirty years." He
flicked off the device and shoved it in his pocket. "Report's over for the day, Quino. Y ou want to see
how your goddamn roses are doing, drive up here and check them yoursdlf.”

His knee ached less than it had for weeks—awalk seemed in order. He strode to the end of the
garden, then turned and paced a ongside the two-meter-tall hedge that defined his boundary with the
neighbor who he'd been told worked for Commerce Purchasing. Then he made a balance beam of the
edge of his patio and finished the traverse by walking a ong the latticed polywood fence that formed the
barrier between him and the neighbor who held been told daved for the Commonwealth Mint. He knew
better, of course. Prime Minister's Intelligence, both of them. HEd have bet hislast bottle.

When he cut by the garden and stood again at the spot at which he had started, he checked his
timepiece. "Elgpsed time for ingpection of the van Reuter fences—saventy-two seconds.” And he had
even walked dowly thistime.

How do people live like this? Cheek by jowl. Sounds of their lives commingled into one vast
blare. Everyone knowing their business and them knowing everyone e se's, without one minute's privacy
or peace. They dl must have developed azoo-anima mentdity, he decided, living their lives asthelr
ingtincts compelled them without caring who saw whét.

"Sr"
Evan turned. Halvor, hisaide, stood on the patio, looking befuddled asusud. " Yes?'
The young man hesitated. "Y ou have ... avigtor, Sir."

Evan trudged up the shalow incline toward the house he thought of as hisElba. "Quino isn't
supposed to stop by until tomorrow.”

Havor'sface, smooth and rounded as an overgrown baby's, flushed pink. "It'snot Mr. Loiaza,

ar.
"Wdl, whoisit?' Havor told him.

Evan took careto follow hisaide at a carefully caculated distance. Too close, and held seem
anxious. Too far, and hed seem apprehensive. Stay calm... stay calm.

After the glaring brightness of the outdoors, it took afew secondsfor hiseyesto adjust to the
dimmer light of the gtting room. He didn't register the figure standing in front of the curtained window until

it spoke.

"Hello, Evan." John Shroud stood with hisback to him, his attention focused on the view of the
rear yard. "Y ou're due for amedical checkup. Compassionate vigtation, the Jo'burg Convention callsit.
Guesswho drew the short straw?”



Evan motioned for the flustered Halvor to leave the room. He sank into hisfavorite lounge chair
and waited for the hushed click that indicated the door had closed. ™Y ou expect meto believe you flew in
from Seditle just to check my vitals?'

"Y ou're an ex-Cabinet Minigter, Evan. Y ou rate Big Three attention.”
"Bullshit."

Shroud turned dowly. "Asyou wish." He had employed hisabinism like afashion accessory, as
usud. Today, he resembled a polished marble of amedieval monk. Hed brushed his stark white hair
forward and had dressed in ivory from head to toe, the collar of hisjacket draping likeacowl. His
height, thinness, and long face reinforced theimage, as did his blanched skin, drawn tight across
cheekbone and brow. Disturbing, no matter how often you'd seen him. The ambassador from the Other
Sde.

| should have expected this. Evan wished held had the sense to prepare, but except for aquick
swig prior to tending his roses, hed had nothing to drink that morning. As ever, abstinence proved a
mistake. He dwaysfelt morein control with ahdf liter of bourbon warming hisinsdes. "What redly
brings you to Chicago, John?" Asif he couldn't guess.

"It's been raining for two solid weeks back home."

Shroud's bass voice rumbled like akndl. "'l need sunshine, evenif dl | can doislook.” He strolled
to the sofaand sat down. "Besides, | don't often get the chanceto vist the capital.” He stretched out his
long, thin legs and crossed them at the ankles, then looked around the room, sharp eyestaking in the
cramped dimensions, the shabby furniture, before coming to rest on Evan. "Cozy," he said, with aghost
of agmile

Evan responded inkind. "I think so."
"Quite achange from the old Family estate.”
"Quite

"Smdle.”

"es"

"A woman's presence, of course, iswhat makes ahome." Shroud's smile withered. "1 never had
the opportunity to offer my condolences. Lyssa's desth came as ashock to usdl.”

Evan tensed at the sound of his dead wife's name. "Thank you."

"I spokewith Anaislast evening, a one of Vandy'sinterminable dinner parties. Milla's staying with
her for the summer. Lyssal's aunt and mother together again, after so many years. Sad how it takes such
tragedy to reunite Ssters.” Shroud shook his head. "Anais had a great deal to say about Lyssa's death. |
think she used it asa shield to avoid discussing that idiotic food-transport screwup she helped engineer
that upset the idomeni o, but then Family gossip has away's been more riveting than idomeni food
philosophies™

‘Trangporting foodstuffsin sight of their embassy wasincredibly stupid.” Evan legpt at the chance
to dismantle Anaiss diplomatic blunder. He was starved for news from the capital. Besides, he didn't
want to discuss Lyssa's death. "1 understand the idomeni dmost packed up and returned home?”



"Not aslong as Nemadraws breath.” Shroud'sair of mild interest never dtered. "Tel me, was
Lyssa's skimmer crash redlly an accident or did you arrange matters, as Anais claims?”

"I didn't—" Evan'sfingers curved around a nonexistent glass. " Despite assurances to the contrary,
I'm fairly certain thewalls have ears." He pulled up his deeve to expose his security cuff. "And I'm not
atogether confident about the jewdry, ether.”

Shroud pressed ahand over his heart as though taking a pledge. "Jo'burg dso dlows us our
privacy. And in case anyone's forgotten that, I'm well fitted out in the counter-monitoring department.
Now, back to Anais—"

"I didn't redize you and she were so close.”

"We're not." Shroud draped an arm along the sofa back. "But she does bend every ear she can
these days." The smileagain. "And you do have ahistory of engaging in that sort of thing."

Silence stretched. Just before it snapped, a muted tapping sounded. Evan offered up asilent
thank-you. "Comein."

Markhart, his housekeeper, entered pushing a beverage trolley. She was ederly, short and
compact—awhite raisn of awoman in ashapeless tunic and trousers—but she possessed enough wit to
compensate for Halvor'slack of same. Despite the smiling greetings, she detected the tension between
the two men. She maneuvered the low-dung trolley between them like abarrier and, after waiting for a
gmdl nod from Evan, |&ft them to serve themsdlves.

"As| was saying." Shroud leaned forward and poured himsalf coffee from the carafe. "An old
habit is an easy fallback, and you've one that's hard to break. Killing people when they become
dangerous, or inconvenient—"

"I've never killed anyone." Evan cracked the sedl on abottle of bourbon. "My attorney would be
very interested to hear you've been telling people otherwise.” Hefilled histumbler, then added a splash of
soda. His hands shook. Hisvoice didn't.

Shroud's shoulder twitched. "Y ou've never done the dirty yoursdlf, no. Someone e seinterfered
with Lyssa's augmentation so that she halucinated herself into afatal crash. Durian Ridgeway strangled
that poor dexxielast winter." He stared into his cup, grimacing as though some ugly scene played itsdlf
out on the coffeg's reflective surface. " Someone else placed the bomb on Jani's transport.”

Evantook alarge gulp of hisdrink. Liquid heet warmed him like an interna sun. " Someone else.
Those are the two words that will have me degping in my ancestral bed by Christmas."

"Y ou think so?" Shroud set his cup down on the sofaside table. He stood, reached insde his
jacket, and removed afolded documents dipcase from hisinner pocket. "1 received this by special
messenger two months ago, about the time thefirst of those pro-Evan stories gppeared in the news." He
unfolded the dipcase and removed asingle sheet of parchment. "That is, | received the origind, whichiis
safey locked away. Thisisacopy.”

Evan's heart skipped as his scomach went into freefall. It took al the willpower he could muster to
keep from pulling away as Shroud held out the blue-trimmed white page for his perusdl.

"It'san old Consulate comlog, alist of al the outgoing communications made by executive staff on
the day Jani's transport exploded in midair." When Evan made no move to take the document, Shroud
placed it across his knees. "Y ou gave the order to have the bomb placed on board. Thetime, location,



and comport code al identify you as the person who called the Service fuel depot outside Rauta Shéraa
just before the trangport that was assigned to pick up Jani and the other members of the Twelfth Rover
Corps departed for Knevget Shéraa."

Evantook asip of hisdrink, more to moisten his dry mouth than for the alcohal. "That isn't enough
evidenceto convict."

"It'sadart.” Shroud returned to his seat. "It may even be enough to persuade Li Cao to turn you
over to Commonwedth Intelligence for adose of Sera.”

Truth drug?' Evan managed aharsh laugh. "Evenif her Prime Minisiry was a stake, Li would
never set that precedent. Not if she thought there was the dightest chance it could come back to haunt
the Families"

"If the colonies keep threatening to cancel Service base leases and limit port privilegesfor
Commonwedth shipping, shelll setit.” Shroud tasted his coffee and sighed contentedly. "'If Nema keeps
dangling accessrightsto idomeni Gate Waysin front of her noselike the weighty carrot it is, shell inject
you hersdf.”

"Nemasafigurehead. The Oligarch will never alow him the authority to make dedslikethose.”

"On the contrary, hisinfluence grows every day. Céd may despise him, but he knowsthe old
bastard understands us better than any other Vynsharau in his government. He needs him."

Evan took another swallow of bourbon. The colonies could be dapped down with afew good
embargoes, but the unpredictable Nema added anew dimension to theterm wild card. "I can't speak for
theidomeni," hesaid in an effort to raly, "but | know for afact the colonies have no authority to cancel
those leases.”

"WEell, they're using the argument that if their Sgnatures were necessary to vaidate the agreements,
there must be some power behind them. Would you want to be the Prime Minister who tellsthem, no,
wejust let you sign off so you'd think you mattered?' Shroud plucked a cookie from the sweetstray.
"You'rein anasty position, Evan. Li needs ahead to stick on a pike to show the colonies she'sacting in
good faith, and yoursis the most expendable. Y ou're the last van Reuter. No desperate relativesto
scurry about assembling a defense, no wide-eyed offspring to parade before the holocams—" He stalled
in mid-chew, hisface reddening.

Evan watched the man's growing embarrassment with grim satisfaction. ™Y ou were saying, John?"
"My apologies. Some things are off-limits, even during thefina rounds."
"Goto hdl, you bleached bastard.”

Shroud dropped the remains of the cookie on his saucer. "Y ou're done. I'm offering you a chance
to keep your head.”

"At therisk of losing yours? Withholding evidence in amurder investigation isa capita crime.”

"Y ou're the murderer being investigated. | doubt you'll befiling acomplaint.” Shroud shook his
snowy head. "No, what isin your best interest isto develop amnesiawhen Service Investigative asks you
questions about Jani."

"I couldn't do that. They've dready received preliminary reports from my atorney asto what I'll
be saying. If | back down, they'll know something'swrong. And if they don't, Joaquin sure as hdll will."



"Y ou're amaintenance a coholic who's gone without proper medical care for months.” Shroud's
look turned professiona—it was obvious from his stern expression that he didn't like what he saw.
"You'velost weight. You look like hdll. I'm sure your nutritional indices would indicate severd key
deficiencies, some of which can lead to memory disturbance.” He spread hislong-fingered handsin an
offering gesture, as though what he promised was worth adamn. "It's the cleanest way, and with me
sgning off on any diagnoss, there will be no questions.”

"Selective amnesia?’ Evan picked up the comlog with histhumb and index finger and tossed it
atop the beveragetrolley.

Shroud folded the document back in its dipcase and tucked it away. Aswas his habit, he'd filmed
his eyes to complement his clothing—the pale gold-brown irises formed the only spots of warmth in his
cold face. "I'll schedule you for acomplete work-up at the downtown facility. We can discuss matters
further then." He set his cup aside, then reached dongside the sofaand hefted alarge carrydl onto his
lap. "Now, in case one of us ever hasto testify asto what occurred here, if you wouldn't mind undressing

Shroud's preiminary examination proved mercifully quick. He drew blood deftly and completed
swab samplings well before musclestightened and gag reflexeskicked in.

"Doyou just didike egting,” he asked as he watched Evan dress, "or are you conscioudy trying to
darveyoursdf?'

Evan yanked on his shirt. So what if his ribs showed? They had for aslong as he remembered. "I
like good food."

"Asamodest complement to plenty of good wine, I'm sure.” Shroud rummaged through the
carryall, removing avariety of bottles and cartons. " Get started on these. The bottles contain
supplements. The cartons contain food additives and mixes. Drinks. Soups." He concentrated on
arranging the containers atop thetrolley. "1 only ask because I'm required by law, not because |
persondly give adamn, but are you sure you want to continue with things asthey are? A brain insert and
ageneretrofit, and it could al be adistant memory."

Evan tucked in his shirt. "I'm a content drunk, John. Leave me be." Hetightened hisbelt, using the
last of the holes held punched only last month.

"Asyou wish. Your left knee requires arebuild. The stabilizers you had inserted last winter were
only temporary.” Shroud hestitated. "I heard Jani had something to do with that.”

"Ah, don't mince words, John. She cornered me in my office and cracked my knee to keep me
from running off." Evan flexed thejoint, which emitted itsinevitable click. " Just before she crippled me,
shekilled Durian Ridgeway. The sheets called it suicide, but she broke hisneck." He remembered it well,
since he had been ordered to identify the body. In the interest of efficiency, hed been told, but he had
known better. He had stood in Durian's office, supported by Justice officials on either side, injured leg
numbed to the hip. The crime-scene tech lifted the corner of the tarp and someone bit out, Take a good,
hard look.

The images sneaked up on Evan now, sceneshots etched into hisbrain. Durian's goggled eyes.
Theunnatura twist of hisneck.

He walked over to awall-mounted mirror and concentrated on hand-combing his hair. "Durian.
Rik Neumann. The Laum encampment at Knevcet Sherda. Our Jani has a pretty lengthy history hersdlf,
and those are only the deaths we know about." He watched Shroud shift containers back and forth.



"She'slived on the thin edge for dmost twenty years— God only knows what €lse she's guilty of "

Shroud's head shot up. "'l don't care." His eyes glittered, their fervor promising stakes and bonfires
to anyone who crossed him. The monk gone mad. "I'll do whatever it takesto save her. If that means
jumping down the hellhole and dragging the entire Commonwesdlth in after me, I'll do it.”

Evan watched the color rise in Shroud's cheeks like fever. You lovesick fool . What did he expect
inreturn for hisrisk-taking, gratitude? You've picked the wrong girl, Johnny boy—trust me, | speak
from experience. He walked to the trolley, picked the largest cakelet he could find, and popped it into
his mouth. " Jani had managed to get her hands on that log just prior to my arrest. After that, it
disappeared. Any ideawho sent it to you?"

Shroud eyed him warily, then shook his head. "None. All my effortsto retrace the ddlivery route
petered out.” His manner grew more distant as he camed. "Whoever it was, they knew how to cover
their trail. And they knew | had the background to understand what the information in that log implied.
And thewillingnessto useit." He closed the carryall and hoisted it to his shoulder. "Good-bye, Evan. See
youinafew days."

Evan charged Markhart with seeing Shroud to the door. Herefilled his glass, thistime without
soda, and wandered out into the backyard.

Hetried to consider his options, but thoughts skittered away like beads from abroken string. He
sudied hisfingers, which had stiffened, the nail bedstinged with blue. He shivered. I'min shock. He
remembered the sensations from that day on the lakeshore, just as he remembered the other things.
Lyssas screams. The chill smoothness of Serenas smal hand as he touched it for the last time.

"He doesn't like you."

Evan whedled to find Markhart standing behind him. She stood only a stride away, so near that
she had to tilt her head back to look a him. She's so short. Hed known it, of course. He just hadn't
redizedit. "l don't like him, ether. Y ou don't have to like the people you work with."

The woman pondered, her worn face grave. "My sister scolds me for working for you. She says
youre akiller. But she works at Sheridan, and her husband's retired Service, so her viewpoint is
skewed." Her voice, made ragged by nic-sticks, was shaded by a muted accent Evan couldn't place.
"Othersdon' think that way."

Down the street, adog barked. Evan gtiffened. "And what way do those others think?"
"They think that whatever you did, or didn't do, you paid."
Markhart's normally aoof demeanor softened. "Because of the children.”

The barking increased. Another dog joined in, followed by the whining hum of older-mode
skimmers. Evan's heart thudded. "Isthat what you think?"

Markhart sghed. "I think you're avery sad man.” She frowned at the glassin hishand. "I think you
drink too much.” She smiled sadly, lined face crinkling. "Maybe you don't want meto think anymore.”
She squared her hunched shoulders. "Now | have adinner to prepare. Another one that you won't eat.”

"What arewe having?'

"Tomato-dill soup from one of the boxes Dr. Shroud gave you. And kettle beef.” Sheraised her
chinin response to Evan's scowl. "They only alow me so much to run thishouse, sr, and | can't afford



real animal on what they give." She nodded. "But there's fresh peas| need to shell, soif you'll excuse
r],E.ll

"Wait aminute," Evan sad, "I'll hep." He started out waking alongside her, but as shouts and
laughter sounded from the surrounding homes, he quickened his pace until his knee crunched with every
gride. Shroud'svist had rattled him—he normaly sequestered himsdlf indoorslong before this. He
aways avoided the outsde in the afternoon, when school had let out for the day, and the children
returned home.

CHAPTERG6

The skimchair stalled asit floated down the gangway leading from the shuttle gate into the OHare
Service Terminal concourse. Jani gripped the sides of her floating seat as two members of her escort
tried to wrestle it through the narrow arch. After one particularly hard push, the chair shuddered, bucked,
then bounced to the floor and back up into the air. Her ssomach turned. The acid rosein her throat.

"How many mainliners doesit take to push askimchair?' Jani thought she muttered under her
breeth. Every other person and device in the concourse chose that moment to fall silent, however—her
commentary cut the air like ingppropriate sounds usudly did.

The mainline lieutenant who steered glanced over her head at the mainline lieutenant who
ruddered, then at her. "Do you have any suggestions, Captain?'

"The sgndsfrom the doorscan and the skimchair lift array are confounding one another. Ask
someone from Port Security to shut down the doorscan until you can push me through.”

Thelooie grimaced. Hewas aman of action, who preferred pulling and grappling and nausesting
his passenger to asking for help. He released the chair grudgingly and strode off in search of a Security
guard, the red stripe on the side of histrousersflicking like an ambulatory exclamation point.

Jani crossed her arms over her queasy stomach. Then she looked through the arch at the third
member of her escort, who had entered the concourse ahead of them and now sat perched on the arm of
anearby bench, regarding her with mock solemnity. He had worn the same sideline summer-weights
since they'd departed MarsPort; days of wear had |eft the light grey short-deeve and sted blue trousers
rumpled, the sdeline white trouser stripe puckered. His pale skin, black, curly hair, and stocky build
would have marked him as Josephani Dutch even without his accent, which sounded like Hortensian
German with the edges ground down.

Piers Friesian. Major. Defense command, out of Fort Constanza. Appointed by the staff
Judge Advocate to see to her defense. A nice enough man. She wondered what he had done to deserve
her.

He rocked back on his tenuous seat and locked his hands around his knee. "I heard the news
walking by one of the kiosks. Acadia Centra United won itsfina qualifying match. They defested Jersey
Conglomerate four to one."

Jani managed asmile. "That meansthey've drawn afirg-round bye."

"The merry dance starts in two weeks. Guesswho I'm rooting for?'



"Josephan Arsend.”
"Yougotit."
"Won't makeit out of the quas." Behind her, the rearguard looie swalowed a chuckle.

"Saysyou." Thelight in Friesian's eyes dimmed. He glanced over the top of Jani'shead a
Rearguard, who stepped around the skimchair into the concourse and took a seat beyond hearing range.
"How areyou feding?'

"Fine, S'r.'u

Friesian ran ahand over hisface. "Fine, Sir. Y ou said that a Fort Constanza, just before that
stomachache dropped you like arock. You also said it just as we broke through Felix GateéWay. Right
after that, you passed out, then awoke two days later speaking street Acadian and insisting you were
fifteen yearsold. | don't think the medicd officerswill ever be the same. Neuro was not his specidty.”

"I wasfine by the time we reached MarsPort."

"Yes, you were. You did tell methat. | thought we might actualy get some work done. Then you
ate lunch and becameroyaly sick." Hisimpatience broke through his even speech like flecks of foam on
smooth water. "Y our ‘fing, Srs aren't worth much, are they?!

Jani tugged at her own baggy short-deeve. From what little she could remember of the last three
weeks, it had oncefit her perfectly—otherwise, she wouldn't have been issued it. How much of aweight
lossdid that imply? Five kilos? Ten? "What do you want meto say, Sir?"

"I want you to cal me Piers, and | want you to level with me."

Jani examined her right arm, halfway between elbow and wrist, where atiny, round wound had
healed to form adarkened scar. Her new Service ID chip lay implanted beneath. They had her now. If
Security activated the proper codes, they could pinpoint her exact location in aroom and tell whether she
sat, stood, or did push-ups.

Shelooked through the arch into the heart of the concourse. Functiona furnishings, well
maintained and spotless. Lots of stedl blue and silver on the wals and floor, accented by splashes of
mainlinered in the chair cushions and fixtures. Through the wide windows opposite her, trim shuttles and
deek arcraft glinted in the summer sun.

Every object she looked &, every surface, every blue-and-grey uniform, told her where she was,
and what waited for her. My name is Jani Moragh Kilian, Captain, United Services. Eighteen years
ago, at a place called Knevget Shéraa, | killed Colonel Rikart Neumann, my commanding officer.
Now |'ve been brought here to pay. He had deserved to die, but that wasn't the point. The Service
frowned on the individual Spacer making that judgment, and they had atime-honored method for
showing their displeasure. Thefiring squad. "I'm scared, Piers.”

Friesian eyed her in puzzlement. "I'm not saying you have nothing to worry about. But considering
the state of your hedlth, you're doing yoursdf no favors holding back from me." He stood as Lieutenant
Forceful cameinto view, a Security guard in tow. "Well tak after we get checked in at Sheridan. After
you check in & the hospital.”

Shutting down the doorscan worked as Jani said it would, much to Forceful's disappointment.
Their journey to the lower-level parking garage was punctuated by his comments asto how he could
have jazzed the mech if only held had thetime.



He made up for the loss, however, by brute-forcing the side conversion panels of their skimmer so
the passenger opening could accommodate the skimchair. Hisjoy multiplied manyfold when Friesan
asked him to expand the interior space by pulling out one of the seats. Rearguard and the driver, a
corpord with asquint, struggled to keep from laughing as they fielded the components that came flying
out the door.

Jani eyed the pearl grey, triple-length that had been provided for their transport. The enamel
coating shone wetly, even in the dull light of the garage. "What'swith the chariot?' she asked Friesan.

He pointed to her seat. "It was the only vehicle available that could hold a skimchair.”
"What about abrig van?'
Another look of puzzled appraisd. " Jani, why would you expect abrig van?'

Jani fell slent. They stuck me with an idiot, she thought as Forceful and Rearguard |oaded her
into the skimmer. The Judge Advocate was required by charter to provide for her defense, but the
charter said nothing about the quality of defense they had to provide her with. Friesan obvioudy had no
ideawhat crime she'd committed or what the Service planned to do to her after they convicted her. Hed
gt at the Officers Club bar after her execution and wonder where the hell it all went wrong.

Asthey departed the garage, the sudden change from haf-light to full glare of summer caught them
al by surprise. Jani shut her eyesto stop them tearing, while Rearguard exploded with a sharp burst of
sneezing. The Boul artery on which they rode seemed to glimmer in the hegt. Chicago had been buried
beneath mountains of snow the last time Jani had visited. Now, she could see the verdant patches of
parkland and clusters of low houses, backed by the distant skyline.

Their driver took them on aroute that skirted the city— within minutes, they |eft the crowding
traffic behind. The four-lane skimway they rode cut dong aline of homes obscured from view by large
stands of trees.

"The South Bluffs." Forceful gazed out the window and sighed. "Thisisthe low-rent section, and
gill al | can afford to doislook."

"Why would you want to live here, Don?" Rearguard sniffed as hetook in the view.
"Becauseit'sthe Bluffs, Lou. Once aman can cal this place home, he knows he's arrived.”

Jani caught the look that passed between Friesian and Rearguard Lou, the chins-up camaraderie
of those who had scaled the barriers of opinion since they decided to make the Service their career. That
opinion originated in the homes they passed now. All you with the wrong parents, wrong names,
Wrong accents, raise your hands. Friesian looked down at hislap, while Lou concentrated on the view
out hiswindow.

The skimmer exited down a corkscrew ramp, then turned onto a two-lane road that ran dong a
massive fence built of arched whitestone and meta bridging. The five-meter-high barrier stretched ahead
asfar as Jani could see.

"Have you ever seen the Shenandoah Gate, Captain?' Rearguard Lou asked her. "It was erected
to honor the tens of thousands who died at the Appalachian Front during the Greatest War." That those
thus honored had died for the Earthbound side could be discerned from the gleam of resentment that |it
hiseyes.

"Thisyear'sthe saventy-fifth anniversary of its completion." Don seemed obliviousto the other



man's displeasure. "The archivists are working night and day researching names for addition to the
Placement Rolls." He shook his head in wonder. "It took the artisans eleven yearsto encode the
grid-work and apply the coatings. Isn't it gorgeous?'

Jani caught the iridescent flickers of the names of the fallen asthe sunlight played over the
holoetching in the stone. "Lieutenant, in case you haven't noticed, you're talking to three colonias.”

"It'sa Service monument, maam." Don smoothed the front of his short-deeve. "Besides, well, |
hate to state the obvious, but the reason you're touchy is because your ancestors were asked to leave
after the dust settled. Because they logt.”

" 'Asked to leave?" Jani smiled. "1 like your choice of words, Lieutenant. Just for clarification,
what words does your side useto refer to the internment camps and prison ships?’

Friesan tugged at hiscollar. "l read an editorid in Blue and Grey requesting areevauation of the
Gate," he said hurriedly. "Over two-thirds of Service recruits come from the colonies. It does seem
counterproductive to risk dienating them before they set foot on the base.”

Don'seyeswidened in surprise. "But Sr—!"

"It'samatter of perspective, Lieutenant,” Jani interrupted. "Y ou're honoring yoursalves because
you won. Y ou had the biggest governments and the richest companies behind you. Y ou won control of
the technol ogies and the freedoms and the privilege to dole them out. Y ou won the right to send my
ancestorsto the coloniesto work in your friends factories and fields. Y ou were quite happy with the
outcome— you didn't need to examineit further. It was|eft to us asthe losersto figure out the hows and
whys, and after we did, wefelt alittleirked.” Sheignored Piersswarning look. "What do you know
about the Béttle of Waynesboro?"

Don frowned, asthough shed insulted hisintelligence. "It was the turning point in the battle for
eastern North America, maam. Mgor Alvin Cao cameto his senses and brought hisfifty thousand over
to hook up with van Reuter's Fourteenth Armored out of Philly."

Jani nodded. "And if he hadn't cometo his senses, as you say—we prefer the phrase turned
traitor, the C in NUVA-SCAN was his price—Everhard would not have lost DC and the rest of the
Eastern Seaboard wouldn't have dominoed in response. And there would have been no March to

Albany."
"Y es, maam, but—"

" Seven thousand four-hundred eighteen losers died during that march. Their bodies were sprayed
with dissolvant and tossed in ditches because your side judged them thetraitors, undeserving of proper
burial. A many-times-greatgrandfather of mine was one of those losers. The only place hisnameis
inscribed isin aBible my father kegpsin hisworkroom. Like | said, it'sameatter of perspective.”

Don nodded. He actudly seemed to be listening, which was more than many Earthbounders did.
"Can you say your Side wouldn't have done the same thing if they'd won?'

Jani hesitated. She was colony, yes, and proud to be so. But life had |eft her few illusions about
people, especidly after the blood started flowing. "No, | can't. But that's not the point. The point is, all
the dead merit remembrance. Even the oneswho lost. Because first you forget who, and then you forget
why. And then it happensal over again.”

The skimmer turned onto the Fort Sheridan entry and passed beneath the Gate's main archway.



The cabin darkened; the namesinscribed insde the arch winked and faded. Then the view lightened; the
sight of the numerous shade trees and multicolored shrubbery decorating Sheridan'srolling lawvns
disspated the tenson.

Borgie would have been in heaven, Jani thought as they passed teeming walkways that joined
row after row of low-dung white-and-tan buildings. Her late sergeant hadn't been the most conventional
of Spacers, but if you'd scratched him, held have bled blue and grey. He'd often told her that the only
reason held ever visit Earth would be to walk the paths at Fort Sheridan. | wish you were here. She
would have enjoyed listening to his blunt-edged take on her current predicament. She could have used
thelaugh.

"WEell be checking you into the Main Hospitd first." Frie-sian leaned close to Jani so he could
speak softly. "'If you're through with the history lecture, that is" He sat back, eyes ditting asthough a
headache had placed acdll.

In contrast to the glass-walled grandeur of every Neoclonafacility Jani had ever seen, Fort
Sheridan's Main Hospital showed squat and homely. Its white-cement surfaces were smooth and
sguared off, its windows short and narrow. Only ten floors, but wheat it lacked in height, it made up for in
sprawl. Patients undergoing fitness therapy could get their day's exercise smply by trotting around its
circumference.

Lou took it upon himself to maneuver Jani's chair to the hospital entry as Friesian supervised Don's
refit of the skimmer. "Bienvenu a Chicago, Capitaine," he whispered as he leaned forward to adjust the
lift settings, touching hisfingersto hisforehead in a surreptitious saute.

"Vous étes un Manxman, Lieutenant!" Jani didn't need to ask—the harsh tones of Man French
branded him easlly.

"Oui, Capitaine." He backed away as Friesian approached. " Vive la Manche" he mouthed,
using the Channel Worlder's nickname for their network of planets.

A subver sive Manxman. Jani touched her own forehead in return. Quite a happy family the
Service has here. She sat back with ajolt as Friesian propelled her a shade faster than necessary into
the cool depths of the hospital.

"Turn dowly, and walk back toward me."

As Jani tried to reverse her course, her right knee buckled. She grabbed therails of her treadway
justintimeto keep from falling. "Thisthing ishard to wak on."

"There has been motor-nerve axon damage,” avoice piped from behind the large andyzer that
received signals from both the treadway and the numerous sensor buttons that studded Jani'sarms, legs,
trunk, and back. "I'm downloading the specific Stesinto her chart now."

The doctor who stood at the far end of the track offered Jani aquiet smile. Tdl, thin,
tired-looking—Hugh Tellinn'sblond brother. "Well be starting rebuild immediately. Along with
digegtive-enzyme adjustment and heme infusion.” He held out his hand and hel ped her down the two
short steps to the floor so the waiting nurse could pluck the buttons. " Are you feding al right, Jani?'Y ou
look dazed."

"I didn't expect to get herded into myotherapy so quickly." She glanced at the man'snametag. R
Pimentel . No rank designator visible on his medwhite shirt. Jani had yet to hear atitle other than Nurse
or Doctor over the past few hours, but she figured Pimente for at least amgjor, judging from the way the



other white coats deferred to him. Possibly even acolond.

"Weve been receiving your MedRecs via message central transmit for the past ten days, so we
had a good idea what to expect. The Reina's medicd officer had alot to send— let'sjust say this
department's Misty account has topped out for the quarter.” He continued to support her asthey walked
out of the thergpy room and into an adjoining office. "Now, we need to ascertain your current status,
judge whether it hasimproved or worsened, and commence the appropriate trestments as soon as
possible.” He helped Jani lower into avigtor's chair, then took a seat on the other side of the cluttered
desk.

Jani looked around. Two filled bookcases, double-stacked with bound volumes and wafer
folders. Holos of Admira-Generd Hiroshi Mako and Prime Minigter Li Cao. A watercolor of a
pleasant-looking woman holding alittle girl. " So what happened to me, Colonel ?!

"Colond?' Pimentd's brows arched. "How did you arrive at that conclusion?’
Jani pointed behind him, to the narrow window. "Y ou have aview."

"Wdll, | hateto break it to you, Captain, but thisis Fort Sheridan, and we have windowsto
spare.” Pimentel sat back. "But yes, | am acolond.”

"RUl?'

"Yes. But I'm aso a psychothergpeutic neurologist. Owing to the types of conditions| treet, | find
it eeser for both me and my patientsif we leave theranksin the lobby." Pimentel picked up astylusfrom
his desk and regarded the unlit tip. "We think the drug used to subdue you on Felix triggered this
idiosyncratic reaction of yours. We may be dedling with a disease cdled porphyria, but thusfar, weve
been unable to identify the specific genetic mutation.”

"A human genetic mutation?”'
Pimentel hesitated. "For now. Until we have more data.”
"Neoclonahasalot of data—why don't you request my file?"

Pimentel tapped the stylus on hisknee. "Heme is manufactured in the bone marrow and the liver.
Heme in the bone marrow isincorporated into hemoglobin; hemein theliver isincorporated into eectron
trangport proteins, some of which metabolize drugs. The synthesis of the molecule is complicated; severd
intermediates and enzymes are involved. When a person possesses lower than normal activity of one of
the enzymes, the precursors build up in ether the bone marrow or the liver, depending on the enzyme
involved."

When he's angry, he spouts techno. Jani decided to play good girl. He seemed to mean well—if
shewas niceto him, maybe héld tdl her why she wastaking to himin his office with hisfamily's picture
on thewall ingtead of in alocked room in the brig infirmary. "I'm deficient in one of these enzymes?"

"Y es. Porphobilinogen deaminase, to be precise.”
"Y our wife married you because of your way with words, didn't she?"

Pimentel looked startled for amoment. Then he grinned bashfully. "PBG deaminase, for short.
That makes your flavor acute intermittent porphyria. Its cardind symptoms are the abdomina pain you
developed a Fort Congstanza, the psychotic episodes you experienced on the Reina Adelaida, and the
neuropathy, or muscle weakness, you're showing now. It's extremely rare these days. Not



life-threatening, usually—most people who have it don't even redizeit. We normally only find it in the
far-flung colonia outpogts, where things tend to dip through the cracks."

"So people are usudly born with it?!
"Always born with it. It'sagenetic disorder, not something you acquire.”
"That depends, doesn't it?"

Pimentel tossed the stylus back on his desk. ™Y ou know, whenever two or more doctors get
together in the same room, the talk eventually turnsto Neoclonasfirgt patient. 'S-l.' Sheré& 1. The woman
John Shroud wanted to make live forever." He seemed to stare past the painting of hiswife and daughter,
to someplace far away. "1've never met alegend.” Helooked at Jani. "Do | think something he did to you
in Rauta Sheraa has come back to haunt you? I'm by no means Dr. Shroud's greatest fan, but I'd like to
keep an open mind, for now. First, we need to stabilize your diet and repair the nerve and liver damage
you've sustained.” He reached for his comport pad. "Y ou look exhausted. I'm going to have you taken to
your room."

"My room?'

"I'm admitting you, Captain.” Thetired eyesgrew stedly. "I'll makeit an order, if that'sthe only
thing you'l accept.”

They gave her a private room, owing to her rank. Dinner consisted of afruit milk shake and dry
toast; when she complained about the sweetness of the shake, they scrounged hot sauceto kill the flavor.
She waited for Pimentel to burst in and order her out of his hospital for the murderer she was, but al he
did was poke his head in and say good night. She waited for the guards to be posted outside her door,
but they never came. She waited for Friesian to come and inform her of the charges againgt her, but the
second-shift head nurse, a no-nonsense blonde named Morley, told her Pimentel had asked him to hold
off until tomorrow.

They're not going to shoot me for Neumann's murder; they 're going to shock me to death.
Jani lay back againgt her soft Service-issue pillows, in her dove grey Service-issue pgamas, and worried
hersdf to deep.

CHAPTER 7

"Good morning, Jani."
Jani looked up from her magazine to find the morning nurse standing in the sunroom doorway.
"You haveavistor." He stepped aside. "Y ou can go in now."

"It'sabout time." Lucien Pascal brushed past the man and strode into the room. When his eyes
locked with Jani's he smiled broadly, at first glance the walking equivaent of abright summer day.

"Hello." Hedragged achair over to the sunny corner Jani occupied, white-blond hair flashing in
the diffuse sunlight. Hed acquired atan since sheld last seen him—his grey short-deeve looked Slver
againg hisskin, now amost as brown ashers. .



"How did you get in to see me ahead of my lawyer?" Jani watched his shoulder musclesflex
beneath the fitted shirt as he positioned his chair. The southerly view wasn't bad, either. "They're not
going tolet himinuntil this afternoon.”

Lucien held up hisarm to show her the thin slver band encircling hiswrigt. "Outpatient
monitoring.”

"They let you come here for your takedowns? An Intelligence officer?' Augmentation was one
thing she and L ucien had in common, athough his prototypica verson had boosted the nonempathetic
aspect of his personality in addition to adjusting his panic response. "I thought they'd put you in secure
lockdown in case you Sarted talking."

"No, | only come herefor psych evas." Lucien'seyes, rich brown and normaly aslifeless as spent
embers, flared with disdain. "I had my last takedown at the Intelligence infirmary. Before thet, they were
supervised by Eamon DeVries—he's Anaiss persond physician.”

"Now that'samatch madein hdl." Jani shivered a the memory of DeVries rough examinations.
Did that hurt, Kil-ian? Well, too damned bad.

"But enough about me." Lucien fixed her with an angry stare, every trace of good humor
extinguished. "Y ou never even said good-bye."

"I'msorry."

"I had your escape route al planned. | also had interested parties to answer to for your
disappearance. What happened, didn't you trust me?”

Not completely. ™Y ou know | don't trust easily.”

"| thought you understood me well enough to make an exception.” Hetugged at his outpatient
band. "Hell of alot of good your secrecy did you. They till caught you."

"If you came here to cheer me up, you're doing agood job."

"| came hereto deliver amessage." To Jani's surprise, Lucien dipped into Middle Vynsharau,
complete with posture and gestures. " The chief propitiator of the Vynsharau bids the glories of the
day to his most excellent Eyes and Ears.”

"You—" She stopped. Counted to ten. Twice. "Y ou're working with Nema?"

"Attached to theidomeni embassy—security liaison,” Lucien said in English. "I'm under arams at dll
times'—he lifted the flap of hisbelt holster, reveding an empty compartment—"except when | enter the
loony bin and need to check my shooter at the front desk. Can't let the crazies get their hands on the
weaponry, can we? They might take over, and then where would we be?!

"About where we are now. Who do you report to?"

"All embassy staff report to the Xeno branch of Justice. So, not only am | in constant contact with
your most powerful aly, | dso have anin a the ministry that's building the case againgt your old
boyfriend.” He grinned woalfishly. "Kind of makes you want to treat me nicer, doesn't it?'

"What else did Nemaask you to tell me?"

"Isthat an gpology?' Lucien hdd ahand to hisear. "I can't tdl with al thisinterference.”



"Lucien.” Jani tried to stare him into submission, but he glared back in sullen stubbornness. He
could get testy when he felt unappreciated, but in this case he had justification. He had earned Exterior
Minister Anais Ulanovas enmity when heforsook her patronage to throw in with Jani, and the animosity
of aCabinet Minister could destroy more than just acareer. Right, Evan?"I'm sorry | bolted.”

"Apology accepted.” Lucien's smile bloomed anew.
"Sowhat e'se did Nemasay?'

"That you must watch and listen, asisyour way. He dso wanted meto ask you if thering fitsyet?"
He ended with ateeth-baring grimace, an imitation of Nemas verson of asmile.

The red-stone ring. Her Academy graduation gift from her esteemed teacher. Each of the Six
specia students who had received their degrees in documents examination from the vaunted idomeni
university had received one. Everyone el se's had fit, but when Jani had tried hers on, she couldn't push it
past her second knuckle. Not anymore. Severa nervous sizing testsin Felix Mg ora confirmed the
now-comfortablefit. "Tel himno."

"Hetold methat ring'samonitor. When it fits, you'll be hybridized enough to begin training to
become his successor. Isthat true?”

"Luden, I'mhumean.” Officially. For now. "Tha mitigates againgt me becoming thereligious
leader of awhole other race, don't you think?' That and the fact the Service will have come to their
senses and shot me by then.

"But hesaid—"
"The hell with what he said. Just because he says things doesn't make them fact!™

"Keep your voice down!™ Lucien looked toward the sun-room door, on the dert for
eavesdroppers. "Y ou know, he wanted meto rig myself so | could record you. He said he wanted to
hear your voice. | don't think 1'd want to bein the room with him after he heard that."

"Oh, it wouldn't be bad. Hed disregard it as unimportant.” She was only the Eyes and Ears, after
all. A tool. Her thoughts and fears didn't matter. And | have thoughts and fears, you bet | do.

Lucien rose and walked across the room to the holoVee display. "Keep your mouth shut until | set
up some interference.” He activated the unit and flipped through the programs, stopped at an opera
broadcast, and jacked up the audio until the swell of voicesfilled the room. "What's the matter with you?"'

"Ask my doctor—he kegpsthe running tally." Jani watched Lucien gtroll back to hischair. Part of
her could have watched him forever. The part with the brain wished held go away. "What's happening
with Evan? What sort of plea bargain has Judtice offered him? What's he given them concerning me?"

"Sow down." Lucien sprawled unServicelike and picked a hisnalsin irritation. "His attorneysare
worried—they don' likethe publicity thiscaseisdrawing.”

"They need publicity. They need to show what agreat guy Evan was and what an evil influence |l

wes.

"Well, that's not what they're getting. The Earth news services aren't carrying anything about you.
The colony services are another story. On FelNet, Felix is complaining about the arrest of coloniaswith
insufficient evidence. In the smoke-filled rooms, the Fdlician governor called your capture kidnapping and
filed aformal complaint againgt the Service. She's threatening to cance the landlease for Fort Constanza.



She can't do that, legdly, but that doesn't seem to concern her. Acadiaand toute La Manche back her
up. They're threatening to boycott the Commonweath Cup—"

"What!"

"—hut they've been sweeping the prelims, so they may decide defeating the Earthbound teams
servestheir cause better.” Lucien chuckled. "Nematakes adifferent tack. He asks about you in meetings
with the PM, usually after she inquires after rightsto use theidomeni Gate Ways near the Outer Circle.”

"That doesn't answer my question about Evan.”
"If he attacks you, he hasto admit the part he played in your transport explosion.”

"That'sthe point of the pleabargain. He tellsthem how much | hated Neumann, and they let him
off the hook for ordering the bomb to be planted on my transport.”

"His pride won't allow him to admit what he did. That being the case, helll it in hislittle house
forever."

It can't be that easy. "They haven't charged me with Neumann's murder yet." Jani rolled up the
magazine and whacked hersdf on the thigh. "I shouldn't be here. | should bein abrig infirmary waiting to
get scanned and strip-searched.”

But instead, colonid governors were lodging protests on her behdf.
What the hell is going on?

Lucien looked at histimepiece. "Test time—I haveto go. Thenit's off to the city. I'min charge of
an advance team checking out Chicago Combined. Nemawill be meeting with their botany professors.
They're going to discuss the possibilities of idomeni-humanish hybridizations. For plants.” He stared down
at hisshoes.

"Lucky you," Jani said, ignoring hisalusion. "Has he been behaving himsd f?!

"No." Lucien looked up with asmile. "Heleft the embassy without his guard the day before
yesterday. They corraled him in apark. Some kids were teaching him how to use the seesaw.” He
stood, then pulled her to her feet aswell. Before she could react, he leaned down and kissed her on the
cheek. Hislipsfelt warm and soft; he smelled of soap and clean clothes.

Jani backed away. When hetried to pull her to him again, she placed her hands against his chest
and pushed.

"That's OK, | thrive on rgjection." He hunched his shoulders and kicked at the floor. "The least
you can do iswak meto my gppointment.”

The halswerefilled with people, including two colonelsand amgor, dl mainline. Thesght of dl
that red-striped brass compelled Lucien to behave. Somewhat.

"If you Htill fed strongly about that strip search after you get out of here, let me know.” Hewalked
down the hal toward the testing labs. "'I'm an expert in that sort of thing." He paused to wink at her
before disappearing around the corner.

Jani leaned againgt the wall for afew minutes and recovered her blond-addled wits. Then she
wandered back to the sunroom. The colonial guvs are making a stink. And if the tension over the



Shenandoah Gate was any indication, Service solidarity in acolonia crisswas not guaranteed. And
Nema 'sraising his own brand of hell.

But in the end, what good would their interferences do? She traced the Pathen Haérin word for
garbage on awall with her finger. Their protests and a vend token, Lucien. Or aVynsharau ring.

Pimentel placed adrop of her blood on a cartridge tester. " The only reason John Shroud is still
walking the streets rather than occupying aprison cdll is because he's convinced certain people he's
closing in on the secret to eternd life”

Jani sat on the edge of her bed. | hope he won't be drawing any more blood. The crook of her
right arm aready looked like a dartboard and stung to the touch. "What happened to your open mind?
He saved my life." Shewaited for Pimentai to reply, but he continued to manipul ate testing materials and
capillary tubes. "Cal Montoya from Neoclona Chicago trested me about five months ago,” she said as
she settled back againgt her pillow. "He prescribed enzyme supplementsto help my digestion. He didn't

say anything about porphyria”

Pimentel returned the testing equipment to his crammed carryal. "What else would you expect?
Can you imagine the damage to Shroud's reputation if it got out that he had inflicted agenetic disorder on
his legendary patient? That ‘word from the mountaintop' aurais the main thing Neoclona has going for it.
Service Medicd has never bought into their mystique. Our physiciansal receivetheir training in
unaffiliated schools. And even Shroud will admit, if squeezed hard enough, that our people can hold their
own againg his by any measure you can think of."

Jani squirmed benegth her covers. She would be thefirst to admit her fedings for John had never
made sense. In the months they'd been sequestered together, he'd treated her as either goddess or
entitlement, depending on hismood. Galatea to his Pygmalion one minute, oyster to his pearl knife
the next. For her part, shed exploited his affection even as she ached for histouch; as the years passed,
sheld come to resent him mightily for the things he had done to her. Every time her gut cramped or her
muscles spasmed as though torn, she cursed him, yet when someone attacked him, she felt compelled to
jump to his defense. "He thought he was helping me," she said, knowing how wesek it sounded, to her
earsaswel asPimentd's.

"He helped you, dl right. I've spent the morning studying your tissue scans." He straightened her
blanket with asharp tug. "It amazes me you can speak kindly of him, considering what he did to you. He
treated you like an experimenta culture. Genius he may possess—unfortunately for you, he lacksthe
judgment and ethicsto go with it. Every haf-baked hypothesisthat stewed in hisbrain concerning the
benefits of human-idomeni tissue hybridization, hetried out on you. And now here you are, forced to
cope with the consequences of his crimina negligence." Pimentd picked up the carryd| and regarded her
levelly. ™Y ou need sound medical care. Y ou don't need John Shroud or one of his acolytestrying to fix
you with the same usdess toolswith which he broke you in thefirgt place.”

Friesian breached the Morley-run defenses at midafternoon break. The enforced downtime had
done him good. Hisfresh summerweightsfit crisply, with not a pucker to be seen. He had gotten a
haircut aswell, and had shaved so closely his cheeks shone like ababy's.

"It felt good to deep in agrounded rack." Heled her into avacant office located around the
corner from her room. "All my friends livefor ship duty, but I'll take anice, solid planet any day.” He
closed the door, sat down at the desk, and pulled file folders and |oose papers from a black-lesther
documents case.

Jani sat across from him and watched the desktop disappear beneath alayer of Service paper.



"Y ou've been working?'

"Oh, yes." He glanced at her in surprise, asthough hitting the stacks directly after coming off a
three-week-long haul was the most normal thing in the world. " Spent the better part of yesterday
afternoon filing motions. Extensons, mostly, since you and | weren't able to work together to prepare
your case. | dso visited the Service Investigative Bureau Archives.” The eager look in his eyes dtered,
becoming harder, more cold-blooded.

Jani caught aglimpse of Friesan-in-court and grudgingly admitted sheliked what she saw. "What
did you find there?"

"Better to ask what | didn't find." Findly, he removed a small watercooler and a couple of dispo
cups from the case's side pocket, then dropped the case to the floor beside his chair. "Anything relating
to your history after your transfer from First Documents and Documentation to the Twelfth Rovers. It'sas
though you disappeared.”

Jani picked through astack of papers. Most were formal requests to examine documents,
formatted in the current style—lightest blue parchment with astylized eagle watermark. Friesan had
noted the places where she needed to sign. "That makes no sense. That'stheir case.”

Friesan grinned. "Exactly.”

"They're up to something." Jani crossed her arms, tucking her handsin her deevesin an effort to
warm them. Why do they keep these rooms so damned cold? She'd supplemented the long-deeved
winter-issue pgjamas with awinterwei ght robe and two pairs of socks, yet she till felt cold. "They can't
let me get away with this.”

"Get away with what?' Friesan's voice grew measured. Another courtroom tic surfacing. "Jani,
why do you believe you're here?"

Isthisa trick question? Shetried to cross her right leg over her left. The weak limb wouldn't
budge, forcing her to grab ahandful of pgamaleg and hoist up and over. "Check the posting board in
any colonid Government Hal."

"We aren't in aGovernment Hall now, and | want to hear it from you."

But | don't want to say it. Once she said the words, that would be it. No going back. No
pretending the past elghteen years had never happened, that her Service career had continued
uninterrupted, that she was smply in hospital for her annua physica. She stared over Friesian'shead at a
point on the blank wall and listened to her words as if they emerged from another mouth. "1'm wanted for
murder. Themurder of Colond Rikart Neumann, my commanding officer."

"The correct wording is, Wanted for questioning in connection with... Hardly the same.”
"Words"

"In my game, words count.” Friesian freed arecording board from beneath one of the piles. " Jani,
what you're actudly charged with is Article Ninety-two of the Service Code. 'Missng movement.'" He
unsnapped a stylus from its board niche, activated it, and began writing.

"Miss—" Jani tried to speak, but the words stalled in her throat. They're saying | missed a ship.
Neumann dead. The patients dead. Twenty-six Laumrau and fifteen Rovers. And they track me for
eighteen years and arrest me for missing a ship. "That—that's ajoke."



"You think s0?" Friesan continued writing. "As the highest-ranked documents examiner in the
Twefth Rover Corps, it was your sworn duty to ensure that the paper under your control made transfer
during the evac of Rauta Shéraa Base. According to the charge, you failed to appear at your post the
night the evacuation took place." Friesian picked adocument off the top of one of the pilesand sudied it.
Older Service paper—ypde grey parchment. Paper from Jani'stime. "The Night of the Blade. The night
the Vynsharau took over."

"The Twdfth Rovers—" Jani shivered. Shefdt even colder now. "The Twelfth Rovers never made
it back to Rauta Shérda Base."

"No, but you did, according to Colond Veda. One of the documents that went missing recorded
your transfer, via people-mover, from Knevcet Shérdato Rauta Shéraa Base."

"That never happened!”
Friesian tapped his thumbs on the edges of hisboard. "What did happen?’

"From the beginning?" Jani pulled her robe more closdy around her. "We were sent to Knevcet
Shéraato hook up with the group of Bandan xenogeol ogists who had been trapped by the fighting and
escort them back to Rauta Sherda.”

"Y ou were adocuments examiner. Why bring you on a pickup?’

"Neumann said he needed me to confirm their papers. What he really needed me for wasto
vaidate and code their patient files for transport back to Earth, but | didn't redlize that until too late." Jani
blew on her hands—so cold. Thefirst patient died soon after. Her name was Eva Y atni. Then Simyam
Baru mutilated himsdlf, and | tracked down Neumann to find out whet the hell was going on. We fought.
That waswhen | killed him." She stared at her hands, skin paed from inner chill. "The Laumrau staff fled
to the hills, warned their compatriots that word of their collusion with humanswould get out if they didn't
act. So they started bombing. Y olan Cray died during the first wave. Shewas my corpora. A wall
collgpsed on her. Then the bombing stopped.”

She could hear the Slence again, the Silence that fell after the last shatterbox found its target.
Silencetoo afraid to open its eyes. Silence with its heart torn out.

"A Night of Convergence." Friesan cleared histhroat, then poured himsdlf water from the cooler.
"Theidomeni government conducted an investigation that confirmed the action you took againgt the
twenty-six Laumrau encamped outside Kneveet Sheraa”

"It wasn't an action—I killed them one by one asthey took a sacramentd medl in their tents.”

"They dso advised usthat they have no interest in pursuing any type of case againgt you at this
time." He paused to drink, then pressed the cup against hisforehead. "That part of your story, &t least,
can be confirmed.”

Jani recrossed her legs. She dill needed to hoist her right. "What do you mean, confirmed?”

Friesan sghed. "Ever since | started working this case, dl I've encountered is one rumor after the
other." He pressed fingertips to forehead. " Rumor that the doctors who founded Neoclona salvaged you
from the trangport van Reuter allegedly arranged to have bombed. Rumor that they kidnapped you of f
the street and smuggled you offworld to experiment on you. | hear different stories every day concerning
how Rikart Neumann died.” He picked up the documents bag and rummaged through the flaps and
pockets until he freed asmall packet. Hetore it open, shook a bright pink tablet into his hand, and tossed



it into his mouth, washing it down with water.

Jani reached for one of the dispos—Friesian took that as a cue to pour her some water. She let
him. Her hands had started to shake—if shetried to serve herself, who knew where the water would end
up?"What other stories do you need? I'm admitting | killed Neumann.”

Friesian handed her the cup. "On the Reina, when you were fill holed up in theinfirmary and
giving the medica officer fits, you inssted you had sneaked out during a shift change and disabled thefire
extinguishers. Y our accounting of your movements was So accurate, the chief engineer ordered a
ship-wide ingpection. Y ou hadn't touched athing, of course. Y ou'd never left theinfirmary.”

"You don't bdieve me."

"What | believe doesn't matter. What anyone else bdlieves doesn't matter. Solid proof, paper
proof, proof that can be researched and confirmed, iswhat the prosecution needs to support this or any
charge and the only thing against which we need to mount adefense. And so far, they've shown me
nothing to connect you with Neumann's death.”

"You're—" Jani loosened the neck of her robe. She felt much wanner now. Her heart pounded.
"Y ou're saying they won't charge me, that | spent dl these years running for nothing. Y ou're saying they
have no case."

"That's exactly what I'm saying."
"Because the paper's gone missing.”
"If it ever exiged &t dll."

"l don't understand any of this."

Friesan leaned forward and selected papers from the various piles. I had along talk with Roger
before coming to see you." He grinned at Jani's puzzled look. "Dr. Pimentel. He feds you're under a great
dedl of stress. Much of it, he adds, is self-imposed.” He handed her one of the documents requests, long
with astylus. "I want to do what's best for you, Jani. | wish | felt you trusted me more.”

Jani braced her hand on the arm of her chair. In spite of the support, her hand still shook so badly
that her normally crigp signature showed blurred and crooked. "Do | have achoice?’

"That isnot what | want to hear." Friesian took the document and handed her another. "Roger did
tell me he fedsyou're improving. The muscle weakness may last for afew more weeks, but you're
responding well to the diet they've put you on and the other therapiesthey're trying out. Y ou could be
released in the next few days."

"To dowhat?' Jani stared at the paper she held. Extended Residence Agreement. A Transent
Officers Quarters contract. "Work with you?"'

"Such aluxury, the Service cannot afford. They have an Academy-trained documents examiner in
their grasp, and they can't afford to et her go unutilized.” Friesan pointed to the TOQ contract. Y ou're
being returned to duty, Captain Kilian. With restricted movement, | should add. Y ou'll be confined to
base until we close the book on this" He reached into another pile and removed an official-sized sted
blue envelope, its flap crosshatched with white security seals. He smiled cautioudy and handed it to Jani.

She traded the TOQ contract for the envelope. The crisp parchment snapped like plastic between
her fingers. "Do you know what'sin here?



"Umhmm.”
"Areyou going to tell me?'
"No. You haveto openit.”

She held her breath as she broke the threadlike sedls, removed the sheets of pale blue parchment,
and unfolded them.

"What do you think?" Friesan's smile strengthened. ™Y ou've been assigned to your old outfit. First
Documents and Documentation.”

Reporting to Lt. Colonel Frances Hals. Foreign Transactions, third floor, Documents Control.
Simplewording for smple actions. Three days from today, at 0830, shewould present hersdlf to
Lieutenant Colonel Hals, dressed out, scan-pack in hand. The Service's Oldest Living Sideline Captain

reporting for duty.

Friesan gathered the documents and returned them to his case. "Roger fedsit'sin your best
interest to work again. Use your skills. 'Chip off therust,' he cdlsit. In the meantime, I'll work my end,
and well meet regularly to discuss any developments.”

Friesan ingsted on playing the gdlant, so Jani let him escort her back to her room. On the way,
they passed a patient leaning againgt the wall, arms crossed in front of his chest, staring at nothing. He
looked like he'd been through awar himself—bronze-haired and lean, with along, weathered face cut
from edge of nose to end of mouth by a deep, age-whitened scar. He looked at them asthey
passed—his eyes held confusion and bewilderment and mute question. Takedown malaise. Jani knew
how hefdlt. The next time shelooked in amirror, she'd see the same eyes saring back.

CHAPTER 8

They discharged her two days | ater.

"Y ou've shown marked improvement.” Pimentel said. "But you're to check in every other day until
further notice. The noise from the firing range occasionally entertains us—if it bothers your augie, comein
and welll fit you with hearing protection.” He handed her arectangular blue bag that looked like a Service
toiletry kit. "Y our scripsand ingructions are in here. If you have any questions, anytime, cdl or stop in.”
He reached into the front pocket of his medcoat and pulled out asmall, cartridge-tester-like device.

"Thisisyour diet monitor. It'slike a scanpack for food. Run it over every item you want to eat—it
determineskcalsaswdl asfat grams, protein, etc, and it kegpsarunning taly. If it squedls, you can't
have what you just scanned.” He held the smdll box out to her. "Well be ableto tell if you cheat and trust
me, sowill you."

Jani accepted the device with agrudging nod. "I know what it's going to tell me. More fruit milk
shakes." The sweet dudge had remained a staple of every meal. She had run through the kitchen's entire
supply of hot sauce in aday and ahaf, and had been forced to resort to plain black pepper to kill the
taste.

Pimentel led Jani out to the lobby and was about to show her out the door when awoman



standing near the entry desk raised her hand. He ran ahand over his rumpled medwhite V-neck. "Jani,
I'd like to introduce you to someone.”

The woman made no move to meet them, but remained by the desk. She was perhaps twenty
yearsolder than Jani, with stedl grey hair trimmed in ablunt, chin-length style. Her eyeswere dark, her
skin, olive. She wore summer-weights and a crisp white medcoat, and cradled a recording board.

"Maam, it'sgood to see you." Pimentel executed the straight-backed sharp nod that took place of
asduteindoors. "Captain Kilian, I'd like to introduce Dr. Carvala, our chief of staff."

Dr. Major General Carvalla, Jani amended, taking note of the twin silver stars adorning the
Sdes of the woman's short-deeve. "Maam.”

"Captain." Carvalas broad face broke into agenuine amile. "Y ou have been giving my people a
workout." She glanced at Pimentel, who looked starstruck. "It's not often | meet someone who served on
Shéerd. We're contemporaries of asort. | served as medical officer on aship stationed in that area. The
Kensington. Y ou may not have heard of it, considering the circumstances a thetime."

Jani's grin froze. "The flagship of the group that evac'd Rauta Shéraa Base—yes, maam, | had
heard of it." After she escaped John's stifling care, she had spent several nerve-wracking days evading
the crews that took over the human sector of the Rauta Shéraa shuttleport as she tried to wangle abillet
on acivilian ship. Everywhere she had turned, she had seen someone sporting the names Kensington,
Hilfington, or Warburg on ajacket or lid. "I'm sure the evacueesrecall you fondly."

"Perhaps," Carvalareplied dryly. "Quarters were close, and supplies were scarce. | think the
fondest memory the evacuees have of uswas saying good-bye." She glanced at her timepiece. "Wdll, it's
timefor rounds. Take care of yourself, Captain. I'm sure I'll see you again.” She nodded to Jani and
Pimentel in turn, then walked to the rear of the lobby to join adoctor cluster waiting near the lift bank.

"Shelswonderful. The best thing that ever happened to Service Medicd. Fair. Forward-thinking."
Pimentd's bounciness lasted until he walked out of the hospital and into the full blaze of summer. "God,
it'shot! Areyou sure you don't want someone to drive you to the TOQ?'

"No. | looked it up on the base map Morley gave me— it's not that far." Jani took a deep breath
of hot, dry air, felt the chill leave her for the first time since her arrival, and waved good-bye to Pimentel.

She walked down the long drive leading from the Main Hospita, then turned down a series of
shorter, tree-lined streets named after famous generals. Hillman Avenue. Dragan Row. Starcross Way.
Earthbound generds. She could imagine Borgi€e's peeved Man French mutterings as to the inequity of the
Situation. She could sense him walk beside her, as he had ahundred times at Rauta Sheraa Base.

They'd both acquired reputations by then, Jani as the stiff-necked anti-Family doc jock who
reacted to threats by making her own, Borgie asaquick mind ruined by a quicker temper and the
penchant for the freelance dedl . Jani had uncovered evidence of one such operation, an attempt to divert
scanpack suppliesto aPearl Way broker. She had quietly shut it down, then had taken Borgie aside and
explained why it wasin hisbest interest to keep his damned hands out of her patch. Struck by the fact
that she had figured out his plan so easily, and that she declined to turn him in to Base Security, he had
decided to adopt her. Hers was aworthy mind, he had told her, for an officer. From then on, he took her
on rounds of hisown, and explained to her the things he felt a deskbound paper-pusher needed to know
to survivein the Old Service. Much of theinformation had comein handy during her years underground.
To say she owed Borgie her life didn't say enough. To say shedd let him down ... well, that didn't say
enough, either.



Jani took her time examining the Sheridan grounds. Therolling lawns. The locations of
intersections and main drives. Shewalked easily, her discharge summerweights and relaxed manner
marking her as anew release on her way home.

She and Borgie had talked about many things over the months. The fine art of breaking and
entering. How to plan an escape. Primary routes. Back-up plans. Acquiring and secreting provisions and
weapons. And other preparations.

They get us with that damned chip, Captain. They can track us anywhere with that thing.
All they have to do is enter your code into systems and activate. How you deal with that depends
on how desperate you are.

Jani checked her trouser pocket, the one that contained the scalpel she had swiped from a supply
cart. In another, she'd stashed the half-used tube of incision sealant she'd found sitting atop the nurses
station counter, along with the topica anesthetic and a bandage pad. She'd operated on her scan-pack
often enough. She wasn't squeamish, and thanks to augie she had a high tolerance for pain.

The most important thing, Captain, isto choose your moment well. They won't give you a
second chance.

"Frankly, Sergeant, I'm surprised they're giving me afirg one." Jani dowed to astop inthe middie
of theroad and considered the strangeness of it dll. Piers thinks I'm lying about Neumann. Because
V eda needed paper to back up charges, and Jani's records were missing. Where are they? Who was
responsible for their disappearance? Why were they involved? What did they expect to gain? Did they
think to lull her into afalse sense of ease, only to spring charges on her later? The unexpected attack was
the hardest to fend off—she didn't want to be caught unawares. | need to know who's been fiddling
with my records. And her records were stored at the SIB.

She started walking again, reaching a nameless cul-de-sac and trudging up apath leading to a
five-story whitestone box set well back from the road, surrounded by low hedges. South Centra
Trandent Officers Quarters. Her home for the duration, however long that turned out to be.

The TOQ lobby proved just as plain asthe exterior. The cheers and excited commentary that
sounded from a side room indicated a wel|-attended Cup broadcast in progress.

Jani found her room on the mezzanine floor, aquick ten-step flight up from the lobby. Three small
partitioned spaces: a Sitting room cum office equipped with a desk and comport, abedroom, and a bath.
Spare furnishings of honey-colored polywood. Cream walls. A single narrow window in the Sitting room,
looking out over the cul-de-sac.

Her enthusiasm ramped when she laid eyes on her old duffd, resting smal and lonely on the frame
couch. "They redly worked you over," she said as she dug through the depleted contents, removed her
scanpack from its half-fastened pouch, then fingered the ragged edge of what had once been the
scanproof compartment. They'd confiscated her shooter and gadgets. Someone, however, had taken the
time to wrap her keepsakes in atissue envel ope.

She stashed her stolen medical supplies, the scalpd in the catch-al tray on her desk, the
anesthetic, glue, and bandage, in her bathroom cabinet. Hide in plain sight. A nosy visitor would think
she had astrange taste in letter openers and the tendency to cut hersalf with same, not that she planned to
make arun for it as soon as circumstance alowed.

She opened her smal closet to find the Clothing EIf had seen to her gear. She perused the six
different styles of uniforms hanging within, then removed her unmarked hospital summerweights and



donned afresh set of her very own.

Jani found her ribbons and badges in asmall box atop her dresser. She attached her bronze
Sddline captain'stabsto her collar, the silver scroll and quill of Documents Servicesto her shoulder tabs.
They'd awarded one-year colonia service ribbons back in her day; she pinned the two
green-and-gol d-striped rectangles over her Ieft pocket, where they glistened like pieces of spun-sugar
candy.

They'd even alowed her the gold marksman badge she'd worked so hard to win when her
mainline cohorts had told her she had no chance. Expert. Short shooter. You'd think they 'd have held
that one back. Might aswdl shout it to theworlds. Hi, I'm Jani. Shot twenty-seven—killed them all.
Andyou are ... ?

She applied makeup. Spritzed her hair with water and trimmed her more straggly curlswith the
nal cuttersthat camein her toiletry kit. Captain Paragon girding for the File Wars. She smiled despite
her disquiet.

Her fedings toward the Service made about as much sense as her fedlings for John Shroud. Pride
in her Commonwesdlth had nothing to do with it—she'd been too much acolonid to fed patriotic and too
much of a skeptic to see Acadias rebe factions as any more than self-serving delusonaries. | joined up
for the same reasons that receptionist joined Neo-clona. To get away from a deadend homeworld.
To meet different people. To learn. Sheld never resented the routine, since working with the idomeni
guaranteed things never remained routine for long. Sheld even liked the uniforms; sheldd never been an
avid follower of fashion, and had been quite happy to turn the clothes part of her life over to someone
dse

Give me a scanpack and a stack of paper, and I'm happy. If they'd assigned her anyplace but
Rauta Shérda Base, she might have even made the Service acareer. | like to fade into the background,
and there's no place you can fade better than the Service.

The one time she had broached that opinion to Borgie, however, he had laughed till he cried. You
're an action person. Captain, hetold her after he recovered sufficiently to speak. You like digging
into things you shouldn't. Turning over rocks. You don't toe the line—hell, you 're a peacetime
nightmare. You're one of those poor souls who needs a war .

Asit turned out, she was anightmare even then.
Shewasin the middle of brushing her teeth when the door-scanner buzzed.

"Hello!" Lucien pushed past her into the Sitting area, laden with packages. "I unpacked your gear
thismorning," he said as he tossed his brimmed lid on the couch and set abasket of cut flowers atop the
end table. "I hope you appreciateit.”

"So you're the Clothing EIf." Jani stood by the door, toothbrush in hand, and watched him unpack
and store disposable cups and wipes, sundries and supplies for the desk. Instead of summerweights, he
wore dress blue-greys. A black-leather crossover belt cut adiagona swath across his stedl blue tunic.
His grey trousers were cut down the sides with the requisite mainline red dash, and the holster on hisbelt
was fully packed. "Was today 'take your idomeni ambassador to university' day?"

"Y eah. His security picked thetime at the last minute. Most propitious, they said, but | think they
just wanted to shake the reporters. Nemawas as excited as hell. He got into everything.” Lucien reached
into one of the bags and removed asmall glass-and-gold clock. "Thishasa good darm,” he said ashe
st in on the desk. "The one on the comport isn't loud enough, and you can't set it to repesat.”



Jani ducked into the bathroom to finish her teeth. "I found soap, hairwash, and toothpaste in here.
I'm surprised they couldn't stick aclock somewhere.”

"They used to. Stopped last year. They said it wasthe officers responsibility to keep their own
time"

"Areyou sure it wasn't because the clocks were getting swiped by the occupants?!

Lucien poked his head around the bathroom entry. "We are talking about officersand
gentlepeople, not occupants. And theword is reappropriated, not swiped.”

"They must have been good clocks. How many got regppropriated in ayear, on average?"

"One hundred fifty-three. They could even survive direct shooter fire. When magnebolting them to
the tables didn't work, Housekeeping caled it awash. Y ou really do have a suspicious mind, you know
thet?"

"Only because people keep living down to my expectations.” Jani rinsed her mouth, then fixed the
damage the toothpaste and water had inflicted upon her makeup. "I doubt human nature gets checked at
the Shenandoah Gate."

"Don't let asuperior hear you say that, or you'll get an earful. The New Serviceisaproud
organization. It does not embrace the mal content.”

"Thenwhy doesit haveits hand down my trousers?'

Lucien laughed. "Y ou've got me there." Shoulders till shaking, he tossed awrapper inthe
trashzap and disappeared around the divider.

Jani edged out of the bathroom, leaned against the divider, and watched Lucien set out an
assortment of newssheets. When he still worked as a security officer on Anais Ula-novas staff, he had
been deftly inserted into the crew ligt of the CSS Arapaho, the ship Jani had traveled on during her first
trip to Earth. His duty had been ostensibly to serve as her steward; his true function had been to uncover
her redl identity. Even after the ruse had fallen through, he had il inssted on performing his
cabin-attending duties. She'd had fresh flowers every ship day, liqueur waiting after dinner, laundry done
dally.

He even massaged my neck once. She had just spent hours combing over some of Evan van
Reuter'sfiles, and the conclusion that her ex-lover was guilty of bribery and conspiracy, among other
nasty things, had resulted in atension headache that left her photophobic and unable to move her neck.

But Lucien fixed. Did he ever. In the five weeks they spent together, that was the closest he came
to getting her into bed. L etting him get those hands on her was one mistake she had no intention of
repesting. But, if he wanted to spend part of hisday replenishing her flowers and reading materids, she
wouldn't turn him down. "Isthat everything?' she asked as she watched him stuff more wrappingsinto the
trashzap.

"No." He stepped into her bedroom, then turned to her and crooked hisfinger for her to follow.
"Onefina surprise.” He held up the last package, removed the silver-and-black wrappingswith a
flourish, and held it out for her inspection.

She found hersdf staring into two shining brown eyes framed by afringe of fur. " A teddy bear?"

It was an old-style toy, designed to do nothing but Sit. Light brown fur, the closest match Lucien



could find to hisown hair. A black-plastic nose capped a snubby muzzle and awinsome, sewn-on smile,
The uniform of the day consisted of adark blue field sweater and fatigue pants, complete with alittle blue
garrison cap clutched in one fuzzy paw.

"What do you think?" Lucien propped it against the pillow, then reached out to adjust its swester.

"It'stoo cute for words." Jani eyed the creature in be-musement. "1 haven't had ateddy bear since
| wasthree."

"That explainsalot." Lucien ran afinger dong the edge of the bed. "Y ou know, I've beentold |
have teddy-bear-like qualities.”

"Y eah, you're both glassy-eyed and stuffed.” Jani tapped her timepiece. "1 have thingsto do."

"Thefirg thing you're doing is dinner with me, but you're not going anywherelooking like that .
Lucien pulled acomb from histrouser pocket. "Thisis Fort Sheridan. There are Appearance and
Standards officers behind every bush." He recombed Jani's hair and made her retuck her shirt. Then he
reached into hisinside tunic pocket, removed, athin black rod, and tapped the side—ablue-green light
flickered from one end.

"You carry amicrometer !" Jani watched him run the lighted end over her badges, check the
readout, then pop the rod in hismouth like anicstick as he adjusted the placement of one of her colonia
sarviceribbons. "Y ou can't tel methe A& S-holes are that picky."

"The wha—!" The micrometer wobbled as L ucien tried to suppress alaugh. "Depends whether
they've met their quotas. They go on abinge about once a quarter; those demerit fines can redly chew up
your pay. Y ou learn not to take chances." He touched Jani's short-shooter badge. "Expert. Redly?

"No, some officers stedl clocks, | sted badges." She pointed to the micrometer. "That's bullshit.”

"And you're all roses, my DI used to say, so suck it up.” Lucien knedlt carefully on the carpeted
floor and measured Jani's trouser hems.

"Y ou had aDI?1 thought you emerged fully formed from arecruiting holo." She watched him run
adispo over onetietop. "And don't tell me that shoe's dirty because | just polished it.”

Lucien looked up at her and shook hishead in dismay. "Y ou'll thank mefor thislater.”
"Thisentire exerciseisjust an excuse to touch me."

"If I wanted an excuse, | could think of much more interesting onesthan this." He yanked at her
other fastener and retied it more neetly. "What are you going to name him?"

"Who?'
"The bear. He needsaname."
"Oh, it'sa'he'isit?"

"Of course." Lucien straightened up and stood before her in dl hismainline glory. Hishair shone
more brightly than his badges, which in turn gleamed enough to flash the room-light like stars. Held pass
any measurement test devised by man—aoh yes, if you struck him, held ring. "What are you going to name
him?'

Jani took a step backward. "Vd," shereplied quietly. "After my old friend, Vd Parini.”



Lucien looked heavenward and sighed. "I set out your gear, do your shopping, save you from
A& Swrath, and what thanks do | get?* He pointed to the two badges decorating his own tunic pocket.
"I have you besat. Expert, short and long shooter."

"Y ou had a head start. Y ou were born with haf the equipment.” Jani grabbed her scanpack from
the desk, stuffed it into her belt pouch, dashed out the door, then waited for Lucien to catch her up. After
some bickering while he adjusted her garrison cap, they proceeded to dinner.

They ate a the South Central Officers Club, and watched afreshly transmitted Cup qual match
on the bar-mounted 'V ee. The German provincia team versus Elyas Amagam in an Earthbound-colony
tusde. Elyaswas up five-zip a half-time—most of the faces at the bar appeared rather glum.

The temperature outside had reached record levels, according to the ServNet weather broadcast.
Forty Celsius, with no cool-down expected for at least aweek. The 'V ee viewers nursed their drinks and
looked out the floor-to-ceiling windows to the bright, shimmering lawnscape beyond, delaying aslong as
possible the inevitable walk outside.

Jani stepped out onto the patio, sighing with pleasure as a Rauta Sheraa-qudity blast of
hell-spawned wind sucked the moisture from her eyefilms.

Lucien drew dongside. "Want to check out the beach?”
"We're not dressed for the beach.”

"We can change." He handed her a dispo of water. "Y ou don't even have to buy aswimsuit. You
wereissued one."

"Was|?'

"Yep. They'redark silver thisyear." Hislook grew pointed. "That color would look great against
your skin."

"Would it?" Jani brushed off Lucien's subdued leer. "Il want to go to the SIB." She chewed amint
leaf sheld plucked from her fruit cup—thefruit had been torture to choke down, even with pepper and
hot mustard, but she found the gnawed mint leaves followed by a cold water chaser refreshing. "'l need to
tak to an archivig.”

"Y ou gart working tomorrow, not tonight. Tonight, you're supposed to relax and have fun.”
Lucien flashed asmile, white teeth brilliant againgt tanned skin. "That'swhat I'm for."

Jani let hisrich brown stare draw her in. A less-experienced soul could drown in those cool, dark
pools. Luckily, she knew how to swim. "Can | ask you aquestion?”’

Lucien leaned closer. "'Y ou know you can ask me anything.”
"Areyou using meto get closeto Nema, or Nemato get closeto me?”

His head snapped back. His smile vanished. He strode out onto the lawn. "A little of both. Does
that matter?'

Jani remained silent. She knew he didn't like it when she tossed his affections, such asthey were,
back in hisface, but she didn't relish him treating her like one of his suckers either.

He paced in front of her, with the occasional glanceto seeif shewatched. "At least | tell you.”



"Only because | dready know."

He dowed to agtroll, then to ahdt, and looked at her, hisface astudy in line and shadow devoid
of emotion. Then the smile returned, grimmer and more knowing. "It'stoo hot for the beach. How about
awak along the South Marina docks? At least the walkways are covered.”

"SB."

"Theresthe indoor games room.”

"gR.

"We could see what's playing at the VVeedrome.”
"gR

"SIB." Lucien tugged a histunic collar, then fanned hisface. "Can | at least change into
summerweightsfirg?"

Jani studied him with what sheliked to cal her crimina eye. If | were stealing documents, would
| worry if | saw you show up in the middle of my shift? She contemplated histrim, rangy frame,
displayed to perfection in the formal uniform. Hishard stare. Most particularly, she studied his packed
shooter holgter. "No. | like you just the way you are.”

SIB Archives, like most repositories Jani had known, had been origindly designed to be much
smaller, then expanded over timeto itsdivindy ordained size. The area, which took up haf the basement,
was comprised of an interwoven network of secured storage rooms and jury-rigged tech bullpens. She
and Lucien waked through the halways twice, drawing questioning |ooks from the techswho filed and
performed preliminary doc checksin cubiclesor at open tables.

Lucien eyed his surroundings with acomplete lack of interest. "Forgive mefor questioning your
absolute authority, but what are you going to do?'

Jani stopped before a bulletin board and read some of the postings. The usua announcements of
parties. Lost jewery in the washroom. A memo from SIB Safety complained about the lousy clear time
during the last evacuation drill, and promised repesat exercises until people “got it right.” "1 thought I'd play
the registrar. Poke around. Ask afew questions.”

"Oh. Y ou mean overstep your jurisdiction and meddle in things that are none of your business.”
"It'smy ServRec that's missng—I have aright to look for it."

"Hmm. What do you want me to do?'

"L ook like your day won't be complete until you arrest somebody."

"Y ou know, | like being alieutenant. Someday, I'd like to like being a captain.”

"It'soverrated.” Jani entered the archives room with the most traffic and walked around the
perimeter. She opened afile drawer, leafed through areport that lay open atop adesk, and smiled at
everyone who looked her way.

"May | hep you?'
Jani turned and found herself being subjected to the critica gppraisal of arotund man in civilian



summerweights. "I'm Odergaard. Tech One on this shift." Hisface was flushed, his skin shiny, asthough
he'd just been taken from the oven and basted.

"Captain Jani Kilian, First D-Doc." She cocked her head toward Lucien. "Thisis Lieutenant
Lucien Pascdl, Intelligence.”

Around them, the skritch of styli slopped. Whispersfell slent.

Odergaard's gaze widened asiit flicked from Jani's name tag, to her scanpack, thento Lucien's
sdearm. "Isthere a problem?"

"I'm trying to obtain access to my Service record, but I've been informed by my attorney that
portions of it have been midaid.”

What ruddiness remained in Odergaard's face after Kilian and Intelligence vanished upon
mention of theword attorney. "We have been transferring files from the Judge Advocate's to new binsin
this building for the past few months, and the inevitable cross-ups have, of course, occurred—"

"I'd like to spesk to the shift archivist." Jani made ashow of looking around the room.

Anger flared in Odergaard's eyes. "That would be Mr. Duong." He took a step, then hesitated, but
another look at Lucien's Sdearm decided him. "Thisway, please.”

They walked to a more sheltered work space in the far corner of theroom. A small, dark-haired
man sat at aworkstation, entering document tag numbersinto agrid. Most of the numbers were blue, but
the occasiond red string could be seen. Red had meant "missing in action” when Jani interned in
Consulate Archives. She doubted that had changed in the years since.

"Y ou're running inventory.” Her voice lowered in commiseration. "I always hated inventory.”

The man turned with astart. Older, fifties probably. Earth-bound Asian or Bandan—aJani wouldn't
know until he opened his mouth. And suspicious. Thelook he shot at Odergaard held that specia brand
of distrust reserved for meddling managers.

Odergaard spokefirst. " Sam—"
Sahm—he's Bandan. Jani smiled. This could wind up working quite well.
"—thisis Captain Kilian from First Doc—"

"Apa kabar, sefiorio." Greetings, sir. Jani's Bandan wasn't perfect, but it was forma, which
camein handy when working with the pedantic precisonists that usualy populated the archivit ranks.
She held out her hand to the man. "1'm looking for my life—can you help mefind it?'

Helooked up at her. His eyes were old brown—dull, with yellowed sciera. Hisface held
confusion, as though he remembered her face but couldn't recall her name. " You speak Bandan?' His
handshake consisted of the barest touch. His voice emerged very smdll.

"I lived there for a time. Near the university. "
"You know the university! | worked there for years—"

AsDuong rattled on, Jani heard Odergaard grumble under his bregath. Y es, they were being rude,
but she needed Duong's hel p more than his boss's, and she couldn't help thinking that Odergaard
deserved to get histall twisted.



Duong rosefrom hischair. "I'll show you my dead" he said as he gestured for Jani to follow him.
"Maybe in my dead, isyour life."

"Maybe." Jani wondered if Duong's Bandan expressions ever colored his English. Bandan was an
interesting language, but it tended toward the poetic, and some of the litera trandations struck the
uninformed as odd.

Just asthey were about to cut across the halway into Duong'sfile bin of choice, ayounger manin
sdeline sum-merweights blocked their path. Hisyellow collar tabs marked him as alieutenant. His
holstered scanpack marked him as the ranking examiner on the shift.

"Lieutenant Y ance." Odergaard transformed into around-shouldered hand-rubber. "Thisis
Captain Jani Kilian. Her attorney, Mgor Friesan—"

"Captain." Y ance nodded sharply. "I think the documents you're looking for may prove much
more ble than you've been led to believe." He brushed past her into the bullpen, al shined shoes
and elbows.

Jani glanced at Lucien. "l don't want to talk to theranking."

"They sure as hdl don't want you talking to Duong.” Thefirst glimmers of attention showed on his
face. "Odergaard amost jumped out of his skin when you started speaking Bandan.”

" | did not put those there!"

Jani hurried back into the bullpen, Lucien at her hedls. She recognized Duong's voice, and the
mounting panic she heard iniit.

The bullpen residents had swarmed around Duong's work space. Jani shouldered through them in
timeto see Yance pull athick file from adesk drawer. Light grey parchment in alight grey folder. Old
Service paper.

"What ese has he got in there?' Y ance craned to ook around the bulky Odergaard, who was
down on hisknees, pulling morefilesout of drawers.

"I did not put those there!™ Duong rocked from one foot to the other as though the floor scalded
hissoles,

One of the techs made a"dow down" motion with her hands. "Mr. Duong, please—"
"I did not put those there!"

Jani thumped Y ance on the shoulder. "Lieutenant, what's going on?"

"Captain, please.” He leaned close. "He's done this before, maiam. He has a problem.”
Odergaard twisted around. "I found some of the van Reuter stuff, too."

Jani glanced at the faces surrounding them. Some held surprise, others, disappointment. One or
two sneered. "l don't likethis" shesaid to Lucien.

He held up an open hand in an "oh well" gesture. "Buit it looks like you've got your records back,
so what difference doesit make?"

"Y ou would think that, wouldn't you?" Jani stepped around Y ance, who was busy taking into a



handcom, and planted hersalf between him and the shaking Duong. "Mr. Duong?"
Duong looked up &t her, eyeswide and glistening. "I did not put those there.”
"You didn't lock my life away in your drawer?'
"No!"

Jani looked into Duong's stricken face. She had no reason to believe him—she had known him for
al of fiveminutes. He's an archivist. Archivists had earned awell-deserved reputation for strangeness.
Sometimes they grew jealous of the documentsin their charge, resented others touching them, using
them. Sam Duong could just be one of those disturbed few who had decided that if he couldn't have
them, nobody could.

Do 1 believe that? She considered the trembling figure before her, and tried to get the sense of
him. She had lived by her ingtincts for elghteen years—they'd served her well. 1t was only when she
disregarded them that she found hersdlf in trouble.

Shetouched Duong'sarm. "I believeyou."

It took amoment for her wordsto sink in. When they did, the tension drained from Duong as
though someone had flipped arelease, and he dumped forward.

Jani snaked her arm around him to keep him from faling. "' Get thisman to theinfirmary!" She
eased him into the arms of two techs, who helped him out of the room.

"You redly shouldn't have said that, Captain. It only encourages him." Y ance ran his scanpack
over one of the papers, waited for the display to show green, then repeated the action with the next.
Judging from the thickness of the piles, he had along night of 1D confirmation ahead of him.

Jani fingered a page from her Servicerecord. My transfer orders to the Twelfth Rovers. She
could amost fed Rikart Neumann's presence in the paper, like alayer of grime. "So he's done this
before?'

"Nothing this blatant. Mifiles that he claimed someone e se must have done.”
"What made you suspect?'

"Atip."

“Anonymous?

‘No, maam. A very reliable source." Y ance hesitated in mid-scan. "1 don't like this either, maiam.
But if he'sathresat to the paper, we have to shut him down."

Jani looked at L ucien, who responded with ashrug. "'I'd like two copies of these docs. Send one
set to Mgor Riers Friesian, Defense Command, this base. Send the other to me at the South Central

TOQ."
"Yes, maam." Y ance entered a notation in his handheld, then returned to his scanning.

Lucien |eft the bullpen with the light step of anewly released prisoner. "I didn't know you spoke
Bandan." He dipped afinger between histunic collar and his neck and cursed the uniform designer
responsible.



"Enough to get by." Jani felt atwinge of self-reproach as she recdled the excitement on Duong's
face as he conversed in his native tongue. It was pathetic how little it took to win a person over.

She strode ahead of Lucien up the stairs and through the lobby. As she burst through the |obby
door, she barely missed colliding with aman trying to enter. The red trouser stripe combined with the
hardware blared "mainline colond." She wastreated to a surprised glare as he brushed past her.

Jani stood in the entry and watched him snap across the lobby and down the sairs. Typica
hard-ass brass, but he had a couple of distinctive festures. Hair the color of bronze, and along,
weathered face cut from edge of nose to end of mouth by a deep, age-whitened scar.

CHAPTER9

Theincident with Sam Duong nibbled at Jani's tenuous calm as shereadied for her first day asa
reactivated Spacer. After a scanner-approved breakfast in her rooms, she strode the walkways to
Documents Control, adjusting thettilt of her garrison cap until it mimicked everyone else's. She dung her
black-leather briefbag over her left shoulder, again in imitation, and rested her arm across the top.
Everything the same as everybody else. Just another way to disappear into the crowd.

The morning air held ametd tang, asthough it had been on the fire too long. The hot wind
desiccated everything it touched. She savored the heat as she followed the signs and markers, finally
pulling up in front of abuilding that, but for the rimming of hedges, could have twinned the TOQ.

Jani trotted up the Doc Control steps as quickly as her weakened right leg would alow. She
paused in front of the doorscanner, waited for it to read her retinas, then held her breath as the lock
whirred and the door clicked open and she entered a close-controlled building as Jani Kilian for the first
timein eighteen years. She listened to the echo of her tietops as she strode across thettiled lobby, and
wondered at the firm tone of her oh-so-Service voice as she asked a passing lieutenant the location of the
Foreign Transactions Department.

Before she entered the anteroom leading to Lieutenant Colonel Halss office, Jani dug her orders
out of her briefbag and checked the date and time againgt awall clock. Right day? Check. Right time?
Check. So whereis everybody? All of the office areas she had passed on the way had been empty. She
scanned the doorways and desktops for cluesto explain the lack of human occupation, but no scrawled
noteinforming all that the department meeting had been moved or that someone down the hdl had
brought in doughnuts surfaced to darify the Stuation.

At the sound of the half hour, she stepped up to the adjutant's desk, positioned just outside the
colond'sdoor. Lieutenant Ischi, who according to the nameplate should have been manning same, was
nowhere to be seen.

Then Jani heard sounds emerge from the inner office. Sharp rises. Sudden fals. The cadences of
argument. Either the voices were very loud, or the office soundshielding very poor. Shed have bet her
'pack the qudity of the shielding wasjudt fine.

She knocked on the door, and the voices cut off aruptly. One best later, awoman called out,
"Comein."

Jani touched the entry pad. The door swept aside to reveal two men and one woman standing



around alarge goldwood desk. The woman stood on the business side, hands braced on the edge. The
men, one older, one younger, stood opposite her. The older man looked angry. The younger looked like
he wished he were somewhere else.

"Colond Has?' Jani remained in the open doorway, looking from one worn face to another.
"Captain Kilian reporting, maam.” What the hell have they been doing? Their sum-merweights were
swesat-stained and rumpled, their hair, matted, the older man'sface darmingly flushed.

"Do welook that bad, Captain?' Hals asked. Her voice held tired humor, along with the barest
trace of New Indiesian sngsong. She was shorter, heavier, and lighter-skinned than Jani, her curly, dark
brown hair twisted in atight bun. Pleasant-looking, if you ignored her heavy-lidded eyes and
fatigue-drained complexion. "Please. Comein."

The younger man gestured toward the older. "ThisisMgor Vespucci, maam,” he said to Jani.
"Our Procedurad specidig.”

Vespucci nodded. He was dark-haired and fleshy, hissmall eyes set in a permanent squint. It was
Procedural’s job to make sure a department had access to the latest form revisions—Vespucci had the
humorless |ook of a man who liked controlling the codes.

"And I'm Lieutenant Ischi,” the young man added with asmile. "Tech wrangler and department
dogshody." Hewas Eurasian, tal and trim, with big, bright eyes and good bones.

Jani removed her orders from her briefbag and walked across the office to hand them to Hals.
"Médam."

Hals accepted the documents with asmdl amile. "Well start you off by having Lieutenant Ischi
show you to your office, Captain. I'd like to see you back here at oh-ten.” She acknowledged Jani's
"good morning, maam," with an absent nod, and resumed her conversation with Vespucci, thistime at a
lower volume.

Ischi bounded out of Halss office, hisrelief at escaping evident in hiswider grin and expansve
gediures. Thisway, maam.” Heled Jani down one short hall, then another, finaly pulling up in front of an
unmarked door. "I'm expecting your doorplatein this afternoon's delivery from Office Supply. They drop
off three times aweek—Ilet me know what you need, and I'll add it to the next list."

Jani stepped past him into her office, close enough to catch awhiff of deodorant on the cusp of
falure If an A& S-hole catches sight or scent of you, Lieutenant, you ‘re a goner . What had he and
Hals and VVespucci been up to?

The office was long and narrow. No furniture except for adesk and couple of chairs. Inset
bookcases, s0 at least she had shelves. A single-pane window centered the far wall. Through the portion
not blocked by tree branches, she could see the edge of acharge lot. Pimentel was right—Sheridan did
have windowsto spare.

"Sorry about the view, maam.”
"At least I'm not looking through bars.”
"Mdam?'

"Nothing." Jani wandered over to her desk. The workstation, comport, and parchment imprinter
al looked like they'd just been removed from their cartons—the workstation touchboard till boreits
protective plastic wrapping. "Has Systemsinitiated thisyet?"



"Thisafternoon, maam.” Ischi's grin tightened. "My gpologies.”

"Hmm." Having an uninitiated system meant she'd be spending the morning straightening her desk.
She walked to the window, looked out at her tree, then turned back to Ischi. "Do you mind if | ask... 7"
She gestured toward his unkempt uniform.

The light left Ischi's eyes. "We spent last night at the idomeni embassy, maam. They keep it pretty
warmin there

"The whole night?'

"Yes, maam.”

"Wheat time did you arrive?'

"Nineteen-up, maam."

Jani counted. "Y ou spent over twelve hours there? Doing what?*

"Verifying and cata oging instruments of negotiation, maam. Concerning the Lake Michigan Strip.”
"I've never heard of that."

"Youwill," Ischi replied flatly. He nodded sharply and turned to leave. "By your leave, maam. I'll
nudge Systems about getting you up and running.”

Jani watched the door close. Her door. In her old department. In aclose-controlled building. Ona
Service base. And everyone's fighting, they look hot and confused, and the idomeni have them
back on their heels. AlImost two decades and six GateWays removed ... and nothing had changed a bit.

"Comein, Captain. Have a seat.”

Jani walked dowly across Halss office to disguise her resdua limp, and lowered into the visitor's
chair.

Across the desk, Hal's continued to page through her ServRec. She had showered and changed
her uniform. The ends of her bound hair were tightly curled from damp, the creases of her short-deeve
sharp enough to cut parchment.

Jani tensed each time the woman's gaze was arrested, then raked her memory to recall which item
could have clamed her attention. The SIB-decimated file held little useful information. Jani's Rauta
Shéraajob history. Her specs. Her education and training. She knew it didn't contain what Hals no doubt
most wanted to know.

S0, Captain Colonel-Killer, what did | do to deserve you ?

Hals closad the ServRec, then traced dong its Sdeswith her fingertips. " So—"
Jani squeezed the arms of her chair.

"—you're Two of Six. The Eyesand Ears." The woman offered aquick haf smile.
"Yes, mdam,” Jani replied carefully.

"I'd just begun my sophomore year at Montserrat when the news arrived that six humans had been



chosen to study documents sciences at the Rauta Shéraa Academy. That made my decisionto mgjor in
paper rather than law easier for my parentsto swallow." Halstipped back her chair and tapped her
fingertips together. Index to index, middle to middle. "How did that bit of doggerel go? One of Six for
Tongue of Gold, Two for Eyes and Ears, Three and Four for... for—"

"Hands of Light." Jani felt the heat crawl up her neck. "Five and Six for Earthly Might.”
Another fleeting smile. The late Hansen Wyle was your mouthpiece. He was One of Six."

"Yes. Maam." Jani glanced around the lieutenant colonel's spare office. Of dl thethings she
expected to be questioned about, this hadn't even made the top twenty. " Gina Sennawas Three. Carson
Tsa was Four. They were musicians—musi ciansimpressed the idomeni. That'swhat Hands of Light
means." She waited for Hals to respond, but the woman only watched her silently. "Dolly Aryton was
Five. Her mother was a Neumann. Ennegret Nawar was Six. He'sthe N in SCAN. Hence the Earthly
Might." She wished she had the nerveto sit quietly, wait out Halss silences. Memories of past
calls-on-the-carpet returned en force. The dry mouth. Theragged thoughts. The gabbling to fill the
relentless quiet. "We were eighteen when we wrote it. We thought it sounded very enigmatic.”

"I'm not asking you to defend it, Captain.” Hals paused and held ahand to her mouth. Her jaw
flexed as she suppressed ayawn. "As you no doubt recdl,” she continued, eyes watering, "Foreign
Transactions covers arather broad range of dedlings. These usualy involve records and equipment
transfersto the colonies. We do, however, occasondly monitor transactions with the idomeni.
Unfortunately, asyou aso no doubt recal, that five percent of our duties can take up eighty percent of
our time."

Jani nodded. "Food shipments into Rauta Sheraa Base used to result in some marathons. |
remember the onetime we tried to ship in beets. The idomeni have beetlike vegetables, but they're grown
in the Siah valeysin the centra plains. They don't grow in the northern regions, so the Laumrau didn't
want to let themin.”

Halsleaned forward. " So what happened?' She spoke quickly. More than polite interest—she
wanted to know.

"We gave up after three straight days with no bresks. Nobody liked beets that much.” Jani could
gtill remember the hot, stagnant air, the smultaneous collapse of everyone's deodorant, her CO at the
time nodding off in acorner. " Sometimes, you have to give them what they want. It usualy pays off. They
gaveinto uslater when we wanted to bring in peanut butter. Of course, we were willing to fight for
peanut butter. | think they knew that." She chuckled, until aglance at Halss blank expression silenced
her.

"Y ou make it sound so homey, Captain." Shefingered acorner of Jani'sfile. "Why arethey so
picky about their food?"

Ask me something easy, like the meaning of life. "They place great vaue in order—that
sgnificance cuts across sect lines. Order that nourishes the body also nourishesthe soul. Eating certain
types of food at certain times maintains that sense of order. Exposure to certain foods only during certain
seasons of the year. A balanced diet taken to the extreme.”

"Don't they ever eat anything just because it tastes good?'

"They're not avery sensua people when it comesto appetites, malam. One theory hasit that their
brainswork similarly to those of humans who've been stressed to the point of burnout. They only fed
extremes. Nuance escapes them.”



"Do you bdieve that?'

"I'm not axenoneurologist.” Jani wavered under Hals's probing gaze. "No, maam, | don't believe
that. They'redien. We just don't understand their nuance.”

Hasseyebrows arched. "Do you include yoursdf in that we, Captain?'

Jani hesitated, then shook her head. "No, maam. However, | dso don't underestimate their
capacity to surprise.”

Hals nodded wearily, as though she'd had the idomeni capacity to surprise up to there. "Ask
Lieutenant | schi to provide you the background information concerning our involvement with the Lake
Michigan Strip. I'll be interested to hear your take." She tapped absently at her comport pad. "By the
way, during your time in Rauta Sheraa, did you ever know afemae named Oni niaRauta Hantia?!

"Hantia?' 1t had been years since Jani had heard that name. She recalled a smooth, arrogant voice,
like barbed satin. " She was member of ascholarly skein, training to be a Council Historian. The
equivaent of anarchivig.”

"She may have been an archivigt then. She'sthe Vyn-sharau's chief documents examiner now."
Hals opened, then closed Jani'sfolder. "Did you know her?

Yes. Jani watched Halsfidget. But | think you knew that. It looked as though her new CO
possessed a capacity to surprise, aswell. "We were at the Academy together.”

Hasnodded. "I thought it might be likely, judging from your ages." She looked at Jani. Through
thefatiguein her eyes, ahard light shone. "1t will be nice to have someone with your experiencein this

department.”

"Maam." Jani knew adismissal when she heard it. She stood, rubbed her damp palms against her
trousers, then came to attention. "Good morning, maam." She backed up one step, executed about-face,
and headed for the door.

"Ceptain."

Hereit comes. Jani stopped. Turned dowly. What would it be? A question about Neumann?
Evan?

Hals sat back, her brow furrowed. She wanted to ask Jani something—that was obvious. Maybe
she was having trouble deciding where to start. How do you question mutiny, when you're on the
business sde of the table?"Never mind," she said. "Make sure you see I schi about the background

report.”

"Yes, maam." Jani walked out of the office, left anote for the absent dogsbody requesting the
report, then cut through the anteroom into the desk pool. Most of the chairswerefilled; afew of the
uniformed occupants paused in their work to cast her curious glances.

She entered her office to find someone from Systems bent over her workstation. She fled to the
quiet of the women officers lounge, locked hersdlf in atoilet stall, and dumped againgt the cold meta
partition. Crazy. Her heart pounded. Her stomach ached. They want the wait to drive me crazy.

By the time Jani felt settled enough to return to her office, the Systems tech had departed. The
presence of asted bluefolder in the middle of her desktop told her that Ischi had delivered the
background report.



She closed the door and sat at her desk. Paged through thefile. Inserted the attached data wafers
into the workstation dot. The mechanics of work calmed her. She dipped the report on like afavorite
shirt, and read. Eventually, she sat back and propped her feet up on the desk. Laughed out loud afew
times.

It was the funniest story she'd read in years.
"Mdam?'

Jani glanced up to find afreshly fitted-out Ischi standing in the doorway, holding asteaming mug in
one hand and a covered platein the other.

"I thought you might want something to eat." He held up the plate with the hopeful air of afather
trying to persuade his child to come out from under the bed. "Y ou've been in here for over five hours."

"I have?" Jani checked her timepiece, and whistled. "I have." She lowered her feet to the floor.
"Timeflieswhen you're having fun."

"A couple of usdid hear you laugh once or twice." Ischi walked in and let the door close behind
him. "Threetimes, maybe." He set down the cup—the heavenly aroma of true-bean drifted acrossthe
desk. "Wetried to figure out what was so funny.” He removed the protective cover from the plate to
reveal asandwich and a piece of cake, and placed it before her.

Jani wrapped her hand around the mug, then motioned for Ischi to sit. "What the hell was Anais
Ulanovathinking?' She spped the coffee. Black. No sugar. Strong enough to warp enamel. She amost
moaned in rapture. " She orders alakeskimmer to transport mixed foodstuffs to the Commerce Minigtry,
even though theidomeni embassy sits smack between them and the verandas where dl the idomeni teke
meditation facing the water."

"Exposure to unknown food." Ischi perched on the edge of his chair, elbows on knees. "
Breaking the sacred plane. Those phrases have been ringing in our ears since this began. Tsechaand
the other priests spent three months decontaminating the embassy, and they're till not happy.”

"And to keep it from happening again, al they want areland, sea, and air rights to a two-kilometer
strip stretching from their embassy proper, across the lake, to the eastern side of the Michigan province.”

"And scanning rights. And boarding rights. It's the scanning rights that werre worried about. They
could monitor flyovers of experimental craft.”" Ischi's clear young brow furrowed in consternation. "1 think
they're overreacting, persondly.”

"You'relucky they're till in Chicago.” Jani took abite of the sandwich. Cold roast beef on
buttered bread, with dices of pickled hot pepper onthe side. "'If the Oligarch had had hisway, held have
recalled the whole crew back to Shéra. Morden niRau Cedl has been looking for an excuseto cut
diplomatic tieswith us ever since they reopened.” She bit adice of pepper—Ischi cringed as he watched
her chew. "It was amiracle that Nemataked him into only decamping to the Death Vdley enclave. |
wonder how he twisted hisarm?”

"Nema?' Ischi chewed hislip in puzzlement. "Oh, the ambassador's other name." He eyed Jani
intently. "Would you cdl him that to hisface, maam?"

"No. To hisface, I'd cadl him niRau. Or niRau ti niRau, if | wanted to bereally formal. Or inshah
—that'sinforma High Vynsharau for teacher . Not that held mind if | called him Nema, but | wouldn't
fed right." Jani pondered her half-empty cup. " So, Lieutenant, what's the word. Did the Exterior Minister



insult the idomeni on purpose?’

Ischi's guileless manner dtered. His eyes narrowed. His voice deadened. "That's Diplomatic's call,
maam. They don't discuss those matterswith us."

"Why not?Y ou're part of this enterprise. Y ou can watch aswell asthey can.”
"We're not quaified, maam. So weve been told. Weve been told alot of things, lately.”

He wants to say more. That was obviousas hell. He just needs a push. And unlike with Hals,
she could provide the helping hand. "Out with it, Lieutenant,” she said coldly.

Ischi's words tumbled, laced with frustration and anger. "Weve been getting questions from Diplo
for weeks, maam. 'When's she coming? When's she going to be here? "

"Their point?"

"Burkett, maam. Brigidier General Callum Burkett. Head of Diplo. He said you're hafway to
being idomeni and you have no business being in auniform, much lessasamember of FT." Ischi
swalowed. "I'm quoting, maam."

"l understand.”

"FT doesn't hold with that opinion, maam."

"Glad to hear it."

"Inasmuch as we're alowed to express opinions. Maam."

Jani stood, stretched her stiff back, and walked to her window. "Thefirgt sudents the idomeni
alowed into the Academy weren't diplomats, but documents examiners. To theidomeni, the order isin
the paper, and order isal. They expect you to participate. They expect you to be able to make decisions
and negotiate binding agreements because, | guarantee, their examiners sure as hell can.”

"Hantia," 1schi grumped. " She kegpstrying to push Colone Hasinto saying things—"

"And Hals has been told to keep her mouth shut and scan the paper.” Jani tugged at the window
shade so0 hard she crooked it. "1 went to school with Hantia If she senses weakness, sheis merciless
unlessyou hit her and hit her hard. She expects you to—that's the born-sect tradition of chalenge and
counterchallenge. She's making overtures, inviting Hals to begin the negotiation process. If Hals keeps
ignoring her, first shell become confused, then shelll fed insulted, and at that point, no amount of
diplomacy isgoing to lessen the perceived offense.”

"We're more important than Diplo thinkswe are?' Ischi'svoice bit, like hédd just had a
long-nursed belief confirmed.

"Oh, yes"
"What can we do?'

"I don't know." Jani returned to her desk and picked up her cup. "Has seemsto redlize she needs
to do something. | kept getting the feeling that she wanted to ask me questions, but she couldn't work up
the nerve”

"That's Vespucci. By the book—" Ischi swallowed his comment and stood up. "By your leave,



maam—I have atech mesting to prep.”
"They were arguing about me, weren't they? About how involved | should get in this?!

"| think you'd better speak with Colond Hals about that, maam.” Ischi kept his eyes fixed on the
floor. "'l can set up an gppointment for you first thing tomorrow morning.”

"Please do, Lieutenant.” Jani took another sip of coffee, then leaned againgt her desk and absently
examined her cup—

"By your leave, maiam.” Ischi about-faced and made for the door.

—hbright blue with ablack griffin rampant on agold shield. "Stop right where you are, Lieutenant!”
"Maam." Ischi snapped to attention amere step from freedom.

"What isthis?' Jani held the cup within centimeters of hisnose.

"It's—a coffee cup, maam.”

N

"It'sblue, maam."

"And?"

"It hasabird onit."

"No, Sergeant, thisisnot abird. This, Corpord, isagriffin. Do you know what agriffinis,
Spacer?!

"Maam."

"It'sthe emblem of something called a Gruppo Helvetica, aworthless assemblage of overpaid
has-beens who are going to get their asses flayed as soon asthey play areal team.”

Ischi remained at attention as helooked at her sdelong. "Bet?!
"Nameit."

"The officershave apool.”

"Put me down for Acadia Central United, dl theway.”

"You're on, maam." Ischi removed a handheld from histrouser pocket and coded an entry. "It'sa
fifty-Comdollar stake, payable before the first round begins. Ten percent off the top goesto the charity of
your choice so we don't get gigged for gambling. Where do you want yoursto go?'

"Colonid Outreach."

"Colonid Outreach, itis." Ischi tucked the device back in his pocket. "It'll be a pleasure to take
your money, maam," he said as he departed, with a clipped coolness that would have given Lucien

pause.

Jani stuck her tongue out at him as the door closed. Then she returned to her desk, and her report,
and the balance of her medl.



It was dark by the time Jani departed Doc Control. Had been dark for hours—the only people
out and about were third-shifters on their way to work. Pimentel is going to have my ass. She stopped
by the South Central out of guilt and assembled dinner from the leavings of the salads and soups.
Everything scanned edible. Good thing. She'd forgotten to scan the sandwich and the cake, and one of
them had made her wheeze. Consdering the only other things that made her wheeze were shdlfish and
biopolymers, unscanned foods were now officialy expunged from her menu.

Her walk had dowed to atrudge by the time she entered the hostel |obby. But she detoured to the
holoV ee room anyway, just to decompress.

"In other news," the disembodied voice of the announcer continued, "reaction to the idomeni
ambassador's vist to the Botany Department of Chicago Combined University, undertaken in an effort to
promote scientific exchange between the Commonwedlth and the Shéraworldskein, remains mixed.
Negotiations are currently under way to alow teams of human and idomeni botanists to conduct joint
research in selected sites throughout both our domains. Thiswould be the first time such exchanges
would be dlowed since the idomeni civil war, and agriculture officids fear these programs could draw
attention and funding from the more traditional research that has been conducted in the colonies for
decades."

Asthe announcer continued his narration, Arrél ni Rau Nemacame into view, flanked by
white-coated human scientists. His golden skin seemed to shimmer in the bright sun. Gold coilsflashed
from hisears. His straight, pale brown hair had been braided into a series of thin loopsthat trimmed his
head like fringe. He wore the usua clothing of amae of his skein and gtation: light brown trousers tucked
into knee-high brown boots, open-necked shirt in the same dusky color, an off-white overrobe trimmed
with crimson. A human wearing so many clothes in the extreme heat would have looked swesty and
wilted, but Nemalooked sharp and energetic.

Jani stepped closer to the display. Severd Service officers stood behind Nema, eyesfixed on the
crowds. Lucien, she noted, wasn't among them.

"I have most enjoyed my vigt to thisplace,” Nemasaid. Hislight voice sounded clipped, flt,
English faling eadly from histhin lips. "So much have | learned, and truly."

One of the reporters shouted a question. The scientists frowned and tried to herd Nema away, but
he planted hisfeet and rounded his shoulders. His stubborn posture made Jani smile.

"l am curiousof dl thingsinthiscity,” hesaid. " All things." He paused, then looked straight at the
holocam. "My eyes and ears are dways open to that which | must know."

Amber eyestunneled. Through the hours. The distance. Straight at her. "Knowledge is power, isn't
that what &l hu-manish believe? Then so must we |abor together, to build our power.”

He bared histeeth in a skeleton-like grimace. The expression was the idomeni equivaent of a
smile, though it looked in no way benign. Jani had aways referred to the expresson as Grim Death with
a Deal for You. The term seemed more gppropriate now than it ever had.

Another reporter shouted another question, but before Nema could respond, the white coats
maneuvered him into anearby building.

Jani turned and waked dowly from the room. Up the stairs. Down the hall.

Nema 's turning the screws to keep me out of jail because he wants me to look for
something. She changed into pgjamas, set out her late dinner, ate. Something powerful . She washed,



burrowed into bed, nestled Va the Bear on the adjoining pillow. But what?

Did it matter? She esteemed Nema, and aways would. And who could help liking him? But he
could teach John a thing or two about treating people like objects. She had taken careto leave his
ring in her bag. It was akeepsake, from atimelong past. She didn't have the ability, or thewill, to jump
when he caled anymore.

She punched her pillow, thought of the scalpel on her desk, and knew she should start planning
her escape. Not now. Later, when she could think more clearly. When thoughts of victimized archivists
and troubles with the idomeni didn't prey on her mind. When sheld seen everything through to the end.
Left thingstight.

Shefdl adegp dowly, fitfully. Her somach had started to ache again.

CHAPTER 10

Sam sat on the scanbed and watched the morning sun stream though the examination-room
windows. The light fractured into rainbows as it struck andyzer displays, flashed like flares asit reflected
off meta stands. He found the brightness cheering. So different here than in the SIB basement.

In some respects.

"Y ou understand my problem, don't you, Sam?' Pimentel activated one of the andlyzers. "Why I'm
reluctant to discharge you?'

Sam twisted the end of his bathrobe sash around hisfingers. "I understand why you believe you
have aproblem, Doctor. | do not, however, understand why you fed it must become mine."

Pimentel dragged alab stool next to the scanbed and sat down. He closed his eyes and pinched
the bridge of hisnose. ""Sam, it's gone beyond smply taking on other people's pasts and calling them your
own. Y ou've been caught in adirect lie about your work. Y ou'd never lied about your work before.

Y our condition is deteriorating.”

"Your opinion.”

"My medical opinion, Sam. It'sworth alot." Heleaned forward, his hands splayed across his
knees. Narrow hands, for aman. Thin fingers. "I've spoken with your immediate supervisor, aswell as
his supervisor. They told me what happened the other night. They told me about finding two drawers full
of missng documentsin your desk."

"l did not put them there."
"Y ou checked out those documents. Y our name is on the sign-out.”
"Bethat asit may. | did not hide them.”

"Sam, according to Lieutenant Y ance, no one else has access to those particular papers.” Pimentel
stood. He wore summerweights, dthough as usual he had |eft hisrank designatorsin his desk drawer.
"Y ou were put in charge of everything connected with Rauta Shéraa Base becalise you possessed a
reputation beyond reproach and organizationa abilities Y ance caled second to none.” He paced in front



of the bed, his handsinscribing strokes and circlesin the air, a conductor without his baton. ™Y ou were
able to surmise a series of events from just afew documents. Y ou knew where the holes were, where
people needed to look to fill them. Y ou figured out paper protocols the idomeni hadn't used since the
Laumrau fell from power. '‘Almost asif hed worked there himself," was how Y ance put it."

Sam nodded. "I understand research.”

Pimentd stopped in front of him. ™Y es, you spent years building your reputation. Refining your
expertise.” He braced one narrow-fingered hand on the edge of the bed. "Every day you ddlay the
removal of the tumor increases the chances that you could suffer permanent brain damage, and with that,
permanent damage to your expertise. Even with the knowledge base we have, some things can't be
fixed." Heleaned close. "Sam, please let me schedule you for surgery.”

Sam edged away from Pimentel. His view of the door was blocked by the way the doctor had
positioned himsdlf. If hetried to dide off the bed, Pimente only had to move alittle to hisright to stop
him. He didn't like that. He hated the sensation of fedling trapped. He hated the Sight of Pimentdl's spindly
hands. "No."

"Sam—1"

"No, Doctor! That's my decision, and unless you hold me prisoner here, there's nothing you can
do about it!" He did off the bed and darted around Pimentdl until he stood in adirect line with the door.
"I will be leaving this place as soon as| change my clothes.”

"Sam." Pimentd struck the scanbed with hisfist. Once. Twice. "'l assume you've given no thought
to what we spoke of the other day."

"NO_"

"l can't stand by and watch a man destroy himself. If you persist on this course, | will initiate the
paperwork necessary to have you declared award of the Commonwesdlth.”

"You cantry, Doctor." Sam bolted from the room, amost colliding with an orderly pushing a
skimcart laden with equipment. He mumbled an apology and scurried down the hall, the ends of his sash
bouncing off hiskneeslike clappersin aslent bell.

No doctorsinside my head, ever again. Hed dieif helet themin. He knew it.

He weaved up and down halls, ignoring the Signs, using doors and nurses gations and inset lights
ashisguides. Thingsthat couldn't be moved, couldn't be changed. There's nothing wrong with my
memory. Not for the things that mattered. Escape. Freedom. Keeping the doctors out of his head.

Sam turned the corner onto the halway that led to his room and collided with a uniformed man
walking in the opposite direction. Dress blue-greys, unusud for that area of the base. Sam looked up into
the man'sface and stifled acry. Scar. From his nose to hismouth. It drew the eye like any accident. Sam
barely kept from blurting out that he wasin theright placeto get it fixed.

The man brought his hands up to chest leve, pamstoward Sam, asthough to grab him. But in the
same motion, he backed off a step. The hands dropped. "My apologies." He smiled—not the most
pleasant sight. "1 came by to pick up sometest results, but | can't find the lab drop.”

"Scan or wet andysis?!



"Two halsto theright. Middle door. Blue." Sam's gaze flicked over the man's badges and
designators. Any more, and he'd have looked ridiculous; any fewer, and hed have looked like everybody
else. Then Sam looked at the nametag. "Colonel Pierce.”

"Yes" The man looked over the top of Sam's head, toward the distant goal of the ScanL ab.

"I've seen you before.” Sam nodded in recognition. "On ServNet broadcasts. Y ou accompany the
Admird-General to meetings." Herattled off the particulars as though the man's ServRec lay openona
desk in front of him. "Pierce. Nidl. Onel, two Ls. C-number
M-five-six-dash-three-three-dash-one-one-one-S. Y ou were a sergeant, assigned to the CSS
Kensington. You led A Squad, Platoon Four-oh-nine-eight, during the evacuation of Rauta Shéraa
Base, during the Night of the Blade."

Pierce lowered his gaze dowly, his scar smoothing as his smile died. As each detail found voice,
he grew more and more till, until Sam thought he had turned to stone. "'Y ou have the advantage of me,
gr," hesaid, so quietly not even his scar moved.

"Yes" Samsad, "l do." He sdestepped Pierce and broke into atrot, darting into hisroom and
pushing the door closed. He pressed his ear to the panel, straining for any sound. He didn't trust doctors,
no, but he trusted colonels even less. He couldn't remember why, athough he knew there had to bea
reason. Sufficient for now that he smply knew, that the instinct that helped him hack histrailsthrough
paper would see him clear to the door with regard to doctors who wanted to take away his freedom and
colonels who wanted to know his name.

He tossed the robe in a corner, followed by the pgameas. Pulled his clothesfrom the tiny armoire
and dressed as though the room were onfire.

Ward of the Commonwealth. Sam cracked the door open, eased his head out, checked the
hallway for colondls and doctors. Then he dashed out of the room and down the hdl in the direction
opposite the way he had come, not stopping until he found a doc tech office.

"Excuse me." He stepped just inside the doorway and waited for one of the techsto attend him. "I
can make changesto the personal datain my file here, can't 17?7

"Yes, gr." A young woman gpproached him, smiling.
Y ounger even than Tory, and no one was younger than Tory.

"What changes do you need to make?' "Next of kin." The tech scanned his patient bracelet with
her handheld, then waited for hisfile to open. "Name, please?’ she asked, her stylustip poised above the
deviceinput. "Jani. Kilian. Sheisacaptain, on thisbase." "Could you define the rel ationship, plesse, Sr?”’
"Friend.” Hisonly friend—this he believed with dl his heart. She believed me. She had looked himin the
eye and told him so, when everyone el se preferred to trust in the lies.

Se'll take care of me. He couldn't pinpoint why hefelt so sure, but he did. He knew he could
trust her. Hejust knew.

CHAPTER 11



Evan burrowed into the plush rear seat of the Neoclona double-length and watched with amixture
of excitement and dread as the Chicago skylinefilled the windscreen. Months had passed since hed last
seen the city.

My arraignment. He had stood before the Ministers Bench of Cabinet Court and watched men
and women held grown up with look upon him as a stranger asthey exiled him to his rose-infested Elba.
All except Anais. Her scrawny face had been aglow with gloat. Evan treasured that memory, sick
though it seemed. At least shed considered him an enemy vanquished, rather than an embarrassment to
hide awvay.

Since then, but for his sojournsto Sheridan, he'd remained rooted to his suburban patch. His
jalersmet hismedica needswith biweekly vistsfrom theloca Neoclonaannex, and had shunted aside
his other needs as unworthy of their attention.

But what John wants, John gets. Joaguin suspected nothing. Hed even waxed enthusiagtic
about Shroud's sudden interest in Evan's hedlth and dismissed his client's protests that the good doctor's
redl interest revolved around Jani Kilian. John's a good Family man, he'd said. He didn't get where he
istoday by acting like an obsessed fool .

"Quino, I'm afraid that's exactly how he got where heistoday.” Evan ignored the driver's
guestioning starein the rearview, and soaked in the city views with the rapt attention of acondemned
man watching from histumbrdl.

The driver maneuvered down traffic-jammed State Street. "Were early, dr," he said as he weaved
around atriple-parked people-mover. "1 can drive around the block, if you wish.”

Evan hald out his hands, palms facing down. No trembling. The half liter hed downed for
breakfast had seento that. "Go onin. I'm ready."

Finding Vd Parmi waiting for him by the VIP-lift bank didn't surprise him. Shroud was the master,
Parini thedog. And I'm the stick of the day.

"Hello, Ev." Parini looked ill—ashen skin, bleary eyes. Histrousers and short-deeved pullover
were rumpled, asthough hed dept in them.

"Va." Evan congratulated himsdf that his own black trousers and black-and-blue-striped pullover
looked much sharper. Thelast thing | need is that bleached bastard thinking | don't give a damn.
Hefollowed Parini into the lift, and swallowed hard asthe car shot upward and he felt hisfeet press
agang thefloor.

"How've you been?' Parini stuffed his handsin his pockets and leaned against thewall.
"Conddering."

"All right. Conddering.” Evan forced agmile. "Tired."

Parini stared up & the ceiling. "Y eah, | know thefeding. | just got in from Felix. Six-week
round-trip, not counting the couple of daysin between to catch my breath.” He yawned. "I'm getting too
old for that stuff."

Evan nodded politely. "Business?'
"Specid patient. Someone you know."

"Our socid circles overlapped, Vd. Careto narrow it down?"



"Jani Kilian," Parini said, contemplating the light fixture. ™Y ou remember her. Tawny damsdl. Had
alittle accident afew years back."

Evan flinched asthe car decelerated. At least the lift mechanism's hissing whine drowned out the
roaringin hishead. "Y ou saw her?"

"Y es. She dipped out from under, though, as sheiswont to do. Unfortunately, she walked right
into a Servicetrap.

Shelsat Sheridan now." A corner of Parini's mouth curved. He knew surprise when he smelled it,
the son of abitch. "Didn't Quino tell you?' He tsked. "Bad Quino. She's been there amost aweek.” The
lift dowed to a stop and the door opened.

Evan lagged behind Parini, eyeslocked on the back of hisneck. Just one good shot
—Ridgeway's crumpled body flashed in hismind, and the urge evaporated. " There was nothing on the
'Veeor in the sheets.”

"Yeah, | don't know how the hdll they managed to keep it quiet.” Parini led him down awide
corridor. One side was glass-walled—-glimpses of the Commerce Ministry compound and the lake
beyond could be seen between the high-rises. They stopped in front of an unmarked door enameled with
apurple so dark Evan at first mistook it for black. Parini palmed it open.

Evan expected to enter an examining room—matte white surfaces, andyzers and viewscreens, a
scanbed in the corner. Instead, he walked into an opulent Sitting room—eggplant-colored walls,
bloodwood bookcases and tables, Persian carpets.

A pand did asde and Shroud stepped into the room. The feverish glisten in his eyes spoke of
freshly gpplied filming. Violet, thistime, a perfect match to hisday suit jacket. "Youreearly.”

"Sorry, John," replied Parini, not sounding sorry at dl. "Guess what? Loiaza didn't tell Evan that
Jani'sat Sheridan.”

Evan glanced around nervoudly. A large holoV ee display dominated one corner, a pillow-strewn
daybed, another. No way in hell I'm letting these two creeps examine mein here. "l m sure Quino
hed hisreasons.”

Shroud gestured for Evan to sit. "He must be redlizing that taking you on as aclient wasn't the
wisest career move he ever made. | sense damage control in progress. Y ou need dlies.” Hisrumbling
voice grew measured. " Quid pro quo, aswe discussed before.”

Evan looked at Shroud, who regarded him with relaxed contempt, then at Parini, whose distaste
held an edge. Master told dog I'll help them. He sank into a cushioned lounge chair and immediately
reached for the bourbon decanter that rested on the nearby low table. "I've known Quino for over thirty
years. He doesn't leave clientsto twist in the wind." He poured a shot, tossed it back. Of course Joagquin
had a reasonable explanation for not telling him about Jani. Which Evan would be damned interested in
hearing as soon as he returned to Elba

Parini flopped into a chair opposite Evan. "Jani's not in the news, either. ServNet's no
surprise—they do what Roshi Mako tellsthem to do, and he doesn't think Serviceissues are the public's
business. But | talked with Dory in Commonwedlth Affairs, and she said CapNet must have agreed to
self-censor. She said that they only do that when they get pressure from the PM."

Shroud joined them. The chair he chose was less padded and straight-backed. Y ou could have



used his spineto draw aplumb line. " Jani's news on ChanNet because she'sfrom LaManche. She's
news on FelNet because she was captured there under circumstances embarrassing to the Service and
Fdlix islooking for an excuse to renegotiate the lease for Fort Constanza. No one's made afuss over her
in Chicago because she's not newsin Chicago.”

"Y ou're wrong, John. There's a sizable Acadian population here in the French Quarter who would
love to know what's going on." Parini ignored the beverage service and instead plucked at abunch of
grapes, popping them into his mouth with balligtic force. "I bet Nema has something to do with it. He's
been twigting arms dl over town. Hed start a shooting war on the Boul Mich if he thought it would free
hisEyesand Ears”

"Nema doesn't exert any control over Earth-based broadcasting.”
"Just because you hate him doesn't mean he has no influence, John!™

Evan ligtened to the two men bicker with the uneasiness of someone who found himself the captive
audienceto amarita spat. Helooked from the animated Parini to the over-controlled Shroud, and the
question that had been the subject of dinner-party debate for twenty years parked itsdf insde his head
and refused to leave.

Do those two ... fuck? Both sides offered cogent arguments, Parini's many boyfriends and
Shroud's revolving-door women notwithstanding.

Evan refilled his glass as hiswdll-calibrated people-filter chugged in the background. No, not
lovers. He dill felt hismaster and dog theory explained the relationship. And sometimes dog refuses to
stop barking and master has to go to the window to see what the fuss is about.

Shroud picked up anicstick dispenser from the table and turned the rectangular case end over
end. Hisspindly fingersinvited the image of piderstumbling avictim in aweb. "Why would Li and Roshi
want to keep Jani's sory quiet?’

"| can tell you thereason they gave," Evan offered. But first, he spped. Shroud had him by the
short hairs, true, but he also stocked the finest bourbon. " Commonweslth security. CapNet will St on
newsif they'retold releasing it could threaten interna stability." Hed exercised that option many times
when Lyssadtill lived, as her behavior grew more uncontrollable and her public displays more
embarrassng.

Shroud snorted. "What could Jani do to threaten Commonwealth stability!”

The three of them looked a one another. For one brief moment, their thoughts coaesced. Only
Parini felt it gppropriateto smile.

Shroud coughed. "L et me rephrase that. What happened to her on Felix that could threaten
Commonwedlth stability?'

"John, she dmost died!" Parini looked a Evan. "Those Service moronsinjected her with Tacit, an
experimental sedative. It knocked her liver for aloop.”

Shroud struck the nicstick case againgt histhigh. "Tacitissafe” Therattle of the plastic sticks
againg metal punctuated every word. "Instances of hepatotoxicity have never been recorded.”

"For humans, John. It hasn't been tested on idomeni—"

Evan shut out the men's argument and considered his own uncomfortable thoughts. | asked



Joaquin about illegal arrests of colonials and he brushed me off. The man had offices on Feix—the
gaff would have Migty'd him immediately if rumors of Jani had surfaced.

My own attorney's holding out on me? Why?

"BEvan?'

He looked up to find Shroud glaring at him.

"L et me repesat the question. In your opinion, is Jani's case important enough to cause afuror?”’

Evan nodded. "Y ou said it yourself, John. The colonies are flexing their muscles, and the idomeni,
epecialy Nema, arejumping feetfirst into thefray." He should have worked it out himsdlf, but living in
exile, he couldn't access the catalyzing snippets of information that had once fueled hislife. "Li faces
reelection next year. I'm betting that right now she wishes Jani had never been found.”

Shroud scowled. He had the moody, tightly wrapped look of ablanched El Greco. "What about
Roshi?"

"He'sin amore difficult pogtion. His proud New Serviceisover two-thirds colonid. If he
prosecutes Jani, he risks a breach that may never heal at atime when amixed-bag force may be called
upon to quell colonid unrest. But on the other hand, it's not in his best interest to seem soft on mutiny and
murder." Evan tried to put himsalf in Mako's shoes—problem was, he didn't know the man well enough.
How far would he go to preserve what he had worked so hard to build?"He could be planning aquiet
trial and execution." That would explain Roshi's presence at the SIB. The born field officer, checking
persondly on the progress of hisinvestigeative branch's most sensitive case in decades.

Shroud's voice droned funeredl. " There's no such thing as a quiet execution.” He reached for the
beverage tray—to Evan's surprise, he chose bourbon, too. "Well, Va, what do your sourcestell you
about the mood on Sheridan? Is Jani's presence rallying the colonials?' He poured threefingers, added a
sngleice cube, and threw back a hedlthy swallow.

Evan checked histimepiece. Only midmorning. Not a good sign, Johnny—don't tell me I've
found a drinking buddy.

"I'll admit, it's pretty quiet." Va dung hisleg over the chair arm and flicked grapesinto the empty
vase in the center of the table. In between tosses, he shot anxious glances at the door. "Considering that
Service Diplomatic has been pulled in to help settle that idomeni food fiasco, | wouldn't be surprised if
they dragged Jani in aswell." He shrugged at the surprised looksthat greeted the statement. " That's what
she used to do on Shera She has more head-to-head experience with the idomeni than anyone else at
Sheridan.”

Shroud's jaw dropped. "They wouldn't.”

"They would if they're desperate.” Evan could hear the disbelief in hisvoice when he, of dl people,
should have known better. "I've sat across the negotiating table from idomeni. After acouple of hours,
you've forgotten your name, much lesswhat you're therefor. If you meet them on their turf, you have to
contend with the heat and the paralyzing sensation that every move you make isthe wrong one. If they
meet you on yours, you have to sanitize rooms, knock out walls, and relocate dl the vend alcoves." And
if the Service needed Jani now, they sure ashell didn't need him to give evidence againgt her. God, he
must have been brain-dead—why didn't he think of it before?

The door opened, and aman entered. Mid-thirties. Tall, thin, and mopey. Thetype Lyssawould



have dubbed homeless puppy.

"Sorry I'mlate." He wore medwhites; hisdark hair covered hisearsand fell to hiscollar. He
displayed the al-knees-and-elbows gangliness of atwelve-year-old as he lowered into the chair next to
Evan.

Parini, Evan noticed, watched the man's every move with alook of eager expectancy. Thisis his
new toy? Quite a change of pace from old Va'susua pretty boys.

Shroud looked aggravated. " So happy you could findly join us, Doctor.” Herefilled hisglass, this
timeadding ice. "Evan, thisisHugh Tdlinn. Hesan old friend of Vd's, from our Felix Mgorafacility.”

To Evan'ssurprise, Tdlinn held out hishand. If he knew his ex-Interior Minister's recent history, it
didn't show in hisface or his attitude. "Endocrinology,” he said, asthough that explained everything.

"That's Hugh'sway of saying, 'hello’," Parini said with an uncertain smile.

Tellinn looked at the floor rather than his boyfriend. "'I've been studying the results of the tests Va
performed on Jani Kilian." He braced hisfeet on the edge of the table. "Has anyone bothered to bring
you up to speed on the gtate of her health, Mr. van Reuter?"

Parini hedd up ahand. "Hugh—"

Tdlinnignored him. "I thought that's why we were here. | thought that's why you're suborning
perjury, because of your fearsfor Jani's hedth.”

Shroud tilted his glass back and forth; the clink of ice echoed. "My fearsfor Jani's hedth consume
my every waking moment, Doctor."

"Shesvayill."
"lsshe?'

"| believe she suffers from multiple metabolic and endocrine disorders, the most serious of whichis
atype of acute intermittent porphyria.”

"Redly, Doctor?'

"Redly.” Tdlinn ether didn't see Parini'sincreasingly frantic gesturing, or once more choseto
disregard it. He looked at Evan. "Porphyrias are genetic diseases. Miscues at various points along the
heme biosynthetic pathway. Jani wasn't born with the condition, according to the Service scansin her
patient file. Therefore, she must have had it thrust upon her during a period when she was undergoing
tissue rebuilding, rebuilding performed by someone who didn't know as much as he thought he did about
the idomeni genome." He looked down the table at Shroud. "First, do no harm.”

Parini's hand stopped in mid-dash.

Evan watched Tdlinn. What had first seemed like clumsiness now revedled itsalf asan
overwhelming effort to retain saf-control. The man clenched hisarmrests. Hiswhole body seemed to
vibrate with deep-seated rage. He wants to pound Shroud into the car pet. Suddenly, he looked
capable. The pup had wolf blood. "Well, well, John. Hugh's saying that when you reassembled Jani, you
gave her alife-threatening disease.”

Shroud ignored him. His stare never left Tdlinn. “In your opinion, Doctor.”



Tdlinn's glower remained just as steedly. " believe the facts spesk for themselves. Dickerson and
Y evgeny have published aseries of papersin JCMA describing anillness affecting members of aHagrin
enclave on Philippathat is analogous to acute intermittent porphyria. The genetic mutationsinvolved do
not match those for the human AIP variant, and the idomeni ban on exchange of medicd information has
made it impossiblefor usto pinpoint them." Hisvoice leveled as his eyes deadened. "Therefore, while
Service Medical may have an ideawhat's wrong with Jani, they're unable to nail the diagnosisand
therefore the definitive genetic retrofit. Which meansthey're faling back on hemeinfusions and dietary
controls until they design methods to identify and fix her particular mutation.”

Parini jumped in. "I'm also very concerned with the quality of the medical care Jani's receiving—"

Tdlinn'sblank look silenced him. "On the contrary, | have dways found the Service Medical staff
| dealt with at Fort Constanzato be very sound. What | fear isthat Jani's ongoing hybridization hasled to
the devel opment of so many anomalous metabolic disordersthat the diet and drug therapies Service
Medica has put her on could lead to serious adverse reactions.”

Shroud started to speak, then stopped. His gaze flicked from one face to another, gauging mood
without daring to look too deeply. Then he dug down and excavated afragment of the old John. "In your
opinion, Doctor," he said, hisvoice like atomb.

Evan understood Shroud's reluctance. Hed fdlt it himsalf these past months. Will you please tell
the court what you knew and when you knew it? And Shroud knew, damned right he did. He knew
that Jani's hybridization had led to problems, and that Service Medical wouldn't know how to treat her.
And you've alienated them to the point that they won't ask for your help or let you anywhere near
her. Enter Evan, Sageright.

Tellinn graced his agitated lover with abare glance. "That'swhy Vd persuaded me to accompany
him to Chicago, because my opinion counted.”

"I wouldn't overestimate your vaueto thisenterprise,” Shroud replied. "It wouldn't be thefirst time
Vad thought with hisprick."

Parini'sface flared red. ™Y ou should bloody talk!"

Tellinn showed no reaction to either Shroud'sinsult or the breaking storm. He stood up and turned
to Evan. "When isyour next visit to Sheridan scheduled, Mr. van Reuter?”

Evan could fed Shroud's glare brand the Sde of hisface. "Early next week."

"Well, perjure yourself asyou never did before. Jani won't live out the month if you don't.” Tdlinn
nodded to him, then shambled out of the room.

Parini struggled to hisfeet. "Damnit, John!" He tripped over the edge of arug but bulled onward,
rubbing his knee and cursing as he sumbled out the door. " Hugh! Wait!"

Shroud watched the hot pursuit with adisgusted grimace. "Poor Val. He certainly can pick them."

Evan ligtened as Vd's shout rang down the hall. " Jani's surviva ingtinct is knife-edged—she knew
the Service was looking for her. She knew her medical problems were so distinctive, she'd attract
immediate attention. Y et she till braved avisit to Neoclona-Felix." He remembered the last time he saw
her, just before Justice arrived to arrest him— her lipstinged blue from lack of oxygen, her breathing a
rattle he could hear through hishaze of pain. "She mugt havefelt like hell.”

"I'd worry about mysdf, if | wereyou." Shroud stared into the dregs of his glass. "Now repesat



after me, | do not remember ... | do not recall. .."

After afina warning from Shroud on the benefits of acquiring acoholism-induced amnesia, an
actua condition with the name of Korsakoff's syndrome, Evan was passed off to a series of staff
physicians. They lectured him on diet, scanned his brain, and scoped hisknee. No one gave any
indication that they cared who he was or who he had been. Oh, how the mighty had fallen.

Hisrage mounted as he descended to the parking garage, entered Shroud's |oaned skimmer,
fagt-floated through the Chicago streets. By the time the driver deposited him in the front yard of Elba
and reset his security bracelet, his hands shook and his head pounded. Markhart showed her good sense
by remaining silent when she met him at the door. Halvor showed even greater sense by staying out of
Sght entirely.

Joaquin's secretary put him on standby. By the time the attorney's sere image formed on the
comport display, Evan had to grip the edge of his desk to keep from punching hisfiststhrough it. " Why
the hell didn 't you tell me Jani was at Sheridan!"

Joaquin blinked dowly. "Y ou heard that from Parini, I'm sure. The man's ashameless gossip. Why
Shroud tolerates him, I'll never know." He pressed ahand to hisforehead. "Evan, | only learned myself
the day before yesterday.”

"Sowhy didn't you tell me the day before—"

"Because | knew you'd do just what you're doing now— work yourself into needless panic.” He
paused to sip from acup. Tea, most likely. Earl Grey, flavored with plenty of personality-enhancing
lemon. " She was seen being pushed through the O'Hare Service concourse in askimchair. Immediately
upon arriva a Sheridan, she was admitted to the Psychotherapeutics Ward. | understand she has since
been released, but is under constant medical monitoring.”

Evan'sfingers cramped. He eased his grip on the desk and sat down. "They've got her working
with theidomeni, don't they?"

"Sheison redricted duty, yes." Joaguin riffled through afolder. "In the Foreign Transactions
department.”

"Her old department at Rauta Sheraa Base." Evan opened the bottom desk drawer and pulled out
ahaf-empty bottle. "Shit."

"Evan, calm down. She hasn't been deposed yet, but she will be. We can't control what shell say,
but we will be ableto counter. Isthat clear?!

That's what you think. "Yes, Quino." He cracked the bottle seal and took a hedthy swig.
"Good." Joaguin closed the folder and pushed it aside. " So, how did your examination go?"
Shroud grabbed me by the balls and squeezed. "Fine"

"Good, good." Joaquin stilled, then reached for another file. "By the way, why did you ask meto
check into Nial Pierce's background?'

Pierce? The visit to Neoclona had rattled Evan so much, everything else had dipped hismind. Oh,
Scarface. He shrugged. "I don't know." Finding the man's Achilles hed didn't seem important anymore.

"Well, you dways did have anose for the nasty." Joaquin sniffed. "He'sa Victorian. Orphaned at



age four. Ward of the Commonwedlth. Entered the Service twenty-three years ago under the Socia
Reclamation Act, aniceway of saying join up or go to prison. Numerous disciplinary actions against
him—awonder he wasn't booted out." His eyebrows arched. "As alast resort, he was transferred to the
Fourth Expeditionary Battaion. After that, he seemsto have grown up, and the nasty ends.”

"Fourth Expeditionary?' Evan perked up. "They're the oneswho got us out of Rauta Shéraa."

"Y es, the Fourth was Roshi's old crew, wasn't it?" Joaquin continued reading. "Roshi's good with
the hard cases. Pierce thrived. Promotion through the enlisted ranks followed. To top it off, hisactions
during the Rauta Sheraa evac earned him a battlefield commission.” He glanced up over the top of the
file. "Wasit that bad?'

Evan took another swallow before answering. "Yes."

"We should make more use of it." Joaquin read on, his brow wrinkling. "Pierce has actudly
become something of a scholar in his sparetime. Magter of Literature from Chicago Combined.
Published awdl-regarded essay on Macbeth— who would have thought? For the past few months, he's
been aregular vigitor to the PT Ward. He's augmented, of course—most combat Spacers were back
then. Some of them go on to devel op augment depression—he's gpparently one of the unlucky.”

Past few months—define few! Evan had dways hated it when al des became vague about
time—it always meant they hadn't done their homework. " Can you be more specific asto the date?!

Joaquin looked up with agtart. "Early thisyear. Right after your arrest, as ameatter of fact." He
pulled adisc out of thefile. "Here, why don't | just transfer thisto you. I'll codeit aslega communication
S0 No one can monitor it. If you think you recall meeting him during the evac, let me know." Heinserted
the disc into his comport. "Now, if you're sufficiently becamed, perhaps you'l let me get back to work.”
It wasn't like Joaquin to request permission, and thistime proved no exception. Hisimage sharded,
leaving Evan to stare at the blue standby screen.

Hewaited for the data transfer to complete, then called up Pierce'sfile on his comport display.
Joaguin had covered the high points, but the details revealed the more complex picture of a
sdlf-destructive young man undergoing a complete transformeation under the firm guidance of the only
father figure he had ever known. "Boy, Nidl, you'd fal on asword for Roshi, wouldn't you?' If every
great man had his dog, Mako had bred an attack animal in Pierce.

Evan rested his head againgt the chairback and let hismind wander. | get arrested. Directly
afterward, the son the A-G never had starts cracking up. "But Roshi doesn't let him down. He keepshim
by hissideto play escort and take notes on diarrhea-inducing herbs." However much Pierce esteemed
Mako, the feding seemed mutud.

"What el se happened after my arrest?' Well, relations with the idomeni became more interesting.
Nema started talking GatéWay rights and trade routes as soon as the fact that Jani Kilian lived became
widey known.

"Jani's alive—Pierce goes downhill." Evan pondered, then shook his head. "Coincidence." He
stared into space for atime. Then he scrabbled through his desk for arecording board and stylus and
reread Pierce'sfile, making notes dong the way.

CHAPTER 12



It might have been adream. Could have been adream.

Jani rode awaveglider. But she had no armsto steer the board, and skimmed out farther and
farther on the lake. The shoreline disappeared from view. Skies darkened. Wind howled. The waves
grew higher and higher, breaking over her again and again beforefindly flipping the glider like avend
token. Shetumbled through the air. Into the water. The cold wet closed over her, pulled her down. She
could see nothing in the frigid blackness, but she could hear.

Voices.

No.

Onevoice.

Neumann's.

Welcome to my home base, Kilian.
Deeper. Darker. Colder.

I've been waiting for you.

Pain. In her ssomach. She pressed the side of her body against the floor, and tried to driveit out
with cold.

"Jeni!"
Shecurledinaball.
"Somebody call an ambulance!”

Tighter. Tighter. If she made hersdf small enough, she could sink between thetiles, disgppear into
the floor, and leave the pain behind. It wouldn't fit. It wastoo big. "Hurry up! She'sin herel™

Pimentel glowered at the cartridge tester. ™Y ou're the gatekeeper, Jani. Y ou're the one who
controlswhat you eat. Y our scanner doesn't come equipped with little hands to clamp over your mouth.”
Helooked at her over the top of his mag-nigpecs. He wore summerweights rather than his usual
med-whites; his shirt was rumpled, and his hair needed atrim. Some A& S-hole would make hisor her
guota and then some the next time he stepped outside.

Jani sniffed the air, then continued to bresathe through her mouth. According to Pimentel, Lucien
had stopped by her room to take her to breakfast. When she didn't answer the buzzer, he had brokenin
and found her semiconscious on her bathroom floor. She had cometo in Triage. Taken adeep breath.
Passed out again when the smell from the next alcove hit her. There, aburn team attended to a
firing-range accident. The young woman's shooter had backflashed; the haf-formed pul se packet had
burnt through her summerweights and seared her right side from shoulder to knee.

"Please don't admit me," Jani whispered. Even though she now sat in an examining room on the
opposite end of the building, she swore she could detect the odor of burnt flesh intheair. Burnt, like
Borgie and the others. Burnt as she had been, too, but she had survived. "I don't want to stay here."

Pimentel removed the magnispecs. "Jani, you arein no condition to leave. Acute intermittent
porphyria can affect the autonomie nervous system. Part of that system controlsthe adrenal glands,



which, dong with your thyroid, are the Sites of your secondary augmentation. While you werein Triage,
you started talking to someone who wasn't there. I'm concerned that stimulation of your adrenasis
aggravating your primary insert, and you don't need the threet of augie psychosis on top of everything
else"" Hehdd out the recording board and stared at it. "I'm going to schedule you for an augmentation
imaging. Today. And you're staying here until that's done.

* * %

Jani sat on askimchair in the imaging lounge and spooned another mouthful of fruit dudge from the
overlarge container. Strawberry, supposedly. Judging from the texture, "straw™ was a given, but she'd
fight to the death the "berry" part.

Theclip of footstepsin the halway gave her an excuse to drop the spoon in the remains of the
semifrozen glop. The door swept aside and Friesian bustled in; he did to a stop when he spotted her.

"Pimentd cdled," he said as hetook in the skimchair, her hospital-issue robe and pgjames.
" Sald—they found you—in your room." Hisvoice was choppy, hisface flushed. It was a hedthy run
from Defense Command. "What happened?'

"Didn't et right. Got Sck.”

"Jani." Swest beaded hisforehead and soaked his short-deeve. He pulled adispo from his
trouser pocket and mopped his brow. "How do you fed now?"

"FH’E,"

" 'Fine,' she says." He sat down on the sofa next to her chair. "And we know what that's worth,
don't we?"

Jani remained quiet and tirred the remains of the dudge.

Friesian shook his head. "Pimentedl thinks one of the reasons you suffered this episode is because
you're under agreat dedl of stress. | told him | had a piece of news | thought might reduce that stress
substantialy. When he heard what it was, he suggested | share it with you." He sat back, arms at his
sdes. He looked as exhausted as Jani felt. "I received acdl early this morning from a Colond Bryant, a
member of the prosecution. We had avery interesting talk. I'm expecting an offer to work out adesl
anytime now."

Jani kept poking at the dudge. "Notrid?"
"Jugt ahearing.”

"How do you know they're not just pulling your leg?' She set the container on her chairsde table
and wiped her condensation-wetted fingers on her robe.

Friesan tugged at his damp short-deeve. "I've been & thisgame awhile. | know when someone's
playing with meand | know when they're scrambling. Thisisascramble like nothing I've ever seen. They
want you settled and out of here"

Jani sat back. As she shifted, the skimchair rocked. The motion sickened her—she had to
swallow hard before speaking. "Makes you wonder what's the rush, doesn't it?"

Friesian flexed his neck forward, back, then sideto side. His cervical vertebrae cracked like
knuckles. 'No, it doesn't. My job is not to run after the prosecution and ask them why they're not going



after you harder. My job isto get you out from under with aslittle pendty as possible. And to keep you
from shooting yoursdlf in the foot, which from the notationsin your record appears to have bordered on a
second cdling!”

After aflare of anger that set her somach to clenching, Jani decided not to argue. Shefelt too
sick. Besides, truth was truth. " So what would | belooking at?' She leaned forward. Her lower back
balked, and she braced her elbows on her kneesfor support. "A pleabargain?’

Friesian glanced at her, then looked away. "Not quite. More an arrangement that would see
justice served, while taking your condition into account.”

"My condition?'
"Y our emotiona and physica hedth, both now and at the time of theinfraction.”
Infraction? That madeit sound so... A& S. Jani sat up carefully. "Go on."

Friesan hestated at thetonein her voice. "This arrangement would be worked out by a pand of
experts. In your case, the pand would consist of an adjudicating committee, your attending and
consulting physicians, a prosecutor from the JA, and me."

"Who gts on the adjudicating committee?
"A judge and two members of Service Medica unaffiliated with your case.
"Notrid?'

"What would be the point? We would admit you did what you were charged with. Y our
physicians would explain why you did what you did. The prosecution would delineste the consequences
of your actions. Then, it's up to the committee to decide afair punishment, while a the sametime
protecting you."

Why do | have a feeling what | need protecting fromis the committee?"And you expect
what?'

"A genera medicd discharge. A verdict that while you may have been somewhat aware of what
you were doing when you missed being evac'd from Rauta Sheraa, your physical and emotional states
contributed to your disregard of the consequences.”

"How can you define my physica and emotiond states when no onewill believe mewhen | tell
them what happened?’

"Jani, we need to make a determination according to what we know happened. What we have
paper on. The effects of the experimenta treatments you received from John Shroud. Y our guilt over the
deaths of your comradesin the trangport crash. Y our inability to prevent the deaths of the patients at
Knevcet Sheraa.”

Jani rested her hands on her ssomach. The nausea had eased, but the fruit dudge settled like a
weight, heavy enough to push her through the chair. "What does a generad medica entail these days?'

Friesan's shoulders dumped. It was asif held braced for afight, then realized there wouldn't be
one. "It entitlesyou to apartia penson. Y ou'd give up theright to sign yourself as Captain, Retired. No
access to ship-stores discounts or emergency travel on Service vessals. But you'd still retain rightsto
medical care, which in your case, | believe, isthe most important consderation.”



"Jl?"

" Sentence would be limited to time served.”
"Whichwas?'

"Your incarceration at Fort Congtanza."

"Oneweek inthebrig infirmary?' She searched Friesan's face for some sgn of wonderment or
confusion, any indication that he felt mystified. She certainly did. "Y ou redly believethey will offer methis
Jed?'

"Bryant indicated it could be findized within aweek."
"Andthat | should takeit?'

"I would recommend you do, without hesitation.”
"Just walk away?' She watched Friesian nod.

Theredization settled over her gradudly, like the dow-motion buckling and flattening of a
sallchute after alanding. They're letting me off the hook. Shelicked her dry lips, swallowed. | killed
Rikart Neumann, and they don't care.

| wonder why?

Jani felt adight tingle, the mild frisson of the shock not completely unexpected. She used to fed it
back at Rauta Sheraa Base, when she'd show up for an audit. The catch in avoice. The sidelong glance.
The sense that things were going on that other people didn't want her to know about.

I'm being diddled. She sat back and clasped her hands over her still-sore scomach. It didn't do to
get excited—a person could missthingsif shelet hersdlf get carried away.

Eyes and Ears open—that was alwaysthe key.

Friesian rose, walked to the wall opposite, and thumbed through the tacked-up noticeson a
message board. "By theway, | received a packet in the interdepartmental mailsfrom a Lieutenant Y ance
in SIB Archives. It contained missing portions of your ServRec. He noted in his cover memo that he had
sent copiesto you, aswell. At your request.” He walked back and stood in front of her. "What were you
doing at the SIB?"

Jani grew conscious of adisguieting sensation. A flashback to her teen years, and her papa
standing before her. Same stance as Friesian. Same probing glare. "Just looking around,” she replied
softly. A voice caught out past curfew.

"Just looking around?’ Friesian rubbed hisface. He suffered the curse of the dark-haired and
pale—only midmorn-ing, and he aready looked like he needed a shave. "The next timeyou fed an
overwheming urge to stick your nose where it doesn't belong, cal me.”

"I have theright to find out what happened to my ServRec."

"No. Y ou have the right to come to me, and say, '| wonder what happened to my ServRec' To
which | would reply, "Why do you believeit's applicable to your case? And if | liked your answer, |
would contract with aregistered legd investigator and have them look into it, so that if something did turn
up, it would have been uncovered properly and we will have had a chanceto dedl withit. Your caseis



gtill open, Jani, and that means the rules of discovery arein force. Everything we find, the prosecution
getsto see and vice versa. That being the situation, it really isn't advisable to turn over every rock you
find just to see what crawlsout!" He covered hisface with hishands. "Damnit! Y ou're adocuments
examiner. You of al people should know better.”

Jani folded her arms. The chair rocked some more, but it didn't upset her ssomach as much. She
fdt stronger. "If it'sthe truth, why bury it?"

"So that we don't wind up uncovering a mess we can't dedl with!"

"Y ou mean you don't want to know what you don't know." Jani cocked her head to look himin
the eye. "All those things you've heard about me. It's starting to occur to you that they might be true, isn't
it?"

"Not related to this case. Therefore, not my concern.” Frie-sian flexed his neck again and returned
to hisseat. "I don't think Pimentel would be very happy with me right now. That'sthe end of legal talk
until you get out of here"

Jani picked up her fruit dudge and stirred the melted remains, just to have something to do with
her hands. The repetitive motion helped her think. " Sometimes you walk around abig place like
Sheridan, you keep seeing the same faces. Makes the place seem smaller somehow.”

Friesan rocked his head back and forthin a"so-s0" nod. "They probably live or work inthisarea
of the base. Makes sense they'd crop up regularly.”

"Hmm." Jani gave the spoon another turn. " There's this one guy who's popped up afew times. Full
colond. Nasty facia scar.”

"Oh, him." Friesan frowned. "Nidl Pierce. Specid Services."
"What, is he famous or something?'

"No. He'sjust the A-G'sright hand." The frown turned to agrimace of concern. "Y ou haven't
made yourself known to himin any way that | should know about, have you?

"I don't know what you mean."

"No, of course you don't." Friesan clagped his hands and dowly twiddled histhumbs. "Y ou
remember what Spec Serviceis?'

"They'rethe hatchet team.”

"No, they provide special assistance and advice to the commander on technical matters and other
O-three Situations.”

"Out of the ordinary?'
"Y ou remember that? That isreassuring.”

"I remember lots of things." Jani grabbed a handful of pgjamatrouser and hoisted, right leg over
left. "That's a pretty wide gulf between the A-G and a colone in Spec Service. What's the dedl with
Mako and Fierce, they marry ssters or something?”

"Better than that." Friesan eyed her thoughtfully. "They served together on the CSS Kensington.”



"Redly? The Kensington flagshipped the evac of Rauta Shéraas human enclave.”
"Yes, it did. Mako was her captain. Sergeant Pierce played an integra rolein the ground assault.”
"Sergeant Pierce?’

Friesan nodded. "Y eah, that man earned himsdlf afield commission. For that metter, dl the
members of the Kensington crew have donewell over the years. Dr. General Carvallawas Medical
Officer. Genera Gleick, the Sheridan base commander, was Mako's exec. Aliens, anarchy, hodtilefire, a
threat to the Commonwed th—that evac had it al. Even the hot water they got into after they returned to
Earth added to the aura.”

Jani uncrossed and recrossed her legs, worked her neck, did her best to seem only mildly
interested. "Did they botch the evac?'

"No, nothing that serious. They mishandled some remains. Problem was that the remains belonged
to Family members. Mako had to testify at aBoard of Inquiry about what happened. He knew a
witch-hunt when he saw one, and went on the offensive. Named names with regard to some of the
garbage that went on at Rauta Shéraa. Rumor hasit that those records will remain sealed for two
hundred years." He looked at Jani, and stood.

"That'sit. Y ou look beat, and | don't want Pimentel coming after me with a bone cutter.” He
looked at her with kinder eyes, and smiled. "Thisis going to work out for you. Y ou just need to get your
strength back, listen to your doctor, and stay away from the SIB." The courtroom light flared. "Promise?’

Jani nodded. "Whose remains?"

Friesian sighed. "Oh, no oneimportant. Just the members of Rauta Sheraa Base Command who
died during the evac. Y ou probably knew them—Ebben, Unser, and Fitzhugh."

What do you know—those three bastards didn't make it offworld alive. "Think they died
accidentally or on purpose?'

"Not your problem. Do you promise?'

Jani nodded in the here and now as, meanwhile, apart of her returned hometo Ville Acadie. Her
father had meted out her punishment, and explained to her that it was for her own good. And that part of
her sat on the couch, head hung low, and murmured agreement as she planned her next escapade. Mais
oui, Papa. "Promis"

Pimentd fingered his workstation touchpad once. Twice. " The augmentation scan does show
some low-level stimulation in the regions around your primary insert.” He spun the desk display so Jani
could seeit. "See." He pointed at amulticolored blob that pulsed in the lower middie area of the
tranducent overlay of her brain. "Were seeing moderate hy-peractivity in your thdamusand inthe area
of theinsert nearest to your amygdaa. Now, your tendency toward vivid dreaming isindicated by your
elevated Dobrig vaues'—he tapped arow of numbersthat scrolled along the top of the display—"and
combining that with the excitation in your limbic system and diencepha on—"

n ROger!"

"Fight or flight and sensory areas,” he said, switching to lay-speak without missing abest.
"Memory." He snatched a dispo out of abox on his desk and wiped asmudge from the surface of the
display. "I don't think I'm telling you things you don't aready know. Y ou're one of those augments who
tendsto hallucinate under stress. The porphyriamay be aggravating thistendency. The usua monitoring



we perform may need to be stepped up in your case." He shredded a corner of the dispo.

Jani thought back to Pierce's post-takedown expression. The bewilderment. The desolation. Is
that what you 're offering me, Roger ?"What do you recommend?"

Pimentd shrugged. "Well, my first suggestion is dways to remove the augmentation. Y our records
show you were a borderline case. We have ample judtification.” He rested his elbow on his desk and
tapped afinger dong hisjaw. "Of course, even the most challenged augment isreluctant to give up the
benefits. | don't believe | need to explain those to you."

"No." Augie had saved Jani'slife too many timesfor her to give him up now. Like most men,
you'retrouble, but | still think I'll keep you. "Next option."

"Hmm." Pimentel's jaw-tapping dowed. "Wed be entering to experimenta aress.”

"Roger, my entire adult medicd history has been an experimentd area.”

Pimentel gave asnort of laughter. "Quite." The tapping stopped. "I'd like to try to take you back."
"Take me back where?'

"To what you were before Shroud got his hands on you. I've been consulting with some
researchersin our Gene Therapeuticslab. To say they're itching to get their hands on you doesn't do their
enthusasm justice." He amiled like he had a present for her hidden in his pocket. "I'd like to try to make
you human again. One hundred percent.”

Jani pulled her robe closer around her and looked past Pimentd to the sunlit scene outside his
window. Shelonged to Sit in the dry heat and let it bake her to the bone. Always cold... always sick.
And what if she developed a bacterid infection and the bug did thingsto her that it wouldn't do to
someone normal ? Someone human?

I'mone of a kind. And adamned lonely one, at that.

Nema will be devastated. But then, he wasn't the one passing out on the bathroom floor, was
he?

She wouldn't have even considered the option if Friesian hadn't told her about the deal. Odd
feding, having afuture to worry about again.

What do you want to be when you grow up, Jani Moragh? To be left lone. And the best way
to guarantee that wasto be like everyone dse. "I think I'd liketo giveit atry." She shoved her handsinto
her deevesto try to warm them.

"It won't be pleasant.”
"I'm used to that."

"I know." Pimentel tapped an entry into hisworkstation. "Like | said, 1'd be turning you over to the
Gene Thergpeutics group. | wouldn't even think of treating you mysdlf. | know my limitations, unlike
some." He eyed her sharply. "1'd like to wait until you get thislegal mess behind you. Piersfedsit may be
wrapped up in aweek or two. I'll set up the first appointment for you for month'send.”

"Fine" Jani tried to scoot out of the vigtor's chair, atask made more difficult Snce she didn't want
to remove her chilled handsfrom her deaves. "Can | leave?"



"Hang around for another hour and make an appointment to come in tomorrow for afollow-up.
Thenyou can go." Pimentd raised hishand. "Thereis one more very small thing. Sam Duong.”

Jani sat back. "That man fromthe SIB. Thearchivigt.”
"Yes" Pimentd's shoulders sagged as his bright mood evaporated. "How well do you know him?”
"I don't, redly. I'd never met him before two days ago.”

"Never met him before." Pimentd picked up his recording board and entered anotation. "The
reason | ask is, he has no relatives. Up until this morning, he had no friends, either. None he/d admit to,
anyway." He massaged the back of his neck. Taking about Sam Duong seemed to tighten him up. "He
authorized achange to his MedRec afew short hours ago. He named you as his next of kin."

"What?' Jani dumped in her chair—the ergoworks whined in their effort to keep up. "Did he say
why?'

"I was hoping you could tel me."

"| was there when he fainted. His supervisors were pulling missing documents out of hisdesk and
he was ydling that he hadn't put them there....” Oh."And | told him | believed him."

Pimentel knocked the back of his head againgt the headrest of hischair. " Jani, why did you tel him
thet?'

"Because | didn't like what was happening. His supervisors were taking him gpart in front of his
coworkers, which you do not do, I'm sorry, and hewasin agtate. | tried to calm him down.” Pierce's
face gppeared in her mind again. Mako's right hand. "Thinking back, | don't consider it outsde the redm
of possihility that Sam Duong was framed.”

"Framed?' Pimentel's massaging action moved to hisforehead. " Jani, if you knew his medica
condition, | think you'd change your mind."

"Sotdl me" Jani crossed her |eft leg over her right—the | eft felt stronger and she didn't need to
hoig. "If I'm hisofficid next of kin, | have the right to know."

Pimentel rapped hiswork station touchboard; the image of her brain splintered into oblivion. "Sam
Duong firgt visited me about six months ago. It was at about that time that papersin his charge began
disappearing, and his supervisor was concerned that perhaps Sam was having some problem he didn't
want to talk to an on-site counselor about. Encephal-oscan revealed the presence of atumor inthe
paramedian posterior region of Sam'sthdamus—"

"Roger."

"—and you need to know whereit is, because the location definesthe clinical symptoms. He
suffersmemory defects, amnesia. Immediate memory is especidly affected.”

Oh. "Soif he did something thismorning, hed forget it by thisafternoon.” Like putting papersin
his desk.

"Yes" Pimente reached into the front pocket of his short-deeve and removed asmall packet. "He
will dsowork tofill in those missing memories. In addition to distortions of fact and outright lies he has
shown the tendency to adopt the lives of thosein hisarchives ashisown." He stood up and walked to his
bookcase, atop which awatercooler rested. "Two months ago, he brought me abook. | don't recall the



title, but the subject was geology. Not popular geology, either. Thiswas auniversity-leve textbook.” He
tore open the packet, dumped the contentsinto a glass, and added water. "He said he wroteit." Pimentel
dirred the resulting pale yellow liquid with hisfinger, then tossed it back.

"Maybe hedid."
Pimentel set down the empty glass. "The book had been written by aman named Simyam Baru.”

Jani's mind blanked. She had to conscioudy make the effort to not cry out. To breathe. "Did—"
She stopped, and tried again. "Did he say he was Smyam Baru?'

Pimentel shook his head. "Not outright. But he inssted held written the Baru book, aswell as
another written with awoman, afellow professor—"

"BEvaYani."

"Yes" Pimentel walked back to his desk and sat on the edge near Jani's chair. " To complicate
meatters even further, he consstently refuses trestment because he dlamsremova of the tumor will kill
him. Then dong you come, telling him you bdieve him when he says he didn't teke your files. He
probably figured you'd believe the rest of his story, too." He touched her shoulder. "Y ou don't know how
much it painsmetotell you this"

Jani stared past him out the window. "1 visited Banda about fifteen years ago.” Sheld arrived
during the summer. Just as hot as Chicago, but more humid. She'd spent the first three months of her visit
indoors—she didn't possess the hest tolerance that she did now. "I wanted to know them. What they had
done, how they had lived. | studied their work, what | could understand of it. Talked to their friends.”
Theview blurred—sheblinked it clear. "Thetumor'sin histhdamus?'

IIYSII

"I had been able to get hold of the Knevget Shéraa patient files, but | didn't understand most of
what | read. | knew the Laum researchers were experimenting with atering perceptions. Sensation. And
| remember Service Medica tested my thalamus repeatedly before they augmented me. So the thadamus
isinvolved in those functions™

Pimentel nodded. "Very much s0."
"Then the Laum would have implanted there.”

"Oh, Jani.. . Thereisno reason for you to have to go through this. | can have someone from
MedRec bring up awaiver of rights. Y ou sign it, and your namewill be removed—"

"No." She stood up dowly. Her left leg felt strong, but her right was till wobbly. "Not until | talk
tohim."

Pimentel held out his hands in exasperated plea. "He has an explanation for everything. He will tie
youinknots."

"Then I'll bring an al-purpose knife." She shuffled to the door. "I'll explainto himwhy | can't act as
his next of kin, then I'll come back and sign your waiver." She waved goodbye without turning around.
"Promis2”

Jani returned to her room to find Morley bustling in an unusudly bubbly fashion. Lucien had
stopped by to see hisfavorite captain, she said, and he had brought her some clothes, wasn't that nice of



him?

"He'sapeach.” Jani waited for the nurse to leave, then picked through the smdl duffel Lucien had
packed for her. Wonder how he got in my roomin the first place? Had he broken through a panel ?
Jazzed the lock? Charmed the building manager into giving him the code?

She pulled her panties out of the bag. As she shook them out, asmall piece of paper fluttered to
the floor. Handwriting of calligraphic neatness, written by someone who placed agrid sheet benegath his
notepaper to keep the lines straight.

Call me at I-Com Four West-7. L

"Signing our name with aninitia now, arewe?" Jani tucked Lucien's note into the pocket of her
summerweight trousers. " Intelligence, Communications branch." Hell, if hed wanted her room code, he
probably just brute-forced it out of systems.

Shefinished dressing. Styled her hair. Put on makeup. Tried to avoid conscioudy thinking the
thought that skirted the edges of her mind.

What if someone else got out? What if I'm not the only one anymore?

"No." She checked her badges, packed her gear. "I'll talk to him. That'sdl. I'll explain to himwhy
| can't do what he wants meto do.” And if she dipped in afew questions about life on Banda, or the
university, or the best place to buy kimchee, or the Great Boiled Shrimp Debate, well, that wasfair. Her
guestions deserved answers, same as anyone e se's. And she'd get them. Not wanting to know what she
didn't know was a philosophy shewasn't familiar with.

CHAPTER 13

Jani walked into her TOQ suite, tossed her cap and duffel on the chair, and walked from room to
room looking for signs of Lucien. He had replaced her old newssheets. Not with the Tribune-Times or
the Commonwealth Herald, however, but with colonia sheets. Weeks-old issues of the Ville Acadie
Partisan and the Felix Majora VVox Nacional , transmitted to Service Intdlligence viaMisty and printed
out onfiche.

The Vox was littered with editorids demanding the shuttering of Fort Congtanza, interspersed with
the usua callsto secede. The Partisan reported the presence of the Acadian governor in Chicago to
discuss mattersrelated to "colonid rights™” The article mentioned "an incident involving an Acadian
colonid in Felix Mgorathat remains shrouded in mystery.”

"Nothing mysterious about it. | was shanghaied.” For the express purpose of being coddled and
petted while the Judge Advocate tore gpart the Service Code looking for an excuseto let her go. "After
that, they're going to make me human again.” Then what? A civilian consultancy? An extravagant flat in
the city? The socid whirl, capped off by her favorite lieutenant sunny-side up whenever his schedule
dlowed?

"Pull the other one—it Sings'Oh, Acadia.' " Jani tossed the newssheets aside and continued her
ingpection. She found fresh flowersin both the sitting room and bedroom. Va the Bear sat perched
against the bedroom vase, abanner pinned to his chest.



"You'reout of uniform,” shetold him as she detached the note. | found the scalpel on your desk
—don't even think about it. Thistime, Lucien hadn't even bothered with aninitid. Jani crumpled it and
tossed it in the trashzap, following with the missive sheldd found tucked in her underwesr.

She had made another circuit of the bedroom before she spotted the thick, pale blue envelope
lying on her bed. Another dip of white paper had been attached to the closure flap.

My, aren't we the colorful personality?

Jani shredded that note before congigning it to the flash-flame. Messagesin underwear were cute,
and knowing Lucien had been rummaging through her bedroom had its seductive aspects. "But therésa
line, Migter, and you just crossed it."

She hefted her ServRec and adjourned to her sitting room, plucking Va the Bear from hisflora
roost on the way. "Si-myam Baru escaped from hisroom,” shetold him. "I thought I'd locked him down
well enough, but he wasn't as far gone as the other patients, and he figured out how to crack the Laumrau
code locks." She sat on the couch and propped VA against a pillow in the opposite corner. "Only two
other patients till lived at this point—he released them from their rooms. Orton was blind—they'd
severed her optic nerves so they could input directly into her visua cortex. Fessig could still see. On him,
they'd performed atactile-aura synesthetic reroute.” Jani looked into the bear's shiny eyes. "He felt
everything he heard. Whispering and instrument hum fdlt like ants crawling over him. Normal spesking
voicesfet like daps and punches, depending on their pitch.”

The three of them jumped Felicio and Stanleigh, who had run down to the garage to secure the
exits as soon asthey redlized patients had escaped. "They had to secure the exits manualy because we
couldn't control ingress and egress from central systems. Y ou see, the bombing Started right after the
Laumrau hospitd staff cleared the building and fled to their sect-sharersin the hills.”

Shatterboxes firg, to disable systems and blow infrastructure. "That was when Y olan died, when
one of the operating theater walls collgpsed on her.”

Then came pink, the brilliantly hued microbia mist that took up where the explosives|eft off. "We
tried to wash it out of the air with water—uwithin the first half minute after release, it's still concentrated
enough that you can do that— but the shatterboxes had damaged the pumping system, and we couldn't
maintain pressure in the hoses. The pink diffused and got into everything.”

Instrument cardsliquefied. Boardsturned to jdlly.

"So we couldn't control the doors—we had to shut them manually. That wasthe first mistake
made—I should have guessed the Laumrau would try to pink us. | should have locked down the doors
and vents as soon asthey'd fled."

Va regarded her patiently.

"l know. I'm digressing." Jani prodded him with her toe. "So Fel and Stan ran to the garage to
check the doors, and Baru, Orton, and Fessig jumped them and stole the control card for the
people-mover." But the vehicle had been damaged by the shatterboxes. "I think the pink got to it, too. |
watched it from the roof—it barely madeit over thefirst rise.”

Then she saw the Laumrau pursuit craft, adeek, bullet-shaped demiskimmer with bank-and-dive
capability. "It flitted over the rise after the 'mover.” She picked up one of the throw pillows and hugged it
to her chest. "I heard the explosion. Saw it. A blown battery array emitsavery distinctive green-white
flash. John confirmed it later.” Granted, over two months passed before he could examine the Site, but



he'd had alot of experiencein crash investigation by then, and he knew what to look for. "He said from
the condition of the wreckage and the human remains he found, no one could have survived.”

Val the Bear cocked an eyebrow. Well, not redlly, but it was easy to imagine.

Jani nodded. "Yes, | know. Y ou could have said the same thing about what happened to me." She
cracked open the envelope and removed her file, shaking and riffling both in case any more
communiques petits awaited discovery. Then shelay back, rested her head against the bolster, and
paged through her Service record. Most of the materia that covered her time under Neumann was il
missing, but what remained till told quite astory.

The excerpts she read could be considered hilarious or depressing, depending on the judgment of
the reader. She could understand Lucien'sdismay. Therole she played in the midnight requisition from
Centra Supply of severa sorely needed parchment imprinters and systems cards had earned her the
undying enmity of the Rauta Shéraa Base Supply officer, the threat of a court-martial, and a persond
invitation from Colond Matilda Fitzhugh to eat ashooter.

"No mention ismade, of course, that the reason they kept Documents and Documentation
undersupplied was because they'd been shunting equipment into the J-Loop black market for ayear and
ahdf." Jani glanced over thetop of the report at Va the Bear. "Instead they dropped the charge against
me because of ‘insufficient evidence and spread the rumor that Evan used the Family du piston to get me
off the hook. Forget the fact we hadn't spoken in six months." She straightened the pages and moved on
to the next episode.

"Ohyes. My firg run-in with good old Rikart." Jani could visudize Neumann in hisdress
blue-greys, the narrower black belt of the older-style uniform squeezing histhick middle like atourniquet.
Broad-beamed. Wide, jovid face cut with anarrow mustache. Father Chrissmasin middle age. "A
personal buddy of Phil Unser, which told one everything one needed to know right there. He started out
second-in-command of Base Operations. When he tried to kneecap Documents and Documentation by
incorporating usinto Ops, | wrote areport.” She leafed through the fiched copy, forty-eight pages of
carefully ddineated argument as to why a nonindependent documents section would be detrimenta to the
Service asawhole and Rauta Shéraa Base in particular. Her "fictiona examples' had contained
everything but the names and dates.

"There were twenty-three transfers after | submitted it for Generd Review." Her commanding
officer had reamed her for not clearing the report with him before submission, and yet another notation of
"insubordination” was added to her record. "I couldn't figure out why they didn't just boot me out.”

The answer came in amessage, which she had found tucked in the outer pocket of her scanpack
pouch during an idomeni-Service conclave afew weeks later. The pouch hadn't left her belt—shed
never been able to figure out who passed the message to her and when.

Think if this had been a knife, thefirst line had read. It got better after that, but not much.

Nice report, Kilian. You think like a crook, but you need seasoning. When you get sick of
protecting the Utter-runts of the Commonwealth, I'll be waiting. Rikart.

"And do you believe he signed that note?' A few weeks later, he had her seconded to the Twelfth
Roversto help her make up her mind.

Jani reassembled her file and tucked it back into the envelope. VVal the Bear had toppled over and
lay flat on hisface. | know the feeling. She sat back, cradled her head in the crook of her arm, and let
her gaze drift. "Piers didn't answer my question about how Ebben, Unser, and Fitzhugh died. I'd bet ‘on



purpose mysdf.” Her eydidsfelt heavy. Her somach growled.

She stared at her comport message light for afull minute before sheredlized it blinked. "L ucien, go
away." She struggled to her feet and shuffled to her desk. "'I'm mad a you." She hit the playpad so she
wouldn't haveto look at the flickering light anymore—she meant to del ete the message immediately, but
the face flashed before her fatigue-blunted reflexes could kick in.

Lieutenant Ischi's pensive aspect filled the display. "Captain? Maam, | know you're not fedling
well. But if therésany way at al you can manage to stop by the office today, it would be greetly
appreciated.”

Jani checked the time-date stamp on the message. Only an hour ago. Odds were good the
bodies hadn't cooled yet, athough Ischi's expression aside, she had no reason to assume Hals and
Vespucci had gotten into another fight about her. And if you pull this one again, it sings " The Hymn
of the Commonwealth. "

"All eight bloody verses." She recovered her garrison cap fromitsresting place and tottered out
the door.

Jani entered the Foreign Transactions desk pool to find Ischi and severa techs clustered by the
coffee brewer. Ischi stood fists on hips and head thrust forward—the traditional lecture posture of a
frustrated tech wrangler trying to cut the stampede off at the pass.

"Colond Hasisahdluvalot more aware than you are of the problemswe'refacing, Mister!" he
barked, his nose afinger's breadth away from that of a pasty-faced SFC. "And the sooner you stop
bleating your unique blend of garbled fact and outright fiction, the better off wewill all be!" He was about
to launch into round two when another tech's eyes rounded, and he turned to follow her Stare.

"Captain Kilian, maam!™ His turnabout-and-present was so quick, the object of hisire bardly
ducked an elbow in the nose. "The colone will see you shortly. Please follow me."

Jani fdl inbehind Ischi in the best Officer's Guide manner, waiting to draw alongside until they had
passed into the anteroom. "Having abad day, Corpora Coffee Cup?' That got asmile out of him. "Ah,
the joys of personnd.”

"Doylen'sanidiot. He ligtens a doors, catches haf the words, and rearranges them in the worst
order possible.” Ischi stopped at his desk and paged through the assorted stacks. "The problem s, it's hit
the fan, everyone knowsit, and they're diving for cover.”

"So what's the latest?"

"Halsisbeing relieved and FT split up. Some of uswill be shipped to colonia postings and the rest
shoved back in the main poal.”

"What? What brought that on?"

"A complaint by Hantia. She claimed Colonel Halsisincompetent and that her mistakes have
hampered negotiations." Ischi kept his eyesfixed on his paper rearranging. "All the errors are Hantias
fault. She held back vital data, waiting for the colone to ask for it. But she wasn't allowed.”

Sounds like the Hantia | knew and hated. Jani jerked her head toward Hass door. "Who'sin
there now?"

"The colonel, Mgor Vespucci, and Colond Derringer from Diplo.” Ischi exhded with arumble.



"Come over to explain the Stuation.”

"Right." Jani circled around the distracted lieutenant and punched Hals's doorpad. She ducked into
the office and forced the pand closed on Ischi'swailing "Maam, not yet—"

Halssat at her desk, face drawn. Vespucci sat across from her, the look he directed at Jani
suffused with outrage.

Derringer sat on the short side of the desk between the two, his mainline stripe drawing the eye
likeawarning flare. He stiffened when he saw Jani—the leg that had been crossed ankle over knee
dowly lowered until foot hit floor. Hiswas the rangy build and sun-battered face that came fromahin
labdled "middle-aged officer-standard issue." Helooked like he knew the answers. Jani would have bet
her 'pack he didn't understand half the questions.

"Maam." She snapped to attention aswell as her weakened right leg would alow. "Captain Kilian
reporting as ordered.”

Vespucci's voice emerged level and hard. Y ou don't have an appointment scheduled, Cap—" He
had twisted so his back faced Hals, but they must have worked together for so long, they'd devel oped
psychic communiceation. Hals's stare bored through the back of his head—he turned to face her dowly,
asthough in atrance, and fell silent.

"Captain, it's obvious some mistake has been made," Derringer said sharply. "Please leave us.”

Jani clasped her hands behind her back. Lifted her chin. Dug her hedsinto the carpet. Just like old
times—ready, steady, into the deep end. "I know what this meeting isabout, gr. | find it darming that
Diplo hastaken it upon themsalves to decide a course of action without consulting the one officer in
Foreign Transactionswho isaknown authority onidomeni affairs.”

Derringer stared past Jani at the door, as though waiting for Ischi to make an appearance. "And
who would that be, Captain?'

"That would beme, Sir."

His gaze shifted to her. Even Vespucci's had held more warmth. "Captain, | redize Sddine
conductsitself more loosdly than mainline, and | aso realize documents examiners asawhole pride
themsdves on their unmilitary behavior. But you are out of line here, and | am ordering you to leave this
room."

"Captain Kilianis my direct report, Colond, and we arein my physical jurisdiction.” Halss soft
Indiesian accent contrasted sharply with Derringer'stwangy Michigan provincid. "If we areindeed so
concerned about proper military behavior, | believe those two points give me the deciding vote asto
whether she stays or leaves.” The look she directed at Jani said, OK expert, this better work."” "Carry on,

Captain.”

Jani heard voices outside. She reached behind her and pressed down on the doorpad—the
doormech scraped as I schi tried to open it from the other side.

"Sir." The scuffling outside the door grew louder, and she leaned harder on the pad. "Itismy
informed opinion, as a Service officer experienced in deding with the idomeni, that removing Colond
Halsfrom any further contact with this matter is not a sound decision. It will prove detrimental not only to
immediate Service dedlings with the idomeni, but to future Service and Commonwesalth dedlings with
them aswdl."



Derringer looked from Halsto Vespucci, then back at Jani. He hadn't expected this. He had no
falback position, no support, and no ideawhat to do next. "It has not been officiadly determined that you
outstrip everyone in the Diplomatic Corps with respect to idomeni experience, Captain.”

"Fair enough, Sr—in that case, | have two questionsfor you. One, how many years did the senior
Service negotiator atached to this matter live on Shéraand two, how many idomeni languages do they
speak and is High Vynsharau one of them?"

"That's three questions." Hals's expression was bland, but tiny embers of rebellion glowed in her
eyes.

"My mistake, maam," Jani replied with equal flatness. "I do apologize." She looked a Derringer.
"S.I?l

Derringer shifted in his chair. He wanted to refuse to answer, but three pairs of Sdeline eyeslet
him know that wasn't an option. "General Burkett spent one year at Language School and asix-month
gtint at our embassy in Rauta Shéraa."

"Isheacolonid? Some colonids have had agreat deal of day-to-day experience deding with the
Haain"

"No, heis Earthbound by birth. However, he did do aten-year stint in the J-Loop, where large
populations of Haarin do reside. Hetdlls stories." The corner of Derringer's mouth twitched asthe
gauntlet hit thefloor.

Jani nodded. "I began my course of study in documents examination at the Rauta Sheraa
Academy at the age of seventeen. Four and ahalf yearsto degree, with my fina year spent under direct
tutel age of the being who currently serves asidomeni ambassador. After that, two and ahdf years at
Rauta Sheraa Base, the mgjority of that time spent as a Food Services Liaison and an Import-Export
Regidrar. After that, eighteen years—"

Derringer held up hishands. "Captain, no oneis denying your expertise—"

"Only my loyalty?' She stared a him until he looked away. "1 am fully aware of thelow opinion
any member of the traditiona Service would hold of me. But your opinion of meisnot the primary
condderation here. The primary consideration hereisthe continued lack of regard being shown the
documents examiners assigned to thismatter and the confusion this engendersin theidomeni, who
consider examiners as qualified to negotiate and determine policy as any diplomat.”

Derringer sucked histeeth. " Captain, we have discussed this with the ambassador at length, and
while he questions our reasoning at times, he has shown himsdf willing to see the human sde of things."

"Sir, FT isn't dedling directly with the ambassador, who is an exception to dmost every rule
regarding traditiona Vynsharau behavior. FT is dealing with the documents examiners, who have been
reared from birth to operate in the diplomatic sphere." Except for Hantia, but I'll worry about that
inconsistency later .

Derringer glanced at histimepiece. "Captain Kilian, negotiations for the Lake Michigan Strip have
grown more and more heated over the past severd days. The Prime Minister and members of her
Cabinet are currently attending at the embassy, and we have been caled in aswell. Thereisnotimeto
waste." He stood. " The decision on how to proceed has been made.”

Jani leaned againgt the doorpad. The voi ces and scrabblings had stopped long ago. All she could



hear was the voicein her head that whispered gotcha. "NiaRauta Hantiaissued the complaint againgt
Colond Has and the Vynsharau demanded FT presence all this afternoon?”

Derringer hesitated. HEd grown sick of answering her questions—that was obvious—but he
knew darm when he heardit. "Yes"

Hantia, you witch, you set me up. "Sir, they know I'm here. They want meto attend. They've
issued the sort of challenge they know will flush meout." They know me.

Vespucci screwed up the nerve to open his mouth again. "Aren't you taking alot on yourself,
Captain?’Y oud think the outcome of these negotiations hinged on you."

Jani worked her neck. Her back hurt. Pimentel would strangle her if he knew where shewas and
what shedid. | wish | had never checked that comport light. "Sir, I'm sure | sound arrogant, but |
know them. They've always acknowledged the actions | took at Knevget Sherda Thisistheir way of
formally recognizing me. Everyone here wishes 1'd dry up and blow away, but ignoring the unpleasant in
the hope it will disappear isnot their way. I'm anathemato them, but I'm the devil they've dways known.
In aculture that values open disputation and the concept of the esteemed enemy, the thought that you
could be hiding meis as repugnant to them as afood hoarder during time of famineisto us. They want to
seeme. Let'sget it over with."

CHAPTER 14

Brigadier Generd Callum Burkett proved thetaler, greyer edition of Colonel Derringer. And more
frazzled. Seeing Derringer arrive at the embarkation zone with Hals and Jani in tow did nothing to calm
him down.

"Goddamn it!" Hedlid into his seet in the rear of the Diplomatic sted blue triple-length and glared
across the compartment at the three of them before settling on Derringer. "Intelligence is stepping on our
necksfor even talking to theidomeni about the Strip, the PM is mixing up Family politicsand defense
policy again, and now you take it upon yoursdf to jettison the only firm decison we've been able to
makein three monthg!”

"Who drove the decison?' Jani looked from Derringer to Burkett. "It was abad decison. Who
droveit? Ulanova?' Sheflinched as the skimmer passed benegath the Shenandoah Gate. It wasn't political
opinion, but a shockliketingle that radiated up her right arm. "It'sin her interest to destabilize
colony-idomeni relations. One way to do that isto blow systems here, and | et the backflash take out a
few of the Haarin-colony arrangements that have formed over the years." She flexed her arm, then rested
itin her lap instead of on the armrest.

"The origin of the decision isn't your concern, Captain." Burkett didn't bother to look at her, or
even turn her way.

"Captain Kilian raised somevdid points, gr." Derringer sat with the tense nerviness of aman who
wanted with al his heart to punch out the canopy and go out over the shooters but had been ordered to
go down with the demi instead. "Mgor Hanratty's been pushing for monthsto alow dexxiesinto the
negoatiations.”

"Hanratty's a xenolinguist, Colond." Burkett's sarcagtic tone bit amost as much asthe painin



Jani'sarm. " Are you suggesting we let someone who watches sceneshots of conversationsfor aliving
decide Commonwesdlth defense policy?!

"Can't do any worse than you're doing now." Jani's right arm throbbed now—she tried massaging
it and barely suppressed acry. "Hantiaand her skein-sharers are attempting to treat Colond Halsand
her skein-sharers as equals. She assumes Colond Halsis playing coy, and she wants to shake her up by
challenging usdl. She doesn't expect you to drop the colonel like a hot rock; she expects you to stand
behind her. If you show her that isn't the case, you've only reinforced the Vynsharau opinion that
humanish are disordered and unseemly, and you've done it by insulting adocuments examiner, which just
triplesthe injury. Isbattling for astrip of airspace so important that you're willing to risk an irreparable
fracture between the Commonwesalth and the Shéraworldskein?'

"Y ou're suggesting we alow an dien race with whom relations are tenuous a best the unfettered
ability to scan any flyover that cuts through that dice of sky?' Burkett's voice twinned Evan's—levd,
deep, and sharp. Reason enough to didike him. "It's—"

"A primary corridor into and out of O'Hare, yes, | know." Jani struggled to keep from ydlling, to
keep from responding to Burkett's voice. " Are you naive enough to believe they aren't dready doing just
thet?'

Derringer shot her a"please shut up” glare. "Publicly admitting the fact could set anasty
precedent.”

"With whom? The colonies? Are we so independent that you need to worry about negotiating
treaties with us?' Shetried to work her fingers, and her thumb cramped. Augie, cut me some slack.
"Y ou want some advice from someone who's negotiated with the idomeni for years? Give them the Strip.
Show them that you acknowledge that Exterior Minister Ulanova's actions were insulting and that you
want to repair the damage.” Their skimmer floated down awooded |ane— the trees met over the top to
form aleafed canopy. I'm surethisislovely. She wished she could appreciateit.

Burkett glowered across the compartment at Derringer, who tried to Sink into his seat. They'd
reached thefirst low-rise complexes that marked the northern outskirts of Chicago. The driver exited the
thoroughfare and ramped onto the Boul artery. It wouldn't be long now.

Hals tapped her window softly with one knuckle. "Maybe we can talk to the ambassador about
Hantia, and he can order her to back down. The consensus, as| understand it, isthat if we can convince
him of something, hell drive the point hometo the Oligarch.”

"No, maam—we definitely do not want to do that." Jani tried to filter the impatience out of her
voice. Trying to find the words to explain the obvious aggravated her anyway, and her aching arm didn't
help. ™Y ou have been chalenged, and you must mest that chalenge openly.”

"But the ambassador understands us.”

"Nema is different than the rest of his sect-sharers, maam, yes. He likes us. He finds us
fascinating.” He has plans for us, too, but if Gene Therapeutics has its way, that won't be my
problem anymore. "He understands our concerns to some extent, but only on an abstract level. Just
because he looks you in the face when he talks to you doesn't make him an honorary humanish. He's not
your addled Uncle Arthur, he'sthe chief priest of his sect. I've watched him accept and offer a lérine.
I've watched him fight and I've seen him bleed.”

"I've seen the scars on his forearms. They look like he's wearing lace deeves under hisrobe.”
Derringer winced. "But a lérine are only ceremonid fights. Acknowledgments of your enemies. They're



not red battles—no onedies.”

"Not usualy." Jani rested her head againgt the seat back. The pain had stabilized to a steady
pulsation. "Nemafought many of those battlesfor the right to come here as ambassador. Hisrdigious
skein-sharersfollowed him here because he'stheir dominant and hisway istheir way. Samefor the
diplomatic seculars who owe primary alegiance to Morden niRau Ced, the Oligarch. They came here
because it was their |eader's wish. But we're the disordered humanish who do not know our food, and
they bdievethat in living with us, they've sacrificed their souls. Y our refusal to concede them the dirip tells
them you do not consider that sacrifice important. Give them the Strip. They will giveit back. That's not
what they want—what they want is an acknowledgment of what they've log." Even though she answered
Derringer, she looked at Burkett. ™Y ou're thinking like a humanish soldier, and in doing so, you're making
amigake."

Their skimmer ramped off the Boul and down atwo-lane access road lined by thick hybrid
shrubbery that served the dual purpose of absorbing sound and obscuring idomeni property from prying
humanish eyes. Asthey wended down the road, they passed the first of the manned checkpoints. A tall,
ropy Vynsharau stood in the guardhouse, along-range shooter hanging by a cross-strap across her back.

"Isthat the sort of being you want to allow accessto our nav paths, Captain?' Burkett snorted
softly. "It's obvious you aren't much of asoldier.”

Jani looked him in the eye. He lifted one brow in surpriss—he must have thought held insulted her.
"No, sr, I am not. | will bethefirst to admit it and thelast to deny it."

"Y ou have no business participating in this matter.”
"They just need to seeme, Sir." After that, | can go back to being your private shame.

After the gate guards checked the skimmer through, it pulled inside the embassy courtyard, an
augtere, sunstone-tiled space lined with shoulder-high silverleaf shrubs. The small triangles of sunstone,
colored in shades of creamy gold, had been laid in whorled patterns. The courtyard surface looked as
though huge fingers had pressed down from above, leaving their prints behind.

Asjunior officer in the happy convoy, Jani disembarked first. Her arm till ached, and her ssomach
had joined the chorus, yet she took the opportunity to stroll around. The late-afternoon sun warmed her;
the glare of itsreflection off the light-colored stone hurt her eyes.

This brings back memories. The bare facade of the embassy was featureless but for a set of
banded bronze doors. The poured scancrete fence that barred their view of the sweeping grounds and
the city beyond was three meters high and topped with crosshatches of ornamenta blades.

At |east, they're supposed to be ornamental . Jani wouldn't have wanted to be the oneto
determine whether the edges had actualy been dulled. Idomeni sted cut deep, and the hair-thin
wireweave that ran down both sides of the edge ripped flesh and |eft nasty scars.

A few minutes ater, the people-movers bearing the rest of Foreign Transactions and Diplo
lumbered into the courtyard. Disembarkation began immediately, but it still took time. Jani had plenty of
opportunity to bask in Mgor Vespucci's scowling regard as he watched her through the FT mover'srear
window.

As soon as the vehicles had emptied, the embassy doors swung open and a brown-robed
Vynsharau diplomatic suborn beckoned to them. The Service personnel lined up singlefile,
lowest-ranking first, with the civilian techsinserting themselves at predetermined points according to their



number of yearsin the department. Jani looked at Hals, who stood off to one side. The woman walked
over to her, her face grooved with tension.

"Burkett told me I'm to remain out here." Her eyes glistened with barely contained tears. "Sit in the
FT mover and wait for you." She blinked rapidly, then turned away.

"And your response iswhat, maam?' Jani edged away from the gathering of closed mouthsand
open ears. "'l will back you to the wdll, for what it'sworth."

Halslooked across the courtyard, where Burkett stood in huddled conversation with Derringer
and another mainline officer. They'd changed their trousersin the interim, switching out their crimson
sripesfor dashes of dark green. Nemawould be the only being in the embassy alowed to wear red in
his clothing. Theidomeni consdered it aholy color.

"Hell change his pants for them, but not hismind." Hals shook her head. "If | buck him on this,
hell levd me”

Jani dragged her toe dong awhorl of stone. "One Service dictum | remember—and | don't
remember many—statesthat if you vaue your career more than you vaue your job, you're the wrong
person for both. Now if you stay out here like agood little sddliner, you'l still have acareer. Y ou may
pass some of it in ashdter waiting for theidomeni shatterboxesto stop faling, but you'll till have your
scan-pack if the pink doesn't eat it and you'll have apension if weve reestablished aviable monetary
system by thetime you retire. Assuming you're dill dive.”

A flare of temper erased some of the strain from Halssface. "Kilian, has anybody ever told you
you'reajudgmental pain inthe ass?'

"Good, maam, | hope that made you fed better.” Jani reclaimed her placein line, one step ahead
of the stone-faced Vespucci. "Doesn't do adamned thing to answer the essential question, but one
should take every opportunity to vent one's frugtrations, I've dways believed.”

Hals adjusted the set of her garrison cap. "'Y ou honestly feel my not participating in these
negotiations could dter the tone of idomeni-human relaions for the worse?"

"Yes, | do."
"I will haveto ded with the consequences of this much longer than you will."

"It will affect your career, yes. It may even end it. But | can give you the names of four people
who would be more than happy to take on a dexxie who knows how to do her job."

Has hestated. "Senna, Tsai—"

"Aryton and Nawar. Y es, maam."

A small grin brightened Halss features. "Not you?"

Jani shook her head. "Y ou don't want to work for me— I'm ajudgmenta paininthe ass.”

The grin flashed. Then Halsreset her cap once again and dipped into line behind a stricken
Vespucci.

"She could be court-martided for this," he rasped in Jani's ear.

"Thanksfor the support, Mgor," Jani tossed over her shoulder asthe line started to move.



Thefirgt thing that struck her was the heat, followed by the stark, ascetic look of the unadorned
hallways and rugless, tiled floors. The Vynsharau favored the colors of the desert in their interior
decoration—cream, white, and tan predominated. But in deferenceto their dlied sects, they dlowed
some splashes of variety, such asthe leaf green and sky-blue curlicuesinset in dl the lake-facing
windows. Pathen, Jani recalled. The silver-and-copper wireweave chanddiers, however, that resembled
the bladeslining the top of the fence, were of Siah design, since the Siah were renowned for their
metawork.

So stark, yet so beautiful. Jani struggled to remain in formation as exhilaration washed over her.
She felt drunk. Ecstatic. She wanted to skip down the hallway and pound on al the doors. That would
go over hig.

"Colond!"
Jani heard Hals groan. She turned in time to see Burkett storm up the hall.

"Y ou will return to Sheridan immediately.” He drew alongside Hals and beckoned for her to
accompany him.

Jani sidestepped out of line to stand beside Burkett. ™Y ou're making amistake, Sir.”

Heturned on her, hisvoice deadening. "Y ou are expected to defer to the trained diplomats on this
team, Captain. After you make your token appearance, you're out of here right behind her.”

Jani nodded. "Yes, gr. I'll go," she said in avoice loud enough to echo down the cavernous hall.
She pointed to Hals. "She. Stays.”

Thefaint buzz of humanish and Vynsharau voices reached them as Cabinet and Council officids
filled the open doorways. Burkett's sweet-dicked face showed his extreme displeasure a putting on a
show. "Thisdiscussonisfinished, Captain. Y ou have your orders.” He gestured to one of his staffers,
who had drifted uneasily into the hallway. The woman immediately beckoned to alarger, less
timorous-looking Service Security officer, who started toward them.

"Glories of the day to you, my dear-rest friendd"

Thefamiliar sngsong stopped the Security officer in histracks. Hals gasped. Burkett closed his
eyes. The other members of FT and Diplo buzzed and whispered.

Jeni amiled.

Nema stalked toward them, his off-white overrobe billowing behind him like achurning wake.
"Such argument. | left Cabinet Ministersin order to hear more.” In person, his skin appeared darker than
Jani remembered from the winter, gold-brown rather than ocher, the result of frequent tripsto the Deeth
Vdley endave.

Burkett stood at attention. "NiRau, permit meto gpologize—"

"For what, Genera ? Open disputation is most seemly. Mogt asidomeni. Otherwise, humanish are
so aswalls, we do not think you aive." Nemalooked each of them in the face, aborn-sect taboo he
seemed determined to topple single-handed. His eyes widened as he bared histeeth, resulting ina
gartling, and to some, unpleasant expression.

They don't see what | see. To Jani, Nemasrictus sardon-icus was the welcoming grin of an old
friend. An aggravating old friend. Presumptuous. But nevertheless...



Nema stepped between Jani and the rattled generd and gripped her chin between histhumb and
forefinger. ™Y ou have brought me my Eyes and Ears." Hetilted her face back and forth, "a léte onae
veste, Kiershiarauta," he said to her, voice pitched higher than normal as a show of regard. Glories of
the day to you, toxin.

"a |éte ona veste, Nemarau." Jani pitched her voice high aswell, and added a greeting gesture,
crossing her left arm over her chest, pam twisted outward. Shetried to tilt her head to the left and offer
thetraditional single nod, but Nema's firm grip prevented her. "NiRau, | can't move my head.”

"Apologies, nia." His hand dropped away, and he stepped back. " So, you have cometo assist me
with this stupid food business. Such ignorance. Y ou are most well?' Hisvoice held atouch of skepticism,
but he restrained the gestures that would have dlarified hisfeding. Whatever Lucien had been tdlling him,
he either didn't believe, or didn't likeit.

"NiRau Tsecha" Burkett's eyes held that wild look most humans acquired after they'd been
around Nemafor more than five seconds. "We didn't expect to see you this afternoon.”

"I know that, General." The glint in Nema's amber-on-amber eyesindicating that dashing the
expectations of humanish Burkettswas dl part of the fun. "But when | heard my Eyes and Earswasto be
here—" Hisgazefdl on Has, and he bared histeeth again. "Ah, Colond Hals, you have met chdlenge!
Oni niaRauta Hantiawill be most pleased— she thought you dead." He took her by the arm and towed
her down the hall and into the documents examiners meeting room.

Burkett bent close enough to make Jani flinch. "This does not end here, Captain.”" He turned and
whispered something to the Security officer before disgppearing into the Diplomatic meeting room.

Jani followed the still-stunned stragglers down the hall to the examiners room, redlizing after afew
stepsthat the Security officer shadowed her. She probed her arm again. The ache had intensified in the
last few minutes—the musclesin her lower arm had started to twitch. What the hell isthis? Delayed
reaction to Pimentd's prodding and poking?

"My, my, my.”

Jani turned. Exterior Minister Anais Ulanova stood in the nearest doorway, regarding her with the
cool arrogance Jani recalled from her firgt visit to Chicago. In deference to ido-meni religious sengbility,
shewore awrgpshirt and trousersin dark brown rather than the usua Exterior burgundy. A younger
woman stood next to her. Ivory skin and hair. Pae blue eyes glittery with nerves. She wore black and
grey, the officid Interior colors. McEnnis, Jani recalled from news reports. Evan'sinterim replacement.

"Captain Kilian." Ulanova nodded. "Although | recdl you went by the name'Risa Tyi' when you
visited uslagt." Sheleaned toward M cEnnis and whispered something in her ear. The woman's eyes
widened.

Jani smiled at McEnnis, who took a step backward. "I can imagine what she'stold you about me.
Some of it might even betrue. | hope for your sake you can figure out which is which—you need that
skill dedling with her." Shewaved farewdl and started down the hdl. "I'll give Lucien your regards,
malam, the next time we come up for air." Thelook of outrage that Jani saw on Ulanovasface just
before she dipped into the examiners room was worth thelittle fib.

The windowless meeting room proved hotter than the hallway by severa crucia degrees. Judging
from the mutterings Jani heard, summerweightsfelt itchy and clingy; dress blue-greyswould have been
downright dangerous.



She only felt mildly warm hersdlf, but if another twelve-hour marathon stretched before them, who
knew how sheld hold up? But that's a big if. She glanced behind her and saw the Security officer
gtanding in the doorway, watching her. A lieutenant, his mainline red bars switched out for religioudy
inggnificant dark green. Unarmed, since he technicaly stood on idomeni soil, but far from helpless,
judging from his muscular ams and chest.

If I tried to bolt, he'd just pick me up and toss me over his shoulder. Or bresk her in half,
depending on how much of afuss she made. She approached him dowly, arms at her sdes, hands open
andvisble "Lieutenant.”

He nodded. "Maam."

"May | ask why you'refollowing me?'

"After you meet with niaRauta Hantia, I'm to escort you back to Sheridan, maam.”
"OddsareI'll be needed here."

"General Burkett's orders, maam.”

Right. Jani walked to the central U-shaped table, where Nema stood surrounded by the members
of Foreign Transactions. Most faces held shock or surprise. Ischi's shoulders shook. Hals had covered
her mouth with her hand. Even VVespucci grinned.

"And only the player standing in the net can use hands?' Nematoed weskly at thefloor. "All the
others haveto kick?

"Likethis, niRau." Ischi mimed a short, hard pass to VVespucci, who in turn pretended to block the
nonexistent soccer bal into the floor with his formidable ssomach.

"Redlly? Such | do not understand.” Nemalooked at Jani, his posture crooked with dismay. "Why
did you never tell me of this, nial" He clasped Ischi by the arm and pulled him to one Side, gesturing for
Vespucci to follow. The sounds of crumpling parchment soon emerged from the huddle. The two men
then broke away and kicked a paper ball back and forth as Nema stood on the side and scrutinized
every move.

Jani watched the exhibition until she grew conscious of a stare boring through the side of her face.

Hals sauntered to her side. "Captain.” She peeked around Jani and nodded toward the strapping
lieutenant. "Is he here for you, me, or us?'

"Me. As soon as Hantiaand | meet, Burkett wants me out."

"Then we must meet now," entoned a voice from behind. Feminine, but grating, like naillsdown a
date. "Sothat | can laugh asyou leave."

Jani turned dowly. She kept her eyes straight ahead, so she would look the idomeni in the upper
chest, not the face. Tan robes. The lower curves of shoulder-grazing gold ova earrings. Light brown hair
twisted into short helices and wrapped with Slver cord. Sameregal posture she remembered from
Academy. Same damned voice. "Hantia."

"Kiérshia" The Vynsharau stepped back and studied her. Side-to-side examination, followed by
top to toe, looking everywhere but in her eyes. ™Y ou are not what you were." Shetilted her head dightly



to Jani's right, a posture of moderate respect acknowledging their shared past.

Jani tilted her head to the left, mimicking Hantias regard, as she allowed hersdf oblique glances a
the jutting cheekbones and squarish jaw. "Only physicaly." Shelapsed readily into High Vynshara; it
seemed more gppropriate, somehow. "In my soul, | am asever.”

"You left your soul at Kneveget Sheraa. So you are as nothing. That, | dways knew."

Jani twitched the fingers of her left hand, a gesture of disregard. She heard no other voices, and
knew dl eyeswere on the two of them. "Y ou are not an archivist, aswas planned.”

"No." A bow of head asright hand reached up and gripped left shoulder. A posture of sadness.
"NiRau ti niRau Cedl had need of me here." The hand dropped. Hantiastraightened. "A great need, and
truly." Sheturned to Hals, and switched back to English. "Colond.”

Has nodded tiffly. "Hantia."

"We must work now. Soon, there will be too many damned papersto count." Hantia stalked
toward the other Vynsharau examiners, who had gathered on the opposite side of the room.

Hals cocked her head. "Did she just say what | thought she said?"

" She's been taking English lessons from Nema." Jani smiled, but her good humor faded as she
watched the lieutenant cross the room toward her.

"Maam." He stopped in front of her and gestured in the direction of the door. "Thisway, please.”

Jani looked at Hals, who watched her warily. | could stand my ground, and fight to stay. Nema
would rush to her aid— hed probably even offer her asylum. Wouldn't that do wonders for diplomatic
relations? Ulanova might even persuade Cao to send in armed troops to take her back. Not that they'd
succeed, but theinvasion itsalf would congtitute a declaration of war.

What do | care—I'd befree.

But at what cost? She looked at I schi, who bounced the paper ball from kneeto knee. At the
other members of FT, who grinned and watched. She didn't even know their names.

Better | don't—the list islong enough. No more, if she could help it. No more.

"All right, Lieutenant." She took one last ook at the unadorned, sand-colored space, then fell in
behind.

"Nia?' Nema broke away from Ischi and VVespucci and bedlined toward them. "Where are you
going?”
"Back to the base, niRau. General Burkett's orders.”

"Orders?' The pitch of hisvoice lowered so he sounded hoarse. His shoulders rounded. "Isit not
true that to stand hereisto stand in Rauta Sheraa? Isit not true that in thisroom, my word is as orders?”

Thelieutenant's eyes widened asthetdl, angry ambassador closed in. "Sir."
"Sodo | order you to leave thisroom, Lieutenant.”

"Sr—niRau—Generd Burkett—"



Jani stepped between the lieutenant and the oncoming Nema. "niRau! Pleasa!”

"Go to your paper, nial Obey mel" Nemas guttura voice sounded a distinctly idomeni warning.
Hewaited for Jani to back away before closing in on the hapless Security guard. "I will speak of thisto
Generd Burkett, who gives orders within my walls!" He grabbed the young man by thearm. The
lieutenant tried to pull away—his eyes widened when he redlized he couldn't break the Vynsharau's grip.

"No." Nema pushed him out the door and directly in the path of ayoung diplomatic suborn, who
Sidestepped nestly.

"niRauti niRau? Y ou are needed." She spoke English with aheavy Vynsharau accent, swallowed
t's and back-of-the-throat r's.

"Not now, niaRauta Via."

"Now, niRau ti niRau." Viarounded her shouldersin aposture of aggravation. Not as hunched as
Nema, but the twist and twirl of her right hand indicated that it was only amatter of time. "Exterior
Minigter Ulanovaand Suborn Oligarch niRau Lish are discussing taxation of Elyan Haérin settlements.™

"Discussing, nia?'
Viahesitated, then raised her right hand, pdm facing up, in silent plea.

Nemas voice dropped to a John Shroud-like resonance. "My Anais makestrouble, as dways. |
would chalenge her mysdlf, but sheistoo short to fight." He looked at Jani, and his posture saddened. "'|
see my niaKiershiafor so short atime, and now | must leave!" He walked back to Ischi and took the
wad of paper from hishand. "1 must play godie." Hetossed the parchment ball from hand to hand as he
strode out of the room.

Jani turned back to the table, which held surveys and maps and other documents applicable to the
Strip negotiations. She couldn't recall the last time sheld seen Nema that angry. And all because of me.
"How much longer do you think | haveto live, maam?'

Halssighed. "At least until you get back to Sheridan." She unholstered her scanpack. "Burkett
wouldn't want civiliansto find the body."

The verification sesson lasted Sx hours, not including the forty-five-minute interruption for the
Vynsharau's late-evening sacramental medl. By the time they adjourned, Jani's somach ached from
hunger and her right arm had numbed and stiffened from pain. The meeting room smelled like old socks.
She hadn't broken a swest to speak of, but everyone elsein FT looked like they'd been caught in a
shower. The only consolation wasthat she felt so exhausted, Burkett's welcoming scowl as he met her in
the halway didn't make her fed worse.

"If you think the ambassador'sinfluence is going to get you off the hook, Kilian, you're sadly
mistaken." He hustled her and Hals past the rest of FT and Diplo, through the entry and out into the
courtyard, where the lieutenant from Security waited by the triple-length.

"General Burkett!"
Everyone stopped, turned, stilled.

Nema stood in the embassy entry, surrounded by a half dozen of his brown-clothed guards. The
shortest equaled him in height. Thetallest outstripped him by ahead, which made her at least two-one.
All were armed. Twin shooters. Knives.



"Y ou are taking my Eyes and Ears away from mel™ His sibilant wail echoed off the blade-topped
walls. Hetucked his handsinto his deeveswhile six gold faces watched every humanish move. "But you
will not take her for long?!

One word from him. Jani watched six pairs of gold hands hover near weapons while around her,
grim-faced mainline Security patted their empty holsters. All they're waiting for is one word from him.

Burkett gaped. Swdlowed. Found hisvoice. "Bloody hell." Service decorum went out the window
as he pushed Jani into the skimmer, then buiieted in behind her as Hals and Derringer piled in through the
other side. The driver shot out of the courtyard and sped past the checkpoints without dowing. No one
spoke until they cleared idomeni property.

CHAPTER 15

Jani barely managed to undress and set her darm before tumbling into bed, visions of the
glowering Burkett dancing in her pounding head. She had overheard him in heated discussion with
Derringer asthey had departed the embarkation zone—the phrases Office Hours and nail down our
options had cropped up with depressing frequency.

Well, if Hashad ashot at nonjudicia punishment, she might not wind up too badly off. Besides,
wasn't there an old Service saying that a Spacer without at least one Article 13 on hisor her record was
unworthy of the name?

Makes me a Spacer for the ages. Jani had stopped counting after number five. She buried her
facein her pillow and fdl into troubled deep.

"—anytime now."
Jani jerked awake at the sound of the intruding voice. Reached out. Grabbed a handful of—

What the—? She opened her eyes and saw hersdlf reflected in aglassy brown stare. She released
her grip on Va the Bear'sthroat and lifted her muzzy head.

"| said, fed freeto wake up anytime now." Lucien had dragged her desk chair into the bedroom.
He appeared much too comfortable, feet propped on the mattress's edge, chair tipped back
precarioudy.

"How 'n hdl d'you get in here?" Jani worked her jaw, yawned, stretched her stiff legs.

"Facilities should invest in better locks," he said by way of explanation. "'If you get up now, youll
have forty minutes to shower and dress before you haveto hightail it to FT."

"l need to eat—"

"Soyou shdl. | have breskfast set out in the Stting room.”

"It has to be scanned—"

"I came and got the scanner before | got the food. It'sall clear.”

"Aren't you the efficient one?'



Lucien tugged a his short-deeve. "Why'sit sowarmin here?’
"Because| likeit." Jani'svoice rang clearer that time. "How long have you been gtting there?"

"Half hour." He offered her the knowing sort of smile that made her teeth clench. "Did you know
you tak inyour degp?’

"Dotell." Jani twisted around and sat up, catching her bedcover just intime. She still wore panties,
but her bandbrarested amid the muddle of clothing hegped on the bedroom floor. Make that, "had
been heaped. " Le seward extraordinaire had taken care of her dirty laundry dong with everything dse.

"Y ou're going to have to tel me about Piers sometime." Lucien's gaze drifted from her faceto
points south, lingering on her bare shoulders. "I see you don't believe in pgjamas.”

Jani yanked the sheet up to her neck. "Out.”
"l don't either.”

"Get out!" Shetried the melodramatic "pointed finger thrust toward the door" move and dmost
dropped her coverage.

"I love it when awoman loses her ... temper.” Lucien did asideroll out of the chair and darted to
the door. He ducked through the opening just as Va the Bear impacted the panel at a height even with
the back of his head.

"So, tell me about your trip to the embassy.” Lucien poured coffee for both of them, then settled
back, mug in hand.

Jani crunched toast as she checked out her scanpack. "How much have you heard?
"Only the disobeying adirect order part.”
"How did you hear about that so soon?"

"Diplo contacted I-Com to ask if they could borrow some recording equipment. Night Desk
contacted me because I'm in charge of the storage bins." Lucien reached across the desk to Jani's plate
and snatched an apple dice from her overladen fruit cup. "Woke me out of a sound deep at oh-three up.
Burkett must have started amassing his weapons as soon as you returned to Sheridan.”

Jani dropped her half-eaten toast on her plate. "And those weapons would be?"

"Y ou'd better contact your lawyer first thing you get to your office.” Lucien brushed a nonexistent
gpot from hisimmaculate shirtfront. ""His name wouldn't happen to be Piers, would it?"

"I'm surprised you haveto ask." Jani stabbed halfheartedly at her fruit. "Did you hear any falout
concerning Sam Duong?’

"Why would 1?" Lucien finished his coffee and started piling dirty dishes onto the take-out tray.
"That sorry Stuation isnone of my business.”

"Since when did that ever stop you?"
"It'snone of yours, either.”

"Hemadeit my business" Jani set down her fork. The memory of the man's desperation ruined



what remained of her appetite. "He put me down as next of kin in hisMedRec.”

"Because you said you believed him?" Lucien made a point of setting Jani's fruit cup on the desk
before picking up thetray. "I knew you'd regret saying that."

"l don't regret athing. | think he may have been set up.”

"And why would anyone bother to do that?" Lucien walked about the room gathering newssheets
and plucking wilted flowers from the bouquet. "Hesaclerk.”

"He'saclerk who's been overseeing the compilation of Rauta Sherda Base and Kneveet Shérda
documentsfor years." Jani felt atwinge of satisfaction as Lucien hesitated in mid-pluck. "I think he
uncovered something, and that something's buried in the missing documents. | think somebody stole the
paper, then hung Duong with a crazy tag so that held get blamed for the docs being missing.”

"That'salot of thinking."
"Admit it—did you ever observe a scene better calculated to destroy a man's reputation?”

"So heworksfor an asshole.” Lucien took histime folding an old newssheet into aloose cylinder.
"Make that two assholes." He shoved the paper tube into the 'zap. "What do you think he knows? Or
doesn't know he knows?"'

Jani didn't answer. Instead, she picked another mental sparefitting out of the bin and checked it
for sze. "Did you ever hear of nial Pierce? He'sacolond in Specid Services™

Lucien frowned. "The guy who dmost ran into you in the SIB lobby."
"Does everybody know him?'
"Just by reputation.” Lucien glanced at the clock. "We better get going.”

They spent va uable minutes arguing about the breakfast she hadn't esten. By the time they
departed TOQ), the walkways had cleared of first-shifters, which meant that if Jani didn't get amove on,
sheld belate. Not at a time like this. Her back issued astring of complaints as she broke into a
double-timetrot.

"| saw Pierce at the hospita, too. He was standing outside the office where | met with Friesian.”
She pressed ahand to her right side as a ftitch took up residence.

Lucien loped beside her with disgusting ease. "Think he was listening?!
"He wasn't that functiond. Takedown malaise had him by the throat."
"So he had agood reason to be there. Y our running into him was a coincidence.”

"Weve got quite afew coincidences jostling for space here, don't we?' Jani eased toadow jog
asthe Documents Control white box came into view. "Y ou said he had areputation.”

Lucien hestated. "I've heard things about him."

Jani detected an edgein hisvoice. That meant he didn't want to discuss Pierce. That meant it was
timeto push. "I know he was at Rauta Sherda. | know he nailed afield commission after the evac, and
that heésMako's man."



Lucien shot her a"how did you know that?" look. "He and Mako are an odd couple. Mako
comes from a cultured background—he doesn't like to admit it, but he's descended from along line of
Family &ffiliates. Piercejoined the Service to stay out of prison.”

Jani gasped in relief asthey eased to awak—her sde-gtitch had evolved into an entire wardrobe.
"What was he up for?"

"Weapons-running." Lucien tapped her on the arm to get her attention—together they sduted a
pair of sddline mgorswalking toward them. "Even after hejoined up, he dtill got into trouble. Fights.
Smuggling. Disobeying orders. All that changed after he was transferred to the Fourth Expeditionary.
Mako straightened him out. When they returned to Earth, Pierce even went back to school, got a degree
at Chicago Combined. Literature, of dl things. He doesn't look the type.”

Jani pulled in adeep breath. Another. "So? What are you—not telling me?"
Lucien blinked. "What makes you think—?"
"Save the coy-boy routine for someone who buysit and— spit it out!™

Coy Boy eyed her in disapproval. "If you got out of bed at a reasonable hour, you wouldn't have
to push yoursdf."

"Lucien."
"| found the anesthetic, glue, and bandage in your bathroom. | trashed them and hid the scalpd.”
"I'l get more.”

"Y ou don't want to escape now. Y ou're having too much fun sticking your nose whereit doesn't
bdong.”

"Answer the damned question!”
"Mako saved the Service."

"That'sold news." Jani kept an eye out for Hals asthey pulled up in front of the Documents
Center. "Tdl me something | don't know." Shewalked afigure eight. Her pounding heart dowed.

Lucien gtrolled to the walkway's edge and kicked at the stone border. "At firg, it didn't want to be
saved. The Old Guard needed to retire. Some of them didn't want to go."

"But Mako, with the help of loya underlings like Pierce, hel ped them make up their minds.”

"He was promoted to J.Loop Regional Command after Rauta Sheraa. The promotion was
designed to reward him officidly and at the sametime get him out of theway. It didn't work." Lucien
stepped over to Jani and leaned close to her ear. "That's where he started cleaning house. Not everything
he did was by the book. That's not common knowledge.”

"It was well before your time, too. How did you find out?"
"l aminintdligence"

"And you've snegked peeks at files. And Anais probably told you things." Jani sniffed. Lucien had
used scented sogp that morning. A light, musky odor, barely detectable. "And you have this way about
you that makes people pill their guts.”



"Y ou think s0?' He moved closer and brushed againgt her arm. "Careto tell me what way that is?*

"Oh, | think you know." She stepped away and started up the Doc Control steps, then turned
back. "1 wonder if Pierce had anything to do with what happened to Sam Duong?'

Lucien shook his head. "Why would he want to bury Rauta Sheraa documents? If anything, hed
want to get those out in the open.”

"Youd think that, except Mako was called before aBoard of Inquiry after the evac team returned
to Earth. He bulled hisway through it, and emerged victorious."

"7
"So maybe something in the Rauta Shéraa documents would sully thet victory.”
Lucien sghed in annoyance. "l suppose anything'spossble.”

"Think you could find out more about ex-wegpons runner Pierce?"
"That'swhat | like about you—you never ask for much.”

"You owe me." Jani stared at L ucien—he dropped his gaze eventudly. "Y ou had no right to pick
through my stuff, no right to take that scalpel, and no right to read my ServRec."

"It made for an enlightening afternoon.” He looked up at her, cheeks flushed from exercise, stony
eyesdight with cool gppraisd. ™Y ou redly could have gone placesif you'd behaved, you know that?"

"If I'd shut up and played along, you mean?' Thelight dimmed. "There are plenty of waysto make
your point without impaling yoursdf in the process.” L ucien snapped a salute and clipped down the
walkway to wherever he went, swesat-darkened hair gleaming in the sun like atarnished halo.

"Your mal, mdam."

Jani looked up from her equipment transfer report. Ischi stood in her doorway, holding athin
packet of paper mail. If past behavior held, he was using mail delivery as an excuseto tak to her. That
was fine—she had afew questionsfor him, too. "Comeon in, Lieutenant. Have a seet.”

He dipped insde and settled into the visitor's chair. "I hope you're well after last night, maam.”
Resdud excitement animated his haggard features. " taught the idomeni ambassador how to play
soceer!”

Jani smiled. "Yes, you did."

"He sure got upset when Burkett tried to get you bounced.” Ischi placed her mail on the desk, one
piece a atime. 'Think he could put in aword for the colonel ?*

"Whereisshe?' Jani had gone directly to Halss office as soon as sheéd arrived, only to find it
dark. She had recon-noitered intermittently ever since, but it was after lunch and there was ill no sign.

"Emergency meeting scheduled with Mgor Generd Ei-swein, head of First D-Doc.”
“Inthisbuilding?'

"No, maam. Eiswein sitsup at Base Command. North Lakeside sector.”



"I should go." Jani closed her report folder and stood up, but the look of darm that flared across
Ischi's face compelled her to sink back down in her chair.

"Weve been told to stafo, maam.”
St tight and await further orders. "By whom?'

"Eiswein, maam. Her exec tranamitted the order when he came to escort Halsto North
Lakesde"

Shit. Jani sat back down and thumped her fist on the arm of her chair. " She did theright thing. The
Vynsharau would not have understood her absence, and that would have crippled negotiations.”

"Yes, maam." Ischi poked moodily at her mail, then dipped an ivory envelope out from the pile.
"Y our reffle number came”

"My what?"

"Y our raffle number." He did it across the desk to her. "Every month, the A-G hosts agarden
party a hishouse at Far North Lakeside. Invitation's by raffle—everybody gets anumber issued them
oncethey get entered into Base systems.” He offered a perfunctory grin. "Hottest ticket in town.”

"Isit that great?'

"My number came up last spring.” Hewrinkled hisnose. "It was il cold, and it rained. The tent
was hested, though, and the food was great.” His smile brightened. "Mrs. Mako's beautiful. She took
folks on atour of her greenhouse. Lot of the guys went just to check her out.”

Jani opened her desk drawer and swept the envelopeinside. "Wdll, neither flowers nor beautiful
women interest me, Lieutenant, but thanks for the heads-up.”

Ischi's face darkened. " Sorry, malam.” He stood. "Do you think the ambassador could do anything
to hdp, maam?"

"I'll seewhat | can do." Jani punched out the one base code she knew. "What's Mg or Vespucci's
take on this?'

"Um." Ischi rose and backed hisway to the door. "No one'stalked to him, maam. At least |
haven't." He departed, leaving Jani done with the blooming face on her comport display.

"Helo." Even atrangmission of Lucien'ssmilelit up the room. " Cdled to ask me out to dinner?
Theanswver'syes."

"Actudly, | called to ask you for Nema's private code.”

The happy expression snapped off. 'l can't give you that.”
"Canyoutdl meif FT's comports are being monitored for outgoing.”
N

"No asin 'no, they're not,’ or no asin 'go to hel'?!

"Will you—" Lucien'sface blanked as his eyes followed something over top hisdisplay. A
walk-through, most likely, which meant he resided in adesk pool.



"Don't you have an office?" Jani asked, justtorubitin.

"In asaneworld, the lieutenants would have the offices and the captains would be out on the
street, but that day isnot yet come.”

"Y ou've become a philosopher.”

"Andyouredill apanintheass.”

"Hals has been at North Lakeside all day."

"And they told you to stafo?"

"es"

"Thendoit!" The display sharded as Lucien signed off.

Jani rested her head on her desk, every oncein awhile pressing her fingertipsto her tightening
scalp. By thetime shelifted her head, her incoming cal darm rang.

"Jani." Friesan's expression would have darkened the bottom of amineshaft. "Why didn't you call
meimmediatey?"

"Thingslikethisaren't just supposed to drop down on me from the sky. Thingslikethisare
supposed to be told me by my cooperative client.”

llBut_ll

"Areyou busy at fifteen up? Good. See you here. Defense Command Three South, Room
Three-oh-four.”

"I don't need legd counsd for Office Hours."
"Y ou need legd counsd to get up in the morning." The display fractured once more.

Jani stared at the message light, which gtill blinked. Someone had called her while she talked, or
rather, listened to Friesian. All of asudden, she had become very popular.

"Good afternoon, Captain Kilian, thisis Captain Brighton from Diplomatic,” said the professondly
dour woman. "l am caling to inform you of your Office Hours gppointment with Brigadier Generd
Callum Burkett for the day after tomorrow. The exact time and date have been gpplied to your calendar.
Details have aso been provided to your attorney, Mgor Piers Friesian, Defense Command. Good day."

Jani fled her officejust astheincoming message darm rang yet again. She hurried into the desk
pool and over to one of the techs, who was busy stuffing paper mail into mailboxes. "Do you have
anything that needs to be walked anywhere?"

"Madam?' The young woman dug into one of the out bins. "Thisneedsto go to the SIB, but |
can—"

"Perfect.” Jani grabbed the envel ope and darted out the door. Always have a reason to go
where you 're going. Especidly if it gave you areason to get the hell out of where you were.

The afternoon proved a copy of every one previous—ddicioudy hot and dry. On her way to the
SIB, Jani stopped off a a ship's stores kiosk and shopped. She bought a creamy white coffee mug



decorated with abrushlike crimson flower. La fleur feu—the fireflower, the emblem of Acadian Centra
United. Just enough of the old red to make a statement, but not enough to drive her augie up thewall.
Take that, Corporal Coffee Cup. She'dd savor the look on Ischi'sface the next time she visited the
brewer.

If we 'reall still working together, that is.

She a'so bought a canister of Bandan loose tea. Hamahera Black, an expensive blend of hothouse
hybrids. She asked the items be packed in separate carriers, and headed to the SIB.

She dropped the envelope in the appropriate mail dot, then descended the stairs to the basement.
He may not be in yet. Second shift didn't start until fifteen up. But Jani knew Sam Duong would be at his
desk. She doubted he had anywhere else to go.

CHAPTER 16

Sam leafed through one of the few filesthat remained on his desk. Namesto check for inclusionin
the Gate—at |east they till dlowed him that much. 1t meant more tripsinto Chicago, snce Y ance had
revoked his SIB archive access. But, truth be told, he needed the time away from the basement. Not that
people said anything to hisface, but he knew they talked. He could tell by the way that they looked at
him. Pity could comein many flavors—angry, disgusted, disappointed. But it was till pity. Hed have
preferred it if they'd hated him. At least hatred stood on its own two fest.

He heard the voicesin the cubicles around him waver, and assumed yet another visit from
Odergaard. He braced for the sight of that red face rising over his cubicle partition like aflorid sunrise.

"Mr. Duong?'
Sam dtilled at the sound of the voice. He looked up dowly.

"Hello." Jani Kilian smiled down at him. "I wanted to talk to you about. .. well, | think you know
what | want to talk to you about.” She held out one of the two silvery plastic bags she carried. "I've even
brought afacilitator."

Sam smiled weekly. - "In Chicago, we just cal them bribes.”

"How inddicate." She beckoned for him to follow with the hurried backward hand wave of a
child. "Let'sgo."

Sam stood, paused, then stepped out of his cubicle. All eyesfixed on him, from the split-shifters
readying to leave for the day to the second-shifters straggling in like the first wet splotches of arainstorm.
Hefollowed Kilian into the hall—the pressure of stareslifted like the remova of aweight.

"Is there a breakroom around here?' She looked one way, then the other. "I have ameeting at
fifteen up. That doesn't leave usmuch time."

"Thisway." Sam led her down the hal to the vend dcove. Three split-shifters sat at one of the
tables by the entry, reading newssheets and smoking nicsticks. He led Kilian to hisfavored table in the
back of the room. Shefdl into one of the chairs and handed him the bag.



Heopenedit. "Shrimp teal | usedto drink it al thetime." He removed the dark green canister and
turned it over and over in hishands. "I can't afford it anymore since the tariff increase.” He hurried across
the a cove to the beverage dispenser and drew a dispo of hot water. "1 should have properly boiled
water inapot,” he said as he did back into his seat, "but | will make do." He cracked the canister sedl,
removed the dotted scoop from the insde of thetop lid, filled it with the loose leaves, and snapped the
lid closed. "I need orange rind for proper brewing, but oh well." He dipped the scoop into the hot water
and watched the ebon essence leach from the black leaves. It dawned on him that Kilian hadn't spoken
for awhile. He glanced over a her to find her staring at him.

"Y ou know it's called shrimp tea?' Her voice sounded wesk. "It says Halmahera Black on the
labd."

Sam shrugged. "It's shrimp tea. Some people think if you filter it through boiled shrimp shells, it's
supposed to unlock hidden flavors.”

"Doesit?"

"No. Makesit taste like crap.” He removed the scoop, tapped it gently against the rim of the dispo
to remove the excess liquid, then set it aside. " Some people can convince themsdvesto like anything, |
supposg, if it's outrageous enough. Big fight about it at the university, sometime back.”

"The Great Boiled Shrimp Debate.”" Kilian sat back and folded her arms across her chest. She
looked as though she shivered, but how could anyonefed cold in this heat? *Mr. Duong, when did you
work at the universty?”

Sam thought. Thought some more. He knew the wheres, most times. As aways, the whens gave
him problems. "Twenty years ago, | think. Could be more. Could be less.” He tapped histemple. "It'smy
head. | have a problem with my memory that bothers Dr. Pimente.”

"He told me about your condition. | had the right to know, since you'd knocked me."
"Knocked... 7'

Kilian cocked her head to one side, then the other. "N.O.K. Nok. It's dexxie dang for naming
someone your next of kin." She exhaed sharply, like abreathy laugh. "Like | said, Pimentel told me
about your condition. I'm going to test your alegedly poor memory by asking you some questions, OK?"

Sam &t his cup down. Oh wll, it wasfun whileit lasted. "I didn't hide your papersin my desk."

Kilian waved her hand dismissvely, her face grave. "I'm not asking you about that. | want to know
about the other papers.”

Grave istheright word for her. Likethe grave light that shonein her too-dark eyes, black as
theteain hiscup. "Kensington records." Hetook asip of the grave. "The degath certificates showed up
thismorning."

"Inyour desk?'
"Inmy locker."
"Redly?"

"I did not put them there."



"| believeyou." Her voice held aquiet strength. "What kinds of Kensington records?”

"Kensington records from the Kensington." Sam grinned at his bad joke. That made one of
them. "Rosters. Shipping records.”

"And the degth certificates?
"Four certificates. Ebben, Unser, Fitzhugh, and Caldor.”

"Magor Generd Tdlitha Ebben. Base commander, Rauta Shérda Base." Kilian grimaced, asthough
it hurt to say the name. "Colonel Phil Unser was her exec. Colond Matilda

Fitzhugh ran the Specia Services branch, and reported directly to Ebben.”
"Waan' that unusud?'

"No. Spec Service aways reports to the base commander.” Kilian struggled to her feet and
walked unsteadily to the beverage dispenser. "When did those particular documents go missing?' She
chose black coffee, and held the dispo with both hands as she trod back to her chair.

"I don't—" Sam paused to drink, and wished he could enjoy the tea without the questions. "I don't
remember.”

"Do you recdl the causes of death?"
He shrugged. "There were rumors the Haarin killed them."

Kilian's eyes clouded. Cold tea. Shelooked down at the steaming dipo, which she till held in
both hands. She didn't seem interested in drinking the coffee, only in asorbing its heat. "That would
mean they died from stab wounds, since they died during the Night of the Blade."

Sam nodded. "The Haérin only used swords and knivesthat night, to kill the Laum. To cleansethe
aty."

Kilian set down the cup then pressed her pamsto her cheeks. "Y ou mentioned a Caldor, too. |
don't remember a Cddor in the command staff.”

"Spacer Firg Class. Died during the final round of bombing. A barrackswall collapsed on her.”
Kilian'slook grew pained—Sam wondered why.

"I heard Mako mishandled the remains.”" She drew her hands away from her face; their
coffee-warmth left redness behind. "He had to answer questions when he returned to Earth, but those
records are seded.”

Sam shrugged. "So welll never know. They dl died during panic, so there was no follow-up
investigation. No images of the scenes of death appended to their certs.”

"No proof,” Kilian said.

"Proof.” Sam drank down the balance of histea, before it looked like Kilian's eyes. "1 think of so
many deaths. They left behind no images, either. No proof.” He crumpled the dispo between his hands.
"All I have areflashes of thought, things | know."

Kilian leaned forward, eyes downcast. She looked like someone trying to see over the edge of a
diff without drawing too close. "Like what?"



"Like..." Sam ground the crumpled cup againgt the tabletop, and blurted out al the things he knew.
"Like | never walk on the beaches here because of the sand. | hate sand. And heat. And hospitals and
doctors and the way Pimentdl |ooks at me when hetells me he wantsto cut into my head for my own
good." Heworked his hand back and forth, grinding the cup into the marble-patterned poly. "Thereisno
good in that, not for me. And he promises I'll be fine and he saysthey'll take care of me but even though
he spesks | hear the words come from somewhere else and | don't remember where. | just know it isn't
here." He picked up the flattened cup. "And | can't remember why | hate any of it. | just know | do."

Kilian sat back dowly. She looked older now, years of age added in minutes. ™Y ou don't want the
urgery?!

"No. No cutting in my head. | know I'll dieif they cut into my head." He reached acrossthetable
and touched her hand. Still so cold, asthough no amount of heat could warm her. "And | knew, | knew
when you said you believed methat..." He pulled back. "That if Pimentel tried to force me, you'd stop
him."

Kilian tucked her hands beneath her arms. "How do you know?"

"Because| just know. Like I've been telling you." Sam stood, picked up his smashed cup, and
tossed it inthe sink so it could dissolve. Water-soluble cellulosic. No trashzapsin the SIB archives. Too
great arisk of fire, and fire here would destroy so much. "Do you know what it's like, to know something
inyour bones?'

Kilian hestated. Her eyeslooked strange, glistening, as though she suffered from fever. "Yes™

Sam bent close. "Well, that ishow | know | can trust you." He stood back, and pointed to the
wall clock. "Five minutesto fifteen up. Y ou'd better go.”

Kilian followed him down the hdl, into the stairwell, up the Sairs, not drawing even with him until
they had crossed the lobby. ™Y ou can trust methistime. | won't let you down." She left without smiling,
or nodding, or offering him her hand to shake.

Sam stepped up to the lobby window. He watched Kilian leave the building, set her garrison cap
on her head, and walk out into the brutal sun, and wondered why she said, "thistime." He watched her
cross the lawn to a stone bench set beneath a stand of oaks, and wondered why she took thetimeto
stop and sit if she needed to make her fifteen up meeting. He watched her set her bag on the ground, then
lean forward and cover her face with her hands. He thought back to her tired eyes and drawn face, and
wondered if she suffered a headache and whether he should run out to her and offer her some painkiller.

Then he watched her shoulders shake, and wondered why she wept.

CHAPTER 17

"Sn"

Evan cringed as Havor's voice cut through the humid afternoon air. His hand jerked. The motion
activated the trimmer he held; the edge brushed across a branch of the rose held been pruning. He swore
asafig-szed Créme Carame lolled on the end of its damaged stem like a broken-necked doll's head.
Reactivating the trimmer, he made one more dash and put the fragrant bloom out of his misery.



"Sr”
"What isit!" Evan wheded to face hisblegting aide.

Halvor stopped short. He looked from Evan's face to the flower in hishands. "S-sorry, gir, but
Mr. Loiazas here."

Evan entered the Stting room to find Joaquin Sitting on the sofaleafing through the contents of his
documents case.

"Sorry for the surprise visit, Evan." He removed arecording board and severd folders, placed
them at his side, then dropped the case to the floor. "I received some rather darming newsthis morning,
however, that necessitates areevaluation of our strategy.”

"Let meguess.” Evan lowered into alounge chair opposite the sofa. It wasn't until hetried to grip
the armrests that he realized he till held the trimmer and the rose. He tossed them one after the other
atop achairsde table as though he had meant to carry them insde, as though this unexpected visit from
his attorney hadn't rattled him in theleast. " Something to do with Jani."

Joaguin nodded. "I received acal from your dusky Colond Vedathis morning. Sheinformed me
that the SIB can find no evidence linking Jani Kilian to the mutinous murder of Rikart Neumann.”

Evan picked up the daughtered rose and examined it. The petalslooked edible—warm
butterscotch tipped with peach, like blush on smooth skin. He gripped one velvet edge and yanked. "Did
shetell you what they did plan to do with her?”'

"You arent going to likeit."

Evan laid the peta on hisknee, then tugged a another. "1 don't like it dready.” Held expected
news like this since his visit to Neoclona, but he'd hoped he was wrong. He should have known better.
Politics, not to mention life, had taught him that what you dreaded most usually cameto pass.

Joaquin tapped the writing plane of his recording board with his stylus. "She'sto betried by an
adjudicating committee. All indications at thistime point to amedica discharge.”

"Prisontime, at leest?'

"N

"You'rekidding!"

"Her hedlth, by al accounts, isnot good. Add that to the lack of evidence against her."

Evan tore the petdl he held in haf. "Oh for chrissake, everyone at the Consulate knew how much
she hated Neumann!*

Joaquin smiled grimly. " A funny thing happensto people after they swear an oath. Suddenly, their
words become gold and they become misers.”

"I'm afree-spender. Why doesn't Veda ask me?”

"Again, it'saquestion of corroboration." Joaquin unclasped the fasteners of hisjacket and sat
back more easily. "Everyone knows what you have to say. But without anyone to back up your story,
and without the paper to back them up, it's your word against Jani's, and, like it or not, she does have her
sympathizers. Some of them are very vocd, and onein particular isriveting.”



Evan added the bisected petd to the row forming on his knee. "Nema?'

"He does cut an intimidating figure when heisn't invading playgrounds and wowing them a
Chicago Combined." Joaguin frowned in disapprova—in hisdignified universe, respongble diplomats
did not engage in invasions and wowings. "And as much as Céed despises him, helll support him when it
comesto harassng us."

"Imposing trade sanctions." Another petal. "L ooking the other way when colonia smugglerstake
refugein their ports.”

"Exadly."

AsEvan annihilated hisflower, Markhart entered bearing atray. She glanced at him out of the
corner of her eye— whatever she saw made her quicken her pace. She set the tray down on aside table
and, since Joaquin preferred to be waited on, did the honors as server. She poured histeaand Evan's
bourbon in efficient slence.

"She'saprize, Evan," Joaquin said after she had departed, sipping histeaappreciatively as he
paged through afile. "Now, where were we?"

"Discussing our contingency plan." Evan swept up the petals and tossed them, along with the rose
remains, back on the table. Then he dug into histrouser pocket and removed the recording-board wafer
that contained hiswork-up of Nial Pierce. He carried it on his person as a precaution. He hadn't wanted
torisk Halvor or Markhart accidentdlly erasing it or throwing it away. Or reading it. "Here. Have alook
athis"

Joaguin accepted the wafer hesitantly. "What isit?”
"Y ou said we should use more of my Rauta Sheraa experience. Now's our opportunity.”

Joaquin pursed hislips. Aggravated turtle. Then he dipped the wafer into his board's reader dot,
sat back with cup in hand, and did as Evan asked.

His brow furrowed every so often. He laughed once. That angered Evan, since he hadn't written
anything funny.

When hefinished, he set the board beside him on the sofa and contemplated histea.

Evan ignored his bourbon, picking up the mangled rose instead. "Well?' He stripped another petdl.
Joaquin didn't look at him. "Have you ever consdered writing thrillers?’

"What the hell's that supposed to mean?"

"I mean that thistae of yoursisthe most convoluted, seat-of-the-pantsthing I've read since
Vladidav's The Hijack of the Sainte Marie."

Evan sent rose parts scattering as he bounded to hisfeet. "Oh come on, Quino!" He paced the
room. "Name the Family that doesn't have something like that in their history!"

"Evan, theré's a difference between the information bandied at parties and that used to defend
onesdf in court. What you have here'—Joaguin pointed to his recording board— "is speculation, and
defamatory speculation at that."

Evan parked himsdlf in the window sest behind Joaquin. "1 thought if you wroteit down, it'slibd.”



"It needsto be published in apublic venueto qualify aslibel, and no onewill publish thisif | have
to smash the wafer to bits mysdlf." Joaquin twisted around so he could look him in theface. "You
honestly beieveit?

"YS"

"That Nial Piercewasinvolved in felonious activities at Rauta Shéraa Base and that Roshi Mako
has squelched the Kilian investigation to prevent those goings-on from being discovered?”

"Goings-on? Christ, Quino, you makeit sound so polite.” Evan swung the rose by the stem,
whacking the remains of the bloom againgt histhigh likeariding crop. " Yes."

"Y ou give me nothing to work with. Y ou say ships from the Fourth Expeditionary often docked at
the Rauta Sheraa transfer point, but you offer no proof that Pierce crewed on any of them. Y ou don't
even give me the names of the shipsso | can check.”

"He must have been on one of them. It'stheright time frame." Evan pointed the vanquished rose at
Joaguin. "All you haveto doisget hold of the Fourth Expeditionary vessdl records and comb the
docking data and the crew ligts."

"Track every move made by ahalf dozen Gate Way-class vessals over aperiod of at least three
years. Isthat dl?" Joaquin pinched the bridge of hisnose. "And if we found Pierce had indeed visited
Rauta Shéraa, even that he had visited the city multiple times, what good would that do? The same
people who can't remember Jani Kilian's actions aren't going to recal the occasiona pass-throughs of a
nonresdent enlisted man.”

"You left out the clincher." Evan stood and paced some more. It made sense, damn it—why
couldn't Joaguin open hismind! "Pierce's emotiond health went into a tailspin after it became known that
Jani was dive. Jani knew everything about what went on there—she'd know what Pierce did and when
he did it. He sees his career diving into the 'zap—heé's scared to death shélll rat him out.”

"Evan." Joaquin pressed hisfingertipsto hisforehead. "That's too much coincidence, even for
Viadidav."

"You said yourself that Pierce had acrimina past, and that he didn't change hisways after he
joined the Service."

"He did change hiswaysin the Fourth."
"Areyou sure! How do you know hejust hadn't learned to hide his crimes better?!

Joaquin blinked. He had the dazed ook of a man who'd taken one too many punches. "Evan, my
sources are very sound, and they tell me—"

"Just get off your bony ass and check, you son of a bitch— that's what I'm paying you for.™

Silencefingered through the room like ice crysta's preading through freezing liquid. Joaquin
blinked with reptile downess, as though unable to believe that he'd heard what he'd heard.

Then the comprehension dawned, and his face reddened. "Well blame that outburst on the tension
you're under and move on." He fingered the lapel of hisstaid dark blue jacket. " So, you clam Pierce was
involved with the crimina networksworking out of Rauta Shéraa Base, thet an investigation of Jani's
relationship with Rik Neumann would have revedled his guilt, and that Roshi arranged to scuttle said
investigation, not to mention jeopardize athirty-plus-year career, in order to protect him." He picked up



his recording board and readied his stylus. "Explain the field commission.”

"| touched on that a the end.” Evan stalked the room, picking up petds as hewent. "I think Roshi
threw the lieutenancy at Pierce asabribe, to make him behave." He shrugged. "The other possibility is
that Pierce redly earned the promotion. Being acrimina wouldn't necessarily prevent him from acting
bravdy."

"Y ou're leveling serious charges againgt a man who iswidely acknowledged as the savior of the
Sarvice"

"His decision to save the Service could have started with Pierce. He salvaged one lost boy,
decided heldd found his cdling, and went on to rescue the whole damned system.”

"Y ou honestly bdlieve this?'

"Yes. How many times are you going to ask me that?"

Joaguin deactivated his stylus and powered down his recording board. " John Shroud called me
yesterday. He needed to speak to me about your medical condition.”

Oh shit. "I canimaginewhat he said.”

"No, | don't think you can." Joaguin stashed the equipment in his documents case, then gathered
thefiles. "l wasgoing to delay telling you. | thought the news about Kilian enough of ablow for one day.”
He motioned for Evanto sit.

Evan returned to his chair. The glass of bourbon at his elbow whispered remember me. " Shroud
would say anything to save Jani's skin, Quino. Keep that in mind." He took a golden swalow and waited
for thenext volley.

Joaquin leafed through afolder, then closed it and stuffed it in hisbag. "'Y ou've been classfied asa
mai ntenance a coholic since your mid-teens. During most of that time, you received the quality of medica
care necessary to guarantee your good health while alowing you to indulge your dependency.” He shot
Evan anirritated look. "But there were times, John said, when you didn't care for yoursdlf as you should
have. Y our tour of duty on Sherawas one of those times.”

"Hesaliar! 1"

" According to medical-annex records, you failed to follow your mandated trestment regimen. Y ou
worked too hard.

Played too hard aswell. With that Kilian woman, and other wild companions.”

Evan drained his glass and reached for the bottle. Y ou make it sound like the second rise of
Sodom and Gomorrah. Wethrew afew parties.”

"Quite." Another moue of distaste. "The point isthat John's opinion of your past health casts doubt
on whatever testimony you have to offer, while his diagnosis of your present condition has effectively
scuttled your ability to act in your own defense.”

Shroud, you bastard. "I'll have atak with him."

"I would advise against your contacting him persondly, Evan. Going through proper channelsat a
timelike thiscan only work in your favor."



Evan knew how to decode that remark. ™Y ou've aready discussed hisfindingswith Veda."

"I was compelled to by law. To alow things to continue with your competency in doubt would
have congtituted the worst sort of malpractice.”

"My. Competency?' Evan sagged into the seat. "Any test that old Snowy wantsto throw at me,
I'll take. Just set the date.”

Joaguin avoided hiseye. "I don't want it to cometo that, Evan. Redlly | don't.”
"He'sgot you believing it, hasn't he? That my mind isgone.”

Joaguin clasped the fasteners of his documents bag. "I need to reopen some doors | felt we could
close, start exploring the Haérin connection to the goings-on at Rauta She-raa Base."

Evan fdt hisreflexes dow, hismind numb, asthough he'd aready downed the second liter of the
day. "l don't recall that ever being more than rumor.”

"Itisnow. Do admit, it's not completely outside the realm of probability. Hansen Wyledid diein
one of their bombing raids, and the images of the daughter of the Laum during the Night of the Blade are
very potent. Y ou feared for your life, Evan. You wereill. Y ou became involved in things you shouldn't
have, something we will admit. Y ou thought it possible the Haarin could come after you the same way
they went after Kilian after Knevget Shéraa”

"Y ou're going to blame the transport bombing on the Ha&rin?"!

"Based on the tone of thetime, it's possible.” Joaquin stood and refastened hisjacket.
"Reasonable doubt, Evan. Let that be your mantrafor the next few months." He picked up arose petal
that had drifted onto the sofa cushion and flicked it absently onto the serving tray.

Evan watched him. Funny, the Joaquin Loiaza he had known for years had never ignored an injury
to arose—odd that he hadn't yet commented on Evan's prolonged torture of the Creme Caramel. Very
odd. "Quino, give methe wafer back."

Joaquin gave him ablank look. Theturtle befuddled.
"Thewafer. Y ou accidentdly left it in your recording board. I'd like it back, please.”

"All right." Joagquin unfastened his bag, removed the board, and popped out the wafer, dl with the
thin-lipped haste that implied he had more important thingsto do. "Here."

Evan took the disc and dipped it in his pocket. "What are you up to?"

Quino relessed arattling Sgh. "'I'm up to getting you out of this house. What esewould | be up
to?"

Following his solitary dinner, Evan sat at hisworkstation and perused the public data banks open
to someone with his restricted access. He looked up Korsakoff's syndrome, and studied the descriptions
of the associated memory defects. They were rare thanks to the advances in addi ction maintenance, but
they did occasiondly occur in acoholics who received inadequate medicd care.

"Bullshit." Evan activated hisrecording board and spent some time writing descriptions and events
from his past, beginning with his mid-teens. Then he checked the facts againgt the holos and sceneshots
archived in desk drawers and cabinets.



The neckpiece hisfather wore to his graduation from Sarstedt. Black-and-gold diagond striping.
Check.

The color of the bunk blankets on the Excelsior, the cruiser that transported him to Shéraand his
first diplomatic posting. Maroon. Check

Theflowers Lyssaworein her hair on their wedding day. White Mauna Keaorchids. Check.

The wesather on the day he was sworn in as Interior Minister of the Commonwedlth of Planets.
Blue sky sunny and cold asawitch'stit. Check!

He left the room only once, to confirm with abefuddied Markhart what hed had for lunch the
previous day. Vegetable soup. Cheddar bread. Pear tart. Got it. Combed the newssheets to assure
himsdf he had indeed watched the holoV ee drama he remembered from the night before.

He dumped in his chair, the desktop and the surrounding floor scattered with confirmatory
remnants. There's nothing wrong with my memory.

Andif hedidn't act quickly, that fact could keep him marooned on Elbafor therest of hislife.
He adjourned to bed, exhausted. Slept. Dreamed. Of Jani.
She looked as she had before the crash. Rounder, cuter face. More compact, curvier body.

She wore the nightgown heldd bought her for their first anniversary. A gift both for her and his
twenty-four-year-old hormones, amurderously expensive confection imported from Phillipa. Transparent
film from neckline to floor, cut with an opague swirl that covered just enough and no more.

She straddled him, the gown's skirt hiked up to reved her satiny thighs. She said something that
made them both laugh. Then she leaned forward, shoulder-length black hair veiling her face, and kissed
him.

The scene shifted. No more nightgown. Just her flawless skin, lit by unseenillumination to the

shade of the Creme Caramel. Perfect breasts. Narrow waist. Swell of hip. Head thrown back as she
moved above him, caled his name, cried out—

He snapped awake, mouth dry, heart pounding. Damn it-anybody but her—! He groaned asthe
ache of an erection overtook him; he dispatched it in the usua manner.

He got out of bed, showered, switched into fresh pgjamas. Then he collected a bottle and padded
downgtairs and outsde to his sheltered patio.

Thenight air was weighty with hest and the unfulfilled longing for scorm. Evan sat, propped his
bare feet on atable, and drank. Then helaid back his head and counted the Stars.

| visited some of you. Committed crimes. Then returned home to the life that had been made for
him, aglossy thing with ahollow center built on afoundation of sand.

"Didn't turn out the way you planned, did it, Dad?' He kept his eyes focused on the night sky as
he spoke to his dead father. Then he decided that was being optimistic, and looked down at the flagstone
ingtead. "l started out so full of promise." But the posting to the Rauta Sheraa Consulate, meant to be the
first step inagreat career, devolved into disaster, followed by full-blown, tail-between-the-legs retreat.

The journey from hell. A detour to Phillipato take on supplies added two weeksto an



aready-interminable journey. By the time Evan touched down at O'Hare, he had lost fifteen kilos and,
despite the efforts of the Hilfington medicd officer, much of hishair. Stress, held told his mother, who
had broken down at the sight of him. To Dad, he'd said nothing. You did the right thing, hisfather told
him as they walked down the VIP Concourse. You did it for Rik.

He'd come home to the hard |ooks the bereaved sometimes bestowed on the survivors. And to
the funerals. Rikart Neumann's memorid service, sans body, followed by Ebben's, Unser's, and
Fitzhugh's, that might as well have been. Closed caskets dl, because of the condition of the bodies.
Severe decomposition caused by improper storage, hisfather had said. Crimind negligence, the mourning
Familiesmaintained.

Soppy of Mako. Theforceful performance held given before the Board of Inquiry assured that
the furor didn't damage his career, but fill . . . . All he had to do was put the bodies in the damned
freezer . What the hell had he done, stuffed them in body bags and shoved them in the hold?

Evan sat and watched the moon, his mind emptying with the bottle. No more thoughts of degth.
Jani. Lyssa. His children. By the time he returned to bed, he felt numbed. Nothing wrong with my
memory. But then, that was the problem, wasn't it?

CHAPTER 18

Jani sat a her desk, her hands moving over her workstation touchboard at their own pace, in their
ownworld. Shewas sufficiently adept at report assembly that she didn't need to concentrate on what she
didin order to doiit. Lucky for her.

With the help of some cold water and borrowed makeup, she had pulled herself together by the
time she met with Friesian, at least on the outside. Their discussion began contentious, with agradua shift
to tense treaty by the end. Y es, hewould sit at her side during her Office Hours with Burkett and yes,
thisdid complicate any possible dedl with the Judge Advocate. Her specid knowledge of idomeni
customswould weigh in her favor. Any pressure gpplied on her behaf by the idomeni ambassador would
not. Nema had been told exactly that after he called Burkett in person to protest her treatment, and
seemed to understand when told that hisinterference would only complicate an aready-messy Stuation.
At least, he had nodded his head in a positive manner. When Jani had commented on the many ways
such a head-nodding could be interpreted, Friesian had once again broken out the bright pink headache
tablets.

That meeting finished, she had returned to FT to find no one had heard from Hals. The desk-pool
techs watched her with coiled-spring wariness when she emerged from her office to get coffee, which she
drank from adispo. Her Acadia Central United mug joined the Gruppo Helveticain the bottom drawer
of her desk. Ischi hadn't been in the mood to take ajoke, and she certainly hadn't been in the mood to
make one.

Jani entered the last of the data-transfer parametersinto the report grid, applied the macro, and
sat back to watch the report assembleitself, section by section. Part of her monitored the formatting and
dataretrieva with an eye that could detect a problem without conscioudy thinking about it. Therest of
her decamped to the dark corner of her soul and pondered whether Sam Duong could actualy be
Simyam Baru.



He looks so different. She caught aglimpse of her skewed reflection in the display surface. Join
the crowd.

Shewondered if she could dare broach the subject. She wondered where she would start. Hello,
Mr. Baru. Do you remember me? I'm the one who let it happen, the one who didn 't act quickly
enough, the one who let you die.

Do you remember me ?
I've never forgotten you.
"So thisishow the other haf lives."

Jani looked up to find Lucien leaning against the door-jamb, arms folded, examining her office with
adoubtful eye.

"| thought thereld at least be furniture.” He sauntered in and paced acircle in the large empty
space between her desk and her window. "Grest view," he sniffed as he walked past the pane. He
flopped into her visitor's chair and put hisfeet up on her desk. "Do you know what timeit is?'

Jani checked her timepiece. "Twenty-one seventeen.”
"Haveyou had dinner?"

N

"When's your next gppointment with Fimentel ?'
"Tomorrow."

"He's going to be perturbed.”

"Probably."

"W, that makes three one-word answersinarow.” Lucien tugged a histrouser crease. He
looked extremely crigp, as though held changed into afresh uniform just prior to dropping by. "Areyou
angry with mefor not giving you Nemas code?'

"No." Not much.

"Good, because | spent the whole day busting tail for you.”
"Redly?"

"That's five one-word answersin arow. What's wrong?'

Jani watched page after page of her export-license agreement pull itself together from portions of
other people'sreports. That's how Roger thinks Sam's mind works. Every day, every hour. And |
have no good reason to think otherwise. "'l talked with Sam Duong today."

llArﬂ?l
"Hessck.”

"I could havetold you that."



"I think he might—" No, she couldn't give the possibility voice. Not yet. "I think he might have a
very good reason for being theway heis."

"That's not what you were going to say." Lucien plucked her stylus holder from her desktop and
toyed with the charger. "Doing anything tomorrow afternoon?”

"Burning acandle for my Office Hours gppointment. Otherwise, no." Her workstation sgnaled the
report complete, and she forwarded it to Halss system for sign-off. “"Why?"

"Interdepartmental soccer match. I'm captain of the Fourth Floor Wonderboys. Star halfback, and
ajoy towatch."

"Modesty becomesyou.”

"Weé're playing ateam from North Lakesde." Lucien rattled off atinny drumroll with two styli.
"The Specids."

Jani smiled for thefirst time Since her SIB visit. " Spec Service?!

Hegrinned. "'l thought that would get your attention.”

"Pierceplay?'

"No, but he attends al the games." One stylus became an orchestra-leading baton. "1 juggled our
schedule and brought the match forward six weeks. The Sports and Activities department is not my
friend anymore, if you know what | mean. That'swhat | spent dl day doing, when | should have been
reading security investigation reports about the next place Nemas visting." Lucien pointed the other
sylusat Jani like an overlong accusing finger. "If anything happensto him at the Commodities Exchange
next month, it'sal your fault."

"I'd worry about the Exchange, if | wereyou." Jani brushed off his aggravated stare. "1 need to
think of how to approach Pierce.”

"Y ou need to think why you're putting your ass on the line for asick old man you don't even
know." Lucien hunched his shoulders and sank down in hissest. "I bet you wouldn't do it for me."

Jani considered the not-so-veiled cry for sympathy. ™Y ou know what | think about sometimes?”
She deactivated her workstation and dimmed the desk lamp. "What you told me in the sunroom, the first
timeyou vigted me."

Lucien shifted uncertainly. He had expected her to protest or reassure him—he wasn't sure how to
respond. "I told you | wasworking with Nema."

"Y ou aso said you reported to Justice. Now that makes me wonder—after Nema gets hisand
they get theirs, what'sleft for me?!

Lucien pouted. "What do you want?"

"Y our mind." Jani finger-locked her desk drawers. "According to Sam, dl the missing documents
have shown up except for some records for the CSS Kensington. Death certs bubbled to the surface
today. One, an SFC named Caldor, was directly attributable to the Haérin bombing. But the other three,
Ebben, Unser, and Fitzhugh—mishandling their remains was the main reason Mako was caled beforethe
Board."



"Ebben—Anais used to talk about her." Lucien kept his gaze locked on his shoes. "They were
best friends."

"They deserved each other. Talitha Ebben CO'd Rauta Sheraa Base. Phil Unser was her exec,
and Matilda Fitzhugh headed Spec Service."

"Anais dways felt the Hadrin killed Ebben in revenge for Kneveget Shéraa" Lucien glanced a Jani
and shrugged apology. "That's abig reason why shelikesto gtick it to the idomeni whenever possible.
She knowsit's bad policy, but she can't help herself. She hates them. She thinks they used the Night of
the Blade as a cover to settle scores.™

Jani shook her head. "The idomeni don't operate undercover like that—that was why the
Laumrau's conspiracy with Neumann upset them so.”

"Maybeif they felt angry enough, they'd make the exception.”

"No." Jani twisted in her chair to stretch her tiff back. "They'd fed no compunction about
admitting to killingsthey felt werejudtified.

Lucien removed hisfeet from her desk and leaned forward. " So how did they die?"

"The obvious answer isthat they were murdered by humans. Problem is, the list of suspectsis
endless. They were involved with every smuggler, fence, and racketeer in the J-Loop and Pearl Way. It
could have been that asthe war entered the fina stages, they defaulted on agreements with people who
wouldn't take 'sorry, theré'sawar on,’ for an answer."

"But you'd know if someone like that had killed them, wouldn't you?' Lucien asked. "What'sthe
point of making an exampleif it's just going to get swamped out by background noise?"

"Maybe the sgns were there, but Mako's botching erased them.” Jani contemplated her comport,
then glanced across the desk to find Lucien eyeing her in amuch-less-attractive manner.

"And where were you during the night in question?”’

"Very funny.”

"Y ou werein the city that night, weren't you?'

"I had just fled the hospitd. | wastrying to get to the shuttleport, wangle a berth out of there.”
"Any witnesses?'

"Thanks." Jani tapped out a search on her comport, then rang through the code that appeared on
the display. "Good evening, Mr. Duong," she said to the sad face that appeared.

"Captain!" Sam Duong's expression lightened. Then his brow furrowed in concern. "Areyou
feding better?Y ou didn't look well when you left.”

"I'mfineg," Jani replied, avoiding Lucien's questioning look. "Mr. Duong, who signed the death
certsfor Ebben and the rest?’

"Oh. They're locked away now, and | can't—" His eyes widened. "Car—Carnival !"

Jani shot adirty look at Lucien, who had clapped his hand over his mouth to muffle hislaughter.
"Don't you mean Car-vala?'



Duong blinked uncertainly. "Maybe." He jumped as an darm blest sounded at hisend. "Disaster
drill—I must go!" Hisface froze, then fractured, leaving Jani to stare at the darkened display.

Lucien stood up with agrowl. "Work day over—Iet's go. We can go to the South Centra Club
and watch soccer and argue.”

The darkness felt comforting, like awarm blanket. Jani felt her mood lift a the sight of people
dressed in base casuas—light grey T-shirtswith stedl blue shorts or pull-on pants—and at the squeak of
trainers on scancrete that cut the il air.

But she needed to talk to someone, and Lucien wouldn't do. Not for this. He had no use for
sympathy. She doubted he had much use for hope either.

Shetapped hisarm. "Isthere aMisty Center nearby?"

"Why?' He pointed down the walkway, toward the brightly it entrance of the South Central
Officers Club. "At twenty-two up, drinks are two for one."

"l don't think Pimentel wantsmeto drink."
"So I'll drink yours, too."

"Lucien."

"“Why now?"

"Because | need to talk to someone.” Two someones, redly, whom she should have tried to talk
to long beforethis.

"Code?'

"Acadiaone-two. Ville Acadie TG-one-seven-X-one."

"Name of contact?"

"Declan and or JamiraKilian. Ninth Arrondissment, Seven Rue D'Aubergine.”

Thecivilian clerk continued to read items off achecklist attached to arecording board. ™Y ou
realize sending family messages ViaMigly is considered nonessential use of an essentia service?' She
sniffed quitly.

Jani leaned againgt the wall of the transmission booth and folded her arms. "'l seem to recall that
the real reason message central transmit was invented was to relay Cup match results more quickly
between bases." She sniffed louder. "Apocrypha, I'm sure.”

"If you brought a Form Eight-twelve from your CO defining this as an emergency communication,
| could waivethefee." The clerk's high-pitched voice kicked up an additiond third. "Thisisgoing to
chew up half your monthly. Are you sure you don't want to go ServNet?"

Jani nodded. "I'm sure.” In away, she was punishing herself for taking so long to get around to
this. She should have done it sooner, but when she thought they were going to kill her, she didn't seethe

point.
She handed her 1D card to the clerk for scanning, then pressed her thumb against the input pad to
authorize the deduction from her salary account.



"Theindructionsare—"
"I've Misty'd before." Jani did into the chair behind the console. "Thank you."

The clerk executed ajerky about-face and closed the door after her. The last thing Jani saw was
Lucien'sface disappearing behind the diding barrier, lipsthinned in exasperation.

She sraightened her shirt, fluffed her hair, then fiddled with the adjust angle on the relay screen
until the dider base squealed in protest. She sat quietly, took acouple of steadying breaths, then punched
the timer countdown on the side of the screen.

The changing colors marked the seconds. Red. Orange. Y ellow. Green.
Green.

"Allo, Maman. Papa. C'est Jani." She fought the compulsion to stare down at her hands, forcing
hersdlf to hold her head up so therelay could light her properly. "1 know | look different. | was assured
my voice hasn't changed, though. | hope you can recognizeit.”" She spoke dowly, pronouncing wordsin
her head before saying them, but they still sounded sirange when she said them aoud. That'swhat she
got for working so hard to lose her Acadian accent.

"Y ou probably know what's going on here." Memories of ChanNet's scandalmongering reputation
dampened her enthusiasm. "It'snot al true, what they're saying. | hope | can explainit al to you soon.”
She struggled to think of aneutrd topic, something asfar removed from Kneveet Sheraaand Evan van
Reuter aspossible.

"Vive Le Rouge!" Wdll, the supposed nonpolitical status of the Commonweslth Cup was ajoke,
but she had to say something. 'They drew afirst-round bye. | wish they didn't have to depend so much
on Degarlas, though. One-man teams don't win the Cup. | wish Gilleswould get off the disabled list. If
they knew hisleg wouldn't hedl intimefor the prelims, they should have signed Stewart. He was worth
the money. Good hafbacks are dways worth the money.” OK, that did it for sports. What was next... ?

"It'svery hot here." She saw half her paychit disappearing under a sea of bandity, and berated
hersdlf for not planning the cal better. "1 don't mind it, though." She watched the timer blink, sudied the
controls rimming the display. She had trouble looking at the display directly. Too much like looking
someoneintheeye.

"Therésatag line that runs dong the bottom of the message—you need to use same systemsto
reply. So you can't go to Vickard's—he used out-of -date equipment when | till lived home, and | doulbt
he's changed. Go to Samselle, or Fredericka." It struck her that it had been over twenty years since sheld
walked down aVille Acadie street. "'If they're till in business, thet is.

"l couldnt—" Her throat ached, thinning her voice until it sounded like the clerk’s. "'l couldn't
contact you before now. | wanted to. | even tried afew times, but—" She looked into the grey depth of
thedigplay. "I'll explain, someday soon." She dropped her gaze. "If you want to listen.

"Say helloto Mirelle. And Yves. And tell Labat that if he's making book on my sentence,
whatever he guessed, he guessed high." She doubted that line would get past the censors, but no harmin
trying, especidly if the thought of alight sentence might give her parents some peace of mind.

Thetimer light pulsed faster. An alarm chirped. "I haveto go." Sheforced asmile. "I'm going to
watch afriend's match tomorrow. Everyone plays soccer when the Cup rounds are on. But | understand
he's quite good. He told me so himsdlf, so it must betrue.” She watched the timer count down,



concentrating on the colors as she struggled to keep her voice steady.
Ydlow. There's this man, Maman.

Orange. | thought he died because of my mistakes, but now | think he's alive, and | don't
know what to do.

"l loveyou." Shewaved weskly. " Au revoir." She watched the timer flutter red and wink out.

She sat in the dark and tried to collect her thoughts. Her heart skipped as a pounding knock
fractured the silence.

Lucien dogged her elbow as soon as she stepped into the hall. "He told me so himsdlf, so it must
betrue. | agree with your remark about halfbacks, though—smal thanksfor little favors. Who the hell is
Yves?'

"What did you do, flash your Intelligence ID at the control room door and musclein?'

"Better me than standard censors." He leaned close. "I |et through the line about the short
sentence. Fed freeto thank me again." He eyed her expectantly. "Y ves?'

Jani brushed past the Communication annex's single lift and pushed open the door to the stairwell.
"I went to school with him. Just afriend.”

"He must have been somefriend if you're saying hello after twenty years." L ucien's voice bounced
off the painted walls, drowning out the clatter of their hard soles on the Sairs,

"Mirdlesan old school friend, too."
"Hmm." Mirdledidn'tinterest him.

"Labat runstheloca off-track.” Jani led the way through the building's clunky double doors.
"When | joined the Service, helaid four to one | wouldn't make it through OCS."

"Did he ever give you areason why?'
"Hesad | never met an argument | didn't like." Jani ignored Lucien's not-so-muffled guffaw.

Noise and officers packed the South Central from wall to wall. Casuals and summerweights stood
three deep at the bar—L ucien executed cuts and weaves that offered an enlightening preview of the next
day's match. Jani, meanwhile, staked out the sole empty table, awobbly two-seater with acommanding
view of the men'sroom door.

"Placeisamadhouse.” Lucien set down the drinks, followed by abasket of popcorn. "Y ou should
havetold your parents hello from me. Let them think you're having fun.”

Jani stared glumly at her fruit soda, interspersed with afew envious peeksat Lucien's beer. | wish
| could get drunk. Hoot and holler and roll up the rugs. Find awarm, hard body who'd be as happy to
vanish with the dawn as she would beto et him.

"Heard anything about Hals?' Lucien shifted his chair so he could watch the door, the 'V ee matich,
and the room panoramaall at the sametime.

"No." Jani picked at the popcorn. "'l wish Eiswein would tell us something—the pressure's
building, and people are starting to snap.”



"Who'snextinline?"
"Guy named Vespucci. Mgor. Doesn't like me abit.”
"What did he haveto say?"

"Nothing. | don't think heleft hisoffice dl day." Jani had been relieved that she didn't have to put
up with Vespucci's accusing glares, but it did bother her that he didn't try to rally the troops behind their
absent leeder.

"Think helsapouter?' Lucien clucked in disgugt. "It's aways fun to have a pouter in the
department. They want people to come to them, and when no one does, they crawl in ahole and sedl the
entrance.” Hetook aswallow of beer. "Funny he didn't send Halss adjutant around with the'I'min
charge’ announcement. That kind usualy does."

Jani squinted in the direction of the 'V ee screen to try to see who played. But the haze from
multiple flavors of nic-gticks hung in the air and seeped into her films, stinging her eyes and blurring her
vision. "lschi cameto see me, but he said he hadn't checked with Vespucci about anything.”

"He cameto you?' Lucien'sarm stopped in mid-swig. "Redly?' He set the bottle down dowly.
"Hastak toyoualot?

"Not too much."

"Shetook your advice about bucking Burkett, though, didn't she?' He nodded knowingly. "And
your advice ran opposite Vespucci's, | bet.”

"Yegh, but—"
"He thinks you've end-arounded him. He's jed ous.”
"Oh, comeon!”

"I've seen it before." Lucien waved asagefinger. "You haveto nip thisin the bud. If Hals doesn't
show up tomorrow morning, you need to go to Vespucci and ask hisadvice.”

"Hewon' give methetime of day."

"Nah, he sounds like the gloating type. Y ou'll want to punch him in the mouth by thetime you're
through, but at |east people will know order's been restored.” He shrugged at the look of profound
dismay on Jani'sface. "Sorry, that'stheway it is."

Oh goody—something to look forward to. Jani sipped her fruit juice. Carbonated, which did
nasty thingsto her gtill-achy stomach, and much too sweet. She stood up and surveyed the surrounding
tablesin search of a spice digpenser, her eye scanning for shape without transmitting detailsto her brain.
When shefindly redized who sat across the room at the far end of the bar, she barely ducked in her seat
intimeto avoid being seen.

Nial Pierce was aone. People crowded him from every side, but that didn't make a difference.
Y ou could awaystell. The eyesfocused straight ahead. The hunched shoulders. The only communication
between him and what filled hisglass.

You look the way | feel . It crossed Jani's mind that he might have waited outside Documents
Control for her to emerge and then followed her to the Misty Center, then here. The thought didn't bother



her as much asit should have. She watched him sit till and silent, then tipped her sodaimperceptibly in
his direction, atoast to their shared misery.

CHAPTER 19

Jani |eft Lucien on her doorstep, pleading fatigue and the need to prepare hersdlf to play supplicant
to Vespucci. He looked dubious but departed quietly, leaving her with the promise to stop by at 0730 to
take her to breakfast.

Shetalked to Vad the Bear about Sam Duong. Wondered what Borgie's take on Lucien would
have been. Sept fitfully. Dreamed of drowning again, Neumann'sjolly chuckle providing background
musc.

Oh-five up found her suffering the wide-awake lassitude of the truly exhausted—too numb to
deep, too enervated to rise. She got up anyway, showered and dressed in a plodding daze, and departed
the TOQ just as the sun began its creep above the lake horizon.

She bought breakfast at akiosk, then dumped it in the trash untouched. Watched afrazzled
lieutenant endure an impromptu ingpection by two A& S-holes with recording boards. Kept aweary eye
open for Pierce as she trudged to Documents Control, arriving just in time to meet Vespucci coming from
the opposite direction. She sauted. "Good morning, Mgor."

"Captain." Vespuca returned the salute grudgingly, then hurriedly mounted the steps.

Oh no, you don't! Energized by ajolt of anger, Jani chased him up the steps and through the
entry, findly catching up to him by thelift bank. "I wondered if you'd heard anything from Colond Hals,
ar

Vespucci's face brightened in surprise. ™Y ou mean she hasn't been in touch with you?' He drew up
draighter, thefirst glimmerings of smugnessimbuing hisfleshy festures. " She called mefirg thing
yesterday morning. Meetings with Generd Eisvein dl day yesterday. Hammering out proposdsfor a
revamping of Foreign Transactions.”

Jani stepped aboard the lift, her benumbed brain struggling to wedge that tidbit amid dl the
others. You were in contact with her yesterday and you didn 't tell anyone! Lucien had overestimated
her tolerance. They hadn't even entered the office, and she already felt like punching Vespucci.

Instead, she stepped to the front of the car and concentrated on the control-panel lights. Red, of
course. Not the smartest decision to stare at them, considering her current state. Screw it, she thought,
astheindicatorsflickered. The fatigue faded from her limbs as she rode the glow. "What else did she
haveto say, Sr?'

"That's confidentia, Captain.”
"Canyou at least say if shes—" —under arrest?"—if sheswel, Sr?"

"Aswel as can be expected, consdering the trouble you stage-managed her into." Thelift
stopped—V espucci crowded out the door as soon as it opened wide enough and bustled down the hall.
"Y ou may think that Academy mystique of yoursfools people, but some of us know adestructive



mal content when we see one.”

Jani'stietops did on the dick flooring as she whedled around the corner. "Whatever you think of
me, gr, therest of FT deservesto hear something. |Is the department breakup on hold? Arefolks going
to be shipped out to colonid postings tomorrow?"

"We were ordered to Sit tight and continue at our jobs, Captain. That's al anyone needs to know
right now." Vespucci strode through the desk poal, ignoring the hopeful "good morning, Sirs' that greeted

his appearance.

Jani glanced around the desk-pool area. Already, the paper mail had piled up in the collection
boxes, and dirty dispocups and plates littered desktops and tables. The coffee odor permesting the air
had that sharp, stale tang. The high gloss had dulled dready, and Hals had only been gone alittle over a
day. Ah, shit. Vespucci showed hisworth by alowing it to happen, but he was al they had to work with
right now, and it was gpparently up to her to nudge him into his designated mooring. 1've become a
diplomat. And she had about two seconds to figure out the drill.

| hate this. She pulled up beside Vespucci as he pamed hisdoorlock. "Sir, if | could be allowed
to make asuggestion?' Shewaited, her teeth grinding as Vespucci hesitated in his open doorway. She
could see the mechanismsturning, his eyesflicking back and forth as he weighed his options. You
self-serving son of a bitch. "I don't possess the authority to spesk to them, sir. They're waiting to hear
something from you."

"Ischi spoke with you yesterday." Hisvoice held the barest tinge of verba pout. "I saw him gointo
your office

"Lieutenant Ischi brought me my mail, dr, asI'm sure he did yours."
"l didn't—" Vespucci stopped.

You didn 't let himin the door because you 're mad at himfor liking me. "Sir, thisisyour
department until Colonel Halsreturns. | understand completely that | am in no position to presume any
sort of authority. | am, of course, available to provide any advice you might wish—" thewordsran
together as he stiffened "—but | know where | stand." Her head pounded. " Please, Sir."

That was the magic word. Vespucci shot her asuperior smile. "A little different, deding with ared
department instead of that fly-by-night collection of losers you worked with, isnt it, Kilian?' He
sauntered into his office and tossed his briefbag on his desk. "' Give me afew minutes. Have everyone
gather in the anteroom.”

Jani flexed her left hand, the one hidden from Vespucci's Sght. Formed afist. Forced it open.
"Yes, gr. Thank you, Sir."

* * %

"—and the colond requests| let you know that as soon as these rather intense meetings are over,
shewill be back in her office, just in timefor our annua performance evduations.” Vespucci grinned at
the chorus of mock moans and groansthat greeted that portion of hisannouncement. His pleasure
seemed genuine. He liked being the center of attention and the fountain of al Service wisdom, and his
delight filled the room.

The group dissolved into happy gabble. Three of the techsjostled to sort the mail, while two
others disassembled the brewer. And peace reigned again in the valley. All Jani had to do wasrall



over on her back, expose her throat, and point out the targets.
Ischi wandered up to her, hisface lightened by a subdued grin. "Thank you, maam.”
"Mgor Vespucci is second-in-command here, Lieutenant.”

"Yes, maam." His eyes shone with wisdom beyond his tender years as he jerked athumb toward
the gurgling brewer. " Coffeg?"

Jani bit her lip to keep from smiling. "Why, thank you, Lieutenant. Just let me get my cup.”

Jani sipped from her Centra United mug, and grumbled foul wordsin Acadian as she scanned the
report she had transmitted to Hals's system the night before. Vespucci, now sufficiently persuaded asto
hisworth to do hisjob, had taken it upon himself to make changes that would have resulted in the
document being bounced back from Lega within the timeit took an outraged paraegd to smash hisfist
into histouch-board. She ddeted one of his"corrections,” ignoring her bleating comport until the fifth
squawk.

Lucien'sface in no way resembled the sunny visage she had come to know. More overcast, with a
threat of storm. "Where were you thismorning?"

"I pecled out early." Shetapped her board again, deleting a phrase that would have resulted in
twelve crates of cabinets being classified assmall ams. "I was nervous.”

"You?' He wadded a sheet of paper and bounced it off hisdisplay. "How did it go?'
"Hals had spoken to Vespucci yesterday morning. He sat on it the whole damned day.”

"A pouter. | knew it." He smiled proudly, a professor watching his valedictorian strut acrossthe
sage. "But you charmed it out of him."

"| fed likel need ashower."
"Want some company?'

"Good-bye." Jani thumped the disconnect with afast chop of her open hand, then returned to
debugging her report.

Her comport squawked again. Thistime, she caught it on thefirst darm. "Damniit, Lucien,
leave—!" She choked back the balance as she found hersalf staring at Frances Hals's puzzled
countenance.

"Good morning, Captain.”

"Maam!"

"I'mdtill dive"

"We were beginning to have our doubts.”

Ha s offered atired grin. "So was |." She massaged the back of her neck. "Things started out
badly. But once Eiswein realized you were right and Foreign Transactions had |egitimate cause to
complain about how Diplo treated usin this matter, it was al over but the drafting of the formal report.”
She stared out of the display. ™Y ou look surprised, Captain.”



The only thing wor se than taking the shot is finding out you took it for nothing. "I only heard
about ameeting with Eiswein and arevamp of FT, maam.”

Halsran ahand across her eyes. "When?'

"Thismorning, maam. | spoke with Mgor Vespucci and requested he address the department.
People were starting to get edgy, if you know what | mean.”

"| told him to use his discretion. Unfortunately, he takes that as permission to keep his mouth shut.”
Hasslook of tired disgust didn't bode wdll for Vespucci'sfuturein FT. "Things arein the draft stage, so
| can't betoo specific about details. Sufficeit to say, Genera Eiswein was extremely interested to hear al
the things | had to say about how the idomeni regard documents examiners. | haven't spent the past day
and ahalf getting my ass chewed on. I've spent it helping to assemble a proposal that should, if it gets
past the Adminigrative flag, result in FT being reclassfied as a Diplomatic adjunct.”

Jani laughed. "Burkett will flip.”

"Serves himright. The day the first of my people start Dip School is going to be one happy day for
me." She stared off to the Sde, her expression pensive. "Do you understand any German, Kilian?'

"Very little, malam. Enough Hortensan to get by."
"Does Scheifikopf meanwhat | think it means?’

Shithead! Luckily, coffee beaded nicely on summerweight polywool. Y es, maam, | believeit
does," Jani said as she dabbed at her trousers with a dispo.

Ha s nodded. "Eiswein muttered that alot when | told her how Burkett tried to lock us down."
She yawned again. Shelooked like she/d been wrung out and tossed in a corner to dry. "I'm exhausted. |
need ashower and a hot meal and about ten hours deep.”

"Would you like me to do aroom sweep and bring you some gear?'

"No, thank you. My husband brought me akit. He'sacivilian, but he'slearned to pack in arush
with the best of them.”

Jani started. "I didn't know you were married, malam.”
"Nineteen years." Hassface closed. "The past few weeks have made for an interesting time.”
"Children?’

"Three. All in prep school.” Thedulling in her eyes hinted at the pressure the situation had brought
to bear on her life outside Sheridan. "We're on our way to getting this straightened out. Can't come soon
enough. | hope to be back in the officein afew days."

"My Office Hours with Burkett is scheduled for tomorrow." Jani knew she couldn't discussthe
matter with Hals per se, but a hint that she could anticipate a cancellation of the little get-together would
have done wondersfor her mood.

"Yes." Hassdour countenance gave awvay nothing. "He may try to get hislast licksin. |
understand he'sworking up ahead of sseam over rumors he has heard that aren't redlly rumors atall.”
Her thin smile dlowed aglimpse of an agreeably vile sense of humor, but the curtain soon fdl. "Wedidn't
do our careers any favors, but we did our jobs, and the entire department is going to benefit fromit. It'sa



good feding." She nodded. "Captain.”

"Maam." Jani waited for the display to blank before turning back to her workstation. She dumped
afew more of Vespucci's edits, then set the unit to standby. She had picked up her cup and wasjust
about to leave in search of fresh coffee when her comport alarm bleeped again.

"Jani." Friesan's face held the contented fatigue of aworkman who had taken a step back to
admire his handiwork. "Could you be & my office within the hour? | have some newsfor you."

"If this goes as planned, with no paper snafus or further visitsto theidomeni embassy, your hearing
should take place late next week, and your discharge early thefollowing." Friesian tapped a happy
drumbest on the tabletop. "A week and ahaf from now, you'll be acivilian again.”

Who are you kidding, Jani thought. I'm a civilian now. They sat in the breakroom down the hall
from Friesan's office. The room faced the lake. Brightly colored sails of assorted watercraft shimmered
like pearly scales on the water's calm surface, while lakeskimmerswhizzed in dl directionslike skipping
stones.

"Try to restrain your excitement.” Friesan pushed back in his chair. Theflexframe hummed as his
weight shifted.

"I'm sorry." Jani felt genuinely contrite. He had looked so proud as he described the terms of her
discharge. "l just have adifficult time accepting that I'm being let off the hook."

"Off the hook for what!" Friesian took aswallow of hisblack coffee. "The missng-movement
chargeisaharsh one. You'relosing haf your pension, many of your benefits, and if not for the medical
aspects, you'd be facing adishonorable discharge. Hell, they're even | etting you go out a captain— they
had every right to bust you to lieutenant!" Dark circlesrimmed hiseyes, and his skin had greyed. He
looked asdrained as Hals.

It's the pressure of their jobs. Had to be. It couldn't have anything to do with the fact they
worked with her. Could it? Shelooked at her hands. They had grown so cold that the nail beds|ooked
blue. "It's not that I'm not grateful. But compared to some of the things I've gone through in the past few
years, this didn't make the top one hundred. | expected ... much worse."

"Wadl." Friesan got up and waked across the room to the vend coolers. "The only thing you have
on your plate now besides the hearing isto provide someinfo to Colonel ChandraVeda. She'sthe SIB
investigator assigned to your case." He patted his pocketsin search of avend token. "I pledged your
cooperation in some other investigations she's closng out. She just wants some information about Rauta
Sherda Base. She aso mentioned some questions about Emil Burgoyne.”

"Borgie." Jani looked toward the window. The reflection of the bright sun on the lake made her
filmsdraw and her eyes water, forcing her to squint. "We cdled him Borgie."

"Borgie had problems with Neumann, from what | could glean from your ServRec. Some were
rather serious.”

"Neumann pushed him. He enjoyed tormenting him."
"He pushed him into at least one assault on asuperior officer.”

"Trumped-up charge." Well, not really. Jani had helped Borgie wash Neumann's blood out of his
short-deeve hersdf.



"Borgie admitted to having an affair with his corpora. Nothing trumped-up there.”

"Yolan Cray." Jani could see them now, the short, dark-haired Borgie and the willowy blond
Y olan. "At Rauta Shéerda Base, a good-looking body bel onged to whichever member of base command
laid cdamtoit. Yolan was attractive. She went to Borgie for protection, and thingstook off from there.”

Friesan'slip curled. "He worked the Situation to his advantage, you mean?"

Jani recdled thelight in Y olan's eyes the day she showed Jani aring Borgie had given her. It hadn't
been expensve— Borgie had his pay docked so many times, he barely cleared enough to cover his
incidentals. A plain slver band—you'd think hed given her the Commonwedth Mint. "They loved one
another. Maybeto you, it was athreat to order and discipline. Y ou have a different measuring stick
agang whichtojudgeit. Tome, it came asardief. At least it was clean.”

Friesan plugged histoken into a cooler dot and removed a sandwich. ™Y ou can say thingslike
that to me. It won't go beyond these walls. But keep your opinionsto yoursalf when you talk to
Veda—shetendsto be alittle straight-laced.”

"I'm glad she can afford to be." Jani wedged her hands benegath her thighsto warm them. "l
assume you're going to Sit next to mewhen | tak to her, too."

Friesan tore the wrapping off his sandwich and tossed it into the trashzap. ™Y ou're damned right,”
he said, asthe polycoat paper flashed, then flamed to powder.

CHAPTER 20

Jani checked in at FT after her meeting with Friesian, and found the desk pool scrubbed and
sraightened to itsformer glory. She finished editing her report back to its earlier pristine state, and
forwarded it to Hals's system on adelay that would guarantee it wouldn't be opened until the colonel
hersalf was at her desk to read it. She checked out for the day to sounds of Vespucci singing aong with
an operarecording someone had inserted into systems. He proved aremarkably sound tenor. Jani
consdered sticking her head in his office and recommending he transfer to the Entertainment Corps, but
after some thought, she decided againgt it. Unaccustomed restraint on her part. Shefelt extremely
pleased with herself, as though she'd passed a grueling test.

Shereturned to her roomsto find her comport message light fibrillating. A clerk from the Misty
Center confirmed that they'd transmitted her communication to her parents, and that her salary account
had been billed accordingly. Since she had yet to receive any sdary, she owed them money. They had
therefore applied to garnish her account, but she was not to worry since this was standard practice and
would not reflect negatively on her credit rating.

"I didn't know | had a credit rating." Jani erased that message and went on to the next one.

"Hello, Captain!" Sam Duong appeared much happier than he had earlier, which probably meant
his supervisor was somewhere e se. " Can we meet tomorrow? | have newsthat may interest you.” He
fiddled with an object below display leve. "I have entered the timeinto my handheld. | hopetwelveupis
fine. We can meet in front of the SIB. Pleasereply if not possible; otherwise, | will assume you will be
there”



"Damn." Jani held her finger on the response pad, and debated sacrificing Lucien's soccer game.
She would have liked to barge in on Duong and see what he information he had. And to see how he was
doing. Whether he enjoyed his shrimp tea. If he remembered anything now, rather than just knew.

"Lucienwould kill me." He had, after al, sacrificed hisrelationship with Sportsand Activitiesin
order to bring her Nial Pierce. Pierce, who kept turning up. Who followed her. Who stared into his beer
likeamanwith aripinhissoul. Yes, she needed to meet Pierce.

She hit the pad for the last message.
"Hello, Jani." Pimentel glowered at her. ™Y ou missed your gppointment today—"
Damn again.

"—s0 |'ve rescheduled you for tomorrow at sixteen up. Please be sure to stop by, or else | will
track you down using every tool at my disposal.” The display blanked, leaving Jani to Sare at the dow
fade to standby blue until aglance at her clock told her she needed to get moving.

She showered, then donned her base casuasfor thefirst time. The trainerswere dull white, with
removable sock liners. The T-shirt fitted more snugly than shed have liked, and the shorts, while
attractive and comfortable, were above dl, short. She couldn't recall the last time sheld shown her legsin
public. Baggy clothing and no makeup had been her uniform of the day for dmaost two decades.
Unattached women attracted unwanted attention in the placesin which she'd been forced to earn her
keep. Sheld learned to avoid trouble.

But that isn't an issue anymore. That sort of trouble had become something to welcome, to
embrace with open arms. Somebody nice and safe, | think, like a test pilot. Much more dependable
than any I-Com lieutenant of her acquaintance.

Just before sheleft, she buzzed the Misty Center and asked if any messages had arrived for her. It
was ridiculous to expect areply so soon. If nothing ese, the laws of physics dictated againgt it. But it
didn't hurt to make sure she had given them theright code. Just asit didn't hurt to turn her comport on its
base s0 that she could see whether the message light blinked as soon as she opened the door.

Jani found a seat on the end of the half-filled bank of bleachers, away from the bulk of the crowd.
Both teams till warmed up. She could see Lucien's towhead flash in the sun as he trotted downfield and
lifted asoft passto one of histeammeates. He spotted her as soon as he turned upfield, and froze just long
enough to catch areturn off the sde of hishead. Amid rude laughter, heran to the siddline.

"Wherewere you?' Hisface was flushed, his blue-and-gold striped jersey dready sweat-soaked.
"l waited by the field house for over an hour."

"l hed thingsto do."

"Likewhat?' Before she could answer, hejerked his head toward the opposite sddline. "He's
over there."

Jani looked acrossthe fiedd. Pierce sood near the cooler bank. He wore base casuals—his arms
and legs were as tanned and hardened as his face. Sunshades shielded his eyes—Jani couldn't tell
whether he watched them or not.

Lucien glared at her. "He was standing there when | arrived. He took off his shades to watch me
stretch. He hasn't budged. | don't know whether to water him or ask him out.”



Jani wrinkled her nose. "He's not your type.”

"Ha-ha. Laugh, | thought I'd die." He wiped hisface with the hem of hisjersey, flashing an
atractive expanse of flat, tanned stomach in the process. "1 should havefitted you with audio pickup.
Hée's the wound-up type that blurtsincriminating details, | know it."

"Il befine
"Youwill? Good. I'll tell Nemayou said that. Maybe it'll buy me aten-minute head start.”

Jani watched Lucien fidget with his deeves. It would have been agtretch to cal him jumpy.
Concerned, more like. Definitely concerned. "What are you so worried about?!

Lucien bent closeto her ear. "Because before | thought he was just a hard-ass, but now | know
he's strange, and you can't predict what strange will do.” One of histeammeates called to him. "Don't let
your guard down." He loped back to the middie of thefield to join the referee and the Specids captain.

The Specids, clad in plain green, won the token flip and elected to receive. Both teams huddled,
broke, then spread out in formation. The starting whistle blew. The crowd whooped as the ball sailed.

Jani followed the arc of the ball'sflight. As she did, she caught aflicker of motion out of the corner
of her eye.

"Excuse me." Fierce brushed by her, stepping over her bench seet to the one behind. Hisvoicefit
him—rough, middle-pitch, nasd. Victorian accent. He wasn't much taler than she was. Solid muscle,
though—the bench creaked when he sat.

Jani waited.
"He's not your type."

Jani turned and looked up at him. Againgt the ruddy, worn skin of hisface, hisscar glinted like
something polished and new. "Are you talking to me?"

"Pretty boy." Pierce's sunshades obscured his eyes—even up close, Jani couldn't tell whether he
looked at thefield or at her. "He knowsit, too."

"So do you, apparently.”

"What makes you say that, Jani?'

"Hetold me you've been watching him."

"Bugs him, doesit?" Pierce grinned. Nobody would ever cdl him pretty. "Good to know."
"You did it on purpose?'

"Pretty Boy's been asking questions about me. | traced back his comport calls.”

"Y ou have a search lock on your name?' One that could override any protections Lucien with al
his I-Com knowledge had most assuredly put in place. "lsn't that excessive?”

"I have aright to know if people are talking about me.”

"Sounds like you're concerned with what they're saying.”



Jani searched Pierce'sface for atwitch of muscle, any movement that would betray fear or nerves.
"Now why would that be?"

Pierce hestated. "Because they'd missthe point.”" His grating voice dropped to awhisper. "They
wouldn't understand.” He removed his shieldsto rub his eyes, then quickly shoved them back on. "Take
your Servicerecord,”" he said, speaking normally. "Anyone reading it would assume you to be awillful,
arrogant, insubordinate screwup. Would they be right?!

Jani glanced toward thefield in timeto see Lucien look in her direction. He amost missed a pass
in the process— one of histeammates yelled at him to wake up. "To an extent.” Shetried to think of
something to say that would drag the conversation back on course without spooking Pierce. "Soundslike
you've been asking questions, too."

Pierce crawled down from his sest to the open space next to her. "Actudly, | have afew that only
you can answer.” His voice turned lighter, sharper. ™Y ou've been in and out of the PT ward as much as|
havelately." His bare knee brushed hers as he leaned toward her, the reddish hair glinting like finest wire.
"What'sthe verdict?'

Jani edged down the board away from him, rubbing the place where their skin had touched. ™Y ou
read my ServRec. You tell me"

"WEéll, there are your physica difficulties, caused by your hybridization. The rumored bioemationa
problems—same cause.” Pierce's Victorian twang had softened. Now he sounded thoughtful. Scholarly.
"Do you remember the transport exploson?’

"According to my ServRec, | wasn't on the transport.”

"I've heard that rumor—I don't believeit. | don't think Shroud could have gotten his hands on you
any other way." Piercetilted hishead. Jani still couldn't tell what he looked at. " "Hurled headlong flaming
from the ethered sky, with hideous ruin and combustion.' "

What? Jani felt agnaw of curiosity. Coupled with her wariness, it made for an interesting
combination, like admiring the snake while waiting for it to strike. "1 don't think you got that from my
ServRec.”

Pierce cracked asmile. His scar contorted his curved upper lip, exposing the jagged point of his
eyetooth. "Milton. Paradise Lost. Book One—the expulsion of Lucifer from Heaven." One shoulder
jerked. "I wasn't drawing any comparison. Theimagery just seemed particularly apt.” His head dropped.
No problem determining where he looked now. "Y our arms and legs don't look different. They'rethe
same color. Same shape.”

| should have worn the damned pants. And along-deeved shirt. "The leg had to be switched
out earlier thisyear," Jani snapped as she crossed her armsin front of her chest. "The arm's new, too."

Pierce detected her annoyance, and pulled away from her. "I didn't mean to be forward. Just
making an observation.” He nodded toward the field just asthe crowd noise ramped. "Pretty Boy just
made god."

Jani watched Lucien run acrossthefidd, arm pumping. Shetook her cue from his display—times
likethisdidn't call for subtlety. Y ou're framing an innocent man for documents theft. Why?*

Pierce drew close again. "'If you ever got to know me, you'd see we have alot in common.” He
held one hand in front of him. " "Full of doubt | stand, whether | should repent me now of sin by me done



and occasioned, or rejoice much more that much more good thereof will spring. " The open hand closed
to afist and lowered to hisknee. "Book Twelve. The archangel Michagl shows Adam the future of the
human race just before he's cast out of the Garden, the eventua triumph of good over evil. Adam is
comforted. He redlizes his suffering has a purpose.” His voice grew harsher, scolding. ™Y ou should read
more, Kilian. It soothesthe soul "

He just admitted he set up Sam Duong. It wasn't the sort of admission that was worth adamn
legaly—for one thing, she didn't think Pierce was emationdly stable enough to testify. But it was enough
for her. "Do you redly believe that it's worth destroying aman's reputation to save yours and Mako's?!

"What's one man's reputation? We have away of lifeto protect.”

"Y ou broke the law at J-L.oop RC when you forced out the Family hacks. Fine—nothing wrong
with that. But now you're attacking an innocent. Y ou cal that honorable?"

"For the good that thereof will spring.” Pierce thumped hisfist againgt hisknee. "Yes, | do." He
flinched, muttered a curse, and reached into the pocket of his shorts, pulling out ahandcom. "'l haveto
go." He muttered afew words into the device, then stuffed it back in his pocket. "I can send you a
reading lig, if you'd like. To your office or your TOQ suite, whichever you prefer.” He stood and nodded
to her. "Let me know." He looked as though he practiced for the parade ground as he strode away, back
straight and arms swinging, around the end zone and down the steep incline that doped from the Y ards
toward the base proper.

The game continued past sunset, the usua combination of blown cals, doppy play, and outright
confusion. The Wonderboys, unfortunately, weren't. Final score: fiveto four in favor of the Specids.

Jani joined the crowd of players and spectators that milled around the coolers. She found Lucien
standing by theice dispenser, scooping melt out of the drain with adispo and pouring it over his head.
"Y ou had a good game. Scored twice."

"Threetimes. Glad to see you paid attention.” He dipped into soft-gpoken French. "'l saw him take
off. What happened?’

"Nothing. Hegot acal.”
"Did he say anything interesting?’

"He thinks we have alot in common." Jani filled a dispo with ice chips and popped oneinto her
mouth. "Hethinks| should read more."

"Strange—I knew it. Anything about Duong?*

"He admitted he framed him." He seemed to have admitted other things, too—Jani just couldn't
figure out what they were.

Lucien pulled his sodden jersey over hishead and snapped it like awet towd. "1 knew | should
have fitted you with apickup.” He waked toward the field house. " Shower," he caled out in English as
he vanished through the door. "Out in ten.”

Jani passed the time tossing ice chipsinto the trashzap and watching them crack and steam.
"Hurled headlong flaming.' " Though in this case, sputtering described it better.

She pondered Pierce's odd explanation. "He's been following me because he wanted to talk to
me. He wanted to make me understand.” Understand what? That Sam Duong's reputation was afair



priceto pay to cover up hisand Mako's character assassinations? " That's what you think, Niall."
"Youretaking to yoursdf again.”

Jani turned to find Lucien grinning at her. Hed changed into clean casuals—his hair was
towe-damp, his cheeks shiny from lazoring. He looked so fresh and norma—abam to the senses after
the bizarre Fierce. She found herself grinning back. "And you're eavesdropping again.”

"It'sthe only way | can find out what you'rethinking." His gaze drifted down, settling on her legs.
"Maybe during our next match, you could stroll around the end zone and distract the opposing godie. I'll
run it by the guys, teke avote."

"Sopit.”

"But it'sfor theteam." He yawned loudly. "So, back to the Club for dinner? It's a cookout
tonight.”

On cue, the odor of grilling mest drifted acrossthe Y ard, borne by the breeze. Jani'sroiling
somach tightened in rebdlion. "I'm not hungry.”

"You haveto eat."

"I need to do somethingsfirst." Seeif her parents called. Check on Sam Duong. Figure out what
Niall wanted her to understand. "L et's go back to my room."

Lucien pursed hislips and shouldered hisduffd. "Whatever you say."

The TOQ lobby was empty. The sounds of the "V eefiltered in from the game room. Jani took the
sairsdowly, keyed into her suite, checked the comport message light. Nothing. She patted the top of the
display and wondered if Mako had ordered her room bugged. "1 wonder if Pierce is covering up more
than chicanery at J-Loop Regiona 7'

"l guess| can't leave your side now that he knows you suspect him." Lucien dipped his duffd off
his shoulder and let it drop to the floor. Jani tried to back away as he closed in, but the divider that
separated the bathroom from the sitting area stopped her. He leaned into her and let hislips brush hers.
So light. The barest touch. His bresth smelled of mint, like her favorite lunchtime leaves.

Jani tried to turn her head away. "Theresatime and aplace.”
"Right here." Another kiss. "Right now."
"You cdl thisprotection?'

"Of course." He placed his hands on thewall on either side of her head. "After Nema gets his—"
He kissed her cheeks, her eyes, dong the lines of her jaw, her neck. "—and Justice getstheirs—" He
lingered over her pulse points, raking them lightly with histeeth, "—thisiswhat's | eft for you."

Jani leaned harder againgt the wall as her kneesthreatened to buckle. | can't do this now. Her
heart pounded. Her clothes grew tight. Maybe | can. She wrapped her arms around him, pulled him
closg, felt his hard muscles beneath her hands. He buried his head in her neck and murmured thingsin
French that made her gasp.

Asthey pulled at one another's clothes, Jani heard a cough. She looked over Lucien's shoulder.

Rikart Neumann sat in an armchair at the far end of the room, near the window. He wore desart



wel ghts—the tan shirt and trousers faded as she watched. 'Tsk, tsk." He shook hisfinger at her—Jani
could see the curtain through the trand ucent skin and bone. ™Y ou dways were one for the boys, weren't
you, Kilian?" he said as he vanished.

Jani pulled her hands from Lucien's back, bunched them into fists, brought them down past his
arms and up through, breaking his hold and pushing him backward.

"What the hell!'" He stumbled and sprawled across alow table. "What's the matter with you!"
"Get out."

"What!" His unfocused gaze sharpened. "Why?'

"Because| said 0."

Lucien stared at her. His breathing owed. "Y ou know, | see the way you look at me." He'd
reverted to English. Crisp. Sharp. Cold. "The feding'smutud." He pushed himsdlf into astting position.
"Look, you're sdeline—I'm mainline. We don't work together. No lines crossed. Isthat what you're
worried about?"

Jani shivered and hugged hersdlf asafat chuckle sounded from the far corner of theroom. "No."

"Then what ? He boosted to hisfeet. "Pierce thinks you and he have thingsin common. Well, you
and | have thingsin common, too. We know how to work people. We keep it smple and travel light,
take what we want and leave the rest. We're amatched set—why waste it?”

Just as Jani opened her mouth to speak, Neumann reappeared at the bedroom entry. He held a
finger to hislips. Then heformed an O with hisindex finger and thumb and poked his other index finger
through the circle. In. Out. In. Out. "You do it because you liketo,” she said hurriedly. "I do it because |
haveto."

"Oh, redly?" Lucien picked up hisduffel. "1 don't understand you completely, and, frankly, | think
you're wrong-headed about alot of things. But | never figured you for atease, and | sure as hell never
figured you for ahypocrite!" He hit the doorpad and |eft without looking back.

A greasy snicker sounded. "L ooks like your little rent boy took off, Kilian." Neumann'sform had
disappeared, but hisvoice remained. "I don't think you can support him on a captain's pay. He's Cabinet
classal theway. Y ou don't earn enough to cover his mint-flavored ord rinse.”

Jani pressed her hands to her ears and stumbled to her bed.

"Think you're off the hook because Mako says helll cut you loose?' Neumann's voice sounded
from one dark corner, then another. "Well, think again.”

"You're dead!" Jani fell back againgt her pillows, pulled her damp shirt from her sweety skin, and
breathed deeply and dowly.

When the fluttering in her chest subsided, she eased to her Side and struggled to her feet.
Bedroomsfelt too much like hospital rooms—she stumbled into the Sitting areaand lay on the sofa. It
was too short to deep on—one bolster caught her in the back of her neck, the other, just below the
backs of her knees—s0 she curled her legs and hunched her shoulders and resigned hersdlf to
discomfort.

Theinactive comport display reflected the dim light that seeped around the window sedls. Jani



watched it until Neumann's mumbles lowered to nothing and the swesting stopped and she was able to
fdl into something resembling deep.

CHAPTER 21

Sam disembarked the tramline that shuttled from the civilian apartment blocksto the base. Even at
that early-morning hour, the heat enveloped; by the time he descended the stairs from the elevated
passenger drop-off to ground level, he could fed sweet trickle beneath his shirt.

He stopped to study the building signs, and earned amuttered "watch where you're going” from
the civvie who banged into his shoulder. | hate this place in the morning! Uniformsand civvies bustied
in hispath. Ddlivery skimvansladen with supplies blocked entries and wakways. Muffled rumbles
emanated from the weapons ranges, echoing off buildings like thunder.

Sam cringed as asharp report sounded—he stepped off the walkway and ducked beneath the
sheltering shade of ablack maple until his pounding heart dowed. Of dl the things he hated, the booming
roll and reverb that issued from the ranges topped the list.

But it was louder this morning—like bombs. They've broken out the Y-40s today. The
latest-model long-range shooters made a great deal more noise than had their predecessors, the V- and
T-series, but design improvements had supposedly made them safer and easier to control.

"Y es, thisone will only blow your target to bitsif you want it to." He tucked his briefbag under his
arm and dashed out into the open. The faster he found a quiet indoor haven, the better he would fed!.

He hustled into the safety of the South Centra Facilities|obby and removed his handheld from the
outer pocket of hisbag. Where am | going?Who could find their way when surrounded by dl these
bloody identical buildingd

Heflipped through hislist of "Reminders” Odergaard is my Tech One.. . my nameis Sam
Duong. . . | livein Flat 4A-Forrestal Block. He paged to the next screen. South Library! That's
where he wanted to go. A good place to do Gate research, or rent afew hours on aworkstation, or
catch anap before the start of a second-shift day.

"Areyoudl right, Sr?'

Sam looked across the lobby at the desk corpora, who eyed him with concern. Heforced a
gmile. "Just taking abreak from the heat." He waited afew more minutes, then rose and walked back
outsde. | am going to the South Library. He followed the signs and markers until he reached the
five-story white scancrete box.

He crossed the lobby, then wandered aimlessly through the stacks. Departed through one of the
sde doors. Hurried down the connecting walkway to one of the many satellite office buildings that dotted
the base, which was where he meant to go al along. Darted down the hallway and disappeared into the
first vacant office he found. It made sensefor an archivist to go to alibrary. Therefore, alibrary wasthe
last place he wished to be. He suffered from a brain tumor, not stupidity.

Sam didn't know for sure whether someone followed him. The movements hed glimpsedin
entryways and beneath trees the previous night as he walked acrossthe Y ard to the tramline platform



could have been tricks of moonlight and shadow. The display flutter when hetried to use the comport in
hisflat could have been random interference from base systems. Thetrip of his heart each time he locked
eyeswith astranger or heard an unfamiliar sound could be due to hismedica condition, not the ancient
portions of hisbrain telling him to beware.

No one knows what | found. He and Tory had journeyed to Chicago, to the Active Vessal
Archives building. He'd been hel ping her search for an old equipment record when hel'd uncovered the
Station Ville Louis-Phillipe cargo transfer. Technically, it did belong in the unsecured bin in which held
found it, sinceit contained no obvious Service markers. Only the date, time, and dock entries linked it to
the CSS Kensington, and that would only set off darmsif you knew what date, time, and dock entries
to look for. Which Sam did. Some details managed to stick in hismind, despite Dr. Pimentel'sfearsand
his own disntegrating self-confidence.

He reached into his briefbag'sinner compartment and once again reassured himsdlf of the
transfer's presence. Encased within itsflexible plastic dipcase, the document crackled, the aged
parchment dried, amost brittle to the touch. Cheap colony paper, asimple record of what was |oaded
onto acertain ship at acertain time. Not meant to be saved.

Food. Nothing unusual there—it made sense that the Kensington would load more suppliesto
feed its extra passengers. But synthetics and high-densty nutritionalswould be the consumables of
choice. Not real meat. And certainly not real mesat packed in agers. Sam had archived active vessdl
records for many years, and the only ships he recaled taking on agers were command vessalswith
high-level gueststo impress, not combat vessalsin emergency status. The containerstook up too much
room; they required specially trained technicians to maintain calibration or the contentswould spail. If
Mako had wanted to feed his evacuees high-quality protein so badly, that's what the kettles were for.

Sam nestled into achair, maneuvering it so it faced the door. Captain Kilian would approve of his
actions, of that he felt sure. She seemed a cautious soul. He hugged that thought close ashe did his
briefbag, and waited for the hours to pass before their meseting.

He arrived at the SIB afew minutes before twelve up and sat on one of the tree-shaded benches
inthe building's front yard. He wiped his sweaty face with a pre-dampened dispo, and checked the
transfer record again. Then he looked up—

his heart lifted as he watched Kilian cross the lawn from the direction of the South Centrd Base
complex.

She wore summerweight trousers, but with the dressier white shirt Sam had seen Y ance wear
when he had to give a presentation. Unlike most Service clothing, it flattered awoman'sfigure. The wrap
styling accentuated Kilian'swaist and bust while the crossover collar framed her dark face.

Sheterrified him physicaly—so tal and straight, awoman of line, not of curve. Still, he found
himsdlf appreciating her with abolder eye than he normaly would have dared; hefelt asurge of pride as
he watched other men's gazesfollow her. My Captain of Dark Ice. He stood as she approached the
bench.

"Mr. Duong. | hopeyou'rewell." She smiled. "We don't have alot of time. I'm scheduled for an
important meeting & thirteen up. | didn't arrangeit, so | couldn't moveit. Sorry."

"Y ou have so many mestings.” Sam remained standing, finaly gesturing for her to St down firdt.
"Thisone must be very important. Y ou look very nice."

"Thank you." Kilian dropped her briefbag to the ground. She lowered to the edge of the bench,



then moved down with a start as though something surprised her. "1t's Office Hours. With amainline
generd. | might live." Shetensed, hunching her shoulders like Sam did when people pressed around him
inthelift.

He leaned toward her. "Areyou feding al right, Captain? Y ou don't look well."
"I'mfine" She had lost her smile. "Would you mind if we went somewhere e se?!
"Where?'

"Not indoors." A loud blast sounded from the ranges, and she flinched. "The covered wakways,
maybe? | know you don't like the beach.”

"I will walk on the beach." Sam injected hisvoice with a confidence he didn't fed and hoisted his
briefbag to his shoulder. "If you're with me." He looked down at her—wasit hisimagination, or did she
shiver?"It'sthe noise from the wegpons ranges, isnt it?"

She giffened, then nodded. "That's not hel ping.”
"Wecould goin—"

"Not inside." She offered asheepish curve of lip that was more grimace than grin. "I'mfedling a
little crowded today."

They waked slently acrossthe East Y ard, then down the flights of stepsthat descended to the
beach. Sam held his bresth as he stepped onto the sand and sank in up to his shoe tops. He stopped.
Took another step. Stopped again.

Kilian reached out to him. "Give me your hand, Sam.”

Sam held out his hand, sighing as Kilian closed her fingers around his. They felt cool. Dry. She had
agtrong grip for awoman. He felt her strength course up his arm, through his body.

He looked up the shore and saw the red, blue, and green splashes of sun umbrelas, running
children, agroup in base casuas struggling to right avolleybal net. There's nothing to be afraid of here
. Not on this sand. Not now.

Kilian led him to around wireframe table that was sheltered from the relentlesssun by a
red-and-white-striped awning. ™Y ou said you had some news that would interest me?* Shereleased him,
dragged a chair into the center of awide strip of ruby light, and sat heavily.

Sam |looked at the place where sheld touched him—he imagined the imprint of her fingers, likea
sgnet. He did into the chair opposite her and reached into hisbag. "1 found thisin the city.” He tucked
thetrandfer into thefold of that morning'sissue of Blue and Grey, and pushed it across the table toward
her. "Early morning isthe best time to search through Active Vessdl Archives. The security isnot dl it
should be."

Kilian opened the newssheet—her eyes widened as she studied the document nestled within.
"Cago trandfer.”

Sam nodded. " Check the datef/time stamp.”

Kiliandid. "Wdl, well." Her voice emerged stronger, surer. She didn't look cold anymore. "Y ou
wanted to see how my idomeni-made scanpack worked—that's the tory if anyone asks, OK? | scanned



the newsshedt." She waited for Sam to nod before she reached to her belt and removed the device from
its pouch. "Where did you find this?'

"In an unsecured bin, while | searched for something dse.”

Sam glanced up and down the beach, on the lookout for spectators. " There's nothing on the
document that identifiesit as Service paper. That'swhy they let it go."”

"All they had to do was check the date.” Kilian activated her scanpack; the pam-sized unit's
display shimmered bright green. "That tells me that whoever took the other records had little or no
experience with documents. Covering the main doc trail isasnap, it'sthe peripheralsthat'll trip you up
every time." She brushed the "pack’s bottom surface over the document in aregular |eft-to-right,
top-to-bottom pattern. When her scanpack display flashed green, she deactivated it and returned it to its
pouch. "It'sthereal thing," she said as she fingered abrowned corner. "Not high-quality paper. I'm
amazed it held up for eighteen years."

Sam nodded. "I don't think that bin was opened much. We got lucky."

Kilian studied the transfer. "Agers. Two of them." Shelooked across the table. "Feeding those
evacuees well, weren't they?" The act of examining the paper had energized her—her dark eyes glittered.

Sam swalowed. When Y ance looked at him the way Kilian did now, it never boded well for
some poor would-be paper fiddler. "The evacuees were Family. | suppose they were entitled.” He
scraped the soles of his shoes againgt the scancrete. "1 think | wasted your time—that document means
nothing.”

Kilian stared out toward the lake, where a couple of wave-gliders banked and weaved across the
gl surface. One glider cut aturn too sharply—hisiridescent board shot out from under him and tumbled
through the air. "Mako faced a court of inquiry when he returned to Earth.” She waited for the board to
drike the lake surface before turning away. "He mishandled remains. Ebben's, Unser's, and Fitzhugh's.”

"Cddor's"" Sam squirmed under Kilian's startled stare. "Her death cert had gone missing, too."

"Soitdid." Kilian crossed her legs and locked her hands around her knee. Thered light that
filtered through the awning rouged her complexion, making her look sunburnt. *How many died during
the evac, total ?*

"Sxteen."

That'salot of bodiesto storein three cramped ships.”

"The morgue coolers—"

"Three per sick bay. That's nine bodies—what did they do with the other seven?!
Sam rubbed his sscomach. The conversation made it ache. "Body bagsin the hold?!

"Want to know what | think?" Kilian smiled, afrosty twist of lip that reminded Sam uneesily of
Pierce. "l think they ran out of body bags. And someone thought, oh aren't these convenient, and
emptied out the meat and shoved the bodiesin the agers. They probably thought they were reefer units."
She chuckled. "I'd have hated to be the poor bastard who cracked those seals after two months.” Her
happy expression vanished when shelooked at Sam. "Sorry. My sense of humor.” She sat forward and
spread her hands out on the ta-bletop, spacing them so that they both were bathed in red-tinged light.



Sam imagined the shadowing as the thinnest film of blood. " Captain, are you an augment?'
"es"

"Dr. Pimentd told me things, too. About agitation and feding sick.”

She amiled brilliantly. "Y ou remembered that! ™

"Yes" Samtried again. " Should you be ditting in the red like this?'

The amileturned strange. "1 find it energizing." She grew serious. "Has amainline colond with a
nasty facial scar been turning up at the SIB over the past few weeks?!

"You mean Nidl Pierce?’

"You know him, too?"

Sam shook hishead. "I know of him, from the Rauta Shé-raa Basefiles.”
"Hewas part of the evac.”

"Yes. And | saw him at the hospital once. He was there to pick up scan results. | haven't seen him
atheSIB."

"I have." Kilian stood up and walked out into the blazing sun. In the distance, the booms of the
Y -40s shook the air, but she didn't seem to hear them anymore. Her timorousness had

disappeared—energy seemed to ripple from her now, like heat from aroadbed. "Do you think you're
being watched?!

"Yes" Sam's hands shook—nhe braced them againgt the table.

"Do you own awegpon?'

"No. You think I'll need one?"

"If you don't know how to useit, it may do you more harm than good."
"I'm very good a running and hiding."

"Not bad skillsto have." The grim smile again. Then Kilian glanced a her timepiece. "I haveto get
going." Shewalked back to the table and hoisted her bag, then gestured to Sam with that childlike
backward wave. "Let'sgo."

"No." Sam shook his head. "l want to st hereawhile" Helooked out over the water, at the
lakeskimmers and sail-boards. "Maybe I'll even walk in the sand.”

"Y ou're sure?'
IIY$II
Thedark in Kilian's eyes softened. The goddess touched. "Y ou're avery brave man."

"Aslong as| know you're here" Sam smiled up @ her. "1 couldn't doit lone. | could never doiit
dore”

Kilian started to speak, blinked, turned away. She strode across the sand, her step hurried. As



though there were someplace she needed to go. Or somepl ace she needed to leave behind.

CHAPTER 22

Evan dept fitfully and awoke feding restless. As pink-orange wisps of cloud drifted through the
sunrise sky, hetended hisroses, following the checklist Joaquin had given him to the letter. Hours passed
as he gpplied nutrients and fungicides, cut back straggly branches, daughtered the weeds that had dared
poke through the raked and treated soil.

For thefirst time, he found himsdf enjoying the work. Sweet and repetition helped him think.

"So, Quino would rather think me brain-impaired than believe Mako killed the charges againgt Jani
to save Pierce." Evan yanked at a stubborn pig's ear, breaking the plant at ground level. "He controls my
access to secured information, which means | can't investigate further without his buy-in." Heknelt and
dug into the ground with his hands. After afew strong tugs, he wrenched the root free, spraying clods of
dirtindl directions. " Shroud wasright. Quino wantsto cut me loose—he's tossing up that Haarin option
asasmoke screen.” Well, he had learned alot about the esteemed Mr. Loiazain the thirty years of their
acquaintance. "Y ou snake me, | may just make some notes about you, too." He wiped smeared earth
from hisface and hands and continued weeding.

"So who got to him, Anais or Roshi?* Evan paused in front of a cregping Charlie that had taken
over ashady corner near the Wolfshead Westminger. "I'd bet Anais. Quino doesn't give adamn about
the Service, but he sure as hell cares about Cabinet Court retainer fees.”

Hetore out the creeping Charlie with a hand rake, then collected the round-leafed tendrils and
stuffed them into a decomp bag. In afew days, he/d remove the rotted plant matter and fold it back into
the soil to nourish the roses, the vanquished enemy reworked for his purpose. Government in anutshell,
part two.

He collected hisimplements and concoctions, trudged to the smal shed adjoining the house, and
returned them to the appropriate hooks, racks, and shelves. Pulled the flask from his trouser pocket and
took adraw.

The breep of the front-entry buzzer greeted Evan as he entered the house. Halvor had dready
departed to run errands, and Markhart worked upstairs before lunch, which left him with the unusua task
of answering hisown door.

He didn't check the security display to see who waited outside. If the door system announced a
vigitor, then hisjailers must have aready cleared them. So he released the pandl, swept it asde, and
found himsdf nose to nose with an agitated Hugh Tdlinn.

"Mr. van Reuter." Tdlinn looked over his shoulder, then back at him, his movements as tiff and
awkward as they had been in Shroud's parlor.

Who does he want to pound into the carpet now?"Dr. Tdlinn." Evan looked past the man to
seeif ether of hisneighbors had wandered to their front yards to check out the action in person. Both
areas | ooked clear, which meant they had stayed insde and used scannersinstead. "Comein."

The physician stepped ingde. "Thank you for seeing me," he said softly. "1 understand thisisn't the



best time for you."

"Not your problem, Doctor. Don't giveit a second thought.” Evan regarded Tellinn with acritical
eye. S0, Val, you forsake young and dumb for old and smart and look what happens. He getsijittery
and seeks out the enemy. "Isthisamedical visit?' he asked for form's sake.

"Only officidly. So | could get permission to come here.” Tellinn took atentative step toward the
sitting room. "1—I need—I need your help.”

"I'm not in the pogition to help myself, much lessyou.”

"Just hear meout. | think after you do, you'll change your mind.” Tellinn walked around Evaninto
the sitting room, then glanced back at him in nervous expectation. "I'm here about Jani Kilian."

Oh no. Evanfdl in behind him and sat in hisusual lounge chair. "Vd didn't send you herein an
effort to bypass John, did he?"

Telinn perched on the edge of the sofa. "No. If Va knew I'd come here, held kill me." He started
to rock, a dight forward-and-back motion, like a continuous nod of the head. "I need you to contact Jani
the next time you go to Sheridan. | need you to give her something.”

Evan studied Tdlinn'sface for some sgn hejoked, but saw only dour sincerity laced with panic. "l
won't be returning to Sheridan for sometime." If ever. "The most serious charges againgt Jani areto be
dropped, and she'sto be given amedica discharge. Since that's the case, the SIB no longer needs what
information | haveto offer.”

"But surely you can think up some excusg, tell your attorney that you've remembered something
important.”" Tellinn tilled hisrocking long enough to reach into hisinner shirt pocket and pull out what
looked like acigar case. When he snapped it open, however, steam puffed—he removed afrosted
cylinder the sze of Evan'sindex finger. " She needs to have the contents of this syringe injected as soon as
possible He dowly inverted the cylinder, displaying the straw yelow liquid contained within.

Evan eyed the cylinder with dismay. For years, his own physicians had threatened him with smilar
devices. "That's agene-therapy cocktail ."

"Yes" Mild surprise dulled Telinn'sedginess. "If you know what it is, you must redlize the
condition she'sin.”

"I remember what you said in John's parlor. John didn't think you knew what you were talking
about."

"Dr. Shroud had alowed his ego to come before the needs of his patient.” Tellinn rendered his
own diagnosis of the situation quickly and coolly. "1 had to bribe one of his hybridization specidiststo
help me manufacture this. It's primarily designed to repair the defect in Jani's heme pathway, but it dso
contains components to fix theworst of her metabolic abnormalitiesaswell." He resumed his rocking.
"They're packing her with engineered carbohydrates because that's the diet prescribed for patients with
AIP, but she's synthesizing idomeni digestive enzymesthat are cleaving the moleculesin different places,
whichisleading to the buildup of toxic metabolitesin her tissues—"

Evan jumped in before the torrent of words turned to flood. "Dr. Tellinn! | can't help you!"

"But..." Tdlinn dilled, and blinked in bewilderment. "Va said you agreed to help us. Y ou fdt guilty
because of the way you treated Jani years ago and you wanted to makeit up to her."



Vladislav's got nothing on you for dramatic nonsense—Evan squeezed the arm of hischair.
His hand closed over a Créme Caramd petd |eft over from yesterday's encounter with Joaquin, and he
rolled it between hisfingers. "Dr.—"

"Cdl meHugh," Telinninterrupted hopefully.

Evan glanced at the wisp of flower in his hand. "It sounds as though you don't know the entire
story where Jani and | are concerned.”

"I confess, | don't keep up with eventsaswell as| should." Tdlinn'sface lightened with an
gpologetic amile. "But Va said you dmost married—"

"John Shroud has circumstantia evidence linking meto Jani's transport explosion. | had nothing to
do with it, of course'—Evan's fingers worked harder, grinding the petal to fragments—"but it looks very
bad, and I'm in no position to fight it. In other words, he held a shooter to my head. That'sthe only
reason | agreed to perjure mysdlf. | don't care what happensto Jani." He brushed the bits of rose to the
floor. "But now that she'sto be discharged, it'sal academic.”

Telinn's eagerness evaporated. "No, Mr. van Reuter, not all of it." He glared at the cocktail
cylinder, then shoved it back into its case. Y ou won't help?”

"l can't."
"Her organswill fail, one by one. Her brain will beirreversibly damaged. Shewill die.”

"Evenif | could talk myself onto the base and somehow arrange to meet Jani, | could never
convince her to take anything from me." Evan felt his pocket for the flask, then pulled his hand away. Not
in front of the children. "'l assume you'vetried to contact her Service doctors yourself.”

"Just last night. Begged my way asfar asaRoger Pimentel. Received avery cold, ‘thank you,
Doctor, but we have things under control' in response.” Telinn'sface had paed to a Shroud-like pdllor.
He sat forward, elbows on knees, hands clasped across his forehead.

Evan |ooked over the top of Tellinn's head to the window and the outdoors beyond. He wished
he'd remained outside, never heard the buzzer. " John loves her. If he hasto resort to brute force or
invoke compassionate intervention to get into Sheridan, he will.”

"l don't think you understand the extreme animosity that exists between Service Medica and
Neoclona”

"I know dl about that. If John hadn't accused the Service Surgeon-Genera of promoting butchery
last year when she refused to dlow Neoclonato assst in thetraining of Service physicians, hewouldn't
find him on the outside looking in now.”

"Therésmoreinvolved than that." Tellinn's face had the nauseated cast of a man who had bitten
into an gpple and found half aworm. "I think the Service higher-ups who remember theidomeni civil war
hold John responsible for the destruction of Rauta Sheraa Base. They fed that if he hadn't angered the
idomeni by getting involved inillega research, there would have been much less outrage directed a the
remaining humans as the war wound down."

"Knevcget Shéraaled to what happened at Rauta Sheraa Base, and John Shroud had nothing to do
with that." Evan massaged the rough upholstery until hisfingers stung. "How many timesdo | haveto tell
you, Doctor?| can't help you."



" She's been through so much.”
"| hate to sound cold, but she brought alot of it upon herself.”

Tdlinn stared at him, tired eyes searching in vain for something. Then he stood dowly and walked,
back bowed, step heavy. He paused in the room entry and turned back to Evan. "Va tellsme stories
about Rauta Shéraa Base. He leaves alot out—I can tell from the way he jokesto fill the holes." He
hesitated, dark eyes reflecting the horror described. "He talks about the last night. The Night of the
Blade. The dead quiet when the bombing finaly stopped, and the Laum streamed out of their homes and
lined up to be daughtered.” Helooked a Evan. "Humans don't line up to bekilled.”

"Not unlessthey're forced, no."

"So the humans who died there probably weren't killed by Hadrin, because the Haarin werentt
carrying the sorts of wegponsthat could compel them to stop. Va thinks they were executed by criminas
for failing to come through on contracts, or just to keep them from talking."

"That's certainly possible.”

"Jani waan't acrimina. She got into trouble for fighting the criminds.” Telinn's handstwitched. He
kicked at the carpet—the tread of his shoe caught so that he dmost lost his balance. Gone clumsy again.
"So how can you say Rauta Sheraa Base was her fault? Seems to me quite afew humans went over the
edge there. Panicked. Rode the madness of the moment. They're the ones to blame, not her."

Evan reached for hisflask again. Stopped himsdlf again. "Jani won't die. Remember that she has
Nemaon her sde, and Prime Minister Cao knows she dare not anger him." He stood, hoping that Tellinn
would take the hint. " Something will shake loose."

"I hopeyoureright." Tellinn accepted the invitation to get logt. "Thank you for nothing, Mr. van
Reuter." He headed for the door—it swept aside, and he dmost collided with a grocery-carton-laden
Havor.

"I'll be outside," Evan informed the confused aide. He had the flask out of his pocket before he
stepped out of the house.

It would have been niceto officialy blame the Haarin or some crimina syndicate for the deaths of
Ebben, Unser, and Fitzhugh. That would have provided answers enough to cut off the questions and the
rumorsthat sprang from the events of that night. And the magic Joaguin could have worked with afew
holos of the blade-cut dead or signs of ritual execution would have dispelled once and for al the cloud of
suspicion hanging over Evan. Nothing works like firm, hard paper . From there, it would have been an
easy legp to suppose Jani's trangport crash the product of Hadrin vengeance or crimind bungling. And I'd
have been out of this house by autumn. He ducked into the shed, leaned againgt the sheet-meta wall,
and emptied the flask down histhroat. If not for Roshi's screwup.

He kicked at the decomp bag, distended by weed bulk and digestion gasses, and gagged asa
warm belch of half-rotted vegetation stench puffed through gapsin the opening. He grasped the handle of
the bag and dragged it across the floor to rest near the solvent storage ventilator. The digestion
mechanisms built into the sack worked quickly—in afew days, there would be no sign of what the muck
had been or where it had come from—

Something flitted in Evan's head, like awhisper. He picked through his myriad thoughtstrying to
recover it, but it wriggled away like afish.



The madness of the moment. . . .

He stood in the doorway of the shed, Tdlinn'swords echoing in his head, and stared at the
decomp bag until Markhart called him into lunch.

CHAPTER 23

Jani set aside theissue of Blue and Grey that sheld been paging through, and stifled ayawn as
post-augie languor settled over her. Sitting in a stream of red light wasn't the medically approved way to
deal with Neumann's halucination, but sheld grown desperate since shed awakened that morning to hear
his off-key bass emerge from her bathroom. | always dreamed of this, Kilian, he said when he stuck
his shower-damp head out the door. All you 'd have to do is strip and join me to make this moment
complete.

A few minuteslater had found her trudging barefoot across the South Y ard, wearing the same
base casuas shed dept in, duffel on her shoulder. It had till been dark, thankfully. No A& S-holes out
and about to find her in sweat-stained dishabille.

Working on sleep-deprived autopilot, she had showered in the women's locker room of the South
Centrad Gymnasium. Dressed. Applied makeup with atrembling hand. And walked out into the blaze of
day to find Neumann leaning in the gymnasium doorway, waiting for her. Hed stood close enough for her
to smell hisbresth drops, the cinnamon candies he had sucked incessantly.

| watched you through the gap in the shower curtain, and you didn 't see me.

"Nervous, Jani?' Friesian shuffled through afile and made anotation into his handheld. He had
gonethe"B" shirt route, aswel. And had hishair trimmed.

"No more than usud, consdering the circumstances.”

"They will probably holocam this, even though it'sanon-judicid. Just forget it'sthere and act
neturdl.”

Act natural, he says. She'd have ahard enough time staying awake. She had tried to give
Neumann the boot by breakfasting decently, then making sure her morning in Foreign Transactions
remained uneventful by locking hersef in her office and letting her comport screen her cdls. He hadn't
shown up—she thought she'd beaten him.

Then he had regppeared during her meeting with Sam Duong, dogging her shoulder and offering
advice on how to get Burkett off her back. Foul commentsal, and some physically impossible besides.

So shedrove augie to the edge, felt the white light in her head and the hurricane gales at her fedt,
and pitched Neumann over the side, at least for awhile. Roger would kill me if he knew. But augie's
neurochemical magic had worked wonders—she fdlt better than she had for aweek. Just a little
wobbly...

A gentle throat-clearing sounded from the opposite side of the anteroom. General Burkett's
adjutant spoke afew wordsinto her comport, then glanced at Jani and Friesan. "Y ou may go in, Mgor.

Captain.”



Jani slood dowly, gripping thearms of her chair for support. She sniffed, smelled only filtered
officeair, and offered silent thanks. She followed Friesian to the door, let him palm it open, and preceded
himinsde. As expected, she saw Burkett sitting at his glossy bloodwood desk, glare at the readly.

She didn't, however, expect to see Frances Hals Sitting across from him, nor another older,
blond-haired woman who, judging from the stars on her collar and the scanpack on her hip, could only
be Mgor Generd Hannah Eiswein, commander of the First Documents and Documentation Division.

I'm gonna die. "Captain Kilian reporting as ordered, sir.”
"Comein, Captain." Burkett's gaze shifted to Friesian.and hisfrown degpened. "Mgor?"

"Mgor Piers Friesian, Generd. Defense Command.” His voice sounded tentative as he looked at
Hasand Eiswein. "I'm Captain Kilian'slegd counsd.”

"There'sno need for that, Mgor." Eiswein smiled. She gppeared companionable, with the sort of
relaxed, unlined face that implied an even temper. "Thisisn't adisciplinary action.”

Friesan shot Jani abefuddled look. Histhick, black eyebrows knit. "Maam, my client was given
to understand—"

"Circumgtances have changed, Mgor." Eiswein smiled again, more coolly. "Captain Kilian'srole
herewill be morein aconsulting capacity. If you fed at al uncomfortable about this, of course you may
gtay. But you'l be wasting your time.”

Friesan settled back on hisheds, chin raised, eyes narrowing. Jani could read the questionsin his
expression. The concern. The sars.

"If it'sal the sameto you, maam, I'd prefer to St in on this." He gave Jani a"be careful” nod ashe
walked to asmall conference table that basked in the light of the office's window-wall. "I do possess
top-level security clearance, if consultations reach that point.”

"They shouldn't," Eiswein said softly as she withdrew arecording board from the briefbag by her
chair. Pink-skinned and cushy, she looked the polar opposite of the tanned, narrow-faced Burkett.
"Captain Kilian. The famous Eyes and Ears." She gestured toward the empty chair between her and
Hals. "I've been looking forward to meeting you.”

Hals offered the barest smile as Jani approached; the expression atered to one of concern as she
took her seet. "Areyou feding al right, Captain?'

"Yes, mdam." Jani caught hersdf on the chair armsjust intimeto keep from collgpsing into it.
"Trouble degping.” She noted that Halsworethe lessformal light grey "A" short-deeve, asdid Burkett
and Eiswvein.

We're overdressed, Piers. Jani looked around Burkett's office, a showcase of wine-red cabinetry
and satin-finish sted, on the alert for hidden lieutenants with holocams. She faced front to find Burkett
glowering & her.

"Looking for something, Captain?"

"Just admiring your office, air." 1t took true force of will for her to smile a him. He made no effort
to hide hisfedings—the animosity rolled across his desk and buffeted her like awave.

"Well, Genera, why don't we get started.” Eiswein'svoice, flavored by her German provincia



accent, sounded at the same time soft and clipped. The rules of the game being what they were, if her
sdeline double stars had been able to stand up to Burkett's mainline single and quash any disciplinary
actions againgt Jani and Hals, that meant someone in Supreme Command had thrown their vote her way.

Jani could imagine the scene. Perhapsiit had even been Mako himsdlf who had said, you gave the
wrong orders, Cal, and I'm ordering you to back off.

Eiswein proved graciousin victory, at least for the time being. She ignored Burkett's choppy
mood, and had only smilesfor her two rebellious dexxie underlings. "Colond, please bring Captain Kilian

up to speed.”

"Yes, maam." Hals activated her board; an open file bloomed on the display. "Captain Kilianis, of
course, an old hand in dealing with the idomeni. She dready understands our mgjor issues.”

"Such asfiguring out the difference between what's important to us and what's important to them,
maam?' Jani |ooked around innocently. Burkett met her eyes, hisfacelike stone.

"But surprises fill occur,” Hals added hadtily. " Scanpack hedlth, for example, has suddenly
become a pressing concern.” Her voice lowered in genuine distress. "Lieutenant Domenici's 'pack
suffered a stroke soon after we returned from the embassy. It can't recognize certain symbols anymore,
and can't decode the right sides of chips. Scantech blamed the elevated temperature in the embassy.
They said nutrient degraded, formed a clot, and blew out her fourth octant region.”

Jani thought back to the embassy visit. Everyone had complained of the hest except her. "If 'packs
are experiencing heat distress, the embassy interior must have been at least forty-five degrees. Y ou need
to switch out spent nutrient more often. Make sure you're using awarm-weether brand, and that fluid
levels are topped off. Has that been the only stroke?"

Hals nodded. "Y es, dthough we have had some scares during previous visits. Trangent ischemiv
attacks—the 'packs mafunction for afew hours, then snap back. Tech Serviceis stdling to write papers
about our problems, and that isaworry."

"Lieutenant Domenici will, in fact, need to have her ‘pack replaced,” Eiswein interjected. "I
approved the requisition an hour ago. The damage proved so extensive that it's cheaper to grow her a
new onethan try to fix the old." She patted her own 'pack pouch absently. "They'll farm her cells
tomorrow. It will be six weeks before shelll have something she can begin to teach.” Her eyesbored into
Jani's. They shone paest blue, like Burkett's sted. " So not only are we dedling with the replacement of an
extremely expensve piece of equipment, but I'm also out one experienced dexxie in an aready-stretched
department for the timeit takes her to retrain her 'pack. How long does that take on average, Colond ?!

Hals called up another screen on her board. "Four months, maam. On average.”

"And that's assuming shereturnsto FT, of which therésno guarantee.” The color rosein Eisven's
face as she hit her stride. "Dexxies get edgy when their equipment's threatened, and the knowledge that
merely doing their routine, uncomplicated jobs could result in irreversible damage to the devices on
which their livelihoods depend is enough to make them pretty damned edgy!" Her anger held a
particularly distressing aspect, like being chewed out by your favorite aunt.

Burkett remained silent throughout, athough he did twitch about in hisleather-upholstered chair as
though he needed to adjust his underwear. Especialy after Eiswein spat out the words routine and
uncomplicated. Direct quotes, no doubt. Jani dmost felt sorry for him. If Eisvein hammered him likethis
in front of subordinates, what had she said to him one-on-one?



Schei3kopf? She struggled to keep astraight face. " So, along with the measurablelossin
equipment and efficiency, FT may dso find itsdf dealing with a serious morde problem.”

Has sghed. "There are so many minefields where theidomeni are concerned, things we think
nothing of. We know we can't wear red. That we can't carry in food, not even so much as a pack of
gum. My concern isthat one or more of our rebellious souls might resort to sabotage. Considering how
important the idomeni think we are, the magnitude of the percelved insult would be great indeed.”

Burkett finally opened his mouth. "And you've made no effort to supply me with the names of
those souls, Colonel, despite my repeated requests.”

"Give those souls the tool s to maintain their equipment and you'll stop the revolution in itstracks.™
Jani pulled her scanpack out of its pouch and studied the underside. "My 'pack was manufactured on
Shéraas part of ajoint humanish-idomeni project. Lots of effort went into synthesizing the
heet-disspation system. It's functioned flawlesdy for over twenty years. | don't even consider it
exceptiond anymore." She looked at Eiswein. "Did anyone talk to Three through Six about this? They
have the same type unit | do— they could have advised you on what to expect.”

"Three through sx?' Burkett muttered crankily. "What doesthat mean?"

"The Captainisreferring to her fellow Academy graduates.” Eiswein made anotation into her
board. "The funny thing is, Captain, that whenever we dexxiestak about the fabled Academy days, we
talk about you, and we talk about the late Hansen Wyle. The others don't make the cut." She regarded
Jani intently. " Shortsghted of us, wasit not?"

"Mdam," Jani replied. Eisvein's examination possessed aditinctly maternd qudity, if one's
mother had the talent for seeing through to the back of one's head. "If you're going to keep working with
the idomeni, you need to act. Right now, FT istaking al the hits. Y ou need to start dishing out.”

"That's Diplo'sjob," Burkett growled.

"Fromwhat | gather," Eiswein countered, "any negotiation with theidomeni must take place on
many different levels. They believe exisenceisaseries of incrementa steps, like multiple stairways
gpproaching from dl different directions, and every undertaking is approached the same way. Any
resolution of this Lake Michigan Strip matter will be reached in the records room aswell asthe

negotiating room."
"My thoughts on that, | believe, have been added to the record, General ."
"Yes, Generd, but be that as it may, we have our mandate from Supreme Command—"

Jani glanced sdeways at Hals at the same time Hals glanced sdeways at her. Then Hals activated
her stylus and executed a quick sketch. With afew rapid strokes, she outlined a pudgy matador, capein
one hand, scanpack in the other, advancing upon a snorting bull that had been branded on his backside
with asingle large star—Jani faced front and focused on a point on thewall above Burkett's head.

"—and participate in this process, we will." Eisnvein smoothed an errant lock of hair behind her ear
and eased back in her chair.

Burkett drummed hisfingers on his desktop. Once. Twice. Thrice. "Could we just ask the idomeni
to turn the heat down?"

"You could, sr," Jani answered carefully. "But it would be better if you made abigger splash.
They know you're miserable—all they haveto do islook at you. They're enjoying watching you swest,



both literaly and figuratively."

She paused before continuing. "A visud display of your adjustment to their conditions would act
asanissued challenge, and win you alittle of your own back. It needsto be something obvious,
something theidomeni can appreciate. They find us so difficult to read that an explicit action by uswould
both please them and take them by surprise.” A spot of personal whimsy popped into her head, and she
tossed it out to the house. "Wear base casualsthe next timeyou're caled in.”

Hals sighed. "God, that would be so comfortable!” She starting making notes. "Do you think we
could bring little cooler units, too? The ones you can set up on your desk—"

"Colone " Burkett's bronzed skin flared maroon. "That's outrageous!" He thumped hisfist on his
desk. "I'll bedamned if | ever represent my Servicein aT-shirt and trainers.”

"Don't forget the shorts, Sir." Jani heard atiny, strangled sound emerge from Halss throat. Burkett
twisted around in his chair to face her, but before he could erupt, Eisvein cut him off.

"Cdm down, Generd." She beamed like Mére Chrisgmeas. "'l likeit."
Burkett's jaw dropped. " Genera—!"

"Wadl, why not! I'm always hearing about the idomeni's playful Sde, their need to make and accept
challenge, the constant one-upmanship they seem to thrive on. And here we are, with agolden
opportunity to gtick it in their ear, and you want usto back off in the name of propriety?' Eiswein gave
the word agamy twist, making it sound like something nice people didn't talk abot.

Burkett looked stricken. "Aren't there any dternatives?’ The hard look he directed at Jani held a
hint of pleading. "What did you wear, Captain, when you were stationed a Rauta Shéraa Base?"

"Wewereissued desertweights, sir.”

Burkett nodded in relief. "We can ship some of those in from Bonneville or Agaba. Well have
them in acouple of hours.

Hals shook her head. "Base casuds are an officid part of the Sheridan-issue uniform set, sir. If
you name it Uniform of the Day for our trip to the embassy, no matter how strange it may seem to some,
we aretechnically in A& S compliance. But desertweights are not an officid part of the Sheridan-issue
uniform set; therefore, we would need sign-off from A& S before we could even place the order.”

"Werein acrigsdtuation, Colond."

"Yes, gr. Theproblemis, gir, that if you go to A& Swith thistype of request...” Hasfdtered. "It's
the Joint Perception Committee, sir. The Cabinet-Service group that monitors how the civilian public
percelvesthe Service. They'll get wind of it, and once they do they're going to stick their— get involved.”

Onelittle vein sood out in Burkett's temple. "Which Cabinet Ministers St on that committee?
"Exterior Minister Ulanova, for one—"

"Scratch that," Eiswein entoned glumly. "Ulanovawould kick our sand castle over just to watch us
cry." She pondered. "We place the nice, aboveboard order for the desertweights, ViaA& S, and amass
our wegponsfor thefight. For this next visit, which is scheduled for early tomorrow morning, we go



"Y ou need my buy-in for any off-the-beaten-path scheme." Burkett's voice had thinned. The
stressed metal had been drawn very fine, and seemed about to snap. "1 want it on the record that |
disagree strongly with our constantly and consistently putting idomeni sensibilities before those of our own
people.” He didn't look at Jani as he spoke; he didn't haveto. "Why are we dways giving in to them?”

"They gaveinto usjust by the act of coming here,” Jani said to the Side of hisface. "Just by the act
of living here. Welve discussed this before, Sir. Y our refusing to see the point doesn't makeit any less
vaid or any lessimportant.”

"In other words, what's alittle dignity if it saves usthe Lake Michigan Strip?' Eiswein deactivated
her board and stuffed it back in her briefbag. ™Y our buy-in, asyou cal it, would certainly make the row
eader to hoe, but if it doesn't prove forthcoming, | suppose well have to carry on without it.”

Before Burkett could counter, avoice piped from the far corner of the room.

"Maam? Sir?" Friesan spoke quickly, asthough held been trying to fit aword in edgewise for
sometime. "If Captain Kilian isto leave the base so soon, we need to clear her through the JA
immediately.” Helooked at Has. "Colond, with whom did you talk to arrange clearance for the captain's
previoustrip off base? | did not receive arestricted movement repeal related to that trip, and with her
datus, it'svitd | havethose onfile”

Burkett stared at Jani. "Y ou're restricted to base?"

"Yes, gr." Shecast awary eye at the four confused faceswatching her. "I assumed everyone
knew."

"l did, but. . ." Halsfell slent.

Burkett seemed to be having trouble wrapping his mind around Jani's status, too. "Y ou were
under official restriction when you traveled off base to the embassy?"

"Yes, gr," Jani answered, more harshly than was prudent. "Is there a problem?”

"l don't understand thisat dl.” Pimentel stood in front of the imaging display and flipped through
the multiple deep-tissue scans of Jani'sright arm. "Where did the calcification come from?”

One of the many new medical facesthat had surrounded Jani for the past two hours spoke up.
"My best guessisthat when they implanted the chip at Constanza, they used standard nerve solder,
whichis, of course, human-compatible." She nodded toward Jani. " Captain Kilian rejected the solder as
foreign materid and sealed it off from therest of her tissue. In sedling off the solder, she sealed off the
rest of the chip aswell, causing the security function to fail."

"Not dl theway." Jani massaged the crook of her right arm, from where William Tell Pimentd had
withdrawn about half her blood. "My arm hurt like hell as soon as | passed through the Gate. By thetime
we returned from the idomeni embassy, it had gone numb.”

Theinternist waved ahand. "Captain, trust me, 'hurt like hell' doesn't begin to describe the pain
restrictees feed when they try to leave their dlowed area. Prisoners pass out. We've even had afew try to
cut the chips out themsalves— luckily, we got to them first." She wandered up to theimaging display.
"Has anyone natified the Judge Advocate?’

Jani had been thinking longingly of deep, but mention of the JA jarred her dert. "Why do you need
tocdl them?'



"Y our chip's security function needs to be reset. Only someone from the JA can do that." Pimental
studied the image again, and shook his head. " Judging from the looks of thisthing, they'll needto insert a
new chip. We're going to have to keep you here until we can perform the surgery.” He walked to the
door, therest of the medicosfaling in behind him. "Mgor Friesan isholed up in the sunroom. I'll spesk
with him. Under the circumstances, | think he should notify the JA."

Theremova of Jani'scacified ID chip and the implantation of her new one were performedina
cramped operating theater, under the officia eye of ablasé sergeant major who observed the magnified
interior of Jani'slower arm without ablink of discomfort.

They anchored the chip with surgica glue rather than nerve solder. They couldn't risk using
anesthetic, the neurosurgeon told Jani, because of her history of idiosyncratic reactions to common
medications. Instead, after they clamped her arm into the surgical deeve, they applied pin blocks that
supposedly disrupted nerve transmissionsjust aswell. They didn't. Not without the magnetic-pulse
adjuncts, which they couldn't use because amagburst could blitz the new chip. Pimentel stood behind her
and massaged the knots out of her shoulders, and they gave her adenta appliance to bite down on so
she wouldn't damage her teeth when she clenched her jaw.

After the neurosurgeon finished, she recommended cold packs for the pain.. Jani's street Acadian
reply drew blank stares from both her and Pimentel. The sergeant major, however, betrayed her origins
by chewing her lower lip and staring at the display until her eyes watered.

As soon as Jani had been settled with acold pack and instructions for caring for the incision,
everyone left. Except Pimentdl.

"I'm sorry about that, Jani." He dragged astool near her surgica chair and sat. "'I've scheduled you
for an gppointment with someone from Gene Therapeutics tomorrow.”

Jani repositioned the cold pack. "I thought you wanted to wait."

"l don't think we can." Pimentel stared at his hands. For thefirst time, hisvoice sounded tentative.
"| ran aroutine liver-enzyme scan while we were waiting for your imaging anadysis. I'm seeing vauesI've
never seen before, and I'm not seeing things | should see.” Helooked at Jani, eyes pitted by circles, skin
grey. The sdlf-confident physician of only afew days ago seemed never to have existed. "Interna
Medicine has ateam of med techs working to develop assays that can identify and quantify your
enzymatic activity. Hepatology has advised we farm your liver immediately so we can start growing a
replacement, and so we can assemble an adjunct in case you go into failure.”

"l fed fine." Jani forced her voice to be strong. "Not grest, but not that sick. My department is
required at the idomeni embassy tomorrow morning. | have to go."

"Notif | fed you'rein danger," Pimentd replied, in avoice that sounded surer than it had all
afternoon.

Jani spent over three hoursin Gene Therapeutics being sampled, scoped, and scanned. More pin
blocks, thistime augmented by the magnetic pulse. Together, they deadened the pain, though not the
eerie sensation of things being removed from her abdomen.

The med techs cobbled assays told the hepatol ogist some of what he needed to know about the
gate of her interna organs. That dlayed Pimentd's fears sufficiently that he agreed not to admit her. He
did, however, make her spend afew postop hours in the sunroom. Just to be on the safe side, he said,
which didn't make Jani fed safe at dl. She cheered up alittle, though, when Ischi stopped by on hisway
home to the BOQ to drop off her paper mail.



"You didn't haveto do this, Lieutenant,” Jani said as shelaid out the few thin envel opes before her
on the table. One contained an offer to join the South Centra Players, while another held an invitation to
the All-Base Volleybal Tournament.

"Oh, yes| did, maam." Ischi leaned down and with onefinger, tapped a crimson-edged white
envelope out of the stack like atrickster picking his card. "Read the front.”

"One North Lakeside." Jani felt her tender stomach clench as she peded the envel ope seal and
removed the stiff, gold-edged card. "Admira-Generd and Mrs. Hiroshi Mako cordidly inviteyou and a
guest to attend an Open House ..." Her voice faded.

"How about that!" Ischi bubbled. " Some people wait for years to get their invitation. But you've
only had your number a couple of days."

Oh, I think someone's had my number for longer than that. "Yeah," Jani replied. "How about

CHAPTER 24

The next morning dawned, as had dl the previous ones, clear and hot. Jani stood by the
people-mover, dispo of fruit drink in hand, and watched the rest of Foreign Transactions gather. Sheld
had an early night—Pimentei's dour pronouncements concerning the sate of her health, combined with
thelack of newsfrom the Misty Center, had made her too grumpy to socidize. Sheld remained in her
rooms. Read newssheets. Debated caling Lucien and decided againgt. Discussed Nial Pierce's odd
behavior with Vd the Bear.

She had aso waited for Neumann to regppear. He hadn't. At least something had goneright.

The sound of laughter brought her back to the present; she watched the rising sun illuminate her
coworkers deepy eyes and sheepish grins. Dressed in T-shirts, shorts, and trainers, scanpacks hanging
from belts and shoulder dings, they looked like Sheridan's first team in the al-dexxie Olympics.

"What do you think, Captain?' Colond Has gestured toward the milling group. Ischi,
athletic-looking enough to appear a home in the abbreviated uniform of the day, busied himsaf checking
off names on arecording board. Meanwhile, the lesstoned Vespucci, red-faced and fidgety, assisted a
couple of underlings with last-minute 'pack assessments.

Jani eyed assorted flaccid limbs. "I think there's going to be a ssampede on the gym when we get
back." Shelooked at Hals, who regarded her impatiently. "When word of thisleaks out, the
self-gppointed arbiterswill have plenty to say.”

"That'sagiven." Has Spped her seaming coffee. "What about the Vynsharau?'

Jani bitinto adice of carefully scanned breskfast cake. The smdll of the coffee hadn't agreed with
her ssomach, but otherwise, shefelt good. Not one bit deepy. Hyper, actualy. Floaty, as though shel'd
drunk aglassof wine. "Officidly, | think they'll berdieved. | can't predict individua reactions.

"But you went to school with them?”'

"Yes, but wedidn't mix."



"Except for Hantia?"
"Only because she approached us."

"Wasn't that unusua? | would have thought they'd have waited for you to come to them. | thought
that except for Tsecha, dl theidomeni felt themselves superior to you." Hals coughed out Nemas officia
name. A good job, as though she'd practiced.

Jani shrugged. "The Vynsha hadn't yet ascended to rau, so they still had room to maneuver. It was
up to the Laumrau to hold the snobbery standard.” She flashed asmile she didn't fed. "Hantiawas
disputatious, even by Vynsha standards. She liked sticking her fingers between the bars.”

"Did any of you ever bite?' Hals grew restive as the sllence lengthened. "I'd like an answer,

Captan."

Oh hell. It never falled. Why did the events from your past that you hoped remained buried
forever dways disnter themselves at the worst possibletime?"l... hit her, once.”

"You hit her! Halslowered her voice as people turned to look. "Define hit."
Jani mimed aright uppercut. "It was our first term at Academy—"
"I don't need ahistory lesson.”

"Y es, maam, you do. She found out that Hansen Wyle and | had been sneaking food into our
study carrels. We stayed in the equivalent of adormitory, but we couldn't egt or even store any food
there. If we wanted to eat, we had to travel to the human enclave, two kilometers outside Rauta Shéraa's
perimeter. It took an hour or more to skim there on an average traffic day. Three or more hours to make
the round-trip. We aready traveled there twice aday for regular meals. We had so much work to do,
we couldn't sparethe extratime." Jani felt asick chill. "And we just got tired of being hungry.” Even
decades | ater, the episode bought back fedings of guilt. Fear. Anger. "Wetried our best to follow their
dictates, and only bring in the kinds of foods that were sold on the futures markets on a given day."

"She threatened to fink?"

"She would have gotten us expelled. Not even Nema could have saved us from that one.” Jani
clenched her hand. " She came to my room and told me what she was going to do. She hasavery
aggravating laugh, even for anidomeni." She heard it in her head now, that monotonie staccato. "l was
scared. Upsat. | thought I'd blown it for everybody. Before | knew it, | had knocked her to the floor."

"What did she do?' Hass voice wasflat.
"Blinked. Stared right at me, which surprised me. Picked hersdf up off the ground and left.”
"That wasit?"

"Yes, maam." Jani worked her fingers. She could gtill remember her aching knuckles, Hansen
trying to console her as he packed her hand inice.

Hals shook her head. "And you think that in spite of that run-in, she accepts you now?"

"She knows | killed twenty-six Laumrau at Knevget She-raa. They dl do. They accept it. Like
I've said before, they'd be insulted if you tried to hide me or pretend | didn't exist. It would be an affront
to their intdligence." Jani sighed a Halss confused look. "It's difficult to explain. Honoring the unpleasant



int asenshility most humansare familiar with.”

Before Hals could respond, a tiff-looking young woman approached them. She wore dress
blue-greys cut with amainline stripe, and eyed the bare limbs around her with distaste bordering on
horror. "Lieutenant Guid, malam.” She saluted Hals. "Judge Advocate's office.” She offered Jani only a
vague nod, in acknowledgment of the fact that she represented the prosecution while Jani embodied the
prosecuted.

Hals gestured for them both to follow her to the other side of the people-mover, away from prying
eyes. "Lieutenant Guid is here to see about your chip, Captain.”

"| was gtarting to wonder about that." Jani held out her till-sore right arm to the pinched young
woman, who removed atiny blip scanner from her trouser pocket.

"Thisrdleaseison atimer.” Sheran the scanner along the ingde of Jani'sarm. Assoon asit
beeped, she tapped it against the bandaged area, leaving ared dot behind. Then she removed a stylus
from her shirt pocket, activated it, and placed the glowing orange tip against the dot.

Jani felt awarm tingle at the Site, followed by apainful jolt as feedback from the chip radiated
through incised tissue and nerve. Her arm jerked.

Guid struggled to hold the stylusin place. Y ou must return to Sheridan within four hours,
Captain." The stylus emitted a sharp squeak, and she released her grip as though Jani burned.

"| asked for 9%, Lieutenant." Hals had paled when Jani's arm started twitching. She stood along
pace back and declined to draw closer. "I digtinctly remember petitioning Incarceration for Sx.”

"Four hours, malam. That's sandard.”
"Thisisadecidedly nonstandard Stuation.”

"Then you need to take it up with Incarceration, maam." Guid repocketed her devices. " Someone
will be available a oh-nine."

"You—" Has struck her bare thigh with theflat of her hand—the impact sounded like adap.
"Thank you, Lieutenant. That will beal." She grudgingly acknowledged the young woman's sdute.
"Damnit," she sad asthe representative of justice disappeared over therise, "that's cutting it close.”

Jani flexed her arm. Liberated felt no different than trapped. Not yet, anyway. "If what | felt
before was any indication, when it kicksin, it kicksin full-force. It won't increase gradualy.”

" Should we have amedic standing by?"
"Do you bdlieve were going to be there more than four hours?!

Ha s paced in atight circle. The casuas accentuated her plump roundness—she looked like she
should have been carrying atrowel and aflat of seedlings rather than a scan-pack and the weight of an
entire department. "Burkett's been good about making sure our timeisn't wasted. According to what 1've
been told, we're just supposed to validate the provenance of some survey grids and maps being used in
thetalks"

Jani ran the toe of her shoe dong a hairline fissure in the walkway. "Hold off for now. If it looks
like our vigit will run over, we can cdll. It shouldn't take them long to get there. All they havetodois
blow the chip out with amagburst.” She peeked around the mover just in time to see the amused



sergeant who would serve astheir driver amble down the walkway.

Two orderly linesformed in front of the vehiclesfore and aft doors. Hals hung back, gesturing for
Jani to remain with her. Ischi bustled past them, recording board tucked under hisarm, eyes shining at the
prospect of diplomatic derring-do. "We're going to Camp Ido!" he sang as he legpt aboard the mover.
"Were going to Camp Ido!"

Vespucci gpproached them, white knees flashing in the sun. "Everything's airtight, maam." He
remained with Hals, waiting pointedly until Jani broke away and headed for the mover.

Jerk. Jani took a seat near the rear, one row up from where Hals and Vespucci would sit. Asthey
pulled out of the charge lot, she glanced out her window. L ucien sat done on a bench beneath astand of
trees, a place hidden from view from the chargelot, but visble now. Helooked up just asthe mover
passed by, amorose expression on hisfallen-angel face. He wore summerweights. And a packed
holgter. Jani watched him track the vehicle until they floated around the corner of an Admin building and
out of Sght.

Everyone seemed relaxed asthe trip began. Ischi even tried to organize a sing-along, but as soon
as the mover passed beneath the Shenandoah Gate, the first verse of "All Around the Campfire"
dwindled to afew hafhearted warbles. Then one of the civilian techs said, " Shut up,” very softly. Ischi
shot her ahard look, but kept his proteststo himsalf. Jani looked over her shoulder at Hals, who stared
back, face set.

The nervous backward glances started as soon as the mover ramped onto the Boul. Jani felt them
like gnat bites, and did her best to ignore them. But the growing tension managed to wend around her
cam—she started when Vespucci touched her shoulder.

"I hope you know what you're doing, Kilian." Hetugged at the neck of his T-shirt asthough it
choked him.

"Thiswas Eiswvein's cdl, Mgor." Hass voice wastight. "Kilian may have suggested, but it was
Eiswein'scdl dl theway.

Vespucci's mouth opened, but one glance at Hals and it snapped shut.
Jani turned around to face the front. Everyone else did, too.

The mover traversed the same route as had Burkett's skimmer. Through the Bluffs, then onto the
Boul artery that ran within view of the lakeshore. Soon, the Chicago skylinefilled the windscreen; some
of the older, reflective-glass towers flashed the light of the rising sun.

Temporarily blinded, Jani didn't spot the demiskimmers at first. But asthe mover veered toward
the lake and her viewing angle changed, she saw them glide over the water toward the city, meta skins
gleaming. They banked in groups of three, first rising, then swoop-landing out of sight amid the buildings
lining theshore.

"I'll bet my 'pack they're coming from HollandPort," Vespucci said. "That's the shuitleport on the
eagtern shore that's set asde for idomeni use.”

Idomeni, coining to their embassy. Jani counted the demiskimmers, and lost count after thirty.
Lots and lots of idomeni . Important idomeni, to command demis. Along with the rest of FT, Jani
watched the graceful craft bank and glide.

Whatever it was, it looked big, and she hoped like hell that it had nothing to do with her.



* * %

Thefingerprinted courtyard felt dmost cool, sheltered asit was from the morning sun. Quie, too,
like the vestibule of a church.

"By theway," Has said to Jam as she stepped down from the mover, "keep your fiststo yoursdlf
inthere”

Jani nodded. "Y es, maam."

They fell into their rank-line and walked up the short flight of steps and through the door. Six
Vynsharau diplomatic suborns bookended the entry thistime instead of the single femae who had stood
for them before. Three males on one side, three females on the other.

Oh... shit. Jani looked past them down the hall, where even more subornslined the way. Five on
each sde, lined up by sex. A tota of eight paired escorts, one for each mgjor god. Her mind stumbled
over itself as shetried to determine the reason for the formality. So intent was she, she didn't fedl
Vespucci nudge her until he prodded her aching arm.

"Do you have any ideawhat's going on?"

Jani nodded, her somach roiling. " Someone plansto offer challenge.”

"A lérine? He surprised her by pronouncing the term properly. Ah lay-reen, with atrilled r.
"Yes gar."

"Who?'

"l don't know, Sir." Someone who had arrived in one of the demis, perhaps. But whom would
they fight?

They passed through the silent gauntlet to find Burkett waiting for them by the documents-room
entry. Even dressed in casua's, no one could mistake him for anything other than highly polished brass.
"Morden niRau Ced ishere.”

The Oligarch? A vagueimage of lanky height and dark hair formed in Jani's mind. She had never
seen him in person, even though he had studied at the Academy at the sametime she had. He didn't like
humanish then. He dtill didntt.

"Just flew in from the Death VValey Enclave.” Burkett's eyeswere on Jani. "The PM isherewith
half the Cabinet. They're playing catch-up because no one can figure out what Cédl's doing here. He and
Tsechaholed up in the main atar room as soon as he walked through the lakeside door—no one's heard
aword from them since." Heturned to her, his didike swamped out by his need to know. "It'sa
chdlenge, isnt it, Kilian? A big one."

"Yes, ar," Jani replied tiredly. It figured that the knives and fighting part of theidomeni philosophy
would be the part Burkett would get right.

"Think Ced chdlenged Tsecha?'
"I hope nat, Sir."

"That would explain the number of demis, though—aforma bout between the Vynsharau's secular



and religious dominants would definitely draw acrowd." Burkett stood tall, hands clasped behind his
back. "Not to mention precipitate an intrasect rift that would cripple the Vynsharau's power and influence
over tharr affiliated sects” His nogtrilsflared, giving his narrow face a snorting-stalion cast. Confusion to
the Vynsharau held definite gpped for him.

"Y ou may think you want that, Sir, but you don't." Jani caught aglimpse of Hals, who stood behind
Burkett, mouthing an emphatic "shut up." "Nemahasfervor on hisside, but Ced hasforty years. Their
mutua enmity'sground inthe bone. A Iéine may technicaly beritud fighting, but knives have been
known to dip. The Vynsharau are the most pro-humanish born-sect, thanks to Nema'sinfluence. Y ou

don't want anything happening to him."
Burkett |ooked down hisnose at her. "Don't presume to know my mind, Kilian."

"l wasin Rauta Shéraathe night it fell to the Vynsharau. | repeat, you do not want anything to
happen to Nema!”

"I hear my name!"
They turned as one toward the voice.

The overrobe churned less vigoroudy, befitting the formality of the occasion. "1 find my niaarguing
with you again, Generd." Nemasface split in aghoulish grin. " Such habitua disputation—you should
declare yoursdlves. We have blades you may borrow for the task.”

Burkett's face reddened. "We don't handle disagreements that way in the Service, niRau."

"Ah." Nema cocked his head to the left as he cupped hisright hand and raised it chest-high, his
tone and posture indicating question of yet another aspect of humanish behavior. His eyes met Jani's, and
he bared histeeth. "nia," he said, touching afingertip to her chin. Then helooked at each of theminturn,
examining them from head to toe one after the other. He reached into his overrobe as he did so, and
removed a battered black ovaoid that twinned Jani's scanpack. His handheld, however, functioned asa
Vynsharau-humanish dictionary. It held French, English, and Mandarin, forma and foul, idiomatic and
dang. The occasional amusing muck-up occurred, but Nemal's research and extensive cross-referencing
would have impressed any linguist.

He tapped at the worn unit's touchpad. "We have been cooking you in your skins." He shut
down the handheld and bared histeeth again. "And you have accepted challenge. A gloriousthing. My
compliments, Generd, for findly waking up." He thrust his hand toward Burkett and nodded vigoroudy
asthe man gingerly shook it. "Now, let uswork, for we have much to do." He swept down the hall, the
members of Foreign Transactions playing butter to his Siah blade. "Come! Come! Much to do!" he cried
as he vanished around the corner.

Burkett watched him, mouth agape. "He's agoddamned Pied Piper.”

"And he's the only idomeni who can pipe atune you can danceto,” Jani said. "Remember that the
next time you wish aknifein hisribs." She waited for Burkeit's face to flare anew before she turned her
back on him and walked dowly into the documents examiners meeting room.

Jani braced her hands on the U-shaped table for balance and leaned back in her three-legged
easd sedt.

So where are Hantia and company? Foreign Transactions had been validating documents for
amodt forty minutes, and the Vynsharau had yet to make an appearance. Only a couple of hours left.



Jani felt the musclesin her right forearm twitch. They knew what would happen if the princessdidn't leave
the party ontime.

Shelooked at the others. Vespucci turned away as soon as she glanced uptable at him. She had
caught him eyeing her several times, beetle brow knit in consternation. And dripping Swest.

She bresathed through her mouth as I schi leaned close to spread a set of nautical survey maps
before her. His deodorant till worked. Barely. Wish | could remember what we used in Rauta Shéraa
. A colonia brand, formulated for above-average temps. Limited distribution. Odds were it wasn't even
manufactured anymore.

Wonder who could find out?
Well, there are my parents.
She imagined the dead comport light, and busied herself scanning the maps.

"How are you holding up, Captain?' Hals, seated next to her, asked for the umpteenth time.
"Theresice water and dectrolyte replenishersin asupply vehicle just outside the embassy perimeter.”
The easd seats, likedl Vynsharau daytime furniture, weren't designed for comfort. They also weren't
designed for the average human—the one-four Hals was having ahdll of atime kegping stable in a seat
designed for aone-nine Vynsharau. "We can bresk a any time—our mover can get ustherein five."

"I'm fing, maam.” Jani met Halss examination head-on. "Redlly."

"Y ou're not even swesting." Hals wiped thetip of her nose with the edge of her T-shirt deevejust
before she dripped on her agria survey grid. "I don't know if that's good or bad.”

"Could be heat stroke," Ischi chimed helpfully.
"I'm not moving around as much asyou are,” Jani said. "And | picked the seet by the vent.”

"Moving hot ar isgtill hot ar.” Ischi tugged his blotched T-shirt away from hisskin. "I think we
should invite the Vynsharau to the base and stick them in the arctic test facility. Crank it all theway
down."

"Thank you, Lieutenant,” Has said.
"Chip 'em out with chisds.”

"That will bedl, Lieutenant." Halswaited until 1schi found another ear downtable to complain into.
"Wasit likethisin Rauta Sheraa?"

"Worse" Jani felt her forehead. Sightly damp. A little wanner than normal. "Theonly
ar-conditioning was in the human enclave. Once you entered the city, you were a the mercy of nature
and idomeni utilities™ | know the symptoms of heat stroke. She'd seen it enough in Rauta Shéraa. I'm
gtill lucid. Shefdt fine.

The genera buzz of conversation died aswork claimed everyone's attention. So intent were they,
no one looked up when the door opened.

"Ladiesand gentlemen.”

Heads shot up. Hals had a better view of the door than Jani. Her breath caught. "It's Burkett. He
looks sick. Or mad as hdll. | can never tell the difference.”



Jani twisted in her easdl seat too quickly and grabbed the edge of the table to keep from tipping
over. "Anyonedse?'

"The PM and some Ministers—Ulanova, damn it—Tsechaand al the Vynsharau dexxiesand a
whole bunch | don't recognize and—oh damn! Cedl'sthere, too!"

Jani balanced on the seat rungs to peek over Halss head, and caught aglimpse of the Oligarch.
Hewas half Nema's age, lighter-skinned and darker-haired. They were arguing— you didn't need to be
atrained Vynsha-watcher to interpret the choppy hand movements and twisted facia expressions. Hantia
stood with them. Her hairloops had been gathered and clasped. Instead of the tan-and-grey clothing of a
documents suborn, she wore white lightweave trousers and adeeveless overshirt. "The better to show
the blood." Jani pressed a hand to her churning ssomach.

"What?' Hals glanced back &t her, frowning.

"Remember when | promised not to use my fists, maam?”
"y e

"I'm going to have to take it back."

"Kilian, what are you talking about?"

"Y ou know that challenge that's going to be made?!

"The guessing games stop now, Captain.”

"Yes, maam, | believe they will." Jani watched Burkett break away from the group and walk
along the table toward her, followed by Nema.

Halsleaned close. "What are you talking about!"

Jani did off her seat. "Twenty-five yearslater, it'sfindly Hantias turn.”

Before Hals could ask any more questions, Burkett stopped in front of Jani. "Captain.”
Jani nodded. "Sir."

"l imagine you don't need to be told what's going on.”

"No, gr. Hantias requested permission of niRau Tsecha to make challenge. He gave her leave.
Then he made the request to you, as my most high dominant. I'm assuming you're reluctant.”

"Yes" With Burkett, uncertainty came clothed as stiffness and an inability to look oneinthe eye. "l
understand refusal isan insult.” He stared a a point somewhere over Jani's shoulder.

"Without cause, yes. Smply not wanting to fight isn't enough. Health reasons can serve, but I'm
hereworking, so it's difficult to argue that I'm unfit." Jani flexed her hands. It was safeto say shewas
aready warmed up. "It's ceremonid fighting. Doesn't last long. Injury occursto the arms, mostly. The
shoulders. Superficiad wounds. They leave ugly scars, because of the types of knives used, but they're not
in themsdves dangerous.”

"Nonethdess, I've messaged Doctor Colonel Pimentdl. Nothing proceeds unless he's standing by.
| asked him to bring a trauma surgeon, as well. Something someone said about knives having been
known to dip." Burkett lowered hisvoice. "I am deferring to your judgment, Captain. I've never acted as



someone's second before.”

"Sir, Captain Kilian has been at Sheridan less than two weeks." Halss voice was Strained. " She's
gpent more than haf that time in hospita, and remains under close medical supervison. Sheisinno
condition to fight anyone. | don't care how ceremonid it is"

Jani looked uproom at the assembled Vynsharau. She recognized severa of them from her
Academy days. Hey, a classreunion. "It's not afight to the death. | don't need to bein top form. It's
smply adeclaration. Hantiaand | are acknowledging to the world that we hate each other's guts." She
dared a the female, who turned to look in her direction.

Jani nodded; Hantia bared her teeth. "That shouldn't take long.”

Nema, who had remained uncharacterigtically silent to that point, stepped forward. "I have
accepted challenge sixty-saven times, and offered chalenge twenty-two times." He extended hisarms
and pushed up the deeves of hisoverrobeto hiselbows. The silvered remains of old scars, accented by
the occasional red dash of afresher wound, crosshatched the bronze skin of hisforearmsand wrists. "It
isan honor to be challenged by one such as Oni niaRauta Hantia. She shares skein with Cédl, through
their body mothers." Hetilted his arms back and forth. The scars, jagged and raised, seemed to shimmer
inthe roomlight. "' Such an esteemed enemy is greetly to bewished.”

Hals and Burkett both stared at the wounds. "Hantia and Céd are cousins? Burkett asked. He
sounded choked.

Jani looked at Nema, who patted his pockets for his handheld. "In away. Vynsharau family
organizations are difficult to explain." She shut down her scanpack and stuffed it into its pouch. "Right
now, | need to get ready, and since the opening ceremonies can get alittle protracted, | can't afford to
wade any time."

Burkett glared at Hals. "I thought you took care of that, Colonel."

Ha s glowered back. "They gave me four hours, sr.”

"| specificaly asked for six."

"Well, askin' ain't gettin' around here, isit!" Hals closed her eyes. "Sir, | gpologize—"
Burkett ignored her. "Captain—"

Jani held up her hands. "1 redlize you're both upset because you're confused and hot and
completely out of your element, but | know what 1'm doing, so there's no need to worry." She handed
her packpouch to Hals for safekeeping and ducked under thetable. "L et'stry to maintain aunited front,
all right, Spacers?' she caled out as she emerged on the other side. Nema bared his teeth and beckoned
to her, and she followed him out of the room.

CHAPTER 25

"To which god do you pray, nia?' Nema pointed to the cluster of statues and symbols arranged
atop the dtar. The beads, medals, and smaller figurines had been obtained from the pockets of members
of Diplo and Foreign Transactions, while the larger pieces had been hagtily acquired from nearby shops



by an Ischi-headed strike force. ™Y ou have more than we. Such confusion.” He backed away, so that
Jani could step up and choose. They were the only two in the embassy's secondary atar room.
Normally, both foes would have offered prefight sacrifice in the same place, but since such a profound
differencein religion existed, the home team had been granted use of the primary room, awindowed
verandathat contained shrinesto dl the Vynsharau's eight dominant gods.

I, meanwhile, get the closet. But it was anice closet, quiet and cooler than the rest of the
embassy. Nema had chosen to accompany her, afact that had visibly irked Hantiaand resulted in even
more heated discussion between Nemaand Ced. He's declared himself my supporter. In the face of
hisruler. In spite of Knevget Sherda. | have to fight well . Her somach ached from tension.

She picked up asmall stone eephant. "Ganesha, the god of wisdom. | prayed to him when | was
litte"

"Ah." Nematook thetiny figure from her and examined it thoughtfully. "Why did you stop?"

"I don't know." She picked up the teakwood seat on which the e ephant had rested and studied its
minute carvings. "Maybe | didn't think it helped." She set the seat back down on the dltar. " Sometimes,
he's called Vinayak, when he'sworshipped as the god of knowledge, and other times, hel's called
Vighneshwer, when he's honored as the remover of obstacles.”

"Ah." Nema handed the figurine back to her. "Do you worship any godsthat are less
complicated?"

Jani smiled. "My mother is Brh Hindi. My father grew up Freehold Catholic, and converted to the
Hortensan Presbyter just before | |eft for the Academy.” A memory of the baptism ceremony flashed in
her mind's eye, and she amost burst out laughing. They held it outside. It was cold and the pool
leaked and the minister wrenched his back dipping Mrs. Louli. "l guessthe answer isno."

"Then | believe the remover of obstacleswould be agood god for now." Nemalooked around the
room. "What does he demand as sacrifice?’

Jani set the elephant back on its seat. Then she stripped some petals from the blanket of bright
orange cytnbelathat had been draped across the dtar, and sprinkled them beforeit. "Help me, Lord,”
she said, just as she had when she was eight and asked for the wisdom necessary to pass maths.

She knew her father would be disappointed if he somehow discovered she hadn't given his God a
chance, s0 she picked a plain gold cross from the collection and whispered aquick Act of Contrition.
The oneformal prayer she remembered. She knew many informal ones, spoken from the heart, usualy a
variation of "please, God, get methrough this." Any God. Whichever one cared enough to listen. And up
to now, shed managed to surviveit dl and didn't despise herself any more than she ever had, so
someone must have thought her worth the bother.

"We must go, nia," Nemasaid. He watched Jani as she set the cross back down on the dltar.
"Y ou fed strong?'

"Yes, niRau."
"Hantiawill try to draw much blood. Thet is her way."
"l understand.”

"If shefightstoo vigoroudly, you must knock her down, asyou did before.”



Jani stared at Nema. His expression was bland, for him. Grim Degath in Repose. ™Y ou knew about
that?'

"Yes, nia" Herearranged the draping of hisred-rimmed cuffs. "l know al."
"Y ou could havetold me."

"No, nia"" He waked ahead of her, which since he was her dominant was a serious breach of
protocol. "Y ou prefer your secrets, even if they are secret only to you.”

"Y ou've come to know humanish so wd|?"

"Humanish have no placein this." Hisauric eyes seemed to glow. "I know RautaHadrin. | know
you."

Theroom was ova, windowless, with smooth, dun-colored walls and floor. A high ceiling, the
light provided by smple sunglobes suspended from hdlica chains.

The audience had dready assembled. Humansfilled the banked seating on one side, idomeni, the
other, each following the idomeni convention of lower ranksto the rear. That alowed Prime Minister Li
Cao a seat of honor on thefloor, very close to the action. Closer than she would have liked, judging from
theway she jerked back as Jani walked near the edge of the fighting circle.

AnaisUlanovasat at Cao's Sde, the dight elevation of her seat denoting her lesser satus. "An
interesting way to start the day, isit not, Captain?' No false bravado was detectable in her voice or
manner. In fact, she seemed rather bored. Somewherein her ancestry lurked women who yawned during
executions.

"Yes, maam." Jani shot an encouraging look toward the back rows. Hals stared back, grim and
tight-lipped. Ischi sat behind her, edgily tapping hisfeet. Vespucci chewed athumbnail. Burkett sat arms
folded, eyes on thefloor.

The Vynsharau side |ooked even cheerier. Asranking secular dominant, Ced sat in avery low
seet, mere centimeters from the floor. The best seat in the house, idomenicaly speaking, belonged to
Nema as ranking religious dominant and, as such, Cédl's propitiator. Like Cao he rated the floor itsdlf.
Jani watched him lower dowly, hisback siraight, hisface unreadable. He won't root for me. Not

openly, anyway.

Asthe challenged, the choice of bladesfell to Jani. She considered the assortment laid out before
her. Long and short, curved and straight, dl bearing the stark eegance and implied efficiency that marked
classc Siah workmanship.

Her earlier self-assurance ebbed as she hefted a couple of the longer blades. Theincisonin her
arm pulled every time she squeezed. When was the last time | fought with a knife? Not stabbed
someone, but fought. Like any other martid art, it required training. It aso took skill to fight without
serioudy hurting your opponent. Hantia had trained for ceremonid bouts like these since shewasold
enough to walk— her experience showed in her heavily scarred arms. | only know how to cut and run.

Jani settled for ashort, straight sword that resembled aredly nasty carving knife. Hantia bared her
teeth when she saw her choice of weapon. She picked up the matching blade and made severd skillful
cutsthrough theair.

Show-off. Jani tilted her blade back and forth. The anodized wireweave, fine as spider silk, shone
beneath the lamps like multicol ored threads. The razorlike wireswould shred as they cut. The wounds



sheld receive would sear as though rubbed with salt, while the edges would heal raised and ragged.

Pain. The prospect worried her. As much as she didiked Hantia, she didn't want to fight thisfight.
Not because she didn't know what she was doing, and not because she feared the pain. But the aches
and twinges she'd tolerated for years were different from the agony experienced when someone cut you
with aknife. And kept coming. And kept coming.

Augie likes that kind of pain. She could sense himin the back of her mind, telling her exactly
where she needed to strike. He didn't fight for the beauty of the process. He didn't fight to make
declaration, or honor any god. He fought to hurt. He fought to kill.

The status of humanish-idomeni relations again depended on what she feared, and how she felt,
and where she aimed.

Please God, don't let me kill her. Any God. Whichever one cared enough to listen.

Asif on cue, hushed conversations silenced. All eyes shifted to the two femaes standing in the
middle of the room.

"We will begin now, " Hantiasaid ininforma High Vyn-sharau, her voice level and without
gesture. She circled Jani, arms opened wide, dightly bent at the waist. Hain. The Stance of Welcome. A
great position if you wanted to be gutted.

Get it over with. That was augietaking. Jani blocked him out. " Yes" she answered, forcing
hersdf into the same stance as Hantia. "We will begin now." The soles of her trainers squeaked againgt
the bare floor as she maneuvered. That and the pound of the blood in her ears were the only sounds she
heard.

Sheplayed it safe at first, blocking Hantids tentative initid thrugts, restraining the urge to comein
behind the blocks and do damage of her own. She knew Hantia, askilled fighter, would try to draw her
in. She wants a quick shot. A chanceto cut near an elbow or awrigt, to nick atendon and impede
Jani's ability to wield her wegpon.

Hantia struck repeatedly. Jani parried attack after attack, each more confident than the last. Her
incised arm ached. The impacts Hantia threw behind the blows forced her back, left her off-balance.

Open.
| am not weak. Yes, shewas. I'm—not tired. Yes, shewas.
Swest flowed. Her knees trembled.
Her hands dropped.
Hantia struck. Bladein. Blade out.

The gash tore Jani'sleft arm from elbow to wrist. The wireweave worked its magic, making
vessdl-grown nerves sing as though real. One note. High and long. Rose-pink carrier welled and dripped,
squel ching beneath her shoes as she dodged Hantia's follow-up.

"Bring your hands up! Cover—!" Ischi's shout, silenced mid-warning.

No coaching allowed. Jani raised her hands just in time to avert another blow. Carrier flowed
down her arm and coated her hand. It didn't clot as quickly as blood. It would remain liquid for the
balance of thefight. Sheld drop her knifeif shetried to switch hands.



Her heart pounded. Skipped abesat. A side titch stabbed like an internal knife. Hantids face
wavered. The room darkened.

Jani's heart skipped again, then dowed. Like new life, the pain ebbed. She knew why.
Hantiaagain closed in, arms spread wide, torso exposed.
You owe me! augie shouted. Hit her now!

Jani ignored the fatal opening. She blocked another thrust with her injured left arm. Found her
chance. Slipped her blade through.

Hantiajumped back, blood streaming from the hack across her right bicep. Her dominant arm.
Jani saw her wince as shetried to grip her blade. Heard the mutters from the Vyn-sharau side of the
room, the muffled "yes" from hers. She could hear the rasp of Hantias pained-tinged breathing. See
every bead of sweat on her face. Smdll the syrup sweetness of the carrier mingled with the meta tang of
blood.

Time dowed. Motion. Jani saw Hantias answering blow coming asif sheld announced it. She
swept aside the blade edge with her right arm, driving the Vynsharau back toward the wall, taking the cut
as she knocked the knife from her hand. Follow it in. She did. Grab her around the neck. Shedid, the
dickness of her left hand forcing her to grip Hantias throat so tightly she could fed the pulse.

Either side of the neck. Just under the jaw. Do it. Do it!

Jani pressed Hantia against thewall. Pushed tip of blade againgt hollow of throat. Saw, for one
fleeting moment, the darm in the Vynsharau's cracked marble eyes.

Then she stepped back. " Declaration is made. " She switched the blade to her left hand. No
matter if it dipped now. Edgeto right forearm, taking care to avoid the bandage. Back. Forth.

Somebody screamed. It wasn't her.

"Finished!" Nemabounded to hisfeet. "A marvelousfight, and truly. Full of hate—aglorious
thing!" He swept toward them, eyes dight. "My Eyesand Ears first declaration.

When sheturns my age, her amswill look asmine, | predict!"

"I'd be dead by then." Jani opened her |eft hand and let the blade fall. Meta clacked softly against
coated flooring.

"No, no, no. You will be most glorioudly dive." Nema picked up the blade, turned to his side of
the room, and lifted it above his head. His eyesfocused in Céei's direction, he lowered it dowly and
wiped the edges on his deeves, leaving behind ragged smears to complement the neat red trim.

Hantia approached her. ™Y ou are cut more than me." She sounded disappointed. "I should
demand rematch.” She grasped Jani'sleft wrist and turned it, examining the wounded animandroid flesh.
"Doesthat hurt?'

"YS,"

"Good." Hantia nodded, her tone as clinica as John's at his most detached. "Mine, aso." She
sudied the cuts on Jani's other arm, touching the self-inflicted one that sgnaled the end of the bout. "The
wound you gave yourself isworse than the one | gave you."



"No surprisethere.”
Jani turned, catching herself just beforeit devolved to awobble. "Good morning, Doctor."

Pimentel scowled. “"Good morning, Captain. It's been hours." He wore medwhites instead of
summerweights. A woman stood behind him. She wore medwhites, too, and a stunned expression. She
also toted ading bag. Without being asked, she reached into the bag, pulled out astylus, and handed it
to Pimentel.

"Let'ssee how far goneyou are." He frowned as he stepped around the carrier drying on the
floor. Then he activated the stylus and flicked the light in Jani's eyes.

Red light. Pulsing. Thistime, she wobbled.

"We haveto get you out of here now." Pimentel pocketed the stylus and gripped Jani by the
elbow.

"No!" Nemas hand locked around Pimentd's wrist. " She cannot go. There are ceremonies. There
ae—"

"NiRau ti niRau." Jani dipped her fingers around Pimentd'swrist and pried Nemas fingers away.
"I'm wearing asecurity chip on atimerelease. | haveto go back."

"But your firgt a lérine!"

"NiRau." Pimentel massaged his abused wrigt. " She should never have left the basein the first
place." Hisvoice shook. "Sheissick, weak, in the first stages of augie overdrive, and if | don't get her
back to Sheridan within thirty minutes, thereisn't apin block in existence that will stop her from going into
shock.”

"A |érine must be properly closed." Cédl swept through the Vynshérau gathering. On closer
examination, hisfacelooked familiar. If Va Parini could be jaundiced and stretched, he could passfor
the Oligarch'stwin. "Y ou forced this, Tsecha Now we are to be chested of what small order we could
have sdlvaged.” His English held only the barest born-sect throatiness. His clipped disapprova was more
easily detected.

Nemarounded his shoulders. "My niawon."

"No finesse. No beauty. She best back niaRauta Hantialike Haérin. Like humanish. Thefight
ended before it began." Cédl's chin jutted. Since he had typica Vynsharau bones, he had alot to jut. "I
could declareit nofight at dl."

In other words, your girl lost, so you're kicking the gameboard over . Jani fingered the
bout-ending wound on her right arm. "If that was no fight, why am | bleeding?' Sheheld up her armin
front of Ced'sface. Hedidn't look at her, of course, but he knew she wasthere. "' 1 found opening. |
disarmed. | won." She dipped eadly into the stylized posture of High Vynshérau, despite the growing
agitation caused by augi€e's dressing up and finding nowhereto go. "I should challenge you for
guestioning me." Sheraised her left hand, pdm facing down, and turned her head to theright ininjured
pride. "1 do challenge you for questioning me. "

Vynsharau and humanish fdll silent.

Ced looked at her in his periphery. His eyeswere unusud for aVynsharau, neither brown nor
gold but apale sea green that contrasted sharply with the tarnished gilt of hisskin. Y ou have no right or



causeto chdlengeme," he said in English. ™Y ou do not understand hierarchy.”

"But lousy sportsmanship, niRau, | understand perfectly.” Sheturned her back on Cédl's puzzled
glower. "Ask my teacher to explainit to you. He hasthe handheld." She headed for the exit. Pimentel
hurried after her, followed by his colleague.

Nema cut past, around, and through to catch Jani up. Des-jarlais at his best never moved better.
"Your first declaration.”" He sounded giddy.

"Hantia had been training asa Temple archivig." Jani touched thewall every so often just to make
sureit wasthere. "Instead, she's here as an examiner. Y ou forced her to change her lifeswork. Then you
brought her here, because you knew she would challenge me. Y ou knew if she did, it would force Cedl
to acknowledge me because they share skein. Gotten deviousin our old age, haven't we, niRau?"

"You areangry, nia?' Nemas voice wavered in dishelief.
"Yousat meup.”
"Y ou must assert yoursdf asmy heir, nia. Y ou must fight for your acceptance.”

"I am not your heir! | will never be your heir!" She darted out the doors and toward the first
vehicle she saw, a Service grey triple-length with a caduceus and two silver stars etched on the rear
door. Sheturned to Pimentd. "Carvallas staff car?”

"It'sfast.” Pimentel closed in behind her. "Hastold me what happened. Somebody at the JA is
going to get their ass handed to them on aplate.” He yanked up the door and pushed Jani inside. The
other doctor followed close at his hedls, Burkett, to her surprise, brought up the rear. He yanked the
gullwing closed. The vehicle shuddered.

"Let'sgo!" Burkett thumped the privacy shield with hisfist. The skimmer lumbered out of the
courtyard, then picked up speed asit hit the skimway.

CHAPTER 26

"How areyou feding?' Pimentel again flicked the stylusin Jani's eyes. Muttering darkly at
whatever he saw, he dug into the ding bag and pulled out alarger scanner with an attached
$phygmomanometer cuff.

"Hicking red lightsin achalenge room—you're lucky Cedl didn't ask you to choose your
weapon.” Jani rested her head against the seat back. The smooth leather felt odd. Damp.

"Soishe." Pimente wrapped the cuff around Jani's right arm, but as soon as he hit the contraction
pad, the pressure caused blood to well in the gashes. "I need to close those wounds.”

Jani sniffed. The upholstery smelled, too, like wet rodents. ™Y ou can't close them. They haveto
hed naturdly.”

Pimentel punched at the scanner pad. The device squeaked in protest. "It looks like someone
went after your arms with a piece of sheet meta." He took the blood pressure reading, then stripped off
the cuff. "Even with your augie, they're going to scar.”



"They're supposed to." The smell intensified. Her ssomach churned. "The uglier the better. It means
your hatred has been well and truly declared.”

A ripple of dismay crossed Burkett's face as he watched Pimentel scrabble with his equipment.
"What did Tsechamean when he cdled you his'heir'?"

Jani found Burkett's queasiness amusing, which told her how badly off shewas. "Y ou're aware of
my medicd higory?'

A sharp nod, followed by hestation. "Y ou're turning into one of them.”

"No, not completely. I'm hybridizing. The ambassador thinks after | hybridize completely into a
half-human, half-idomeni, | can begin training as his rdigious replacement.”

"Chief propitiator of the Vynsharau!"
"Yes gar.”

"Y ou won't have to worry about that once Gene Therapeutics gets started on you," Pimentel
muttered as he and the trauma surgeon took turns attaching pin blocks leads.

"My God." Burkett rested his head against the seat back. "1 hope did the right thing | etting you
fight Hantia"

"Y ou would have insulted the Oligarch if you hadn't." Jani paused. The damp rat smell had ramped
to an appaling stench, and shetried to breathe through her mouth and talk at the sametime. "Then who
knows, he might have chalenged you." She smiled. Cruelty could be fun, with the right target. "1'd brush
up on my bladework if | were, Sr. Y ou may need it."

Burkett looked at her. Outsde, the workday was just beginning for most inhabitants of Chicago,
but hislong face aready showed the effects of a head-on collision between arough morning and an
afternoon that promised more of the same. "Y ou held your augie in check during that fight. | could tell.”

Jani'ssmilefaded. "Yes, gr."
"That takes ... an extreme amount of willpower."

"I'velearned how to control him. All it takesis practice.” A wave of shivering overtook her. She
could hear her teeth chatter.

Burkett swallowed hard, then twisted in his seat and thumped hisfist once more againgt the
privacy shidd. "Damnit, hurry up!"

"Yes, Sr!" Theyoung man's voice sounded tight. "Were dmost topped out, though.” The
skimmer'sinsect hum increased in pitch. They had left the last of the city buildings behind. Forests and
parks now whipped past in a series of green blurs.

"The Bluffs." Jani grinned. "I know people who live here, but | don't think they'd admit to the
acquaintance." She sniffed. Amid the wet rat, she detected the unforgettable rank of corpse. "Roger?’

Pimentel looked up from the recorder display. "Y es?'
"Doesthis cabin smell funny to you?'
"Do you recdl that smdl, Jani?"



Jani nodded carefully. "A cdlar. On Guernsey. Spring floods—we found dl these dead ratsin the
cdlar. Drowned. And a body—"

The trauma surgeon thrust the recorder at Pimentel and dived into the bag. " She's accessing sense
memory. We need to take her down now. If sheflies off, we may not be able to control her.”

"No!" Pimentel grabbed her wrist. "We only have afew minutesto set up the pin blocks. We take
care of the pain firgt, then we worry about her augie!™

A sharp tingle, like an eectric shock, radiated through Jani'sright arm. "How much time do we
haveleft?'

Pimentel checked histimepiece. "We're still supposed to have fifteen minutes” He turned and
pounded on the panel. "' Speed up!"

"I'mgoing asfast as| can, sir!" The driver's knuckles showed white as he clamped down on the
whed. "I'mlosing her onthe curves asitid”

"Y ou should have called for air trangport, Colonel,” Burkett snapped.

"| tried, dr." Pimentd's hands flew as he clamped the pin block array around Jani's forearm. "I
couldn't get approval for anin-city trip."

"Then you should havelied!"
"I'll file that recommendation away for future use, Sr, thank you!"

Jani stiffened as the second wave broke like a studded club across shattered bone. She reached
out her carrier-encrusted | eft hand. Pimentel grabbed it and squeezed. "I didn't think it would give any
warning." Shewinked a him. "Writeit up. Maybe you can get ajournal communication out of it."
Pimentel thumped the block touchpad with hisfree hand.

"I'vejust activated the blocks, Jani. Hang on for afew more seconds.”

"That's easy for you to s—!" Her back arched as the third wave hit. No mercy thistime. No
quarter. And, after asplit second of white-hot pain that exploded from within like a swallowed
shatterbox, no consciousness.

Sheinhaded.

No rats, thistime.

Metd.

Antiseptic.

Hospitdl.

Jani eased open her eyesjust asMorley's familiar face poked into view.

"Don't move too much. Y our arm is going to be pretty sore for acouple of days.”

Jani looked around aswdll as she could. It wasn't worth the effort. Thisroom mirrored her last
room, which in turn mirrored the one before that. " Are you gtill on afternoons?”



Morley checked the readouts on the monitors surrounding Jani's bed. "In answer to your
unspoken guestion, you've only been out four hours. It's about what we expected. There are only two
Sedatives we could risk using on you, and neither isworth much. They pumped you full as soon asthey
skimmed you into Triage, but your augie fought off most of it."

"Oh." Jani stifled ayawn, then ran atongue over her dry teeth. Her head throbbed. She swallowed
again, and detected the tell-tale odor of berries. "They took me down, didn't they?"

"They had no choice." Morley held astraw to Jani's lips and supported her head as she drew
down awonderful swalow of cold water. Y ou came to afew minutes after the chip stopped emitting,
and you came up swinging. Y ou wouldn't let anybody touch your arm." She pulled the straw away.

Jani gazed longingly after the water. "What € se happened?”

Morley grinned. "First Pimentel stormed over to the JA's and went critical al over Incarceration.
Turns out their four-hour grace period redly equaed three hours and forty-five minutes. Thetraditiona
warning shot, they said. Endangering the life of my patient, Pimentd said. | think it was the attempted
murder threat that redly made their day. Some of them are augmented, but they're going to be reluctant
to come herefor their precautionaries for quite awhile." She dragged achair between the monitors and
sat down.

"Watching what you went through with that chip shook the hell out of Burkett—he was
green-faced when he shot out of your skimmer. Tore off to the JA Executive Officesright behind
Pimentel, sweaty casuas and dl, and threatened everyone within shouting distance with a charge of
treason, saying that what happened to you endangered sensitive negotiations, thusimperiling
Commonwealth security. Then, last but far from least, the idomeni ambassador caled the A-G.
Something about the Oligarch's extreme displeasure and the disruption of sacred rituas. Healso
mentioned Lord Ganesha?'

"HesaHindu god.”

Morley chuckled dryly. "Tak about threatsto body and soul. Everyone a North Lakeside must
be afraid to walk outsdefor fear of lightning strikes." She thumped the arms of the chair and rose dowly.
"Well, I'm going to et you get some rest. Pimentel will be around soon, if he hasn't staged an assault on
Base Command.” She straightened Jani's sheet. "Hit therail pad if you need anything.”

Jani licked more cotton coating from her teeth. "I'm redly thirsty now."

"Thank the sedative for that,” Morley said. "We need to hold off. Y our fluid levels are satisfactory,
but post-takedown vomiting is till athreat, and the usua antinausea meds we give might do you more
harm than good.”

Jani stuck out her tongue at the closing door. 1 have such glamorousillnesses.” She stared a the
ceiling, hunting for any interesting blemishes that would set it gpart from the other hospital cellings she had
known.

"Helo, Kilian."
Jani raised her head too quickly. The room spun.

Neumann sat in Morley's recently vacated chair. He wore desertweights. A rancid smile. "Didn't
think you'd see me anymore, did you?"

Jani stared at the years-dead man. "Guess the takedown didn't.”



"Yeah. Can't trust technology. Pin blocks. Shooters. Pulse bombs." He straightened so he could
look over a Jani's bandaged arm. " So, your marble-eyed buddy set you up. With friends like him, who
needs a death sentence?”’

"l was never in any danger.”

Neumann snorted. " Shows what you know. Hell, you said it yourself. Knives have dipped during
those little bouts before, and Cédl's ahard-liner who'd like nothing better than to offer aprayer of thanks
over your corpse.”

"But instead, Nemaforced him to accept me." Jani tried to Sit up, and made the mistake of using
her right arm for support. Stars exploded. She dumped back againgt her pillow, breathing in quick gasps
to keep those precious sps of water where they belonged. "He's ten steps ahead of dl of you. Always
was. Alwayswill be."

"Y ou better hope so. Y our continued existence depends on it." Neumann stood and walked to the
window side of the room. The wash of daylight highlighted odd shadowsin his pale tan uniform,
darkenings across historso, hisright trouser leg and deeve. "Y eah, he'sgot them dl running scared.”

"Cao cant afford to lose whatever idomeni support she has.”" Jani sat up, thistime more carefully.
"Colony-Haérin trade increases every month. Financial stakes are huge. The colonieswill vote her out of
office the second her policies affect their pocketbooks."

"Since when did you become apalitical analyst?' Neumann sneered. "Wdll, you were dways
good at flummaoxing those too ignorant to know better." The taunting expression turned self-satified. "But
you never fooled Acton van Reuter. And you sure as hell never fooled me.”

"I killed you."

Neumann shrugged. "My shooter caught in my holster.” The front of his shirt had darkened further.
Looked shiny.

Wet. Red. "Y ou'd have never outdrawvn mein afair fight." He turned from the window to face her.
The blood from the shooter entry wound in his abdomen had soaked from the V of hiscollar to below his
beltline. "But you don't know agoddamned thing about fair fights, do you, Kilian? All you know is
fucking your way to the top and interfering with your betters.”

Jani watched the bloodstains bloom. The killshot. The exit wound that blew out hisright leg. The
wound in hisright arm, that seeped instead of bled. That was where the shelving had falen on his corpse
during thefirgt round of Laumrau shelling, severing the dead arm. He's a hallucination. Y et he seemed
more real than any person Jani had seen that day. Big as life and so damned ugly. "One of the last times
| spoke with Evan, he sounded as though he missed you. Why?*

Neumann leaned againgt the window. The blood from his damaged arm streamed down the glass.
"Evan was agood kid. Normal blowouts growing up. The drinking—that started way too early, but
Acton wouldn't listen to me." He smeared aline of blood with hisfinger. "Evan undersandstradition. He

respectsit.”
"What he respects are the privileges of being the V in NUVA-SCAN."

"Ours by right of conquest, Kilian, paid for with those names on the Gate. Top dog gets the best
cut of mest—firgt law of lifein the Commonwedth.”

Jani watched Neumann draw on the glassin hisblood. Oneline. Another. Then crosshatches, like



asmdl grid. He's here for a reason. Her ghosts always appeared for areason. It was her job to figure
out what the reason was. " Speaking of dogs, ever run into Ebben, Unser, or Fitzhugh?

Neumann drew an X in onebox. "Oncein awhile
"Did they ever tell you who killed them?'

"Oh, now shewantsinformation.” Hefilled another box with an O. "Even though she knows | can't
tell her anything she doesn't dready know or have the ability to figure out.” When the blood on the
window became too thinly spread to work with, herefilled by dipping afinger in hisoozing arm.

"No, Kilian, you have to work for your supper like everyone else. No more easy rides. No more
getting by on your Two of Six mystique.”

"That mystique was the reason you forced my transfer to the Twelfth Rovers." She watched him
puzzle over the haf-filled grid. Y ou need a naught in the upper-right corner.”

"Oh, thank you." He drew it in, then cut adiagond dash through hisline of O's. "Being dead plays
hell with the ol cognition.” He took awhite-linen handkerchief from the pocket of his short-deeve and
wiped the window clean. "Y ou think Pierce had something to do with their deeths." He tucked the
bloody cloth away, then crossed hisarms and leaned againgt the pane. His right arm shifted as he gpplied
pressure—the elbow dipped down.

Jani tried to St forward. Every time she moved, her right arm throbbed. "1 know hedid. It'sjust a
question of what."

"He dready told you. At the soccer match.”
"He said we had alot in common.”

"Nah. He did you two better." Before Neumann could explain what he meant, the door swept
asde. Lucien stood in the open entry and peered cautioudy into the room. "Who are you talking to?"

Jani eased back againgt her pillow. "Just mysdf.”

"Just myself,” Neumann mimicked. "What a choice you have. Kegp your mouth shut and pisshim
off, or tell him the truth and have him think you're crazy." He minced to Lucien'ssde and blew him akiss.
Then he pulled at hisown belt. "Tell you what, Kilian. | bet he showsyou his any second now. Then I'll
show you mine, and you can tell uswhichisbigger.”

Jani shot back in disgust, "I didn't know you had one, you son of abitch.”

Lucien stiffened. "What did you say?"

"Nothing."

"I'm only here because Nema ordered me to come. If you want meto leave, just say so."

"No." Jani waved toward the bedside chair. "I'm just tired. My arm hurts." She watched Neumann
wander to the far corner of the room and turn his back. He stood hunched, right shoulder jerking up and
down. Jani shifted so the seated L ucien blocked the view.

"Y ou're not supposed to have visitors, but Nemawants an eyewitness account of your condition.”
Lucien's heavy-lidded stare moved over her as Neumann's grunting sounded from the corner. " So, how
doyoufed?



"l just had my arm yanked out of its socket from theinside. How do you think | fee?"

"Nema said you fought most asidomeni. He crowed to me for over fifteen minutes. If he'sdoing
the same thing at the embassy, Céd'sready to kill him."

Neumann spun around. "Hey, Kilian, look what | can do!" He tugged at hisright arm, gasping in
fake surprise asit came away in his hand. "Wave bye-byeto Aunt Jani." He held it by thewrist theway a
father would his son'sarm, and worked it up and down. The limp hand flopped like adying fish.

"Areyou dl right?' Lucien glanced at the monitors. "1 don't want to be the oneto tell Nemayou
look redlly sick.”

"I'mfine”
"I heard you're going to a party tomorrow night.”
"Fromwhom?"

"Ischi. | stopped by FT to hear what happened. He wouldn't shut up about you, either.” Lucien's
peeved look atered to angel innocence. ™Y ou know, that invitation says you can bring aguest.”

"Boy, that'safriend.” Neumann had given up waving bye-bye, and now played one-sded
patty-cake. "Y ou're lying there half-dead, and dl he can think about istrolling for new victimsat Mako's
shindig."

Jani watched Neumann toy with his limb. "Stop by during morning visand I'll let you know."

Lucien eyed her sourly. "Isthat ahint?' Something banged against the door, and he hunkered
down asif to dive under her bed. "1 better get going. After what | heard about Pimentel, | don't want him
to be the oneto find me." After an obvious pause, he leaned down and gave her abrotherly kiss on the
cheek before dipping out of the room.

"lsn't that sweet?' Neumann tossed his arm onto the top of a metal-frame table, and straggled to
adjust hisleg. Judging from the balletlike turn-out of hisfoot, it must have dipped from its tenuous
mooring. "Wdll, Kilian, it'sbeenlousy asever. I'll leave you done. Let you digest it dl." Helimped to the
door, empty right deeve soaked and dripping. Then he dapped hisforehead, returned to the chair, and
picked up the limb. "Forget my head next." He waved goodbye with the detached arm. " 'Coursg, I'd
have to give you achanceto blow it off first." He exited through the door, literdly, the blood from his
blown leg squelching in hisshoe.

Pimentel visited toward nightfall. He wore summer-weights. Dress"B" shirt. Creases sharp enough
to shave with. Eminently suitable for reaming North Lakesde ass.

WEIl see, he said, when Jani asked him about Mako's party. He transferred datafrom the
monitors to the recording board containing Jani's chart and gingerly examined her right arm. He seemed
distracted. He asked her questions about Cal Montoya's diagnosis, and about John, and left without
saying good night.

Morley brought her asnack. Not fruit dudge, but nutritiona broth. Chicken-flavored. Spicy. With
crackers, even. Jani savored it like amed from Gaetan's.

Wonder if Neumann will come back. The prospect angered rather than scared her. He's part of
me. Like Cray, and Borgie. She'd seen them the last time she visited Chicago. They helped me solve a
murder, too.



Her door had opened wide before she redlized it had opened at all.

"Captain?' Sam Duong dipped in, then skirted to one side so no onein the hal could spot him
before the door closed. " Shh. | don't want Pimentel to see me."

Jani looked him over. He wore civvie summerweights. No sgn of an outpatient bracelet. "Are you
al rignt?'

"Yes" He eyed her in bafflement. "I'm on dinner break. | just stopped by to vist. Seeif you
needed anything."

"A working brain."
"What?'

"Sit down, Sam." Jani watched him as he walked to Lucien's recently vacated sest. Helooked a
little wobbly himsef—he gripped the chair armsthe way she did, asthough held fal off if he didn't hang
on tight. "I've been thinking about Pierce.”

Sam shot her the same aggravated look Friesian and Pimentel had been bestowing on her since
her arrival. "Y ou shouldn't be thinking about him. Y ou should rest. Get better.” Helooked at her arms.
"Y ou fought. Now you should recover."

"Pierceand | have alot in common. Hetold me so himsdlf.”

Sam chuffed. ™Y ou have nothing in common with him! Y ou'relovely and hes—" Hisface
darkened with embarrassment. "He's not.”

"Y ou shepherded the paper, Sam. Do you remember why I'm here?
" Stupid reasons. No proof.”

"I was wanted in connection with the death of my commanding officer.” Jani knew Sam admired
her, and it pained her to destroy it. But better he should know her for what she was. Better she should
tell him things he couldn't remember. "I killed him."

"No—!"

And Pierce—She gasped as Neumann'swords hit her like apunch. "And Pierce did me two
better.” She dumped forward and pounded the mattress with her fists. "Two better. Two better. Two
better!"

"Captain?' Sam leaned forward, bracing his hands on the edge of the bed for support. ™Y ou look
likeyou did under the awning. | don't think you should look like that now."

Jani thumped the bed, her right arm singing in time. "Fercekilled them, Sam.”
"Keep your voice down!"”

"For the good that thereof would spring. Then he stole the documents connected with my case
because they could lead back to him. And he stole other documents and put them back and set you up to
takethe blame.”

Sam stared. Then he clapped his hand over hismouth to muffle hiscry. "I did not put them therel”



"No." Jani massaged her aching arms. "Pierce was sent to do a very important job. Doing that job
would have been the first step in saving the Service, the Service hed cometo love, thanksto Mako. The
Service hed cometo see ashislife”” Shehed out her hand, as Pierce had. "It was night. The air reeked
of panic and the stench of burning bodies. The Haérin had constructed the Ring of Souls around Rauta
Shéraa—he was one of the happy few who witnessed the Laum line up to be daughtered and tossed on
the burning piles”

Sam closed hiseyes.

"The base was ashambles, I'll bet. Partly from the Haérin bombing, partly from the efforts of
Ebben, Unser, Fitzhugh and the rest trying to cover their tracks. But that was dl right. Piercewasa
wegpons runner in the life he's1eft behind. He was used to thinking on hisfeet. Improvisng." Her voice
dropped. "Up to apoint. I'll bet he was just supposed to arrest them. But they ran. Toward the city. The
shuttleport. HeEd never find them then." Shelooked at the stricken Sam, who still held hishand over his
mouth. "What do you do? They're human and you're human and it'sal going to hell and they're running.
What do you do?'

Sam spoke through hisfingers. "l ydl for them to stop. The MPsdwaysye l—"

"They don't stop, Sam! They keep running. A few more seconds, and they'll be gone. What do
you do?'

Sam had raised his hand to object, but the protest caught in histhroat. Instead, heraised hisarm
higher, straightened it, squeezed off. "I... shoot them."

"Y ou shoot them." Kilian nodded. "And you know that no one can die by shooter on the Night of
the Blade. So you shove the bodiesin agersto rot them and hide the cause of death. Cdll it an awful
mistake if anyone complains. Then you spend the next two decades building a career and trying to forget
that one night when it all went to hell, when you became the thing you'd been sent to destroy.”

"But Cador—?"

"Not involved. Shewas only put into one of the agersto makeit look like an accident.” Jani
thought back to Pierce on the day of the match, wound to snapping with anxiety, bursting with al the
things he wanted to tell her because they had so much in common. " Could you stop by the hospitd library
and get me acopy of Paradise Lost?"

Sam eyed her strangely. "l suppose 0." Hetook his handheld from his shirt pocket and entered a
notation. "I'll go right now."

"Wait. Isthere someplace you can spend the night?”

"Well." Sam frowned. "Tory invited meto her eighteenth birthday party. She feds sorry for me."
Hemoaned in pain. "The music donewill kill me."

"Y ou should go. Y ou should pretend to get very drunk. Make someone put you up for the night. It
should al be over &fter tomorrow."

"What's tomorrow?'

Jani forced asmile. Y ou're not the only socia butterfly around here. I've been invited to a party,
too."



CHAPTER 27

It took Evan severa daysto work out what must have happened. He ransacked the Family
records that he'd been allowed to keep, searching for any references to Rauta Sheraa Base from the
early days of the civil war through the evacuation and the long journey home.

Bless you, Mother. Since Carolinavan Reuter was an Abasca by birth, she had persuaded her
brother—the then-Exterior Minister—to copy her on the Mistys he received from both Rauta Sheraa and
Ville Louis-Phillipe, the colonid port nearest Shéra The fraternd generosity should have ceased for
Security reasons as soon as conditions in Rauta Shéeraa became dangerous, but owing to the pressure
applied by the frantic Carolina, they never had.

Evan had found the messages, encased in parchment dip-cases and bound with dark blue cord, in
aset of slver brocade boxes stashed in the closet-sized spare bedroom. Well, that explained why
Joaguin hadn't claimed them. He must have taken one look at the containers, assumed Carolinas
persona missves, and alowed his sense of gdlantry to overwhem hislawyerly reason.

Good old Quino. Evan arranged the most important messages in aneat row atop his desk and
reread them. In acourt of law, they'd be considered insufficient evidence. Too many gaps that needed to
befilled in by Evan'smemory and hisgut instinct.

"That'swhere the court of public opinion comesin." Or rather, the court of public opinion that
meattered.

Thefirst marker on the trail was a communication from JLoop Regiond Command to the
Consul-Generd, who had relocated his offices to Rauta Sheraa Base after the Haérin sarted shelling the
city. A timetable, informing him that three cruisers, the CSS Hilfington, the CSS Warburg, and their
flagship, the CSS Kensington, were being sent from Station Ville Louis-Phillipe to evacuate the human
enclave.

The shipswould take on additional suppliesin preparation for the evacuees. They would aso take
on additional weapons. T-40 shooters, both short and long-range. Screech bombs. Smoke screens. No
blades of any sort, however. Regiond Command didn't want the Haérin to think humans wanted to
challenge them with their ritua weapons of choice.

Evan underlined the sentence about the blades, and continued reading.

Since the shipswould befully outfitted prior to their arrival, no stops would be made on the way
back to Earth. Mogt of the evacuees were Family members and affiliates, highly placed officidswith
heads crammed with sensitive information. They needed to be returned to the mother world as soon as
possiblefor debriefing.

Evan underlined that sentence twice. "So why the detour back to Station Ville Louis-Phillipe,
Roshi?" That could be discerned from the next two documents.

The defense Mako assembled to justify the return trip had been carefully assembled, with enough
basisin fact to withstand examination. His argument, combined with his proof of Family crimina
wrongdoing and histhreat to makeit al public, had alowed him to keep his career.

Facilities and Environmental were taxed to the limit, Mako had written. Space was at a
premium. Therefore, there was no room to house "exceptional cases," those who could batter



aready-tenuous morale and endanger other passengers and crew. One evacuee who suffered from
claustrophobia was put ashore at the Station, as was an odd case who had taken to lurking in the
women's showers.,

It surprised Evan to see that he had been one of the examples cited in Mako's defense of his
Sdetrip.

Mister van Reuter refuses to eat. He slegpsfitfully, and has been found wandering in
restricted areas of the ship. If his condition does not improve soon, it's the recommendation of my
medical officer that we put him ashore at Sation Ville Louis-Phillipe, sinceit is her belief that he
poses a danger both to himself and the other passengers and crew of the Hilfington.

The name of the Kensington medica officer turned out to be Sophia Carvala. So shewasin on
it, too. Evan didn't meet her during the journey, although he did recal meeting her at aparty severd
years back. Seemed a sound woman. Just the sort her frazzled colleague from the Hilfington would
consult with concerning his highborn problem patient.

And Mother got to read this fresh from the receiver. No wonder she had fallen apart at the
sght of him. "1 wasn't that much of aproblem.” True, he refused to eat. And he had trouble deeping. But
his appetite had never been the sturdiest, he had dways suffered from insomnia, and the lack of liquor
had made both situations worse.

Yes, | infiltrated a restricted area. Suicide had crossed his mind, and he wanted to see what the
wegpons lockers had to help him aong. But that only happened once. At the sart of the trip. When the
memorieswere dill fresh.

He opened the bottom drawer of his desk and unearthed a bottle.

"So they put two people offship, and topped off supplies.” Took on prepack rations. Medical
goods. And two meet-filled objectsreferred to only as TD4J1 and TD4J2. Evan'sintuitive legp with the
decomp bags had led him to ask Halvor to make aspeciad trip to question their grocer. Y es, the model
numbers were old, but she recognized them. Agers. Meat-curing chambers.

Or meat-rotting chambers, if a person wasn't careful about the settings.

Which |ed to the fourth document, a handwritten communiqué from the unlucky clerk who had
been the firgt to crack the Kensington hold seals a Luna Station.

... hosed them out. Shoved them into hold, Gleick said. Too many evacuees, not enough
room. No time to care for the dead—they had the living to worry about.

Mako, of course, took full respongbility for the error. "But it was no accident—he rotted those
bodiesfor areason.” Thiswaswherethelegp inlogic came. Gut instinct,

Evan stood, stretched, walked around histiny office. Adjusted the window controls and let the
firgt light of day into the room. It had been years since held pulled an al-nighter. Good to know he till
had it in him when he needed it.

"The way Ebben, Unser, and Fitzhugh died pointsto Pierce. Pierce killed them. Maybe he
planned it himself. Maybe his crimina cronies sent him. Whatever happened, he shot them. Then he
redlized that if it was discovered they died by shooting, he couldn't blame the Haérin. So he ran squedling
back to Daddy Mako."

And Daddy Mako fixed. By disobeying orders and detouring to Station Ville Louis-Phillipeto



take on the agers, then shoving the incriminating shooter-burnt corpsesin the meat boxes and cranking
the settings to maximum. "The putting-ashore of the two nutcases was adecoy.” Aswas the addition of
the SFC to the mess. "Make it ook like an accident by throwing in anobody."

It must have been adifficult decison for Mako to desecrate an innocent like that. Or wasiit?
Survivad ingincts had kicked into overdrive by that point. A man could find himsdf capable of anything
when faced with the loss of everything he vaued.

"Yes" Evan leaned againgt the window and took another swallow from the bottle. "I can't have
been the only oneto figure thisout.” He knew he possessed a sound native wit, and he could reason in
the policy stratosphere when he needed to. But it's all here. All someone needed to do was comb and
piece, and Families paid people lots of money to do just that. He wrote a paper on Macbeth, for
crying out loud. A story of a murderer driven mad by guilt. Jesus, Roshi, how could you let him
walk around loose?

"So herel haveit." Hisgreat defense—one-third bluff, one-third bullshit, and one-third hard fact.
"Government in anutshell, part three." He hoisted the bottle in the air and toasted himself for ajob
well-done.

Before he could sedl the salf-congratul ation with more bourbon, his door buzzer sounded.

"You'reup early, sr." Halvor blinked blearily at him, then at the documents covering the desktop.
"|s something wrong?'

"No. Not a al." Evan fdt so pleased with himsdlf, he even amiled at the young idiot. "What's up?"
Havor yawned. "It's Mr. Loiaza, Sir. HESs here. He says he needs to speak with you."

"That waslast night. Asof thismorning, she'still in hospita.” Joaguin dabbed at the corner of his
mouth with his ngpkin. "The idomeni arein quite the happy uproar. Tsechaactudly told the Exterior
Affairs correspondent for the Tribune-Times that the embassy had finally been properly blooded. |
suppose that means that was the first bout that had been fought there. One doesn't know whether to be
relieved or gppalled.” He wadded the linen square into aball and tossed it onto his plate. "What utter

savagery."

Evan picked at hisomeet and snatched glances at Joa-quin'sface. The lawyer's expression
remained placid. He seemed to have enjoyed the hagtily assembled fare Markhart had prepared. They
had elected to eat outside, and the man had joked amiably about the fact that the two-seat table filled the
miniscule patio.

Evan took asip of coffee. Too damned bland—he hadn't thought to lace it until they'd sat down to
eat. He sat down his cup. Tapped the rim of his plate with hisfork. Waited. "What doesit mean, Quino?"
Asif hedidn't know.

"It means Kilian had been officialy acknowledged by the Oligarch. It means she's proven her
usefulness to the Commonwedl th in away we wouldn't have thought possible months ago.” Joaquin
stared out toward the cramped rear yard, the truncated banks of roses. "It means we need to talk, Evan.”

"Yes, |—" Evan looked into Joagquin's turtle-eye stare, and histale died in histhroat. Better to
hold hisfire until he could see down the enemy'sgullet. "Y ou firg."

"Thank you." Joaguin shot the cuffs of hischarcod day-suit. Evenin the morning heet, he kept his
neckpiece snug and his collar fastened. "Y ou were never aman for weasd words. Wedll, outsde my



chosen profession, neither am 1. I've been forced to admit a couple of thingsto mysdlf these past few
days. Oneisthat taking you on as a client was the grestest misca culation of my career.”

Evan tried to probe Joaguin's expression. No use looking for sgns of joking—at their level, one
didn't kid afelow about tossing him over the sde. Heforced alaugh through clenched teeth. "If you cut
me loose now, I'll have ahdl of atime bringing anew attorney up to speed for my triad.”

Joaguin smiled coally. "There will be no trid, Evan. Anyone as paliticaly shrewd as you must have
figured that out by now. The Service'srefusd to charge Kilian with Neumann's murder negated your
usefulnessto them. It also gutted her usefulnessto you. Y ou needed her, Evan. Y ou needed afoe with as
many strikes againgt her as you could uncover in order to draw attention away from your own missteps.”

He's saying you now. Not me. Not we. "The charges against me are independent of the ones
againgt Jani. There's no reason for them not to proceed.”

"If they did, you'd have agreater problem.” Joaquin tsked in disgust. "l should have seeniit
coming. Mako had hisown agenda all dong. He stuck Kilian in the Psychotherapeutics ward as soon as
shearived at Sheridan—she's beenin and out like afiddler's elbow ever since. It's on paper that she's
not entirely well between the ears. Attacking a sane aleged murderer is onething. Engaging in the
character assassination of awoman diagnosed as mentaly incapable of defending hersdf would not have
been the way to rebuild apolitical career. Thus does the Service guard its own.” Hetook alinen square
from hisjacket pocket, dipped acorner in his glass of ice water, and patted it over hisforehead. "Let's
wak. It'sgtifling to gt in thisheet.”

"It'sdtifling to Sit, period.” Evan rose shakily, leaning on the table for support. "They can't just
shunt measide.”

Joaguin locked his hands behind his back. He walked easily. No shakes. No nerves. Just another
morning spent setting someone adrift on the stormy Family seas. "The evidence againgt you seemsto
have disappeared. No surprise there— Lady Commonwealth has along reach. It doesn't do to reopen
old wounds with the idomeni, who in their distinctly odd way have accepted the fact that Kilianisdive
and in the public eye. It doesn't do to appear fragmented before the colonies.”

Evan shook hishead. He still found it hard to comprehend. His screwed-up Jani, the fulcrum on
which two civilizations balanced. " She means that much to them?”

"On the day she's discharged from the Service, Felix has pledged to withdraw itslien against Fort
Congtanza. In addition, the Channd Worldswill sign apact promising full cooperation with Exterior's
effortsto rein in the runaway smuggling operations based in their sector.” Joaguin leaned over to sniff a
fully opened Nathan Red. "And let us not forget niRau Tsecha, who just last night put forth an offer of
GaeWay rightsto the Samvasta Outlet, the granting of which will shave one week off Outer Circle
long-hauls" He plucked a partidly opened bud and inserted it in his collar notch. "I don't rdish telling you
this, but we're both redligts. It's moved beyond you, Evan. Y ou're yesterday's news.”

Evan kicked at aclot of soil. It exploded into powder against a stand of rocks. "What do you get
out of this? A Cabinet Court retainer fee? NUVA-SCAN contracts?’

"I had those before. When | took you on, | lost them, one by one. Now, I'm getting them back."

"So you're working for them now. Y ou didn't come here as my attorney. The Families sent you
here to make me an offer.”

"Offer? No. They sent me hereto tell you theway it'sgoing to be." Joaguin kept histurtle gaze



fixed ontheroses. "Arrest will be rescinded. Gradualy. Y oulll have this house, and atipend with which
torunit. Your persond assetswill be held in trust for aperiod of five years, during which time your
conduct will be monitored. Behave, and when the term ends, you get the money. Step out of line even
once, every bit revertsto the Treasury.”

"The persona assets are nothing compared to the NUV A holdings!”

"Which reverted to the company on the day of your arrest.” Joaquin shot aquick look at Evan's
shoes, asif assuring himsdf of the distance between them. "After ayear or S0, aboard meeting or two is
apossihility, but only asacourtesy. Y ou will have no voting rights.”

"Y ou can't confiscate my family's property!™
"Condder it reparations.” Joaguin hesitated. " Some of uswere very fond of Lyssa"
That was easy when you didn 't have to live with her. ™Y ou said no proof existed."

"Theréstrid-qudity proof, and there's the opinion of people who watched you grow up.”" Joaguin
plucked adead leaf from the stem of aTsing Tao Pink. "If several members of the Cabinet had their way,
you'd spend the balance of your life on aLunar congtruction site welding transport frames. Asit s, youll
have your native sky above your head and native soil beneath your feet. And you'll be cared for." His
mouth twisted. "All the medical treatment your heart desires.”

Evan followed Joaquin's gaze, till fixed on the flowers. Why did people love roses? All he saw
weretwists and thorns; their pungent perfumes, released by the first wash of sun, sickened him. "1'm too
young to be shut away likethis—I'll go mad.”

"You don't have achoice."

"I'll demand atrid. I'll name names." Evan nodded firmly. "The van Reuters weren't the only ones
who made money off Knevget Sherdatechnology, and they weren't the only ones with something to hide.
| could tell you—"

"Who will listen to the ravings of amentally impaired maintenance acoholic? | received a copy of
John Shroud's medicd findingslast night. Sufficeit to say that if aperson asked you if it were night or
day, they'd bewell advised to look outsidefirst." Joaguin turned to him, stiff and formd, thirty years
acquaintance gone by the boards. "The sad end to a promising career, perhaps, but you did it to yoursdlf.
I'm only glad your parents aren't dive to witnessthefal." He nodded. "If it's any consolation, you went
farther than most of us thought possible. Good-bye, Evan.”

Evan watched Joaguin walk up the shalow incline, the leether soles of his shoes diding on the
grass. He grappled with the urge to grab a spade from the shed, to run the man down and split his skull.

He dlipped and hit his head. Honest, Officer . It was Chicago, after dl. The Bluffs. The ComPol
dedt with accidentslike that dl thetime.

Instead, he shoved his handsin his pockets. When Joaguin disappeared through the doors, he
made his own dow way up the dope. Hisfeet dragged. His perception played tricks. The house seemed
to draw farther away the closer he came— he knew if he turned around, held see himself standing &t the
bottom of the yard, staring back.

He closed his eyes. When he opened them, he saw Elbain al its poky homeiness sitting where it
aways had. He reentered the cool quiet of histomb, closed himsdlf in his office, and entered acode into
his comport. It wasn't a persona code—he had to threaten several peons before he was sent through.



The pasty face formed on the display. "Evan." Shroud scowled. "What do you want?'
"Y our head on aplate, you son of abitch!" Evan sank into hischair. ™Y ou gutted me."

"Wdll, inthe end, it did seem the best way to ensure Jani's safety.” Shroud'svoicerose and fl, a
sngsong of mock condolence. "What are you upset about? Y ou won't facetria. Y ou won't die”

"Il go public—"

The voiceflattened. "The comlog ensures that you will do no such thing." Shroud sat back. He
wore medwhites. Greyed circles beneath his blue-filmed eyes combined with his chalky aspect to make
him look like anervous patient'sworst nightmare. "Don't contact me again, or | may recommend
hospitdization. Trust me, thet's the last thing you want.”

Evan opened adrawer, drew out a bottle, then put it back. "Tellinn was here.”
"That doesn't surprise me.”
"He says Jani'sdying."

Shroud gave the smallest start. For an ingtant, he looked ready to crumble. But just for an ingtant.
"Good-bye."

Evan stared at the blank display. He didn't move until ashadow cut across his view. He glanced
up to find Markhart sanding deskside, regarding him thoughtfully.

"Mr. Loiaza seemed confident thismorning, Sir. | hope that means things are going well?*
"Thingsaregreat.”
"How many for lunch?"

"One." He tasted the sound of theway it was. "Markhart, you said your sister worked at Fort
Sheridan, didn't you?'

Markhart nodded. "Half shift in one of the snack bars. But only two days aweek."
"Istoday one of those days?"
"No, sr. Tomorrow is, though."

Tomorrow. Evan swallowed down agrowl of frustration. Take advantage of it. That would give
him plenty of time. To word things properly. To decorate the few facts he had with just enough bluff and
bullshit. "Ask her if sheld do meafavor.”

Markhart stared & him. "Sir—"

"Nothingillegal.” Evan grinned reassuringly. "1'd just like her to deliver anote. To afriend.”

CHAPTER 28

Pimentel balked when Jani mentioned attending the A-G's garden party. She wore him down over



breakfast and had him convinced by lunch. But late that afternoon, when Lucien arrived with her gear, he
wavered once more.

"l don't likethisonehit." He watched Lucien lay out Jani's dress blue-greys on her bed. "You'rein
no condition to be discharged, much less attend a party.”

"It'snot like I'm going to dance the night away." Jani nestled in her visitor's chair and tucked her
bare feet beneath her. "It'sjust a sedate little gathering. I'll make small talk, avoid the buffet, drink water,
and lean on the lieutenant for support when necessary.”

The supportive lieutenant continued his silent organizing, setting out her mirror-polished black
tietops and running a cloth over her dresslid's black brim. Then he reached into his duffel and pulled out
hairwash, makeup, and underwesr.

When he removed the bouquet of miniature roses, however, Pimentel's eyes goggled. "Whet the
hdl?'

Lucien turned to him and smiled. It was an odd expression, one Jani hadn't seen before. It wasn't
abroad smile, or aboyish grin, but a half-mast bend of lip accompanied by hard-eyed evauation. It said
that he liked doing things like this, and would do them for the colond if the colonel wished. It added that
he would do alot of other things for the colondl, too, if the colond were at al interested.

Pimentel shifted uneasily. "'l haveto go." He nodded brusguely to Jani and darted out the door.

Lucien looked at Jani, shrugged, and arranged the flowersin ahandy water glass. He had dready
donned hisblue-greys; hisglossy hair had the ook of afresh trimming.

Jani watched him bend and turn—it was a pleasure, as dways. "He's ahappily married man.”
"Mogt of them are." He glanced at her dyly. "Jedous?’
"Only if | thought you gave adamn.”

"Y ou mean there's hope?' He dawdled over the bottles, rearranging them according to size.
"Guess I'm going to haveto learn to give adamn.”

"Y ou'd need adifferent implant in your head.”

"Ohwell, so much for that." He rummaged through the bag, then turned it upside down and shook
it. "That'sit. | don't believe | forgot anything.”

Jani counted the containers vying for space atop the small dresser. "No, | don't think you did,
ether.” She untangled her legs and stretched her stiff muscles. She il couldn't support any significant
weight with her right arm; getting up meant diding to the edge of the chair and boosting upright with only
her |eft arm for stability. Since the animandroid flesh was il sore, her legsfelt rubbery, and her back
ached, it resulted in asignificant portsde lean.

Lucien took astep toward her. "Do you need help?'
"I'mfine"

"You're bent into aletter C."

"I'mfine”

"L et me be supportive.”



"Maybe later.” She straightened, flexed her right arm, mouthed an "ouch,” and walked to the
bathroom.

Lucien drew dongside and paced her, step for shaky step. "I can wash your back."”

"Go harassanurse." Jani leaned againgt the bathroom entry. "Track down Morley—shé'sripe for
conques.”

"No, she'snot." Lucien kicked at thefloor. "1 know her."
"Isthat afact?"

"She'salot likeyou."

"I knew there was something about her | liked."

* * *

"You're up to something.” Lucien helped Jani ease into the passenger Side of awhedled scoot.
"You are being too damned . . . military."

Jani unbuttoned her jacket and flared the bottom outward to avoid rumpling it. "1 thought that's
what you wanted.”

"If it crossed my mind for one second that you were doing it for me, 1'd check mysdlf infor a
takedown." He squeezed behind the steerbar. ™Y ou saluted Pimentel, fer chrissakes.”

"He'sasuperior officer.”

"He amost readmitted you on the spot." He pressed the vehicle charge-through. The motor
hummed to life, and they trundled up the track designated for wheelworks. Progress proved dow; brisk
walkers on the adjacent path passed them easily, and one wag shouted that the playground wasin the
other direction. " ou aren't going to tell me athing, are you?"

The landscaping kicked up afew grades as they crossed the Memoria Quad that separated South
Base from North. Coloniad shrubs outnumbered native; the flowers possessed the glassine petals and
jewd colorsthat were the current fads among plant designers. "What do you want to know?"

"I want to know if I'm going to be court-martiaed!" L ucien tapped an agitated song on the
Steerbar. "I know it'saminor consderation for you, but we don't al have your complete disregard for the
things normal people care about!”

"Y ou're norma compared to me, huh?"
"Whet the hell isthat supposed to mean?”
"Nothing." Shewaited until hisfidgeting eased. "1 know why they're discharging me.”

"Nemaand the colonieswill raise holy hdll if they dont, that'swhy." Lucien glanced at her. "You
don't think s0?" He looked away, his hands tightening on the bar. " Anybody ever tell you that you think
too much?"

"Only anybodystrying to hide thingsfrom me." Asif toillustrate her point, the Base Command
complex cameinto view. "lt'sbigger than | thought,” she said, asthey passed building after building.
"How many people work there?"



"At any given time, about haf." Lucien didn't even bother to grace his own joke with asmile. "Well

Shetold him. When she mentioned Sam Duong's framing, he threatened to toss her out of the
scoot. By the time she explained about the agers, Pierce's ghosting, and the timing of Mako'sinvitation,
his protests dwindled to the occasional sharp question.

The working portion of Sheridan gave way to the leisure regions. After passing the Officers
Marina, they puttered through asprawling park. Another turn of corner and the A-G's whitestone
residence loomed into view, aboxy, four-story edifice that resembled awell-landscaped office building
more than ahome. Uniforms and dressy civvies streamed in from dl directions, guided by thefaint glow
of haf-lit patiolights.

"Thetent'son the north sde," Lucien said hafheartedly, as he whedled the scoot into aremote
charge lot. Then he muttered something dark and Gallic, and smacked the steer-bar with his open pam.
"What do you need meto do?'

"Just stay within shouting distance.” Jani patted her trouser pocket, checking for the dip of paper
she'd tucked there. Sam had made good on his errand—she had spent most of the previous night reading
snatches of Paradise Lost beneath the covers. Memorizing. Making notes.

She dumped into her hard sest, tried to figure away she could get through thiswithout depending
on Lucien for help, and redlized she couldn't. She till didn't know where he and duty parted company,
didn't know the point a which hisfear of Nema outweighed hisloyalty to the Service or whoever else
hed laid claim to his attentions.

Lucien Sghed loudly. "Shdl we go?'

"l guess." Jani tried to dide out of the scoot by hersdlf, but her right knee gave out, forcing her to
walt for assstance. Sheleaned againgt Lucien so heavily he murmured in pleased surprise, and they
joined the rest of the crowds streaming toward the Residence like ants toward the world's largest honey

trap.
* % %
The years spent as Anais Ulanovas protegé had trained Lucien to dedl with situations most people

found daunting. He negotiated the socid reefs and shoas of the tent like the seasoned sailor he was,
dropping bon mots and names, dliciting greetings, laughter, and the occasiona lustful sare.

Jani just nodded, mumbled "good evening,” and watched the master. Y ou're good,” she said,
when they findly took abreak and laid claim to atable near one of the numerous buffets.

"Ani gavealot of parties." Lucien had collected ice water for her and apiled plate of hors
doeuvresfor himsdf. "It was either learn to play the room or check coats and work in the kitchen.”

"'She made you work?'

"One lesstemporary staffer she had to hire. One way or the other, she always got her money's
worth."

Jani surveyed the scene around her. The tent wasimmense, and areedy filled from end to end.
The buffet tables and bars that lined the walls were crowded, and the soundshielding fought alosing
battle with the noise level. "Didn't you carefor her at al?' She knew as soon as sheld asked that it was a



stupid question. Partly inborn and partly inserted, Lucien's ability to care stopped at the end of his nose.

He shook his head, dark eyes blank. "She gave me what | wanted. Nice room. Nice skimmer.
Clothes. Money." He had chosen the most select offerings from the buffet, exotic seafood, cheeses,
mushrooms, and breads. "When | graduated prep school, she wangled me an gppointment to East Point.
| ranked fourth in aclass of fifteen hundred and seven. That quaifies as good return on investment, by
any measure.”

"Why the Service?"

"I.... likerules" He had the senseto smile. "Most times. | like knowing what I'll be doing the next
day."

"Thenwhy me?'

"You'refor therest of thetime." The smileturned saucy. "When I'm in the mood to be totally

confused." He glanced out at the milling crowd. " Speaking of which, do you expect something to happen,
or are we supposed to force their hand?’

"| think it's happening now," Jani said, as an unfortunately familiar face cameinto view.

The dress blue-greys |ooked hand-tailored rather than line-cut, and the number of ribbons and
badges arraying his chest was formidable. Despite that, Niall Pierce should have given up long ago. His
damaged face and sinister air would forever mar any atempt at North Lakeside polish. Jani took a
swalow of water and held it in her suddenly dry mouth. Wonder why he never got his face fixed?
Maybe the ragged scar served as his equivalent of the healing gashes on her arms. Wonder if whoever
gaveit to himisstill alive?

"Good evening, Captain Kilian." Hewaved for her to remain seated, his quick smile appearing
snarl-likein the tent's subdued lighting. "Heard about your match. Congratulations arein order, |
understand.”

Jani swallowed the water with an audible gulp. "Thank you, Sr."

Piercelooked at Lucien, who had stood up like agood looie, and his manner frosted. "Lieutenant.
Tough lossthe other day.”

"Yes, gr."
"Y our sweeper ginks."
Despite hissocid training, Lucien'sgrin visibly tightened. "Were working on replacing him, sr.”

"The sooner, the better." Pierce then caught Jani by surprise by offering her hisarm. "1 wondered if
you'd accompany me on atour of the house, Captain.”

"Sir." As Jani rose, she shot asharp look at Lucien, whose return glare could only beinterpreted
to read "he outranks me." She held Piercésarm aslightly as she could, and alowed him to lead her from
the tent.

"Y ou should watch him." Pierce's ‘acrossthe Y ard' voice lifted easily above the party din. "I've
been asking afew questions of my own. He meetswith Justice Minidtry officias every day."

"I know." Jani brushed off hislook of surprise. "If he's so dangerous, why do you go out of your



way to twid histail ?’

Pierce shrugged. "I've no use for his sort. Self-serving. No loyaty to anyone or anything save
themsalves"

"When did you acquire your experience with his sort— during your weapons-running days?"
"My crimesare no secret.”

Aren't they? Jani tried to pull away from him, but he tightened his hold on her arm. Not hard
enough to hurt her, but hard enough.

"I waited to hear from you concerning the reading list," Pierce said. "I've prepared one especialy.”
"I've been very busy."
"You're never too busy to learn.”

"I'm sureyou'reright." Jani glanced back over her shoulder and down the fabric tunnel that
connected the tent to the house. So much for shouting distance, she thought as she watched Lucien's
slvery thatch disappear amid the crowd.

The tour began and ended in the same place, asitting room on the second floor. 1t no doubt
resembled every other sitting room where such discussions had ever occurred. The chairs were large and
well padded, the windows darkened againgt any threat of accidental observation. A sideboard held a
narrow selection of hard liquor. The basics—whiskey, gin, vodka. A bucket of ice.

Sherecognized Admiral-Generd Mako. Genera Carvalla The three-star had to be Gleick, the
base commander. There was aso atwo-star she didn't recognize, but no one seemed inclined to make
introductions.

"S0." She stepped insde. "Let's get the story straight now, in case it ever comes up. Where were
we during the time this meeting never took place?"

Carvadlafidgeted. Gleick scowled. The two-star swirled hiswhiskey.

Mako smiled. "Y ou were touring the house with Colondl Pierce. Y ou stuck your headsin this
room, and spoke with General Carvala, who had ayen to sample my excellent vodkain private. A
display of Channel World curiosin my library held your interest for quite sometime. Then you and the
colond returned to the party.”

"Shouldn't | be able to describe these fascinating curios?!
"Colond Pierce will take you to see them after our meseting.”

"And what about you and Genera Gleick and Generd... 7' She thought her prompting obvious,
but no introduction to the silent stranger followed.

"Wewill seeto oursdves, Captain." Mako's smile dimmed. "Thank you for your concern." He
gestured toward avacant chair near the center of their grouping. "How are you feding?

AsJani sat, she sensed Pierce move behind her chair. "I'm fine, gr."

Mako turned to Carvalla. "Isthat true, Sophia?’



"Her test results are as screwy asever.” Carvalasipped from asmall, frosty cylinder with asilver
handle. "Roger'sworried that the readings we're getting aren't telling us what we need to know. He's
desperate enough to contact Shroud.”

Jani recaled Pimentel's edginess. "He's changed my diet. He's manufacturing anew liver for me. Is
there something else going on | should know about?"

"Not onefor the military courtesies, are you, Captain!" That was Gleick. Grey-haired.
Bullet-headed. Facelike afidt.

"No, I'mnot." Shewithheld the"sr" deliberately, and watched him squirm. "But | didn't think
you'd mind, seeing aswe al have so much in common.” She did adow three-count. " Officer-killers, al."

CHAPTER 29

Everyone stared at her. Jani sensed Pierce, still behind her, like you'd sense eyesin the forest.

Finaly, Mako broke the tenson with asmall snort of humorlesslaughter. "Not much for
preliminaries either, are you, Jani?' He wiped ahand over hisface, regarded his empty tumbler. "That's
fine. Nether an |." Theangle of his chairsde lamp highlighted hisfatigue-grooved jowls. "I gather you
arrived a this conclusion during your explorations with the odd Mr. Duong?!

"He's not odd—you just made sure everyone thought so!™ Jani sat back astiny flecks of darkness
bloomed and faded before her eyes. "My attorney had difficulty locating Rauta Sheraa Base documents|
told him should have existed. Documents I'm charged with having neglected.”

"Indeed,” Gleick growled.

Jani looked at the man. He sat rigidly straight—she would have bet her ‘pack the clear liquid in his
glasswaswater. Physically, he looked nothing like Durian Ridgeway, but she could see the similarities
just the same. The cutting voice. The air of judgmenta superiority. Behind every great man stands a
creep with a shovel . "Y ou know, Generd, | bet you made one hell of apoop boy."

"How dare you, you—" Gleick had haf risen out of hischair, but settled back in shocked surprise
when Mako held out his hand.

"Sit down, Gunter.” Thelook he gave Jani was stern, but not unkind. "I've known Spacerslike
you before. When their expertise is needed, none are better. Asyou proved yesterday, at the idomeni
embassy." He nodded dowly. "But your times are few and far between, and those betweens are the
career-killers, aren't they, Jani?"

Throwing a fistful of stars at me didn't work, so now you're trying understanding. "I had the
sort of career that killed itsdlf. | conducted audits on Rauta Sheraa Base—that was no way towin
friends” Stay on course—don't let him distract you. "Onething | learned isthat the reason documents
disappear is because they lead to bigger and better things."

"Paper disappears because nobody cares about it," Gleick grumbled. "It disappears because it
doesn't matter."

Jani ignored him. "The Kensington shipping records, for example, that described the loading of



two agers.”

Mako waved adismissive hand. "1 admitted in closed-door sessionslong ago that in our haste to
free up space for evacuees and supplies, we accidentally packed bodiesin unsuitable containers.”

Jani nodded. "Y es, and it's a shame that that story doesn't hold up, becauseit's nice and smple.
Short of space, let's get these bodies out of the way—whoops, we loaded them in the wrong sort of box,
but we werein ahurry, you see. SFC Cador was a sound move. Good randomization. If alittle nothing
colonia got stuck in an ager, well, it couldn't have been planned. Had to be an accident."

A cloud passed over Mako'sface. "'l did not consider Caldor a 'little nothing colonid,' Jani."
"Then | stand corrected.” Jani touched her face—the skin felt hot and dry. Her heart pounded.

"Areyou dl right?' Carvalaset her drink on her chairsdetable, and sat forward. "Get her some
water, please, Nidl."

Mako looked at Jani, then at Carvdla. " Sophia?’
"I don't like how shelooksat all."

"I'mall right." Jani sat back, inhaed deeply, tried to relax. But when she attempted to cross her
legs, theright one wouldn't work. She couldn't even lift it off the ground. "The question is, why go through
the trouble to rot the bodies? What was it about them that you couldn't afford to let others see?

Shelooked up just as Pierce leaned over to place the water glass on her table. His eyes proved
his only handsome feature, rich goid-brown, like honey.

"They deserved it." His voice held an eager rasp, as though he felt he had to convince her.

Jani nodded encouragement. "They ran, and you had to stop them because they were headed into
Rauta Shéraa, and once they disappeared into the city, you'd have lost them for good.”

"They deserved it. Do you know some of the thingsthey did?

"I lived some of thethingsthey did." Her dull tone made Pierce cringe. "Y ou were just supposed
to arrest them, weren't you? Those were your orders. But they ran. And you're another of Mako's
Spacers—it was between-time for you. He gave you your big chance, and you let him down.” They'd
begun to bresthe as one. Short. Sharp. Inhde. Exnde. " 'Whichway | fly isHdl; mysdf am Hdl.' "

"Book Four, Satan's entry into Paradise. Out of context. Y ou need to study before you can toss
linesat me. | livedit!"

"What did you do, Nidl, blow them gpart with along-range?’

"They deserved it!" Hisbeautiful eyes described the ugly details. He held out the glass to Jani with
atentative hand. Asif whether or not she took it from him would forever define something between them.

Jani took it. "I can't argue with that." She sipped the metallic-tasting water and set it down. "I can't
arguewith that at al. But the problem isn't whether | agree or disagree, the problemisthat | know." She
looked at Mako, Carvala, and Gleick in turn. " So, that's my side. I'm assuming you asked me here to
givemeyours."

Gleick'slip curled. "We don't owe you any explanaions.



Mako closed hiseyes. " Gunter "
"Damn it, Roshi, stop coddling her! She didn't do it for the good of the Service, like—"

"Likewedid?' The eyesthat opened held the dimming light of a suddenly older man. "No, Spacer
Kilian didn't kill for the good of the Service. She killed because people were dying horribly, and she
wanted to make it stop.” Mako tipped his glass back and forth. It had been empty since Jani entered the
room. Looked, infact, asthough it had never been filled. "Isn't that true?

Jani listened to the sound of ragged breathing behind her. Pierce, rdiving Hell. "Does it matter?’

Mako held out ahand, pam facing up. "Perhaps not." But something in the way he looked at her
indicated that it did. When he donned his uniform and gppraised himself in hismirror, he no longer felt the
way he wanted to. And he blamed her for it.

Jani read hissingle thought easily, followed itsflarelike track. ™Y ou'd have me executed, if you
could. But I've become a symbol. The Channel Worlds would make trouble, and that could increase the
dissension between the colonials and Earthboundersin the ranks. And you know afragmented Service
would lose againgt the idomeni. Nemas hinted at that, hasn't he? War. | think you blinked where that was
concerned. He couldn't have convinced Cedl to go to war over me. But you had seen the Haérin fight in
Rauta Sherada. Y ou didn't want to chance battling them with divided troops.”

"Y ou credit yourself with formidable influence, Kilian." Gleick still couldn't let go the old standard.
"You'rencthing."

Jani breathed, but couldn't sense her chest rise or fall. Her legs felt numb. Shewondered if Pierce
had poisoned the water. "If I'm nothing, then have Pierce escort me to the brig. Process me. Treat methe
way | should have been since you nailed me on Felix. Prosecute me—for Neumann's desth." She
stopped to catch her breath. " Stop throwing roadblocks in the way of Colond Vedas investigation. Then
watch her reach the same conclusion | did, because any investigation of Knevget Shéraawill lead her
right back to Rauta Shéraa Base on the Night of the Blade."

Gleick's mouth moved, but no sound emerged. Carvallatossed back the balance of her vodka.
The silent two-star, whom Jani had forgotten about, watched her unmoving, like a snake on arock.

Mako finaly spoke. "What do you want?'

"What do | want?" Jani tried to shrug. "Nothing." Her limbsfelt leaded. "To beleft done.”
"A job befitting your traning?'

"Anyonewith ascanpack can earn aliving.”

"But peoplewill ill think you akiller. They'll think you got away with it.”

"| don't care what people think of me."

"Don't you?' Mako cocked an eyebrow. "Thisisn't some Outer Circle backwater, Jani, thisis
Chicago. The Commonwed th capitd. Home base for dl us Earthbounders of whom you think solittle.
Y ou're the Eyes and Ears, afamous woman. Nema has formally declared you. Y our days of hiding are
over. What some peoplein thiscity think of you will shape your life" He touched fingersto forehead in a
mock salute. "The Prime Minister and the Exterior Minigter, for example. Let me commend you. Y ou've
managed to acquire some very powerful enemiesin avery short time.”



"Il leave Earth.”

"Y our medica condition preventsthat. The only facilitiesthat can treet you properly arelocated
here. From what Sophiatellsme, if you left Earth now, you could be dead in amonth.”

"That'sridiculous." Jani paused to bregthe. "l fed fine"

"Why are you so determined to make it hard for yoursalf?' Mako gestured to the silent two-gtar,
who set down his glass and reached into hisinner tunic pocket. "Li Cao is agreeable to releasing you, but
to appease some of her morevocd critics, she needs avictim. It'samatter of record that the late
Sergeant Emil Burgoyne threatened the late Colond Ri-kart Neumann on severd occasions. The Judge
Advocateis prepared to make aruling that dl evidence pointsto him as Neumann'skiller."

Jani looked at the eerily silent man, who had taken a piece of paper from his pocket and now
noiselessly unfolded it. "Y ou're the Judge Advocate Genera ?' He nodded. ™Y ou want me to hand my
sergeant over to save mysdf?

"Your sergeant?’ Mako smiled coolly. "He's dead, Jani. | hardly think hell mind."
"Hedidntdoit!"

The JA held up his piece of paper. "Even the most cursory glance at the late Sergeant Burgoyne's
record would give one pause, Captain." He again reached insde histunic and removed astylus. "All we
need to close the case is asigned statement from you that you witnessed such threats, but failed to report
for fear Sergeant Burgoyne would turn on you aswell.”

Jani looked from Mako to the JA. "Are you familiar with the concept of untoward influence?’
The snake didn't blink. "We have a Service to protect.”

"| trusted Borgie at my back.”

Gleick snorted. "Y ou consider that a recommendation?”

"I wouldn't trust you out of my sight!" Shefelt her eyes grow heavy. "He wasworth twelve of any
one of you." Her shoulders dumped. "He was worth twelve of every one of you."

Pierce touched her shoulder. "Kilian, takethe ded ."

Jani shook him off. " 'Ease would recant vows made in pain,’ Niall. Book Four, again. That's
another way of saying | don't want to wind up like you." She sat forward. The room darkened. "I stood
here. Neumann stood"—she stretched her aching arm, and sighted down—"four pacesin front of me."

"Five." Neumann sat on thearm of Carvallas chair, detached leg swinging sideways from his hip,
back and forth like apendulum. "And | was alittle off to the right, but keep going, keep going. I'll dance
a your execution yet."

"Not with oneleg, youwont."
"Captain?' Carvalaglanced at the chair amin darm. "Areyou al right?"

"Five paces." Jani pointed her finger at Neumann. "He told me about the patients." She squeezed
theimaginary charge-through. "He made me an offer, too." Neumann blew her akiss.

Mako and Carvallalooked at one another. Makao's eyes widened, and Carvalla sat back.



"l understand guilt,” Mako said.

"No, if you did, you'd have locked down Nial long ago. He kept turning up, and | had to ask
mysdf why?' Jani kept her finger pointed at Neumann—it felt asweighty asalong-range. "'l shot
Neumann. | didn't know whether he had drawn hisweapon, and | didn't care. I'd have killed himif he'dd
been unarmed. If held been Sitting at his desk. If hed been adeep.”

"Brava." Neumann stood, bowed to her and clapped his hands. "Do you want meto kick my leg
across the room for emphasis?'

"I killed him. Then Y olan died. Then the patients. Because of me. Then | killed the Laum. Then
Borgie and the rest of the Twelfth died. Because of me." She stopped to breathe. "I dmost died, but
John stuck hisnosein. | wish he hadn't.”

Pierce whispered, " Jani—"
"I admit to murder, yet you'll hand methelieto save mysdlf. Why?'

Mako had the gall to look humble. "Because you are a good Spacer who deserves a second
chance"

"And you're the honorable man wholl giveit to me." She watched him watch her. "I'm not
honorable. I've known that for years. It'sdifficult, at first, admitting that you're no better than what you
are, that you'll do whatever it takesto survive. Ded with whatever devil rears hishead. But it getseasier
astime goeson. Doesnt it, Roshi?"

"I'm offering you anew life

"And al | haveto doisabet thelibel of adead man." Jani held up her left hand so she could shake
her finger. Since the arm felt numb to the shoulder, she had to watch to make sure shedid it. "No, I'm
wrong. You can't libel the dead. Supposedly.” She let the arm drop. "I killed Neumann.”

"The evidence doesn't exis."
"l admitit fredy."

"The court will not accept your word as anything but the guilt-ridden ramblings of atraumétized
woman,” Mako said. "The world outside court is, of course, adifferent story."

"Y ou have paper proof concerning Borgie?"

"Of sufficient scopethat guilt can be assumed, yes"
"Whereisit?'

The snake glanced up from his paper. "Hidden, Captain.”

Jani nodded. Across the room, Neumann clucked histongue, then stuck it out at her. She stood
up dowly. "Good evening.”

Carvdlatried to rise aswdll, but Mako held up his hand, and she sat back. "Good evening, Jani.
Y ou know where we areif you should change your mind."

Pierce caught up to her just outside the door. "They're giving you achance." He grabbed her sore
arm and spun her around. "Take it and run!" Jani gifled a scream, and he released her like hot metd and



backed away.

She waited for the haze in front of her eyesto clear. "l said | couldn't argue with you about killing
them. | meant that. But there are limits—you know that better than | do." She pulled the dip of paper
from her pocket. "I had to write this down. No time to memorize everything. We're still in Book Four. It
seemed to describe you so well." She blinked at the paper until the words cameinto focus.

" 'Horror and doubt disgtract histroubled thoughts, and from the bottom gtir the Hell within him.""
She heard Pierce speak the words as she read them, and dowed her voice to pace his. He knew it better
than shedid, after dl. " "For within him Hell he brings, and round about him, nor from Hell one step, no
more than from himself, can fly by change of place.'" She paused to breathe, and heard Pierce pause
beside her. " 'Now conscience wakes despair that dumbered; wakes the bitter memory of what he was,
what is, and what must be worse; of worse deeds worse suffering must ensue.' " She folded the paper
and dipped it back into her pocket. "1 think that meansit's only going to get worse from here. | think it
means Sam Duong and Borgie are only the beginning.” She looked past Pierce's diced face, and spoke
to the unscarred man. " Smearing Borgie bothers you the most, doesn't it? It should. Shame onyou,
Sergeant. Hewas one of yours." Sheturned her back on him and walked dowly down the hallway.

"So, what do we do now?' Neumann crab-walked beside her, cartwhedling his arms, pushing the
right one back up hisdeeve every timeit dipped.

"SB,"

"Oh, Chrigt, | hate that place.”" Asthey waked through the foyer, he looked toward the door
leading to the party tent. "Wheréd your rent boy run off to?"

"l don't know."
"Guessit'sjust you and me, Kilian. At each other'sthroats, just like old times."

"Judt like old times."

CHAPTER 30

The other techs had gone on break. Sam sat at his desk and picked through his perfunctory task.
Alphabetize these lists, Sam, Odergaard had told him, while strangers guarded his dead.

"Mr. Duong?'

Sam looked up. Kilian leaned againgt the wall of one of the other cubicles. Hanford's, the
gum-chewer. He wanted to warn her that if she wasn't careful, she would stick to the partition, but
something about the expression on her face told him she wouldn't appreciate the joke.

"Captain." He stood dowly, one eye on the entry, on the lookout for breaktime returnees. "How
was your party?"

"Can you get into secured records?" Kilian's light brown face was purpled, as though she'd been
running. Y et she didn't sweat—her skin looked papery, asthough it would tear if Sam touched it. She
stepped forward, dragging her right leg. She had undone the collar of her dress tunic—a crescent of
white shirt showed inthe V. "I need—Sergeant Burgoyne's record.” She stopped to breathe. Her eyes



glimmered with fever. "Can you get it?"
"|—don't have the codes."
"Canyou find them?'
"I need to break into Odergaard's desk."
"What kind of lock isit?"
"A dnglefinger.”
"Those are easy.”
They both smiled, in spite of the odd tension, and her strange behavior.

"They're going to smear him." Kilian's smile faded. "Borgie. They're going to say"—again, she
stopped to take a breath—"he killed Neumann. But he didn't—I did."

"Because of us?'

"Yes" Kilian stared at him, her eyesfilling. It was aterrifying Sght, that abject vulnerability in one
S0 contained, like watching the ground fissure at your feet. "Y ou're Si-myam Baru, aren't you?”

"Yes" Sam sagged against the desk. He felt so weak, but just on one side. He touched the right
sde of hisface, tracing the jagged outline where the skin had peded. Up to histemple, then dongside his
edr, theline of hisjaw, to hischin. "I wondered when you'd recognize me."

"You don't look the same."

"Neither do you, Captain." Hefdt arush of compasson for her, thiswoman who lived only to
dash hersdlf against rocks. "But people are more than their faces, are they not?"

Kilian dumped againg the partition, then edged aong it and around the corner, finaly scrabbling
for purchase on the brink of avacant desk. "How did you get avay?" She squinted at him and blinked
repeetedly, as though she had trouble focusing.

Her vision is going. Hefédt for his comport pad. "I should cdl the hospitd—"
"Answer the question.”

He pulled his hand back. "Orton had been our driver during our previous expeditions. She had
never handled a people-mover of that size before, but—"

"Orton couldn't see. They'd severed her optic nerves so they could input directly into her visua
cortex."

"Thebest pilots handle acraft by fed."
"Not to that extent.”
"l was her eyes. | told her whereto Steer.”

"Right over ablind jump and into the path of a Laumrau scout.” Service disgust for al reasoning
cviliansdulled Kilian'soverbright eyes. "I saw the flash from the roof of the hospital.”



"l was never asoldier, Captain.” Civilian disgust for dl things Service darkened Sam'svoice. "I did
not understand the concept of ambush until too late." He touched hisface again. "Orton died. Fessig. |
wasthe only oneto survivethe crash.”

"Any injuries?'
"My left aam.” Heflexed it. "Broken.”
"How did you get—to Rauta Sheraa?"

"I walked for hours. The sun at my back. Toward the city. Just when | thought | could walk no
farther, | was rescued by agroup of xenoanthropologists. They had been conducting research inthe
centrd plains, and had received the evac order from their inpost in the city.” Sam watched asKilian's
shoulders rounded, dumped. She's too weak to sit up. "How did you get here from the party?"

"I swiped a scoot and don't change the subject!" Again the pause to breathe. "Who were the
xenos efiliated with? A universty? A collective?

"l wasin no condition to inquire.”
"Canyou recdl any of their names?"

"No." He had tried to remember. He recalled snatches of faces—dark eyes, kind smiles—but he
could never remember more. "They bandaged my face and arm as best they could and took meto the
shuttleport in Rauta Sheraa. From there, | begged passage from amerchant transport bound for Phillipa.”

"How did you pay? Did your rescuers pass the hat?"

"No." Details had dways been fuzzy there, too, but considering the circumstances.... "1 begged.
They let meon.”

"No one would have given abillet to abroke and injured incoherent.”
"Compassionate people exist, Captain, even in shuttle-ports.”

"Nameone." Kilian squinched her eyes shut. Opened them. Shook her head. Then she paused,
tensed, asthough she heard afar-off sound and wastrying to placeit.

"Do you hear something?' Sam watched the doorway, on the lookout for returnees.

"No oneimportant." She muttered under her breath, as though she argued with someone close by.
When shefindly looked at him, rage glittered in her fevered eyes.

"Everyone says—youre sick." Her voice shook. ™Y ou have atumor in your thalamic region that
induces—artype of amnesia. Y ou can't recal your own past, so you substitute other peopl€'s. For some
reason, you've fixated on Knevget Shéréa—and Simyam Baru. It makes sense. Y ou're both Bandan.
Similar, physicaly. But he's dead, and you are, and have aways been, Sam Duong.” She wiped her hand
across her cheek, and looked down at the floor. "Too much coincidence, otherwise. Why, after al these
years—would you wind up here?'

Why, indeed? That area of Sam'slife had aways been fuzziest of al. Why am | here?"So | could
thank you." Yes, therdief that flooded him as he spoke told him those were the right words. " For trying
... for trying to save us. | knew, if | waited here a ong enough”"—his voice quickened as his assurance
grewv—"if | waited here long enough, you'd show up. Eventualy."



Kilian stared. "Thank me—?" Her voice cracked, and she pressed ahand over her eyes.

Sam fixed his atention on the door to allow her some privacy. And to watch for his officemates,
who would befiling in any moment now.

Kilian wiped her eyeswith her tunic eeve, and looked across the gulf of yearsa him. "Could we
try to get hold of Borgie's—"

The darm klaxon blatted. It pounded eardrumswith physica force, pressing around them with
walls of sound.

"It'safiredrill." Sam swept the work ordersinto adrawer, and locked it. "Only afiredrill,
Captain." Helooked over at her. "Follow me—"

Kilian sat rigid on the edge of the desk. Her eyes had gone black glass, her skin, dun clay.

"Captain." He stepped up to her, nudged her arm, then grabbed her shoulder and shook. "It's just
adrill!”

"Y ou haveto get out." Her breath smelled like sweet vinegar. " They're coming—"

"Duong! Move your assI" Odergaard stuck his ever-red face in the door. "It took us three
minutesto clear the floor last time. Y ou know we need to bresk two!" Hisvoice rang down the hallway.
"Move! Move! Move! "

Kilian had hidden behind the partition during Odergaard's short tirade. Now, she jerked. Gasped.
"Run.”

"Ceptain—"

"Run." Shelooked himin the face, but whatever her eyes saw, he knew it had nothing to do with
him, or anything elsein the here and now. "Get out while you still have a chance. Neumann's made a dedl
with the Laumrau. They're going to perform tests on you. Y ou'll die. Y ou haveto go now!"

"But they check for Sragglers after everyoneis outsde—"

"Let them." She grabbed him by the elbow, dragged him out of the office, and pushed him down
the hall toward the exit. Then shetook off in the opposite direction and disappeared around the corner,
her stride an odd skip-walk because of her iff right leg.

He stood in one spoat, the siren blare squeezing him until he thought he'd scream. Run! Neumann's
coming! He pelted down the halls, hisweak leg causing him to sumble, up the sairs, through the building
entry, out the door, and collided with—

Helooked up into the face that stared down at him, saw white and death and eyeslikeice. This
time, he did scream.

"Oh bravo, John." Another man dipped an arm between Sam and certain doom and pushed them
gpart. Hishair waslight brown, his skin pale, but he looked like night next to the grey-suited thing beside
him. "My nameisVa Parini. Thisis John Shroud." His voice held that clipped, professond cam that
reminded Sam of flavored ice—sweet, cold, nothing. "We're looking for Jani Kilian—do you know who
sheis?'

"That lieutenant said she fled here from the party.” Shroud stalked to the SIB entry, hiswhite skin



glowing beneath the chemica discharge of the security lighting. "We need to get her out now. If what
Pimentd saysistrue—"

"What do you mean, if!" Pimentel of the surgery thregts broke away from anearby huddle and
strode toward Shroud, hisfinger raised like a shooter, medwhites fluttering in the night breeze. "Areyou
doubting my veracity again, Doctor?"

Parmi stepped between Shroud and Pimentel. " If you two don't shut the fuck up—!"

A Spacer in black night fatigues ran past them. 'Thedoorsare dl locked," she said to asmilarly
garbed figure who'd been talking to Pimentel. Behind her came outlines. Many outlines.

AsPimentel's black garb drew closer, shadows resolved into a pushed-up hoodmask. Hair like
corn-silk. "Did you try the emergency exits?' the young man asked as he pocketed a handcom.

"They'relocked from theinsde.”
"Shit." The handcom beeped, and he dapped it dlent. "Isanyone left in there with her?!

"Not according to the Fire Drill Teams. Everyone present and accounted for." The young woman
hesitated. "Sir, | think she's gotten into central systems. That means she's controlling al accessand
environmenta.”

"Override from South Centrd Facilities”
"| tried them. They can't. She'sblocked them.”
"How!"

"She said one-finger locks were easy.” Sam floundered when he redlized everyone had stilled to
listen to him. "That—that'swhat she said.”

"Does she know that much about structures?' one of the fatigues piped.
"Shewasaregistrar and asmuggler,” another said. " She knowswhere to look and whereto hide."

Glum slencefdl. They turned as oneto look &t the building, asif to assure themsdvesit was il
there.

"Her ID chip's rigged with a security lock," someone mumbled. "Just blast her one and get it over
with."

"Who said that!" Shroud's voice boomed over their heads. "Captain Kilianisgravely ill. She
requires immediate hospitaization. Sheis unarmed and adanger to no one but hersaf. If you spot her,
mark her posgition and notify amed immediatdy.” He turned to the corn-silk blond, and hisvoice
dropped. "Sheisunarmed, isn't she?"

"Yes" Corndlk sad. Both men sagged inrelief.
Shroud'sice stare sought out Sam. "I's she hdlucinating?*
Sam nodded.

"Do you know who she sees?!



"| think that's rather obvious, John," Parini said. "Congdering the circumstances.”

"You need to get in there." A thin, dark-haired man broke away from another huddle that had
gathered by an ambulance. "Carvala said she was showing Sgns of respiratory distress.”

"Her breathing isn't right,” Sam said. Again, he hesitated as everyone quieted to listen to him.
"She'sdragging her right leg.”

"Did she seek you out?' Shroud asked, broad brow furrowing.
"That's Mr. Sam Duong,” Pimentel said. "'l told you about him."
"Oh." Shroud's gimlet eyes narrowed.

"Can we get back to the matter at hand?' Parini snapped. "We know her neuropathy's
progressing. Is paraysis ever complete?’

"Rarely," the dark-haired man said. "It's not unheard of, however—"
"Answer the goddamn question, Hugh!"

"Could she stop breathing! Yes!"

Shroud paced the sdewalk. "We need to get in there."

"We're rousting someone from the JA with a spotter so we can pinpoint her location using her
chip." Cornslk's handcom squedled once more. Thistime he answered. Barked one-word questions.
Signed off. "The cracker team is on their way with ramming equipment. They'll be herein two minutes.”

"We may not have two minutes," dark-haired Hugh muttered. A ragged look passed between him
and Parini.

"What the hdl?' A singlevoicelilted in wonder. "What is she doing?"

Everyone turned, and watched as section by section, floor by floor, the lights went out al over the
SIB.

CHAPTER 31

Jani flashed the stylus, flicking closed thelast UV switch, shutting down the hospitd'sinterior lights
as she had the entrance-exit controls and the ventilation. It would be difficult to see her way out of the
centra-utilities chase with only the sulfur glow of emergency illuminsto light the narrow wakway, but it
was safer that way. The Laumrau monitored the building systems using remotescan, and amed
shatter-boxes at any areathat showed signs of dectricd life.

"I should have thought of this before the first wave." The barrage thet followed her killing of
Neumann and the subsequent fleeing of the Laumrau staff to the safety of the hill camps. The barragein
which Y olan died.

"If fucking were thinking, you'd be agenius, Kilian." Neumann's voice sounded from a pitch-dark
corner of the chase. "Otherwise, you're boxed rocks." He had followed her into the guts of the building



as he had through the halls and offices, offering sarcasm and usdless advice as she broke into desks and
cabinetsin her hunt for weapons and handy objects like the stylus.

"Y ou only started caling me stupid after | turned you down." Jani closed the switch box and
turned to walk to the door. Tried to walk to the door. Her right leg hung her up again. "I think your bias
isshowing." Sheleaned againgt thewall and tried to shake the feding back into the numb limb.

"Still time to make up for any regrettable lapsesin judgment.” Neumann stepped between her and
the door and waggled his bushy eyebrows. She would have maneuvered out of hisreach if she could
have seen him approach, but he seemed to follow quantum ruleswhen it came to movement. First hed
be one place, then another, with no transition she could see.

"I'd rather be found dead in this basement,” she said as she brushed past him, close enough to
sméll his cinnamon breath. Histhick, grasping fingers closed around her arm, and she struck out. Hiscry
of pain and rage as her fist connected with the point of his chin was worth the agonizing shock that rang
from her knucklesto her shoulder.

"Y ou're gonnaget your wish, Kilian!" he called after her as she exited the chase. Hisvoice
sounded muffled, asthough his mouth bled.

The thought made her amile.

"Borgie!" She sagged against awall and straggled for breath, then grabbed for adoor handle for
support as her legs crumpled beneath her.

"Heran." Neumann leaned againgt the wall opposite and folded hisarms. "L eft you high and dry."
The right arm dipped, and he shoved it back into place with a muttered curse.

"Hed never do that."

"Could, would, and did, Kilian." Neumann fussed with his bloody deeve. ™Y ou dways put your
faith in thewrong people.”

In the distance, adull thud echoed. Jani pushed away from the wall, and looked down the hdl in
the direction of the sound. "What wasthat?'

"How the hell should | know?' Neumann ratcheted hisleg, which had twisted out of position.
"Maybeit's company.”

"Second wave?' Jani limped down the hall. The thud sounded again, thistime with ahigher pitch.

" Shatterboxes don't thump, you dumb bitch, they sing.” Neumann shambled toward her. " Sounds
likeadoor ramto me."

"] set dl the main doorsto close before | deactivated the access controller.”

"So whoever's out there is going to have to ram through awhole ot of doors before they get to us.
Grest. That should make them good and pissed by the time they get down here.” He squinted. "What's
that suff yorking out from the stairwe|?*

Jani looked to the end of the hdl, where athick stream of gaseous muck billowed under the sedled
door. Gaseous, fuchsia-colored muck. "They're lobbing pink." Jani'sthroat closed at the memory of the
thick, cotton-candy smell. "Pink's heavy—it driftsdown."



"And we'rein the basement.” Neumann laughed. "Good job, Kilian. Y ou've set yourself up to
suffocate to death.”

"Fink's heavy—the cloud will settle around my knees."

"And what kneesthose are." Neumann's leer stripped her trousers away like paper. "Well, thered
one, anyway. The fake one, however, could bein for abit of malfunction. In fact, those animandroid
limbs of yours might be just what those little beasties need to whet their appetites for the comports and
workgtetions."

Jani tapped the fire-alarm touchbox inset in thewal by her head. "It washes out if you caich it fast.
Y ou can hose bright red air clean in seconds.” She removed the purloined UV stylus from her pocket,
activated it, and pressed it to each corner of the alarm pad in turn. As she touched the last corner, the
plagtic shield disconnected and fell to the floor, reveding ahogt of fire safety contacts, al clearly marked.
Elevators. Alarms. Extinguishers.

Jani touched the stylus to the Extinguishers dot. With aseries of hisses, reservoirsin thewalls and
ceiling opened. Liter after liter of fire-retardant foam spewed from inset sprayers, coating al surfacesin
heavy white cream.

"You idiot!" Neumann covered hisface with his hands and dashed into the nearest clear space.

Jani followed. Stopped in the entry. Looked around. What's a vending alcove doing in an
idomeni hospital ? That disquiet made way for greater concerns when she saw that no foam streamed
from any orificesin theacovewdlsor ceiling. Any pink that wended down the hal would find refuge
here, seeping into the air-handling system through the floor-level vents.

"I don't believe you did that!" Neumann spat foam, coughed foam, blew it from hisnose and
scooped it from hiseyesand ears.

"Anything that can push the pink out of the air and down will work long enough for meto think of
what to do next." Jani dapped foam from her arms and face as she opened the coolers, the cabinets, and
dispensers, looking for anything she could use as a hammer. As Neumann muttered and sputtered, she
yanked opened the last door.

What the—! She reached out, picked up what her eyes saw and what her mind called impossible.
Thelong handle, that seemed molded to fit her hands. The sensuous curve of blade. What a Siah fighting
ax was doing in avending acovejanitor's closet, she had no idea, but she wasn't going to argue with
providence. She swung it at the plastic cooler and dispenser connections—water geysered to the celling
and rained to floor.

"They're coming, Kilian." Neumann doshed to the door and stuck his head asfar as he dared into
the jetting whiteness beyond. "Those bashes are sounding closer and closer.”

Jani swung the ax through the private rainstorm, and heard another sound, a sound she knew
Neumann couldn't hear. A sound of her very own.

Do that again, augie whispered as metd cut theair. | likeit.

"Hey, Kilian, stop making like the Ride of the Vakyries. We need to find the way to the
subbasements. | thing they'rein the sairwell.”

"I'm not going anywhere." Jani stilled the blade, held it up to her face, and caught sight of her bright
eyesinthemirror metal.



You owe me, you know. Augie whispered sternly in her ear.

Jani nodded in agreement. She was never meant to escape. Never meant to be free. Shewas
meant for stedl and rainbow edges gligtening in thelight. "Didn't you say something recently, Sr, about me
waiting for the chance to blow your head off?"

"What?' Neumann turned to her, hiseyeswidening in gratifying horror as he watched her cut
patternsin theair. "That was ajoke, Kilian."

"Strange. | didn't think it funny."
"We haveto get out of herel”
"Why do you care?' Jani contemplated the blade's wispy Siah tracework. "Y ou're dead.”

"I'm not armed, Kilian." Neumann pulled hisright arm out of its deeve and waved it & her. "'l
mean, I'mredly not.”

"Haven't you figured out that among al my other sterling qudities, I'm dso adirty fighter when
need be?' Jani dashed the ax through the rain—the very molecules screamed in agony.

"Kilian!" Neumann backed too quickly, and dipped on the carpet of water. "We can work this
out!" Hefell backward with aloud splash, then scuttled cripple-crablike behind the shelter of atable.

"No. No." Jani'svoice reverbed inside her head. "I've had just about al 1'm going to take from
you."

Neumann shot upright from behind the table like a popup toy. "I'm ordering you to desst!” He
tried to skirt to one Side as Jani closed in from the other. His detached leg shot out from beneath, sending
him sprawling across the tabletop. For a perfect moment, he lay on his stomach, arm spread out to the
sde, neck exposed.

Jani sdestepped into position. Swung the ax up. " Declaration is made,” she said as she brought it
down.

Neumann's head bounced off the table and across the acove floor like a deflated soccer ball
acrossasoggy fidd, leaving ared stream in itswake, finaly rolling to rest againgt the bottom hatch of the
beverage cooler. Jani limped over toit, nudging it with her foot until she could look into the staring eyes.

"You'regone. You'redead. Youlose | got them dl out." She hesitated. "Except for Yolan." But
then, she hadn't seen Y olan's body, so maybe she got out, too. She grinned in long-del ayed satisfaction.
"They're out of your reach forever. Yoursand Acton'sand Evan's.” Shelet the ax dip from her grasp and
fal to thefloor. From down the hall, voices, confused and angered, deadened by foam, resonated flatly.
They didn't sound like Laumrau, from what she could discern amid the dosh and shower of falling water.
Sounds like English. How silly. She turned dowly and walked to achair to Sit, and wait.

"The patients are gone. Borgie and crew are gone. Y ou stay behind. Think that's an even trade,
Kilian?'

Jani whedled. Her tietops shot out from beneath her, sending her careening into thewall. She
cracked the back of her head against uncoated brick. Lights spangled before her eyes as she sagged to
thefloor.

Neumann's head rolled away from thewall. It spun to astop in the middle of the floor and righted



itself with acouple of wobbly loops.

He blinked the water out of hiseyes. ™Y ou can't murder the already-murdered, Kilian." A gurgle
bubbled up from the throat he no longer had. "'I'm going to stay with you forever and ever and ever. Till
the day you die. Which from the looks of you just might be today."

Jani dumped farther down the wall as augie leached away. Her legs had numbed. The room had
greyed. Breathing seemed too much trouble.

"Seeyouin hdl, Kilian." Neumann winked a her, and smiled.

Shefell to one side. Gradudly became aware. Of the water. Soaking her hair. Running down the
walls. Liketears. Puddling around her. Immersing her. Drowning her. Likein her dream. Drowning.

Sinking. Deeper.
Deeper.
Deep—

CHAPTER 32

Sam huddled in the passenger seat of an abandoned scoot and watched the turmoil unfold around
him.

Thefireskims arrived firdt, great scarlet brutes that spat out HazMat teams and equipment with
dartling efficiency. Theteams entered the SIB through the ram-blown doors, fighting against the relentless
stream of bodiesin foam-covered night fatigueswho struggled to get out through the same narrow
openings. Startling descriptivesin severd languages cut through the il night, following theinevitable
soggy callisons

Sam hid in his seat as the members of a spent HazM at team clustered benesth a nearby tree.

"Foam.” An older woman'svoice, exhausted and dishdieving. "All four fuckin' upper floors. And
the basement. And the subs.™

"Firg floor'sthe worst," said ayounger man. " Those jassacks with the ram punched through a
support wal into the relay station behind and ruptured an air-filter array. Microbia sieve everywherel™
He cracked thetip of anicgtick and passed it to the woman. " The conference-center auditorium looks
like the world's largest strawberry sundae.”

"Therewere nofires," another team member said with ayawn. "Who the hdll set off the foam?”

"Some nutty captain. Her augie went south—guy from Security said she broke into desks and
cabinets, found aUV stylus someone had rigged to building frequency.”

"No one outside Fecilitiesis allowed to have astylus™ The older woman groaned. "Y ou can reset
awhole building with one of those things.”

"Apparently, some people kegp them around as persona environmental adjusters.” The younger
man activated a nic-gick for himself and turned to look at the SIB, now ablaze with lights and teeming



with activity. "When was the last execution we had around here?!
"Thirty, thirty-five yearsago.”

"Well, there's going to be one toot sweet when they find whoever the hdll that stylus belonged to.”
He pulled off his hood and pushed a hand through his matted hair. "Never saw amesslikethisinadl my
life"

Sam watched the group smokein tired silence, then turned his attention back to the till figure
standing adone atop alow rise. John Shroud hadn't moved from his station since the ambulance arrived, a
heartbeat behind the fireskims. Hed made no attempt to approach the lone skimgurney that had been
pulled from the building, its burden obscured by attached monitors and emergency techs. The sole
movement he made had been a clenching of one fist when amonitor darm blared, causing theleve of
commotion around the ambulance to escalate accordingly.

Va Parini, his shirt pulled from histrousers and hisjacket long since discarded, broke away from
the anthill activity and trudged up the smdl eevation.

"How can you just stand up here like a goddamned tree?' He planted himself in Shroud's path and
folded hisarms.

"Because | can't do any good down there." Shroud's voice was level, matter-of-fact. "My years as
atraumaman arelong behind me. All I'd doisget in their way."

Parini hung his head, then dropped hisarms and plodded acircle around the other man, finally
coming to rest at hisside. "A foam-encased mound by the name of Pascal informed methat if Jani dies,
Nemaisgoing to pick us off one by onelike free range targets.”

"Let meworry about Nema," Shroud replied quietly.
Parini shrugged. Coughed. Sniffed. "John, what the hell did we do?"
"The best we could at thetime.”

"Did we?" His breathing grew more and more shaky. Then he leaned against Shroud and pressed
hisface againg his chest.

Shroud placed an arm around his shoulders. He remained quiet, hisface like carved stone, and let
Parini cry. Then he jostled him gently, the way afather would hisson. "Va?Vd, pull yourself together.”

"Yes, John." Parini pushed back. Ran ahand over hisface. Coughed again.
"vd?'
"Yes, John."

"I've spoken with Pimentel. If it looks as though—" Shroud stopped. Closed his eyes. Exhaed
with aloud huff. "We stay with her until the end, and we pronounce her. We owe her that much.”

"Yes, John." Parini's eyes squinched like a squawling babe's. Then he lifted his chin and swallowed
hard, hisface as masklike as hisfriend's.

All during that time, dark-haired Hugh stood at the base of the rise, watching. Parini beckoned to
him as soon as he redlized he was there, and the younger man strode briskly up to them.



"Shel'ssaizing. Y our specidist thinksthey should perform aDeVries shunt. Her Hybrid Indicator
Indices are skied— he'sworried about excitotoxic brain damage." He tugged at his sweat-soaked shirt.
"They need to get her to Cryo."

"Those shunts have an astoundingly low success rate—heis aware of that?' Shroud's voice
sounded dull, asif he knew the answer. "Isthat the only problem?’

Hugh hesitated, then shook his head. "Hepatic failure'simminent. I'm worried whether the adjunct
has the capacity to clean her up. Pimentel saysthey haven't been able to harvest aViable transplant. Cal
Montoya's searching al Earth facility banks for possibilities, but—" He had aready backed halfway
downthehill. "I think we better go."

"Hugh!" Parini trotted after the man, who didn't dow or even give any sign that he heard him.

Shroud remained in place. He watched the crowd disperse and distribute themselves amongst
other vehicles asthe crew loaded Kilian's Stretcher and closed up the ambulance. His eyesfollowed it as
it fagt-floated away, Srensblaring, lightsflashing.

Sam struggled out of thetiny scoot and ran to his side. "What does that mean! What you said?”

Shroud glanced down at him, acocked eyebrow the only sign of surprise on hislong, monkish
face. "Mr. Duong, isn't it?"

"What's the matter with Captain Kilian!"
"It'sdifficult to explainto alayman.”
Sam dug deep, and came up with his"ord defense committee” voice. "Do. Your. Best."

Shroud stared. "My specidist wantsto insert devices into Jani's neck and brain that will bypass
her circulatory system and perfuse the brain with a solution that can both nourish it and prevent and repair
damage from the saizures she's having." He broke eye contact, and focused on the grass at hisfeet. "But
that's not her only problem. Some foods she's eaten and drugs she's taken in the past few weeks have
poisoned her, and her liver isfailing as aresult. The toxic metabolites that have damaged that organ could
affect others, aswell. We don't know whether an artificia liver can do the job, and we can't locate a
tissue replacement.”

"Shewill die?'

Shroud gtiffened. Then he picked hisnails. The steady click click cut the ftill night like cricket
chirps.

"Why did you doit?'

"Isthat any of your business?' Shroud glanced a Sam, and offered asad smile. The expression
erased years, but aswith Kilian'stears, the hint of exposed psycherattled. "If you must know, | truly
believed | was helping her. | was ... very fond of her, and | wanted her to live forever." He turned away.
Took one unsteady step, then another. Findly, he thumped histhigh with a cage-wire fist and quickened
his stride, reaching the last remaining skimmer just asit was about to depart.

Sam remained atop the little hill and watched the vehicle float awvay. "No one livesforever, Dr.
Shroud." He waked down the hill toward the SIB. Thelawn in front of the building looked like a depot,
the fireskims having been joined by asmdll fleet of empty tankersthat had been bought over to "hold the
foam." Activity, while ill bustling, had dowed from "what the hell!" to "steady as she goes'’ asthe



discovery phase of the cleanup operation gave way to the actua cleaning-up.

The HazMat crews had disabled the building darmsto alow for the rapid deployment of hoses,
suction pumps, and portable ventilators. Sam walked up to the staging areawith the sure step of
someone who had every reason to be there. He dipped a ventilator helmet over his head, freed a pair of
boots and a coveral from the pile of discarded safety equipment, and dressed. He had to fold over the
coverdl deavestwice, and the amount of materid he had to stuff ingde the boots impeded his ability to
walk. But even the best-fitting safety gear made people look like they'd dropped aload in their pants, so
Sam decided helooked just fine.

Mogt of the cleanup centered around the first-floor conference facility. Someone had dready
tacked up a banner over the doorway leading into the space. Operation Soda Fountain had been crossed
out in favor of Operation Scoop, which had in turn been countered by the less poetic, but more apt,
Operation Suck. Rows of vacuum pumps dready filled the huge roomswith their characteristic spluttery
sounds. Sam walked past chest-high dollops of bright pink foam, and felt for one crazy moment likean
explorer in achildren's adventure sory.

The stairwell leading into the basement proved gratify-ingly empty. Helimped down, unable to
avoid the sticky, whipped-cream mounds that swallowed his boots to the knee. The hallway itself had
avoided amgor influx of microbia seve, dthough he could easily trace the pink-outlined trail s of those
who had preceded him.

Thetech bullpen ... well, shambles seemed appropriate.

Sam pushed amountain of white foam from atop his desk— it flooped to the floor and continued
to advance across the lyno like pyroclagtic flow. He removed one coated glove, touched open his
drawer, and removed the box of shrimp teaKilian had given him.

He unfastened the front of the coverall, stuffed the canister ingde, closed himsalf back up. If he
stumbled into anyone now, held say that he'd come down to recover his mess card, and gladly accept the
three-day suspension held draw for crossing the hazard line.

Sam dooshed into the hal. The foam damped out sound— the vacuum noises that hed filled his
earsin the stairwell proved barely detectable here. So quiet. Like ahospital. He looked in the direction
Kilian had disappeared, then dipped through the hip-high layer of fluff.

On hisway down the hall, an opened fire-darm station caught his attention. Someone had painted
alargeyelow X over the gaping hole, through which assorted connections could be easily seen. He
amiled, thinking of Kilian popping the cover and insarting the stylus. He relished the thought of her
creating mayhem. He prayed she would remain aive to make more.

The vending acove, the source of so much lousy tea, looked appropriately tatty. The floor was
covered with arunny, white-streaked liquid, a blend of foam and ... what? Sam saw the broken water
connections, the spray still covering the furniture and counters, and shook his heed.

"What was she trying to do?' What had happened at Knevget Sheraathat she thought smashing
water valves an appropriate response? Did she try to drown Neumann? The Laumrau? Did she even
know what she did?

He kicked something as he crossed the floor, and bent to retrieveit. A turnstick. Thelong one
Janitoria used when ceiling lights needed switching out. One of the polywood ends was cracked and
dented. She used this to smash the valves. Hismind plundered the thought. What was she trying to
do?He had aright to know. They werein thistogether, after dl.



Together.

Sam's eyes stung. He coughed, as Parini had coughed, to loosen his clenching throat. He leaned
on the tumstick like a cane as he walked to the janitor's closet to return it to its rack.

Together.

All these years, he had known, in his bones, that despite all evidence to the contrary, Jani Kilian
lived. As proofs of her death cropped up dl over the Commonwedlth like mushrooms, he treated them as
conjecture only. Anecdotal evidence, not even worthy to be dubbed hypothesis. He knew her to be out
there, somewhere. He knew that someone e se had survived the hell he had lived through. He knew he
wasn't aone.

He opened the closet door and inserted the turnstick back into its niche. He touched the places
where Kilian's hands might have gripped, and acry caught in histhroat asthe first hot tears pilled. He
stepped into the closet, inverted the bucket used to catch leaks from the coffee brewer, sat down, and

wept.

Hewept for Eva, and for Orton, and the others. But mostly, as much asit shamed him, he wept
for himsdlf. Thiswaswhat it meant, to choose Simyam over Sam. If she dies, I'll be the only one. The
only one left to remember. The only oneleft to bear the weight.

Sefet like this for years. The thought caught him like asharp blow. His breath stopped,
garting only when he conscioudy forced himsdlf to pull inthe air. She felt like this ... so alone. The sole
survivor.

He stripped the helmet from his head, let it fal to the floor.
"I don't want to be the only one! | don't want to be the only one!"

Then he thought of the dying other, and finaly wept for Jani Kilian. Wept as Parini and Shroud
refused to. Wept as people in HazMat suits splashed into the alcove and stared at him. Wept until
Odergaard, much less red of face than he had ever seen him, escorted the two white-garbed men into the
Storage room and led him away.

CHAPTER 33

Quiet, cool, whiteness. It stretched around Jani for asfar as she could see. She dept in it—it
nestled her like velvet, soft asthe wings of angels. She couldn't walk in it—when shetried, shesank into
her hipsand fell over. But that wasal right. She didn't want to walk anyway.

Neumann only bothered her once. He sprayed pink foam in dl directions as he dopped toward
her, his head nestled beneath his good arm. His mouth still worked, unfortunately. Shetold himto goto
hell and he stalked off, muttering about colonia lack of respect for their betters.

At times, sheld see onein an assortment of faces. Mae. Femae. Dark. Light. Flashes only, barest
traces of variety in an endless sea of white.

Sound. Her consciousness revolved around sound. It ebbed and flowed like the tide, fingering the
white space with swirls of imagined color.



"—and after Gruppo Helveticawinsthe Cup and | take your money, I'm going to—"

"—and the Lake Michigan Strip talks are still ongoing, but it |ooks better from our end. The
Vynsharau have backed off, just like you said. They've even turned the temperature down! And | spoke
with Tsechalast week. Hantiawas with him, and he said, " 'Colonel Frances, you must tell—" "

"—foam everywhere, and guess who hasto work cleanup detail for three fuckin' weeks because
everybody said | should have been watching you—"

"—s0 Piersand | are having alittleinformal contest, to see which one of us has aheart attack
firg—"

"—I never stopped loving you. Please come back—"

"—1'm not mad at you anymorefor ditching mein Felix Mgora, but you owe me dinner for putting
methrough hel—"

Blues. She heard happinessin most of the voices, and happiness touched her as blue. Even the
complainer, who muttered about lost gloves and crap in his hair. Granted, at times his voice radiated into
violet, with the occasiona flash of scarlet. Sdf-pity, she sensed. Worry, about himsdlf.

But blues, mostly. All the emotion that touched her cameto her in blue.

Except love. Love waswhite, like the velvet that enveloped her. She recognized the color of the
voice.

A brick crushed her forehead. Every time shetried to open her eyes, it pressed down more and
kept them closed. Sheraised her arm and tried to push it away, but something wrapped around her wrist
and stopped her.

"L'go." Shetried to pull away, and the grip tightened.
"Get Shroud.”

"Roger will haveafit if wedon't cal him."
"Thenget'emdl!"

Running. Swoosh of adoor.

"Le go!”

"Please don't struggle, Jani, you'l pull out your IVS."
"Lemme go!"

The brick smashed down.

"M'heed."

"That's swelling from the shunt, Jani. Y our head will ache every time you moveit for afew more
days"

Jani concentrated dl her strength and will on forcing gpart four parchment-thin flaps of skin. Slits
of light. Stabs of pain. She closed them, then tried again.



Shapes. Surrounding her. Watching her.
A flash of white. Bending close.

"Helo." John'sthin facefilled her view. A amile. Light green eyes, the milk skin beneath cobwebby
withfinelines.

"l remember you." Jani'swords came sow, durred. Poured, rather than spoken.

"And well you should." A last, wider smile. Then nothing.

"Menext." Va's head replaced John's. New haircut since Felix. Shorter, more Service-like.
"Cousin Finbar—isit redly you?'

His amile broke like sunrise. It was one of their Rauta Shéraa jokes. Held probably hurry to the
nurses station after he left her to jot happy notes about her long-term memory.

"Melast." Scraggly blond hair and bloodshot eyes.
"Hi, Rog. Consorting with the enemy?'

Pimentel grinned sadly. "I had no choice. Patient before pride.” Va made soothing noises, but he
ignored them.

"Hmm." Jani smiled. "Had your heart attack yet?'

His eyeswidened. Twin rounds of pink bloomed in his sunken cheeks. "Not yet. Any minute now,
though." He exhaled with a whoosh. "Y ou remember that?'

"I remember lots of things." She turned her head as much as she dared and looked at John, but he
pretended to fuss with the IV leads and refused to meet her eye.

A DeVries shunt, a procedure developed by and named after her least favorite living personin
the Commonwedl th, had been performed. The exit and entry scars, located at her hairline on either side
of the base of her skull, pulled and tingled every time she moved her neck. She had anew liver. It was
undersized since they'd been forced to insert it when it was till inits early growth stages, but it would
reach full form and function within months. To fill the gap, they'd implanted a partid adjunct to help it

dong.

Beyond that, no one would tell her what had happened or what had been wrong with her. Her
nurses fobbed her questions off on her doctors, who in turn fobbed her questions off on each other.
Pimentel chewed hislip to blood. Va oozed charm and changed the subject. John, she saw not at al.
That worried her more than anything else.

They wouldn't give her amirror. She discovered the first time she touched her scalp that they'd
shaved her head in order to jack in the shunt main and attach the moniter buttons. She estimated length as
best she could with her thumb, and guessed that her new growth consisted of a centimeter of wave.
Unaided hair growth averaged fifteen centimeters ayear. Hers had been on the dow side since her
rebuild. 1've been out over a month ? She checked the color in the curved reflection of her IV stand.
Still black. No bald patches requiring implants.

They'd left her a lérine wounds aone. The gashes had hedled to ragged red lines on her right arm,
thinner, paler threads on her |eft.



They had removed her eyefilms. Threat of infection, Morley said. Green-on-green orbs goggled at
her, warped to skewed ovals by the tubing surface. She turned away from them repeetedly, only to have
morbid fascination draw her back. Judging from the blasé reaction of the nurses, however, her eyes
appearance bothered her more than it did any of them. A day and a half passed before someone honored
her request for filmformer—the mae nurse who findly brought it expressed disappointment that shed
decided to cover them. Severa of the guys had commented that they liked the way they made her look.

Big pussycat, indeed!

By day two, the headaches eased enough that she could sit up. On day three, they removed the
IVsand fed her soup. She shocked everyone on day six by walking the hdls. Especidly Pimente!.

"Y our progressis mind-boggling. I'd ascribe it to the recuperative abilities of youth,” he said ashe
squired her back to her room. "But you're older than | am.”

"Watch it, Roger." Jani kicked off her dippers and perched on the edge of her bed. " So what do
youthink itis?"

Helooked at her with the same hangdog expression he'd worn since she awoke, and |eft before
she could demand he answer the damned question.

* * %

"Why did | release the retardant foam?"

"That's the million-Corn question, isn't it?* Lucien propped hisfeet up on her bed and tipped back
inhischair. "And not just the stuff in the ready tanks, but the stuff in the reservesand inthelines. You
activated the synthesizers, too. Overrode the metering sensors. Y up, you shoved aUV finger down its
throat and the whole damned system just went blech.”

Jani grinned. "1'm sorry about the cleanup detall "

L ucien had the decency to look uncomfortable. "Pimentel organized the tag-team talkers. He said
you might recall what we said while you werein coma, so we had to be careful .

"Thanksfor not taking the adviceto heart.”

"You hand-polish brassfixtures for three weeks and try to restrain your enthusasm!" He eyed her
with an expression of patience sordly tried. "Oh well. Nema says hdllo."

"Next time you see him, tell him hello back.”

"He'sinevitable, you know. Inexorable. All those in words.” Lucien hunched deeper into the chair.
"Beddes, if you came around, you could keep him off my back. ‘Lucien, you must tell my nia—! Lucien,
you must—you mugt—!""

Jani studied him for some sign he might be joking, and couldn't find one. "If it's so bad, request a
trandfer.”

"No." Lucien dudied hisnails. "It's il interesting.”
"Haven' figured out how to work him yet, have you?'

"I'm going to ignore that. What he really wantsisto see you. He hasto hold off, though. Cedl is



still ticked about being forced to acknowledge you. Nema said he has to throw him abone or two before
he can mention the possibility.”

"Did heredly say 'throw him abone?"
"Y eah. That handheld of his has been getting aworkout."

Before Jani could learn more, the door opened and Va sauntered in. He was sharply attired as
aways—dark green trousers and a patterned shirt in greens and browns. Late summer afoot. "Hello, |
was on my way to ameeting and—" Hiseyesdrank in Lucien, and hisfacelit. "I'm sorry, Jani, | didn't
redize you had vigitors. Lieutenant Pascdl, isn't it? We spoke once during the night in question, but we've
never been formaly introduced—I'm Va Parini."

Lucien cast him abored glance, then ignored him. "1 have to get back to work." He rose and bent
closeto Jani. "I'll stop by thisevening.”

Jani tilted her head to receive his now-customary peck on the cheek. She wasn't paying attention,
so she couldn't dip from his grasp when he wrapped his arms around her and pressed hislipsto hers. He
kissed her so hard she either had to open her mouth or risk a serious bruising. He tightened his grip when
shetried to pull away, and nipped her lower lip when she pinched histhigh.

"Speaking of ten-minute head starts,” Jani said in brisk Acadian when they finally broke gpart.
Lucien answered with asmirk, then brushed past Vd asthough he wasn't there.

Va waited for the door to close before speaking. "'l don't think osculation frangaisisonyour list
of prescribed meds.”

Jani druggled to find aless digtracting Sitting position— stimulation of one highly sensitiveregion
tended to trave. "You'rejust jedlous.”

"Nonsense. Merdly concerned for your welfare." His expression grew thoughtful as he strolled
around the end of the bed and flopped into Lucien'schair. "I've read his psych evas. Nasty augment he
has. Y ou deserve better."

"I've seen him without his shirt—he'sjust what the doctor ordered.”

"Not thisdoctor." Va adopted alook of serious concentration. " Selfish. Narcissistic. Incapable of
sympathy, much lessempethy.”

"No doppy emotionsto complicate matters—just theway | likeit."

"You're not—" Vd fatered. "Yourenot hisonly interest. Or hisonly loydlty, if | can even usethat
word in connection with him. He can't be trusted.”

"Y ou have been digging, haven't you?' Jani met his gaze—he dropped hisfirst. "I have him figured

"Think of the opportunitiesyou'reletting dip away."
"Keep John out of this"

"Did | mention aname? | was speaking of lifein generd—did | once mention my best friend, my
business partner, one of the wedlthiest men in the Commonwed th?"

"It didn't work the firgt time. What makes you think now would be any different?"



"The best amongst us acquire certain traits asthey age. Maturity. Patience. The ability to give and
take."

"We're taking about the same John Shroud, aren't we?' Jani racked her brain for a suitable
change of subject, and pounced on thefirgt thing she thought of. "How's Hugh? Morley said he was here
the night | was admitted, but | haven't seen him."

Va'srakish air vanished. He looked away, hands clenching. "He wantsto visit you, but only if he
knows he won't run into me. I'm meseting with Cal Montoyain the city tomorrow, so hell stop by then.”

"Emergency ditching in thelovelorn sea?" That had been another one of their Rauta Sherda jokes.
Jani suddenly felt the need to make him amile.

Hedid. A little. "White chocol ate cheesecake—what did | tell you?' He picked at histrouser leg.
"And he got upset. About you. Reading the fileswas one thing, he said, but seeing in the flesh what John
and Eamon and | had done ..." Hishand stilled. "He's submitted his resignation. He's leaving Neoclona.™

"I'msorry."

"Yeah." Helooked at her, eyes darkened with concern. Fear. "'l asked you on Felix, and you
didn't answer. I'm asking you again." He tapped hisfingers againgt histhigh, faster and fagter, asthough
building up momentum. Or courage. "Do you hate us?'

"You saved my life," Jani said, jJumping at the pat answer. But Va's desolate |ook informed her
that shewouldn't dip out from under that easily. How do | feel about you? Master go-between. John's
gpologist extraordinaire. She shrugged, catching herself asthe scars from the shunt pulled. "V, if wed
met under normal circumstances, | think we'd have been great friends."

"Jani?' Vd'seyesdulled in question. "Were friends now."

"Inaway." Jani studied her hands. Had the red skin grown darker than the animandroid? More
bronze? If she compared hersalf to Nema, would she see adifference?"But you're a scientist, and by al
accounts agood one, if alittle shifty on the follow-through. | think you're anxious to see how the
experiment turnsout.”

"Don't be so sure,” Va said, too softly. "Y ou haven't been on the other side of that door for the
past five weeks."

"No, I've been on the business side." Jani's voice thinned as her throat tightened. "Every timel ask
somebody a question, they dodge or clam up. What did you do to me?”

"Y ou're not in any condition yet—"
"Val."
"John ordered us not to tell you until he deemed you ready, and he hasn't deemed you yet!™

"Hasn't he? Wdll, the next time you see him, tell him to get off hisass and deem away!" Jani
kicked off her covers. "I'm going for awalk."

Va scrambled to hisfeet and hurried around the bed to her sde. "Areyou sureyou'reup to it?”’

Jani eased her legs over the bedside and probed with her toes for her dippers. "Yes. | may even
venture outsde thistime—it's a beautiful day.”



She found herself the focus of dl eyes as she shuffled down the hal on Vd'sarm. White coats
smiled. Waved. Offered the occasiond "Howyadoin', Captain?'

"It's hotter than hell out there" Val said as he escorted her to the front entrance. "One circuit
around the flower beds and I'm bringing you back in."

"| thought you had amesting.”
"Shit." He glared a histimepiece. "Stay put. I'm going to find someone to go with you.”

Assoon asVa disappeared from view, Jani took off in the opposite direction, weakened muscles
digtorting her walk into alimping skip. She had gotten thelay of theland during her previousvists—she
knew exactly where she needed to go. She cut through an empty conference room. Up another hall and
down autilities chase.

The Basic Research Group dominated the east wing of the ground floor. Jani pressed the buzzer
of the door leading into the largest, best-equipped 1ab. It swept open.

John sat a alarge desk in the middle of the room, hunched over arecording board. Atop the
surrounding benches, analyzers clicked and data-transfer stations chirped. In the background, a hint of
music from ahidden system. Elgin. Or wasit Mozart?

"Put the sequencer on the bench nearest the window," he rumbled. "L eave the samples on the

"Where do you want meto put the violin?" Jani asked as she dragged avisitor's chair over to the
desk.

John's head shot up. As soon as he saw her, hisface colored candy pink. The cruel blush clashed
with hisjacket, a crossover cowlneck in palest pearl grey.

"Vad told meyou ill play.” Jani sat and swung her feet up onto the desk. Theleft leg worked fine,
but the right still needed hoisting.

"Play?" John blinked in confusion. Hed filmed his eyesto match the jacket—the argent irises
glittered like fish scales. HEd have cut asinigter figureif not for hisface's boiled-lobster glow. He sat
back and tossed his stylus on the desk. "Oh. Yes. Oncein awhile. I'm out of practice, though." He
raised hisleft hand and ran hisfingers long an imaginary violin neck. "I'mlosing my caluses.”

"Shouldn't let that happen—it'll take monthsto grow them back." Jani glanced around the lab for
something € se to comment upon. The featureless white walls? The blaze of summer, visble through
narrow windows? Finally, she caught sight of afamiliar device aop one of the benches, and shook her
head. " Coffee brewer in the lab? For shame. Wher€'s a safety officer when you need one?!

John's expression lightened. "I was about to make fresh." He rose and crossed the floor with the
loose-limbed, liquid walk that age hadn't changed. ""Do you want some?"

"Sure." Jani settled back and watched him brew the coffee. The surroundings were more posh and
the circumstances | ess perilous than they'd been eighteen years ago, but in away, it was as though
nothing had changed. Asthough they sat in the same basement office and listened to the same recordings.
Asif nothing existed outside the walls that enclosed them.

She studied him, something she hadn't yet been able to do. He stood one-nine, but as aways, his
thin build and penchant for monochrome clothing made him look even tdler. Hishair shonein the diffuse



room light, so white and crisply trimmed it looked like a plastic cap. Jani could sill recdl itsfed between
her fingers, like shredded silk.

She pushed the memories aside and concentrated on the man who stood before her now. Time's
passage had done him afavor. Homely had become striking. Strangeness had become style.
Congratulations, Johnny—you won. Just like you told me you would.

The brewer gurgled and hissed. Dark aromas filled the room, heavy enough to cut with a Siah
blade. John poured and stirred, then ambled back to the desk and handed Jani her cup. Unadorned ivory
ceramic—weighty and solid. "Black?"

"Y ou remembered.” Jani held it to her nose and inhaed the almost solid essence. "1 drink this, |
won't deep for aweek."

John frowned. "Vd camsit etchestooth ename.” One nearly invisible eyebrow arched. "Hetold
me he made you coffee on Felix, and you liked it."

"l drank it—it was either that or die." Jani sipped, then tried to think of the words to compare
Va'sbdly wash with the nectar she tasted. "Trust me, you have nothing to worry about.”

John smiled. That'swhat | thought." The expression flavored his voice warm brown, like the
coffee. He stared into his cup, then sighed. "I'd like to think thisisasocid cal, but I'm guessing you came
here for areason." Hereturned to his side of the desk.

Jani nodded. "I waited for you to visit. When you didn', | decided it wastime for the mountain to
come to Muhammead.”

"Y ou needed your rest.” John gripped his recording board by the corner and pushed it back and
forth. "Y our recovery has progressed splendidly.” He looked at her, and his metal eyes softened. "You
look ... wonderful."

Jani tugged firgt at the lapd of her mud blue robe, then at her pillow-mashed curls. Shefelt the
heet flood her face—at least her skin contained enough melanin to obscure matters. "Pimentd thinksI'm
hedling like akid. HE'S never seen anything likeit." She labored to maintain acasua tone. "What

happened?’

John set down his cup and tented his hands. ™Y our condition, when we pulled you out of the SIB,
was extremely grave. Y our liver wasfailing, and your metabolism was deranged. Y ou began
seizing—those saizures were of sufficient scope and severity we feared permanent brain damage. The
DeV'ries shunt—"

"—cut my brain off from the rest of my body until the hepatic adjunct cleared toxic metabolites out
of my system 0 I'd stop seizing. That much | extracted from anurse named Stan, who is quite taken with
my pussycat eyes." Jani flexed her right hand and compared it again to her left. The light was brighter
here—did they till ook different?""What €l se?"

John ran ahand dong his jacket crossover. "If you're upset, we can discuss this later—"
'Wo." Jani lowered her feet to the floor—the right one hit with a thump. "We discussit now."
"You haveanew liver."

"I know that." She leaned forward and set her cup on the desk hard enough that coffee splashed
over the sde. "Pimentd wastreating me for acute intermittent porphyria, a disease he thought you gave



me when you rebuilt me. Isthat true?'

"Dont say 'rebuilt.’ Y ou make yoursdf sound like amachine." John drummed hisfingers onthe
desktop. "Y es, you suffered from a porphyria-like disorder that affects a scant percentage of the idomeni

populetion.”

"Anidomeni genetic disorder?’

"Yes." The drumming dtered to adower turn of finger, asthough he pressed adtring. "The
idomeni tissue we used when we grew the new organ was taken from an unbred born-sect. The
born-sects don't bother to repair manageabl e genetic miscues until the member is ready to breed.
Sometimes, not even then. | didn't learn that until after you ... left." He glared at her. "Ridiculous, but
thereitis" Whether hereferred to theidomeni practice or her running away, he didn't make clear.

Jani'skin prickled in darm. "Which sect?'

Another curl of finger. "The disease ismost common in Vynsharau. It affects point two percent of
their population.”

"Didyou use ... Nemastissue?'

"No!" John's face flushed anew. "Use your head, Jan! | despise him—do you think I'd give you his
tissue?'

"Right." So she wasn't related to Nemain any bizarre ways. Make that any more bizarre ways.
"Y ou repaired this disorder?!

"Of course. Then ... things snowballed.”
"Snowbadl led?!

John nodded. "Y ou suffered from one or two arcane connective-tissue disorders, and adefect in
glycosamino-glycan metabolism. And a glycogen-degradation defect that | believe accounted for more of
your symptoms than the porphyria

Jani pressed her hands together. Were thefingers of her right longer than her left?"Human defects
or idomeni defects, John?"

John's hand dtilled. "Defects."
"Human or idomeni?"
ll\h,i_ll

"Answer me! On apercent scale, how human was | when | came in here and how much hasthat
number decreased in the last five weeks?”

John leaned forward. "Jani, your transplant incision isamaost completely healed, and you were
operated on only two weeks ago. Every patient we've seen who was ever treated using a DeVries shunt
remained bedridden for at least six months and required extensive rehab. Rehab that, | may add, was
seldom entirely successful. Only twelve percent of those patients recovered sufficiently to live unaided.”
He nodded firmly, asthough that proved his point beyond doubt. "Y ou're waking around on your own
and engaging in complex socid interactions after five weeks. And your distinctive persondity"—he eyed
her ininjury—"doesn't seem changed in the least.” He touched the fingertips of hisleft hand to the



desktop, raising and lowering each in turn, like dow scales. "The advantages of hybridization are
becoming more and more obvious, and we've learned better how to take what we need and |eave the
rest behind. Y ou won't change physically—well, not much more, anyway—and the health benefits—"

"Y ou pushed me farther down the road. Hybridized me at a much faster rate than would have
occurred naturaly.”

"We had no choice! The disordersyou could have developed if we hadn't—"

Jani held up her right hand. Maybe the skin hadn't yellowed—maybe it wasthe light. "I | went to
Ca Montoyaor one of your other facility chiefs and asked them to make me one hundred percent human
again, would they be able to?!

John shook his head. "Y ou've dtered too much. They wouldn't know where to start. Y ou could
develop more life-threatening disorders, the trestment of which could lead to more problems.”

"So you did thisfor my own good.”

Helooked at her. Hislong, sad face was the first thing Jani had seen when she opened her eyes
after the explosion. For atime, it had been the last thing she had seen when she closed them at night.
"That has dways been our foremost consideration.”

Jani crossed her wrists and compared the skin color. Maybe the animandroid skin didn't tan like
the real thing. Maybe the muddy hue of her pgamas made her ook more sallow than normal. Maybe.
"Va worriesthat | hate you both, but | don't blame you for what you did in Rauta Sheraa. Y ou were
young and thought you knew everything, and you were honestly trying to help me.”

"Of course—you know we were—"

"But that was then and thisis now. Could you have modified your al-or-nothing approach? Made
do with the shunt and the adjunct until | was conscious and could make an informed decison?' She
looked at the man who had saved her lifein the way he thought best because he loved her. The man
sheld fled when she redlized what hislove meant. "Angd—"

John's breathing quickened. " Jani—"
"—could you have asked!"

He buried his head in his hands. "It was the only way to ensure your complete recovery!” He
looked at her over thetops of hisfingers. ™Y ou can trust me," he said, his voice gone velvet. Soft,
enveloping, suffocating velvet. "I know more now than | did then."

"Y ou may know more about the science, John." Jani reached for her cup—more coffee doshed
over therim as she pushed it farther away. "But you don't know a damned thing more about me." Her
knee gave out when she stood, and she almost lost her balance. John reached out to help her, but when
he looked her in the face, he sagged back in his chair and let her go without aword.

CHAPTER 34

The next morning, Jani entered the sunroom to find Hugh Tellinn Stting on alounge, leafing through



aholozine. Almost three months had passed since sheld first met him at Neoclona-Felix. In theinterim,
his hair had been inexpertly trimmed into aflip-ended mop, and his state of sartorid disarray had further
deteriorated. He turned pages with arapid, dap-hand motion, as though sitting in the sunroom set his
teeth on edge.

Then he looked up. "Jani!" It wasthe firgt time she had ever seen him smile. The expression split
hisface from ear to ear. Instead of athirty-five-year-old man with abad haircut and grab-bag taste in
clothes, helooked like aboy who had opened his birthday box and found the puppy. She could imagine
Va performing handsprings for achance to savor that open-faced happiness.

"Hugh." She waked dowly to astraight-backed chair opposite hislounge. She could sense his
examining gaze, knew he watched her posture and coordination, whether she walked easily or had to
concentrate on how to place her feet. "Do | pass, Dr. Tdlinn?' she asked as she s4t.

"Y ou look good." He tossed the 'zine aside and sat forward, his hands clasped. "I'm glad.” The
brilliant smilewavered. "l assume Va told you what happened.”

"The barest bones." Jani sat back, grateful for the support the Stiff framing offered her muscles,
which il tired quickly. "Theless he discusses a breakup, the moreit bothers him. He spent dll of fifteen
seconds summing you up.”

Hugh blinked. "Redlly?" Hetugged at a stretched-out cuff of hisdull brown pullover. "'l wasvery
fond of him, too. But sometimesthat isn't enough.”

"He said you resigned from Neo."
IIY$II
"That wasadragtic step.”

"It wasthe only way. | knew it from the start. Every time | tried to talk about you, Va would nod
and pat me on the back. Told me he understood my concern. Five minutes later, John'srattling off alist
of dl the thingsthey'd try the second they got their hands on you." Hugh rubbed his cheek. Hisface
looked drawn. Thinner. "I lived with them for over three months. Longest ten years of my life."

"Three months seemsthe turning point. That's how long | lasted, too." Jani felt awarm rise of
concern for her fellow veteran. "What are you going to do?'

Hugh's shoulder twitched. "I have family in Helsinki. | thought I'd vidit them for atime. After that?!
He rocked his head back and forth. "Bullet train through the China provinces. Ski in the Andes. I've
never been to Earth and | have enough savings to see mefor ayear or two. Who knowswhat I'll do?"

Jani covered her mouth with her hand to hide her grin. Was there anything funnier than listening to
aworkaholic discuss vacation plans?"Y ou'll hook up with ahospita within amonth,” she said through
her fingers. ™Y ou won't be happy until you're up to your elbowsin glands.”

That smile again. "Y ou're probably right. What about you?"'

"I'm stuck here until I'm stabilized to the world's satisfaction.” She crossed her legs. Right over |eft,
no hoisting required. "My lawyer told me yesterday that my adjudicating committee met two weeks ago
and tried me in absentia. Sentence, ninety days, commuted to time served. Alice loses some privileges,
but she keeps her head. I'll be discharged from the Service two minutes after I'm discharged from here.”
Don't be surprised if they process you in the lobby, Friesan had added dryly. "I'll need to find a place
tolive. A job."



Hugh cocked an eyebrow. "Vd had mentioned hiring you into the Neoclona Documents Group.”

"Not bloody likely." Jani looked at Hugh to find him regarding her with sad amusement. "I didn't
mean that the way it sounded.”

"l understand. Believe me." He pressed his knucklesto hislips. "Wel, | just wanted to stop by
and say solong.” He stood awkwardly, histoo-large trousers rumpled and bagged at the knees.

Jani gtarted to speak. Hesitated. Tried once more. "Could you do me afavor? | want you to reed
aMedRec." She handed him adip of paper on which sheld written aname. "Then | want you to come
back here, so we can talk about it."

One hour passed. Thisistaking longer than | thought. She knew that Hugh suffered a
disadvantage not being a neurologist, but she felt sure held grasp the essentials. He'd read her Rauta
Sheraafile. HEd make the connection.

Severd patients had wandered into the sunroom for their postbreakfast/prelunch newssheet
reading by the time Hugh returned. He paused in the entry, searching faces. When hefinaly saw her, the
life drained from his eyes. He shoved his handsin his pockets and s ouched across the room.

"| spoke with Roger." He reached out to her. "We're going to meet with him." He maintained his
gentle grip on her hand asthey departed the sunroom and negotiated the hdls.

Pimentd sat at his desk waiting for them. Jani memorized the details of his office, the bookshelves,
the watercolor, the view, in the sincere hope sheld never see them again.

"Jani." He glanced at Hugh. A look of back-and-forth argument passed between them. You start.
No, you start.

Jani sat down in her usua chair and rubbed her damp pams over her pgama-clad thighs. "Wdl?*

Hugh waked behind Pimentel's desk and perched on the windowsill. His choice of seating gave
the scene an "us versusthem” flavor. "Roger told me that Sam Duong had named you hisnext of kin." He
turned to look out the window. "He was admitted the same night you were. Discharged two weeks ago.”
He toyed with the light-transmission touchpad, the taps sounding harder as he continued talking. "During
his stay, he revoked your NOK designation. Legally, therefore, you have no right to know anything about
hiscondition.”

Pimentd occupied his own nervous hands by paging through afile. "However, he did mention to
me things that he wished held told you. I'm taking that as permission to discuss him with you. Besides, the
faster we clear this up once and for al, the better for both of you." He pushed a hank of hair out of his
eyes. "He spoke about you quite abit. He even volunteered to hel p talk you through your coma, but |
refused to alow it. He was too weak to be subjected to that sort of stress. We operated on him the night
he was admitted.”

Jani tried to read Pimentel's closed expression, his careful wording. ™Y ou removed the implant?*

Hugh sighed. "No." Hefindly turned from the window. "' Sam Duong suffered from abenign
neoplasm affecting the paramedian pogterior region of histhalamus—"

Jani tapped her temple. "A massin the middle of hishead. Thank you. Roger told me dl about it.”

"Jani and | have discussed the particulars of Sam's condition. She believes some of the
experiments the Laum conducted involved augmentation of the thaamus." Pimentdl removed sheets of



coated parchment from the file and laid them on the desk in front of him. "I have to admit, some of the
things you said jolted me. So | contacted Bandan Combined University and requested they send me
whatever I1D they had for SSimyam Baru." He did three pages of parchment across the desk toward Jani.
"| also requested that they search their records for a Sam Duong. Three men with that name turned up.
Two still work there. The third Ieft about five years ago, to take ajob asacivilian archivist with the
Commonwedth Service a Fort Sheridan.”

Hugh turned back to the window.

"l took asample from Sam. It matchesthat of the Sam Duong who came here from Banda. It
doesn't match Simyam Baru's." Pimentd sat back dowly, gaze locked on her face. "Smyam Baru and
Sam Duong are not the same man.”

Jani looked from one scan to the other, her heart tripping, her hands damp. "Y es, but scans can
change. The Laum may have conducted unrecorded experiments with tissue hybridization for al | know.
| mean, look a me. My current scan doesn't match my Service scan." She kept reading. Line after line of
comparator code. All different.

All different.

"Service ID scans are trace scans, Jani. Suitable for quick and dirty 1D, in most instances.
However, your ServRec aso contained afull genomic scan, which was used to confirm your ID on Felix
when thetrace IDs didn't match up.” Pi-mentel's voice remained low and steady. Cam. "The Ban-dans
are dmilarly thorough. The scansthey sent are full genomics. No chance of error or mix-up. No chance
of confuson.”

Hugh left hiswindow seat. "Through askillful melding of coincidence and storytdlling, Sam Duong
built himself a past to replace the one held forgotten.” He rounded the front of Pimentel's desk and sat on
the edge, closeto Jani.

Pimentel picked up the story line. "He worked at the university at the same time Simyam Baru did.
He may have even met him, but he can't remember and welll probably never know.” He cleared his
throat. "Nothing would give me greater pleasure than to tell you, yes, it's possible someone el se survived
Knevcget Sheraa. But | will not lieto you. Asaphysician, | cannot, and asafriend, | will not." He
reached across the desk and touched her hand. "I'm sorry."

Jani put ahand to her throat. The achein her chest made it hard to breathe. " There's no chance?’

"Simyam Baru and Sam Duong are two separate people, Jani. No, there's no chance whatsoever."
Pimentel paused. "Sam wanted meto tell you he's sorry. He said the thought of being the only one left
with those memoriesterrified him into seeking help. He didn't want to be alone.” He forced asmile. "He
caled you his'Dark Ice Captain.' He said you were stronger than he was, and that he hoped you'd
understand.”

Hugh moved in behind her and placed his hands on her shoulders. "'l wish the answer could be
different. | wish something could be returned to you, for al you'velost." Histouch melted the tightness.
Jani leaned forward and rested her head on the desk; Hugh didn't et her go until she stopped crying.

Pimentel walked her back to her room. He sat in the visitor's chair instead of on hisusua perch at
her footboard, asif he thought she might not want him too close.

"Jani." He eyed her uncomfortably. "Areyou dl right?'



"Yeah." Jani circled to the far sde of her room, and leaned against the window.
"You'resure?'
"I'd bet my license."

Jani traced afinger over the glass in the same place Neumann had sketched tic-tac-toe with his
blood. "Did hetdl you anything about that night? | don't remember what happened from thetime |
arrived at the A-G's party.”

Pimente shook his head. "He knew you halucinated. He hinted you spoke with Neumann, but
when pressed, he became highly agitated.” He smoothed a hand over the freshly made bed. "At that
point, it was enough for methat he didn't want to be Simyam Baru anymore. That he redlized therewas a
Sam Duong out there that he needed to recover. Rebuild." He thumped the bedspread, which was so
tightly tucked it whumped like atrampoline. " Speaking of rebuilding ..."

"Areyou going to say something about the SIB?"
"No." He chuckled. "l wondered if you were up to... taking acal?’
Jani saw the controlled eagernessin hisface, and felt her heart skip. "From whom?"

"Someone real, who's been worried sick about you for the past five weeks." He hesitated. "And,
I'm guessing, for ahell of alot longer than that.”

"Youll bedl right by yoursdf?' Fimentel pushed Jani's chair closeto the display. "After what you
just went through—"

"I'm fine." She pushed the chair back to a more comfortable viewing distance.
"I'll be down the hall." He glanced back at her over his shoulder. "If you need anything.”

"Thank you, Roger." Jani fingered the Misty replay activator pad, and hoped he couldn't see how
her hand shook. "'l mean that."

"Sure" Pimentd eyed her somberly, then dipped ouit.

She tapped the activator once. Twice. Third time proved the charm. The display blued. Lightened.
The face formed.

"Janila?' Her mother squinted, as though she could just see Jani at the other end of avery long
tunnel. At the age of sixty-seven common, Jamira Shah Kilian looked so much as she had nineteen years
ago, it took Jani's breath away. Only the faintest wisps of grey lightened her black hair, gathered in aknot
at the nape of her neck. Her brow and cheekbones were broad, her nose an arched curve almost Family
inits sharpness. Her skin, ashade darker than Jani's, bore afew fine lines at the corners of her brown
eyes, which still shone large and bright. Asaways, she wore abrightly colored short-deeved tee—Jani
knew her loose, belted trousers would contain a multitude of colorsto complement the current turquoise
hue. She had drawn two horizonta downcurves of hennain the middle of her forehead, which meant she
had visited the Brh shrine that day. She kept asmaller shrine at home, and only visited the neighborhood
sanctum when she wished to pray for something specid.

Jani looked away from the display toward the wall opposite until her eyes stopped swimming.

"It'svery vexing not being able to see you to speak to you," her mother continued. "'l was quite



shocked when | saw your new face. So much like my grandmother Jamuna, my father's mother whom
you did not know. | had grown so used to you looking like your father, to see my family in you now—"
She held ahand to her mouth as the seconds passed. Ten. Twenty.

The hand dropped. "1 have received so many messages these past weeks. Some of them have
been quite ... sartling. So many doctors, reassuring me you are dl right. That told me how sick you were.
Y ou can imagine my thoughts.”

Jani rubbed her forehead and imagined her hands around Va's throat. It would have been hisidea,
of course, to reassure her parents that she wasjust fine, then to nudge John into doing the same. And
Roger. And God knowswho el se.

Her mother reached out and touched the display, her eyes soft with gpology. "Y our father is not
here. Heis helping Oncle Shamusingta| systems at Faeroe Outpost. He has been there two months
common aready, and the ddays il multiply like lapin. Heisfurious, but if they do not ingdl therdlays
now, they will missthe pesk of the tourist season and have to wait until next quarter to renew the permits
and you know how anxious Shamus becomes. Already, he jumps at loud noises. Of course, most of
those loud noises are your father. But it isfor the best. He would only want to go to Earth immediately to
seeyou, and Dr. Pimentel warned us you need time to recover. Without undue strain, he said. He seems
very worried about thet. | quite like him. He seems ... normal." Her unexpressed opinion of Johnand Va
rang loud and clear.

"Y our Colonel Hals also messaged. | quite liked her. Solid woman. Lots of common sense. If she
isyour friend, you are lucky. | fed | havelessto worry."

Sheinhded shakily. "It was very slly—" Her hand went to her mouth again. " Silly of you to think
we would not want to see you. Y ou're our daughter, our only child—" She once more touched the
display. "I can't talk to ablinking screen. | want to talk to you in the same room. | want to hold my
Jani-girl—" With that, al semblance of reserve shattered. She sagged forward, her face buried in her
hands, shoulders shaking. "I don't want to cry in this booth by mysdlf. | want to cry with you. Tears
should be shared." She sat up and wiped her eyes with atattered dispo.

"I will send another message in afew days, when | can talk without crying. Dr. Shroud told mel
should send asmany as| wish, that Neoclonawill pay. That isvery generousof him, but | do not liketo
take advantage." Her eyes narrowed, lit with asharp light Decian Kilian dways referred to as'"roasted
amond." "But maybe | will. | most look forward to meeting him, Janila, when we cometo Earth." Again,
themdting. "Beaux réves, ma petite fille. Au revoir." Thedisplay blanked.

Jani wiped her face. Then she touched the reply pad. She talked for dmost an hour, telling her
mother about life on the base. Acadia Central United's continuing quest for the Cup. The weather. Her
upcoming lifein Chicago, that she had not even planned. Three months nonexistent income shot out into
space when she pressed the touchpad, but if Neoclona could pay for her mother's messages, they could
pay for hers, too. John owed her that and more.

Discharge came one week later. John and Va, who had made themselves scarce since Jani's
blowup with John, were nowhere to be seen. Morley helped her pack, while Roger lectured her on diet
and the need to take it easy. In order to stave off the heart attack held threatened her with for weeks, she
relented and accepted his offer to carry her full-kit duffel. When he staggered under itsweight, she took it
back and told him to stop being silly.

Friesian waited for her in the lobby. To Jani's surprise, Hals stood next to him. They both wore
dress blue-greys; Friesian held abouquet of mixed colonia bloomsthat looked suspicioudy like those



growing around the buildingsin North Lakeside.

"Remember what | said about atablein the lobby?' He handed her the flowers, then pulled a
sheaf of papers from the documents case that rested on the floor at hisfeet. "I was being optimistic." He
handed her the papers aong with astylus, then turned around. " Sign the bottom of pages one, four, and
twelve, then touch the fingertips of your, right hand to the sensor square at the bottom of page twenty."

Jani handed the flowers to Hals and dropped her bag to the floor. Using Friesian's back asthe
table, shewrote the codato her Service career. "Any surprises?’ She tapped him on the shoulder to
indicate she had finished and handed the documents back to him.

"Nope. It'sjust like | told you." He did the papersinto a Service courier envelope, returned them
to the case, then handed the case to amainline lieutenant who had appeared out of nowhere. "Y our first
pension payment will be deposited into agenerd account at the Service Bank by month'send,” he said as
the lieutenant departed. " Go to any branch in the city to arrange transfer to your own account.”

"Take your shooter badge," Hals added with agrin. "They'll give you two ticketsto a Cubs game."

As Jani shouldered her duffel, she caught sght of another full kit resting beside the lobby sofa.
"Whoseistha?'

Friesan held ahand to his heart. "I'm shipping out. In two hours, | catch the shuttle to Luna, then
the Reina Amalia back to Constanza. There's dready anew brief waiting for me on board.”

"Heresyour hat, what's your hurry," Hals said softly. "The lawyer shortage at colonid basesisa
well-known fact."

The three of them stared over one another's heads and struggled to keep the smiles off their faces.

Friesian broke away to the sofaand gathered his gear. Then they walked out into the burning
afternoon. A sted blue four-seater hovered in the Ten Minute ovd in front of the hospitd. Friesan raised
ahand; the officer behind the whedl waved in response.

"My rideishere dready. Imaginethat." He offered Hals asharp sdute. "Colond. It was apleasure
mesting you."

"Likewise, Mgor." Hassduted inreturn. " Safetrip.”

Friesan turned to Jani, and held out hishand. "1t's been..."

"Yeah." Jani laughed. "Sorry for dl the excitement.”

"Maybein afew years, when the dust has settled, we can hook up. Have agood, long talk.”

"Sure." Jani agreed eadly to amesting she knew would never take place. Time would interfere.
Digtance. Or mogt likely, sweet reason. Friesan would redlize that he didn't want to know what he didn't
know.

Shewaved to him one last time as his vehicle skimmed out of the ovd. "'l wonder what'swaiting
for him on Luna?'

"A nice atempted murder, he said." Hals frowned. "He may have been joking." She adjusted her
brimmed lid and led Jani to a rent-a-scoot stand.

Jani glanced back toward the hospital. Through the tinted scanglass, she could see Nidl Pierce



standing in the lobby window, dressed in pgjamas, his bathrobe wrapped tightly around him. She
hesitated, then raised her hand in farewedl. He kept his hands buried in his robe pockets; she could fedl
his eyesfollow her as she boarded the scoot, and it pulled away.

"I'm sorry none of us made it in to see you the past few weeks," Hals said as she steered dlong the
path.

Jani broke the code of that remark. "How is Burkett?'

Hals grinned. She seemed more relaxed now. Her shoulders had unclenched, and her hand rested
eadly on the steer-bar. "He's been surprisingly helpful. He arranged for everybody in FT to attend the
weekly Diplo update meetings. And well al attend Diplomacy School, which meanswe al wind up with
Foreign Service entriesin our records. Nice little notation, come promotion time." She glanced at Jani.
"He sends hisregards, by the way. Trusts you'll make yoursdlf available for consultation once you're
Settled.”

"Tel him to get out his expense book. Advice from the Eyes and Earswill not come cheagp.”

"I think he knowsthat." For thefirst time, the contentment left Halssface. "'l could have used you
here. Our interactions with the idomeni are going to get more and more complicated, and no one else
here has your experience.”

Jani glanced in the side mirror and watched the South Central Base recede from view. "Y ou can
handle theidomeni. Asfor me, well, | seem to encourage your unconventiona side.”

Hals nodded grudging agreement. "Thereisthat.” She steered into the drop-off ova adjacent to
the sation. "What timeisyour train?"

"Seventeen up.” Jani checked her timepiece. " Just enough time for meto buy anewssheet and
something to eat.”

Hals helped Jani with her gear, then ambled around the oval. " Speeking of which, if you could
suggest any news-sheets or periodicals we should subscribe to, 1'd appreciateit.” She glanced down the
gairsthat led from the train platform down to the chargelot, and stopped. "Oh. My. God."

Jani hurried to therailing to find Lucien looking up a them from the middle of the half-empty lot.
His hair glimmered in contrast to hisblack T-shirt. His beige trousers were tasteful, but fitted. Black
sunshades covered his eyes. The skimmer he leaned against looked like an oil droplet in astiff headwind,
and cost more than the entire population of Base Command made in amonth.

Has exhded with awhigtle. "Don't tell me—that's your nurse.” She shook her head in wide-eyed
wonder. "Next time | have aday off, maybe we can meet for lunch. Y ou can tell me Tsecha stories.” She
sneaked another glance at Lucien. "And anything ése you think needsan airing.”

"Sure" Jani smiled. "Thanksfor caling my folks, Frances"
"No problem, Jani." Hals gripped her shouldersin aquick hug. "Be seeing you.”

Flowersin hand, feding like an underdressed bride in her base casud tee and trousers, Jani
descended toward the vision that awaited her.

"Hello." Lucien met her a the foot of the sairs. "'l had the afternoon off. Thought you might need a
rideinto the city.”



"That wasnice of you."

"I have my moments." He tossed her duffd into the boot as though it weighed grams and not kilos,
then helped her into the skimmer as though nursing actudly was on the agenda.

Jani snuggled againgt plush black leather and ran her hand over the polished ebony dash. "Mind if |
ak?'

Lucien maneuvered out of the lot and ramped immediately onto aBoul artery. "One of the Caos,
inasmall way. Husband's spending the summer touring the colonid holdings. She's spending the day
sucking up to thein-laws."

"Does she know you're spending the day with her skimmer?”
"That'snot nice.”
llwry.ll

The Plan involved finding Jani a reasonably priced hotdl, followed by arecon misson to get the lay
of theland and possibly dinner. However, she had certain criteria that needed to be met regarding the
hotdl. By the time they found an establishment with easy accessto train ations and mgjor thoroughfares,
asecure entry, and aroom from which she could view the comings and goings on the street outside and
rapidly access stairwells, emergency exits, and aleys, the clock had struck midnight and then some and
her sdlf-gppointed guardian angel was muttering mutiny.

"Guessthelay of the land will have to wait until tomorrow." Jani stood by one of the room's
narrow windows and checked her timepiece. "Make that later today."

"That wasridiculous." Lucien lowered to the small couch, testing the cushions with skeptical
probes of hisfingers. "Everyone who was looking for you found you and threw you back—you're off the
hook."

"Humor me"
"I've been doing that since the day we met. I'm getting tired of it."

Whoops. Jani perched on one of the built-in window segts. Outside, the city lights shone. Ten
floors below, skimmers coursed, bearing people who never had to worry whether their backs were
covered. | wonder what that's like? Looks like she'd get the opportunity to find out. "Most folks have
somekind of celebration on Discharge Day." She looked at Lucien, who looked perplexed.

"Who else do you know in Chicago?"
Jani pretended to ponder. "Only you."

His expression changed to one of profound concentration. "'I'm signed out until oh-eight-thirty." He
picked hiswordslike ddicaciesfrom atray. "If that will help you make up your mind."

Jani took in the cityscape onelast time. Then she fiddled with the window adjustments until she
found the privacy setting. The cast of the scanglass dtered subtly, blocking the view from prying eyes.

"If you'retoying with me again,” Lucien said as she waked toward him, "I'm going to beredly,
redly upsst.”

"You're so suspicious.”" Jani straddled him, eased down onto hislap, and wrapped her arms



around hisneck. "Lookslikel have alot of fence-mending to do." She planted butterfly kisseson his
forehead, hislipsand cheeks, a the sametime brushing her fingertips aong the back of his neck until he
shivered.

"l should say 0." Lucien didn't waste much time on preliminaries—he had gotten the lay of her
land long ago. He pulled her shirt up over her head. The bandbra followed. He eased her onto her back
and finished undressing her; his clothes soon joined hers on the floor. Helooked like ayoung god in the
haf-light, down from the mountain to help her celebrate her freedom. He didn't tell her he loved her—she
wouldn't have believed him if he had. Love was something he did and was good t; right then it was what
she needed. First, he said things to her that made her laugh. Then he did thingsto her that made her cry
out.

Then it was histurn, and thefirst press of his naked body atop hers was a shock she didn't want
to recover from for avery long time.

CHAPTER 35

Evan sat on the patio, hischair in the shadows, glassin left hand, right hand dangling over the side.
The second bottle of the day, haf-empty, rested on the table at hisleft elbow. He had decided to wait for
aslong asit took, but it had been ahell of aday. First, news of Jani's discharge had filtered in Via
Markhart. Then his attempts to reach severa old friends had been bounced back, aong with the notice
that their serviceswould not accept callsfrom his code.

One up. Hed give the son of abitch until one up. Then held retire to the cool quiet of his office
and compose a second | etter to awider audience.

Heflexed hisaching knee, then tensed as arustle of leaves sounded from the rear of the yard.
Something rattled closer, cardlessin its gpproach, like one of the neighbor dogs on agdlivant.

A few meters beyond the edge of the reflected streetlight, the sound stopped. Then, silently asthe
predator he was named for, Mako glided into view. He wore dark clothes— long-deeved shirt and
trousers. His hands hung at his sides, empty.

Evan tossed back the balance of hisdrink. ™Y ou took your goddamned time."

Mako grunted as he stepped onto the patio. His dark shoes made no noise on the flagstone. "'l
don't know if you heard, but we've been dedling with an incident. Neoclona has turned my medical
services upside down and Cao and Tsechaare watching my every move." He sank into the only other
chair, which Evan had taken care to position in the light. "Now, I'm here."

"How much interference are you throwing out?'

"Enough. I've been properly fitted against every sort of dectronic surveillance.” The soft patter of
ergonomie clicks sounded as Mako shifted in his seat. "Y ou'd be more comfortable, I'm sure, if you put
that knife away."

Evan'sright hand clenched. The knife, a serrated bread dicer taken from the kitchen, comforted
him with itscool heft. "If you don't mind, I think I'll keepit."



"Put it away, van Reuter. If I'd wanted to kill you, I'd have done it a half hour ago, when you
stepped into the bushes to piss.”

"Y ou were out there?"

"I've been herefor over an hour, standing out by your lovely roses, watching you drink.” Black
eyes, scarcely visble through skinfolds and cheekbone, closed in pain as Mako worked his neck. "Killing
you would provide me some repayment for the hell of these past weeks, but not enough.” He opened his
eyes, and gazed a Evan in quiet disgust. "What do you want?"

Evan flexed hisright arm, gone numb from the position and the tension. "Just afoot in the door.
Idomeni consultant. Seat on a Service-civilian commission. A chanceto get in the 'sheetsoncein awhile,
keep mefrom gathering dust.” Thefina wordshung up in histhroat. "I'll take anything.”

"Bah-hah." Mako's rough laugh bubbled like astuck drain. ™Y ou'll take anything now. | know you,
van Reuter. Once you get that foot in the door, you'll force your way in and start stuffing your pockets.”

"It'sthe Family way." Evan smiled. "I'm getting arenewed taste of the Family way. | catch the
lucky break, comparatively speaking. I'm one of theirs, and they don't want to risk setting any unfortunate
precedents with the tang of revolution in the air. That makesthe verdict desth by shunning.” Herefilled his
glass. "But you're an outsider, Roshi. Y ou're pro-colonid, in spite of your protests that you're gpolitical,
and what you pulled a Rauta Shéraa Base sure as hell proved that you're anti-Family. They'd chew you
up and play flipstick with the bones."

Mako sat back, his spine sraight and gtiff asaflagpole. "'If what you say about your predicament
istrue, who would believe you?'

Evan had prepared his bluff for that one. "The Unsers, for sarters. Jerzy Unsar's married to Shella
Nawar, who just happens to be the Justice Minister's daughter. What's more, they all get dong. | predict
adomino effect.”

Mako exhded shakily. A long sllencefollowed. Findly, arumbling sigh. "Theseidomeni. They are
atrid.”

Evan's heart legpt. "Aren't they, though.”

"| daresay we could use some advice, fromtimeto time.”
"Thank you, Roshi."

"Have you got another glass?"

Evan, asit happened, did. Hefilled it, then took care to maintain his distance as he handed it to
Mako. Cornered animals could till strike, even when they seemed subdued. Hisfingers ached from
gripping the knife handle.

But Mako remained seated. He even said, "thank you." Neither offered aformal toast, but they
did sp a thesametime. A ded sedler, of sorts, although Mako would never admit it and Evan would
never think to push.

"Y ou bollixed some of the details."

"But the essentia argument is correct?’



Mako grunted an affirmative, his eyesfixed on nothing.

Somewhere down the street, voices carried in loud farewell, followed by the dull thanks of
skimmer gullwings, an insect chorus of activation whines.

"Whereld you park?' Evan asked.

Mako swirled hisdrink. "Three blocks over. House party. Skims everywhere." He looked
deflated. Exhausted. "I offered her away out.”

"Shedidn't takeit, did she?'
"She had no choice.”

"But shedidn't say 'yes.' And she didn't say 'thank you.' And she made you fed like the scum of
the earth for offering. Welcometo the club, Roshi." Evan stared at the stained flagstone at hisfeet. "Need
ardill?'

But when he looked over at Mako, he saw only an empty chair, a half-filled glass balanced on the
am.

CHAPTER 36

Jani dipped out of bed, then showered and dressed. Shetook care not to trigger the lights—she
needed to get where she was going by a certain time and she didn't want to risk waking Lucien. Odds
wereif he did wake, hed smply want to make love to her again. But he was a curious soul, and would
definitely question why shefelt the need to ssumble about in the dark a 0400 when she could be playing
with him or for that matter, just deeping.

She considered leaving him afarewel | comport entry or a handwritten scribble on a piece of hotel
dtationery. Something to leave him mumbling imprecations as he drove back to Sheridan in his Family
paramour's husband's skimmer. Instead, she blew akissto the tangle of arms, legs, and sheet sprawled
across the bed and | eft.

Thear wasthick with pavement hest, the night Sky faded to grey velvet by building lights. Chicago
never truly dept, but it did take the occasiond breather and early morning midweek appeared to be one
of those downtimes. Few skimmers, delivery vans mostly. Fewer pedestrians. Jani bought coffee from an
automated kiosk, then hurried down the main streets and byways she had mapped in her mind the night
before. She didn't need to ask directions. She had done more during the previous night's hotel search
than search for hotels.

Service Archivesloomed like aholoV ee castle on a corner across from one of her rejected hotels.
Shewalked in the front door and directly up to the desk lieutenant, and handed her one of the IDs she
had cobbled together during her short stint in Foreign Transactions, when she il thought she needed to

plan her escape.

Shewaited for Kisa Van, Major to ring up clean and green, then she wandered from stacksto
gtacks, and eventudly found Sam Duong huddled on thefloor, picking through dipcases.

"Good morning, Mr. Duong.”



His breath caught, but when he looked up and saw her, he grinned in relief. "Captain.” He shook
his head. "No, not Captain. Not anymore." He brushed nonexistent dust from his hands and stood. "How
did you know—?"

"Y ou said morning was best to do Gate searches. Not the best security. | guessed.”
"I'm surprised you remembered.” Sam struggled to hisfeet, gripping the shelving for support.

"| understand you werein hospitd the sametimel was?' - "Yes. | wanted to visit, but Pimentel
didn't think it agood idea."

"Hesaworrier. How are you?'
"Fne You?'
"Fine. Y ou had surgery?'

"Yes Pimentd saysit went very easy. Dirill, freeze, cut, cut.” Sam flicked two fingersin imitation of
apair of snips. "I don't mean to sound rude, but how did you get in here?"

"Y ou don't want to know."
"Hah!" Sam grinned. "Want do you want?'
Shetold him.

"| don't often make the entries themsalves." Sam activated the workstation, nestled in aclosetlike
office down the hall from the stacks. "It's possible my passwords have expired.” He uttered afew
Bandan phrases, then sat forward so the display could get agood scan of hiseyes. It took severa
minutes—the workstation was old and required coaxing— but eventually the correct screens burbled up
from the system depths. "Go ahead.”

Jani hesitated until he turned to her, brows arched in question. "Cray," shefinaly said. "Y olan.
Corpora. C-number M-four-seven-dash-five-six-dash-two-eight-six-R."

Sam uttered codes, touched pads, waited. "Next."

"Burgoyne. Emil. Sergeant. C-number M-three-nine-dash-one-four-dash-seven-seven-1." Jani
studied the scuffed brown lyno, the ancient paper notice tacked on the wall notifying usersto clean up
their trash. "Can you place the names where you want, or do they haveto fal in aphabeticaly?’

"| can forcefit."

"Then put Borgie's nameright at the top of the entry arch. | want Mako to drive benesth it every
time he enters and leaves the base."

Sam uttered another password. "Next."

Fifteen names, by the time they finished. Fifteen C-numbers. Then Sam punched the touchpad one
last time, and spoke the fina password, and fifteen new names etched themselvesin the Shenandoah
Gate.

"I giveit aweek." He shut down the workstation and tipped back his chair. "Two, tops. I'm not
the only checker they send out, and the names are monitored regularly.”



"Cant let colony names get on that Gate.”

"Almogt as bad asinmates taking over the asylum.”

They both smiled.

"I need to get going." Jani stood and held her hand out to Sam. "Take care of yoursdlf."
"You, aswdl." Hetook it gently. "Jani."

Who do you think you are now? Jani couldn't make herself ask him that, elther. Instead, she
ettled for wishing him good-bye, and hurried from the room before she thought of any more questions he
could never answer.

The desk smiled. "Did you find what you were looking for, Mgor?

"Yes, | did." Jani nodded briskly to the young woman and walked out of the archives building into
the new light of day. The wakways had filled in the scant time since sheld entered. The skimways had
clogged. She darted between the stalled movers and taxis and down a side street, flicked the KisaVan
ID into atrashzap, then stopped at the first decent-looking café she found. Timefor aleisurely breskfast,
before the Documents Examiners Registry opened at 0700. The day was young, and Jani Kilian had alot
to do.

THE END



