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Chapter One

The trouble with Dorellan environment suits was, they didn’t quite fit humans. With too-long arms, too-short legs and girth designed to accommodate an outsized gut, the suit gaped like a bag around a slender human frame. Tony Saviano had never considered himself scrawny, but he had cinched the suit down with three extra bungees, taped the arms above the elbows, and chosen a pair of massively oversize boots to get a reliable seal below his knees. The arrangement made him so clumsy, a simple task took on risk factors he didn’t relish; and a job like this became a nightmare.

He’d never liked working in suits, but in his thirty-four years he hadn’t acknowledged the tendency to claustrophobia till he clambered into one of these. Still, any tech spent far too much time in environments too corrosive, toxic or oxygen poor to permit humans to work at all. A ‘fixologist’ got into the habit of suits early, or else got out of the job.

The access conduit had been designed for bots, not humans, nor even Dorello. If the tube were designed to fit one of Captain Ghast’s people, Tony would have slithered through without a problem, but this pipe had a diameter so meager, not even the most sylphlike of Ghast’s crew could fit into it. As for bots ― the last went intermittent ten days before, and at this distance from a licensed dealership, warranty automatically voided itself. Service centers appeared to be nonexistent, replacement parts no more than a daydream.

The fantasy mocked Tony as he wormed through the conduit, pushing with both outsized boots, hauling himself hand over hand, up a pipe tack-welded to the inside of the access tube. Years of heavy vibration had worked the pipe loose; those welds were older than Tony, and he felt another give way as he pulled his weight against it. Loose edges sprang out, jagged, sharp as razors.

Any of them could slice through the ridiculous suit, which looked to be even older than the welds. Tony Saviano would end his short, ridiculous life right now, right here, eight meters up a service conduit in the ass-end of a Dorellan freighter, parked in a forgotten corner of a rundown spaceport on a planet nobody in the real galaxy ever heard of.

Sweat stung his eyes, prickled his ribs, and he swore fluently. His own breath rasped in his ears over the open com. He found himself absurdly grateful to hear Ringo’s harsh, booze-pickled voice:

“Hey, Tony, you okay in there, kid?”

“No, I’m not bloody okay,” Tony informed him, panting when he wished he had the breath to snarl. Not that any of this could be deemed old Ringo Rutecki’s fault. If blame fell to anyone, it fell on Ghast himself. The skipper knew his four maintenance bots were shot to hell, but buying refurbished units seemed beyond the captain’s understanding; and as for laying in enough components to keep four aged machines in working order ―

“You snagged your suit?” Ringo bleated.

Bless the old man, he sounded genuinely concerned. Tony reined back on his temper and reached down with a gloved hand, feeling along hip, thigh, knee, where a rip would open up, the moment he did snag fabric.

“Not yet.” He took a moment to catch his breath. “I’m almost there, Pop. How’s she looking?”

At three times Tony’s age, Ringo cut an odd figure: almost as thick around the middle as Ghast and his crew, half-blind and fuddle-headed after too many years up to his armpits in chemistry as toxic to humans as to Ghast’s folk. But no other human worked on the freighter Ursago
 .

Like Tony, Technician First Class Rutecki spoke the common tongue of Earth, and remembered the old world, the old people. Only Ringo reminded Tony of his humanity, his home; and only Ringo had ever been friendly toward the Irdnan
 , as Dorello called them.

Their mouths would not pronounce the word ‘Earthman,’ and the way they said Irdnan
 made it sound like the insult it probably was. Dorello made no secret of the fact they scorned humans, but those with skills like Tony’s could be useful in tight spots. They were cheap to hire, he thought cynically, since they were frequently desperate ―

And if such humans should perish this far from home, nobody asked questions. In fact, he admitted as he tugged himself to the service hatch and fumbled for his tools, no authority in the homeworlds would have investigated the death of Anthony L. Saviano III, even if he’d died on Earth itself.

“Too many of us, that’s our problem,” he muttered as he got a lever under the hatch and wriggled it loose.

“Whatchya say, now?” Ringo rasped in his ear.

“Talking about humans,” Tony told him as he fetched the replacement L44 unit from the pack strapped to his chest.

“Too many of us on Amelos?” Ringo demanded. “You gotta be kiddin’ me. Buggered if I can think of another one on this shitty planet, ’sept you an’ me.”

“Back home, I mean.” Tony wished he could wipe the sweat out of his eyes as he peered at the old, corroded L44. It had fused firmly into place, surrounded by a mess of silver-gray blisters which would eat the flesh from his fingers if he touched them barehanded.

Ringo snorted rudely. “Home? An’ where would that be?”

“Earth?” Tony suggested, plucking a tool from the pouch at his waist.

Again, the rude snort. “Can’t hardly even remember the place,” Ringo said darkly, though his tone carried a thread of nostalgia belying the words. “Got outta there more’n fifty year ago. Never went back. Never had no reason to. You forget. Wait till you’s been out here long enough. ‘Earth’ is just a sound in your ear that most folks can’t even say right.”


Earthman
 . Tony applied the crab-claw wrench and twisted hard against the L44 joint, but it had cemented itself in place with its own bubbling corrosion. Irdnan.
 Not a term of endearment. Humans weren’t good enough for the Dorello in any social sense. Their culture was too different, incompatible. But freighter captains would always sign on a human. Useful. Expendable. Cheap.

Cheaper than bots, or the spare parts to keep work bots functioning, Tony thought, and anger gave him the extra strength to move the frozen joint. He swore as it came loose, juggled it between clumsy gloves designed to fit a creature with seven fingers of very different lengths. Cursing easily, fluently, in several languages while he cleaned up the socket, he exchanged the old unit for the new.

“Okay, give it a kick, Ringo. See if it’s working,” he called tiredly.

Time had slithered away. He’d been on duty over sixteen hours already ― his downtime officially began four hours ago, right before the module in the fuel regulation system died. Without the engine idling, the Ursago
 must fall back on storage cells, and in twenty hours, red warning lights would pepper Captain Ghast’s cockpit. Moments later, the skipper would glare at Tony Saviano and Ringo Rutecki, aim a long, accusing finger, and dump the pair of them at the next spaceport where he could hire replacements.

Being dumped in the port of Barazoz without severance pay or references would be dire news for any crew, and worse for humans. Ships from all ten space-trading races used the docking and fueling facilities, but only the Dorello would, or could, hire humans. The others were hydrogen breathers, or native to the kind of gravity loading under which Tony and Ringo couldn’t even stand up for long, or kept their cabin temperature hot enough to roast humans, or maintained a breathing mix high enough in ammonia to strip human lungs.

Ships out of Earth seldom used Barazoz. Work on the docks could be tough to get, when one didn’t possess the robustness of the high-G folk, couldn’t tolerate harsh temperatures at either end of the scale, and atmospheres so acid, they scoured the lungs. And without work, a ticket out as a passenger represented another mirage.

Only Dorello shared environmental needs similar enough
 to make humans useful, even if they were socially despised. So Tony wedged himself and his ridiculous suit into the service conduit and yawned, waiting for Ringo to see the fuel regulators come back online, four hours after he should have been cleaned up, dressed in his best, with a beer in one hand and some friendly Amelosi in the other.

Ringo liked to call Amelos ‘the ass-end of space,’ because the native folk were decades, even centuries, away from developing tech of their own … but the people here were friendly, Tony thought charitably. They at least breathed the same air. Their gravity was comparable, their star pleasant. Humans could even eat their food, though it tasted odd, with a coppery tang.

And the Amelosi shared humankind’s passion for games of chance. Tony should be out there right now, watching the big wheel spin, waiting on the next turn of the machekot tiles ―

“Ain’t workin’, kid,” Ringo told him tersely. “Give it a kick.”

By which he meant, grope for the crab-claw wrench, take the unit right out of the socket, clean the fitting again, clean the unit, put it back in. Tony groaned soundlessly, gritted his teeth and gave the job the twelve minutes it demanded before he barked,

“Any joy, Ringo? Because if it’s not working this time ―”

“You’re good,” Ringo yawned. “Come on outta there … an’ mind yourself on them busted welds!”

Because even after a thorough purging before service work commenced, the environment in the conduit remained so toxic, so corrosive, exposure would land any human in the medical unit for a month … if a medical unit, credentialed to treat humans, could be found. Tony knew of none in this part of Amelos, nor in the ship’s next port of call. Vessels out of Earth avoided Barazoz for good reason.

As usual, so far from home, the Irdnan was on his own. Or her own, he allowed. Ten months ago, the Ursago
 briefly numbered a third human among its complement, a qualified loader, Cher Hendry ― the savvy kind, always on the lookout for a better ride. The last Tony saw of her, they were jostling in some fleapit port on the wrong side of Montego. Cher hooked up with the pilot of a frontier courier, and jumped her contract with the Ursago
 to leave aboard a Terran Trade Commission ship.

She wouldn’t find it easy to get another berth on a Dorellan vessel ― then again, Tony admitted as he clambered down the conduit and fed himself out into Ringo’s little engineering compartment, Cher Hendry wasn’t likely to be back this way. Not when she’d scored with a human ship, and forged a partnership with a pilot like Shaz Yoshida.

“Onward and upward,” Tony growled as he dropped out onto Ringo’s filthy deck. He shuffled deliberately into the decon cubicle, and spread arms and legs to let the high-pressure steam blast the crud off the suit.

Getting out of the thing was as bad as getting into it. Sixty seconds in decon, and he found himself fumbling with oversized gloves, picking at the tape he’d used to hold up the sleeves.

“Onward, like where?” Ringo brandished his old fashioned bowie knife ― not as old as it looked, but easily twice as useful ― and began to slice through the swatches of black duct tape sealing the tops of ill-filling boots.

“Anywhere,” Tony said gloomily. He groaned as he got the gloves off, dropped the helmet onto a cluttered bench and knuckled his eyes. “I just gotta get out
 , Ringo. Just a couple hours, before I go nuts.”

The old man looked up doubtfully from Tony’s left boot. “You ain’t got time, kid. We lift in six hours, an’ nuthin’ in this universe’ll make Ghast wait for you, if you’s late.”

Because Captain Ghast could sign another like Tony Saviano in any port. They were twenty to the credit: desperate, hungry, broke. Tony might be a certified Technician First Class, but ‘fixologists’ were commonplace everywhere, anywhere. Colleges from Mumbai to Yokohama churned them out by the legion every year. And then?


Work
 was the real fantasy, Tony decided. Ringo had been lucky to get out five decades ago, before the real fun started. “Just a few hours,” he promised, kicking off the suit, which ran wet outside with decon chemistry, wet inside with his own sweat. He needed a shower, fresh air, anything for a break, before the Ursago
 plowed back into space, bound for Barazoz, where a human, an Irdnan, could barely breathe the air or stand up under the gravity load.

Ringo watched him strip to the skin and dump his clothes into the hamper. The old man didn’t judge or appraise. He’d been out here long enough for any human to be just that. Human
 . Good, bad, beautiful, butt-ugly, stupid, smart, rich, poor, Ringo saw none of these qualities. His weak eyes peered at a naked human being and saw merely a creature like himself: fragile, vulnerable, lost in an alien millrace where the social values of Earth were so far away, so limited and limiting, they seemed preposterous.

So Tony had glossy brown skin, because his father came from much warmer islands than Vestmannaeyjar; so he grew up liking guys, not girls; even fully grown, he remained lean and wiry, like his mother’s people. His alma mater
 was unremarkable, his diploma a bare scramble-through pass, his family history checkered, his employment history questionable. Back on Earth, all this constituted more than enough to keep him in the camps till he expired of sheer old age. But out here …

Who cared what Earthmen thought or liked or did? The Chukutzu had four
 genders, never mind two, and couldn’t begin to grasp whatever ‘heterosexuality’ meant. The last hundred generations of Dorello were batch-bred in community incubators and educated in a virtual ocean of virtual information where virtual reality completely replaced school, college, workshop. Folk like Ghast sneered at a diploma from a ‘chalk and talk shop’ in a camp where resources were so meager, kids like Tony did their training in theory and went ‘hands on’ for a few scant weeks before graduation. The Ptalnshi were green skinned at birth and gradually matured to every shade of blue, mauve and royal purple between infancy and old age. They laughed disgustedly when they discovered humans’ tendency to oppress and abuse whole races over minor differences in what shade
 of brown they happened to be born ―

“Onward and upward?” Ringo chuckled. “Shit, kid, I dunno where you get them ideas! Where you from, anyway?”

Tony sighed as he searched through his locker for fresh denims, underwear, a shirt. In lieu of a shower, since he had seriously run out of time, he spritzed himself thoroughly with cologne. “You keep asking, I keep telling, then that booze brain of yours keeps forgetting.” He gave Ringo an amused, indulgent look as he thrust his legs into the jeans. “Vestmannaeyjar. Remember? Iceland.”

“The camps,” Ringo said thoughtfully. “Yeah, I recall now. Refugee or somethin’, wasn’t it?”

“Yep. Iceland. Only place that’d give survivors dry ground to live on, after the storms of ’47. They all went there, in my grandparents’ day,” Tony said philosophically. Ringo blinked curiously at him as if he’d never heard all this before, though he’d heard it several times. Booze did evil things to the human brain. Sighing again, Tony went on, “Thousands of survivors headed west in anything they could keep afloat. They put out from towns right down the Atlantic coast of Europe, especially lowlands, where the storms hit ’em worst ―

“My grandparents’d been contract labor in the Netherlands, they could only walk away from the wreckage. The rest, generations of us … born right there in Vestmannaeyjar. Folks grow up in the camps, grow old and die there.” He pulled a pale blue teeshirt over his head, tucked it into his jeans. “That’s the way it is.”

“Back home,” Ringo said doubtfully.

Not words Tony would have chosen. “You were lucky to get out when you did, Pop. There’s Earth for you: we poisoned her till the folks who ‘stay home’ are suffocating. But out here, our kind are nobody, nothing. Humans? We get by on scavenged tech, don’t own the credits to impress anybody.”

“Poor folks,” Ringo muttered, looking away.

“Just … human.” Tony dropped a hand on the old man’s shoulder. “Hey, some of us made it out. You and me, for a start.”

“Hop a Dorellan freighter, don’t never go back.” Ringo poked around in his tool chest, produced a green glass bottle of Old Kirkpatrick, half full and begging to be empty.

“You pays your money, you takes your chance,” Tony agreed. “What, you telling me you regret it? Don’t gimme any of that, Ringo! You’ve seen more of this galaxy than any ten other guys I know, including the Dorello.”

The booze roughened Ringo’s voice. “Regrets? Nah. Coulda wished to own me own ship, but it wasn’t never gonna happen. M’too old now, so … what the hell?” He toasted Tony in bourbon. “If you’s gonna grab a few hours, best get goin’.  Me, I’ll just cozy up wi’ this, take me own downtime in Barazoz.”

Tony snorted with acerbic laughter. “In that atmosphere, that gravity? Rather you than me!” He hunted through his wallet, found enough in the odd, garish scrip of three local systems to get himself a decent meal, a drink, even buy into a game, if he embraced the concept of restraint. “See you soon. If Ghast comes down here asking for me, tell him I stepped out for some air. I’ll be back before you upship.” He snatched a jacket from the tool chest, heading for the hatch as he spoke.

He felt Ringo’s eyes on him as he hurried forward, but the old man had the bottle in both hands now. In another hour Ghast might be lucky to rouse him. As usual, Ringo should be snoring peacefully before the Ursago
 headed for space, which suited Tony. The escapee from Vestmannaeyjar Camp D could tend the freighter’s cantankerous old engines in his sleep, while Ringo had lately grown more likely to dither, confuse himself and just get in the way.

The side hatch opened onto a warm, star-sprinkled night. The air crackled, sharp with wood smoke from the town, synthetic fuels closer at hand on the landing field, and the peaty aroma of the boggy lowlands on the south side. Waterfowl called from the nesting grounds there with thin, keening voices. Tony turned up his collar, though the night was warm enough, thrust both hands into his pockets and began to hustle.

He had a date with the big wheel … a plate of real food, even if it did taste odd, coppery, washed down with a few shots of something local, like a cross between rye and gin. If the goddess of fortune should take his side, he might even score an hour or two in one of the rooms over the bar, where the Amelosi hustlers came in every size, shape, gender, temperament ― and shade of green.

Just then, Tony had a taste for something around his own age, maybe a hand’s span taller, bigger through the shoulders, with the dark gold hair of the northern Amelosi, and their gorgeous, glossy emerald skin. Four times in the last trading year, the Ursago
 had landed here to offload one cargo, take on another. Four times in this port, he’d hooked up with the same Amelosi guy and had a time so fine, he wanted much more.

With a glance at the rising moons, he knew exactly where Betru should be. He quickened his pace, jogging east across the stained, cracked landing field, doglegging between the few freighters laying over in the ramshackle, backcountry port of Jiva.

Beyond a narrow margin of low scrubland, the lights of town danced invitingly along the edge of the plascrete wasteland, marking the line where indigenous blurred into alien.


Chapter Two

The hour before midnight, the Red Rooster was doing good business. A new sign swung over the door, emblazoned with what appeared to be a crimson lizard with crests of feathers from skull to tail. Close enough to a rooster to call it one, Tony decided, and certainly the locals considered the reptile’s eggs a delicacy. He couldn’t read the Amelosi language, but the chip in his head translated the name, which native speakers pronounced kushkuck
 , apparently onomatopoeic, for the creature’s voice. The Amelosi tongues were full of such words, some of which humans found amusing.

Their term for ‘booze’ was glugg
 . Tony could never hear it without a smile. Plenty of glugg
 flowed in the Rooster as he stepped in through double doors, where a towering bouncer demanded to see his money before he would let an offworlder inside. Tony flourished a fistful of diverse scrip and shouldered by, headed for the bar.

Four Dorello perched on the stools there: humanoid enough for the term to be accurate ― though the details often left humans speechless. Short legs, long arms, massive shoulders, the capacious belly of a creature with three stomachs and the massive jaw to support pulverizing the vegetables that had been their natural food a quarter million years ago; seven digits, dusky skin the color of khaki, wide amber eyes with catlike pupils. Modern Dorello were no longer arboreal, but the physical characteristics persisted. Their females preferred males with shoulders so wide, they went sideways through a door; and apparently, the bigger the belly, the heavier the jaw, the more masculine the guy. It seemed unlikely the ancestral form would change any time soon.

At least Dorellan biology fell close enough to the human and Amelosi for them to share the same atmosphere, get drunk on the same glugg
 . Seated beside them, the Cobrana crew appeared lethargic, overburdened, as Tony would have expected. They towered over humans and Dorello, but their limbs were beyond slender: fragile, feeble, designed for their own low-grav homeworld, and a powerful disadvantage here. The Cobran wore nasal tubes feeding them supplementary hydrogen and methane, and still looked sleepy in the oxygen-rich Amelosi environment; and they bundled themselves into thermal suits, from the chin down to wrists and ankles.

Still, their long, mournful faces turned pleasantly toward Tony; wide red eyes blinked in the Cobrana version of a smile of greeting, which he returned in kind. He’d always found the blue-hued, fragile Cobran pleasant company. As a race, they seemed to make few enemies and many allies. Humans had traded with them for over a century ― mankind’s critics liked to say only Cobrana tech had brought humans out here at all, and those critics were far from wrong. Tony often wished an Irdnan might work on Cobrana vessels, but the environment would soon damage a human.

The rest of the Rooster’s midnight crowd consisted of several rowdy gangs of assorted locals, reluctantly willing to make the likes of Tony Saviano welcome here, if only for his cash. Unlike the physically daunting and arrogant Dorello, and the Cobran ― flimsy, extremely long-lived and slow, slow breeders with no apparent libido most of the time ― the Amelosi were comfortably familiar to any human.

Even the smallest stood above average human height, but proportionally they had something
 that spoke to an Irdnan, said, ‘Hi, cousin.’ They were bi-gendered, comparatively long-lived; and those who hung out around places like Jiva Field, where the offworld freighters landed, had begun to leave behind the archaic ways of their people.

Three gyrobikes stood parked outside the Rooster’s door, alongside two pickup trucks, battered, rusted, belonging to local farms. Not too shabby, Tony thought, for a community where most people still rode mokes, drove mokes in harness, plowed fields with mokes. He had nothing against the indigenous animal, which to his eyes might have been a hybrid between horse and llama. But given the choice, he’d have taken the electric blue bike in the employees’ parking bay, the one with the panniers and gooseneck high beams. And he knew who it belonged to.

Betru was working here tonight, not out on the town. He paused to give Tony a wave as he spotted him at the bar. Tony waved back with a tall, frosted glass of ale, and watched the Amelosi’s long, talented fingers stack the machekot tiles. The game fell somewhere between dominoes and backgammon, with a dash of mahjong ― fiendishly complex, dangerously competitive, with seemingly arbitrary rules which sparked the Dorello to anger. Then again, the Dorello scorned any race who conceived their young physically, incubated them in a living body, and they were swift to find fault, any fault, in those they considered inferior.

“Hey, Tony!” Kenzana Emetral Betru spoke in a deep baritone, not quite bass. Working, he wore the sleek, iridescent fabric common to the Rooster’s waiters, bar staff and croupiers, but his dusky emerald skin shone with a light sweat in the evening’s humidity, and he’d unmeshed the house uniform to his navel. Tru had eight years over Tony ― taller, and good looking by anyone’s standards, with the hard-worked physique of a farm hand, the painted eyelids of a courtesan, and numerous gold rings in his delicately pointed ears. The apparent contradiction was as enchanting as it was commonplace here. Everyone painted their faces in rainbow colors, often clashing and, to Tony, bizarre.

Exotic, at any rate, he decided. The most subtle hue and pattern sent every kind of social and sexual signal. So many Amelosi were homosexual, the preference was considered entirely normal here. Tony found the atmosphere refreshing, inviting, though he’d often wondered how, why, evolution designed a heterogeneous species with a distinct preference for unisex intimacy. The Amelosi surely had their reasons, but he hadn’t yet stumbled over the facts of life here. He must ask, see if Tru ever blushed into deep shades of azure or sapphire.

Wide indigo eyes surrounded by deep purple kohl surveyed the human with mocking humor. “You’re late, man,” Betru informed him. Like so many locals, he wore his hair long, tied at the nape and tucked behind the Amelosi’s faunlike ears while he worked. It gleamed gold as the new season’s hazelnuts in the soft lights over the machekot table.

The chip in Tony’s head conveyed meaning and inflection, while Betru’s actual language still meant very little: Soi sawoy, chubu
 . Tony had soon learned to listen to the chip and meld the sound of an alien voice with the meaning which materialized in his mind on a time-lag of less than a second. Fourteen years old now, his chip was original Cobrana tech, and not cheap; but nobody left Earth without one.

“Got stuck at work,” he told Betru, “and I can’t stay too long. We upship in a few hours. I just blew a year
 with stupid, worn-out Dorellan crap, and all the maintenance bots are busted.”

“Busted,” Betru echoed as he dealt another hand to the five Amelosi at the game table. “Busted.
 ” He always liked to try offworld words on his tongue, though he had the same brand of chip in his skull. Betru had been to space, laboring in the cargo holds of Dorellan freighters till he’d seen enough of the systems between this world and Earth itself, and longed only to come home.

At least, Tony thought as he slid into a vacant chair at the table, Betru had something to come home to. Amelos was immense, with a surface area far greater than Earth’s, and a core so light, its gravity still felt comfortable, familiar, to the human crews who traded here. The world sat just off the main trade lanes between the Dorellan Mercantile Alliance, the Federated Cobrana Freeworlds, the territories claimed by the Chukutzu Hegemony, and those systems where Earth itself had begun to forge a foothold. All of which made Amelos a free-trade dumping ground for freighters needing to use the planet as a glorified warehouse ― or an open-pit mine.

Faces turned toward Tony as he shuffled in at the table, and though many were as good looking as Betru’s, none wore a friendly expression. Humans were seldom actually wanted here; only their money. So Tony flashed the wedge of scrip he’d gathered in twenty other ports since the last time the Ursago
 landed here, and, predictably, the surly faces turned away.

“Sorry, man,” Betru murmured in some blend of Spanglish, Chinglish, Angdian, the Terran lingua franca that had evolved in spaceports across countless worlds. He’d picked it up from travelers through Jiva, and pronounced it with a thick accent, but Tony easily understood while the nearby Amelosi gamblers didn’t get a word. “You guys got a history here, you know.”

“Oh, I know.” Tony shrugged off the reference. “But it all happened thirty bloody years ago. I was a kid, freezing my tiny little butt off in a camp on the edge of the goddamn’ Arctic. Not guilty, all right?”

“Sure. But they
 don’t care.” Betru gestured at the gamblers as tiles began to rattle onto the table. “You playing? If you don’t ante up, I got a manager who’s quite likely to shove his nose in and tell you to move along.”

“I’m playing.” Tony threw down the hundred lur
 ante ― in fact, a twenty Cobrana credit bill: close enough ― and took seven tiles from Betru’s nimble, talented fingers.

Tough luck, he decided, that around the time Tony Saviano had learned to toddle on the Icelandic island of Vestmannaeyjar, an Earth-based consortium tried its luck here. Not just here on Amelos, but here
 , where the shanty town of Jiva sprouted like so many toadstools alongside the landing zone installed to handle the heavy machinery for the mine.

Many of the older buildings, long abandoned by the company, remained in service today. City hall, the hospital and police station, occupied what had once been site offices, hangars, warehousing. A human entrepreneur with a name recorded in history’s more iniquitous pages, Gerald L. Bartoli-Wang, swung a deal with the headman of a village stuck in a time warp. Nobody on Amelos wanted
 a mine, with its toxic fallout and radical clearcutting, but a recent ancestor of Betru’s signed the deal, got stinking rich ― and fled Amelos so fast, his tail feathers must have caught alight, with a lynch mob ten minutes behind him

Even today, few humans lived on this planet. A damned shame, Tony decided. Amelos had the vastness humans craved, though her population remained manageable, her sky clear and blue. Forests sprawled to the horizon; the rivers ran so clean, you could put a line in the water and actually eat the fish. To an exile from Earth it sounded a lot like paradise.

With any luck, Tony thought, the lynch mob caught up with Gerald L. Bartoli-Wang. The man dropped out of sight, along with his partner, the indigenous chieftain, Shalkyr Zamaya Rok. Between them, they made off with an incredible fortune.

With a philosophical sigh, he surveyed his eccentric assortment of currency and wondered if it were possible to transplant the money gene. Fourteen years, up to his armpits in grease and goo on the engine deck of one Dorellan freighter after another, and all he had to show for it was a couple of hundred in tattered bills. Plus a job to go back to, if he kept one eye on the time, stayed sober, and didn’t mind listening to Ringo snore while Ghast bellowed over the comm as if he were talking to an obstinate secondhand bot.

“You look blue,” Betru observed, taking the house cut from the pot and dealing again. “You got trouble, Tony?”

“Just the usual.” Tony anted up, took his tiles. Garbage, as usual. “I got a Dorellan skipper who’d actually rather have his bots fixed than employ an Irdnan
 , but as for shelling out for the parts to mend ’em …? Forget it. I got a boss who’s so wasted most of the time, I
 do ninety percent of the work and he
 gets the rep for being indispensable, so I’m never gonna get off that scow.” He drained his beer and set the glass on the tray as a waiter passed by. He offered a tattered Cobrana five. “Can I get another of those?”

The waiter batted long inky lashes at him. His or her gender was so indeterminate, Tony wouldn’t have been able to guess. Amelosi females grew up big shouldered, long-legged ― flat-chested unless they were breeding, and since they birthed exceptionally tiny young, they retained the boyish body shape. Tony’s eyes returned to Betru, and he gave a groan of overt frustration.

“Not getting enough?” Betru guessed, dealing a third hand.

“Not getting any
 ,” Tony corrected. “The Ursago
 only stopped by here four times in the last year, and this time’s a touch-and-go, doesn’t even count. You ever tried getting laid in ports like Barazoz?” He looked sidelong at the Dorello and Cobran, who seemed to be haggling over some deal. A cargo had just changed hands right there, to someone’s profit. “On the Ursago
 , I … don’t often fancy the rest of the crew, if you know what I mean.” He gave Betru a rueful grin. “And you do know what I mean! You were out there yourself, long enough to see it. Know it.”

“And come home.” Betru closed the betting and began to turn over tiles, challenging the players. “I saw all I cared to see. Home is better.”

Two of the Amelosi launched into a bidding contest and Tony threw in the garbage hand. “Home is better. If you’ve got one.”

“And you don’t,” Betru said thoughtfully as the waiter sidled closer with Tony’s beer.

“And I don’t.” Tony thanked the boy ― or girl ― with a nod, and took a deep drink. “I’m also scoring zero luck at this table of your, Tru. If you don’t mind, I’ll head over and try the big wheel. I could use a few bucks. No offence.”

“None taken,” Betru said easily. “I deal fair. If luck flows in the other direction, it ain’t my problem, Tony.”

“Never said it was, mate,” Tony admitted affably. “Let me give the wheel a shot, see if I can raise a few credits. Then … when d’you get off work?” His eyes strayed idly over the long vee of emerald skin exposed where Betru had unmeshed the shimmering house uniform.

Indigo eyes flicked to the chrono over the bar. “Two more hours. That’s cutting it fine, for you, if you want to get friendly.”

“Shoot.” Tony groaned, and pressed the heels of both hands into his eyes. “This just ain’t my furlough. It’s not even
 a furlough! Junkyard dogs get more downtime, and more perks … vershek
 , I hate Ghast and his bloody ship.”

But it was a job, and beggars couldn’t hope to be choosers. He gave Betru a self-mocking look and had drifted away from the machekot table toward the big wheel, when Tru’s voiced called after him. “Watch yourself, Tony. I saw a couple of Ravek’s lads in here, not ten minutes ago.”

The name sounded familiar, but for some moments Tony struggled to place it.  Then he had it, and swore softly as he glanced quickly around, searching faces for any he recognized. Back in Vestmannaeyjar Camp D, Banni Ravek was the kind the Icelandic ‘camp kids’ called a harður strákur
 . Tony would have called him by less complimentary names, but ‘hard boy’ was good enough. Five times, he’d been busted for mugging visitors to the port of Jiva, but since Ravek never rolled Dorello or Cobran or Ptalnshi, the sentence invariably amounted to a slap on the wrist and a warning ― which any harður strákur
 seemed honor-bound to ignore.

Even now humans were not quite welcome in this part of Amelos. Perhaps a thousand lived or worked around the planet, but in this region, only their money gave them license to leave the freighter docks for the watering holes, casinos and cathouses which flourished around any port.

Tony had been lucky numerous times, never yet waylaid on his way in or out of the port; but he knew several of the local thugs on sight. None hung around the big wheel as he sidled in among the local gamblers, and he put down fifty just as the wheel began to spin.

It reminded him of the steering wheel of an ancient sea-going vessel, with multiple handholds around the perimeter. Each handhold carried a color and a number, and they rotated around a larger disk marked off with colored, numbered divisions. Players chose a number and color, and if anything matched when the wheel stopped, the payout varied. The house set the stakes, which seemed to change almost randomly, every few spins of the wheel.

Still, the odds were much better than roulette, and the game involved no skill, unlike the wickedly intricate machekot. Tony felt the pleasant buzz of the second beer as he watched the wheel set turning by a posing, posturing female ― so bored, she lacquered her toenails while it spun. He lost on the first turn, and the second, but at the third he crowed in a minor victory.

“About bloody time! Here, darling, let’s have it … yeah, six hundred.” He gathered the bills, wadded them up and kissed them. “How about another beer?”

A small voice in the back of his mind whispered that he’d already had enough, but the upturn in his luck made him beckon the waiter. He dropped a Dorellan ten onto the tray and placed another bet as the girl set up the wheel again. Cash in his pocket felt good, even if he recognized an illusion when he saw one.

The bald truth was, Tony Saviano never possessed the brains to be a scientist or engineer, nor the brutality to be a soldier. The only other escape route from Earth lay in a contract with a crew of enviro-compatible aliens, and they were few and far between. Earth’s own vessels ran crews drawn from the best of the best, highly qualified, brilliant ― or at least born to privilege and well connected. Tony had never been sure which.

On good days he liked to flatter himself: it took guts and ingenuity to scramble through trade school with passing grades, then sign with a Dorellan skipper, headed for a life that could be rough and uncertain. On bad days he wondered if putting Earth behind him, running away from every human problem, might not be more an act of cowardice.

The wheel turned again while he waited for his beer, and he lost. He gulped the bittersweet amber liquid for solace, or courage, and placed another, more cautious bet as the girl primed the wheel. As it spun, he counted his cash and calculated roughly where and when to cut his losses, step out in search of fresh air.

If Betru went off-shift in under two hours, there was still time for a quick one. Skinplay, as the Amelosi called it: zhiniki
 . Simple pleasure, release, relief. Not the lazy days in the sun and long nights in the sack he might have hoped for, but something, anything, before the Ursago
 headed back into space, and who knew when she would find her way back to the port of Jiva?

If she stuck to schedule, and no unanticipated cargo brought her back ahead of time, she would dock here again in six long months. Half a year, he thought bitterly, before he could expect to set eyes on Betru again, feel the hard warmth of him, taste the kiss he’d begun to crave.

Halfway down this third glass of Royal Snow Duck, his eyes shifted out of focus. Suddenly the Rooster seemed hotter, noisier, while sounds made less sense. He wondered dazedly if the chip in his head might have malfunctioned when the wheel operator spoke to him and her Amelosi words refused to translate.

He heard cockroach cocktail gulp-down sleepy-sleepy solemn suggestion
 , which made less than no sense. Sweat slicked his palms, his ears began to roar like the dragon-growl off a furnace.

He never glimpsed the shuffling figure in the crowd behind him. The Amelosi made way for it, let it pass unchallenged; no sound of confrontation alerted Tony. The last thing he saw was a whirl of colored lights ― the lanterns set into the Rooster’s high ceiling ― as his legs numbed, his balance spun like the wheel, and the floor hit him hard in the right shoulder.


Chapter Three

Sunlight filtered through his eyelids, red as blood. For long moments Tony didn’t move. He felt out his extremities, gave his spine the most minute experimental flex, felt his shoulder burn with protest. Memory hit him like a punch, driving the air from his lungs: the Rooster, the big wheel, the cranial chip malfunctioning, then the floor.

“Take it easy.” Betru’s voice swam out of the red-gold dimness behind his closed lids, speaking the old Chinglish-Spanglish-Angdian patois. Tony’s brain struggled with it this morning, though he’d spoken it fluently it since he was sixteen, in tech school. “You should be okay,” Betru added as a large hand cradled Tony’s head to help him roll over onto his back.

“Hvað í helvíti
 ―?” He heard the Icelandic on his tongue and coughed. When you were born in the camps, the old language came so easily.

“A good, solid shot of something potent in your ale,” Tru told him. “Enough to drop one of my people, and you humans … I’m not calling you puny, you understand, but you don’t mass a lot. It put you out faster than a clip on the jaw, but you’ll be okay. Going by the slight whiff on your breath, it was just old fashioned turi. I never heard of it killing anyone. Well,” he added thoughtfully, “not one of our folk, anyway.”

“Ó, heilagur skit
 ,” Tony groaned. He forced open his eyes and focused slowly on a high timber ceiling, rusting iron lamps and hay-hooks, a block and tackle fixed into a solid crossbeam right beside a mezzanine hayloft. “Barn.”

“Barn,” Tru affirmed. “Ours. Farm. Home.” He peered down at Tony, twitching his brows. “I brought you to the barn, because I didn’t know if you’d wake up retching. If you’re going to make a mess, make it out here. My sis would flay me alive if I let you heave all over the house! You, uh, reckon you need a doctor …? Humans could react differently to the muck you swallowed. Only, there isn’t a doctor credentialed to treat your people between here and Troopers’ Crossing, and it’s a full day’s ride ― on a moke. Can’t gyrobike it, the country’s way too rough.”

“I’m all right. Not going to puke.” Tony forced himself up off the floor, where he lay on a bed of dusty straw. He wriggled both hands into every pocket, searching for the wedge of cash. Nothing. He’d been cleaned out, and he muttered the kind of language that would have earned a tanned backside, back in Camp D. Feeling a sneeze starting to tingle, he rubbed his nose hard. “What time did you say ―?”

“It’s nine of the morning.” Tru tilted his head at Tony, waiting for the fact to hit him.

It came like another punch. “The Ursago
 ?”

“Lifted on time,” Betru said evenly. “I watched her go out. I thought your boss might’ve sent a message, with maybe an hour to spare. Even if he had, you were dead to the world. I sent a lad to run out to the ship, tell this Ringo character of yours to get over here, bring a buggy, pick you up, haul you home. The kid couldn’t wake him, and there was no sign of the skipper.” He shrugged. “He talked to one of the Dorellan deckhands, got a cuffed ear for his trouble.”

“Ringo’d been drinking before I left, he probably passed out,” Tony guessed. “Ghast wouldn’t give a crap about me. He’d just lock hatches and git. That’s the kind he is. You don’t get back aboard on time, he doesn’t wait. He’ll downship on Barazoz soon enough, hire somebody new. God knows, there’s plenty of us.” He rubbed his eyes, pulled both hands over his face. “You saw what happened to me? Ravek’s boys, was it?

“Nope.” Betru sat back in the straw, cross-legged, clad comfortably in the leggings and loose shirt of the farm folk. “I kept one eye out for them, after I recognized a couple of faces, but they only came in to drink, left again, didn’t even notice you. They might’ve rolled you, if they’d seen you win big on the wheel, but only after you staggered outside. They wouldn’t hit on you in the Rooster. The boss won’t have it.”

Tony tried his joints one at a time, working them loose. “You sure about that?”

“Positive.” Betru reached aside for a pitcher of water, handed it to him. “It’s Gurmelu’s place, she won’t tolerate rough stuff inside. Couldn’t give a vershek
 what happens as soon as you step out, but never in her space.” He paused as Tony drank deeply, slaking a painful thirst. “Besides, I saw the bastard. He dropped the muck in your ale when you were busy counting your winnings.” His brows arched challengingly. “He was quick as a sideshow conjurer, but I’m a croupier. We’re almost as quick.”

A chill raced the length of Tony’s spine. He’d been in numerous tight situations on a dozen worlds; any human who worked the freighter docks would say the same. But this one had been a whisker too close, and Betru knew it as surely as he knew it himself. When he hit the deck, the Rooster’s patrons would sneer at him, mutter about drunken humans who couldn’t handle a decent beer. Then they’d haul his dead weight out onto the sidewalk, and the constables would conveniently look the other way if the mob wanted to take him to pieces.

The locals called it ‘murder by mob.’ It happened a few times in a year, often enough to be normal, and Tony had never heard of an incident being investigated, much less prosecuted. How could the local constable arrest twenty thugs, none of whom had been clearly seen in the dark?

“Yeah,” Betru said sourly. “It stinks, Tony, but I’m pretty sure you were supposed to be history last night. My people can be sonsofbitches. What can I tell you? We’re territorial, it’s what we are. We’re still fighting border wars, hand to hand, on the low continent. Killing each other for straying over imaginary lines in the sand! How stupid is that? A lot of the bastards around here are dumber than mud, even while the farmers near the spaceports drool over fusion tractors!” He shook his head slowly. “The truth is, there’s a lot of Amelosi who don’t want aliens on this planet at all. Any
 aliens.”

“Much less humans, after the mess they made right here, thirty years ago.” Tony looked up with a rueful expression. “Well, I’m stuck. Looks like I’m going nowhere before a human or Dorellan ship gets in, and needs a tech. The Ursago
 itself gets back in six months … Ghast would probably take me back on. He can always use a tech, because we’re cheaper than keeping the bots online.”

Betru’s brow creased deeply. “Six months.”

“What, you don’t want me around?” Tony gave him a leer. “We’ve always been good together, you and me. I can work. I never worked on a farm, but we grew our own food in Vestmannaeyjar Camp D, so I know a spade from a hoe. Tell me what to do, and I do it. I’m also a bot tech, and a good one. There’s got to be work around Jiva for a handy mechanic.”

“None of that’s the problem,” Betru protested quietly. “Tony, somebody tried to kill you last night. To murder you
 , not some random alien. They’d have bloody done it, if I hadn’t seen the bastard slip something in your glass. I grabbed you, soon as you hit the floor, had one of the others cover for me on the machekot table. I carried you up to Gurmelu’s rooms ― told her,” he said angrily, “some goddamn cockroach put something in your beer. You went out like a light, you needed to sleep it off. Damnit, Tony, I wasn’t even sure you’d wake! A big enough dose, you’d have died. Turi can be lethal, if you get too much.”

The word ‘cockroach’ jogged Tony’s willful memory, and he remembered the jumble of apparent gibberish from the girl on the big wheel. Cockroach cocktail gulp-down sleepy-time solemn suggestion.
 This morning his un-fuddled brain made sense of it at once: a serious warning, a heavy sedative in his glass, swallow it at his peril. With a groan, he pressed his face into both palms. By the time the words made it through the first kick of the drug, he was already too far gone to make sense of them ― not that he could have protected himself even if he had.

“Cockroach?” he echoed, one brow crooked at Betru.

The Amelosi’s head dipped in a nod which sent stray locks over his forehead. He swept them back. “I saw the one: an Erellik. My people tolerate them because they come in here loaded with tech and money, and we need both. But there’s a nasty bug, swarms out of the bogland, looks so much like the Erellik … we kill bog beetles, every chance we get, before they drill through the hide of any livestock they can find, lay a load of eggs, and the poor beast’ll go mad with pain when the maggots start to feed. In spring, we pour oil on the swamps and burn them to be rid of the new hatching of chikatu
 . Then the Erellik wander in here looking too similar for comfort, throw their weight around like they own the place ― like they believe they can buy and sell us, and our price is tech.”

An acid wave of cynicism overwhelmed Tony. “Amelosi are always keen to trade for tech. You got none of your own. When you get it, you can’t fix it, because it’s tough to get spare parts ― and most people wouldn’t know what to do with ’em if you had ’em. Local farmers, fixing microelectronics? Not a chance.”

“When some gadget goes wrong, it gets dumped, replaced,” Betru sighed. “Hey, Amelosi are way behind you. Not our fault. We push the buttons, drive the machines, we don’t know how they work!” He made a mocking face. “Our scientists
 just figured out how to make steam drive an engine. Up north, they’re laying rails, logging whole forests, digging coal out of the ground, filling the sky with filth.”

“Christ.” Tony looked away. “Somebody needs to sell those idiots an old fashioned thorium generator, show ’em how to hook it up, before any more damage gets done.” He gave Betru a dark, somber look. “Don’t go the route we did, Tru. I told you enough about Earth.”

“I’ve visited your planet,” Tru said softly. “Sixteen billion people, skies the color of bog mud, a climate that’d kill a bull Dorello in his prime.” He made dismissive gestures. “Our government’ll trade for fusion soon enough. Get the engines running on Cobrana tech. We’re just lucky to have fuel elements the Cobran want enough to talk a deal with the big-noises up in Reimas. You’re a gambling man: I’ll give you odds, the trade treaties are already being hammered out.”

“I hope they are.” Tony struggled to his knees and waited for the barn to stop spinning. “Not my problem. Uh, I’m in deep shit, aren’t I?”

“Wading in it, up to your armpits, old son.” Betru rose smoothly to his feet, took Tony’s shoulders between big hands and lifted him with a gentleness Tony appreciated. “I’m bloody worried for you, Tony. The Erellik who doped you snuck back outside, but he’d have waited, watching for the mob to do
 you. If a bunch of Jiva’s thugs ― and there’s plenty of them! ― didn’t take you, he’d have done the job himself.” He paused for a pregnant moment. “The bastard would’ve seen me take you out of the Rooster when I got off work. Means he knows you’re alive, and where you are.”

“He’ll try again,” Tony said soundlessly. He took a long deep breath, hands on Tru’s hips to steady himself as his balance wandered. “Damnit, I never gave anybody a reason to kill me!” He looked up, wide-eyed, into Betru’s solemn face. “I’m in dead trouble. And I do mean ‘dead’.”

“I think you are.” Betru sighed exasperatedly over him. “You should’ve stayed on the Ursago
 . You’d have been offworld by now. Safe.”

Tony managed a stiff-shouldered shrug. “I wanted to get out for a few hours, get a beer.”

“Get laid,” Tru added, mocking mildly.

“Wouldn’t you?” Tony reached up, drew a caress about one dusky emerald cheek, one graceful ear. The Amelosi didn’t grow facial hair, and Tru’s jaw was smooth as a girl’s, though the hands on Tony’s arms were hard, the muscles roped through his arms and shoulders. “You’ve been to space, spent long enough in ports like Barazoz ―”

“Also Colombo, and Ecuador, and Gabon,” Tru chided.

“― to know what it’s like.”

“I do.” Tru sighed. “Not your fault, medji
 . But you’re still wading in it. We need to track down the Erellik who doped you, find out who, and why.”

“Get my bloody money back,” Tony grumbled. “I won six hundred!”

“I saw.”

“I’ll need every lur
 of it, if I’m marooned here for six months.” Tony pulled his shoulders square with an effort and said plaintively, “I’m hungry.”

At last Betru chuckled. “Fortunately for you, humans can eat our food! Come with me, let’s get you fed, get you something to wear that makes you stand out less in a crowd. Then we’ll talk about that roach.”

Something in his tone made Tony’s ears prick. “You knew him?”

But Betru made doubtful noises. “Didn’t recognize him, as such. I don’t hang out with Erellik, they’re not my kind of folks … and I use the word loosely. Folks? They’re like chikatu
 , they despise Amelosi, and most of the buggers are probably about half as trustworthy as bog beetles!”

In fact, the Erellik reminded Tony of a cross between ants and bees, but the resemblance was pure coincidence. He knew they were close to hive-minded, though individuals retained their sense of self, each had a name, a rank. None of this bothered Tony, but the multiple limbs and eight hemispherical, black, expressionless eyes made him uncomfortable, with echoes of some inborn phobia inherited from a mother world so far away, few people out here could pronounce the word Earth
 . The Erellik were egg-layers, voraciously carnivorous; but then, so were eagles and hawks, and those, Tony had always admired.

“Would you recognize this ‘guy’ again?” he asked doubtfully. “I don’t even know any Erellik!”

Tru had no such uncertainty. “Oh yeah, I’d know him at a glance. He carries an old gunshot scar, right about here.” He palmed his own left shoulder blade. “Right on the curve of the carapace, which had a green-gold-brown color. Sure, I’ll know him, like recognizing one of your people from a tattoo.”

“Lots of us wear tats,” Tony began.

“But never two the same,” Betru insisted, amused. “That’s the whole point of tats: personal, individual statement. Remember, Amelosi paint ourselves, often head to foot. Tribal marks, clan insignia, guild sigils, gender flags, mating signals. We grow up experts at reading body marks. Trust me.”

“I do.” Tony shrugged out of his jacket in the morning’s gathering warmth. “You said something about food?”

“And clothes,” Tru added. “Dressed the way you are, anyone could spot you as a human from two hundred paces away. You’re not on spaceport plascrete now. Out here, you’ll stick out like the proverbial sore dick.”

“Sore thumb
 ,” Tony corrected, letting himself be shepherded out of the barn.

“Not in these parts,” Betru said blithely. “Hereabouts, they say sore dick
 . It’s all about the traditional breeding revels. You know …?”

Tony shook his head, more interested in food, but Betru continued to talk as he led the way to a low-roofed, log-built house where Tony had never visited, though the invitation had been made every time he returned.

“It doesn’t happen so often now, but in my grandfather’s youth, when some woman wanted to breed she’d put on a bright blue gown and ivory bangles and paint her face, like flying a banner. Guys slugged it out for mating rights; the winner had a day, just one single day to make damned sure he’d made his contribution to the gene pool, because only Amaya knew when he’d get another chance. You know our women don’t breed very often. Hence …”

“Sore dick,” Tony said aridly. “It’s a good enough metaphor. Uh, is anybody home right now?”

The windows stood open to the morning air; fronded curtains kept out flying insects, and from within came aromas of cooking. But Betru made negative gestures as he swung open the door and ushered Tony inside. “My sis went to town, her kid’s at a ballgame. Her husband’s out working, moke-plowing something. Our parents are away working in the islands for a few years. My grandmother would usually be here, except she’s staying with her brother, over the river, while he’s sick. We got the property to ourselves. I have a few things to do around the place, but I’m supposed to be asleep. Night job in town, remember? I make more in a week, dealing machekot at the Rooster, than the whole farm earns in a season.”

As he spoke, he lifted bread, fruit, cheese and sausage from a high cupboard, and set a plate before Tony, who had sunk into a chair by the broad white-wood table. Everything here was wood, glass, pottery, steel or copper. He saw no plastic in the house, as if the Kenzana family of the Emetral clan wouldn’t have too much alien stuff around them; only the actual tech
 that amused them.

But that couldn’t be right. As Betru put a copper kettle to heat on the stove, he turned on a small player which stood on the window ledge, and the familiar rhythmic, guttural Amelosi music began. And the chrono hanging on the kitchen wall was digital; the framed family pictures were holosnaps, captured with offworld tech.

So, like so many Amelosi, the Kenzanas picked and chose, and discarded the rest. They preferred the log-built house with its wood stove, moke-power and traditional ceramics … but a player, a digital chrono, a threedee camera? Even here, the Cobran, the Ptalnshi, even the Dorello, made their presence felt, despite the fiercely territorial instinct of Tru’s people.

Until he began to eat, Tony had not realized how hungry he was. Then he fell on the food, so ravenous, he barely noticed the odd coppery tang of it, and the bluish color of the meat, which reflected the hue of blood on this world. Only later did he give a self-conscious belch and mutter an apology. “Uh, sorry, mate. I can’t pay you till I catch up with the roach.”

Betru gave him an admonishing look. “I wouldn’t let you pay, even then. You don’t invite house guests, then hold your hand out for compensation. I’ve invited you twice to my home. Maybe to keep you the hell out of the damned casino. You never accepted.”

“Because I didn’t want to intrude.” Tony gestured around the big kitchen, with its Amelosi wood carvings, gorgeous enameled trivets, the mounted collection of antique harness brasses. “Your folks are traditional. I figured I wouldn’t be welcome here.”

“Not that
 traditional,” Betru argued. “My sis takes out my gyro every time she can think of an excuse. She’s nagging her husband to get a proper tractor. The old lady wants a generator, so we can be done with kerosene lamps, after the neighbor’s barn burned down.” He shrugged eloquently. “To us, tech is a buffet. Take what you fancy, leave the rest.” He gave the house an indulgent look. “I like this.”

So did Tony. “I like everything about this planet, except the fact humans aren’t welcome.”

“They’re more welcome up in Reimas than locally,” Tru said thoughtfully. “The fact is, it’s the folk local to Jiva who have the big bone to pick with humans ― after the mine project, the tailings dam that spilled and poisoned a river, the fallout that got into the crops and left a couple of hundred children with some kind of syndrome
 . I can’t even pronounce what they call it, but the kids grew up deaf-mute with twitchy limbs and seizures. They’re adults now, but they can’t earn a living or do anything useful. Half the clans in this corner of Satrula carry at least one syndrome case. It reminds everybody, all the time, of what humans did here … maybe, what they’d do again, if they were made welcome.”

“Gerald L. Bartoli-Wang,” Tony muttered, “has a lot to answer for.”

“But he didn’t do it alone,” Betru added. “Locals prefer to forget that if Shalkyr Zamaya Rok hadn’t signed a treaty nobody wanted, brought the company in, none of it would’ve happened. The Zamaya clan never lived down the shame. As for the Shalkyr family, they were so far ostracized, they fragmented into nothing. I don’t think they exist anymore.” One long-fingered hand made dismissive gestures. “Even so, by the time you get up to the city of Reimas, nobody’s even heard of Jiva, much less cares what happened here thirty years ago! Which is another reason people hereabouts don’t often make humans welcome. Hundreds of families are still carrying syndrome survivors, but three thousand ecks
 away, nobody gives a vershek
 about it.”

“Ouch.” Tony finished the tea and set aside the blue ceramic mug, with its iridescent glaze. “I’d be safer in Reimas for six months, then.”

“If you could get there.” Betru sounded far from certain. “It’s a long way and a rough journey. And if you wanted to rejoin the Ursago
 , you’d have to make it twice, be back here when Captain Ghast is due. Dangerous.”

Then again, Tony thought as the drug gradually cleared and his mind clicked into gear, the Terran Trade Commission kept a small office in the city. Commerce between Terrans and the Amelosi began only a few years before Ringo escaped from Earth, and save for the Bartoli-Wang debacle, the Commission had maintained an exemplary record on Amelos.

Not that Tony would ever score a berth on a ship out of Earth: he was no scientist, his trade certificates were too paltry, and kids from the refugee camps in Iceland had few social connections. But the Trade Commission might offer legal protection.

He chewed over the idea while Betru made more tea, then set it aside. One thing at a time. “Got to find the roach,” he said quietly. “Ask the Erellik ― nicely! ― why he wanted me dead. Or who he works for, who does.” He looked up solicitously at Betru. “Means I need to get back into Jiva, where the Erellik hive
 .”

“Not before dark.” Betru slapped a fresh mug down before him. “First, we get you dressed in something that’s not like waving a damned flag! Then I need to get some shut-eye, then
 we see about the chikatu
 .” He beckoned Tony away from the table. “If sir
 would care to step this way, we’ll see what we can find to fit.”


Chapter Four

Anything made to fit Betru fit Tony like a sack, but his sister’s husband, Shand, came from the south, where the Amelosi were generally smaller, slighter. A pair of patched old denims, a tunic with the traditional embroidery around collar and cuffs, just as mended; a cloak of coarse-woven cloth that had been waxed and oiled to waterproof it, but more importantly, with a hood which drew up to conceal Tony’s brown skin and dark hair. Only his boots would pass muster. Shand’s were too small and narrow, and in any case many Amelosi bartered for boots when a general trading ship came in.

He laid the clothes out across Betru’s wide bed, with its hand-loomed rust-and-cream bedspread, and gave the man a curious look. “You sure your brother-in-law won’t miss them?”

“I doubt Shand even remembers he has them,” Betru guessed. “I pulled these out of the bottom of a trunk he hasn’t opened in a year.”

“Still, I’ll pay,” Tony swore darkly, “soon as I get my cash back. And I’ll have it back, if I have to beat it out of the Erellik.” He pulled his shirt over his head as he spoke, and unbuckled. “Can you keep these clothes for me? Six months, the Ursago
 ’s back, and … damn.”

The idea of being confined in a tin can with Ringo, keeping Ghast’s machinery running while the Dorellan and his flea-bitten crew hauled indescribable cargo from one alien port to another, was far from inspiring. Outside Betru’s window, clouds fleeced a sky bluer than Earth’s had ever been in Tony’s lifetime; he heard birds ― or what he chose to call birds, here, now. Small feathered reptiles, which fluttered through broadleaf trees such as never grew on Icelandic shores.

“You don’t know how lucky you are,” he told Betru, and sagged onto the foot of the bed, half dressed, with the borrowed clothes in both hands.

“I do.” Betru stooped to touch Tony’s face, brush the unruly hair back from his brow. “I’ve been to space, remember. I went to Earth.”

Tony forced a harsh laugh, not a sound of humor. “We’re one hell of a species, aren’t we?”

Betru only shrugged, and slid down onto the bed beside him, tugging Tony with him. “My people and yours are a lot alike. We’re walking the same road … running
 it, in fact. Clearcutting forests to run engines, darkening the sky. Cobrana tech will probably save us, because it’s here in time. Earth wasn’t so lucky. It’s not much more than a century since humans made … what d’you call it?”

“First contact,” Tony whispered as Betru’s big, gentle hands slipped about his torso, touching him here, there, in ways no one else ever had. “A trading ship tried its luck. Some freighter captain with more balls than brains. Maybe one of Ghast’s relatives! He’s dense enough. They were almost blasted out of the sky before our witless government got the message: ‘Anybody wanna trade?’”

“So don’t go back,” Betru murmured against Tony’s ear.

“Couldn’t if I wanted to.” Thought had begun to unravel in Tony’s head. It had been too long between drinks, too long since any hand but his own had touched him ― so long, he had actually begun to forget the simple pleasure of another warm body in his arms.

The differences between Amelosi and humans were subtle but numerous, and rather than deterring Tony, they fascinated him. The rich emerald skin and deep gold hair typical of so many of Betru’s people were, to the Irdnan
 , irresistibly exotic. Their limbs were just a little longer, the shoulders a fraction wider, hips a fraction narrower. Close up, they smelled of spice; in dim light their pupils widened much further than humans’. Their fingers were just that
 much longer, lending them extra dexterity with tools or instruments, or cards. Their nails had a deep gold tone, even before they were enameled; their bodies were almost hairless, and all forty of their teeth were much sharper than human teeth, with canines top and
 bottom, if Tony chose to notice. While human ears were round and often seemed semi-deaf, Amelosi ears wore the delicate points and were so sensitive, Betru heard higher and softer tones than anything Tony would ever hear.

And other differences only became apparent when the Amelosi dropped his clothes, pulled the band from the mass of his hair, and tugged Tony into the zhiniki
 embrace. ‘Skinplay’ … an astute term, Tony decided. The Amelosi had more nerve endings than an average human, and they learned early how to wreak pleasure, from the simplest to the most complex, with no more than the touch of fingertips or tongue. His balls were smooth, just a little larger, heavier; his cock was a fraction thicker, with an intricate dappled pattern, like the sun falling through summer leaves.

One day, Tony thought dizzily as Betru did things to him that many humans might not even have imagined, he would spend a year on this world, sign with a teacher in one of the zhiniki lalu
 , the houses where the professional courtesans were educated, and learn these arts. One day. For the moment, it was enough to let Betru take him to places he had begun to forget, where he found himself pressed into the mattress, sweated and panting under the greater weight of an Amelosi male in the prime of his life.

Today Betru didn’t seek the full zhiniki
 embrace; Tony didn’t discover himself on his knees, spread wide and plundered in the way males and females alike preferred to couple here. He might have known Tony was too urgent, or perhaps he expected the family back at any moment ― or guessed that after four months of enforced celibacy, Tony might need careful handling, lavish foreplay, before his body was ready for complex, challenging games.

Enough to hump and rub together, kiss ravenously, before Tony Saviano let go what skimpy control he possessed, and surrendered. A moment later Betru joined him, mocking them both with a bass chuckle.

“It’s been far
 too long,” he observed against Tony’s ear, nipping the lobe with sharp incisors.

“There’s nobody but boozy old Ringo on the Ursago
 ,” Tony sighed. “And all the ports Ghast’s taken us to lately ― good gods, you’d think he was doing it on purpose, just to make my life perfect.”

Betru searched for a scrap of rag from the basket at the bedside and swiped his belly, and Tony’s. “I can show you some nice zhiniki
 palaces in Reimas.”

“Rather be with you. True, Tru,” Tony yawned, turning over and sprawling across the bed.

“You’re in danger here, remember?” Tru dealt him a stinging slap on one buttock.

“Not if we track down the Erellik bastard who doped me.” Tony rubbed the small, transient smart and closed his eyes. “I need my money, for a start. And one way or another, I’ll bloody find out what the chikatu
 wanted with me.”

“Which doesn’t mean you’ll be safe around Jiva,” Tru said sharply.

Tony pried open one eye to peer at him. “You trying to get rid of me?”

“Of course not.” Betru drew a caress the length of his spine. “I could stand a lot of your company, medji
 , for a long, long time. I just want you to be safe.”

“We’ll hash it out tonight,” Tony said, muffled against the bedspread.

“Tonight,” Betru agreed. “You want to sleep? Turi’s insidious, even with us. You think you’ve thrown it off, then you do something energetic and it jumps up and hits you again.”

“Something energetic,” Tony slurred.

“Zhiniki
 can be pretty energetic,” Betru allowed. “Not that we got very … adventurous. Save something for later, medji
 . Sleep now.”

“Sleep now,” Tony murmured.

The last thing he knew, Betru had pulled the bedspread over him. The door clicked shut and the mattress dipped as Tru stretched out beside him, overdue for the sleep he had forfeited to be there when the human woke. Then Tony’s mind spun away into disjointed, welcome dreams.

The sun had shifted when he woke, and he realized it was Betru sliding out of bed that had woken him. The room lay in deep shadow now; domestic animals called from the barn where he’d spent half the night, and he heard voices. The chip in his head seemed to be back online ― or else the drug that had muddled it had worn off. He heard Tru’s sister, Dayen, arguing with the husband whose old clothes lay at the bedside. Shand spoke in a very light voice, with the accent of the south country, all nasal consonants and swallowed vowels.

Yawning, scratching his chin, Tony sat up. Hunger cut through his belly again, and with a glance at the chrono on the table under the window, he swore. This farm lay a two hour walk from Jiva, or an hour’s moke ride. The sun would be down soon, and by ten Betru must be back in the Rooster, dressed for the job and dealing machekot. The day had spent itself while Tony wallowed in dreams he could scarcely remember.

Swearing ― at the clock, the Erellik he needed to find, the Ursago
 , the universe in general, as well as himself ― he slid out of bed and snatched up the borrowed clothes. He was dressed when Betru reappeared, shoving his feet into familiar old boots, dragging his hands through his hair in a desperate attempt to untangle it. It had needed cutting for six months. Lately, he’d taken to tying it back, and his fingers searched his jacket for the band.

“Relax,” Betru admonished. “I already told my folks you’re here, and why.”

“They don’t shoot humans on sight, then?” Tony looked down at himself, his bare arms, hands, all human brown, so different.

“They didn’t get caught in the mining shambles,” Betru reasoned. “I was already almost grown, I remember the whole thing well. Dayen’s ten years older than me, but she hadn’t married yet. Meaning, no kids, no stillbirths, no syndrome cases in our immediate clan … sure, they’re as angry as anybody else about the mine, and if they could get their hands on Gerald L. Bartoli-Wang they’d wring his neck.” His brow creased. “If they got their talons into Shalkyr Zamaya Rok, you don’t want to know what they’d do to him. Truth is, locals who weren’t hit so hard by the fallout can see the bald truth: the entire human species can’t be blamed for what happened here.”

“But there’s a whole lot of locals, too many, who were hit broadside,” Tony sighed. “I’m, uh, glad your clan didn’t get caught, Tru.”

“The Emetral have always been lucky,” Betru said easily, “and not especially dense. Same can’t be said of some of the other local yokels!” He took Tony by both shoulders, held him at arm’s length and studied him critically. “We’ll need to deal
 with you, before we head back to town.”

Tony recoiled. “Come again?”

“Eat,” Tru suggested. “Then let Dayen and me do something with you that’ll make you pass for a southlander. You’re not big enough to be a local, but we could make you look
 like one of Shand’s people … so long as you keep your mouth shut. Understand? Two words out of this frashkul
 gob of yours, and you’re screwed.”

The word made Tony wince. “Frashkul?
 Hey, I know enough of your language to know what it means.”

Offworld trash. A common term, reflecting the fact that not all the traders who came to Amelos were the kind of visitors one cherished. Bartoli-Wang was by no means the worst, only the most infamous. Betru chuckled and switched into his own tongue, let the chip deliver fine shades of meaning for which he might not yet have the actual words.

“Hey, only joking, Tony. But there’s a lot of people in Jiva who won’t be. They’ll take your money with a fake smile, so long as your pockets are full and your ship is standing on the field, due to leave in a few hours, or a few days. This time …”

“I’m in trouble,” Tony finished. He thrust the flimsy tunic into the pants and cinched the belt to comfort. “I’ve been wondering if the Trade Commission office in Reimas might be able to keep me safe. Or investigate the damn’ chikatu
 who doped me! Or negotiate me a job on another Dorellan ship headed out.”

“It’s possible.” Betru’s frown deepened. “It’s probably the best shot you’ve got, unless you want to be a prisoner right here for six months. Help out on the farm, keep your head down, just wait for the Ursago
 to get back.”

“I could do that,” Tony said slowly. “Amaya knows, it’s a beautiful place. Kind of place I used to dream about when I was a kid.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder, in the general direction of the past. “Back on Vestmannaeyjar, in the camps, the only real vacation you got was VR. I’d spend every penny I could ever get my hands on, visiting times and places that don’t even exist anymore. You know we wrecked the world?” Betru’s dark gold head nodded. “Once,” Tony said wistfully, “I reckon Earth must’ve looked something like Amelos.”

“Perhaps,” Betru allowed. “Not as similar as you might like to think, but like enough
 to seduce you, when your whole world was Vestmannaeyjar Camp D, with tech school five days a week, and a ‘buck a day’ job in the public general store to earn your VR money.”

Heat flushed Tony’s cheeks. “I must’ve told you the story, huh?”

“Once or twice.” Betru touched his face. “When you’ve drunk a little, you don’t guard your words. Why should you? I didn’t mind. Damnit, you could’ve spent your money on dope and hustlers! You’re not the only escapee from the camps I’ve met, Technician Saviano. I’ve heard a lot of stories.”

“Vershek
 , I could’ve been a hustler myself,” Tony muttered. “I had offers when I was still in college. Decent money, if only I’d drop my pants or give myself callused knees.”

Betru tilted his head to study Tony again. “You’d have been pretty. You grew up handsome, so I can imagine what a knockout you were at twenty.”

“Hey, I still am,” Tony said brashly. Then, plaintively, “And I’m hungry.”

With an indulgent chuckle, Betru stood aside. “You know where the kitchen is, medji
 . Dayen and Shand are in, but the old lady’s still at her brother’s place, and the kid’s playing gomun osski
 … handball, if you like … down the river with a school team. Won’t be back till tomorrow, earliest.”

The house had fallen quiet with gathering evening. Five little Cobrana glowbots danced up by the ceiling, taking the place of the traditional kerosene lamps which hung along the walls like ornaments now, lovingly polished but never used. The smell of roasting kushkuck ― the red-crested rooster ― spilled from the kitchen, where Shand was frying flatbread on a black iron skillet, and Dayen flipped hash browns made of tubers which might even have been similar to potatoes and pumpkin. Tony had never actually tasted either, to know. The food in Camp D might have been plentiful and nutritious, but synthetic chow never pretended to be fresh, or ‘real.’ And Tony hadn’t tasted specifically human food since the day he signed aboard a Dorellan freighter.

Faces turned toward him as he appeared. Dayen was obviously Betru’s sister, tall, broad, with strong features, indigo eyes, the same complexion and hair color. Tony had met her before, bought lunch in Jiva for the three of them when Betru was in town on business. She smiled readily, holding nothing against a human, though her partner seemed less charitable.

Smaller, slighter, Shand shared the human’s stature, though his emerald skin and reddish hair remained alien enough to make him exotic, at least to Tony’s eyes. He hesitated almost too long, until Betru and Dayen glared at him, before offering his hand.

“Lumano Tolzen Corshand, call me Shand,” he said with the unmistakable accent of Satrula’s river and lake country, far to the south of Jiva, where the big continent broke up into innumerable islands and archipelagos, each with its own impenetrable dialect, not quite a distinct language.

“Technician First Class Anthony Lawrence Saviano III,” Tony responded, clasping the man’s wrist in the Amelosi way he’d learned from Betru years before. He knew enough of the local tongue to speak the polite, formal first-time greeting, “Lashni schello tam
 .” Pleased to be your friend.

“Thank gods the roach didn’t give you so much last night, you didn’t wake up,” Dayen said acidly. “You need to do something about this, Tony. The Jiva constable’s a useless pile of moke poop, but there has to be something to be done about the Erellik. Those bastards act like they own this place. And they don’t!”

“Tonight,” Betru said with grim certainty. “I got a good look at the one snuck in with the dope. I’ll know him again, at a glance. A drone.”

“It,” Shand corrected. “You need to know, Tru, the ones who buzz about the port, doing the work, don’t breed. They have an actual queen somewhere, back in their homeworlds, but the breeding males don’t often go offplanet. They’re too valuable. They send their bots and sterile workers offworld.” He gave Tony a dark look. “The chikatu
 who got you last night is an it
 , not a he.”

“Well, ríða
 ,” Tony breathed.

Now, communication became a little more difficult, since neither Dayen nor Shand possessed chip implants. He must actually speak Amelosi. As yet he knew only a smattering of the language, but the chip would supply the rest, if he whispered softly in his native Icelandic, waited for the translation to appear in his mind, kept the sentences short and took great care with pronunciation.

It was always like this, but Tony learned rapidly, with the aid of the chip. In a week he would only need the implant to supply sophisticated words. He murmured, as if to himself: Þú veist mikið um Erellik
 . Betru held up one hand to silence Dayen and Shand; he knew what Tony was doing and the others would know in moments.

A second’s delay and the words came to mind as the chip translated Icelandic to Amelosi. He took a breath, cleared his throat and said carefully to Shand, “You know a lot about the Erellik.”

Shand caught on immediately. “I ought to. Most of my family harvest krill for them. That’s what feeds the chow machines on their trading ships, you know? Amaya only knows that they turn it into, but it starts out as raw krill, hauled out of the deep trench right off the south side of Eboya.”

Dayen slid an arm over his shoulder, hugged him in at her side. “That’s where he’s from. Nice place, but there’s not much other work, if you don’t want to be on the trawlers, or grow fruit, or make bread.”

With a grin, perhaps mocking himself, Shand gestured at the stack of perfect, golden flatbread stacked on the white-wood kitchen table. “I did all those things. Might still be in the bakery, if Yenni hadn’t shown up and given me an option. The krill trawlers … you know how dangerous it is? The big waves come roaring up out of the Southwater, and even big ships just ―” He turned his hand over, palm up, and dropped it, miming a vessel going to the bottom, smashed. “So I came up here, for the change.” He looked up at Dayen with a crooked grin. “And for Kenzana Emetral Dayen, of course. My Yenni.”

“Well, I love you, too,” Dayen said fatuously, and gave him a push. “Pull the kushkuck out of the oven, Shandi. Let’s eat. Is anybody else hungry, or is it just me ―?”

“Famished,” Tony admitted. He knew the word without resort to the chip, and now he’d begun to listen intently, he would know fifty more in a day.

A hunger for real food overtook him, not the rubbish issued by the chow machines on Dorellan freighters. He wondered if that also began life as krill hauled out of some deep, cold ocean trench. It certainly delivered adequate nutrition, but a human could forget how genuine food should taste, or feel like on the tongue.

The kitchen fell silent for some time, until the food was almost gone. Betru halved a crisp red fruit the size of his fist, and bit into it. “I’m not working tonight.”

“Hey, you’re not dropping a shift on account of me?” Tony wondered. “Money’s money, Tru. Don’t let me ―”

“Tonight’s my off-shift, if I want to take it,” Tru assured him. “Sometimes I do, sometimes I don’t. I told Gurmelu before I signed off last night, I’d take the time. She knows what happened. She’s bloody angry, to have her place used this way. She might not give a vershek
 what happens two steps outside the door, but the Rooster is her turf, what goes on there is her reputation, her honor. Her dealers deal fair, her games aren’t rigged, the booze isn’t watered, and it’s glugg
 you can drink without going blind. Cobran, Dorello, Ptalnshi, Terrans, they all come to the Rooster when they hit Jiva, and you know what that means.”

“Serious cash,” Dayen said acidly. “Offworld crews have the big money, and it’s money we want. Need. Trading’s one thing, but only money
 will haul us into the same league with the frashkul.
 ” She shot Tony a grin. “Sorry. Present company excluded. A lot of offworld trash does business in Jiva, you see, on account of we’re so far away from the city. The authorities in Reimas can’t even find us on a map. They don’t care if we get screwed over.”

“You’re on your own,” Tony said grimly. “I know the feeling. It’s so close to home, Yenni, it smarts.” He frowned over the table at Betru. “So, we have a plan for tonight?”

Finished with the fruit, washing his fingers in the water bowl set in the middle of the table, Betru got to his feet. “First thing is to make you look a whole let loss conspicuous, before we head back into town ... just in case. Maybe I’m too suspicious, and the Erellik didn’t hang around to watch the mob get you. Maybe it believes it gave you enough dope to kill you outright, before dawn. It might be pretty sure you’re dead by now.”

“In which case, they don’t know much about human biology,” Tony argued.

“Well, why would they?” Shand began to stack the dishes.

“Point,” Tony admitted.

“More likely,” Betru said sharply, “it expected you to be tossed outside as another stinking frashkul
 drunk. Let the mob have you. Either way, you were supposed to be dead … the big question is, why?”

With the table clear, Dayen produced a polished red mokehide case, unbuckled it and laid it open to display a bizarre assortment of face and body paint. Betru frowned over the brushes and pots, reading labels, trying the bristles on his palm, but Dayen went directly to a wide ceramic tub of stuff
 . To Tony it looked like half a kilo of green mud.

“This is what you want,” she assured Betru. “It goes on smoothly, it’s a bugger to get it off, and before it’s dry it’ll stain anything it touches. Get it into a shirt, and you’ve got a green shirt, permanently. Slap it on this odd-looking skin of his … it’ll take a week to wear off.”

Cautious, suspicious, Tony took a sniff at the tub but smelled only a tang of ethanol, a whiff of something herbaceous. “What is it?”

“Body makeup,” she told him. “One day you’re not so young anymore, but you still want great legs, so you plaster this stuff on.”

“You’re going to put it on my face?” Tony recoiled.

“It’s safe enough, young kids use it,” Shand said indifferently, “and she’s right. It stains deeply. You’ll look normal for a week before you need to plaster it on again.”

“His hair’s wrong,” Dayen said critically, “and there’s … damnit, is that stubble sticking out of his chin?”

“Human males shave,” Tony said stiffly.

“What, all human males?” Shand was taken aback. “Every week?”

“Every day
 ,” Betru corrected, amused, “if they want to stay smooth. It’s not so weird, Shand. Take another look at your folk on Eboya ― they shave their heads. That’s just strange.”

“I used to shave mine,” Shand sighed. “Dayen didn’t like it, so I let my hair come back in, but I kept the shaving kit. It’s an heirloom, passed down to me from my grandfather. Where I come from it’s only dashdak
 who let their hair grow.”

The word was so difficult to translate, Tony’s chip offered him derelict bum outcast exile
 . He choked back a chuckle. “It’s no wonder you people are still fighting border wars. You can’t even decide what’s normal about your hair. If somebody strays over the territorial line, they go from stud muffin to dashdak
 in five seconds flat. In fact, you guys are almost as bizarre as humans. We ought to get on like a house on fire.”

“One day soon we will,” Betru guessed, “when incidents like Bartoli-Wang and Shalkyr Zamaya Rok have been forgotten. Shand, go fetch your shaving kit, let’s get the stubble off his face before Yenni starts with the goop. Better take the shirt off, Tony, it’ll get spattered. We’ll soon have you looking normal.”

Normal? Tony had never really considered the word, but he chewed it over at length as he let Betru take the shirt off him, shaved swiftly with Shand’s lethal straight razor, and Dayen began to rub the paint into his skin from his hairline to his fingertips.

It smelled like herbs, went on cold, slowly assumed a consistency like fine machine oil, and when he peered at his limbs in the bright glowbot lights, they looked enough like Betru’s own to pass unnoticed in an Amelosi crowd. Dayen had almost emptied the pot but seemed unconcerned: it was plentiful in Jiva, and cheap.

When the paint had set, he drew the shirt on carefully, and the cape, and pulled the hood up over his too-dark hair. Then he turned back to the others and spread his arms. “It’ll do?”

“Good enough,” Betru decided. “Actually, it looks quite beautiful on you. You could easily be from Eboya … not as tall or broad as the locals. Being a southerner, you’d keep the cloak on, the hood up, because you’d feel the chill here, especially at night.”

“Eboya’s a lot warmer, more humid,” Shand admitted. “The first couple of seasons here, I thought I’d freeze.”

Even then, while she repacked the body paints, Dayen had one eye on the time. “If you’ve quite finished admiring yourselves, move
 . You don’t have long, if you need to hunt down this Erellik. Jiva’s about to start getting busy in another hour, and the more people are on the street, the more dangerous it’ll be.” She gave her brother a hard look. “He might
 be recognized.”

But Betru’s head shook slowly. “First, they’ll never expect him to come back. Even money, sis, the dope was supposed to kill him dead. And Erellik scouts watching for him won’t be on the lookout for an Eboyan. Besides … I know where they drink.”

Dayen groaned. “We all know where they drink, bro.”

“We do?” Tony shook back the hood.

“Most of us do,” Betru corrected, chiding his sister with a glance. He dug the keys to the gyro from his hip pocket and jingled them before Tony’s face. “It’s only a half hour ride, the road’s in good repair. But she’s right, Tony. We need to get this done quickly, and vanish.”

“Without,” Tony said caustically, “letting the Erellik know you’re involved. I mean, they already know you pulled me out of there, but I’m supposed to have died in the night. They shouldn’t know you’re in this with me. You want dangerous? You could be the next target.”

The thought had troubled Tony since he woke, but the Amelosi seemed less concerned. Shand shrugged off the caution. “They’re mostly drones here. Intelligent enough, but they don’t have a lot of foresight, and they don’t think so well for themselves. Even if they have a commander who’s a couple of castes higher, the chikatu
 are aliens here, very different, merely tolerated. If they put one foot out of line ― and they have six to shuffle with! ― even Constable Orovang will get off his fat ass and crack down on them. They can be deported so fast, they wouldn’t have time to pack their bags.”

“So they probably won’t dare make a move against an Amelosi,” Dayen added, frowning at Betru. “Probably.”

He gave her a crooked grin. “Will you trust me? Who’s the one who went to space for nine years, saw every port from here to the Ptalnshi homeworld, including several Erellik ports? I know roaches.”

“Still, be careful,” Dayen sighed.

“Always.” Betru kissed her cheek in passing, clasped Shand’s wrist, and slipped an arm about Tony’s waist to urge him out into a night which seemed crackling blue in the light of two moons, and had grown sharply cold.


Chapter Five

The locals called Jiva a town, but twenty other worlds would have argued, and Tony had his doubts. A hundred shanties sprouted like toadstools around the perimeter of the landing field, which had grown weedy and cracked after thirty years. The fueling gear ― tanks and gantries ― still loomed over the deep, basin-like depressions of the docks. Civilian ships passing through Amelos were more likely to use fields like Jiva than the major spaceport at Reimas: they were cheap by comparison, and the local authorities amounted to the town elders, a constable, four troopers who patrolled the boundaries on powerful gyrobikes. The law had a certain pliability here.

Enough business was transacted here for Jiva to exist, though Tony wouldn’t have called it prosperous. Beyond the town, farms like the Kenzana family property sprawled away to the mountains. By daylight, the landscape was a checkerboard of paddocks and meadows, with the river following its ancient meander into the southwest. Tony might have liked to explore, perhaps sling a saddle on a moke and ‘go bush’ for a season. His merchant astra
 contract confined him as surely as a prison cell, as it had since the day he signed his name on a Dorello form, at the age of nineteen, and shipped out of Earth.

Only one vessel stood on the field at this moment, but sizing her up from the road, Tony recognized an industrial monster. The Ursago
 was long gone. By now, Ringo should have sobered up far enough to know he had the engine deck to himself, at least as far as Barazoz. If he could lay off the booze that long, he’d mollify the freighter’s cankerous machinery till Ghast could hire some other hungry kid with the wits and agility to keep it purring.

Not my problem, Tony told himself as the gyrobike rushed through the blue-white moonlight and the shantytown appeared out of the gloom. The monstrous industrial hull stood at least an eck
 away ―  a little over a kilometer ― but she cut a colossal silhouette, bathed in blue-white floodlights as a convoy of heavy vehicles serviced her, loading via the wide midships hatches.

The only cargo so heavy, so toxic that such ships landed in the field’s quarantined zone were ‘exotic actinides.’ The raw materials from which drive fuels were refined. Amelos was either lucky or cursed to be rich in them. Tony had never been quite sure which.

Fuel ores brought the big ships to this world. Without them, Amelos would surely slumber on in its late Iron Age, blundering eventually from the discovery of steel to steam to nuclear, while astronomy displaced astrology, and eventually someone, somewhere, discovered explosives with the kick to throw rockets into space. Over the next few centuries, they would reinvent all the old wheels. On any technological scale Tony knew, Betru’s people were probably three centuries behind Earth ― which meant their sky remained bright, he decided, their world comparatively clean.

Yet the Amelosi were likely to vault right across the decades of filth and exploitation. Even here, in a backwoods shantytown, a sleek orbital lighter stood in the spaceport’s parking pasture, among battered local pickup trucks and moke carts. Tethered draft animals dozed by the stone water troughs while the candy-apple red spaceplane sat shimmering in its own heat, not long landed from a vessel in orbit.

Swarms of big Cobrana glowbots lit the streets, and several other types of bots trundled about, picking trash, gathering the tumbleweed which came in on the southwest wind. Lens eyes on the eaves at every junction panned to and fro across the main streets, sending a datastream to the constable’s office, while hand-sawed planks stood in stacks higher than Tony was tall, ready for some construction project.

Past and future didn’t rub shoulders here, they slammed together in head-on collision, not always a pleasurable or profitable experience. Ptalnshi shuffled along the boardwalks, hulking, grotesque to any but themselves, faces covered by masks feeding them a hydrogen breathing mix that would have killed Tony or Betru in under a minute; and even they surveyed the Amelosi with utter contempt, as if the local indigenous folk were no more evolved than pond slime.

When the group of four Ptalnshi met a syndrome sufferer in the street, they recoiled in overt horror. But they didn’t move aside to let the man pass, and anger made Tony’s heart thud against his ribs as he watched a twisted, palsied Amelosi limp around them, clambering precariously into the street to yield the boardwalk to the offworlders.

Perhaps Betru felt him stiffen against his back, where Tony rode the rear seat of the gyrobike, pressed against the brown leather jacket Tru wore over black denims. He turned his head, spoke against the wind. “Let it be. This town needs the Ptalnshi, and the bastards know it. There’s a lot you still have to learn about us. We’re not proud of our history. We take offworld money, a lot of it … and we all earn it in ways you can’t imagine.”

“I can,” Tony growled. “I wasn’t going to make trouble. I’ve seen it all, Tru, same as you. But I don’t have to like it.”

The gyro passed by the Red Rooster without slowing, and Betru took it on, north along the perimeter of the landing field. He obviously knew where he was going, and Tony frowned at the floodlights bathing the ore carrier, a kilometer or so away across the cracked, weedy plascrete. She should be gone by dawn. The convoy of heavy, AI-piloted trucks would return to the open-pit mines, two hundred eck west of Jiva. There, toxic dust and tailings would only poison wildlife, and rich Amelosi in cities as far away as Reimas could pretend it didn’t happen.

No one lived in the badlands known as The Flatiron, and the government in Reimas had signed one of the most lucrative contracts in this world’s ninety-year history of formalized offworld trade. For several centuries, individuals and companies had done business freely with offworlders ― but alien contact had always been sly, furtive, as if the Amelosi were deeply embarrassed to be seen kowtowing to strangers while they sold off their inheritance one square eck at a time.

With narrowed eyes Tony hunted for an Erellik ship, but the field stretched away into the moonlight, empty but for the leviathan. Still, Betru took the gyro right onto a dimmer, narrower street, turned left, and left again, into a warren where the darkness coagulated like black bog mud. A few kerosene lanterns bobbed in the night wind, but glowbots were absent here. Wood smoke sharpened the air, and as the gyro’s motor silenced Tony heard them
 .

True speech defeated the Erellik ― their mouth parts prohibited it; but since a difficult furlough in an Erellik port, Tony had been aware that the hive-minded creatures possessed a language more intricate than anything the humanoid races knew. They communicated in trilling chirps and chitters, each sound underpinned by shades of meaning derived from pheromones and complex body language. Half their language would always be incomprehensible to other races; even the Cobran, the most peaceable and liberal folk in space, seldom dealt with the Erellik, and then only carefully. Erellik were easy to anger, quick to strike ― difficult and expensive to appease.

Still, both Tony and Betru owned the same chip implant, and the tech let them understand enough. They might never appreciate the subtleties of Erellik poetry, but they got the gist as a voice chittered from the shadows,

“Looks to be an Earther, with an indigenous. You recognize either?”

And an answering trill, higher than the first, softer: “They all look alike, especially in the dark. The small one could be an islander, from the south, but past that … better tell Shedtic: intruders.”

Intruders? Tony gave Betru a sidelong grimace and spoke in a bare whisper. “How can you be an intruder on the street of your own town?

“This is chikatu
 town,” Betru said so acidly, Tony knew the Erellik words had smarted. “Not many other traders come here, but I told you, I know where these folk drink. And what they drink. Don’t touch the stuff, Tony, not even to be sociable, if they offer it ― and they might, to be funny. They like to hurt. It’s how discipline is maintained in the hive, and the capacity to hurt is an expression of self assertion among the lower castes. Remember this: their booze is battery acid, it’ll half kill you, and there isn’t a doctor in a thousand eck who’d know what to do to help you.”

“Human that I am,” Tony muttered. “So where are we going?”

“A watering hole.” Betru stepped back into the shadows, watching the two Erellik appear in the moonlight for a moment before they scuttled away.

Four legs on the ground, mincing on what appeared to be tiptoe; four more held before the upright torso, with multiple tiny, cartilaginous fingers at the tip of each, moving restlessly, like bundles of nervous spaghetti. Eight eyes ranged around a smooth, hairless and almost spherical head, looked in every direction, and from what little Tony remembered, the Erellik saw well in darkness so dense, he himself would have been blind. Amelosi saw slightly better than humans, but here, at this hour, the Erellik had the distinct advantage.

“We’re lucky,” Tru whispered. “There’s no Erellik ship in port right now. Means there’s only a few of them in town, maybe six or eight. Most will be workers, low caste drones, as Shand said. They congregate at a place right on the edge of the landing field.” He dropped a hand on Tony’s arm. “This way. Stay close.”

An old warehouse had been shored up and adapted to Erellik needs. The air inside would be as thin as the shoulders of Everest, roasting with deep-desert heat. The ‘bugs,’ as Ringo Rutecki called them, since he hated them for the way they treated hired labor, hugged tight to their comfort zone. After dark they seldom went abroad: a chill in the air made them sluggish, Tony recalled. Which might be useful tonight.

On the wall to the right of the door hung an unreadable sign, hand-drawn in luminous paint. The long ground-floor windows were closed but unshuttered, and Tony slithered along the fragmenting cinder-brick wall until he had a good view through a panel of armorglass. A spider web of tape held it together, and the glass was beyond filthy.

“What am I looking for? I never saw the bugger who doped me, remember.”

Betru pressed in at his side. “I’ll know him ― it! ― soon as I see it. Let me get in here.” Tony ducked down to let him see, and moments later Betru grunted.

“He’s there?”

”Oh, yeah. There’s just three, all low caste. Drones. Playing some kind of game, drinking that acid hooch of theirs. I see our guy. Soon as it comes out, we’ve got it.”

“And who’s this Shedtic? The name mean anything?” Tony wondered.

“He
 ’ll be the one who does business with the constable, signs for shipments,” Betru mused. “All drones are the same rank, so if this Shedtic’s in charge, he’ll be higher caste … probably a male breeder, so he
 , not it. There’s only a handful of queens among the Erellik, and they never leave the hives till they’re so old, they stop making eggs. Then they travel in style, like royalty. Tour the universe from the comfort of luxury ‘boats,’ waited on like … well, like queens, I guess.”

What Tony knew of the Erellik before tonight was sparse. He felt a certain fascination for the strange, the different, but according to Ringo, the Erellik were best avoided. They were never sociable, even with their trading partners. The Cobran could make nothing of them. Erellik were certainly individuals, but each remained so linked to the hive, it might as well have been a single cell in a vast body.

“The boss has to know by now, we’re here,” Tony said sharply.

“He can’t do one damned thing about it. Not legally.” Betru remained intent on their quarry, his eyes never leaving the Erellik who perched at a small table not far from the door. “This is still Jiva. His people are guests here. We don’t get enough trade from the Erellik to make it worthwhile letting them dictate any terms they like ― so they’re just guests, and smart enough to know it, even if they don’t like it.”

“So you’re not expecting ―”

“Here it comes!” Betru’s hand tightened on Tony’s arm.

Tony had been about to ask if they could expect a squad from Shedtic’s office to provide some incentive to move along, but before he could speak the door slid open and a figure shambled out into the moon shadows. The Erellik had clearly been drinking for some time. Its movements were as uncoordinated as they could be, given a body geometry with eight assorted limbs and eight eyes. It stumbled against the cinder bricks, propped itself up with two arms and shuffled determinedly in the direction of a long, low building leftover from the mining installations.

The night was close to silent, this far from the bright heart of the Amelosi part of town. No one saw Tony and Betru scurry up behind the Erellik, take it by four elbows and usher it into a ramshackle, tumbledown warehouse which must have been abandoned for a decade. Half the roof had fallen in, admitting sharp-edged floods of white moonlight. Broken glass, debris and dry weeds crunched underfoot as Tony slid the door closed with a grinding sound of old, corroded tracks.

Overcome or startled, the Erellik seemed to fold into an untidy heap. Drones stood only as high as Tony’s shoulder, though the high caste, breeding males could tower over an average Amelosi. This one seemed average for its kind, with the twitching mouthparts, razor-sharp cutting plates sliding to and fro with a nervous, scraping rasp as it folded onto multiple knees.

The carapace would have been wing casings, a million years before, but the wings were vestigial now, dwindled almost to nothing. The carapace had reduced to a multicolored hump on the creature’s shoulders. Color and pattern might have signaled the individual’s caste status, Tony guessed, but Betru was right: this one wore a scar, an old gunshot wound, as individual as a fingerprint.

The damage had been quick-fixed with old fashioned epoxy resin and daubed over with paint to almost match the gold-green-brown hue of the carapace, but to Tony’s eyes the job looked slapdash. As if sterile drones didn’t care much about their appearance ― or perhaps a proper cosmetic repair would be tackled at home, when this one returned to the hive.

It wore a brief garment, like a ruby-red sash knotted about the thorax, and carried a small satchel, belted over the sash. The titanium strap of an expensive chrono circled one forward limb, otherwise the Erellik was naked. Eight eyes blinked up at them, and Betru dropped to one knee beside the creature.

He tapped his skull deliberately. “You got a chip? You speak the language?”

“I comprehend
 it.” The Erellik’s face would never convey any nuance of expression as human and Amelosi understood it, but even Tony picked up the sudden prickle of chemistry issuing from the glands around the creature’s neck and throat. Betru’s sensitive nose wrinkled. His chip, and Tony’s, delivered the meaning while the Erellik’s voice trilled and clicked.

“Don’t you dare mock,” Betru snarled. “You’re guests on this world, our
 world, and ― you? You’re a drone. Your elders and betters need us. They need the ores you buy from the mines in the Flatiron, and you need someplace to land between your homeworlds and the Cobrana trade lanes.” He cuffed the Erellik’s spherical head sharply. “You want trouble, chikatu
 , you can have it. Tell me what happens to drones who get out of line. Huh? You’ll be sent home, then …?”

“All right,” the Erellik chittered. “You sneer at us … sexless drones, born to work. Fed to the hungry young, live, if we screw up on the job.”

“So play nice, and maybe you walk away from this,” Tony said loudly, cutting across the impending argument. “I didn’t die. You don’t die. We didn’t come here to fight, Erellik. You got a name?”

“Of course I have a name. You couldn’t pronounce it.” The Erellik’s forward eyes fixed unblinkingly on Tony. “Call me Chutyk. It’ll do.”

The sound didn’t translate into any words the chips recognized. Tony had learned long ago to be wary, when a Ptalnshi drudge quoted his name as ‘Valnamerin,’ which translated as ‘Your Supreme Eminence.’ For days, humans and Dorello alike addressed him as an emperor, and wondered why any Ptalnshi in earshot laughed.

“You recognize me, Chutyk?” he demanded.

“Should I? You all look alike,” Chutyk trilled, “except, you’re smaller, got darker hair … and I smell the stink of fresh paint on you. The green on your skin is fake. Means you’re probably brown underneath. Human … or a Dorello with long legs and short arms, and a weak jaw. No. Human?”

“Human,” Betru said with ominous quiet. “And you should quit lying while you’re ahead, chikatu
 . You recognized him well enough in the Rooster last night. You doped him, then scuttled on out the door while he fell on his face.”

“Did I?” Chutyk’s chittering voice did not falter, but wafts of vinegary chemistry issued from its glands. “We all look alike to you, Amelosi.”

“No, you don’t.” Betru slapped the Erellik firmly on the carapace, right over the swatch of epoxy and poorly-applied paint. “You don’t know about this?”

“You see that?” Chutyk seemed to recoil in astonishment.

“We wouldn’t recognize an Erellik face,” Tony informed it, “but we’re not blind to detail. We’re probably more sensitive to color than you are, even if you’re better with stink
 than us.” He waffed a hand before his face. “What the hell is
 that? Smells like sour balsamic!”

“That’s the smell of healthy fear,” Betru growled. “This one is scared shitless that we’re about to take off a leg or two and feed them to it. Isn’t that right, Master Chutyk? It’s what your own overseer would do if you fail in your work. Your limbs’ll grow back in a year, so the loss of a couple is the price for failure … that, and the disgrace of limping around, maimed, for a year. So?”

It lifted its head, perhaps an expression of arrogance, or defiance. “You know us a little. We are what we have always been, back to the first hive, and our ways are proud. And,” it added caustically, “we have every reason to fear you. Your people are barbarians. You’ve always been barbarians, you always will be.”

Betru actually chuckled. “It makes a valid point,” he admitted. “My people never had any compunction about aggression. It’s written into our genetic code ― we were still headhunters only three centuries ago, and we’re quite long-lived, it’s not so many generations.” He leaned down toward the Erellik. “We’re a lot longer-lived than you’re going to be, Master Chutyk, unless you tell us exactly
 what we want to know, and do it fast.”

The Erellik folded back into a ravel of legs; six of its eyes blinked furiously with three eyelids each and ridiculously long eyelashes. “What are you wanting to know?”

“Why you doped me,” Tony said simply. “I was the only human in town last night, so I was bloody easy to identify, just by the color and shape of me. Like you said, I’m brown, with long legs and short arms. You picked me out of the crowd at the Rooster, dead easy. I want to know why. Then I want my money back. All of it.”

“The money’s mostly gone,” Chutyk warned. “I had debts. I settled them.”

“Then I’ll take what’s left,” Tony muttered, “and you can owe me.”

The Erellik made a coughing sound that might have been a snort of derision. “You won’t live to collect, human.”

“Ah.” Betru straightened, powerful arms crossing on his chest. “Now we’re getting close.” He gave Chutyk a light kick, intended to inspire rather than hurt. The creature already stank with the acid chemistry of healthy dread, though whether it feared physical violence from the Amelosi, or the retribution of its own kind when it was returned to its homeworld, Tony couldn’t guess.

“See, I had many debts,” Chutyk trilled urgently. “Needed cash … I drink, I gamble. You said it yourself: sexless laborer, what else is there to do? So I took a job when it came my way. Easy
 job. You’d have done the same.” Its head lifted again, that expression of defiance.

A job? Tony shot a sidelong glance at Betru’s moon-whitened face. “I was an assignment? Somebody paid you to put garbage in my beer?” The Erellik bobbed its head in a miserable affirmative. “I was supposed to be dead?”

“Thought I gave you enough to put you out permanently
 .” Chutyk’s odd voice rattled while the chip in Tony’s skull supplied context, meaning; the rush of pungent chemicals told him nothing. “Or, if the dope didn’t do
 you, the mob would. There were thugs in town, the kind who detest humans since the mine. They got syndrome idiots at home. Where I come from, we feed defects, deviants and cripples to the larvae. They serve the hive in the only way they can.”

“Where I come from,” Betru said with mock pleasantness barely a micron deep over furious anger, “we pour kerosene on the swamps and set it alight to be rid of the likes of you, before you can infect our livestock.”

The Erellik glared with six of its eyes. “I’m not a mindless insect. My people have been in space longer than his
 .” It gestured carefully at Tony. “Erellik invented our own stardrive, didn’t have to buy secondhand Cobrana tech.” If it could have spat at Tony, it would have. Instead, it issued a chemical stream that smelt putrid as something weeks dead and rotting.

“Don’t you dare
 sneer at me,” Betru warned. “Give me one good reason, you bloody chikatu
 , and I’ll end you, right here, right now. You know my people, our history? Then you know that when you threaten our kin and friends, we demand the blood price. It’s traditional, old as time, bred into every generation of us.”

The word was rohlwen
 . The chip translated it impartially, but Tony had known Betru long enough to know the reference. He set one hand on Tru’s shoulder. “Give it a chance to speak. I want to know who paid it to kill me, then … I’d say you can have it, but I want my money back. It owes me, and it understands all about debt. Yes, Chutyk?”

“Yes.” The Erellik rubbed all four forearms together as if it were cold. “You were just a job, human. Nothing personal. I have nothing specific against your kind.”

“I believe you,” Tony said graciously. “So?”

The four forward eyes swiveled toward him. “Dorello. Name of Lutash. He offered ten thousand lur, if I took care of you before the freighter lifted … made sure you weren’t on it, and you were dead, or soon would be.”

Surprise made Tony physically step back. Betru placed one large boot on the Erellik to hold it still, and turned toward him. “The name means anything? I only saw one Dorellan ship on the field yesterday ― the Ursago
 ― and I’m pretty sure there are no other Dorello in this region, certainly not in Jiva. On this world, they’re as rare as humans, because they scorn us the same as they scorn you, and for the same reason.”

“We’re not good enough for them,” Tony said sourly, “because we conceive our young physically, gestate them in live bodies, birth them that way.”

The Erellik chittered words causing the chip to struggle. Degenerate primitive immoral depravity
 filtered into Tony’s brain, and obviously also into Betru’s, since he aimed a harder kick into the Erellik’s hindquarters, earning a shrill twitter.

“I told you, chikatu
 , give me one decent reason, and I’ll have your guts,” he growled. “So my people are live breeders. That’s just the way old Mama Evolution designed us, same as humans.”

“Filthy habit,” Chutyk muttered. “Get rid of it. But … you don’t have the gene-tech to engineer it out, do you? Primitive ―” A waft of sneering chemistry began, replaced by a wail as Betru swung a much heavier kick into it. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry! What am I? Just a sexless worker, lowest caste, what do I know?”

“You know how to drink and gamble your way into debt,” Tony said without much compassion, “then take cash to murder, to pay it off.” He stepped away from the quivering Chutyk. “Yeah, I know the name of Lutash,” he told Betru. “I ought to, I’ve been jumping to the bastard’s orders almost every day for the last four years.”

“He’s on the Ursago
 ,” Betru concluded.

“He’s been Captain Ghast’s loadmaster and reserve pilot since before I signed on.” Tony hugged both arms about himself, eyes turning to the moons, which had risen into the broad aperture where the roof had collapsed. “I just have no bloody idea why Lutash would want me dead. I never gave him a reason.”

“Never sassed him?” Betru turned his back on the Erellik now, allowed it to scuttle into a dark corner. It couldn’t get to the door, with both Betru and Tony in its path.

“When you need the job real bad,” Tony said honestly, not proud of the admission, “you keep your thoughts to yourself, stay polite and get through your work on time. Sure, Lutash was always a right royal bastard. Dorello are born better than us, and some of ’em won’t ever let you forget it. Maybe I told Lutash to gimme a break, give it a rest, get off my back. But you don’t murder a guy for that, do you?”

“Not even my headhunting ancestors would go so far,” Betru mused. “They might beat crap out of you with a thorny stick to show you who’s boss, but not kill. There’s no reason for demanding the blood price over something so paltry.” He nailed Tony with a granite look. “You sure
 ? Be sure the Dorello didn’t have a reason. When did you work with him last?”

Tony’s brow creased as he thought back. “We shipped out of the port of Kolizor, and it was all hands on deck to load. I can drive the tractor and the crane, so I’m useful. He told me what he wanted, and where … then I didn’t see anything of him between Kolizor and Jiva. Ringo and me are mostly on the engine deck. The ship’s a piece of crap, it takes both of us to keep it flying straight and level. Then … we landed here yesterday, spent most of the time unloading and taking on freight. I drove the tractor and crane again; Lutash showed his face in the hold, the big he-bull giving out his orders. You know how it works: pull the freight off fast, load up again, get back in space. Time is money. Unless you’re Ghast, of course,” he added darkly, “in which case you spend most of your time swanning around, getting pissed.”

“So,” Betru mused, “you did most of the actual work, under the loadmaster’s supervision. Ghast wasn’t there?” Tony nodded. “No problems in the port of Kolizor?”

“Nothing,” Tony reported. “Kolizor’s too cold to get into any kind of trouble, you’re too busy rushing to get done! You know it? A Chukutzu port, right on the glaciers, which is dandy for them. Us? We work in a thermal suit and mask ― even breathing the air would reduce your lungs to ice crystals, kill you so fast, you’d wonder what hit you, right before you drowned in your own blood.”

“I’ve dropped-ship in Kolizor once or twice. So whatever happened between you and Lutash, it either happened en route to Amelos,” Betru reasoned slowly, “or right here in Jiva.” He arched one brow at Tony. “Tell me about the flight over.”

“Nothing to tell.” Tony shrugged helplessly. “Loadmaster Lutash went right back to his dumb-ass VR games, blew off a few days shooting Martians or whatever amuses him. Ringo and I worked on the engines. Wasted way too much time trying to get at least one of the maintenance bots up and running. No joy. We were hoping to score spare parts in Jiva, but you know this place. There wasn’t a compatible nut and bolt to be had without placing an order that wouldn’t get here for a week, and we were due back in space ―

“I sent Ghast a message, ‘Need to run up to the city, find something to fit in Reimas.’ The skipper bounced a message back: ‘Next time.’ For which read, ‘Forget it, dufus, you’re on your own.’” He rubbed his eyes, forcing himself to go over events sequentially. “Then Ringo and I were working flat out, getting the new cargo aboard. That’s where Lutash gets to strut his stuff. As loadmaster, he decides what goes where, and how. I just drove the tractor for two hours to get it all stashed. Lutash was satisfied, buggered off back upstairs, said he had a game on hold, which is his usual thing.”

“And that’s the whole story?” Betru’s fists clenched, poised on both hips as he looked from Tony to the hunched Erellik, and back.

“Every word of it,” Tony assured him. “I was just about to have a wash and brush-up, and head into town, when we lost a control module in the fuel feed. I spent four hours tearing the system apart, when I should’ve been on downtime, my
 time.” He shrugged. “Christ, what a job. They don’t pay me by the hour. Wish they did.”

“Then, it has to be something you saw, or overheard,” Betru hazarded, “probably while you were loading cargo. There was no other time or chance for the loadmaster to decide, right out of the blue, you had to be off the Ursago
 ― and dead.”

Silence fell between them for an electric moment, in which Chutyk trilled and muttered fitfully to itself. “I … saw something,” Tony repeated. “Or, maybe I heard something the loadmaster said, or did.” He pressed both hands over his face. “I can’t remember!”

“And I don’t suppose Lutash dropped any hints,” Betru said acidly. “Did he say anything to you, Master Chutyk?”

The Erellik hoisted itself to its many feet and shuffled nervously. “To me? Why would the Dorello tell me his secrets? It was enough to know that he wanted the brown one to miss his upship time, and die. I said I could handle it, easy. I put enough turi in his beer to drop a herd of moke.”

“Turi. I thought so.” Betru barked a laugh. “You really are an idiot, aren’t you? Turi would drop a gang of my people, but not humans. We’re similar enough to breathe the same air, eat the same food ― fuck like ferrets, whatever ferrets are. But we’re not similar enough
 for humans and Amelosi to interbreed, and drugs that make us sick barely even slow them down.”

“I … oh.” Chutyk dropped its head. “I don’t know enough about human biochemistry. I’ve seen you eating and drinking and cohabiting, so I thought … I screwed that one up.”

“Good thing for you,” Betru scoffed, “your administrator doesn’t know one damned thing about the deal you did with Lutash. There’s nothing to report home about. You won’t get fed to the larvae back in the hive. Lucky for you … also fortunate for Technician First Class Saviano. Because if this creature
 had done its research, Tony, well, you’d be dead.”

“Or if you hadn’t pulled me out of there,” Tony said darkly, “before Ver Gurmelu’s bouncers threw me out in the street, and the mob jumped all over me. And I still owe you one for that.” He glared down into the multiple Erellik eyes. “Speaking of which, you owe me, Chutyk, big time. I’ll take whatever of my money you still have … and I’ll accept your IOU for the rest. You’re a gambler, so you know bloody well what ‘IOU’ means. Cough it up, right now.”

It reared up to access the satchel, unmeshed a pouch and reached in with three wriggling cartilaginous ‘fingers.’ Tony took the thin wad of bills, less than a third of what he’d won on the big wheel, and swore lividly.

The Erellik rattled bitterly. “All right, I owe you, human. Apparently, you know where to find me.”

“And I’ll recognize you by the patch on your ... whatever that thing on your back is,” Tony added. “I’ll give you one week, then I’ll be here to collect.”

“A month,” Chutyk insisted. “I don’t get paid till the end of the month, local time. Got nothing till then. Broke, insolvent
 , understand?” It edged toward the door. “Give me the time, you’ll get your money, Earther.”

“Bloody hell.” Tony dragged both hands through his hair. “Oh, all right, get out of here. And think yourself damned lucky I don’t ask Betru to take a little bit of ‘blood price’ right out of your epoxy-plastered hide!”

At the door, the Erellik turned back to study Betru gravely. “The Amelosi have nothing to be proud about, human. You don’t know their history? Find out. Ask him, one time. Find out who your friends are. Then, maybe you think more kindly of the Erellik.”

With that it was gone, leaving the door gaping wide, and Tony counted the bills while Betru frowned after the creature. “What’s it mean?” Tony wondered. “Find out who my friends are?”

Betru only shrugged. “It knows a thing or two about Amelosi history. I’ve told you, Tony, there’s a lot we’re not proud of. Same as humans. Most races have a load of crap in their past they’d rather forget, and that includes the damned Erellik themselves.”

“Headhunters,” Tony said ruefully. “Insanely territorial.”

“And worse.” Betru sighed, watching Tony fuss with his money. “Four centuries ago, there were so many of us, you humans only think you’re overpopulated. We discovered antiseptic surgery and antibiotics long before we had enough sense to quit breeding. The forests you see across these hills, now? All new. The old were cut down for fuel, houses, grazing land, ships, while the sky went dark. A thousand species fell extinct. It’s all in the histories, it’s no secret.” He sighed. “And that nasty little roach is right. We’re not proud.”

As he spoke, he stepped out of the derelict building and surveyed the street, looking for hazard. Chutyk had vanished; no others of his kind appeared, and Tony turned back toward the dead-end alley where they had left the gyro. “So how’d you cut back on your excess population?” Tony wondered. “If you know the big secret, don’t keep it to yourself. Earth would love to hear about it.”

Betru gave a snort of ribald laughter. “No, they wouldn’t! Our elders bought some weird-ass kind of Cobrana medtech ― Earth could do the same, but there’d be hell to pay if they let loose a therapy that caused sterility or homosexuality in almost eighty percent of the population! All I know is, it was delivered piggybacked on a virus that went around like summer ’flu.”

“Meaning, almost everybody came down with it.”

“And suddenly the birthrate fell close to zero. In a century, the problem solved itself … but whole bloodlines died out,” Betru said thoughtfully. “Rare clan names disappeared forever. If the elders in Reimas tried the same thing on Amelos today, they’d get such a fight, it’d never happen. Back then? Like I said, we were territorial, headhunting savages. High Chiefs acted with divine right, as if their whims were the will of Amaya herself, and they were merely her instruments.”

“Damn.” Tony swung his leg over the gyro and settled into the fleece-covered saddle. “At least your people got a second chance. Ours never did.”

Betru keyed the ignition, fired the engine. “There’s still almost two billion on this planet, but Amelos is a lot bigger than Earth. Like you said, lucky. Now you know why so many us are ― gay
 , as humans call it. You have to tell me what the word means. It can’t be ‘happy’ or ‘cheerful,’ no matter how my chip tries to translate it. A big wedge of the rest of us are childless, sterile as that drone who just scuttled on out of here. If the population ever falls through one billion, there’s tech to turn it around, reverse it, but we’re holding pretty stable right now. Those who can breed like to indulge themselves, you know.”

“I’ve noticed, three, four to a brood isn’t unusual in families,” Tony mused.

“And you’ll see some ‘breeders’ with six or eight.” Tru zipped the jacket to his throat. “There just aren’t so many breeding couples. Thank gods.”

“Damn, so that’s why Amelosi are the way you are.” Tony felt a tickle of amusement. “I never knew.”

“You never asked! We don’t talk about it much.” Betru fed one long leg over the gyro and settled on the seat. “Chances are, the tech that made a lot of us gay
 and others sterile is just part of us now.” He sounded almost indifferent. “We like things the way they are … and if it safeguards the future, what the hell?” He swung the gyro around, out of the blind alley, and took it back toward the periphery of the spaceport, where the ore carrier continued to load, bathed in its floodlights. “So much for Amelosi history, Earthman. Irdnan
 . Better think about yourself now: you got one bitch of a problem.”

That, Tony thought bleakly as Betru headed out of town, had to be the understatement of the decade. He set both hands on Tru’s hips for balance as the machine picked up speed, headed for the haul road which cut back into the lush farmland toward the river.

A hundred meters beyond the last ramshackle building that might claim to lie within Jiva itself, a bright flash, a staccato thunderclap, overwhelmed Tony’s eyes and ears, sent his heart racing while his head spun.

The gyrobike staggered, skittered drunkenly across the road as Betru braked as hard as the machine would allow, and the last Tony knew, he was headed fast for the drainage ditch with a hundred kilos of Amelosi on top of him and a scorching-hot engine so close to his legs, he felt the hair on his calves shriveling.


Chapter Six


I’m making a habit of this.
 The thought coalesced in the moment consciousness returned, and Tony’s whole body gave a convulsive jerk. He felt Betru’s hands on him before his eyes snapped open, and though the world spun, he knew he had only been out for seconds. The gyro lay on its side, ticking and hissing as it cooled, but Tru had already forced his way up to one knee, to peek over the weedy lip of the roadside ditch.

Blinking his vision clear, Tony saw that the gyro’s right-side fairing had been punched in, in a dish-like depression, scorched by intense heat that blistered the electric blue paint job. He recognized the impact point at once.

“That’s the signature of a Dorellan pulse rifle,” he hissed, coming up hard beside Betru.

“I know.” Betru chanced another glance over the top. “The shot came from the wall there, other side of the road ― the half-fallen house, with the roof down. He might still be inside. Or it
 ,” he added acidly.

“You think it could be Chutyk, trying again?” Tony forced both knees under him.

“Or one of its friends, zipped out here fast in a pickup truck. Damn!” Betru struck his chest with a clenched fist. “My fault, Tony. I should’ve killed the chikatu
 the way my mother or my grandmother wouldn’t have bloody hesitated to!” He turned vast, dark eyes to Tony. “Trying not to be primitive, savage … I’ve dumped us right in it.”

“If we head back to the farm,” Tony whispered, “we’ll take them with us.” He shook his head sharply. “I’m not going to get your family involved, man, no way. I should get the hell out, and stay out, till I can get this sorted.”

“We,” Betru corrected. “You reckon I can go back? They’ll guess you’ve told me whatever it is you’re supposed to know ―”

“I don’t know shit!”

“I realize that, but they’ll think you do.” Betru settled back into the ditch. “And right now they have the advantage, because we don’t have one bloody damned clue about what goes on.” He gave Tony a baleful look. “We need to find out. Soon as we dig ourselves out of this
 mess.”

“And tell Yenni and Shand to look out for trouble,” Tony added.

“Those two?” Betru snorted soundlessly. “They’ll shoot first and consider the vague possibility of maybe asking questions sometime late next year. Amaya help the chikatu,
 or whatever, that sticks its snout in there! Still, I’d rather lead these buggers away from the farm, not straight back to it, and you’re right ― it’s us they’ll be after.” He paused, listening intently, brow furrowed. “Yenni loves her tech. She bummed a neat little comset off a peddler last year, Cobrana tech, recharges its powerpack if you let it sit in the sun. If we can make it back to the Rooster, we’ll take the backstairs up. I’ll use Gurmelu’s set, call home and … ah. Here we go. No!
 Don’t look. Go that way, into the shadows, see the boulder? Get into cover.”

Tony didn’t need to be told twice. He shuffled fast on hands and knees, packed himself into the scant space behind the hunk of granite that had been dozed aside when the Bartoli-Wang-Shalkyr Mining Consortium drove this road through ― in the years when Tony was learning to walk and the ten year old Betru sweated through school, dreaming about escaping to space on any freighter where he could score a berth.

Since childhood Tru had longed for the freedom of the stars, yet Tony knew, if he scratched the surface he’d find the ancestral Amelosi right beneath Betru’s beautiful emerald skin. Any modern human was the product of centuries of anger management, gun control, anti-violence legislation, legal systems prohibiting victims from striking out even in self-defense ―

Meanwhile, Betru had calmly selected the weightiest, sharpest chunks of rock he could find in the scree at his feet while he shuffled along the ditch into better cover. The instincts of his forefathers were on the loose. Tony had only to keep his head down and watch. Since both moons were close to zenith at this hour, and not much under full, he could have read by their light.

Even his human ears heard one pair of feet pattering stealthily across the road, and he pinpointed the sound: right by the gyro. The cooling machine lay on its side, six meters from Betru, eight from Tony’s boulder. The shooter clearly guessed they’d been injured in the crash, perhaps knocked unconscious. If he ― it ― had the devil’s own luck, the quarry might already be dead.


He
 was far less fortunate. Tony caught only the briefest glance of a head and shoulders appearing cover the high weeds at the edge of the ditch, before Betru sent a palm-sized hunk of granite zinging at his target with instinctual speed and accuracy. The savage rode very close to the surface tonight, barely skin-deep, and Tony felt a profound gratitude to have him there.

With a grunt, the figure went down hard on the roadside, stayed down, and Tru scrambled up at once, eyes everywhere, looking for another, this one’s partner or backup. But nothing moved on the road now; they had the night to themselves.

A pace behind him, Tony swiped up the rifle and turned it to the moonlight. Sure enough, it was Dorellan, old, battered but still effective. No surprise there, since the Dorello sold and traded their trash promiscuously, wherever the law permitted ― or didn’t.

The enormous surprise was the figure sprawled in the road. “Mennach, Ildus and Gabbra,” Betru whispered, delving deep into the vast pantheon of his forefathers. “It can’t be.”

The body was Amelosi. And female.

And extremely dead, its neck snapped by the lateral impact that embedded a fist-sized chunk of sharp-edged granite in its temple.

“Ríða
 ,” Tony swore succinctly. “I thought it’d be an Erellik, come to finish the job Chutyk screwed up.”

“So did I. I threw before I realized it was one of us,” Betru admitted. “Not that I’d have hesitated, anyway.” He gestured at the rifle in Tony’s grasp. “Give her a second chance, she’d have cut us in two. Don’t know what the law’s like on your world, but here, self-defense is your own responsibility. Somebody takes a crack at you, you do the necessary and explain to the constable later ― if he asks. Often as not, he doesn’t. Remember, this is Jiva. The boonies. Constable Orovang is more likely to be pissed than sober, and his four troopers are sixty eck away, dealing with bandits on the hill roads.”

Tony stood gaping at the body. Betru had hit the assassin square in the side of the head with a granite missile traveling as fast as his arm could pitch. Her neck had snapped cleanly, death would have come in a millisecond, vastly more merciful than the execution awaiting a convicted killer. “So, uh, what do we do with the body? Are we supposed to report it?”

“Only,” Betru said acerbically, “if you want to spend the rest of your life ― which won’t be long! ― waiting for Orovang to sober up and the troopers to get back. Then another week filling in quadruplicate reports. Then another
 week waiting for the case to come up in front of the magistrate, so the venerable Judge Vinurvi can chuck the whole thing out of court and give Orovang a tirade for wasting her time. Which he’s legally bound to do, so he’ll be glaring at us like you and me are the culprits.”

“So, what, we lose it?” Lately, Tony had seen too much of Dorellan activities to be surprised, much less shocked. Ghast had killed several times in the four years of Tony’s contract on the Ursago
 . Three times, Lutash loaded the dead along with the cargo and simply flushed them out of an airlock before the ship slipped into the hyperspace envelope. The fourth, he simply dumped an unfortunate Ptalnshi on the steppes a few kilometers beyond a ramshackle town. In hours, the local variant of wolves would reduce the body to a bloody stain on the heather, even the bones broken, swallowed, digested.

“We lose it,” Betru agreed darkly, hopping back down into the ditch. “And as much as I’d love to hang onto the rifle, we’d better lose that too. Anybody sees it, recognizes it, they’ll know where it came from. You don’t need to be a genius to work things out.” As he spoke, he righted the gyro and began to examine it.

“Well, vershek
 ,” Tony swore again, drifting from his native Icelandic to the local Amelosi without realizing it.

“You want it in stronger language?” Betru said with uncharacteristic sourness. He punched the ignition and the gyro coughed, wheezed, started. He twisted the throttle, revved it hard, and the engine evened out. “All right, we got transport. Gimme a hand here, Tony.”

Between them, they pushed, shoved, hauled the gyro upright, and Tony stood with filthy palms on his knees to watch as Tru searched a pannier, and bungeed the body cross-ways across the pillion seat. He strapped the rifle to it and gave Tony a hard look.

“Wait right where you are. There’s a deep gully, about fifteen eck off the road, due west.” He nodded into the hinterland, toward the distant hills. “The buzzards nest there. They’ll pick this down to bare bones in a day or two, and nobody ever goes out there. There’s nothing to go out there for. One less contract shooter on the loose does the community a big favor, right?”

“I guess so,” Tony muttered. “But we need to know who she was, Tru. And why in the name of any of your old gods she took a pop at us.”

“Because Chutyk screwed up,” Betru growled as he swung his leg over the gyro. “It has to be because Loadmaster Lutash’s business is unfinished: you even existing matters
 to someone, enough to spill blood. Now, stay put!”

The machine protested as he swung it off the road, over a rickety triple-plank ‘bridge’ spanning the storm-water ditch, but the big electric motor seemed stable enough. It whined into the distance as Tony ducked back into the cover of the ditch. Fifteen ecks there, the same back; and give him time to find the right spot … feed the birds, Tony thought dryly as he began to feel a dozen pulls, strains, bruises.

He’d hurt his left leg, his back, knees, elbows, neck, and his left wrist smarted sharply. He’d lost a narrow swatch of skin, halfway from hand to elbow. He sucked it clean, tasting the iron tang of human blood. He knew instinctively, the injuries were nothing major, just enough to remind him forcefully that he’d survived an accident.

He gave a thought to the shooter, and for a moment wished Tru had been less accurate. Answers would have been valuable, but now the woman was no more than buzzard chow. Not that Amelosi ‘buzzards’ were birds in any true sense. He knew them as feathered reptiles, toothed and tailed, like the distant ancestors of Earth’s modern birds ― but they would dispose of the assassin with the same efficiency, obliged for the free meal.

“One less contract killer on the loose,” he muttered, sucking his raw wrist, watching the time, listening to the sounds of night. “Do the community a favor.” He nursed his hurts and turned an ear to the west, eager for the sound of the gyro.

It whined back across the grassland sooner than he’d expected, and the motor sounded better. The machine purred up the haul road and stopped by the ditch only long enough for him to swing into the pillion seat. Moments later, Betru headed off the opposite side of the road, making his own trail as he described a wide arc around the skirts of Jiva. Tony knew why, and where, without asking.

Fifty meters from the alley leading to the Red Rooster’s backyard, Tru cut the motor. He pushed the gyro through dense moon shadows, let himself into the Rooster’s sheds with a six-digit code tapped into a keypad on the rough-hewn timber door, and slid the bike inside.

Blind in the darkness, Tony said nothing but listened as Betru threw an ancient hessian sheet over the machine, raising a cloud of dust. The shed smelled of sacking, feathers, root vegetables, moist earth. Who would look there for a gyro, or think to lift up an old tarp?

Satisfied, Tru relocked the door and beckoned Tony into the cluttered publican’s yard. Kerosene lamps and glowbots lit the shadows where hooped wooden barrels of local ale stood to one side of the door, on the other side, palletized cartons printed with age-old names from California and Australia and Scotland. One of Earth’s most lucrative exports to Amelos was fine wines and spirits, traded profitably for raw actinide ores … fuel for Cobrana engines which drove human starships.

Tony glanced longingly at a crate of Old Kirkpatrick as Tru pressed a finger to his lips, urging silence. A moment later he cracked open the publican’s door and peered inside. At this hour, the tavern roared with business. A Dorellan crew had come over from the industrial hauler, and the din from the front of the house told them the big wheel and machekot tables were well patronized. No bar in a port town would be idle for long.

But Betru took the back stairs, off one side of the kitchen. A cook and three assistants worked there, but no one saw as a pair of shadows headed up two floors, above the level where drunks slept off their excesses and the bordello crowd took their beau of the moment. The top floor landing carried a large, bold sign: Private, Staff Only.
 And Ver Gurmelu’s offices and apartment were the most private space of all.

Scents of jasmine and rose seduced the senses; soft, hypnotically rhythmic gamelan issued from within. At a broad, black-enameled door, Betru paused to knock, and waited to be called.

The volume turned down on the music, reducing the harmonized gongs and bells to a murmur. Tru brushed down the leather jacket; Tony tugged his cuffs, dusted off his pants, straightened the cape. He shook back the hood in the interests of politeness: concealing one’s face could be interpreted as a threat on several worlds, and he’d never been completely sure of the Amelosi tradition.

“Come.” Gurmelu’s voice ― so deep, rasping, it might have belonged to a man.

Tony had never even seen the Rooster’s proprietor, much less been formally introduced. She was ‘aged,’ which in Amelosi years meant ancient
 to a human. Betru’s people were longer lived, and matured in different ways. Gurmelu had become stringy as time began to win the battle, but not feeble; her skin had faded to a dusty hue rather than the gorgeous emerald of youth, but she painted her face in a startling rainbow of colors, and enameled her fingernails black as polished jet. Her hair grew sparsely now, but still had the familiar summer-blonde of her people, and she coiled it artfully to make it look thicker. She wore a version of the house’s iridescent uniform, loose about wasted limbs, wrapped about by scarlet and blue fabric, and so much gold and platinum, Tony wondered how she carried the weight on wrists so wand-slender.

“Ver Gurmelu,” Betru began with the polite gestures. “We’ve got trouble. I wonder if you reckon you owe me a favor?”

“A small one,” Gurmelu said in that deep, husky voice. She sat in a big carved chair, behind a redwood desk, on which lay old fashioned account books and several tablets. The polished jet talons drummed on the cover of a thick ledger as she studied Betru thoughtfully. “You’ve always dealt well, and fair, never a lick of nuisance. In fact, you’ve warded off problems several times, before they could happen. Like last night.” Her dark eyes strayed to Tony and her brow creased in a frown as she looked him over. “It’s a first-class paint job, but something’s not quite
 right.” A chuckle. “The hair’s too dark, the eyes a few shades too brown. Human, are you, lad? Speak up, now. Don’t worry, I quite understand how the chip works. Take your time.”

Grateful that she was accustomed to offworlders, he stepped forward and spoke the language carefully. His pronunciation had already begun to improve, and he knew many more words tonight than even yesterday. “Technician First Class Tony Saviano, ma’am. I’m the human who was doped last night, by the Erellik. Betru pulled me out of your house before … well, I’m supposed to be dead.”

She leaned forward, elbows on the desk. “And why would a common drone, an Erellik of all odd creatures, want a human to die?”

“Because the bloody-damned chikatu
 was paid to murder him,” Betru said quietly, furious and bitter at once. “It took blood money from the loadmaster of a Dorellan freighter that shoved off last night.”

Her brows rose. “Why?”

“We don’t know ― yet.” Betru glanced sidelong at Tony. “But we’ll find out … if we live long enough. Somebody took a shot at us on our way out of town, not one hour ago. We both could’ve died, right there in a ditch.”

“Somebody? Another Erellik?” Gurmelu sat back, waiting.

“No, ma’am.” Tony hesitated. “An Amelosi shooter with a pulse rifle. An old Dorellan weapon. They’re ten to the credit, anywhere Dorellan ships land.”

“Indeed.” Gurmelu’s shrewd indigo eyes returned to Betru. “You knew the sniper’s face?”

“I did not
 , I never saw her before.” Betru shared a glance with Tony. “She shot us right off the road ― a professional hit. Then she came in, trying to finish the job.”

“Yet, here you are,” Gurmelu prompted.

Betru smiled thinly. “I’m a bloody good hand with a rock. I dumped the trash
 out in the long gully, for the buzzards. You know the nesting place?” She nodded. “That part of it is done, Ver Gurmelu. But I do need to get a message home, quickly. I need to warn my family, they might have trouble on the way.”

She gestured aside, at the neat comset on the redwood side table. “Help yourself. Then, you need to think this through logically, my boy, before someone’s dumping you
 to feed the buzzards, and you never even knew why.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Tony said grimly, watching Betru handle the comset as deftly as he dealt machekot. He dropped his voice to let Betru speak clearly with his sister, and stepped closer to the desk. “We tracked down the Erellik that doped me, frightened the truth out of him. We let him go, undamaged … turns out, my own loadmaster wants me dead. Near as we can work it out, I must’ve seen or heard something I wasn’t supposed to.”

“Something concerning our Erellik friends?” Gurmelu wondered.

“I don’t know,” Tony admitted. “I think the drone might’ve just been convenient, and eager for the work. It had debts ― an urgent need for hard cash. I’m lucky, it used the wrong dope, something called turi. It isn’t so dangerous to humans. I swallowed just enough to give me a long, deep sleep and a fuddled head.” He hesitated, then plowed on. “The Erellik is only half the story, ma’am.”

She took in every syllable. “By all means, tell me the rest.”

“I don’t know it,” Tony sighed. “Loadmaster Lutash wants me dead, and he can’t be the only one. Think about this: the Ursago
 had already shoved off, she’d be out of comm range. No way could Lutash be aware the Erellik stuffed up the job, I survived. But somebody right here in Jiva knew. And my life is a big enough deal for one
 of them to send a shooter after me and Tru.”

“Your life matters very much to someone here,” Gurmelu mused, “which means the affair is also Amelosi business, not merely Erellik, nor Dorellan. Or, not strictly Dorellan.” She shook her head disgustedly. “Not so long ago, alien business didn’t concern us at all. We weren’t interested in their ridiculous politics, we hardly cared if offworlders killed each other on our world. Now, it’s all so muddled. What affects one affects all. It’s bad, Technician Saviano ― and likely to get worse before it gets better.”

As she spoke, Betru shut down the comset and joined Tony. “My sis and her husband are prepared. They’re sending a message to the kid, telling her to go right to her grandmother and stay there. And they’re well armed, Ver Gurmelu. Anybody shows up at the farm looking for a fight, they’ll get more than they bargained for.”

“I’m most delighted to hear it.” Gurmelu shifted in her chair with the discomfort of old bones. “But you’re full of questions, my boy! Anyone could take another shot at you, any time. Now, you can run away and hide, yes; but the problem won’t go away till it’s solved, correct?”

“Oh, yes,” Betru said with dark conviction. “It’s already come to blood. It was supposed to be Tony’s blood, then mine, because I got involved. The only way back to peace is answers
 .” He cupped one large hand about Tony’s skull. “And those answers are somewhere in this head.”

Tony sighed heavily. “I just can’t remember. I don’t recall seeing or hearing anything special, or weird, or suspicious, back as far as Kolizor. If the loadmaster had wanted me dead back there, he could’ve just shoved me headfirst into a snow bank and left me to freeze. It’s a Chukutzu port, ma’am. You know anything about the worlds they prefer?”

Her head shook slowly. “It’s enough for you to mention snow banks and freezing. If your loadmaster had indeed wanted you dead at that time, suffice to say, you’d have been cold and stiff before the freighter left that gods-forsaken port. Yet … here you are. So whatever you saw or heard, it’s safe to assume it happened right here in Jiva.” Her eyes sharpened to gimlets. “You realize, my boy, you must
 remember.”

“Believe me,” Tony groaned, “I’ve tried.”

“Not hard enough,” Gurmelu said flatly. “So, Kenzana Emetral Betru. You’ve made this little one’s trouble your own, have you?”

“I have,” he admitted with a crooked smile.

She tilted her head at him. “May I inquire why?”

“Because I care for him,” Tru said without hesitation. “Yes, he’s an offworlder, and it’s … unusual. But we’ve known each other some time, we’ve been together
 many times, and I do care for him.”

“Well and good.” She stirred restlessly. “Then you must winkle the truth out of the pretty little offworlder’s reluctant memory, Betru, and have this problem solved, quickly, before you’re tending his gravestone.” Gurmelu stood, stretched her back till Tony heard the crackles from her spine, and said succinctly, “Elberos
 .”

The chip refused to translate the pure sound, so Tony knew it had to be a name, a place, person, thing. He shot a glance at Tru, who made reluctant noises of agreement. “I’d been wondering about it. Worth the effort, I think.”

“Your only option, I should say,” Gurmelu corrected aridly. “And in your place I’d do it sooner rather than later. Go now, tonight, in fact, before your enemies are entirely sure what’s happened, and begin to hunt you.” She waved them away. “Have a meal, help yourself to supplies, whatever you need.” Her face creased into a smile. “Your place at the machekot table will be waiting for you, upon your return. If I owe you a small favor, Kenzana Emetral Betru, let me repay at least part of it tonight.”

Again, Betru made the polite gestures and withdrew from the room with Tony a pace behind. The volume increased on the mellow, chiming gamelan as they stepped out, and one word haunted Tony.


Elberos
 .


Chapter Seven

Betru knew the kitchen staff by clan, family and given names, and traded gossip as the chef invited him to help himself, take a place at the clear end of the long table where staff ate on their breaks. Tony smiled pleasantly, kept the hood up about his face and held his eyes down. Too brown, were there? He’d never heard that particular criticism before, though Ringo swore the Dorello never trusted anyone with blue eyes. Ten centuries ago, they fought and destroyed cerulean-eyed cousins of the Chukutzu, and mortal distrust had written itself into their genes.

The staff gossip never mentioned the Erellik or the Ursago
 . Betru steered it toward crops, the weather, the new season’s moke foaling, the pickup trucks just in from Barazoz, secondhand but brilliantly refurbished. Tony hadn’t realized how hungry he was, and his brown eyes remained on his plate until cook and assistants finished cleaning down the counters and sinks, and retired for the night. They lived on the premises, and with a weary mumble of goodnight they took the backstairs up.

Then the kitchen fell silent, save for the crackle of the traditional open fire in the massive hearth. With the lamps doused, Tony dared shake back the hood. He sopped up the last kushkuck gravy with a thick wedge of bread, washed it down with a second beer. “Elberos?” He knew he pronounced the word poorly. “Someone, somewhere ―?”

“Something
 ,” Betru corrected. “A procedure. You people would probably call it a ritual, since the secret belongs to the Mamusani.”

Tony groaned at another word that refused to translate. “And they are?”

“Call them monks, if you like,” Betru said ruefully, “but they’re not any kind of monks as you know them. There’s a temple up on the shoulder of Mount Witaque. It’s not far, just about due east of Jiva. If we get moving, use what darkness we’ve got left for cover, the gyro’ll get us there by noon.”

“Whoa, hold it,” Tony said too loudly. He dropped his voice deliberately. “What kind of rite? I’m not doing something totally weird. I’m not even Amelosi! This Elberos might not work at all. Or it could bloody kill me!”

“Nothing so dramatic,” Betru scoffed. “They’re not going to poison you or probe your brain. I know what you’re thinking. It’s the Dorello on your mind, isn’t it? They’re violent, aggressive people, medji
 ―”

“So are your folk! Freakin’ headhunters,” Tony muttered.

“But not the Mamusani,” Betru assured him. “It’s the whole point of who the Mamusani are, what they are. They cut themselves loose from the rest of the territorial maniacs six or seven centuries ago. They’ve lived in semi-exile ever since, whole colonies of them. Most aren’t especially spiritual, though they do have their adepts. Most,” he added with a humor that might have mocked his own race, “just refused to be part of the rohlwen
 tradition. Blood feuds blew minor disputes into major wars, fueled them for decades in dumb-ass, tit-for-tat games of ‘Well, they started it!’”

“They’re pacifists.” Tony relaxed a little as enlightenment dawned.

“Even here, even in the headhunting days.” Betru’s eyes glittered with wry amusement. “We’re not as entirely hopeless as Master Chutyk believes.”

“O…kay,” Tony said carefully. “So we take the gyro to these Otsumami ―”

“Mamusani,” Betru chuckled. “Otsumami is snack food. I spent long enough on Earth to eat a bucketful of it.”

“All right, Mamusani,” Tony groaned. “Pardon me for being the alien.”

“It’s not a sin or a crime to be an offworlder,” Betru said easily. “Amelos is close enough to your world for us to be distant cousins.” He hesitated. “But we’re not so much alike as you want to believe.”

Tony was surprised to hear him say it. “We’re good together
 .”

The indigo eyes warmed. “Zhiniki
 is one thing. Like good food, warm sun, decent beer, a game … those, we have in common. But we’re very different, medji
 . Don’t try to slap human values and masks on Amelosi. They’re a poor fit.”

“Fair enough.” Tony rubbed his palms together thoughtfully. “So these pacifists have been a long time in exile. They’re the ones who chose to invest their energy in better things than tribal wars and the rohlwen
 .”

“Exactly.” Betru took Tony’s hands to still them, turned them over and kissed the palms. “In many ways, the Mamusani are centuries ahead of the rest of us, because we wasted so many years being fools. Overpopulating the world till we almost destroyed it, fighting for the worst reasons. Or no reason! Take a look at our history: sometimes it seems as if campaigns were fought because sporting gentlemen were bored! Damn. Now, imagine all that energy plunged into creativity, cosmology, even spirituality.” He pulled Tony into an embrace, which Tony was glad to accept. “Of all the people on Amelos who’re likely to do you harm, Mamusani are the last. You can trust them.”

“It’s you I trust,” Tony said with bluff affection. “This procedure. You, uh, know what it is?”

Now Betru drew back far enough to look at him. “Not exactly, but I’ve heard about it, I know people who’ve done it. Maybe to remember something critical for the magistrate, if a case pivots on it. Or a keycode, if you’ve locked yourself out of your fancy Cobrana computer. Elberos isn’t infallible, but it often works.” He brushed Tony’s cheekbones and nose with both thumbs. “It’s the best shot we have, as Gurmelu said. If you’re game,” he added quietly.

“And if I’m not?” Tony took a long deep breath.

Brow creasing in a deep frown, Betru looked away. “Then, the best we’ve got left is to run, fast and far. We pack what we can right here, jump on the gyro, head east as far as the tracks and pick up a train headed … anywhere. North would be best. If we can lose ourselves among the crowd in the city, Reimas, we’d be harder to find. Humans are more numerous there, you won’t stand out. We might be able to contact your Trade Commission.”

“And tell ’em what?” Tony tipped back his head, eyes squeezed shut. “Some human got on the wrong side of a Dorellan officer? Hard luck. The bastard tried to bury me? Murder’s predictable when you land on some Dorello’s shitist! The human’s thoroughly ticked off about it? What a surprise. They won’t get involved on my account, Tru. Also …” He took a deep breath, exhaled it as a sigh. “I’m afraid for your life as well as mine.” His eyes opened on Betru. “Now, that
 is the gods’ honest truth, but I doubt our Trade Commission would take any action, and we both know why.”

Because Earth did vast business with the Dorello. Dorellan freighters carried a high percentage of all cargoes heading into and out of the marshalling yards beyond the orbit of Pluto. Without the continued goodwill of the Dorellan Mercantile Alliance, Earth’s Trade Commission must forage elsewhere for bulk carriers.

The Chukutzu could be prickly to deal with, and exorbitantly expensive. The Cobran generated the finest tech, but carried only their own small, select cargoes. Ptalnshi refused to deviate from the trade routes they’d dominated for a thousand years, due to the plague of piracy on the fringes of their territory. Who could criticize them for caution? Olthusians didn’t carry freight at all, and used Dorellan logistics services, just as Earth did. The Erellik …

Tony groaned. The parochial, hidebound, hive-minded Erellik seldom traded with any other race. Though their monstrous ships carried equally massive cargoes, they never hauled freight for a third party. And if they did, the Terran Trade Commission would certainly not attempt to chastise them for the homicidal behavior of a single low-caste drone.

The kitchen remained quiet as Betru let him think it through in his own time, and at last Tony growled, “We’re on our own, Tru, aren’t we?”

“Probably,” Betru agreed. “It might depend on what you saw or heard, whatever made your loadmaster hire the bold Master Chutyk in the first place. Which,” he finished resignedly, “takes us to Mount Witaque. Now, tonight. The alternative is ― run. So?”

The decision was hardly difficult. Tony gestured at the racks of pies, bread, fruit, roast vegetables, cheese, smoked fish. “Load up. Looks like we got a long way to go.”

A smile twitched one corner of Betru’s mouth before he leaned over to kiss. “I hoped you’d say go
 . I’d kinda like to come home, one day, but if we make the long run, there’s no way back for either of us.”

“Forward, then,” Tony decided, and pushed away from the table.

Twenty minutes later, the gyro coughed reluctantly into life. Betru swore fluently at it as Tony locked the shed behind them. The saddlebags belonging to a moke driver sat over the pillion seat, bungeed into place ― Tony tried not to notice that the cords were mottled with blue-green Amelosi blood.

At least Tru seemed to know the way ahead, and for the moment Tony discovered himself content to tag along for the ride. Since Vestmannaeyjar Camp D, he’d hated to lose control of his direction, but if he’d learned one lesson on the engine deck of a Dorellan freighter, it was that humble human journeymen adrift among aliens seldom found themselves in control. Of anything.

Jiva fell behind in moments, and Betru stayed off the haul road. He cut across country, following a goat trail only he could see. The gyro skimmed the margins of a washaway, but the winter creek had already dried to cracked mud, with summer rapidly coming on.

When the land flattened, he crossed the creek bed where reeds grew knee deep. On the opposite bank, he climbed into pastureland, now following the line of a tattered, neglected post-and-wire fence. In the far distance, Tony picked out a white ribbon of moonlight.

The old road arrowed east, toward a range of hills low on the horizon, dark against the diamond glitter of the stars. As the gyro came up onto the hard-packed surface, Betru opened the throttle, and the wind in Tony’s face became sharply cold. He ducked down for cover, soaking in the Amelosi’s body heat. Their normal temperature was degrees higher than a human’s, their ability to withstand harsh climates much greater.

Humans, Tony had long thought, were so fragile, only tech ― most of it bought or borrowed, some stolen ― stood between them and oblivion. Yet the next generation of kids back in Iceland’s refugee communities would have considered this a great adventure. Any of them would trade places with Tony in a heartbeat. He grumbled soundlessly, tucked in behind Betru for warmth, and ignored the aches and bruises.

He began to drift as the night wore away, and jerked awake as the gyro stopped in the lee of a tall, crumbling stone wall, part of a long-abandoned structure. In every direction, paddocks and ripening stock feed stretched away to the forest, with not a soul in sight.

Steely predawn light lay over the farmland now; the dimmer stars had faded already, and one of the moons had set. The other rode the western hills, half shrouded in veils of clouds. The weather had turned overnight; today would be overcast, not nearly so warm.

“Stretch your legs,” Tru invited, swinging off the bike. “Hungry?”

“No. I’ll eat next stop.” Tony watched him use the wall, as walls were used by males from here right back to Vestmannaeyjar.

“You should eat anyway,” Betru counseled. “There’s still a long way ahead, and it’s cold this morning.” He cast a glance over his shoulder in the direction of the farm. “We didn’t exactly plan for this little jaunt.”

“Couldn’t,” Tony said philosophically. “No warning.”

“There never is.” Betru meshed his pants and shrugged deeper into the brown leather jacket, turned up its fleece collar. “Food?”

Hungry or not, Tony ate, if only to keep out the chill. He found the pastry so heavy, it lay like lead in his belly, but in an hour he’d be grateful for the energy. “How far is ― what is it, Mount Something?”

“Mount Witaque,” Betru told him. “We’ll see it by noon, as I said … if the gyro holds together. She’s starting to make some weird little noises. If we’re planning to ride on, she’ll need service work.”

“I heard it, when you started it up,” Tony said through a mouthful of pastry. “Technician First Class, remember? Gimme the parts and tools, I’ll have it purring like a kitten.”

“Parts?” Tru echoed. “In this
 neck of the woods?” He cast a scornful glance over the deserted paddocks. “The Mamusani might have adequate tools, but you won’t get parts specific to any alien contraption.”

“There’s the story of my life in a thimble.” Tony licked his fingers clean. “I’ll take a look at it anyway. Maybe I can make something to fit. It’s not surprising a lot of folks way out here prefer mokes! They eat hay, drink water, sleep and self-repair … and make a lot of little mokes. Takes the worry right out of the job, doesn’t it? Same reason skippers like Ghast pay human techs instead of buying maintenance bots.” His tone darkened. “We cost less to run.”

Betru gave a humorless laugh. “I wasn’t even a tech, just a deckhand. Cheap labor. They sign Amelosi because were big enough, strong enough, to do the rough work and not get busted. Or, not too soon.” He repacked the panniers as he spoke, watching flighted reptiles in the nearby trees, shaking out their plumage. “One day Amelos will have ships of her own. We don’t always get cheated, robbed in the trade deals. Another half century, we’ll have our own tech. Might give the likes of the Dorello and Erellik a run for their money ― they’ll stop using this planet as a dumping ground for trash the rest of the trade routes won’t buy.”

He was bitter, Tony realized, though he rarely let the emotion show through. His years in space couldn’t have been any more pleasant than Tony’s; and perhaps the rough, painful memories made them kindred even more than the shared animal attraction that inspired zhiniki
 , skinplay, when time and place allowed.

They were on the road again minutes later. Eyes slitted against the windstream, Tony watched over Betru’s shoulder as dawn brightened over the pastureland. The sun rose behind a dense overcast promising rain, but the morning warmed grudgingly while the hills crept closer.

This back road wound almost randomly through valleys where livestock roamed free. White-walled crofts and checkerboard homesteads clung to hillsides in improbable places. Little traffic used the road, and more often than not Betru wound his way around and between mokes and moke-drawn carts. Only a few trucks rattled over the back ways, raising fantails of dust. The further from the haul road they traveled, the sparser became the offworld tech that had gradually, inevitably begun to reshape the face of Amelos.

Fatigue began to snatch at Tony when the sun was halfway to zenith, and Betru stopped again, long enough to buy the locals’ gritty, pungent version of coffee from a roadside stall, and stretch his spine. Tony sat with his back against an old tree with a canopy reaching halfway across the road.

Eyes closed, he let his mind wander ― wondering which of the vast Amelosi pantheon he had offended against, and how. Did the ancient gods of this world even care what humans, Dorello and Cobran thought, or believed, or did? Tony doubted it.

A rustling in the grass at his side announced Betru. “You holding up? I know you were knocked about in the fall.”

“I’ll live.” Tony yawned. “I’ve been doped out of my gourd, shot at, dumped in a ditch at high speed, bonked on the head, robbed blind and scared half to death in the last thirty-six hours. I got a damn’ right to be tired.” He yawned again, in Betru’s face.

“You can rest, soon as we get to Witaque,” Tru promised. “I’ll talk to the Mamusani. Tomorrow’s soon enough to try the Elberos.”

“If they’ll do it for an outsider.” Tony didn’t share Tru’s confidence.

“I don’t see why they’d refuse. The Mamusani don’t hold a grudge against any race,” Betru mused. “It’s what makes them who they are.”

“If you say so.” He dragged both hands over his face.

“You’re tired,” Tru said reasonably. “The sooner we get there, the sooner you can rest … damnit, Tony, how bad did you bang yourself up? Vershek
 ! Why didn’t you say something? I’m not bloody psychic!”

“I said, I’ll live,” Tony muttered stubbornly, loath to admit he might be one bit less robust that the Amelosi.

Bravado didn’t fool Betru, and they both knew it. Tru caught him carefully, held him just as cautiously, sighed over him. “Well, there won’t be a human-certified medic at Witaque, but somebody’ll take a look at you. Someone who knows a hell of a lot more about basic biology and anatomy than I do! I was a farmhand before I went to space. I cut so many classes, I was lucky to scrape through school, and those years are far behind me. Can you ride?”

In answer, Tony gave him a push. “I said I’m all right. Go.”

Far from certain, Betru reloaded the gyro, and Tony swung his leg over it, unsurprised to find himself as stiff, as sore, as the time he fell from a catwalk above the engine deck. Ringo did what he could to patch the injuries and cover for him, but five Dorello officers looked at him oddly, at a loss to understand what was wrong with him.

Humans, Tony decided as Tru coaxed the ailing gyro to life and took it back onto the road, were too fragile for their own good. Too flimsy, in all probability, to be out here with the likes of Dorello, Erellik, Chukutzu, who had no compassion for them, much less any desire to understand them.

And then there was Kenzana Emetral Betru. As Tony made himself comfortable, leaning most of his weight on the sun-warmed leather, he wondered fleetingly what it might be like to find a home, and come back to it. Memory took him back to Camp D … parents who spent so many hours at work, he’d lost track of them before he even left school; no siblings in the ‘one child family’ community; a loose, random bunch of friends who dispersed on the four winds the moment their qualifications came through.

Home? No. A picturesque corner of Iceland, a place and time worthy of nostalgia, Tony decided. But ‘home’ was all about people
 , and he had nothing to compare to it. Not yet. One day, he told himself as he ducked out of the wind and tried to soak up a little of Betru’s strength. One day.

Reluctant or not, the gyro ate up the ecks, a tribute to its Cobrana manufacture. Tony half dozed through the morning, but woke when the road sloped steeply up and the gyro began to protest the incline. From a distance the hills hadn’t appeared so steep, but now he saw eroded cliffs, peaks where weather and wind had swept away the topsoil to expose great, rugged expanses of copper-rich ore. He blinked sleep away with a groan as Tru followed the road, winding between ramparts high enough to pop Tony’s ears.

Then ― a small sign on the verge, hand-painted in characters he’d never learned to read, though he recognized the emblem of the yellow half-disk sun rising over a flat green plane. The Amelosi symbol of peace and abundance. Fair weather and lush fields, he thought. What more would rural folk wish for, except peace and quiet to enjoy it.

“D’you see the sign?” Betru slowed, looking left and right now, hunting for another pointer, or a gate. “Yell if you see it.”

In fact, the gate stood well back from the road, nested in thickets of trees which might have been aspen, maple, birch, deciduous at least, and at this altitude just breaking into full leaf.  If one had missed the sign half an ecks before, he would have cruised on by the gate without noticing it. So the Mamusani didn’t hide, Tony thought, but they had no desire to advertise their presence.

Betru took the gyro up a narrow, well-worn path where the noon sun dappled a paving of irregular, hand-cut rock. He braked down at a wrought-iron gate twice Tony’s height ― and locked. There, the gyro stopped. Tru shut off the ailing motor and showed his face to a tiny, bug-sized camera which panned curiously toward them.

Here, he spoke in ancient, provincial terms which defeated the chip in Tony’s head. Beyond the languages of the tradeways, it was a speck of useless gadgetry, and he heard only pure sound. Solzenamo, nem? Eyen, vi polnemah … zi, ehlai lai
 . Chuzarem wibono je?


Euphonious gibberish. He learned more from Betru’s pleasant tone, the smile on his face, the relaxed lines of his body as he negotiated with someone monitoring the camera. Not an AI, Tony knew at once: one didn’t chuckle with, and smile at, an AI.

He dismounted the gyro, stretched in every direction, turned his face to the noonday sun. Fatigue snatched at his limbs, and he massaged the back of his neck as he began to notice the carpets of flowers, constellations of tiny five-point-stars at his feet. They grew in profusion under the trees, back along the access path’s thousands of hand-cut stones, which paved the driveway.

With the time to take in detail, he saw that each hand-sized, flat-topped rock carried a little swatch of the Amelosi written language. A name, he guessed. As if everyone who had taken refuge here over the centuries added one more brick to the path, leaving behind a part of themselves when they returned to the world.

The gate swung open with a quiet squeal of pivots which could have used a lick of oil. Betru keyed the ignition, but this time the gyro refused to restart, and Tony gave a low whistle. They’d been lucky. Hauling this tired, bruised body up the slopes would have punished him.

“Looks like the goddess of fortune decided to give us a smile,” Betru said wryly, pushing the gyro in through the gate. It swung closed behind them, and an auto-lock engaged with a heavy metallic click
 . “This poor little thing got us here. I talked to one of their elders. This far out, they don’t see many offworlders, but they welcome anyone who doesn’t come here looking for a fight.”

“Fight? I couldn’t raise an argument! Any chance of a bed?” Tony groaned. “A decent meal? A bit of synthskin, where I grazed the hide off my knees and elbows?”

“All of that. I asked,” Betru panted lightly, shoving the gyro’s dead mass slightly uphill and around a long, sweeping curve away from the gate. “I also asked if they have a machine shop.” He gave Tony a rueful look. “They do, but as for fixing offworld tech …”

“Well, shoot,” Tony muttered. “Have a quiet word with your goddess of luck, will you? A first-class tech I am
 , a bloody magician I ain’t
 . And this ‘poor little thing’ of yours,” he added darkly, “is just about busted to hell.”

Betru gave the abused gyro a disgusted look. “Tell me about it.”


Chapter Eight

On Earth, it would have been called a ‘retreat.’ Tony had never visited one, but even people in Vestmannaeyjar’s refugee camps had heard of them. The Mamusani property known locally as Suvi Aytweh checked all the boxes. The Amelosi term translated out simply as ‘Tranquil Harbor,’ a name curious only because Witaque lay at the heart of the Satrulen continent, far from any ocean. The only nearby water source was a stream and cataract ― the chip in his skull interpreted the name as ‘Hummingbird Falls.’ A permanent mist rose from the deep basin at the foot of the waterfall, filling the narrow gorge, to the shoulders of which Suvi Aytweh’s many buildings clung precariously.

The Mamusani oriented their homes to face the dawn, not the sunset. Everything here faced east, while the bricked courtyards gathered long afternoon shadows. Livestock seemed to wander at whim; gardeners tended shrubs, flowers, herbs and vegetables with equal diligence. Fruit trees grew around the perimeter, where a stone wall, green with moss, marked the boundary between Tranquil Harbor and outside
 .

Tony’s chip translated the word immediately, but way the actual sound was spoken made it stick in his memory. The Mamusani called everything beyond their walls deydeyban
 . Tony knew only one similar word, the term for the reeking bogs flanking the spaceport: dey
 . And he knew that ban
 meant more than mere darkness. A complete absence of light, or sight, or knowledge. Banban
 fed through the chip and his mind perceived the meaning as ‘utter blind stupidity.’

These were the Mamusani: self-made exiles who chose their high ground and retreated to it while the rest of their people continued to run amok, fighting and breeding without a thought for the future. Hence, Tranquil Harbor with its dividing wall, and the scorn with which these people regarded the deydeyban.
 The outside. Most useful translation, ‘The putrid swamp of utter, blind stupidity.’

They were as far from monks as Tony could have imagined. Both genders lived here, every age, from infant to ancient. Most ate kushkuck and wore moke leather, so Suvi Aytweh enforced no vegetarian rule; some people listened to loud music with the gamelan sound native to this continent, boosted through Cobrana players, so there was no proscription against tech. Nobody prayed, though many people seemed to talk to Amaya, Mennach, Ildus, Gabbra and a host of other deities, as if these were actual people, and present, though just outside the perception of one’s living eyes.

And to Tony’s intense gratitude, the Mamusani had no bone to pick with offworlders. Faces turned toward him as he and Betru appeared, but he saw only natural curiosity, and gestures of welcome. These people might not have recognized him as a human, yet; enough body paint hung on for Tony to be a dusty, dusky shade of green. He knew he must be looking faded, which usually only overtook an Amelosi in great age. Perhaps the Mamusani took him for an islander, like Betru’s brother-in-law ― Tony was too tired to care.

Without hesitation, Tru asked directions and pushed the gyro directly to a ‘machine shop’ which seemed to have more in common with a blacksmith’s forge. One glance inside the smithy, and Tony abandoned any hope he had entertained of repairing the bike. Betru would need to get his hands on a comset, send to Reimas for the right parts, and they could be weeks in transit. Whether they dared tarry here so long remained to be seen.

If the loadmaster’s business was dire enough, and the assassin on the road out of Jiva belonged to a franchise, as Ver Gurmelu had warned, hunters must come sniffing after them. Vendors, farmers, and herdsmen right along the road back to Jiva had watched the gyro go by. If Gurmelu recognized Tony as a human in hiding, others surely would. Humans were rare enough in this region for him to be remembered.

It wouldn’t take any special genius for tracking, or very long, before they were pursued. And if contract shooters blundered in among the Mamusani ―


No
 . Tony’s mind rejected the whole idea of putting these people at risk. Waiting for Betru to negotiate with the elders, he watched children too young to be in class, playing with long-legged moke foals and fuzzy orange kushkuck chicks. Ancient women puttered among the pungent medicinal herbs; elderly men wove and dyed the sky-blue cloth that was so common here, it seemed to be the Mamusani signature color, like the saffron of Earth’s Buddhists.

These people wouldn’t know one end of a pulse rifle from the other, Tony realized. A punch hadn’t been thrown on this mountain for so long, they might not remember how to clench a fist ― and the offworlder in their midst wouldn’t have wanted it any other way. The more he saw of Suvi Aytweh, the more he desired it to remain unknown, a bubble of calm and sanctuary in badlands where Dorello and Erellik and Ptalnshi strutted about as if they owned all they saw.

Two women and a man, all old enough to be Tru’s grandparents, organized the community’s routine business. They frowned deeply at Tony as Betru described him and their trouble; but Tony saw only concern on their faces. They wore sky-blue ― kaftans, robes, shawls; and all three beckoned the strangers to a long, low timber hall, where Tony smelled cooking food. His belly gave a strategic rumble.

“Eat,” Betru told him. “They just cleared the tables, so the cooks are still putting away. There’s no shortage of food, don’t feel guilty.”

“Just hungry,” Tony admitted. “Also tired, and sore.” As the day spent itself he was becoming steadily more aware of his hurts, the requirement for a mattress, a chance for the body to mend itself.

“The elders are Nyami, Revor and Merash,” Betru told him quietly as the trio went ahead, through wide double doors which stood open to the early afternoon warmth. The dimness inside welcomed them with the aromas of spicy food, sweet candle smoke, ‘apple’ wine and joss.

“Which is which?” Tony peered at long trestle tables and benches, polished silver dishes, pewter mugs stacked in a pyramid beside a bronze hot water urn. He saw no scrap of plastex or synthetic material.

“Nyami, with the green and white streaks on her right cheek,” Betru told him. “Revor, with the trick knee; he’s limping after a fall from a moke, so Nyami says. Merash, with the silver embroidery on the kaftan sleeves. They make the small decisions here, on the fly, being the three eldest. Bigger issues go to council twice a month.”

“Are we a big issue?” Tony slid in at the end of the closest table.

“We … might be.” Betru dropped his voice as Merash, following the polite local customs of hospitality, took a wooden tray to the urn and set up mugs for the gritty, bitter drink these folk called coffee. “I didn’t lie to them, medji
 . Deceit would be pointless, and wicked as well as dangerous. They saw at once, you’re human, wearing body paint in an attempt to pass in an Amelosi crowd, and they were rightly suspicious. I told them everything: there’s people behind us ―”

“Behind me,” Tony growled.

“Us,” Betru corrected. “Like I said to Gurmelu, I made your trouble mine. I care about you, or I wouldn’t be here.”

Tony summoned a tired smile and hauled himself back to his feet as the elder returned, bearing five mugs. She set down the tray and Tony took one. “Thank you, ma’am. I appreciate it.”

Merash might have been a few years younger than the other elders, but in Amelosi years this didn’t mean so much. She could be five times Tony’s age, and the shrewdness of every one of those years looked out of dark indigo eyes as she studied him. Tony bore the scrutiny for some time before he said quietly, waiting for the chip to supply just two words,

“If you need us to git
 , ma’am, before we cause any trouble, we can move on in an hour.”

He choked back any mention that the gyro had quit, and his own spine wasn’t far behind. He knew what he needed, but he could hear Ghast and Lutash in his mind’s ear, sotto voce muttering about ‘weedy, feeble humans.’ He pretended not to hear: pointless to argue over comparisons between homo sapiens
 and the Gorilla beringei graueri,
 which the Dorellan body shape most nearly resembled. Tony had looked them up.

By comparison, he was
 weedy, a little frail. The Erellik, being exoskeletal, were also vastly stronger, kilo for kilo, and given a year would regenerate lost limbs. Most Amelosi were much bigger, tougher, often leaving Tony feeling like a youth, a kid, among them ― and all the less willing to admit the shortcomings of his species.

At least Merash clearly understood how his chip functioned. None of the elders possessed the tech, but they recognized the slight hesitation in a stranger’s speech, and dismissed it. “Alas, we can’t repair your gyro,” Merash said doubtfully. “We can keep it safe here for you, until you return, if you’d care to send for the spare parts from the dealership in Reimas.”

When we return? The idea taunted Tony. Betru might find his way back, but as for himself … he shook himself hard as Tru said, “That’d be for the best. If you have a comset, I know the dealer. I’ve dealt with them before. They’ll send the parts on consignment, and I’ll leave the cash to pay for them, if you’d deal with the courier for me.”

Her head bobbed an affirmative. “There’s an airship every month or so, bringing supplies. It’s due to stop here soon anyway, with a few luxuries. But we don’t keep a comset here, Ver Kenzana. You can send a wire from the telegraph station down in Alchar, or we can dispatch a letter on the airship. If you’re not headed back east to Jiva when you leave us, there’s really only one other way to go: Alchar, and the railway, the river.” She held up both hands, palms out. “Don’t rush away! It’ll take some time for your enemies to put the pieces together, work out what became of you. You’re welcome here while you heal, Ver Saviano, and while you attempt the Elberos.”

A small shiver took Tony unawares. “Tomorrow?”

“At the earliest,” Merash said gently. “I’ve asked our doctor if she’ll examine you first. Granted, I don’t think she’s ever even spoken to one of your people, but gashes and broken bones are the same in any species. I’ve seen her splint a broken limb on a moke foal, as well as my own left arm, so she can certainly take a look at a human! I believe Ver Kenzana mentioned something about skinned knees and elbows?”

“We were run off the road, dumped in a ditch,” Tony said tiredly.

As he spoke, a young Amelosi man pushed backwards through the swinging door from the kitchen, carrying a loaded tray. The offer of hot food tantalized Tony: roast vegetables, wok-fried grains, sauces, pudding, cream. Already he scarcely noticed the different
 base flavors of the local food, and settled to eat while Betru spoke at length to Nyami and Revor.

They discussed the gyro, the shooter, the difficult state of affairs in Jiva, where humans could be at risk at the best of times, and the Erellik and Ptalnshi made life complicated for all. The stooped, faded Revor sighed heavily. “One might wish all races were like the Cobran. So pleasant to negotiate with! So respectful of one’s privacy, so forgiving of the little social blunders we all make, not knowing every nuance of the conventions observed by every other race.”

“Like the Dorello.” Tony said through a mouthful of food. “They belch and fart like out of tune trombones and never even say ’scuse me, then they throw a screaming fit when a guy takes his shoes off. I mean, what’s that about?”

The observation amused the elders, and to Tony’s surprise, Nyami could answer. “In Dorellan culture, only the poorest of the poor, folk from the gutters of whatever city, the drainage sumps of the hinterland, go barefoot ― apparently, because they don’t know any better. Bare feet have come to mean a grave insult if they’re exposed in the presence of the Dorellan upper classes. Bare feet appear to imply that genteel individuals know no better than the sewer rats, and therefore share the same filthy space, breathe the same fetid air, as those rats.”

“I … oh.” Tony patted his lips with a napkin. “Well, that makes sense. I guess. And the farting like a whole brass band ―?”

“Notice their bellies,” Betru suggested. “They have multiple stomachs, their natural diet was the kind of coarse vegetables that’ll give mokes a bellyache! They’ve been breaking wind for five million years … they’ve almost
 learned how to do it in three-part harmony.”

“They certainly attach no importance to it,” Nyami said, vastly amused. “But bare feet, now ―!” She looked down at her own feet, dusty and clad only in rope, thong-type sandals. Her nails, like Betru’s, were broad and pale ivory. “Each to his own, Ver Saviano. We’re all different, with our special ways, and our own sound reasons for those ways. Only fools try to impose their will, or custom, or preference, on others.” She smiled. “Now, if you’ve eaten your fill, will you rest before the doctor sees you? She won’t return till late evening. She’s out in the deydeyban
 , delivering infants, you understand. But we had signals: healthy triplets were born this morning, so Sabet will be back up the mountain for supper.”

“Signals?” Tony urged himself away from the table, both hands pressed to his spine.

“Over short distances we use a heliograph,” Revor told him. “We have line of sight between the fire-watch towers and the villages on the river below Alchar. Messages flash back and forth via mirrors, using the same numerical code employed by the telegraph. My apologies, Ver Saviano: with a community vote, we rejected the notion of having a comset here. The whole point of Suvi Aytweh is to remain separate from the insanity of the deydeyban.
 ” He shrugged eloquently. “Install a comset, and we’d only invite the madness into our lives.”

“Oh, we understand,” Betru said quickly. “We won’t stay long, Ver Revor. A day or two, till the Elberos.
 Even if it doesn’t work ― especially if it doesn’t! ― we must vanish.” He frowned levelly at Tony. “If it works, we stand half a chance of unraveling this. If it doesn’t, we may never know why the bastard loadmaster hired an Erellik to kill, why we were shot off the road. But one thing is certain. They’ll try again, if they find us.”

“Offplanet would be best,” Merash said quietly.

Tony’s head shook in a slow negative. “We don’t have the cash to go as passengers, or the qualifications to contract with a human crew. The only folk we can work alongside safely are Dorello.” His brows arched at Merash. “But it was a Dorello who wanted to bury me. Right at this moment, I couldn’t feel safe with them.”

She sighed, face settling into thoughtful lines. “I shall meditate, Ver Saviano. Sleep now. See the doctor this evening, then tomorrow, if you feel rested … the Elberos has never been attempted with a human, as far as I know, but I see no reason why it can’t, and shouldn’t, work. Your people and ours are close enough for us to laugh at the same humor, relish the same food …” She glanced speculatively at Betru. “Share the same bed.”

“We’re together,” Betru said easily.

“For zhiniki
 ?” Revor’s eyes sparkled. “How different it must be, I should think, between ― what do the humans call us? Xeno, is that it? I always wondered, is the word an insult?”

“No, no, not an insult.” Tony said quickly, surprised Revor knew the term. “In one of the ancient mother tongues of my homeworld it just means ‘of a different origin.’ Perhaps a good translation would be ‘foreigner,’ or perhaps ‘outsider.’ Just a word, Ver Revor, like ‘offworlder.’”

“Ah. A good word, then, since the Amelosi are certainly ‘foreign’ from the human perspective … and we Mamusani often seem damnably strange even to the rest of the Amelosi!” Revor finished his coffee and stood. “If there is any such thing as a Creator ― some days I feel there is, other days I’m quite certain there isn’t! ― then surely, She created all
 things. The prejudice, even hatred, between races from here
 and there
 is the one stupidity we truly cannot abide.” He frowned at Tony, head tilted thoughtfully. “Such intolerance almost destroyed us in the past. You know anything of our history?”

“A little,” Tony said wearily.

“Feel free to use the library while you’re here,” Merash offered. “If you don’t read our script, one of our students would be delighted to translate.”

“But for the moment, let me show you to a cabin. Sleep.” Revor pointed across the quadrangle, to a line of yurt-like structures which straggled away among the fruit trees. “You’re clearly exhausted. We’ll send someone to wake you in time for dinner.”

“And the doctor,” Betru began.

“Sabet will attend to him after as she’s bathed and eaten.” Maresh stepped out into the courtyard, where the afternoon sun had grown almost oppressively warm, the harbinger of summer. “She has no other patients here to command her time, and I suspect she’d relish the opportunity to examine a human.” She graced Tony with a mischievous smile. “Indulge Sabet. Like every physician you ever knew, she’s professionally curious … also gentle and knowledgeable.”

The circular cabins were companionably dim: a single large room with a hearth dead-center, a stone-built chimney running up through the high ceiling, a half-mezzanine around one side of the structure, bearing a wide, low bed. Iron cooking hobs were built into the hearth; a rudimentary bathroom stood in an alcove, tucked under the mezzanine, but the yurt had no running water, no power. Four brass lamps hung at strategic points, and Merash whistled for a boy to ‘bring flame’ to light them.

Tired to the marrow of his bones, Tony hauled himself up the wide-stepped ladder and sprawled face-down across the bed. As he’d expected, the mattress was straw or hay, but tightly-packed and fragrant with flowers. A casemented window behind the bed stood open to the woodland, where birds ― tiny toothed, tailed and feathered reptiles ― warbled as their distant cousins once did on Earth.

He was half asleep when Betru’s big, careful hands began to undress him. Tony let him do it all, strip him to the skin and fold the borrowed clothes. A few drops of oil drizzled along his spine; he didn’t even crack an eyelid as a deep massage unraveled his body’s knots. He repaid Betru with hedonistic sounds of relief. Tru’s long fingers were talented far beyond the average machekot dealer, and he’d been completely wasted as a deckhand.

At last Betru threw a bright-patterned sheet over him, and a loose-woven rug, and left him to sleep. Tony wished he had the energy to call him back, invite him into the bed, perhaps seduce him; but sleep ambushed him as Betru climbed quietly down to the living area. What he wanted from Tru was a lot more than a quick, drowsy fumbling.


Chapter Nine

With dinner finished and the tables cleared, the physician remained absent. At last light a boy took a moke out by the dirt road, which wound down the back of Mount Witaque, to find her. Tony had slept away the entire afternoon, and woke with a guilty start to find Betru watching him from a wicker chair by the window. After sunset, the air had grown cool; moths, gnats and something like crickets swarmed around the lights, and he’d closed the window.

Yawning, stretching, Tony fumbled his way down to wash in the tiny bathroom. He gave his reflection a glare as another layer of green sluiced away, leaving behind a much fainter stain that would wear off in a few days. He sighed over his limbs, his face ― the too-brown eyes, too-dark hair. He couldn’t hope to pass for one of Betru’s people.

His knees and elbows had purpled and his wrist wore a rust-brown crust of old blood, clean and scabbed over. The wound still smarted, but he’d suffered much worse on the Ursago
 . A fall, a burn, Dorellan tools that wrenched his back with their unaccustomed size and weight. His body would heal itself, and he shrugged off Betru’s concern, though he took the kisses, caresses.

Faces turned toward him again as the Mamusani gathered to eat. He pasted on a smile, answered quietly, politely, when they asked the same questions over and over ―

Who are you, where are you from, what
 are you? What brings you here? What do you need? Where are you going?

Just a journeyman far from home, he said, who missed his upship time and blundered into some kind of trouble with the Dorello. Human. Xeno … looking for safety. The answers seemed to suffice. The Mamusani were the last people on this world to feel hostility toward a foreigner. Such thinking had caused the social mayhem that built the contemporary Amelos Tony took for granted, where only a comparative handful of people were heterosexual or fertile. The rest …

He leaned heavily against Betru’s shoulder as they ate, sharing his body heat, enjoying the small contact. Other couples drew together across the hall, fully half of them same-sex. Only four couples had children about them. For a moment Tony wondered how the people of Earth would respond to the Amelosi solution, then set the thought aside as being a ridiculous waste of brain cells.

Neither the medic nor the boy sent to look for her returned before moonrise, but the elders seemed unconcerned. Nyami and Merash apologized, promised Tony professional care in the morning, but by now Tony was sure he’d sustained no dire injury. He made his way back to the cabin while Betru spoke with a few of the Mamusani who’d been down in the villages on the Jiva road in the afternoon.

Few strangers ever came this way, and they seldom passed unnoticed. Outsiders bearing weapons and asking questions would raise eyebrows, and the locals would remember them. Tony lit the lamps, kindled a fire in the hearth, and slid in between cool linen sheets to wait.

The door snicked shut and bolted; the steps below the mezzanine creaked as Betru climbed. Tony pillowed his head on both forearms, propped on the pillows, and watched him drop his clothes in the gold lamplight. Lean, sinuous, big shouldered, Betru was everything Tony had ever wanted in a man. The emerald skin shone with youth and health; the dark gold hair spilled as Tru pulled the tie, shook it out.

He sat on the bedside and leaned over to kiss. “You up to this?” he asked against Tony’s mouth. “You’re hurt.”

“Not that
 hurt.” Tony pulled him down until the soft hay palliasse yielded under their weight. “I’ve had a lot worse. You know what I want.”

“I … know what you want,” Tru admitted. “There’s a bottle of oil in the bathroom. I used it to rub your back, before you slept. Would that do?”

“It should,” Tony decided. “Not quite strawberry coollube, but … all right.”

“Strawberry what?” Betru kissed him soundly and headed down in search of the oil.

“Just lube that tastes of strawberries,” Tony shouted after him, “so you don’t barf if you get a mouthful of the stuff.”

“What’s strawberries?” Betru shouted up. He pronounced it zhtrahperiss
 .

“You didn’t eat them, while you were on Earth?” Tony asked, surprised. “Little red heart-shaped fruit, sweet, covered with tiny seeds.”

The steps creaked again as Tru returned, comfortably naked, emerald as a green mamba and twice as sleek. “I must’ve missed those. I ate cherries, but they were black, and blueberries.” He deposited a ceramic bottle on Tony’s belly. “No sign of strawberry coollube. This’ll have to do.”

The fine, pale amber oil was unscented, as pure as any Tony had ever seen. He patted it experimentally on his gashed wrist, and it didn’t smart; tried it on his tongue and tasted nothing. He chuckled richly as Tru daubed it liberally on both his nipples, and when the sensitive skin there didn’t react, Tony kicked off the sheet and opened his arms.

In months, there had been too little of this, and he reveled in the unabashed, unbridled sensuality. Betru’s people had few inhibitions, and when Tony discovered himself on his back, knees draped artfully over the Amelosi’s wide shoulders, he had only to abandon himself to pure self-indulgence and hang on. Betru had always challenged him but never hurt him ― always taken him close to his limits but never pushed him for more. Tony couldn’t begin to guess if Tru might be typical of Amelosi lovers, or if he were one in a million, and Tony Saviano was the luckiest man on two worlds, and smart enough to know it.

Lovemaking never lasted long enough. They’d never been together for more than a few days before the Ursago
 left again, so every reunion was frantic, every separation so long, when they found another hour to steal Tony would be too desperate to make sex last.

This time? As his thoughts lost cohesion in the millrace of pleasure, the last coherent idea in his mind was that this
 time he might be lucky to leave Amelos at all. He could be here a long time, hiding out, unable to leave with a human crew, unwilling to contract with a Dorellan ship ―

Then climax overwrote every vestige of thought. Gratefully, he stopped thinking and lost himself in Betru. For long moments he forgot himself, the trouble they were in, the precarious future they faced. Betru froze, sheathed to the hilt in him, still in the moment of coming, not even breathing, his face rapt. Then he cried out, high and wild, and went down heavily on Tony, pressing him into the mattress.

A long time later the world righted itself, sense filtered back one thought at a time. Tony heard the rustle of birds on the roof, the lilt of a flute and bells across the compound, a child calling for its parent. He lifted his head to look into Tru’s face, saw the heavy eyes and soft mouth of satiety. No need to ask if it was good for him.

“You okay?” Betru gestured at the bruised knees, the abraded wrist. “I tried not to hurt you.”

“You’ve never hurt me,” Tony said honestly. “Not even when we were so frantic, I wouldn’t have noticed if you did.” He gave his spine an experimental stretch. “That was …”

“Yeah. It was.” Betru reached over the side of the palliasse for the cloth he’d dropped there, along with the oil.

Tony watched idly as he did the necessary, then punched the pillows to comfort. “You talked to the folks who were on the Jiva road today? Anything?”

“Not yet.” Betru pulled up the sheet. “We’re safe enough for a day or two. Truth is, we could have headed anywhere, after the last village at the foot of Witaque. The road forks in three directions, and one trail cuts through a valley to the south, comes up on Alchar like an arrow.”

“Alchar, on the river,” Tony mused. “The place where the railway meets the cargo barges, so Revor told me.”

“If we were trying to just run,” Betru mused, “the clever move would be to get to Alchar as fast as the gyro would take us, then pick up a train and head northeast ― Reimas, the city, the Terran Trade Commission offices, the spaceport … or else hitch a ride on a barge and head south with the river.”

“South, meaning what?” Tony wished he knew more of the local topography.

“Follow the river to the coast.” Betru yawned. “The Bay of Samarak. There’s something like a thousand islands between the estuary and the open ocean. If we were just determined to get lost, disappear, that’s the way to go. We could bum a living in so many places, it’d take your loadmaster’s nasty friends ten years to find us. More.” He lifted a brow at Tony. “Tomorrow or the next day, we’re going to have to make the decision. Reimas, and try to sort this thing out. Or south, and vanish. Sure as hell, we can’t stay here.”

“Let the Elberos decide it,” Tony suggested. “If I can remember what I saw or heard, we’ll have something to fight with. If not ― south it is. Bay of Samarak. I like the sound of it. Nice place, is it?”

“Depends.” Betru settled to sleep and tugged Tony against him. “There’s a lot of different islands. One is Eboya, where Shand comes from. He was pleased to leave.”

“The grass,” Tony said philosophically, “is always greener.”

“Speaking of which, you’re fading,” Betru informed him.

“I know. I’m also going to need to shave very soon.” Tony sighed. “Unless I just start being human, stop trying to pass as one of you. It didn’t fool your boss. Gurmelu picked me for what I am in two glances.”

“But the paint and the hood are good enough for you to pass in a crowd,” Betru said thoughtfully. “I don’t know, medji
 . Wait, see what comes of the Elberos. I asked about it. Nyami and Revor are qualified to perform it, they often do. Quite a lot of people come from as far as Jiva, needing to do it.” He paused. “It’s customary to make a donation to community funds.”

Tony groaned. “The bloody Erellik robbed me blind. I’ve only got about two hundred left. What kind of donation do they expect?”

“Twenty,” Betru guessed. “I have some cash. Enough to cover the cost of spare parts for the gyro. Except, I think I might just leave it for a while.” He paused. “In case we’re not actually coming back this way, you know?”

The same thought had been on Tony’s mind. “Did the elders say when they want to do the procedure?”

“Tomorrow, after the doctor’s taken a look at you.”

“I don’t need any damned doctor,” Tony began.

“They want to be sure you’re not injured, before they start. You were
 dumped into a ditch at high speed, got a knock on the head, right after you were doped to the gills!” Betru’s grip tightened on him. “For godsakes, Technician Saviano, will you stop playing the big, tough human, and let the doctor check you over? Do it for me.”

“She just wants to study a human,” Tony muttered.

“So, humor her ― humor me, while you’re at it. She might know a thing or two about xenobiology,” Betru reasoned. “Or, maybe what she learns from looking at you will save some other poor bugger’s life, the next time a human drags himself in here, shot to hell!”

Tony gave him a solid shove. “I won’t be a goddamn’ guinea pig.”

“What the hell is a guinea pig?” Betru demanded.

“A lab rat.” Tony sat up. “I won’t be experimented on by some backwoods country doctor with a case of morbid curiosity!”

“Oh, for the love of Amaya ―” Betru caught him, dumped him back on the mattress and held him down. “Nobody’s going to experiment on you, and I’m agreeing with Revor and Nyami. I want a professional to check you over, before you blunder into the Elberos.”

For a moment Tony held him off, a futile exercise, given Betru’s far greater strength, and then subsided, though he continued to grumble. “You make it sound like the Elberos is freaking dangerous.”

Betru sighed against his ear. “The truth is, I don’t know exactly what it is. So play nice for once, will you, medji
 ? Damnit! Bloody humans. All the species in the galaxy to choose from, and I had to fall in love with a human!”

The words prickled through Tony’s body from scalp to toes, and a knot he hadn’t known was there unraveled in his belly. He looked up wryly into indigo eyes that had darkened in the dim lamplight. “Say it again.”

“I said,” Tru growled, “I went and fell in love with a human.” He spoke defensively, as if challenging Tony to make something of it.

“Well, now.” Tony relaxed, muscle by muscle and permitted a smile. “I like that part. It kinda changes everything.”

“It doesn’t change anything,” Betru protested.

“You think?” Tony captured his head, knotted both hands into the long gold hair and held him to a hard kiss, sharp with the odd copper tang of Amelosi blood. His voice was husky when he spoke again. “I’d only go so far for a pal, but there ain’t much a guy wouldn’t do for his … uldur
 .”

He used the Amelosi term deliberately, not because he pronounced it well ― his accent needed weeks or months to settle in ― but because he wanted to say elskaði einn af mínum eigin
 , which took nine syllables to say what the Amelosi could frame in two; and because he wanted Betru to hear the nuance of meaning in his own native tongue. Uldur
 : beloved one of my own.

For a moment Tru blinked at him, before he traced a caress about Tony’s face from brow to throat. “You mean it, medji
 ? Don’t say it if you don’t mean it. We haven’t spent so long together, and who knows where we’re going, so …”

“Ég meina þetta, ástin mín
 ,” Tony said huskily.

The tousled head shook slowly. “My chip doesn’t translate … meaning, that has to be Icelandic, right? I know where you’re from. Give me Chinglish, Spanglish, Angdian, and the gadget can cope. But it’s not loaded for every minor language on Earth. You have so many, and ―”

“I just said, I mean it,” Tony told him. “Vo ne aman
 , in your own barbarian tongue. I know that much. Uldur
 .”

The dark eyes closed. Betru sprawled out, head on the pillow, and offered an embrace. “Thank gods for small mercies. So you’ll play nice and let the doctor check you over, before they do the procedure.”

Tony took the offer readily. “Course I will. But I still won’t be experimented on, not like some lab rat with a wire up the kazoo.”

Now Betru groaned. “Sometimes, I think my chip must be malfunctioning. Some of the things you say come through as noise.”

“Likewise, medji
 ,” Tony informed him. “But I’m getting the hang of your slang. The chip doesn’t translate a lot of what you say, but I understand.”

“Then understand this.” Betru’s embrace tightened. “Go to sleep.”

“Yessir.” Tony closed his eyes to the dim lamplight and the blue-white moonlight slanting through the tiny glass panes which tiled the window, but his mind had woken itself up now. Sleep would be a long time coming.

Tony was surprised to find Sabet not much older than Betru, still very young in Amelosi terms. Nor was the doctor local to Witaque ― her accent and stature suggested the Samarak islands, home to Tru’s brother-in-law; but something else in her voice suggested the north, three thousand ecks away, where Reimas sprawled from horizon to horizon in the temperate region between two great river systems.

She worked quickly, efficiently, and Tony let her prod, poke, listen, whereas offworld physicians would have scanned the human, head to foot, and laid bare his secrets in a matter of seconds. Sabet’s professionalism impressed him enough for him to indulge her while she listened to his heart and lungs with an old fashioned stethoscope, pricked his arm to draw a drop of blood, and slid a glass slide into a Cobrana bioscanner no bigger than a pack of cigarillos.

Dispassionate in the work, Sabet stripped him naked, demanded a urine sample for the scanner, used an OCT imager smaller than Tony’s thumb to peer into the backs of his eyeballs, then waved him away to dress while she collated data.

The whole process consumed an hour while he began to long for breakfast, but Nyami had warned him not to eat before the procedure, which inspired a tingle of apprehension.

Still, Betru swore thousands of Amelosi underwent the Elberos every year in places like Suvi Aytweh, and the Mamusani promised no one came to harm. Magistrates as distant as Reimas in the north and the ‘thousand islands’ in the south depended on perfect recall ― a good translation of the term Elberos
 . It meant, literally, Flawless Memory. He already knew the word ‘elbe,’ for memory, and ‘rosu,’ without blemish.

His belly had begun to rumble when Sabet took her test results to Nyami and Revor, a scrap of hand-made ‘rag paper’ on which she’d scrawled a few lines with the physician’s universal disregard for legibility. Still fascinated by the offworlder, she made the polite gestures before Tony, and graced him with a smile.

“I thank you for your patience, Ver Saviano. In fact, I learned a great deal. We do have a few medical references in our library, but I’ve only had the luxury of laying hands on one of your kind before, when a passenger on a sightseeing cruise shattered his leg, trying to climb one of our cliff faces. They brought him to us, since we were the nearest center with a qualified physician.”

“Tourists get out this far?” Tony was astonished.

“Only a few, and infrequently,” Revor told him, “for which the gods may be praised! I can only imagine being inundated with gawking vacationers, all aiming their little cameras at our faces and cooing over our children, who’re so cute
 when they’re that lovely, bright shade of green.”

Tony ouched. “It’s happened? On behalf of the people of Earth, I apologize for the bloody crass behavior of a few of us.”

“Not humans that time,” Nyami corrected, amused. “Three Erellik. And I actually think, Revor, they were saying delicious
 , not ‘cute.’ You know how they prefer their food small, tender and living?”

“I know,” Tony muttered. “Erellik aren’t my favorite type of folks, just lately.”

“In Jiva we sometimes call them chikatu
 ,” Betru admitted. “Not because we often despise in the plural ― we don’t! ― but because some Erellik earn the name.”

“If they didn’t behave like cockroaches,” Tony said darkly, “they wouldn’t be called chikatu
 . If a bunch of ’em weren’t roaches, I wouldn’t be here right now. So, Doc, I’m good to go?”

“You’ll do,” Sabet assured him. “I’ll watch while the Elberos is performed, just in case, but there shouldn’t be any difficulty. I’ve warned the elders to take care, take nothing for granted, feel their way through.” She gave him the professional smile. “I’m sure you’ll be fine.”

Such assurances only made Tony more anxious. He raised a brow at Betru, who sat on one end of the table in the tiny clinic serving Suvi Aytweh, but Tru shrugged minutely: your call
 .

Gird his loins and get through this, Tony thought, and they won some small chance of resolving their trouble. Chicken and run ―

And we’d better run far and fast, and permanently, he told himself as he and Betru followed the elders into the quiet, private rooms behind the communal halls. Doors closed and latched; blinds made of loose-woven reeds dropped to hold out the morning sun.

Withdrawing to a corner, Sabet set down her bag and folded gratefully into a chair. She’d spent many hours the day before, trudging uphill after her moke put his foot in a ‘tiggab hole’ ― a rabbit hole, by any account, though the tiggab was another feathered reptile, ground-breeding, burrowing. The moke remained behind, stabled in the village at the foot of the Mount Witaque, and Sabet climbed on, on foot. She made it home long after midnight, sore and weary, and after this procedure would head right back to bed.

“Relax,” Tru whispered. “You’re not going to the gallows, Tony. They’re not going to pull your teeth.”

“You’re not the one doing this,” Tony muttered, watching with all due suspicion as Revor arranged chairs and Nyami produced a small thermos. She uncapped it, carefully measured a small amount of thick brown syrup into a ceramic cup, and presented it to him with a flourish. Tony took it, felt it warm his fingers. “What is this?”

“An herbal concoction,” she told him, recapping the thermos. “At least fourteen different herbs, fifteen if we can source the last one … medicinal, by rights, though I do admit a certain perverse segment of our society uses this recipe for, shall we say, recreational purposes. However, many of the same herbs can be used to treat the throat and lungs.”

“It should relax you a little, permit your mind to accept suggestion,” Revor explained. “If your people are anything at all like ours ― and we know without question, you are! ― you actually do possess flawless recall. Anything we see or hear, we record; but we’re the worst librarians in the universe. Memories, like books, are stacked haphazardly, in any order, in any corner of any room, and they pile up by the tens of thousands. Your chances are poor of finding a single page in a single specific book. Unless,” he added, “you can be guided back to the point at which you laid down the memory. Then, you should be able to access it directly.”

Tony took a sniff at the warm syrup. “Smells like cough medicine.”

“Herbal.” Nyami pulled up a chair. “Quite potent, and yes, alien to your metabolism, Ver Saviano. So we’ll ask you to sit before you drink, since it can be rather intoxicating. You’ll begin with the smallest
 sip, to gauge how it affects you. If it irritates your tongue, merely spit, and we’ll try something else.”

“Potent?” Betru echoed.

“And addictive.” Nyami deliberately set aside the thermos. “But the Mamusani are licensed to brew and use this linctus, especially in the presence of a certified physician. Orbe Zurnana Sabet graduated from the foremost college in Reimas and is a member of the Satrulen College of General Medical Practitioners.” She gestured Tony to a chair. “Now, please sit. Try to relax. The herbal will work much more effectively while it’s still warm. You being human, we’re not absolutely sure of the appropriate dose, so we’ve estimated your body mass and will begin with an extremely
 small measure. You can sip a little more, a little more, until we achieve what we need, then safely sleep it off. You understand?”

“Oh, I understand what you’re saying.” Tony considered the syrup. No point asking what was in it. The local names of the herbs would mean nothing to him, even if he were an herbalist, which he wasn’t. The chip in his head came from the manufacturer preloaded with databases to translate a broad spectrum of terms in ten languages, but specialized or local terms, and slang, filtered through as pure sound, or noise
 , as Tru had said.

“Tony, if you don’t want to do this, we’ll just run,” Betru murmured, a bass rumble at his left hand. “There’s plenty of places we can go.”

“But never home,” Tony murmured. “And you want to go home.” Damnit, he wanted to go home with Betru, now they understood each other.

No Amelosi law prevented offworlders living and working here, so long as they played fair by local conventions. He could score work anywhere in the Jiva area, repairing machinery on the farms ― he’d certainly be the only Technician First Class outside the spaceport, and he knew the value of his skills. The Dorello might sneer at ‘chalk and talk schools of fixology,’ where camp kids cobbled together an adequate education, but give Tony Saviano the tools and spare parts, and he prided himself on the ability to get any machine running, keep it running.

One possible future stretched away ahead of him and Tru like a golden phantasm, and it pivoted on this, right here, right now: the aromatic brown syrup rapidly cooling in a plum-painted ceramic chanoyu
 cup in his left hand.

He took a deep breath, tried a tiny sip the stuff, closed his eyes, and waited. It felt merely warm on his tongue, not at all uncomfortable. He took another sip. The effects crept up on him slowly. A faint tingle in his mouth and nasal passages, not unpleasant but different enough for him to hug himself and clench his fists.

Moments later he felt a certain swimming in his senses, almost like the buzz he’d expect from two or three shots of Ringo’s favorite Old Kirkpatrick. Then a deep drowsiness, as if he might sink down into sleep, while his mind remained suspended between the dream state and awareness.

Images, memories, sounds, ideas, impressions, raced across his closed eyelids. He heard everything, saw nothing, yet was inundated by mind pictures as if he’d been struck suddenly blind and ‘sight memory’ provided vivid images inspired by every fragment of sound. He wanted to say, ‘That’s potent stuff!’ But he couldn’t find the will to control his tongue.

Revor’s voice drifted into his consciousness from a thousand ecks away. Tony registered a delay of several seconds between the sound of the Amelosi words in his ears and the function of his chip, which seemed to have fallen into exaggerated slow motion. “He’s responded strongly even to a very small dose. I’m pleased we didn’t begin with the usual amount.”

And Betru, with an edge in his voice: “So dangerous?”

“No, no,” Nyami said quickly, “but if he took much more he’d have plunged straight through into deep, sound sleep. We wouldn’t have been able to negotiate with his subconscious mind, which is critical for the work. He must be poised right on the brink of sleep, but not quite asleep, you see?”


I’m there right now
 . Tony couldn’t say it. He felt for his lips, tongue, teeth, but they seemed to belong to someone else. He heard a small, muffled sound issue from his throat, not a whimper but certainly not a word.

“You may begin, Nyami,” Revor judged. “Sabet, would you use the bioscanner, keep a close watch on his readings?”

“Already doing it.” The doctor’s voice whispered from a million ecks out in the void between the stars. “Ver Saviano is fine. Probably more relaxed than he’s been in days, since all this nonsense began. Go ahead, Nyami.”

Then Nyami’s light voice, keeping a slow, measured pace. “Listen to me, Ver Saviano. Focus on my voice. My voice, my words, are all that exist. Believe that you can trust me … believe what I say.”

She paused, while every syllable seemed to linger, resonating in Tony’s deep mind. He waited, waited, and at last she murmured,

“You’re swimming in a great warm ocean. Feel the currents ebb and flow around your limbs, Ver Saviano … Tony. You’re swimming at the surface, in the bright sun, with a vast blue sky arcing overhead. You’re warm and safe, happy.”

He actually felt it. His body seemed to grow weightless, with a sensation of euphoria. He wanted to laugh as he spun, twisted, turned like a dolphin, sculled lazily through water so warm, it might have been a bath.

“Notice, now: this water,” Nyami whispered, “is not water. See how bright it is, how blue and sparkling, a trillion points of light which flow together and behave like
 water. You actually swim between
 sparklets, they buoy you up. Feel them now: a trillion tiny speckles of brightness.”

They tingled on his skin, not quite tickling. He paused to notice how the ocean seemed to be actually comprised of light ― blue, green, white, beautiful and delicate. He lifted a handful of the stuff into the sunlight, let it trickle through his fingers.

“Each tiny sparkle,” Nyami told him, “is a moment in time. Each shimmer in the water is a thought on its way to becoming a memory. You swim in fresh thoughts, new memories, warm and bright, close to the surface. But new memories are constantly supplanting the old, every moment, every split second; so older memories are pushed down deep. They’re darker, cooler … but they’re always there. You can reach them easily, when you need to.”

Like a porpoise, Tony spun in the ‘water,’ took a deep breath and duck-dived to look down, deeper in the ocean. Sunlight shafted into the depths, where blue and white gave way to green, aqua, dark silver. He saw the same sparklets there, though they moved much more slowly and each point of light had dimmed, cooled, by comparison with those on the surface.

“Your oldest memories are very deep,” Nyami whispered into his ear. “If you cared to, you could return to childhood, even to the moment when you took your first breath in this world. But today we need to find only recent memories, events which happened not long ago. You’re going to swim just a little way below the surface, where the water is still quite warm and bright. You’ll see shapes in the ebb and flow of the sparklets. These shapes will weave together …”

As she spoke, the phenomenon she described had already begun. Tony actually perceived forms, faces, heard sounds issuing from the coalescence of particles. Ringo Rutecki spoke to him ―

Hey, kid, get your skinny little ass in gear an’ hustle, else the skipper’ll skin you alive! You think he pays you to sit there an’ look at dirty pictures?

He’d been on his scheduled break, his own fifteen minutes to waste, if he wanted to spend them scrolling through a skin magazine while he drank tea and ate junk food. Anything to break up the monotony of the Ursago
 ’s routine.

The scene was so real, Tony smelled the taint of engine oil and spilled solvents, felt the fine hair on his forearms lift with the static charge off the power conduits. The comm snarled with Ghast’s gruff voiced, demanding to know why a two-day job hadn’t been finished in an afternoon; the loadmaster sauntered through, a headset on, listening to jiving, enharmonic Dorellan music, occasionally bellowing a snatch of ‘melody’ while he inspected the forklift and crane, setting up for the job of unloading and reloading the freighter on a fast turnaround.

Nyami’s voice hovered in the background, over his shoulder, like a faint shadow of reality with less substance than reflections in glass. Speak now, Ver Saviano. Describe what you see, hear, feel. Describe it all, just as it happens. Hold nothing back … we won’t know what’s important until we sift it all.


Her voice steered him in one specific direction, guided him through several shimmering layers of memory. They flowed like a tidal wash through hundreds, thousands, of conjoined tide pools, each a separate event, but every one connected to all others via the sparkling mass of the great, shining ocean of memory and time.

Another voice echoed up from the nadir of the remote past, a memory-form from Vestmannaeyjar Camp D. Old Satyendra Ramanujan, Sattie to his friends and students, of whom there were many. Tony hadn’t thought of him in years. We are, every one of us, single drops in the great, shimmering vastness of the sunlit sea, and that sea is information … we are all pure information, as is our world and all things in it, and all adrift in the limitless data-sky of akasha
 ―

Then Ringo, grumbling, eternally disgruntled because he needed a drink yet didn’t dare imbibe on the job, because it made him slow. Ghast or Lutash would soon notice, and dump him in a port where stranded humans too often died in a gutter.

Move your ass, kid, get the forklift down to Hold 4, them trucks is nearly here an’ there’s still a bunch of shit in the way!

No use mentioning that Ringo should have moved the stacked refuse of two other jobs the day before, it wasn’t Tony’s job to move it, when he’d spent the whole morning up to his armpits in the hydraulic guts of one of the landing struts, without which the Ursago
 wouldn’t be landing at all. Cursing, he set aside food, tea, tablet, and any hope of enjoying a little downtime, and jogged aft to the elevator.

It dropped him to the small hold, a cold, dark space reserved for delicate, risky or hazardous freight. Ringo made a point: the small deck had choked itself with crates, barrels, coils of hawser, lengths of conduit. When the loading hatch opened in the freighter’s belly, the forklift wouldn’t be able get through, and out, to meet the incoming trucks. Ghast would throw a fit. Someone’s life would be a misery until the skipper’s fury abated, and Tony was the usual target. Ringo had been on the Ursago
 eleven years. Easier to rebuke the young newcomer, a kid so far from home, so desperate to keep the job, he’d take almost any abuse and come back for more.

So Tony threw his back into the work, shifting a great mass of flotsam and jetsam, much of it due to be dumped as trash on the cracked, weedy plascrete at Jiva Field. The rest might find its way to a flea market in some Chukutzu port like Kolizor, where cheap oddments seemed to keep civilization hanging together in the teeth of glacial cold that dizzied even Tony, who grew up in Iceland.

He cleared the deck with minutes to spare, caught his breath and gulped a bottle of water while Ghast swaggered out to greet the loadmaster in charge of the incoming freight. The Ursago
 ’s own loadmaster spent this time sketching the plan for how cargo must be balanced across the hold, for the most stable ‘ride’ through the minutes when the ship skated on the difficult, tricky threshold of hyperspace.

No one deemed Lutash’s job easy, or irrelevant; but the Dorello gave himself airs and graces. He’d made himself a right royal bastard, and Tony had quickly learned to despise him. After more than four years on this ship he’d have welcomed a change, but his contract stipulated a five-year term. Once, he’d considered himself lucky to get it.

In fact, ten more months
 , he told himself as he configured the crane, brought the forklift to the bottom of the ramp and watched the loadmaster from Amelos Allied Mining call the first AI-piloted truck up into place. Just ten months, and he could look for another ride. If Ringo preferred to stay on and drink himself into oblivion, let him do it with some other loser who didn’t have the brains to try his luck elsewhere.

The truck’s stern hatch whined open to reveal a mass of barrels, old, corroded, dented. Only the labels appeared fresh, printed in ten languages, adhered down each side and across the top of each barrel. The freight seemed to be some kind of liquid fertilizer, a local product touted to be a hundred times more potent than anything comparable on other worlds. It would be part of another colony soon enough, plowed in, helping to re-green zones killed by drought, or to grow the new generation crops, which reached maturity in half the time, with a higher edible yield.

Even Tony, who’d never seen a standing crop before he arrived on Amelos, muttered in surprise, that the company should use such old, corroded barrels. Then again, Jiva was a backwater. Folk here used what they had. When they ran out of tech, they hammered together what they needed out of hand-axed timber and hand-forged nails. Local Amelosi were more likely to ride the fuzzy-coated mokes, which looked to him like a hybrid between a horse and a llama, than a decent gyrobike, because mokes didn’t break down and cost half a year’s pay to fix, with spare parts couriered at ridiculous expense from another world.


Ours not to reason why
 , Tony muttered as he jockeyed the forklift and remote-operated the crane ― work far more fitting for a bot, if even one of Ghast’s four machines had been operable. Tony had spent hours trying to puzzle together one working bot from four carcasses, and admitted defeat when he couldn’t find a single viable control chip among the lot. Even the best ‘fixologist’ needed parts, something Ghast refused to comprehend. A master engineer couldn’t make
 a control chip out of bubble gum and fuse wire.

Grumbling soundlessly, Tony steered the forklift around Lutash for the third time in as many minutes. Hey, will you shift that podgy posterior of yours? You’re in the  way, Loadmaster! This job’d go a hulluva lot faster if you’d git outta my space!


But Lutash only dug his toes in deeper and refused to budge. He showed Tony his middle digit ― something useful he’d learned from humans ― and watched as the forklift hauled another load up the ramp.

These barrels were much too battered to stack securely, with top and bottom rims dented and sometimes missing. Tony and the Amelosi loadmaster did the best they could, with the assistance of two tiny handling drones belonging to the truck; but with complete inevitability, a few barrels toppled.

Four got free at the top of the ramp, escaped the forklift and rolled into the hold’s dim interior. They came up hard against a bulkhead and jostled together. None broke a seal, not a drop of liquid fertilizer hit the deck, but a couple of the smart new stickers peeled away and fell off.

The afternoon had grown quite hot and vastly humid, aromatic with the acid stink of the bogs which festered along the south and east margins of the plascrete wasteland. The big, yellow, diamond-shape stickers had been slapped on too hastily. They hadn’t adhered properly, and given the slightest encouragement, dropped into the muck of the Ursago
 ’s deck plates. Indifferent to labels, Tony left them there as he clambered down from the forklift and stooped to manhandle the drums.

Beneath each sticker was a column of the original old printing, in twelve languages. He smiled to see the basic English alphabet ― familiar to so many of Earth’s nations, it had long ago been adopted as one of the common alphabets for all. He scanned the mishmash English-Katakana lettering without interest as he restacked the drums and clambered back into the forklift.

Lutash still stood in the way, glaring at him, huffing and panting through flared nostrils as if he might tear off Tony’s head and use it for a football. After four long years, Tony had developed a talent for ignoring him, and drove right around him.

The sooner he got this job done, the sooner he could score a few hours of downtime, his own time. He’d be out of here so fast, he told himself, Ghast would wonder if he’d vanished into thin air. The ship didn’t lift till the early hours of the morning, local time.

Meanwhile, he knew a great guy in the town, a croupier at the casino: big, beautiful, friendly. And Tony was so very ready for a little bit of friendly
 .


Chapter Ten

“Bet the last lur in your pocket,” Betru’s voice said quietly, “that was it.”

The fog had begun to dissipate minutes before. For a short time Tony actually slept, merely a light doze, and waking seemed like drifting up out of a natural sleep. He yawned, stretched, flexed his fingers and massaged his scalp. At last he opened his eyes and blinked up at four curious faces. Betru, Sabet, Revor and Nyami peered thoughtfully at him. Tony cleared his throat before he could find his voice. His tongue still felt odd, thick.

“Okay, so what did I say?”

Then he had it. He shot bolt upright in the chair, fists clenched on the arms. “Christ, that’s it. Jesus Christ, that has
 to be it.” Sweat started from his pores. “I read off the Earthside printing, didn’t I? I remember reading it out loud, when I saw the barrels.”

In answer, Sabet turned a tablet to show him the screen. “I recorded the whole procedure, for reference. You conveyed a great deal of information, Ver Saviano, but none of it was significant … until the drums fell.”

“The new labeling peeled away in the humidity,” Nyami added, “and you clearly saw the original text, printed beneath, in a language you can read.”

“Old drums,” Revor mused. “They’ve been relabeled as fertilizer. They could have been pressed into service. Refilled.”

But Sabet’s head shook adamantly. “Utterly impossible. Once a container has been used to store Purnex, it can’t ever be used for anything else. The contamination is immediate and final.”

“Purnex is so hazardous?” Nyami asked. “Forgive me, I’m not saying you’re wrong, but I lived on the other side of the world when the Jiva ‘situation’ took place. I didn’t come to Suvi Aytweh until quite recently, so the events of thirty years ago were merely stories to me, reported second- or third-hand, via news services one didn’t know whether to trust or not.”

The doctor’s expression darkened. “In this instance, you may believe what you heard.” She gave Betru a sharp look. “You were there, thirty years ago.”

“But just a young kid,” Betru protested. “You’d find me in the creek, digging for shellfish with a stick, not listening to adults droning on about boring … stuff.” He lifted a brow at Sabet. “I assume this Purnex is lethal?”

“In its highly-concentrated form, as it’s manufactured, it’s lethal at three parts per million,” the doctor affirmed, “and dangerous enough to maim in much lower concentrations. We studied it in college, and its results, how it kills and cripples. It’s an herbicide and pesticide, manufactured by the Erellik ― hive-mind creatures to whom the loss of individual lives means much less than it does to us. ‘Purnex’ is the most pronounceable form of a sound the Erellik can make, but of course our mouths can’t duplicate.”

“Widely used, as I recall,” Revor said darkly.

Sabet sighed. “It found its way into many over-fecund colonies, until orders banning it came down from the High Court on Borias. This Purnex, here, could only have been shipped in by those bastards, Gerald L. Bartoli-Wang and Shalkyr Zamaya Rok, when vast tracts of land must be cleared, and kept clear, for the mine. After the big stink, when they were shut down and both of them vanished off the face of the planet, Reimas issued disposal warrants for all remaining Purnex supplies.”

An awkward silence settled over the room like a sodden blanket. Revor opened the blinds to the morning sun, and at last Tony asked, “Uh, anybody know how you dispose of something so lethal?”

“We can’t, not locally,” Sabet said bitterly. “A local government agency took a great deal of money to confiscate all stores and have it shipped back offworld, presumably to a facility where it could be dealt with. Either destroyed or stockpiled on a dead, lifeless rock where it couldn’t do any further damage. From what you just told us, the Purnex was never shipped out.”

“Somebody,” Betru added, “stashed it here. They took the money and kept the goods, when every last barrel should’ve been gone
 . They found a way to hide the cash and keep the stockpile out of sight.” He paused, thinking it through. “How many drums? What did you load, Tony?”

“Fifty, exactly,” Tony said without hesitation. He hadn’t been counting as he jockeyed forklift and crane, but he’d seen the manifest. “With a hazmat ‘LD’ rating of three parts per million, that’s one hell of a lot of death in one place at one time.”

The doctor drew both hands back through the mass of her hair. “We’ve been incredibly lucky, you realize this. We don’t know how it was stored. The drums you saw, Ver Saviano, are rusted, corroded, battered. This sounds as if they’ve been exposed to water or at least humidity. I’d guess, a cave.”

“The Jiva region is full of caverns,” Nyami said darkly, “like our own Witaque Hills. Almost all the caverns are also open to the water table. If just one of those drums had leaked ―” She shuddered animatedly.

“When it was used to clear land for the mine,” Sabet went on, drawing on memories from college classes, “several ‘excursion’ events did take place. Thousands of head of livestock perished, and some people. The authorities hushed the whole thing up fast. I imagine massive bribes were paid. It’s no secret how corrupt the government in Reimas has become! Our fearless leaders have grown so rich, so fast, there should be a law against it. You surely can’t do it legally.”

“And a few days ago,” Betru said quietly, “somebody calmly loaded fifty barrels of Purnex aboard the Ursago
 when she turned around at Jiva. Tony saw them.” He whistled softly. “No bloody wonder your loadmaster wanted you in a hole in the ground, medji
 . Lutash knows exactly what those drums contain. He also knew you saw the old printing, when the new labels peeled off; he realized you’d be able to read the English. Most folk from Earth could read it, right?”

Tony only nodded, rubbing his face with both palms. He had sweated through enough classes in Camp D to read the printing, word for word; picking up on its significance was something else. Obviously, Lutash assumed he also knew about Purnex, when in fact Tony had never even heard of it.

“Purnex is pricey stuff,” Sabet mused. “It’s been banned for decades in all but a handful of colonies, which makes it rare. According to the Borias High Court ruling, even the Erellik aren’t allowed to manufacture or use it. Smart traders can always find a market for rare goods.” She gave Tony a frown. “Where is the Ursago
 heading?”

This much, Tony knew at once. “Valhern,” he said without hesitation. “She ought to make two or three brief layovers along the way, first in Barazoz, but Valhern is the major scheduled port of call. Hold 4 is listed on the manifest as ‘purge last ’ ― meaning, it’ll stay sealed till Ghast drops ship on Valhern.” He took a deep breath, working through the implications. “If Lutash is in on this, you know Ghast has to be. They’ll keep the stuff in strict quarantine. Hold 4 can be vacuum sealed, it’s the small one, right on the keel. Even so, I wouldn’t want this crap aboard a second longer than necessary. One mistake, and wham! She’s a death ship, so toxic, no medevac service would touch her. They’d tow the hulk straight to a scrap yard, dump it and plant a warning beacon on it.”

“Valhern,” Betru echoed slowly. “I know the name. I might’ve dropped ship there once or twice myself. I spent a few years on the Budasco
 and the Ariala
 … years I don’t often care to remember, if I tell the truth.” He shrugged apologetically at the Mamusani elders. “I was a kid, I wanted to go to space. The only ships we can sign on with are Dorellan, the rest are too heavy on the gravity, too hot, too cold, or the air’ll strip your lungs. Human ships won’t employ you if you don’t have a triple doctorate with honors issued from a college on Earth, so they’re out. But the Dorello … their whole industry is long-distance freight hauling. They don’t manufacture much, but they’ll carry anything, anywhere, for anyone, if the price is right.”

Revor made dismissive gestures. “No need to explain, Ver Kenzana. You’ve nothing to apologize for. Many of us entertained a yen to go to space when we were young. Your parents’ generation was the first to make it a reality, but the majority came home, as you did.” He stirred restlessly. “What do we know about this port, Valhern? Something is twitching and itching in the back of my mind, bothering me. Something feels bad
 . Nyami, your memory is better than mine!”

She shrugged expansively. “I don’t keep up with the news. The whole reason I came to Mount Witaque is to get away from such aggravation. Insulate myself, before the bad news and atrocity of fifty worlds overwhelms me so utterly, I forget my own identity! All save the Cobrana worlds are so violent, Revor … my apologies, Ver Saviano, but you must know what I mean.”

“I know exactly what you mean, and I agree with you,” Tony said quickly. “Ver Revor’s dead right. I know a little about Valhern, but not enough. I’ve been there just once, years ago, on another ship. Before the war started.”

Betru hopped off the table. “What war?”

“Valhern and Debric are neighboring colonies,” Tony said, scouring his memory for details he only half recalled. “I heard something about one of them being Dorellan, the other ― Cobrana territory that turned into an open port with the blessing of the Cobran. Human ships used to use Valhern all the time. Before,” he added, “the war. I don’t recall any more.”

It was Nyami, she who swore she’d insulated herself deliberately from the news, who drove the others before her with one word: “Library!”

“Go,” Revor agreed. “This could be critical. Sabet, do you wish to retire?”

The doctor gave him a hard look. “Are you serious? With this going on ― I have to know, or I won’t get a wink. Not,” she added acidly, “that I’ll sleep any better for knowing what’ll be happening on this Valhern when the Ursago
 makes port!”

“How long?” Betru draped one long arm over Tony’s shoulders as they stepped out, following the elders and doctor down a curving, shadowed passage toward another commons hall, this one lined floor to ceiling with every medium from scrolls to books to disks to solid state sticks, stacked and racked on polished white-wood shelves. “How long before the Ursago
 can reach Valhern?”

An astute question, to which Tony had the answer without even pausing to calculate: he knew Ghast’s schedule through the next three months. “Ten weeks. Uh, that is, about seventy days. I know you guys don’t count time in weeks like we do. Seventy days, then. She’s a bloody old scow of a ship, just a tramp freighter that should’ve been dumped in a breaker’s yard eons ago. What I don’t understand is why anybody shipping a cargo as risky as Purnex would choose to put it on a bucket of rust like the Ursago
 .”

The remark made Betru snort with disgust. “Because no reputable skipper would carry this crap. Tells us something about Captain Ghast, doesn’t it? The Purnex shouldn’t even exist, Tony, it should’ve been shipped out and destroyed about the time you were learning to walk. Thirty years on, those barrels are so corroded, they’re so freaking dangerous, moving ’em at all should be done with professional hazmat supervision … but under certified oversight the garbage couldn’t be sold, could it? And this crud is valuable.” He made a face. “Valuable to somebody
 . In a war zone. I don’t even like to think about what they want it for.”

A profound quiet lay over the library. Tall blinds kept the sun away from precious old papers, and to Tony’s surprise he saw several assorted viewers and one major computer terminal, all turned off. At this hour only three people were present, one a young student leafing through a bundle of ancient parchment scrolls; an elderly man reading an actual, physical book for leisure; and a well-dressed woman apparently drafting a paper or letter by hand, scrawling the looping, curling Amelosi script with a traditional bronze fountain pen.

All three looked up as the elders appeared, but Nyami motioned for them to stay where they were, and led her group to one specific alcove. Tony might have expected her to turn on the computer, or at least a viewer, but she and Revor pulled three enormous volumes from a bottom shelf. They were heavy enough for the elders to grunt under their weight, and Betru took them at once, set them on the alcove’s long, polished table.

Obedient, attentive, a glowbot scooted down from the ceiling and brightened gradually as it hovered a meter over the books. Tony ran his palms over the volumes in helpless fascination. He’d only touched an actual book once before, and had been scolded for the temerity. In History of Literature, Satyendra Ramanujan called such books ‘elephant folios:’ at least fifty centimeters tall, bound in dyed mokehide, the front covers branded with Amelosi lettering Tony couldn’t hope to read.

Without a word, Nyami opened the red volume and began to flip back and forth, looking for a specific page ― no, a specific date
 , he realized. The folio contained bound newssheets, printed on coarse, yellowing paper by a machine he’d only ever seen in historical images. His forefathers knew it as a ‘printing press.’ The amazing books seduced his fingers, and Nyami didn’t scold or tell him to keep his hands to himself.

“Try that one.” She nodded at the green leather volume. “It contains far newer material, and you’ll make much
 better sense of it than I will.”

Almost reverently, he lifted the cover and breathed an astonished curse as he saw two dimensional star maps. He’d never seen the threedee navigator’s charts depicted in twodee before, and for some moments the maps made no sense. But Betru chuckled in delight and paged forward through the volume. “We had a star book when I was little, Yenni and me. We’d take it out on moonless nights, and a little red torch. You flopped down flat on your back and used the book to learn the constellations. This is what made me want to go to space.”

“You can read these charts,” Tony muttered, forcing his eyes to make sense in two dimensions of objects he’d only ever visualized, or seen depicted, in VR holographs. Like trying to calculate backwards from a shadow cast on a flat surface, he thought, and work out the shape and orientation of what had thrown it. Then something in his brain clicked into gear and he had it. “Got it. Mind you, I can’t read the Amelosi script in the labels or commentary.”

“Neither can I,” Betru mused. “This is printed in Jipdesh, from the other side of the world. I only learned Satrulen, the local writing. I’ve lived in Satrula my whole life, except for the years I spent on a bunch of rattletrap Dorellan scup-buckets.”

Tony ducked his head a little guiltily. “I’m ashamed to say, I don’t actually know your geography. Or should that be amelography?”

“Then again, I don’t know Earth’s,” Betru said easily. “Say, I’ve heard of the city of New Zealand, but I couldn’t point to it on a map.”

“It’s two islands and country, not a city,” Tony informed him, intent on the meticulous charts.

“And Satrula is a continent and
 a nation,” Betru said indifferently, as if it were of no importance. “You’re standing in it right now. You’d still be in it if we followed the Jiva River right to its estuary on the Bay of Samarak. You’d be in it if we rode the train to Reimas, and even two thousand ecks further north, where the world turns to ice and you go by airship or dogsled, or not at all … aha.”

“You found it?” Tony bent closer to see the chart, and forced his eyes, his reluctant brain, to recognize twodee patterns representing the threedee spaces. Again, it took a moment, then he had it. He had no hope of reading the labels on stellar objects, but he tapped them one by one. “Port of Barazoz, on Tuvi Prime, Cobrana territory. The Ursago
 ’s heading there first, straight out of the Port of Jiva. Low grav, air that suits the Cobran fine, so any of us would halfway suffocate. Then, swing by the Port of Kolizor, on Dihjag 4. Chukutzu turf, and they’re welcome to it. Ice fields and glaciers, far as the horizon, any
 horizon; breathe the air, your lungs crystallize and bleed. It’s Chukutzu heaven …

“Then, the Port of Weshwo, on Beta Halgenyr ― Dorellan turf. Arboreal, three moons, stinking hot and running wet with rain and humidity, so alive with insects, you don’t dare inhale without a mask. Step outside without an environment suit, fungal spores get into your pores and sprout. They’re bioluminescent, you glow blue in the dark till you get the buggers removed. The Dorello adore it, just the way it is, pay a fortune to vacation there.” He looked up to find the elders and Sabet gaping wide-eyed at him, horrified. “Did I say something wrong?”

“Not wrong, just enough to put them off going to space for life.” Betru gave the elders an apologetic look. “Sorry. He paints a pretty accurate picture of how it is out there.”

“I don’t doubt it,” Nyami admitted. “I just have to wonder why one of us, or humans, would want to visit worlds so unfriendly to our kind of life.”

“Because it’s better than rotting in a refugee camp till you die of old age,” Tony said quietly. “A Dorellan contract is the only option most of us have … I took it.” He tapped the chart with one forefinger. “We just found what we need. Here they are, Valhern and Debric. They’re covered in the commentary. Can anyone read this? I don’t stand a chance with your written languages ― damnit, I have got
 to learn.”

Revor favored him with a smile. “You’ll be staying on Amelos, then? Satrula is very beautiful, spring to fall … not so pretty in the winter; but then, without winter, spring wouldn’t come.”

The question cut to the heart of Tony’s own feelings, and he looked up at Betru with complete honesty. “I’m not lying to you: I’d like to.”

“Then, we get this garbage sorted
 ,” Betru said grimly, “and go home. Ver Nyami, you read this script, don’t you? You mentioned yesterday, you’re from somewhere close to Jipdi.”

The footnotes gave a brief, general history of the region, from its original settlement by Cobran explorers to the gradual growth of Valhern into an open port where all were welcome. Nearby Debric remained Dorellan territory, heavily guarded, with exorbitant tariffs levied on cargoes passing in either direction through their military blockade. Tony absorbed all this with a frown, and forewent comment as Nyami returned to the bound newspapers. 

With one fingertip she outlined several passages in sheets dating from the months when Gerald L. Bartoli-Wang  and Shalkyr Zamaya Rok forged a deal to sink an actinide ore mine. Without a word of consultation with government, they ordered up a consignment of Purnex to quick-clear an area of around twenty square ecks on the river, upstream of Jiva, Alchar and two hundred towns and villages between there and the distant estuary.

She read in a soft, bitter tone. Tony took in every word, and the fury of the mobs in the Jiva region ― where an intoxicated or derelict human on the street past midnight might easily fall victim to the mob ― began to look inevitable, even understandable. Purnex had already been banned by High Court order when two hundred ‘units’ were processed through the brand-new regional spaceport of Jiva Field.

Even then, selling and transporting Purnex should have been considered unethical, much less importing it to simpler worlds, where people couldn’t know what had been dumped on them ― or that they had legal rights in public courts as far away as the Cobrana homeworlds and even Earth itself.

The import of Purnex and its unauthorized use on a world like Amelos were so illegal, Bartoli-Wang and Shalkyr should have been imprisoned, even executed. Instead, they vanished with a vast fortune after multiple events
 , where raw actinides, toxic tailings from the mine, and Purnex ‘residues’ found their way into the river and onto the wind. Thirty years later, the Flatiron remained a toxic wasteland where even reptiles couldn’t scratch a living.

“Nothing here actually specifies the company, department or individual assigned to confiscate and manage the remaining Purnex stores,” Nyami mused. “It would probably have been a minor government official from Reimas. He or she is certainly the one who took the bribe and stashed the rubbish. For all we know, it was stored at the old mine workings.”

“Makes sense,” Revor said disgustedly. “In days, the tall fences went up, the warning beacons. After that, no one in his right mind would go anywhere near the area.”

Betru’s eyes glittered in the light from the glowbot. “The same bastard could be the one who just found a market for it, and hired Ghast to carry it to Valhern.”

“We’d need to look into the documentation at Jiva,” Revor mused. “Even here, we keep records.”

“That can wait,” Sabet said sharply. “The critical problem is, fifty drums of pure death are headed for Valhern. A war zone, Ver Saviano?”

“A nasty one,” Tony said in bleak tones.

“Patience, Sabet, let me track down what we need.” Nyami opened the gold-bound volume.

Side-bound in mokehide were much more recent newssheets, though still produced on the same kind of printing press. These newer pages were illustrated with images of places and faces Tony recognized. The local newspaper had begun to carry top stories from offworld; by now enough Amelosi had been offworld, and traded routinely with offworlders, for the events of other cultures, other planets, to be relevant here.

Still, he couldn’t read the script, though he recognized the difference between the angular, straight-line Jipdesh and the cursive, looping Satrulen. Without hesitation Betru began to skim the text. Here and there he translated a headline. These were war stories logged by journalists ‘in the zone.’ The situation had escalated from skirmish to all-out battle, with chaos resulting on every level.

“So, forgive me, but who is fighting whom?” Sabet demanded. “The Dorello and the Cobran certainly aren’t at war. If Valhern is an open port, and even human ships often used it before hostilities began, who
 is fighting there?”

Still reading, Betru tapped a subheading on a longer feature. “According to this, it started over fueling rights and privileges. At least five major shipping companies claimed priority rights to the AI controller, existing reserves, gantries, pumps, decontamination equipment, bots. Not one of the contenders had any intention of negotiating. The day arrived when two skippers riding deadlines got steamed enough to shoot it out. Inevitable, I suppose.” He looked up from the paper. “A Ptalnshi captain with a seriously unpronounceable name, and a Chukutzu officer. The Ptalnshi ship won that round, for what it’s worth. They smashed the Chukutzu ship, it hard-landed smack in the middle of a town off one side of Valhern Field. Something like two thousand people died in the blast, or in the aftermath when the reactors and drive engines spilled. It was … ugly.”

Shocked into silence, the elders seemed tongue-tied. The best Tony could offer was a soft Icelandic profanity. “Ríða
 ,” he whispered. “Valhern started out as Cobrana territory?” Betru nodded. “Then, didn’t the Cobran move in, censure somebody
 , stop it?”

“Oh, they tried.” Betru turned over the page, dark eyes skimming on through time. “They indicted the Ptalnshi captain, even issued an arrest warrant. The Ptalnshi authorities laughed in their faces. If the Cobran were any less than the enlightened folk they are, they might’ve declared war on the Ptalnshi themselves. As it was, they blockaded Valhern for months to keep the place under control ― and withdrew fueling rights from the Ptalnshi.”

The story sounded painfully familiar to anyone from Earth, and Tony groaned. “Let me guess. The Ptalnshi thumbed their noses at the blockade and shot their way through to access the facilities?”

Betru nodded. “Two heavy Chukutzu ships, both bulk ore haulers, and four Dorellan armed freighters were insystem at the time. So, naturally the Ptalnshi came in swinging. They ran face-first into a battle line. By gods, what a bloody mess. The Ptalnshi,” he said sourly, “came out of that episode the winners.” He looked up over the folio. “Because three Erellik heavy cruisers backed them up.”

“Warships?”  Nyami demanded. “The Erellik fly warships
 ?”

“They have to,” Revor sighed. “They’ve made themselves disliked and unwelcome in every port between here and the Cobrana homeworlds. As a result, when Erellik are jumped by the same predators who confine the Ptalnshi to their own traditional trade routs, it’s a waste of time calling for help.”

“In Jiva, they don’t call ’em chikatu
 lightly, Ver Nyami,” Betru said quietly. “The Erellik are detested, even by their own near neighbors. They’ve poached on old, established markets, occupied whole colony worlds established by others. They despise us, Amelosi and humans, for what we are. When they decided the rights to use Valhern belonged equally to them, the Ptalnshi found a strong ally against the Chukutzu and the Dorello.”

“An ally,” Nyami whispered, “with warships to add into this equation.” She lifted a shrewd brow at Betru. “But it’s not the actual peoples, or worlds, governments, who’re at war in the Valhern and Debric colony systems, is it?”

“Nope.” Betru had read enough, and turned his back on the folio. “It’s a bunch of freight companies, using Valhern as a fueling station. I’m seeing mention of eight, maybe nine consortiums out of all the great trading worlds. And the only
 thing not one of them has done is to hit the fueling facilities. Those are sacred: the whole war is about them, who uses them, who gets fuel when reserves are low, who gets priority access to pumps and gantries, when deadlines are tight and twenty ships get into Valhern simultaneously.”

Revor leaned over to peer at the star charts. “And this other world, Debric? How is it significant? I thought those two colonies were at war.”

“According to what I just read,” Betru said carefully, “they are … and they aren’t. Tony’s friends, the Dorello ―”

“No buddies of mine,” Tony muttered.

“― brought every pipe and beam of heavy industry to Debric, which is only a few light years away, in the next system. It’s close enough to sit cheek by jowl with Valhern, so it’s strategically almost as useful. It has a big population, like Valhern; so many races sharing the port city these days, only the Dorellan military presence tells you who it belongs to.”

“The indigenous folk?” Sabet wondered.

“Outnumbered, overwhelmed,” Betru said in cynical tones. “Hanging onto the coattails of the big-wheels … sadly, a little bit like us Amelosi. Originally, all races applauded when the Dorello came in to build major port facilities. Everybody thought it’d be a grand idea for Debric to have a full-service spaceport.”

There, he paused, and Tony looked up from the complex charts. “Smart guess: having another major, competing facility just made them a target.”

The guess was astute indeed, and Betru sighed heavily. “The truth is, the Dorello built Debric Port to accommodate their own ships. They charge an arm and a leg to everyone else. Still Debric remained stable, profitable … for a while. Till some genius Dorellan captain pounded a Chukutzu ore hauler to pieces in the outer system … then a thoroughly pissed-off Dorellan skipper whanged an Erellik ore hauler into a bunch of radioactive scrap.” He shrugged. “Just a matter of time before somebody
 decided to use one system as a platform to hit the other from. It’s a high-stakes game. What’s up for grabs is unrestricted access to the resources of both spaceports ― not to mention a bloody nose for the Dorello, who halfway started the trouble.”

Tony closed his eyes, remembering the violent history of his own homeworld, and wondering why he’d ever expected other races to be different. Only the Cobran seemed to have beaten the odds, left behind their primitive ways when they embraced technology and headed out. “So it’s open trade war.”

“Has been, for the last year or more.” Tru turned the folio slightly, the better to see the chart. “I don’t keep up with offworld news, so I knew nothing about it, but according to what I just read, the situation really exploded when various Dorellan skippers fell into a loose alliance with a bunch of rogue Chukutzu commanders. Now, they stand together against the Erellik and Ptalnshi.”

“Nothing the Cobran can do about it?” Tony hazarded.

“Zero
 the Cobran could do,” Betru said bitterly, “short of total war ― which they’re not equipped to fight, even if war was in their nature. Which it isn’t, thank gods. So they kicked the whole situation to the High Court on Borias, one of their oldest colony worlds, now one of the three biggest free ports … and ‘retired from the field of conflict,’ unquote.”

“There’s your war,” Nyami said bitterly. “Companies fighting over resources, while civilians are smashed.” Shadows haunted her face. “A big population on Debric, you said?”

“On both worlds.” Tony turned his back on the newssheets, leaned one hip against the table and looked from face to face. “All races, including Olthusians, a good number of human business people with offices in town, even Amelosi working the docks. Most civilians couldn’t get out, no matter how much they wanted to. They don’t have the price of a ticket, nor the skill to work their passage, even if so many jobs were available.” He shook his head slowly. “They aren’t. I saw Valhern a while ago, with the Ursago
 . Before the fun started.”

“Now the Ursago
 ’s about to take a load of death into a war zone.” Betru closed the books, stacked them.

“Bloody Ghast!” Anger blazed through Tony. “Bet your last lur, the Purnex won’t be used as an herbicide or pesticide. Valhern is arid, it doesn’t need defoliating. Purnex,” he added softly, “makes a hideous weapon.”

A weapon to kill people of diverse races by the tens of thousands. The images racing in Tony’s imagination made his nerve endings shrivel. Silence fell around the library table. Slowly, deliberately, Nyami gathered the folios, and Betru slid them back into place on the low shelf.

A clockwork timepiece somewhere in the main library chimed the hour; students passed the door, laughing, sharing a joke. The world, this
 world, cruised on while horror seemed to crush the breath from Tony’s chest.

At last Sabet said very quietly, as if fearing they might be overheard, “The Ursago
 is an old ship, I understand. Ten of these weeks
 to Valhern?”

“Seventy days.” Betru pulled the band from his hair, dragged his fingers through it, massaged his scalp before retying it.

“Then …” Nyami blinked at Revor, and at Betru. “Surely there’s time to stop it. It could be intercepted, if someone knew what was aboard.”

“Someone?” Revor echoed. “There’s nobody on this world with the authority or the mobility to reach so far. Besides which, Ver Saviano has been almost murdered twice
 , just for stumbling over the existence of the Purnex.”

“Pop your head up to call it in to some bureau up in Reimas,” Tony said warily, “and you can expect to see the people behind this deal in Suvi Aytweh like that
 .” He snapped his fingers, then forced himself to think, rubbing his palms together as he walked through the problem like a question of complex engineering. “Everyone who knows the truth stands to be eliminated. We’d have to contact the right
 individual. But who knows who’s to be trusted in your government?”

“If we talk to a bastard belonging to the same bunch who set all this up, thirty years ago …” Betru turned his eyes to the ceiling, or the gods.

“We’d be handing them the whole bundle and inviting them to snuff us.” Tony arched both brows at him. “You know, the only people I’d trust are human officers at the Terran Trade Commission. The fact is, they have zip to lose ― they had the sense to quit the war zone when they saw where it was going! ― but they have a lot to gain.”

“Like, what?” Betru challenged.

“Like, merit points,” Tony suggested, “when they inform the Cobrana delegation what’s about to be done, and a Cobrana patrol vessel seizes the Ursago
 before she can dock. Cobrana peacekeepers could stop the whole lousy show, then expose this heap of crud publicly. They might save fifty thousand lives, and show the bastards for what they are.” His fists clenched. “Because you know
 what the Dorello and the Chukutzu have in mind. A bunch of bloody freight companies are about to murder a whole population, over fuelling rights!”

His mind spun with the ramifications. For a year, Valhern had been used as a platform from which to snipe at Debric, but the reverse was equally possible. Traditionally, the Ptalnshi and Erellik did most of their business in the larger, busier Valhern; the world had become a major resource for both. Tens of thousands of both races lived and worked around the port ― families, civilians, innocents, as well as the rogue crews who defied every law the Cobran ever tried to impose.

A Purnex airburst would burn them out of the city en masse
 , like cleaning out a nest of ― chikatu
 he thought bleakly. But even the Erellik had their young, and their low-cast drones who were innocent, most likely kept in ignorance of their high-caste betters’ affairs. The population of Valhern had become so diverse, he couldn’t begin to count the races who’d settled there, following the lure of work. Humans certainly stayed, doing private business though official Trade Commission vessels had bypassed it since hostilities exploded. Amelosi civilian dock workers very like Betru himself would number in the hundreds at least.

It was Sabet who said, too loudly, “For the love of Amaya, somebody has to do something! At least send a message!”

“To whom?” Nyami embraced an enviable calm, infinitely sad. “As Ver Saviano said, we can’t trust any government office. We’ll have to contact the Cobrana delegation direct … and their bureau is in Reimas. Three thousand ecks from here, Sabet. If we had a comset ―”

“No,” Betru said quickly. “One thing I learned on frashkul
 ships: coms are too easy to hack and monitor. Call out that way, and you’ll bring assassins down on you like a load of bricks, one minute after your message was jammed at source. Nobody would get it, but there’d be blood, Ver Nyami. Please, don’t bring blood to this place. Not here.”

Revor slipped both hands into the wide sleeves of his sky-blue robe, as if he were suddenly cold. “Then the message must be sent from somewhere else, as far away as practical.” His eyes darted from Nyami to Betru and back. “There’s a comset, good Cobrana tech, installed in the constable’s office, down the mountain at Alchar. If you’re not staying here … and I don’t believe you can, Ver Kenzana,” he said regretfully. “If you’re not heading back to Jiva, which would be just as foolish, you’ll pass through Alchar tomorrow, either to pick up a barge heading south or a train bound for the city.”


Tomorrow
 . The word snapped around Tony’s heels like a rabid animal, and he heard no more, though the others continued to hammer out details. Of course they must leave, and soon. Of course they couldn’t head back to Jiva. The rails ran onward, outward, the city; the river fed south to the vast, unknowable ocean. One way led to a life of exile among strangers … safety. The other, to the kind of hazard Tony didn’t want to think about, though it might be the only road home.

He sank into a chair by the long table, hands clasped loosely on the polished wood, eyes closed, listening to the chatter from his chip without really taking in the words. Betru stood close enough for Tony to feel his body heat, and one large hand fell on his shoulder, dealt him a squeeze there. Reassuring, promising: no matter what happens, you won’t do this alone. Only Amaya knows where the road goes, medji, but you don’t have to walk it alone.


Betru didn’t say a syllable, but Tony heard every word, and for this at least he gave silent thanks.


Chapter Eleven

The human needed to shave, or all the green body paint in Satrula wouldn’t disguise his genetics. Nyami came to his rescue with a razor she had used years before, to half-shear her head in the fashionable style of Jipdi, her home in the islands to the far northeast, half a world from the bucolic Witaque Hills. She also produced a whetstone, stick of soap, and a soft leather bag to carry the shaving kit. Tony surveyed the items wryly, thinking longingly of the razor he’d left on the Ursago
 : petite, powerful, self-charging ― never threatening to take the skin off him as the steel straight razor did, no matter how he honed it.

In the privacy of the cabin, Merash supplied a drum of green dust rather than body paint, and dabbed it on with a dry sponge. The Mamusani elders had clad Tony from neck to fingertips in some light local fabric and leather gloves, and Merash brushed the powder over his face and throat.

“I’ll sweat, it’ll run straight off,” he warned.

“It’ll cling, you can touch it up as often as you need,” she promised, slapping the drum and sponge into his hand.

“It smarts where I just shaved,” he growled.

She patted his shoulder and pouted. “You’re a big, strong boy.”

Betru snorted with amusement as the elders stepped out. “It’ll do, if you keep the hood well up.”

Good enough to get them to Alchar? The constable’s office serving Balukan Territory ― and the comset, from which they could place a call to the Terran Trade Commission. Tony licked his lips as he considered the possibilities. First, the call should be made by a human voice, one of the accents of Earth. Then, he must phrase the information calmly, clearly, briefly. Insist on speaking with a senior officer at the bureau, definitely not allow himself to be fobbed off with an under-secretary.

Then, all being well, he and Tru could take a room at an inexpensive hotel, wait a few hours, a day at most. An aircraft should arrive from Reimas to pick them up, take them directly to the city, where their information could be recorded in full, and investigated.

The Commission certainly wouldn’t accept the word of a presently jobless tech at face value, but given the information dredged up by the Elberos, at least questions would be asked. Tony knew both the manifest and itinerary of the Ursago
 , and the volatile situation on Valhern and Debric was a matter of public record. Put the pieces together, he thought, and even a bureaucratic mind couldn’t dismiss them.

Not that some bureaucratic minds were not dense as molasses and twice as slow. He could have told Tru stories from Vestmannaeyjar that would make his jaw slacken. Instead, he choked them off and packed the duffel provided by Revor with the oddments a journeyman tech might need. Betru’s big hands fussed with his own things, all well-used flotsam donated by the elders.

Better gear might have been provided by the Mamusani community, but Merash, Nyami, Revor and Sabet were adamant: the information must go no further than those who already knew. On his honor, Betru swore to keep the gist of their business away from the constable in Alchar.

“It won’t be easy,” Merash warned. “Constable Cardono is an old gossip. She has a finger in every pie in town, she sticks her nose everywhere. Let her eavesdrop when you use the comset, she’ll happily hang on every word … and we’re sure she keeps files.”

“I’ll occupy the constable elsewhere while Tony makes the call,” Betru promised. “She won’t hear. Mind you, if outgoing messages are recorded ―” He lifted a brow at Tony. “A good tech might be able to turn off recording.”

“And turn it on again when I’m done,” Tony said with acid humor, “so she never knows what went wrong to keep her snooping snoot out of our business.”

“Snoot?” Betru echoed. “It’s not translating.”

Tony tapped his nose. “Snout. Beak. Proboscis. Schnozzle.”

“Schnozzle.” Tru rolled the word on his tongue. “I could say, ‘I saw a dude
 with a busted schnozzle
 .’” He laughed. “Your slang defeats me.”

“I could say the same,” Tony sighed. “I also know I have the accent from hell.”

“Not at all,” Merash assured him politely. “We understand you perfectly. What else could one ask? You make a valiant effort, which is commendable. You’re an Earthman, no one expects you to sound like a native.”

“So be sure to keep your mouth shut in Alchar.” Betru buckled his duffel down tight. “We leave before dawn, Ver Merash.”

She withdrew to the cabin’s open door. “The kitchen staff has been informed. Breakfast will be waiting for you, and a pair of sturdy mokes. Leave them at the livery in Alchar ― between the riverboat office and the constabulary. Just say the animals belong to Suvi Aytweh, someone will be along to collect them in a day or two, and pay the bill. They’re to be kept, fed and watered … is there anything else, Ver Kenzana?”

But Betru’s dark head shook slowly. “Nothing I can think of. We’ll rest, get some sleep, and be gone before the community wakes.” He gave her his hand. “Think kindly of us.”

She clasped his hand between both of hers. “Nyami, Revor, Sabet and I will wish you the best, and think of you often. No one else here may know where you go or what you do, but … by gods, I do hope to see you both again.”

On those words she stepped out, and Tony took a long deep breath. He had the sensation of standing on a cliff’s edge, an uncertain ledge crumbling beneath his feet, while the waters below were storm-tossed and filled with jagged rocks. Ringo would have said the future looked like a coin toss: a fifty-fifty chance of triumph or an unrecorded death and a shallow grave somewhere in the Jiva River’s vast hinterland.

Afternoon had already spent itself. Cooking smells wafted from the kitchen, but Tony had no appetite. Nor was he actually tired, though he sprawled across the bed in the early evening sun which fell, hot and heavy, through the open window. Betru sat beside him, rubbing his back in slow, lazy circles inviting intimacy.

They lay close together while daylight dwindled into night. The sex was long, thorough … quiet, subdued. When they were done Tony felt deeply calmed, and settled to wait out the hours. Betru had wound the quaint bronze clockwork, with its sweeping hour and minute hands, set the alarm. Tony watched time crawl by, listening to the soft sound of Tru’s breathing, the slow, heavy beat of his heart, while the moons arced through the window and disappeared toward the flatland of Jiva Field.


Home
 lay that way ― a day’s ride on a powerful gyrobike; closer to a week by moke. It might as well have been on another planet, Tony thought. If they headed back to the farm, trouble would follow like a pack of starving wolves. He felt the tug of the past, the familiar, and turned his back on it with an effort.

Betru woke a few moments before the alarm would have jangled, and turned it off. He sat up in the darkness, yawned, stretched, and splayed his hand on Tony’s chest. “Time, medji
 . I wish we didn’t, but we gotta get moving.”

“Because it’s a long ride down to Alchar without the gyro,” Tony growled, capturing the hand and kissing the palm. “You realize I never had a living animal between my thighs ―”

“I wouldn’t say never,” Betru chided. “What am I, a latex inflatable?”

“A what?” Tony was only half awake, slow to catch on. He groaned again. “I said animal
 !”

“We’re all animals,” Tru said philosophically as he slid out of the bed and yanked the covers off Tony to get him moving.

“You know what I mean.” He stood, stretched till his spine crackled. “I never rode a pony. They had them back home, Iceland, but I never even saw one except in videos.”

“Anything like a moke?” Betru thrust his legs into jeans, wriggled his feet into scuffed boots, reached for his jacket.

“A leg in each corner, balancing his head, at least.” Tony watched him dress with absent sensuality before he stooped for his own clothes. He peered at the clockwork. “What time is it?”

“Dawn in two hours. We need to be gone very soon.” Betru took both their bags over one shoulder. “You hungry? You ought to be. Even if you’re not ― eat.” At the door, he caught Tony in a one-armed embrace, hugged him hard enough to test his ribs. “You okay?”

In fact, Tony didn’t know. The bruises and aches, minor crash-damage, had subsided; the weird herbal concoction used in the Elberos had worn off, but he was unaccountably tired, conscious of running on a combination of adrenalin and mulish willpower.

He returned Betru’s embrace with interest, demanded a kiss and got it. Then he gave the bigger, stronger Amelosi a solid push. “I will
 be okay. Soon as we can get our bums on a TTC flyer, get the hell out to Reimas, leave this to the Commission … then I’ll be great
 . We might have to lie low for a while, you realize. But as a couple of key witnesses in a major investigation, either the TTC or your own government should give us ― now, what do they call it? Witness protection?”

“That’s Earthside law,” Betru reminded as they stepped out into sharply cold morning air. “Local law isn’t half as sophisticated yet. Don’t wait for our
 government to do one damn’ thing for us, Tony. If the Trade Commission isn’t interested in what happens to Valhern and Debric, my priorities’ll change in a heartbeat. Your safety, our future, come first. Let your TTC decide what to do with the information. They’re welcome to it. You and me, we’re gone, vanished. Understand?”

“Oh, I’m way ahead of you, loverboy,” Tony assured him.

Mist wreathed the hillsides, cloud sat low on the mountain, and the roar from the waterfall sounded to Tony’s ears almost like the roar of street traffic at rush hour in the city. His nostrils flared on the scents of spruce, pine ― not the trees he knew from home, but the local equivalents, close enough that he didn’t care to notice the difference. ‘Birds’ rustled in the woodland, calling fretfully, though they wouldn’t begin to sing for at least an hour. The horizon remained quite dark as he followed Tru to the common hall attached to the kitchens.

Nothing else moved across the quadrangle. Even the community’s animals slept on, but a single glowbot hovered over the meal that had been set out for them on the table just inside the doors, and a pair of mokes drowsed in the lee side of the hall, already saddled. With a curious thrill, Tony took a mug from Betru and forced food into his belly.

An envelope stood propped against the tall, hand-carved peppermill, addressed in the script Tony couldn’t yet read. Tru opened it, scanned a page of neat handwriting. Tony watched his brow crease, his mouth compress.

“What is it?” The ‘coffee’ seemed grittier than usual this morning, and he set it aside. “Betru, what the hell is that look on your face?”

But Betru refolded the paper, returned it to the envelope and stuffed it into his inside pocket. “Later,” he said evasively.

“Later?” Tony echoed. He caught Tru’s hand as he reached for the sugar. “Hey ― purple flags just ran up this particular mast. You want to tell me?”

“Later
 ,” Betru repeated. “It’s nothing we can do one damn’ thing about, and we need to git. Trust me for a change.”

“I always trust you,” Tony informed him mildly, and returned his attention to the food while his belly knotted with misgivings.

Minutes later, they were moving. Tony stood back and watched as the Amelosi stuck boot into stirrup, hauled himself up into the saddle and made himself comfortable as easily as anyone from a rural property. To the kid from Vestmannaeyjar Camp D, it looked precarious. “Monkey see, monkey do,” he muttered as he hunted for a stirrup and worked his foot into it.

“What’s a monkey?” Betru wondered.

“Distant cousin of mine … lives in the trees, eats loads of bananas,” Tony told him as he hauled himself up, got his leg over the moke’s broad back and settled on the saddle. He could predict the next question.

“What’s bananas?” But the glitter in Betru’s eyes told him, he was kidding. “Plant your feet in both stirrups,” Tru told him. “Put your weight on both feet, not your ass. Got it? That’s where your balance comes from, not your backside. Take a firm grip on the rein, but don’t yank on it. The moke’s mouth is sensitive. Give him a hint you’re about to hurt him, he’ll chuck you off and stomp on you. You want to go forward, lean forward. To go backward, lean back. Want to go faster, do not
 hit him, or you’ll be off and plowing up the road with your face. Nudge him with your knees, gently. He knows the signal. Understand: you can’t force a moke to do anything, but he’ll generally cooperate ― because you’ve got the treats, and although he’s as pigheaded as most people I know, he’ll be obliging in exchange for candy.”

“Generally?” Tony had his balance now. He leaned back in the saddle, and his animal backed away from the wall. He gave a gentle twitch on the left rein, and the moke turned around. A cautious nudge with his knees, and he and Betru were on their way back to Suvi Aytweh’s wrought iron gates, moving from one pool of light to the next, between the lamps which followed the path.

A lens panned toward them, and the gate opened with the familiar squeal. It closed behind them, locked, and Tony’s skin crawled a little as he acknowledged the truth. From here on, he and Betru were on their own.

The first pale hint of dawn lay on the horizon as they rode around the shoulder of the hill, and Betru knew where to pick up the dirt road. Tony cast a glance back at the lights of the Mamusani refuge. Trees soon swallowed them, and if he looked out over the hills, he saw the glitter of the brawling river far below.

“How long?” he asked, a pace behind Betru. “To Alchar?”

“Depends,” Betru mused. “Half a day, if we push the pace … but I can’t see any sense in pushing.” He twisted in the saddle to look back at Tony. “We don’t want to arrive in Alchar tired out, with worn-out rides, do we?” He lifted one speculative brow.

The truth hit Tony like a punch. They weren’t safe, couldn’t expect safety on this road, and they must think ahead. As usual Betru was right. Tony might have wished his years on the engine decks of several freighters had taught him more than the basic skill set associated with avoiding unpleasant officers and fixing broken machines.

This world of vast skies, wide slopes, open water, reminded him a little of Vestmannaeyjar. But an abyss of time had passed since his teen years, when he hiked the stark, beautiful Icelandic hills. As he and Betru rode down off Mount Witaque, he thought he’d never felt more the alien.

They kept moving while the sun climbed above the river flat, where Alchar sprawled north-south, wreathed in a faint brown haze of its own hearth smoke. Tony’s legs had begun to ache fiercely before Betru called a rest stop. Since childhood he’d always been in good physical shape, but riding an animal called for muscles he didn’t seem to possess.

The trail crossed a low hill wooded with spring-green trees, reminiscent of the aspen and birch that became so common in Iceland after the Earth’s climate warmed. He slid down gratefully, massaged the long muscles in his inner thighs, and gave Tru a glare. “People ride mokeback for fun? I’d call it cruel and unusual ― for the rider.”

“You’ll get used to it.” Betru had opened a leather sack, and produced hunks of coarse-chopped sweet stuff. Both animals waited impatiently. Their eyes closed in near ecstasy as big yellow teeth demolished the candy. Ridiculously long, curly eyelashes fluttered as if they were flirting. “Think about how unstoppable you’ll be in bed,” Tru suggested, “with the muscles you’re building.”

Tony paused, digging through a saddlebag for food, and might have thrown a pale green ‘apple’ at him. Instead, he sank his teeth into the fruit and pretended to glare. “Trust you to think about sex at a time like this.”

“Any time’s a good time for zhiniki
 ,” Betru scoffed, slinging the sack back onto the back of his saddle. “If we had the privacy, we could actually do something about it, rather than talk!” He surveyed the road and shook his head. “Someone could be along any minute. Grab the opportunity ― take a rest while you can. We have a long way to go.”

The morning sun warmed swiftly. Tony peeled off jacket and shirt, and while they were absolutely alone on the trail, stretched out in the grass to let the heat saturate his back and legs. His eyes followed Betru as he threw his own jacket over the saddle, unpacked the food and sat on a flat rock with a view of the trail.

“So,” Tony prompted. “You said, later
 . This is later.”

Mouth compressed, Betru fetched the letter from the jacket and read through the handwritten page a second time as he ate. “Revor left this for us. Apparently he went back to the library after we turned in. Before he retired to Suvi Aytweh, he worked half his life as a college teacher. You know what they’re like ― they say there’s no such thing as too much information. They’re probably right.” He pulled the band from his hair, shook it loose about his shoulders, tucked it behind one pointed ear. He regarded Tony with a deep frown and chose his words carefully. “Revor went back to check into the legal rights accorded to alien visitors here in Satrula, probably to see how much official help we can ask for and expect to receive, if things go against us.” He looked away.

“That bad?” Tony sat up, dusting grass from his chest.

“Maybe. We’ll need to be careful.”

Tony waited, and when Tru didn’t seem inclined to go on, he swiped the food out of his hand to get his complete attention. “I’m still listening.”

Seldom did Betru hunt for words, but at last he relented and waved the letter in Tony’s face. “Vershek.
 I’ll just read this.” He cleared his throat. “’Forgive me for intruding into your business, Ver Kenzana, but your mission concerns me. I must inform you, I heard rumors while working in colleges as far away as Morenos, on the south shore. I never knew how much to believe, and still don’t, but would be remiss if I didn’t at least provide some small warning.

“’It is said ― and I’ve just read four discrete stories published in various local newspapers, reiterating the same! ― our government has sought human subjects for study
 , since the so-called Jiva incident, when you were a child.

“’According to the Alchar Messenger
 , government scientists in Reimas recently held two itinerant humans for some time, engaged in a ‘program of tests,’ before the inevitable happened. It’s reported that researchers tend to destroy their experimental subjects fairly quickly, in the course of learning about Ver Saviano’s potentially dangerous people. True, some
 humans came to Amelos intent on swindling and coercing ― I appreciate the need to know more about potential enemies. However, intelligent beings have rights. Or should have. 

“’I can’t guess how much truth is in these stories, but even an old college teacher like myself is aware of the human adage: no smoke without fire. Truer words were never spoken. I exhort you, Ver Kenzana, to practice exceptional caution. The responsibility for Ver Saviano’s safety surely lies on your shoulders, since you
 are the native speaker, at ease in any crowd of our countrymen, and able to read our printed language.

“’Felicitations upon you both for this undertaking, and good fortune. Elmec Durabu Revor, Elder, Suvi Aytweh.’” Betru handed the paper to Tony. “That’s it, word for word.”

“Well … ríða
 ,” Tony swore. “Just when I was sure life couldn’t get any shittier.” He blinked at Betru, trying to read any expression on his masklike face.

“We do like the man says,” Betru said grimly. “Be careful. Bloody damned careful.” He swiped his food back from Tony and said through a mouthful of bread and honey, “I won’t take my eyes off you. How’s that?”

“I’d feel safer with a big gun in my hip pocket,” Tony muttered.

But Betru’s head shook emphatically. “Whoever Ghast and Lutash hired to kill you, or us, back in Jiva ― if those bastards even suspected we were armed, they’d try for a hurugo
 . You know what that is?”

The chip translated the term in its rawest form. Distance long-way remote strike
 . “I think I can figure it out.” Tony’s eyes scanned Revor’s meticulous handwriting before he refolded the letter in its original creases.

“It’s an old word, hurugo
 . From the days of the territory wars, when snipers used to sit up in tall trees and shoot from so damned far away, people dropped dead without ever seeing the threat. Course, the snipers were shooting arrows,” Betru added. “As if it makes one skerrick of difference. Dead is just plain dead: arrow, pulse rifle, what’s it matter?” His eyes widened, indigo dark on Tony. “Show those frashkul
 bastards a gun, we’ll stand no chance. They’ll hit us from an eck away with tele-sights. Maybe even send a military bot. Ptalnshi and Erellik both manufacture them, I’ve seen ’em on other worlds. So have you. I don’t know if they have them here yet, but I wouldn’t want to risk it. Go that road, Tony, we’re history before we start.”

“We’re safer if we skulk,” Tony concluded with a calm he didn’t feel. He gestured with the letter. “And this?”

“Complicates the picture,” Betru admitted. He spoke awkwardly. “The truth is, I’ve halfway known about it for years, everyone has ― but who wanted to believe it? Humans reported missing, some dumb-ass government research? But the missing ones were always vagrants, never folks contracted to a commercial crew, with a ship parked on the field. It never applied to you. Us.” He looked hauntedly at Tony. “I’d wondered about going direct to local government here in Balukan Territory, but the fact is, we don’t know who we can trust. We are
 drifters now, both of us. One corrupt official …”

“And I ― we could vanish off the face of Amelos,” Tony murmured.

Betru dusted crumbs from his palms, licked honey from his fingers, and leaned over to offer a sweet-tasting kiss. “We’re on our own. We knew that much when we left the Mamusani. Let’s just use Constable Cardono’s comset … I’ll keep her busy, out of earshot, while you disable call-recording and send a message to your Trade Commission. Then ―?” He stood, hauling Tony up with him. “I’m all for hopping a barge headed for the Bay of Samarak. Take a steamer, disappear into the islands for a few years, listen for news.”

“It’ll headline in the papers when it happens. Or, if
 .” Tony shrugged back into his shirt, hiding his brown human skin. “’Dorellan freighter impounded by Cobrana peacekeepers outside Port of Valhern: lethal cargo seized.’” He caught his moke’s long leather rein. “When we read that, we’ll dare call the Commission a second time, get the all-clear.”

“And go home.” Tru touched his face with curious gentleness before he mounted up. “I want nothing more than for you and me to go home
 , but it can’t happen for a while. Gotta move, medji
 .” He glanced back up the dirt road, which wound upward around Mount Witaque. “The shooters are out there somewhere, and speed is the only trick we ever had.”

Speed? Tony gritted his teeth as he forced his protesting legs to accept the saddle. He put his weight on both feet, stood in the stirrups to ease his abused muscles, and leaned forward. The moke ambled after Betru’s animal, faster than a human’s or Amelosi’s walking pace, tireless ― but speed
 was the wrong word.


Chapter Twelve

The meander of the Jiva River cut a vast double-S path out of the north, and Alchar sprawled along its west side, where ancient flood plains had become water meadows, and a checkerboard of fields skirted the town with lush young crops. From the vantage point of the nearer hills, they saw the long steel ribbon of the railway tracks, angling off into the east. Those rails connected eventually with the line north to Reimas, almost three thousand ecks away. Tony’s nose wrinkled on the tang of smoke long before they reached anything that could claim to be a street. The mokes kicked up dust from the hard-packed dirt, jostling around local wagons, battered pickup trucks and the occasional gyrobike, which Tony eyed enviously. His legs were so stiff and sore, if he had to get up and run at this moment, even to save his life, he didn’t believe he could do it.

Timber shacks like those in Jiva rubbed shoulders with prefabricated structures where prosperous traders did business. The town stretched along the river frontage for several ecks, ten streets deep. On the far side of the slow, turbid water he saw long, low warehouses, barns, a boatyard. Here at Alchar, the river had enough depth to take the big barges and smaller riverboats. Tony regarded the barges with all due curiosity. He and Betru might be aboard before dark.

Long chains of them, hawsered together and driven by belching steam engines, plied in both directions, low in the water under an impressive mass of cargo. Food went south; building materials came north from logging camps and limestone quarries Tony had no desire to see. Earth’s history gave him a profound distaste for industry, which gnawed into the landscape, leaving behind naked hills and abandoned open pits half full of stagnant runoff.

A short way out of town they rode by a sign, and Betru translated: “’Welcome to Alchar, Population 2,489.’ That’s resident population, mind you. There’d be twice as many in town, with a construction gang going in one direction, a mining crew headed in the other ― a riverboat at the dock, then a major train comes in. This place can be so noisy and crowded, it reminds you of the low side of Barazoz at the sweet time of year on Tuvi Prime.”

Eyes narrowed against the afternoon sun, Tony scanned the wide river. “Plenty of barges … no sign of a riverboat today. Do we need one, if we’re going south, the islands?”

But Tru’s dark head shook as he took his moke around a laden wagon. “I wouldn’t want to pay the fare! Sure, you’d travel in comfort, but it costs, and we don’t have a hell of a lot of cash. Still, I could probably get work aboard … I’m the best damn’ croupier Gurmelu ever had.” He glanced over at Tony. “Pull your hood up a little more.”

Tony tugged it into place. “Am I green enough?” He wore gloves and long sleeves, and sweat prickled his spine and ribs.

“You’re more gorgeous than any offworlder has a right to be … and you’ll do, for a while,” Tru judged. “We don’t want to tarry here till we’re noticed.” He cast about as they turned onto the town’s wide, dusty main street. “Constable’s office, livery ― right there, see?”

Hand-painted signage creaked above the doors of both, but Tony recognized only the pungent smell of a stable and the chalice symbol of local Amelosi law. He leaned back to slow his animal, coming to a stop in the lengthening shadows by the stable. “You want to hang onto the mokes, till we’re done with Constable Cardono? Just in case.”

“Just in case.” The same thought had occurred to Betru. He slid down, led his moke to the deep stone public water trough, and the animal drank at once.

Pain exploded through Tony’s lower body as he swung his leg over the saddle and slid to the ground. He’d heard the term ‘saddle sore,’ but never appreciated it. He stood, palms on thighs, while his moke followed Tru’s to the water and began to guzzle with wet slurping sounds. Mokes didn’t lap; they rolled their long purple tongues into tubes and sucked.

“You all right?” Betru had tethered both animals to the bar above the trough, and laid one hand on Tony’s back.

“I’ll get over it,” he growled. “Going to be stiff tomorrow … and dead tired tonight,” he warned.

“We ought to be on a barge by sundown, and well south on the river,” Betru judged. “Nothing to do but rest, sleep in the sun. Two or three idle weeks
 to Samarak.” He showed Tony a crooked grin. “Yeah, I know what your weeks are. The Dorello calendar’s similar ― their weeks have nine days, their months have six weeks. So the trip to Samarak … almost like a vacation.”

“Nothing
 like a vacation,” he argued. “Vacations happen on white beaches or ski slopes, with restaurants and theaters and shopping malls.”

Tru sighed. “If you’re going to growl, don’t let me stop you.”

“I got a reason to growl.” Tony hauled his spine straight and wondered if he could get his legs to work properly. They gave him an argument, and Betru watched with genuine sympathy. “Told you,” Tony muttered. “I never rode a pony, much less one of these characters. Vestmannaeyjar had ponies, but I never got the chance.”

“It’s not quite
 like a gyro,” Betru admitted. “Sorry. I grew up on mokes, Your body remembers. Can you make it as far as the constable’s office?”

By now Tony knew he could, and pulled his shoulders square. “Go.”

‘Office’ was the wrong word, he decided. Constable Cardono did business out of a lockup, where drunks and pretty criminals were confined to a single cage, ten meters on a side, each man or woman chained by an ankle shackle to the building’s rear wall.

Seven assorted captives were in custody as Betru led the way in under the creaking sign. Three elderly men snored quietly on blankets on the floor; two rowdy women played a game of machekot with crude, hand-painted tiles; a pair of red-haired youths who could have been twins crouched listlessly by the bars, gazing at the door as if waiting for someone to rescue them.

A heavy desk stood to one side of the cage; the long workbench along the opposite wall held a coffee pot and mugs, a rack of battered old pulse rifles of Dorellan origin, a small three-drawer filing cabinet covered with magnets and garish notes ― and a neat little comset. Cobrana tech, far from new and so familiar, Tony knew the make and model. He relaxed a fraction as he saw it. Betru shot a glance at him and he nodded minutely: no problem
 .

One officer sat behind the desk; the two visitor chairs had been stacked, as if customers weren’t encouraged to stay long. The nondescript, thin faced, crop-haired young man looked up disdainfully, abandoning a raft of paperwork. He wore the dark burgundy uniform common to any of the authorities in Satrula, sleeves rolled up above gleaming emerald forearms. Insignia gleamed on both shoulders, but Tony recognized only the gunil
 , or chalice symbol, ‘Amaya’s cup of peace,’ so common on this world. He’d had never spoken with a representative of the law on Amelos, and felt an unaccustomed flutter in the pit of his belly.

The young man didn’t stand. The chair creaked under his weight as he leaned back and fixed Betru with a piercing look. “What can I do you for?”

Betru tried a smile. “You might tell Constable Cardono we need to talk to her. Or tell us where to find her. It’s urgent.”

“You’re out of luck there.” The young man reached over the desk, offering his hand for a quick clasp of wrists.

He seemed to deliberately reach right over a holstered pistol weighting down a stack of papers. The butt lay conveniently close, turned toward him; neither Tony nor Betru missed the subtle message.  Dark cobalt eyes swept Tru, head to foot and back, evaluating everything he saw, filing it away for reference.

“I’m Constable’s Mate Tashq, South Satrula Justice Division, and I’m the best you’ll get for a day or three. The boss is out, took a convicted murderer over to Umbras. She’ll be back on the late train, day after tomorrow, earliest. Could be another day, if she decides to stay on for the council session after the firing squad.” He grinned, showing large ivory teeth and no hint of humor. “Cardono usually does.”

“Damn.” Betru rubbed his eyes with thumb and forefinger.

“Important, is it?” Tashq’s brow lowered in what might have been suspicion. His hand rested close to the pistol, but his tone remained friendly. “I can telegraph a message. There’s no working comset in Umbras. They have one, but it’s broken. They can’t get the bits to mend it, and nobody knows how to fix it, anyway. They sent for a new one, but it won’t be here for another month, when the regular airship gets in.” His brows popped up, creasing his high forehead as he looked over Tony’s hooded figure. “Can’t help you, if you’re in a rush. Still, if there’s anything I can do …?”

For a moment Betru hesitated, then pasted the smile back into place. “Actually, we need to send a message. Might we use your comset, Constable?”

His mouth compressed into a disapproving line. “Not without the proper authority.”

Tony physically felt a waft of frustration from Tru, but he spoke politely. “How do we get this authority?”

“From Cardono,” Tashq informed him. “Just wait till she gets in, deal with her. Convince her you need the tech bad enough, she’ll authorize the use of it ― she’ll operate the damn’ thing for you.”

Predictable. Tony clamped his teeth before he could protest, and listened as Betru took a long, calming breath. “Can we telegraph Constable Cardono for the authority, then?” Tru asked, going methodically through the motions

But Tashq shook his head emphatically. “She wouldn’t let strangers near it, not without seeing you first, hearing your story. The decision’s hers to make, on account of the tech’s so precious and fragile. Wish I could help you, but I know what she’d say, if I sent her a wire.” From the look on his face, she’d deal him a kick in the backside for wasting five lur to ask stupid questions.

The comset taunted Tony. It sat a paltry few meters from his eager hands, in full view of desk, door, cage. It might as well have been on a ship in orbit. Tashq waited now, still pleasant enough, though his bodylines had tensed as if he expected an argument. It had obviously happened before.

The smile never slipped on Tru’s masklike face. “Give us a few minutes, Constable. We’ll talk a few things through and get back to you when we’re making more sense.”

“Suit yourself.” Tashq settled back to his paperwork. “I’ll be here till dinner, then the night guards come in: four of them, who don’t have authority to sneeze without my permission or Cardono’s. They can’t send a wire message for you, so don’t be too long.”

“We appreciate it.” Betru swung away to the door and shepherded Tony before him.

Exasperation and anger made Tony mutter the kind of words the chips struggled to translate. He could cuss in five languages ― and did. He and Betru came to rest in the shade with the mokes, and held their voices to a murmur while the street bustled on, wagons and gyros toiling by, steam horns on the river hooting stridently to warn of tethered chains of barges headed in and out.

“We can’t afford to wait days,” Tony murmured. “Can we?”

“We don’t dare.” Betru glared down the street, where the sprawling town followed the oblique line of the railway. A train stood in the station at this moment; a constant streamer of pale wood smoke rose over the low shingle rooftops, pointing out the wind direction like a weathervane. “I wanted to be out and gone before dark. Vershek
 !”

“So … we get out of Alchar, camp somewhere along the river, lie low, come back in a few days?” Tony hazarded.

The idea had merit and Betru chewed it through for some moments. “Maybe. The bald truth is, we need a fast way off this planet
 , but I’ll settle for dropping out of sight.”

“Or … you could decoy Constable’s Mate Tashq long enough for me to sneak in behind his back and use their comset.”

Betru gave a bass groan. “We could try. But he’s armed, he’s already suspicious ― and you’d use the comset with a captive audience watching from the cage. That rabble’d be delighted to rat us out in exchange for favors. You do
 know unauthorized use of a comset is a misdemeanor? It’s worth thirty days in Cardono’s lockup, if we’re caught. We would be! Young Master Tashq is too damned sharp by far. He doesn’t care much for us, you saw how he looked us over? We wouldn’t keep you secret for half an hour. You, Tony? You wouldn’t sit in the Alchar lockup for long. If Revor’s even halfway right, soon as Tashq filed the incident report, mentioning a transient human arrested way too far from any spaceport, some government ghost would materialize to ‘secure’ you. For research.” He gave an animated shudder. “You fancy the risk?”

“No,” Tony said darkly, “I bloody don’t. I’d rather take this train, find another town with a comset that actually works. Try again ― with permission
 to use the tech,” he added sharply. “We’ve got time. Ghast’s rust-bucket is a steaming pile of moke poop. Fact is, I’m the only thing that held it together. With me gone, Ringo can’t do the job, I guarantee it. In a week or two, Ghast could be drifting, dead in space, screaming for a tow!”

“The next town up the line after Umbras should have a working comset,” Betru mused. He snaked an arm around Tony’s waist. “Let’s take a look at the transport schedules. They’ll be posted at the station, everything from trains and riverboats to the next ships due in from offworld, and where. We might get a boat downriver, disappear among the farming towns.”

Hope kindled as Tony followed him past the drowsing mokes, down the length of the lockup and into an alley only one street back from the riverbank. His nose wrinkled on the reek of muck, mildew and green moss as they slipped from shadow to shadow, cutting through the yards at the rear of the main street. The route brought them up on the station from its blind side, behind the freight yards.

Enormous rusted iron bollards, each with the girth of a mature tree, and a great concrete ‘emergency stop’ ramp surprised him. “The rails don’t go any further south? Alchar is the end of the line.”

“One day the trains’ll go all the way through to Samarak,” Betru said distractedly, “but for now, you have to get a boat on south. The main line goes east ― passes Umbras and forty other towns on its way to the Jipdi Peninsula.” His teeth worried at his lip. “You know, we could do worse than just get on this
 train,” he added, nodding at the great iron dinosaur snorting and belching by the marshalling yard.

A freight train? Tony might have entertained hopes of traveling in some degree of comfort, but any way out of Alchar ― out of sight of thousands of Amelosi, any of whom could recognize him as human ― had begun to sound attractive. Being human might not automatically place him at jeopardy, but Revor’s letter taunted him.

One wrong move, and the itinerant offworlder could be picked up for words or actions he didn’t even realize were crimes. What happened next depended on how much truth the Alchar Messenger
 had printed. He stuck close to Tru, kept the hood pulled well up about his green-dusty face and his eyes down while they shouldered through a small crowd on the station platform, hunting for the transport schedules.

Printed sheets mounted in wire-caged frames filled one whole wall, along the length of the station building: riverboats, barges, trains, the semi-regular and damned unpredictable airship service, and routine passenger and cargo flights into rural spaceports from Jiva in the far west of Balukan Territory to Ordelai in the east, and Reimas in the north.

Tony read no more of this printing than any other Amelosi document, but he heard Betru’s sudden sharp intake of breath, and Tru caught his sleeve as he scanned down the flight listings. “What d’you find?”

“We could be in luck, and it’s about bloody time,” Betru said quietly. One fingertip traced a single line of type set among a hundred others. “There’s a human
 ship, a Trade Commission patrol, due to pass through Reimas.” He looked levelly at Tony. “Forty days. She’s listed as the Miriam Yip
 , a cruiser assigned to Commission business … due to dock on the fifteenth day of Harlon.”

“Six weeks or so is doable,” Tony said quickly. “This train wouldn’t take nearly that long to get to Reimas. It’d leave enough time to get the info to the Commission, and send a fast ship, a Cobrana peacekeeper, out to Valhern and Debric before the Ursago
 can dock at either one.”

“But the rails don’t go direct to Reimas,” Betru warned. “This is the eastbound line. It’ll get us as far as the Lebrag River, which might get us halfway
 to the city, but we’d have to leave it there.” He paused. “It passes through Umbras, where Constable Cardono will be watching a firing squad and attending some council meeting … none of which does us a shred of good, since there’s no working comset in Umbras. Damnit, it’s not Cardono we needed, it’s her equipment!”

“Get me a comm, and the authority to use it without being busted for a thirty-day misdemeanor, and I’ll make the call,” Tony said grimly. “And do it fast, Tru, before somebody recognized the Irdnan
 who should’ve been dead since Jiva!”

“All right.” Betru rubbed his palms together, already ambling slowly, cautiously, away from the station platform and its crowd, taking Tony with him, back the way they’d come ― the freight yard, the backstreet, the alley where they’d left the mokes and their bags. “We’ll keep you away from prying eyes, keep moving. Agreed?”

“There must to be twenty, thirty towns between here and the Lebrag River.” Tony glared at the train, which still appeared to be loading. Four brawny young men, emerald and gleaming in the mid-afternoon sun, toiled up a shallow ramp, physically carrying bailed stock feed into an open-sided boxcar. The job would have been done with a forklift in a tenth of the time, but this far into the backcountry, no such tech existed. Tony might have hoped for a passenger train, a dining car, but was sure he felt eyes on him, even now, even here. Impossible. Pure imagination, sheer paranoia, he told himself.  “Surely, we can ―”

Betru massed a hundred kilos, and in full flight seemed to weigh a lot more. The breath exploded from Tony’s lungs as Tru hit him like a rugby fullback, carried him to the ground and swept him along into the rank grasses at the foot of the marshalling yard’s tall fence.

He slammed into the old timber, where sun-warped planks gave under the impact of their combined weight. His breath caught in his throat as he felt a splinter with the girth of his small finger spear into the flesh of his left side. His vision blanked to white for an instant with shock, and he clawed for the wound. His hand came away wet, and his side spasmed ― numb for a curious instant, then blazing.

Sweat stung his eyes as he rolled through the breach in the fence. Gravel grazed his cheek as he came up against a rusted iron wheel, panting for air which carried the sharp, iron reek of abandoned, corroding rolling stock.

Trains seemed to come to Alchar to die. End of the line, Tony thought dizzily as Betru shoved him solidly into the weeds and pebbles under an old boxcar. One of its wheels had stopped his tumble. He slithered to a halt, curled around his side, gasping while his vision spun.

“Quiet,” Betru whispered urgently. “Don’t move, don’t make a sound.” He snaked on, on knees and elbows, until he could see out from beneath the rotten planking not an arm’s length overhead. “They’re here.”


They?
 Tony fought his unraveling brain for coherence. The Erellik? Associates of the bastard who doped him, back at the Rooster? Or the others, who sent a contract shooter to kill him on the road out of Jiva, and murder Tru also, since what one knew, the other surely knew.

Pain settled into a constant red-hot roar, but if he explored the wound, he felt the splinter waggle, very close to the surface. Ridiculously superficial, he told himself: cuss while Tru takes it out, dash it with antiseptic, grab a shot of broad spectrum antibiotic, if anything compatible with human biology could be found so far out in these boonies. Maybe a suture, a dressing ―

A solid thud
 in the timber too close overhead made him duck involuntarily. Tru sprawled flat, both arms over his head. What kind of weapon made that soft but solid impact sound, Tony wondered, without the high-pitched whine of a pulse rifle or the barking roar of the Amelosi firearms, with their gunpowder cartridges and hand-forged iron bullets.

The only superior tech in this backwater came from offworld ― old and cantankerous before anyone bought it, and likely to see the inside of a dumpster before it earned back its investment. Even the local constable’s comset. Cardono and Tashq might take pride in it, but Tony knew it as a Cobrana unit salvaged from some junked ship and sold on, third- or fourth-hand, in a market where one culture’s junk became another’s precious possession.

“Keep your head down,” Betru growled. “He doesn’t know where we are. He’s guessing, but that thing’s bloody damned dangerous.”

“What thing?” Tony squirmed around, trying to see.

“Be still
 ,” Betru hissed. “Crossbow. Far better in a place like this … no noise.  Firing off any kind of rifle would bring Constable’s Mate Tashq at a flat gallop. This bastard doesn’t see us yet.”

In fact, Tony had just caught a glimpse of a pair of battered boots. They walked slowly, silently by the end of the boxcar: scuffed red mokehide and tarnished buckles, heels worn down on the outside, as if the man who wore them walked so seldom, he did it poorly, rolling his feet.

A gyro surely would be parked somewhere close, concealed. With enough stealth and a little luck, the shooter could eliminate his quarry in a matter of minutes, and shove the bodies where they wouldn’t be discovered till scavenging animals raised the alarm. He might be two hundred ecks away before even bright, sharp Tashq knew murder had been committed within shouting distance of his office.

Betru had other ideas. Tony had never before seen the savage ancestor of the Amelosi hunter rise so close to the surface, as Tru poised, waiting for the assassin to go safely by. The dark figure crept on, and he rose soundlessly, fed his long, supple body out from beneath the boxcar.

Not the turn of a pebble or a whisper betrayed him as he padded up behind the shooter. Something vulpine cloaked Kenzana Emetral Betru. His ancestors would have been proud. Tony saw little, and heard only a quiet wheeze, a tiny strangled sound, before a sharp metallic click
 issued from the crossbow.

The body sagged to the gravel, inert ― Amelosi, with dark gold hair worn in a severe crop, offworld fashion ― and Betru fell to all fours. Peering into the shadows, he kept his voice down, though fury raised a blue-green flush on his cheekbones. “The bugger tried to put one in me! Point bloody blank, he nearly shot me, Tony. I’m supposed to be dead as ― as ―”

“As me,” Tony muttered, struggling out from under. “Ríða
 , can you gimme a hand here, Tru?”

For the first time Betru saw the shocking red of human blood. The color seemed to bother him much more than the deep blue-green hue of Amelosi blood troubled Tony. On this world, only the most toxic things were bright red. The dawn-blooming fungi with wide scarlet caps, the tiny frogs living in the creek shallows, whose skin produced a slime so poisonous, Tru’s ancestors tipped spear-points in it, to bring down prey much larger than the wild moke.

“Shot?” Tru had him between both hands, holding him against the side of the boxcar. “Did the bastard put one in you? Tony!”

“Splinter,” Tony gasped. “Halfway through the fence.”

Stooping, Betru saw it. “Vershek
 , it’s the size of your finger, you’d’ve had less damage being shot!”

But a professional assassin would surely have hit his target, Tony thought. He said only, “I’m all right. Do something with the body, Tru. Don’t leave it lying there. We need to vanish, right freakin’ now
 , and leave no signs behind us, pointing where we went!”

The indigo eyes looked hotly at him. “You’re not all right, but I’ll see to it. Now, get back under the boxcar and stay put.”

“Let me ―”

“Stay put,” Betru insisted. “Just keep still long enough to let me do this.” He manhandled Tony back into cover and paused long enough to press a kiss to his hot forehead. “Be still. Wait.”

As if you could argue with Betru. Tony had learned very early not to waste time trying. He sat against the iron wheel, content to breathe, slow his heart while he cuffed sweat from his face, and knew he was wiping away the last rime of green that bought him any anonymity in the Amelosi crowd. He had no means to refresh it ― their bags were with the mokes, tethered by the public water trough between livery and constable’s office.

In another hour either Tashq or someone from the stable would take charge of the animals. More than likely, Tony thought dizzily, the livery master would recognize the mokes. Riders from Suvi Aytweh came down to Alchar every week for supplies, to send messages over the telegraph, pick up the week’s newspapers. The animals and baggage should be returned to the community soon enough … and everything he and Betru possessed went with them.

Except, Tony thought bitterly, his wallet, which sat against his ribs, never out of reach. Master Chutyk ― a drunken, gambling, ambitious Erellik roach with no scruple about murdering for money ― had taken most of his cash, but enough remained in the billfold to buy a decent meal, a change of clothes, a razor, a duffel.

The wound chose that moment to raise a feral roar in his ears, and he closed his eyes. He heard the faintest sounds as Betru hoisted the body and carried it … somewhere. Then warm black treacle rushed up over Tony’s head.

Smothering in sweet, welcome darkness, he heard a voiced he hadn’t heard in so many years. An old priest, preaching to an almost empty church in the long, cold black of the Arctic night. Ó, Guð á himnum, varðveita mig
 .

Then, nothing.


Chapter Thirteen

Hot. Sore. Stiff. His left side felt like a length of old wood after some idiot took the wrong grade of sandpaper, ground it down into a disaster and daubed it with goo stinking of creosote and grease. Before his eyes cracked open he moved experimentally, and wished he hadn’t. He caught his breath and settled back, panting lightly. Now his eyelids did open.

Early evening sunlight slanted almost horizontally between poorly-fitting slats; the deck beneath him rocked and rolled to the rhythm of a slow-moving vehicle … and, damnit, his side did
 smell of creosote. Betru knelt before him, watching him closely, eyes wide and dark. Tony’s tongue flicked out over parched lips, and with a taut look of concern Betru held a green glass water bottle to his mouth. He drank, drank again, and pulled both hands over his face.

Peering at his bare palms, he saw only the faintest hint of green powder, and groaned. Tru had taken off his jacket and shirt, and as Tony woke properly he sat on the folded jacket, his back turned to the sun. “Where?” Tony croaked.

“You were out cold. Shock, I guess … Sweet Amaya, humans are fragile. Times, medji
 , you scare me.” Betru jerked a thumb over his shoulder, back toward Alchar. “I had time to get rid of the bastard shooter and his bow, before the train started to get up steam. You can always hear when they’re about to leave, they roar and puff.” He paused to take both Tony’s hands, perhaps to keep them away from the wound. “The crossbow was a nice weapon, but that kind of thing only gets officers like Constable’s Mate Tashq suspicious. Small, powerful, too easy to hide. A Chukutzu sport weapon ― I’ve seen them before, but never on this world.”

“Chukutzu,” Tony echoed, blinking into Betru’s face. He looked tired to the bone, blue-smudged about the eyes, his mouth thinned by fatigue, but still the loveliest sight Tony could imagine. He forced his wandering thoughts back on track. “What the hell is a Chukutzu transverse bow doing here, way out in the middle of nowhere?”

“Exactly.” Betru shuffled closer. As the train juddered, shaking Tony and bringing a grimace to his lips, he offered a shoulder to lean on. “If we show up in any town, a couple of drifters with rare, exotic weapons, we’d have to explain how we got ’em, why we have ’em. They’re lethal as handguns over short range. So I got rid of it too.”

“Where?” Tony leaned heavily on him, breathing the sweet, earthy scent of fresh Amelosi sweat.

“The body, behind the freight marshalling yard. Hip-high weeds, plenty of scat ― tells you there’s a pack of wild levaw in the area, damn’ big ones. Those guys love to dive the trashpacks. For sure, they’ll find the body tonight, I laid it right on their trail. By dawn it won’t even exist.”

“The weapon?” Tony had found a comfortable way to sit, and tried to relax.

“Buried inside piles of refuse in one of the skips.” Betru shook his head slowly. “Assassins would never advertise their presence to the South Satrula Justice Division, so you know the shooter snuck
 in there after us. I’d say ‘under the scanners’ if Constable Cardono’s office had any. They don’t.”

“Or else he arrived ahead of us, hung out waiting,” Tony whispered.

“Just as likely,” Tru agreed, “since they’ve known for days, we’re running. Meaning, road, rails or river. There’s only so many options.” He set his cheek against Tony’s hair, shifted his grip on him as the deck lurched, inspiring a curse of pain. “Take it slowly, medji.”

Tony rearranged his legs for comfort. “I have a choice? What about Tashq?”

“He probably never knew the bastard rode across his turf, and never will. He might find a dumped gyro, post it to the ‘stolen’ list. Or maybe the deader’s friends’ll pick it up before Tashq gets to it. I searched the body for a comset … no luck. If he had one on this hypothetical gyro, his mates’ll know soon enough when he doesn’t call in on schedule, he’s gone
 . He was stone cold when I left him. The levaw pack’ll deal with what’s left by midnight.”

The levaw had much in common with wolves. Tony knew the breed as a large pack animal, scavenging and hunting opportunistically. Offer a hungry pack a free meal, they’d take it eagerly. A fresh body, not even six hours old, would be a feast for all. He blinked dazedly at Betru, working steadily through what he’d said until one issue stuck in his willful mind.

“The shooter arrived before us, and hung out, waiting? How far ahead can they predict where we’ll run?”

Betru’s arm tightened around him. “Think about it. If you can. I know you’re stunned, so take it easy. We knew they’d trace us as far as Suvi Aytweh. It’s pretty obvious, since we vanished out of Jiva. There’s only so many places we could
 go from there.”

The map of Satrula, nailed up at the rail station, fluttered back from memory, and Tony groped for it. “There’s nothing to the east but the Flatiron and the fenced-off mine workings, so poisonous, people don’t go near it. North takes you into the mountains …”

“Where the roads go to crap,” Betru continued, “and the people get weird
 . Wouldn’t be anybody’s first choice. South, you run right into the river country, all lowlands, swamps. No, medji
 , when you need to get out of Jiva, ninety percent of folk take the road as far as Alchar, hop the train going east, or the barge headed for the estuary, the islands. You could
 get on an airship ― once a month, if you can find the ticket price. Not a lot of people can.”

“So it was a safe bet, once we’d left Suvi Aytweh,” Tony groaned, “we’d show up in Alchar. Everybody does.”

“And with our trouble, we’d have to show up, asking to use the town’s comset,” Betru added fatalistically. “We, uh, did. Second safe bet: we’d visit the lockup. If I were a contract shooter, I’d keep a watch on it.”

“Damn,” Tony murmured. Fatigue gnawed at him and his eyes closed.

“We had other options,” Betru said with deep fatalism. “I knew all this when we headed to the office. I thought, if we got the message out fast enough, that’d be job done
 . If the shooter knew we’d sent it, the game was so far over, he might not even risk jumping you. Us. Your word is ‘overkill,’ right?”

He pronounced it avorkell
 , but Tony had grown so accustomed to the Amelosi vowels, he had it at once, and merely murmured an affirmative. For some moments he thought it through silently. His mind had slowed to a crawl, but stubbornly continued to churn. Sleep seemed impossible, though he might have wished for the relief of oblivion. “Nobody passed us on the dirt road out of Suvi Aytweh,” he slurred at last. “Till we got within a few ecks of Alchar, nobody passed us at all.”

“On the back road down the mountain, no. But if you’re on a gyro,” Betru said darkly, “there’s quicker, easier ways to get from Suvi Aytweh to Alchar. We stuck to the hill path because we were slow, on a couple of mokes. Take animals on the open road, you’re a big, fat target. On the farm trails, there’s woods, caves, places to hide or defend. It gave us half a chance, in case we were tailed, not out-guessed.”

“Oh.” Tony rubbed his eyes. “You thought all this through, didn’t you? I’m not thinking straight.”

“You’ve got a big hole in your side. You’re forgiven.” Betru dropped a kiss on his cheek. “When I was done with the body, and the weapon, I carried you down the blind side of the train, got you into an empty boxcar, cleaned you up.” He cast around, produced the splinter he’d taken out of Tony’s side and turned it to the light, to show him. “Huge bugger. Almost as bad as getting shot with an arrow off the crossbow … not quite.”

Sniffing the wound, Tony made a face. “What the hell is this stuff? It reeks. Safe for humans, is it?”

“Medicine,” Betru unformed me. “Leave it alone, don’t pick at it. Yes, it’s safe for humans. All it does is kill local germs, the kind you’d get from a wood splinter in a freight yard where levaw prowl around.”

“Medicine? It smells like crap!”

“Local medicine,” Betru admitted, “an herbal unguent from the apothecary in the station. I snuck back around, after I put you in the car, bought a few things. There’s a few shops and stalls.” He gestured at the wound. “I found enough to clean you up, and a fresh tunic. Ripped up the old one for the bandage. Got us two water bottles, some food.” He patted a linen bag which sat beside their jackets; Tony hadn’t bothered to notice it before. “It’s not much, but it’ll get us a couple of towns down the rails, then we really can vanish.”

“You sure?” Tony held his fingertips to his nose, trying to identify the herbs, or their Earthly equivalent. Something sharp, astringent, suspended in good, old fashioned ethanol.

“When the shooter missed us in Alchar they lost the advantage,” Tru said emphatically. “Right now, we could be on any of ten roads, twenty boats, or two trains. Every hour we stay loose increases our chances of staying loose.”

Tony shifted about uncomfortably. “We’re still headed for the Lebrag River, on the way to Reimas ―?”

“And the Trade Commission bureau, one way or another,” Betru affirmed. “The plan didn’t change.”

“And this train?”

“Goes east, and we can ride it,” Tru sighed, “until they find us and chuck us off for the dashdak
 we appear to be. We’ll need to be careful when it stops, especially if they start to take on freight.”

The Amelosi word translated badly. Confused, the chip offered derelict bum hobo outcast exile
 . The type who, in the islands Tru’s brother-in-law once called home, chose to let the hair grow on their heads. Memory filtered back, inspiring a faint, reluctant smile. “Either way,” Tony said tiredly, “we’re headed in the right direction.”

“We should be safe enough for a while,” Betru said cautiously. “Long enough to rest. Heal,” he added pointedly. “You need to sleep.”

“Lie down with me,” Tony said, one word slurring into the next.

Betru wadded up the linen sack for a pillow and threw both jackets over them for warmth. As the sun dipped below the line of the Witaque Hills the temperature fell sharply. The night would be cold, and Tony realized how he would have suffered, save for Tru’s much greater body heat. Humans, he admitted, were too fragile for their own good.

Without comment, well aware of the problem, Betru shared the makeshift bed. For a while Tony did sleep, waking when the train stopped briefly to take on wood and water. Then the rocking, rolling movement began again, almost like being in a big, hard-bottomed cradle, and the rhythm lulled him while the wound began to heal.

He’d always healed fast, which might have saved his life numerous times in rowdy ports with no human-certified medtech. He and Ringo ― and for a while Cher Hendry ― taped each other up, explored the contents of the medical chest, stapled gashes, administered whatever shots according to vague guesswork and patchy research. They survived. Saviano and Hendry were young, but Ringo Rutecki had been simply lucky for a long time, Tony thought.

Right now, the old man must be struggling with the Ursago
 ’s cantankerous systems, sweating through the terrible need for a drink when he knew he must remain sober. Guilt snapped around Tony’s heels like a rabid tiggab, the little burrowing reptile that undercut the riding trails until they sometimes collapsed under a moke. He could do nothing at all for Ringo save offer a plea, thrown into the wind, in case Amaya or one of her children, Mennach, Ildus and Gabbra, might be listening.

Before dawn, Betru’s hand on his face, lightly covering his mouth, roused him with the implicit message to be silent as he jerked awake. Tony’s heart drummed against his ribs, but he sprang to full consciousness in an instant, listening. Betru held one finger to his lips, and a moment later Tony heard it too.

The train had slowed, which it only did when it crossed a hazardous bridge, stopped for wood and water ― or approached a town. As a freight train, it would be shunted onto a sideline taking it to the yards, and if they didn’t want to be found, possibly fined, they must move quickly. Amelosi voices shouted just outside, rail workers and loaders trading greetings with the crew on the engine.

“You slept. Is it any better?” Betru asked anxiously.

Tony had already felt out the gash, and was surprised. Pain still flared when he flexed it, but nothing remotely like the inferno of the fresh wound. “I’m good. Whatever your stinky glop is, it works.”

“Told you.” Betru took his arm to help him up, and when Tony had his feet firmly under him, rolled the loading gate open a crack.

“Town?” Tony guessed.

“Still maybe half an eck ahead,” Betru judged. “Can you manage the drop, to get out …? The train won’t stop before the yards, but it’s at walking speed now. It won’t get any slower between here and the loading dock. We need to get off before we’re seen.”

“I’ll have to.” Tony stooped carefully for his jacket. The splinter had torn the side, almost the size and shape of a bullet hole, but Tru had scrubbed away all but a faint brown stain of blood. The gloves were stashed in both pockets, and he put them on before shrugging into the cape and pulling the hood over his head. “How do I look?”

“All too human,” Betru informed him. “I’ve no complaints, but the last thing we want is for you to be seen.”

Because hunters would surely be searching for any sign of them. If a human were reported in this area … how many stray human dashdak
 could there be, this far from any rural spaceport? Tony wondered. Not many. Perhaps none at all, save himself. He joined Betru at the loading gate and peered out.

Morning sun gilded the landscape. Distant woodland and fields checkered the long, low slopes, and a light haze blued the mountains which loomed far beyond the northern horizon. An airship hovered there, propellers working hard to drive it against a moderate cross wind, on its way to Alchar, Jiva and beyond. Tony longed to be aboard, though he realized how suicidal the thought might be. The word zeppelin
 floated out of memory.

He had no idea how much airship tech had been developed by Amelosi engineers, how much data they simply bought offworld, along with obsolete hardware worth a few thousand lur to some passing junk dealer. This ship purred almost silently on well-serviced electric motors. Photo-charging strips glittered along its flanks, and according to the newssheets, the helium filling the gasbag arrived on Amelos at great expense, transported in cryogen. Tony knew the substance as superfluid helium-4 ― integral to the superconductors without which even a scow like the Ursago
 would stop dead. Like most Amelosi, Tru simply knew it as the conjuring trick that made airships float.

Of one thing, Tony had been painfully aware since his first furlough here: only rich folk owned airships or traveled on them. Only wealthy Amelosi had access to stratoskimmers, brand new pulse rifles, comsets. They owned such tech, used it, but had no clue about how it worked, or how to repair it … which should, he decided, make for golden opportunities here, for a Technician First Class who knew where to order replacement components, what price to pay for them ― what to do with them when the airship courier delivered them. Many times, he’d seen perfectly serviceable machines discarded as trash because their powerpacks had run down and no one knew how to recharge them. A mechanic could do well here.

He might have asked what Betru knew, but by now Tru hung half in, half out of the loading gate, intent on the ground surface up ahead as the tracks curved around on the rail spur taking the train away from the town. “Careful, now,” he said quietly as he slid open the gate and easily hopped into the gravel. “It’s only walking speed. Hand down the gear, then let me catch you.”

If Tony were able bodied, he’d have shown Betru his middle finger and jumped down without pausing to think about it. Today he followed orders, glad to be caught in strong arms and deposited on both feet without tearing the wound open again. The healing process was too long and far too painful, to permit heroics.

At once they cut an angle away from the tracks, headed swiftly toward the woods, where a narrow dirt road made its way up from the southwest. A creek chattered over smooth-worn boulders, and Tru stopped to refill the bottles.

Poised on one knee, washing face and hands, he looked up, eyes shaded against the sun, and gave Tony a mock-critical look. “You need to scrape your jaw again, human.”

“Frashkul
 ,” Tony muttered.

“I didn’t say that,” Betru protested, straightening with the bottles. “You know how it translates. I’d never say it, medji
 . At least not about you. There’s plenty of frashkul
 out there, but ― anybody says that to you, I’ll break his nose.”

The chip in his head translated the Amelosi term clumsily as out-of-planet worthless-rubbish
 . ‘Offworld trash,’ in cityside street-speak. Tony stretched with great care, working his shoulders while holding the wound as immobile as he could. “Any idea where we are?”

Betru took a long drink and passed the bottle over. “The next major town up the line. Umbras, remember? They’re organizing a firing squad later today. Constable Cardono’s here somewhere.”

The stream water tasted almost sweet. Tony relished it, emptied the bottle in one long pull, and watched Betru refill it. “I do remember. You also said something about food.”

“Ah, you’re hungry! Railway food,” Betru warned. “Best I could get.” From the sack he produced a wedge of bread stuffed with boiled kushkuck eggs, cured moke’s milk cheese and shaved, pickled something
 , reminiscent of onions and umeboshi.

Any food looked like manna to Tony. They stayed on the woodland road, walking as they ate. The trail took them almost an eck southwest of Umbras, until a laden moke cart trundled toward them through the dappled shadows. The driver lolled indolently on a high seat; four big animals ambled in the traces, apparently oblivious to the weight of root vegetables in the bed of the vehicle.

Pinning on a smile, Betru offered a shining two lur coin between thumb and forefinger. “Good morning, friend. Might we buy a ride into town? We’ve walked far enough, I believe!”

Very young, half asleep, the driver peered down at them. A young man or a girl ― at that age, Amelosi genders could be tricky to tell apart, especially for humans, who automatically looked for beard stubble, which Amelosi males never grew at any age, or breasts, which Amelosi females never developed until very late in a pregnancy. Even the youth’s voice provided no hint, and he or she wore a tunic and trousers so loose, the body lines were a tantalizing exercise in androgyny.

But he or she seemed friendly enough, and the offer of a coin produced an invitation to ‘hop on the back.’ The harness mokes didn’t break stride, and Tony struggled over the tailgate with a maximum of cussing. Only when he’d sprawled on the hessian sheets covering the load of assorted purple, orange and green roots did he relax, and blinked up at Betru’s face against the windswept morning sky.

He’d taken the band from his hair, let the dark gold mass spill loosely around the wide shoulders. Tony approved. “I don’t tell you often enough,” he said honestly.

“Tell me what?” Betru fussed with his billfold, sorting and counting the notes and coins he had left.

“How bloody beautiful you are,” Tony told him honestly.

The observation won him a mocking smile. “To humans, maybe, not around here! Not tall enough, not broad enough, legs too skinny, nose too small, eyes too big, mouth too narrow. I’ve heard it all.”

“You need to come back to Earth,” Tony suggested. “You’d knock ’em dead on the street in Reykjavík. I liked to go cruising, when I could get a pass to leave camp for a few days. Me and a girl called Svandis used to go’n watch the fellas ― just looking, you understand. Nobody wanted to get friendly with camp kids. There’s no shortage of good looking guys in Reykjavík, but I never saw any like you … medji
 .”

“One day, maybe.” Betru slid the wallet back into the jacket’s deep inside pocket, and zipped it in. “I spent about a month on Earth, all told, over ten or twelve furloughs. Stayed mostly in the portside towns, the docks ― just one more offworlder. Green
 .” His eyes sparkled. “One of the guys I used to hump in the port of Singapore called me ‘Froggy.’ I had to look it up, find out what it meant. Amphibian. That one cost him a case of pretty good beer.” He paused, brow creased. “Mind you, I did get laid a lot, come to think of it.”

Tony threw a tuber at him; Tru fielded it deftly. “Do we have anything resembling a plan?”

Now Betru’s brow creased. “We can’t stay long in Umbras without attracting attention we don’t want. It’s too close to Alchar. One of the most obvious places to come looking.”

“We need a ride out, and soon,” Tony said baldly. “Train?”

“Train,” Betru agreed. “You saw the airship a minute ago? Don’t even think about it. Even working for Ver Gurmelu, I didn’t see enough money in a year to buy one ticket, much less two! I doubt Gurmelu herself could afford it. We just need something to get us as far east as possible.”

“Till we reach the Lebrag River.”

“Exactly. Then, we can take any boat going north … and a few days later, change to the north railway line. Reimas in a few days, a week, longest. See? It’s not hard to get from place to place in Satrula,” Betru said with wry humor, “it just takes time, if you don’t have great wads of cash.”

Because this continent made Europe look small, Tony remembered. Amelos was much larger than Earth; only its light core gave it similar gravity, made it so inviting to humans. It also had vast oceans, according to the tourist brochures; salt water accounted for half the planet’s surface area, and the shallow axial tilt made for mild seasonal variation. The poles remained icebound year-round, but the general environment was moist enough for skies to be cloudy. Amelos enjoyed a tropical and subtropical lushness, with rare deserts. A day would surely come when vacationing humans discovered this place, and brought their cash with them. Immigrants would not be far behind, when the government in Reimas recognized their potential. The future could be so different, Tony thought wistfully.

Predictably, heavy clouds had begun to mass in the south. The region’s heavy weather always came up from Samarak. As the wagon rumbled toward Umbras, he wondered how wet and wild the night ahead might become. He needed shelter, food, warmth, time to heal property, but the old stubborn streak sealed his lips. He wasn’t about to admit a moment of frailty.

Still, Betru knew. He gave Tony a fond look, chastising only with a shake of his head as the moke wagon rumbled to a stop in the loading bay at the rear of a warehouse.

The rails ran well behind the town, with the freight yard further out still. A tall mast towered over the rooftops ― the airship dock, Tony knew, though the vessel they’d seen an hour before passed on toward Alchar. Today, tiny, rural Umbras would only watch it float by.

“I don’t go no further,” the moke driver warned. “Soon as I’m all unloaded, I’m headed home. A farm, over the hill there. You’re welcome to come along, if you don’t mind hard work! Back home, you don’t work, you don’t eat … and I dunno about you guys, but I’m hungry.”

“This is far enough, friend,” Betru said easily, hopping down. “Thanks for the ride, and good fortune on the road.”

“Thank you
 for the coin,” the driver said glibly, as a small, rotund old Amelosi shuffled out of the warehouse.

Without a word that might betray him, careful to keep his hood up and face averted, Tony slid to the ground. Feeling a little like a thief, with Betru right behind him, he slipped into the nearest shadows where his brown human skin would not betray him.


Chapter Fourteen

A century ago, Umbras would have been nestled in dense woodland. Now, the trees had been logged so far back, paddocks, stockyards and freight yards sprawled half an eck or more in every direction, leaving a cluster of timber and stone buildings huddled in windswept, open space. Large crowds milled about on the south side of town, and Betru lingered on the skirts of the gathering just long enough to listen to their noise. He jogged back into the treeline, where Tony sat on a fallen log, chewing mechanically on rapidly-drying bread and softening fruit.

“They’ve come in from ecks around for the execution,” he told Tony, taking the bottle to drink. “Hundreds of the idiots. There’s always a morbid fascination to see somebody fall dead. I suppose the old hunter blood still runs hot in us, no matter what they like to say up in Reimas about us evolving.”

“Humans are the same,” Tony said darkly. “Far as I know, the law hasn’t flogged or garroted anybody in over a hundred years, but if magistrates advertised tickets on sale next week, they’d be knocked down in the rush.” He gestured to the west of town, beyond the last straggling buildings, where a motley assortment of pavilions and marquees occupied one long, flat paddock. “Looks like they’ve made themselves comfortable. What is it, a big party and fireworks after the shooting?”

“No, thank gods.” Betru made negative gestures. “All that’s nothing to do with the firing squad. I saw the playbills in windows right along the high street. It’s Nanerosh’s Traveling Outworld Amazements.”

“It’s ― what, now?” Tony wondered for a moment if his chip had stuttered.

“A show,” Betru said expansively. “Touring performers. You don’t have them on Earth? They spend a week or two in any town, then pack it up, put it back on the train, take it to the next town.”

“You mean, a circus?” Tony actually chuckled. “I’ve never seen
 a circus, of course. Iceland didn’t have them, and even if they did, they wouldn’t come to Vestmannaeyjar … and even if somebody was crazy enough to bring a show all that way, camp kids couldn’t afford the price.” He stood, gazing through the sparse woodland toward the pavilions. “Seriously, a circus?”

A frown settled on Betru’s face. “Not sure if I’m getting the word right. Circus
 ―” in the thick Satrulen accent, he said seer-kass
 “― is a troupe of trained animals and acrobats, maybe magicians? No, no. This is a show: ‘Aztush Nanerosh and His Astonishing Outworld Amazements,’ according to the playbills. No animals, no acrobats. A bunch of offworld stuff that nobody in the backwoods ever saw.”

Not quite disappointed, nor entirely nonplussed, Tony frowned at the garish marquees. “There’d be aliens, then, touring with the show?”

“What else? Performers.” Betru studied him shrewdly. “According to the playbills, there’s three Olthusians, dancers with a ‘geisha-mech’ routine. A Dorellan who demonstrates feats of strength, a couple of Erellik ― drones, runaways from hive justice, I’d guess. Guys who stuffed up their assignment and were condemned to be fed to the larvae, and had the good sense to run. They do impossible things on a high wire rig.” He shrugged. “You and I know the Dorellan isn’t even flexing his muscles to do this show business crap, and as for the Erellik, scuttling about on wires, way up high? Back home, they do it to pull lunch out of the fridge.” He gave the show marquees an indifferent look. “Local yokels don’t actually know what they’re seeing. Any opportunity to look an offworlder in the face is a novelty out here.”

Circus? Tony’s teeth clenched. Freak show fell closer to the mark, and his belly twisted at the concept. It twisted all the tighter as the kernel of an idea took root and began to sprout. “Is this Nanerosh moving on any time soon?”

“On the next train, they break camp tonight.” Betru paused, catching his meaning.

“Headed in which direction?” Tony’s tongue tip flicked across his lips.

“East, to the Lebrag,” Betru gestured at the pavilions. “The posters list play dates for all the major towns between here and Samarak.”

“So, after the riverland towns they’ll put the show on a boat headed south,” Tony said quietly. “The river suits us. We’ll be on a boat headed north.” He arched both brows at Betru. “Outworld Amazements? I’ll give you pretty short odds, I’m the only human between here and Reimas. I’ll give you even shorter
 odds, I’m the one and only Tech First Class.”

“Ver Nanerosh might he hiring,” Betru speculated. “It can’t hurt to ask. The truth is, we don’t have the fare to ride as passengers, and I’m already sick and tired of bouncing around in a boxcar, listening for guards. It’s also only a matter of time before we get caught, chucked off the train, maybe stranded in the middle of nowhere.”

“Any chance,” Tony wondered, “Ver Nanerosh might own a comset?” He took a quick breath. “Vershek
 , Tru ― we could get a message to the Commission tonight and be out on a Commission flyer tomorrow!”

“It’s worth the question.” Betru’s long, croupier’s fingers caught his hair back, tucked it behind the ears that fascinated Tony, and tied it. He brushed down his jacket and jeans, and looked Tony over with a resigned sigh. “There’s nothing we can do about you, medji
 . You’re just … human, and there’s the end of it.”

Tony nodded over his shoulder in the direction of the showground. “For the first time since Captain Ghast wanted cheap labor with decent credentials, being human might actually be an advantage!” He spread his arms wide. “I’m game, if you are.”

For a moment Betru hesitated, then surrendered with a bass groan. “I’d give a lot for a decent meal, a proper bed … if he’s hiring the likes of me.”

“I shouldn’t think he’d need croupiers,” Tony mused. “How about, my mate? In the more accurate sense of the word. My partner, my other half. We’re a couple, yeah?”

“Last time I looked,” Betru admitted.

“So, does it matter which of us is earning?” Tony demanded. “Maybe this is my turn. You’ve been looking out for me since the Erellik bastard doped me.” He offered Betru his hand. “Let me put you in a proper bed, with a decent meal in your belly. Warm, well fed, we’ll see what happens next.” He winked one dark brown eye.

“You’re on,” Tru decided. “It won’t cost anything to ask. Tonight’s their closing show here, so they’ll be tearing everything down before midnight, loading tomorrow, soon as the train gets in. It’s the same engine that pulled out of here yesterday, for Alchar ― end of the line. They turn it around, load freight and passengers, and head back.”

Maybe, Tony thought, just maybe, the goddess of fortune had decided to smile on them for a change. He swung on the cape, pulled up the hood, zipped his jacket to the throat and thrust both hands into his pockets. He would sweat in the morning heat, but at least his human looks would be out of sight until he crossed some imaginary line into Nanerosh Aztush’s alien-friendly territory.

Countless stories he’d heard as a youth told him showfolk were a law unto themselves, but he’d never actually met one, much less been one. One thought had lodged in his imagination: if ‘Outworld Amazements’ meant any more than just a hapless company of freaks on display for the amusement of Amelosi farmhands, it could only mean one other thing. Tech
 . The guess, the gamble, looked attractive because ―

Tech the galaxy over, Tony thought darkly as he and Betru made their way toward the showground, had one thing in common. It broke down at the worst possible moment and refused to reboot until a mechanic had massaged it back into shape.

He would have expected a traditional ‘circus’ to smell of mokes, straw, stable, but in fact Nanerosh’s pavilions smelled of sizzling grease, hot engines, machine oil and that certain something
 which, to Tony, spelled one thing. He gave Betru a wolfish grin. “You smell that, with those keen senses of yours?”

“I smell it. I don’t know what it is,” Betru admitted.

“That,” Tony informed him, “is bots! And a lot of them.”

“From here on,” Tru said wryly, “you’re in charge.”

They saw no animals, and certainly no acrobats, but a heavy-jawed Dorellan face glowered at Tony only moments after he and Tru strode into the paddock, where smaller tents and marquees formed a neat line arrowing to the main pavilion. The show itself took place there, under fluttering blue and gold pennants. Tony nodded a greeting to the Dorello and deliberately passed on.

The chittering voices of Erellik issued from a tent off the main thoroughfare, and his chip struggled to translate.  At least two of them were grumbling about the rigging, how slack the wires had become after the winds, several days before. They should get up there and tighten them … but why bother, since tonight was the last show, and the lines were tight enough
 ?

“Typical dumb roach-brains,” Betru muttered. “That kind of thinking is what gets you killed. Vershek
 ! Some of the Dorellan skippers I worked for, if I’d tried those lazy-ass stunts, they’d’ve caned the hide right off my ass and used my weird blue blood to paint the decks.”

No law protected humans or Amelosi aboard Dorellan ships. Betru was neither kidding nor exaggerating. The skipper and executive officer called the shots, and anyone signing with Dorellan crews knew corporal punishment to be a fact of life. Dorello themselves drew the same discipline, laid on with a much heavier hand than humans would suffer, since Dorello were bigger, stronger, tougher.

Yet Betru had never suffered at the hands of a Dorello, Tony knew. The smooth skin of his back and flanks guaranteed his efficiency. Ghast had threatened Tony more than once, because he liked to bluster; Tony never gave him cause to raise a hand in anger. Still, the knowledge that he could have, well within the law of the merchant astra
 service, chilled a man’s bone marrow by a few degrees.

With an effort, he set the past back into its place as they came to a halt before a tall blue and yellow sign, neatly handwritten. The offworlder couldn’t hope to read it, but Betru scanned it, top to bottom, and murmured,

“It’s tonight’s program … there’s a bunch of substitutions. The dancers are off, and some idiot’s going to come on and recite a ― a monologue.” He waited for Tony’s chip to catch up, and watched his brows rise in surprise. “He’s game to stand up in front of a yokel crowd and say a poem? They’ll tear him apart.”

“What dancers?” Tony wondered, watching two Erellik drones scuttle out of their tent, against the odds deciding they should check their rigging now
 . Drones didn’t think well for themselves; these were smarter than most.

Betru gestured at the program. “The Olthusians with the geisha-mech act.”

“You’re not reading it right,” Tony objected. “It’s impossible. Olthusians couldn’t even stand up under our gravity.”

“S’what it says here.” Betru’s fingertip traced a line of a meticulous print. “’The lovely Zuzuban Sisters will not be performing this evening, due to being indisposed.’”

“Indisposed?” Tony echoed, and chuckled. “Want an educated guess?”

“Damnit, they’re bots,” Betru said without hesitation. “Master Nanerosh bought a bunch of Olthusian bots from a passing ship, programmed them up as dancers ―”

“And they’ve dropped offline,” Tony finished. He rubbed his gloved palms together thoughtfully. “Well, now, there’s a platinum-plated opportunity. Where do we find this Nanerosh Aztush?”

“Stay where you are, let me ask.” Betru cast about for a likely face.

He bypassed the three Dorello, the Erellik pair, the locals cruising the booths where vendors, like fairground ‘carneys’ anywhere, sold meat-on-a-stick, or invited people to fire blanks at moving targets to win an hour with a pleasure bot. He zeroed in on an Amelosi man, middle aged, massive through the arms and shoulders, potbellied, tattooed and wreathed in blue smoke from the coiling-dragon Meerschaum clenched between his teeth.

The man carried coiled ropes over both shoulders, and a toolbox in one hand, identifying himself as a rigger. Tony couldn’t hear what either Betru or the rigger said, but the man seemed friendly. They shared a joke, laughed at some peculiarly Amelosi humor, before the man pointed out a small blue pavilion on the edge of the showground, furthest from the performance tent and sideshows. Betru clapped his hands, the local gesture of gratitude, and turned back toward Tony with a minute nod.

Careful to avoid the Dorello, Tony joined him by a stall selling deep fried everything. Betru dropped his voice. “Ver Nanerosh is here, clearing the accounts since the show moves on tonight. That guy, Varshil, reckons they’re always hiring, can never get enough hands, because they’re always on the road. Not too many people care for the traveling life, so they tend to hire riggers when they get into town, pay ’em when they move on. I told him we’re bokonur
 .”

The word didn’t translate, but Tony already knew it. Not gypsy, nor tinker; not itinerant laborer, journeyman, hobo or tramp, but … ‘footloose, loving the road, needing to see what’s over the next hill, not ready to settle down.’ The word would have described Tony perfectly just a few years before, when Iceland had slipped into the realm of memory, yet ‘home’ remained a daydream in which he seldom indulged, because he didn’t believe it could ever happen.

Now, the rural country south of Jiva called strongly to him, a place where a good tech could earn a decent living, and in a year or three the locals would come to value him for himself, forget their aversion to humans. He fell into step beside Tru, and as they approached the blue pavilion, took a swift look around and shook back the hood.

As Betru had said, he was human: he had no way to effectively disguise it, and saw no point in denying it. A tubular bell hung by the tent, and Tru struck it with a small hammer, three sharp chimes. Two would have signaled, ‘I’m leaving something outside for you.’ One, ‘check your message board,’ meaning the corkboard by the tent flap where people pinned anything from bills payable to party invitations. Tony knew the Amelosi tradition well enough.

A head thrust out at once, a woman with bright red hair and garish makeup. Tony knew enough Amelosi accents by now to know she spoke with the sound of Reimas, sharp with tortured vowels and gulped consonants. The accent overworked his chip; the lag between speech and translation stretched annoyingly.

“Whaddaya want? Make it quick, we’s got stuff to do.”

“I’ll make it dead simple,” Betru offered. “Two words: looking for work.”

In the Amelosi, it was hunting work
 . The chip often gave Tony apparent non sequiturs, but he knew the actual words: gokan yohl
 . The longer he lived here, the more his brain began to translate for itself, and he knew enough now to say to the woman, in her own language,

“You need a tech, ma’am? I’m a good one, been on the freighters.”

He still had an appalling accent ― no better or worse than Betru’s, when he forced his tongue around unfamiliar words in any human language ― but her eyes lit up at the mention of a tech. She couldn’t fail to notice that a human stood at the tent flap. Ice-mauve eyes looked him over from head to foot and back. “Name?”

“Jim,” he said quickly.

The stupidest thing he could do was volunteer his real name. Who knew how far and fast the news had run? Tony had no way of knowing if his disappearance, or the scene at the Rooster, had made the papers, but the telegraph followed the railway line. The tech might be rudimentary, but it worked. He saw no reason to take the chance.

She blinked at him. “Just Jim? Don’t your people usually have two names?”

“O’Neill.” He tried a smile. “And I really am a Technician First Class … if you need one.”

Every line in her face said this company needed a tech desperately. “You got your papers, ID, certificates?”

“Nope.” Tony shook his head deliberately. “I’ve lost the lot, ma’am. Truth is, I’m stuck here, need a way to get to Reimas … gotta work, see?” In fact, every syllable was no less than true.

“Oh, I do see.” The violet eyes narrowed, and she spoke over her shoulder. “Tushi, there’s a couple of bokonur
 to see you. Gokan yohl.
 One’s frash
 . Irdnan
 .”

The voice from within had the husky bass tones of encroaching age and oceans of booze. “He’s ― what? What’s a human doing out here?”

“Stuck,” she told him. “Stranded, probably missed his ride out.” One brow quirked at Tony, and he nodded. “Says he’s a tech,” the woman added. “And if he missed his ride on a Dorellan ship, it means he’s probably as good as he says he is. They hire frash
 , not frashkul
 .” She winked at Tony.

One syllable spelled the yawning difference between ‘alien’ and ‘alien trash.’ Tony knew the word all too well. The gruff bass rumbled, all the way to the tent flap. “There’s two sure ways to find out, Eleda, and you know ’em both as well as I do. Bokonur
 , you said? Get ’em in here, shut the tent.”

She stepped aside. “You heard the man: get in here.”

The tent flap lowered behind Betru, heavily weighted along its bottom edge. It fell into place with a clank of lead sinkers, and Tony blinked in the soft light of several glowbots. The pavilion seemed smaller inside than out, a clutter of the ancient and the new ― a Cobrana coffee machine, a pile of mokehide-bound ledgers, a modern powerpack cabled up to a primitive computer; a wooden washtub with a scrubbing board and mangle on one side; a brazier, on which hung a copper cauldron, apparently simmering dinner over a lively fire.

Nanerosh Aztush himself reclined in a vast armchair, feet up on a stool, while a tiny, birdlike woman with dull crimson skin sat cross-legged on the rug by the brazier, scribbling with a fountain pen, across the columns of ledger. Tony didn’t even recognize her species. On the man’s lap lay several tablets, all Cobrana, all brand new.

Leaving business to the boss, Eleda stirred the cauldron, and muttered instructions to a cheap domestic bot with noisy servos, which cranked the mangle over the washtub. The smell of cooking food brought a rumble to Tony’s belly, and he turned a hopeful face to Nanerosh.

The man might have been three or four times Tony’s age, and at least twice Betru’s mass, very little of it muscle or bone. He wore dark blue and pale gold robes, tied his long black hair in elaborate braids, wore an enormous weight of silver and brass earrings, and painted his face such a rainbow of colors, Tony couldn’t read their signals.

Dark eyes subjected the strangers to a scrutiny that would have enraged a Dorello. Tony merely waited, kept a faint smile on his lips, let Nanerosh look. The man didn’t offer to stand, but gestured a glowbot closer, the better to see Tony’s face. He seemed to have little interest in Tru.

“Human, for sure,” he said at last. “Where from?”

“Earth itself,” Tony told him. “Been outside for fourteen years. On Dorellan freighters, what else? I, uh, missed my ride, as Ver Eleda said. Need to get to Reimas, one way or another. A Trade Commission ship’s due.”

“Tech, yeah?” Nanerosh grunted.

“Good one,” Tony affirmed.

“I’ll be the judge of that,” Nanerosh said waspishly. “You worked with the Dorello?” At Tony’s nod, he pursed his lips critically. “Let’s see the back side of you, then.”

It was the first sure way to know if a crewman earned his keep. Tony had expected this, and merely turned around, dropped jacket and tunic, jeans and shorts, and let Nanerosh see perfect skin, save for the small, pale dressing adhered over the wound.

The man looked for some time ― too long, till Tony began to wonder if Nanerosh might fancy humans, as some Amelosi did. That could get sticky, and the same thought clearly slithered through Betru’s mind, as he stepped closer to Tony and deliberately pulled up the warm denim. His voice remained pleasant though his words were deliberate, firm.

“I was on Dorellan freighters myself, working as a deckhand. I learned rigging, I can handle a forklift, and I’m just as clean. See for yourself.” He stripped, as Tony had, displayed back, buttocks, thighs. “Not a mark, Ver Nanerosh. If you’re hiring riggers and loaders, I know the job well.”

Nanerosh made dismissive sounds. “All right, always hiring riggers. You’re aware, we leave on the noon train tomorrow? Sign with me, you’re signing for the haul to Lebrag ― on to Samarak if you want to stay with us. Won’t be back in Umbras and Alchar for most of a year.”

“Suits us fine,” Betru said easily, dressing again. “We’ve no need to get back. Bokonur
 , as Ver Eleda said, till we connect with Jim’s ship.” He slung one arm over Tony’s shoulders. “We’re a couple, so, uh, take one, take both. Okay?”

“Depends,” Nanerosh rasped. His eyes narrowed on Tony. “Tech, indeed. Any good with bots?”

Here it comes, Tony thought, suppressing a smile. “Very. Why don’t you give me a shot at the lovely Zuzuban Sisters, for a start? I might have them up and dancing in time for the show tonight, if the damage isn’t too dire.” He gave Nanerosh a crooked smile.

For a moment Nanerosh merely frowned at him, then waved him away. “See to it, Eleda. Let the lad take a crack at them bloody bots. If he can get ’em working, he’s hired. If he can’t … feed ’em for their time and trouble. Hire the rigger. Brawn, we’ll always need. The human ―” His lips pursed at Tony and he toyed with his earrings, turning them in his lobes, for some moments. “Well, he’s frash
 , after all. Alien. There’s not much astonishing or amazing about humankind, but country folk further out might pay a few lur to gawk at him.”

Eleda purred. “I surely would, Tushi. You leave him to me, I’ll fix him up till they’re in a sweat to buy a peek.”

“Hey, I said I’m a tech, not a hustler,” Tony protested.

She laughed, a husky sound, legacy of untold seas of booze. “I said fix
 you up, sweetie, not feel
 you up. Body paint, jewelry … all that luscious brown skin. Damn, it’s so exotic. Come on, whaddaya say, Tushi?”

“Anything you want,” Nanerosh snapped shortly. “But them bots come first! Don’t you dare strip him down and paint him up while there’s proper work to be done, Eleda, understand?”

“Understood,” she said offhandly, sidling back to the door. “This way, boys. I’ll instruct you in the company rules … and show you to the machine shop personally, Ver Jim O’Neill. Them rules is simple: do as you’re told, don’t start fights, don’t bust stuff, don’t do nothing that’ll bring the constables. No illegal dope ― and no bloody guns on our turf, got it? You got guns, lose ’em before you settle in. Tushi keeps a Dorellan pulse rifle, and one’s enough for this company. You got a problem with that, keep walkin’.”

“No problem, ma’am,” Tony assured her. “We don’t even have a gun … nothing to dump.

“Fair enough.” She gave him an indulgent look and softened the harsh tone. “You, the other one, you already know the job. Just ask for Seylas, he’ll find somethin’ for you to do till we start to break and load. Then, it’s all
 hands to the wheel ― even you, sweetie, Jim O’Neill. You can lounge around in paint and rings, gettin’ gawked at, later. Tonight we’s loadin’, all of us. Follow me, kid … and you, Other One.”

“Betru,” Tru sighed. “My name
 is Kenzana Emetral Betru.”

Tony might have cautioned him, but Eleda didn’t seem vaguely interested in his family, clan or given name. She ignored him completely, and gave Tony a suggestive wink. “Don’t you worry ’bout nothin’ at all, sweetie,” she told him as she ushered them out of the tent, “I ain’t no breeder. Even if I was, your kind and mine couldn’t make babies if we wanted to. Not that I ever wanted to. It ain’t in the genes, not since the biotech. Cobrana shit, you heard about that? And I also know a proper couple when I see ’em.” She flicked a glance at Betru. “You exclusive?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Tru said wryly.

“Well, you stay that way.” Eleda headed off before them, out across the showground. “Makes for less trouble on the road, see? The show never stops.”

For that much at least, Tony felt a deep sense of gratitude.


Chapter Fifteen

Three Olthusian drones of dubious pedigree, the Fabulous Zuzuban Sisters stood in a rank in the half-darkness of the dormant tent, looking to Tony like store window mannequins waiting to be draped in some product. Bots built by humans to work with or serve humans looked like
 humans; servitor bots built by Olthusians were also made in their makers’ image. Tony had known what to expect. He might have wished someone had put clothes on the Zuzuban Sisters, but then again, costumes would have defeated the object. People came to an Outworld Amazements show to see aliens, not weird body shapes stuffed into local fashion.

These females stood close to three meters tall, with the spaghetti-like limbs and long, thin torsos of the parent race. Living Olthusians would quickly collapse under Amelosi or Terrestrial gravity, but as mechanicals, the Zuzuban Sisters functioned reasonably well, albeit wearing out their joints under grav loading for which they weren’t designed.

And this, Tony discovered less than an hour after beginning a routine inspection, caused their problems. Nobody had bothered to perform one skerrick of maintenance since they were purchased, and he suspected they’d been neglected for months before they went to market. Multiple joints had frozen; their rudimentary AI controllers shut them down before terminal damage could occur.

Before Eleda showed him into a large, dead-black tent interior and whistled for several glowbots to brighten up the workspace, he’d worried that the power cells might be dead, with no means to recharge them; or their tiny brains might had been fried by some freak accident in the vicinity of a rural spaceport, where dangerous offworld tech founds its way into amateur hands.

He breathed a quiet sigh of relief as he read fair power levels and viable brains. Twenty minutes after he settled to the job, he reactivated the bot with the heavy mascara and crimson eye shadow. He found the on/off switch behind the ear, under a tiny removable hatch, and the bot booted up with a subtle hum. It rotated its lushly-wigged head, twig-like arms and seven-fingered hands in test mode, before blinking all four large, long-lashed eyes at him.

“Welcome back online. You’re alive,” Tony observed. “You have a name?”

“My name is Mindaya,” it told him in a pleasant, trilling contralto, folding the too-long arms over its bare chest. Olthusians were multiple breeders, so these female bots, being anatomically correct, had four breasts, or at least bumps in the right places. They were also pelted in the fine, silver-gray down of their designers; the long-fingered hands moved with studied, pre-programmed grace; synthetic hair fell to their hips, raven black, curly, streaked with yellow, green, red.

“Well, Mindaya, why don’t you tell Papa what’s wrong?” Tony invited.

“Do you wish a detailed diagnostic report?” it queried politely.

“Go for it.” He hopped up to sit on the sturdy workbench and listened to the catalog of woe.

Some maladies would need to be fixed with replacement components; a few couldn’t be repaired at all. But in the short term, a thorough service of every joint these Olthusian machines possessed would get them back up and performing, which seemed to be Nanerosh’s only concern.

The work absorbed Tony so thoroughly, he didn’t notice time racing by. The tent trapped heat and grew hot, humid at mid-afternoon, then began to cool, but he was too busy to acknowledge the heat. At last a shuffle at the tent flap surprised him. He called over his shoulder, not looking up from the back-folding knee joint he’d opened at the service ports,

“Almost done, Ver Eleda. If there’s another two hours before the show, these girls will be out there and ―”

“It’s me.” Betru’s hands fell on his hips, cradling Tony’s pelvis and turning him away from the job. “I brought some food and beer. We won’t get a chance to eat later: it’ll soon be showtime
 , and right after, break’n’load time.” He leaned over to lay a kiss on Tony’s mouth, searching him to his wisdom teeth. “Hungry?”

“Starving,” Tony admitted. “And I wouldn’t mind eating, either.”

Betru’s eyes sparkled. “You hot? I mean hot
 . I’ve had some jackass, name of Seylas, flirting with me all afternoon. He’s had his paws in all the places that’d get his nose bent out of shape, if I didn’t need this job.”

“And he’s got you simmering.” Tony laced his fingers at Betru’s nape.

“Oh, yeah.” Tru gave him a bump, hip to hip.

Like being nudged by an iron bar. “Point me at this Seylas character,” Tony growled, “and I’ll tell him to back off.”

“Nah, he’s all right.” Betru buried his face in the curve of Tony’s shoulder. “He’s not getting any either, and he just likes the look of me. It’s flattering, if he’d just keep his paws to himself.” He lifted his head, toying with Tony’s shirt.  “Any luck with the bots ―?”

“They’re not so bad.” Tony let Betru pick him up bodily and set him on the workbench, which was empty save for a single tool case. “Mostly just neglected. A good service and lube, they’ll be back onstage. I’m almost finished.”

“They look bass-ackwards weird to me,” Tru admitted, a little breathless now as he charted Tony’s body with thorough fingers and tongue. “I never saw a living Olthusian, so seeing mechanical ones is creepy
 .”

“Creepy?” Tony echoed as Tru swept the shirt off him, deft, demanding, beseeching at once. How was a guy supposed to refuse? “I wouldn’t say creepy. They’re just pleasure bots. They don’t look like us, with the knees that bend backwards and the four eyes, four boobs. Then again, why would they look like us? According to Mindaya ― the one with the red eye paint ― these gals were designed for a bordello on some low-grav mining colony. Wouldn’t do much for a crew of Olthusian tool-pushers if their new pleasure bots jumped out of the shipping crate looking like Irdnan
 … or big, butch lads like you.”

“Big, butch? She calls me ‘you, other one,’” Betru snorted, dropping his jeans and kicking them away with Tony’s clothes. His body gleamed with a sheen of fine perspiration in the tent’s humid warmth.

“The lady’s not exactly swooning before your … charms.” Tony’s eyes were drawn to the blue-green cudgel of the man’s cock, upthrust, thick, demanding, elegant but unsubtle. Amelosi grew no more hair on their bodies than on their faces, which made any man look big; and nature had been generous to Tru. Tony caught his breath as Betru stooped and took a nipple between almost too-sharp teeth.

“The lady,” Betru said, muffled against his chest, “ain’t no lady. Keep one eye on that one, medji
 , and don’t turn your back on her.” He lifted his head with a groan. “You can turn your back on me, though. If you like. Or d’you prefer …? Whose turn is it, anyway?”

Turn? Did they take it in turns to play top and bottom? Tony hadn’t noticed and wasn’t concerned. “Anything,” he groaned, hearing the edge in his own voice. ‘Not getting any’ was an apt way of putting it. Seylas had his sympathies. The man should try serving with a crew of Dorello, who gave no thought to furlough privileges for their human crew, leaving them celibate for months or years.

He found himself with a close-up view of the workbench, listening as Tru fumbled in his castoff shirt for something small. He smelled a faint scent not unlike vanilla, then he could only hold on tight while his body capitulated to his glands, and Betru did wonderful, terrible things to it. The pleasure bots looked on with twelve incurious eyes.

They knew exactly what was happening on the workbench, but their programming gave them no facility to judge, no in-built preference. Mindaya tilted its head at him. As Betru began to work hard, it stooped for a folded rug and offered it politely to Tony. The bench had begun to grind against his ribs, and he took the rug with a grunt of acknowledgment. He hadn’t realized these bots were configured for intuitive interaction. He needed to remember that.

Then thinking became impossible, and the next he knew with any certainty, he found himself lying on the threadbare blanket under the workbench while Betru caught his breath and Mindaya flapped four sets of long, inky eyelashes at them. He groaned, and Tru reached out a hand. “You okay?”

“I’m great,” Tony told him. “Surprised as all get out … it’s not every day I get jumped and humped at work.”

Tru sat up and stretched. “Might happen more often, now we’re working together. Almost
 together.” He looked up and back at the Zuzuban Sisters. “I’d say you scored the job.”

“So did you.” Tony yawned expansively.

“Rigging.” Betru’s nose wrinkled. “Just another laboring job.” He flexed his long, supple fingers. “It’s a waste of my talents.”

“All of them,” Tony added with a glance at the Amelosi’s groin.

“Cheeky,” Betru accused.

Thirsty, hungry, Tony rolled over, got to his knees and cast about for the food and beer Betru had mentioned. He had strewn their clothes over a linen bag, from which issued the scent of spiced sausage, ripe cheese. As usual when he ate Amelosi meat, he tried not to notice it. The sausage was some shade between green and blue with a tinge of gold. It didn’t look at all appetizing, and tasted odd, with a coppery tang his palate had not yet gotten used to. But anyone who’d spent fourteen years in alien ports learned to eat almost anything, and Tony chewed, swallowed, washed the sausage down with fairly decent beer.

At last he reached sadly for his clothes. “I gotta finish up, Tru. Seriously. I can get these bots back in order, but the clock’s ticking, and Nanerosh won’t be easy to please.”

“I know.” Tru rolled away and thrust his legs into his denims before getting to his feet. “Keep an eye on him
 , too. I saw the way he looked at you!” He meshed the pants and snatched up his shirt. “I gotta go, anyway. We’re already starting to bale up everything they don’t need for the show.”

“The train leaves at noon,” Tony mused.

“Believe me, we’ll need every minute we can get.” Betru leaned over to kiss and drained the last drops of beer from its red glass bottle. “It’ll be a long night. All hands to the wheel, as Eleda said ― sleep later!”

With that he headed out, and Tony returned his attention to Mindaya, Zalli and Chu. Of them all, Mindaya was the brightest, Chu close to brainless after a malfunction in four of its eight core processors, and Zalli Zuzuban the ‘prettiest’ at least to human eyes, with its pouty lips and almond eyes. They didn’t look at all alike, but they came from the same factory, supplied by the same wholesaler. If Nanerosh wanted to bill them as sisters, so be it.

“Okay,” Tony said to Chu as he returned to the denuded knee joint, “let’s see if we can’t get this moving again.”

“This, mainly reasonable would exist,” Chu warbled with faulty audio.

Tony sighed. “Then I’ll reset your language processor and sound system.”

The tall, angular Mindaya looked mildly at him. “Ver Nanerosh does not care if we talk or not. Dance is our function.”

“But if you can talk, you can tell me how you need fixing,” Tony muttered.

“Ver Nanerosh also has no interest in fixing. Only dancing,” it added impassively.

The one thing that had always bothered Tony about bots was their blankness. They looked, moved and often sounded like living beings, and he had to remind himself constantly, they were machines, no less than a toaster, a flash oven, a comset.

“Comset,” he whispered. “Now, I wonder if Ver Nanerosh has a comset?”

“I know nothing,” Mindaya said indifferently. “Dance is our function, not transmitting.”

“I wasn’t talking to you!” Tony grabbed for the spray can of lube and bent over the knee joint.

It seemed the whole population of the Umbras region came in for the final show, the last chance for a year to touch the thousand worlds beyond this one, see and hear alien forms ― even if most of those forms were bots. Tony wondered how many in the audience knew it. Most patrons came from farms and logging mills within a day’s moke ride of town … most had ridden in to watch the execution, where carnival barkers worked the crowd, handing out special offer tickets to enliven the show’s last night in Umbras. Closing night, apparently, could be ‘deader than a slab of week-old tiggab pie.’

Buy a ticket, bring a friend along for free! Buy a family ticket, kids come in for free! Buy a half-price ticket and get two vouchers for the ‘lur
 -a-nur
 ’ sideshows ― a nur
 being literally a surreptitious peek at something deliciously naughty.

Such as four Chukutzu, one of each gender, performing the complete mating rite, which involved every possible coupling, in half an hour. Or two Dorellan males who plowed each other ― or gave the appearance of it ― so energetically, Tony had to wonder if the flesh and blood Dorello were so vigorous; and if they were, what the hell their mucosae were made of.

To his surprise, Nanerosh owned a pair of human bots, a male and female, whose antics were entirely predictable. More interesting were the Ptalnshi machines which performed a ritual battle to ‘third down,’ a strange form of martial art Tony had never heard of, though too often he’d crossed paths in the street with the haughty, conceited Ptalnshi. One learned to step aside and give
 them the street. They seemed to believe they owned it.

By late twilight the carnival ground had filled, with the stalls and booths doing good business. The Fabulous Zuzuban Sisters were back on the bill in the main pavilion, where ticket holders queued for twenty minutes. Raucous canned music thundered out of a massively over-amped system, and Tony stuffed wet ragging into his ears, in the interests of his hearing.

As soon as he finished with the bots, his day’s work officially ended. The rigging team had already cleared a good deal of the packing, and when they took their break Tru joined Tony in the main pavilion’s wings to watch the antics of the Outworld Amazements.

All but the Dorello, the Erellik and a multi-jointed tumbler from a planet Tony didn’t know and couldn’t pronounce, were mechanicals; and by and large they were convincing enough to fool a rowdy audience from the farms. According to the garrulous Eleda, Nanerosh haunted spaceports, buying discarded tech cheaply, acquiring bots at the end of their service lifespan. Their useful days in space might be over, but such machines continued to function adequately in the show environment. Nanerosh owned every type imaginable.

From the wings, Tony watched several acts and admitted, they were pretty good. The show might have been better if the performers were live, but from the faces in the audience, no one out here knew. Troupe members were bribed to secrecy. Tony examined the bots with a critical professional eye, knowing he’d work on them all soon enough, but a much more important question haunted him.

When Tru drifted in on his break, eating with both hands, muscles pumped, veins standing out in arms and shoulders from the kind of heavy labor he hadn’t done in years, Tony asked under the din of the gamelan-style local music, “You had a chance to ask around yet?”

“If Nanerosh has a comset?” Betru paused to chew and swallow. “He has, but it’s busted as the one back in Umbras. That’s the trouble with these things: too delicate. Drop them, stand on them, leave ’em in the rain, they quit on you. Makes you think more kindly of the telegraph! Could you fix Nanerosh’s set?”

“Maybe,” Tony said cautiously. “They’re mostly sealed-module things. You can’t ‘fix’ a module. You pull it out and click in a new one. If Nanerosh has the parts, sure, I can fix it. What about his tablets?”

“His what?” Betru licked honey from his fingers.

“The Cobrana tablets he had in his lap when we interviewed. Looks like he does business online.” Tony handed him a rag to wipe his chin. He had a pocketful, forgotten, from the machine shop.

“I’ll ask Ver Eleda or Seylas,” Betru said dutifully. “If I had to make a guess, I’d say Nanerosh wouldn’t let us within twenty ecks of his computers. If he does business online, it’s all stored on those tablets. You know businessmen! Their books aren’t for anyone else to see, certainly not a couple of lowly employees he hardly even knows yet. I’ll ask ― but we can’t afford to rub Eleda or Nanerosh the wrong way.”

“We can always find a working comset in a town up the line,” Tony agreed.

“In a few days Nanerosh opens in Zerledan. The constable there might be approachable.” Betru shrugged. “Safer than pushing our luck with Nanerosh. Time’s still on our side. It won’t take long to get some action, after the call’s made.”

He made sense, but Tony groaned under the rhythmic clash and clatter of the music. “Soon as the show’s rigged, we get a couple of hours off, go into Zerledan, try our luck,” he mused.

Betru turned his back on the antics on the great semicircular stage and frowned thoughtfully at him. “No chance, I suppose, we could reach your Trade Commission by telegraph?”

The question had tickled in the back of Tony’s mind for days. “I thought about it. Thing is, I know how to operate a telegraph, but I don’t
 know your code. You?” Tru’s head shook emphatically. “I never had a need to learn anything like it,” Tony said reasonably. “So we’d write the message … hand it to an operator.” Betru nodded. They both knew the score. “If I were a contract shooter working for Ghast and his loadmaster, or for the Amelosi end of this pipeline ― the character who took the bribe, stashed the Purnex, then sold it as a chemical weapon ― I’d have every comset and telegraph office staked out,” Tony said with ice-cold rationale. “So would you.”

“Meaning, we can’t trust a wire operator anywhere along the line not to have taken fat bribes to report it, the instant we try to send a message,” Tru finished. “First, the message wouldn’t even go. Second, we’d bring shooters down on ourselves like a pack of levaw on a tiggab nest.”

“Yeah.” Tony hugged both arms around his chest. “We dare trust big town constables. I hope. But wire operators? No way. Even the constables are risky. I’d prefer authorized use of a community comset, but in the end, crazy as it sounds, it could be safer if you run the distraction while I sneak in, disable call recording, and just do it. It’s starting to look damn’ risky either way! But unless we’re going right through to Reimas, walking into the Commission office and banging on somebody’s door, we’ll have to trust somebody, sometime.”

“Ó, heilagur ríða
 ,” Betru swore in fluent Icelandic, picked up from Tony the way he knew words like busted
 and schnozzle
 , and a variety of slang in Chinglish, Spanglish, Angdian, even Dorellan. Tru had no idea where the words originated, nor did he care. They stuck in his memory, felt comfortable on his tongue.

“You said it,” Tony muttered as the tumbler exited and the Zuzuban Sisters came on.

The audience erupted. The tall, thin, stick-limbed bodies were capable of movements an Amelosi could only dream about. The three ‘girls’ had all the appearance of flesh and blood Olthusians ― they had the audience fooled, and across on the other side of the stage, Nanerosh Aztush gave Tony a nod, a wink, a broad smile as he rubbed his palms together in capitalist glee.

“Oh, the boss is a happy boy,” Betru observed. “You’ll be his new favorite. Don’t be surprised if he offers all kinds of candy to keep you with the show after we hit the riverland.”

Tony returned the showmaster’s smile and nod, carefully polite, but to Betru he said, “Not one chance in smoking hell. You want it in basic Icelandic? Ekki tækifæri í helvíti
 . If I stick around long enough, Tru, he’s going to proposition me … and he won’t like the answer.”

“He knows we’re a couple,” Betru began.

“I don’t think he’d give a skit
 if we were married,” Tony growled. “I’m out, Tru, soon as we find a way to send the message. If we have to go through to Reimas on our own ― fine. But when this show heads south on a riverboat, we’re going in the opposite direction. Ver Nanerosh can do the other thing.”

Betru blinked at him. “What other thing?”

“Pick one,” Tony said tartly, and marched away to the vendor selling deep fried shellfish among the crowd.

At midnight the last inebriated dawdlers straggled out through the prefabricated blue and gold gates, and mayhem seemed to erupt spontaneously. Tony had never seen anything like it, and found himself swept up in gale-force activity. A kind of organized madness in which the showground disassembled itself by the light of torches and glowbots, packed, rolled, coiled itself, and a bucket-line of riggers, himself included, passed every item from hand to hand, across the fairground’s churned mud. According to a schedule, every object landed in the three boxcars belonging to Nanerosh Aztush, which stood on a short spur line at the boundary where paddock became railway yard.

In all his years on freighters, Tony had never worked so hard. He didn’t have Amelosi musculature, and the Dorello scorned him as he dropped out repeatedly to rest and eat. Eleda seemed to know more about humans, and beckoned him out of the line as he began to flag for the third time. Tony joined her with some gratitude. He took a mug of the hot, gritty stuff these folk had the gall to call coffee, and sat on a half-barrel to watch Betru work.

The fine croupier’s hands were steadily being ruined. He’d taped them for protection, but Tru hadn’t battered them with this kind of work in many years ― hadn’t needed to. Tony felt sharp pangs of guilt. Cold comfort, he thought, to know that if he’d stayed on the Ursago
 , after seeing what he’d seen, Lutash or Ghast, or both, would have dumped him out of an airlock soon after the ship launched. Even so, Tru found himself paying the price for this mercy run, and ―

“Hey, sweet stuff, what’s your trouble?” Eleda materialized beside him without warning, making Tony jump. She offered him sour candy from a linen bag. He took it tiredly. “You look like you’s carryin’ the weight of the world on them narrow little human shoulders,” she observed.

If the words had issued from anyone but a strapping Amelosi woman, taller than Tony and probably stronger, he might have bridled. As it was, he only sighed. “I am,” he admitted.

“Wanna talk?” She pulled an upturned pail closer and parked herself on it.

At this time of the morning, just hours before dawn, she wore dark blue coveralls like the rest of the troupe. She’d pulled her hair back into three thick braids, and the only paint on her face looked to Tony like the red chevrons of a foreman, the ‘gaffer’ in charge of this troupe.

“Wish I could, ma’am,” he said honestly, “but it’s … private stuff.”

“Between you and what’s his name?” She gave Betru a disdainful glance. “He’s … a bit average, ain’t he? Not to say a word against him. I mean, I know you’s a couple, so I don’t wanna be obnoxious. But you could do better.”

Tony almost laughed. On Earth, Betru would have been far above average height, muscular, good looking, not to mention exotic
 , with the emerald skin, the mane of deep gold hair and delicately pointed ear helix. Here at home? Strange, he thought, the different ways people perceived others as well as themselves. “He’ll do me,” he said, trying to hide his amusement.

She only shrugged. “I know your folks have a sayin’. Love is blind.”

“Or at least,” Tony admitted, “damned near-sighted.” He gave her a grateful look. “Thanks, ma’am. I appreciate your concern.”

“Call me Eleda,” she invited. “And we
 appreciate a bloody good bot tech! Tushi is in the ninth circle of heaven, bless his avaricious old heart. He’d offer you a five year contract, if you’d put your name to it.”

“Can’t.” Tony nodded up, at the scattering of stars in the brightening sky. “I missed my ride on a freighter, remember ― I’m already contracted to a Dorellan bastard who owns me, body and soul, for the next ten months.”

“Damn. Pity.” Eleda frowned away at Betru. “You gotta work out the contract, or you’s blacklisted. I know how the law works. You can always come back when you’s free. How’d you miss your ride?”

Eventually, inevitably, someone would ask the question. Tony had the answer ready. “An altercation in Jiva. Alien trouble ― the town’s full of them, do you know it? The bust-up wasn’t my doing, but I ended up … sleeping it off,” he said evasively. Not quite a lie. He’d certainly spent most of the night unconscious. “By the time I woke, the ship was already long gone.”

Nothing seemed to surprise Eleda. “You squared it with the constable, didn’t you? The law ain’t after you? Gotta warn you, sweetie, Nanerosh’ll ditch you in a heartbeat if the law’s two jumps behind.”

“Good gods, no,” Tony said quickly. “Telegraph Constable Orovang in Jiva, if you like! He probably doesn’t even know my name.” He certainly wouldn’t know the name of ‘Jim O’Neill,’ and there was no reason he should know the name of Tony Saviano either. “In fact, if you’ve got a comset …?”

“Yeah, but it don’t work,” she told him.

His brows popped up. “Want me to take a look at it? Tech First Class, you know.”

Eleda chuckled. “I’ll tell Tushi you offered. He’s waitin’ for components, but there’s only one dealer in Reimas, and when they gotta backorder from the Cobrana supplier, it takes months
 to get stuff through.”

“His, uh, tablets are online?” Tony asked cautiously. “He had two, when Tru and I talked to him. If he has an uplink, I might be able to figure a work-around, a way to contact, uh, Constable Orovang.”

But Eleda made dismissive gestures. “The tech’s too persnickety, won’t talk to no other tech. Besides, there ain’t much network this far out. Last time Tushi found a compatible uplink, we were in Lebrag. It worked five whole minutes before it dropped off and wouldn’t go back on.”

Tony smothered a sigh. “Damn.”

“Don’t matter, sweetie,” Eleda assured him. “I trust you. No need to telegraph the Jiva constable. Like I said, you’s welcome with us ― a damn’ good bot tech is a gift from Amaya herself. It’s just a hell of a shame you’s runnin’ to get back to your ship.” She gave him a thoughtful look. “If you wanna come on back here when you’re through with them Dorello, you got a place with us.” Eleda leaned closer and dropped her voice, as if the rest were confidential. “We used to have twenty actual aliens on the bill, just five years ago. Now, almost the whole troupe’s bots, you notice. Truth is, the local yokels can’t tell the diff, but if them bots go offline, we got no show. You see why we need a top-class tech.”

“Hire one,” Tony suggested.

She shook her head slowly. “Good ones won’t sign with traveling shows, or else they’s already ridin’ somebody else’s contract, like yourself. Or,” she added philosophically, “they take umbrage at the kind
 of show this is.”

This much, Tony could understand. “Freak show,” he said softly.

Eleda only shrugged. “Not so much. What’s the difference between a contortionist showing off her ability to tie herself in knots, and an alien showing off his strength, like them Dorello, or their head for heights, like them Erellik? Or,” she added, “their exotic beauty, like yourself. All them folks earn a livin’ off bein’ different
 . Ain’t no crime, nor a sin, to be different. No law says you can’t get paid to strut your stuff. Vershek
 ! Dancers, strippers and clothes-props do it all the time. You ain’t seen ’em, in the city? Prancin’ up and down, displayin’ clothes, or else peeling ’em off while gawkers throw money.”

The point she made might have been arguable, but Tony chose to let it pass. The truth was, aliens were
 different. Backwoods people would indeed pay to see them for a cheap thrill; nobody judged offworlders poorly for being xeno ― the reverse was more often true. Cobrana or Dorellan credentials, ability or even looks would score a job in places like Reimas while local Amelosi might have to fight for the same work.

It wasn’t fair or right, but what employer would see beyond sheer skill and ability? Or, in the case of the bordellos, exotic looks. Tony had always known himself to be exploited: for over seventy years Dorello had preferred to run human techs rather than buying maintenance bots: they were consistently cheaper, easier to replace. Corporate fiscal strategy had a lot to answer for.

“I’ll keep your offer in mind,” he told Eleda. “In fact, I could be back far sooner than you think.”

Because if he and Betru could get a message to the Trade Commission soon enough, Ghast and Lutash would find themselves facing a death sentence for war crimes. The Ursago
 would be impounded, possibly destroyed, if any hint of Purnex had escaped those drums. The moment the commanders were arrested, Tony’s contract should be null and void, leaving him and Betru free and clear, needing only a ride back to Amelos.

If they could wriggle out of this mess with enough cash to survive in a friendly port while they waited for a likely ship, a skipper might take them on as casual, itinerant dockers between there and any Amelosi port ―

“Home,” he whispered.

“What, now?” Eleda stood and stretched.

“Nothing.” Tony hauled himself back to his feet. “I’ll get back to work.”

She gave him a curious look. “You’s a good kid. Don’t knock yourself out … and one word of warnin’, Jim O’Neill. Stay out of Tushi’s way.”

He recoiled. “I thought you said the boss is happy with my work.”

“He also fancies you. You wanna keep them outsized mits of his off your bum, just don’t be alone with him. Stick close to your what’s-his-name, or me or Seylas. Not
 the Dorello, mind you. They’d only encourage Tushi, them bein’ bastards.”

“Thanks,” Tony breathed. “I’ll be careful.”

“You do that.” She graced him with a smile and drifted away toward the pile of gear where the camp’s kitchens had been dismantled.

That ziggurat of crates, tubs, barrels, sacks, would be last into the boxcars, because they must be unloaded first to get the kitchens up and running fast. Tony knew about half of the loader’s complex trade, and guessed he would learn a lot more while this show made its way across Satrula. Swallowing a curse as he inspected his palms, he made his way to the bucket line and nudged in right behind Betru.

As far as he could tell, they were on time. A gold and pink dawn rose as the crew worked on, and Nanerosh Aztush himself marched around, exhorting, cursing, and calling out an hourly countdown to the arrival of the train. Betru paused to rest his back, taped palms propped on his thighs. He gave Tony a sidelong look, asking the obvious question with a quirk of one brow: you holding up
 ? Tony answered with a nod, both fists pressed into his lumbar.

In fact, as a career mechanic, his hands had always been harder, more callused than Tru’s, even though he didn’t have the Amelosi’s native strength. But in that moment he’d have given almost anything for a handy forklift with a full charge on its power cells.

Absolutely on time, a shunting engine picked up Nanerosh’s gaudily painted boxcars and hauled them up behind the train. Like an angry dragon, the red and black locomotive belched a gray pall while loaders took off miscellaneous freight for Umbras, reloaded with produce and stock feed for the dry planes between the ‘East Witaque Little Hills’ and the Lebrag riverland.

With a bass chime, the cars coupled up. Wheels squealed on the rails and the engine bellowed. Before this sojourn, Tony had never been close enough to a steam locomotive to hear or smell it. Ancient tech had its own fascination, but as the train pulled away his eyes followed an apple-red stratoskimmer which overflew the town at just a hundred meters and headed south. The private spaceplane might have belonged to a Cobrana business man or a disgustingly rich Amelosi.

That plane would have whisked him and Betru to the city in three hours. Tony could only grind his teeth in frustration as the locomotive throttled up and the whole train gave a lurch. They were headed in the right direction, and if the goddess of good fortune smiled on them just a little longer, one of the towns not far up the rails would have a working comset, a trustworthy constable.

The thought lulled Tony enough for him to set his head on Betru’s shoulder in the dim, crowded car where the troupe’s small flesh and blood complement rode ― all bots were shut down in storage, with the pavilions and marquees ― and let himself fall into an exhausted sleep.


Chapter Sixteen

As the Witaque Hills fell under the horizon, the landscape flattened to a pancake and dried out into endless vistas of brown-gold grassland. Here, trees became sparse and open water rare. Towns lay widely scattered, separated by great distance of necessity, since water rapidly assumed the value of Ringo’s favorite Old Kirkpatrick. This land had been overgrazed, Tony guessed, and when he spoke to Betru of its parched, desiccated look, Tru nodded soberly.

Too many people, until much too recently, he said. Wholesale clearcutting, dams trapping water that rightly belonged to folk downstream; too many rivers diverted to run the stock needed to feed billions of mouths.

To anyone from Earth the story sounded painfully familiar. Still, the Amelosi solved their problem the hard, fast way, with an infusion of Cobrana biotech. Betru’s generation, and his parents’ contemporaries, numbered few ‘breeders’ and an astonishing prevalence of gays. Tony wondered idly if Earth might ever accept such a solution, but he knew the answer.

The only reason Tru’s forebears embraced the biotech was that so long ago, high chiefs rarely asked whether people were willing. Not since the sixteenth century had such power rested in the hands of Earth’s monarchs. Today, even politicians in Zurich, Shanghai, Buenos Aires and Mumbai made the old stock joke: through the magic of democracy, Earth had degenerated into a committee-run shambles.

Small towns straggled across the plain, loosely connected by the rails, and by a network of dirt roads in poor repair. “They reckon all this,” Betru said, waving one hand at the vast expanse of nothing
 sliding slowly by the dusty window, “used to be a seabed. You believe it?”

“Sure. There’s a bunch of places on Earth just like it,” Tony told him. “Sea level rises and falls, with glaciation. You guys don’t have the science to do it yet, but in another few years you’ll be into the geology and crypto-climatology, and paleontology ―” he broke off as Tru looked blankly at him. “Sorry. All that belongs to the future here.”

Betru heaved a theatrical sigh and began to pick the dog-eared tape from his abused hands. “So much for a comprehensive education at Jiva Area School.”

“There’s nothing wrong with your education,” Tony argued. “You can’t expect Amelos to gallop before it can walk. Earth had a head start on you, and as for the Cobran ―? They got into space almost a thousand years ago! Humans are scrambling to catch up. You bet your ass, we beg, borrow and steal tech anywhere we can find it.”

They sat on a hard-backed bench which had begun to torture Tony’s spine. Twenty hours after the locomotive hauled the train east out of Umbras, he was still waiting to see the next major town. Villages and hamlets continued to go by, not even flyspecks on the map. Occasionally the train stopped to pick up a passenger or deliver a crate, but most often it rattled straight through deserted stations where a few children might gather to see it. Nanerosh Aztush didn’t pitch his pavilions in any place smaller than Umbras.

A complex equation decided the show’s itinerary: size of potential audience, being a loose figure derived from the size and prosperity of the local population; likelihood of being able to hire enough day-labor riggers; cost of staging the show subtracted from probable returns generated by ticket sales to a generally poor local community …

All of which sent Nanerosh’s Traveling Outworld Amazements to Zerledan, population 4,523 at last census, according to Eleda, who owned a guide book. The book listed Zerledan as ‘the hub around which the whole Ildus Basin region pivots.’ If it happened here at all, it happened in Zerledan ―

And a town this size, Tony decided, had to have a working comset. Plus a constable they could trust? This was another question, one he and Betru had no hope of answering.

Hours dragged while the company played machekot, gambling for tokens. Almost everyone won, lost, recovered and broke even on a month’s wages while the hamlets rolled by. Twice, the train stopped for an hour while the locomotive replenished water and wood; three passengers and a flock of something like small black goats boarded, but no one left the train.

At midmorning, when Eleda came back to sit with them, bringing salted fish and smoked root vegetables, Tony asked, “Sorry for being so dense, Eleda, but when do we get into town?”

“Tonight,” she told him. “You train-sick, or just sick of the train?”

Tired, sore, stiff in the spine and hips, at least; longing to stretch his legs and get away from the constant clack of machekot tiles, the omnipresent reek of cigarillo smoke and a jangle of lousy music from the boombox belonging to one of the Dorello. Tony took a little food from her, to be polite, and kept a smile on his face. “Just eager to see the next place. I guess. Call me bokonur
 .”

“And keen, maybe, to shoot a message to your skipper,” she added shrewdly, “tell him you’s still on his contract, you’ll be here when he ships back to Amelos.” She chewed mechanically on a little fish. “I asked Tushi if he wanted you to take a look at our comm, but he said, don’t waste your time, sweetie. It’s already been looked at, can’t be fixed except with new parts, which we ain’t got.” Eleda stooped to peer out at the endless parched flatland. “Still, I don’t see why you can’t send your message from Zerledan. The guide book swears the set’s installed at city hall. Never used it, myself. It’ll cost a few lur to call out, of course, but worth the investment, hey?”

“Yeah,” he agreed. “City hall, you say?”

“You got a problem there?” Her brows knitted. “You told me you weren’t in no trouble with no law.”

“We’re not,” Betru said quickly. “But we’ve heard stories, Eleda. You know the ones. About how humans disappear.”

Her face twisted. “We’s heard the same. Everybody has, folks tell them tales everywhere. Which makes you wanna believe.” She sighed heavily and shook her head over Tony. “What can I tell you? You be damned careful. And you
 , other one, keep both eyes on him, all the time!”

“Trust me,” Betru promised, and to her back as she walked away he said plaintively, “My name
 is Tru. Easy to remember. Only two letters. Trrr and uu.”

The trilled T was so common to the language, it had its own character. Tony had become used to rolling it on his tongue. He noticed an improvement in his accent already, as he constantly picked up the slack when odd local brogues and relentless slang baffled the chip.

More often now, he simply understood what people said. If he lived in Satrula for a year, he’d speak the language naturally enough for the community to accept him. Certainly Jiva’s farmers, who badly needed a tech ―

“So,” Tru said quietly, scattering his thoughts as the Dorello shuffled by down the car’s narrow central aisle. “City hall.”

“A risk,” Tony admitted. “Acceptable?”

“You tell me,” Betru challenged.

“We have a choice?” Tony glared back at the Dorello. “If we play it too safe, we’ll just run out of time. Nanerosh is booked to play Zerledan for twelve days, then we break camp, shift on east, set up somewhere new. Two, three towns down this track, we’ll run right out of options. There’s a line where, if we cross it, there won’t be enough time left to get a message to the Commission and catch up with the Ursago
 before Ghast unloads. Eventually, we either take a risk, or ―”

“Go right to Plan B: vanish into the islands, let Ghast and Lutash get through … let the folk of Valhern and Debric take care of themselves,” Betru finished. “Look, you keep your pretty head down here, let me sniff around Zerledan, dig up the gossip. Find out who trusts whom, and why, or why not.”

“Deal.” Tony offered his hand, and Tru took it. “We just gotta be careful. I also know we can get ourselves in trouble with the authorities.” He gave Betru a hard, dark look. “You do know I’m not even supposed to be
 on this planet for longer than fifteen days, furlough time, without valid permits? I haven’t mentioned this because there’s nada
 we can do about it. Sure, I could get a visa for the asking … so long as I have my ID and a valid contract completion certificate.” He jerked one thumb over his shoulder, in the direction of Jiva, or the past. “I left my ID on the Ursago
 , and my contract with bloody Ghast has ten months to run! If some super-efficient constable, or a city hall bean counter, sticks his hand out for my documents, I’m so screwed, I’ll end up arrested. I could get you
 arrested along with me for harboring an illegal fucking alien!”

“So we tell the truth,” Betru argued. “Your papers are aboard the Ursago
 , it upshipped without you, you’re busting your buns to get a message out, but the comsets back up the line aren’t working or available. They can check. It’s all dead true.”

“Right. But I’ll still land in detention while they telegraph
 back to Umbras, Alchar, Jiva … and aim a subspace call at Ghast himself, which is as good as signing our death warrant.” Tony rubbed his eyes. The cigarillo smoke had irritated them since the three Dorello lit up the night before and chain smoked thereafter. “Government detention, loverboy. We have pro shooters behind us, not far enough away. Even if they didn’t locate on me, soon as the arrest of an offworlder was reported ― and I think they would! ― if the newssheets tell it right, from a cell I can disappear like that
 into a research lab in Reimas.” He snapped his fingers.

Every word hit Betru like a punch, and he could argue none of them. He sobered, chilled. “I wouldn’t let it happen, Tony.”

“Thanks.” Tony relaxed a little. “I appreciate it. Not having to do this on my own …” He didn’t have to feign a shiver. “I also don’t want to get you in trouble. The authorities up in Reimas can always chuck me offplanet with orders not to come back! It’d be a major bummer, because you’re here
 . That’s the worst thing about it, Tru: after I’m deported on any ship that’ll take me, you still have to live here. So does your family. The local authorities can make it bloody unpleasant for you, for all of them, if we’ve stirred up trouble, dug ourselves in deep.”

It could happen so easily, Tony’s blood iced. He watched Betru’s face set into lines like granite. For some time Tru seemed content to watch the landscape roll by. Open grasslands had just begun to yield to fenced paddocks, an occasional green rectangle where someone had a crop in the ground. Tributary streams angled down from low hills on the horizon, all arrowing toward the significant river that gave Zerledan a reason to exist.

At last Betru stirred uneasily. “Let it be for now, medji
 . We’re safe enough, we’re in work, headed in the right direction. I’ll nose around the town, find out who’s to be trusted. Nobody ever wrote any law that says an Amelosi citizen can’t ask shrewd questions! I’ve got the right to know.”

“City hall,” Tony sighed.

“Tomorrow,” Betru promised, “or the next day, soon as the showground’s set up and running. I can’t get away while Nanerosh is glaring at me. And Seylas, the rigging master, doesn’t trust me yet not to stuff up the job if he turns his back on me.” He rolled his eyes. “Bokonur
 .”

“It’s what we told ’em,” Tony said with wry humor at his own expense. “Footloose, transient, no papers, no fixed abode. You blame them?”

“Nope.” Betru got to his feet, braced against the end of the bench for balance as the train rocked and rolled over an uneven stretch. “Seylas is going to keep a hard eye on me while we rig the next camp, this afternoon, tonight. Then he’ll know how far he can trust me, and I’ll grab my chance.” He dropped a hand on Tony’s shoulder. “Gotta use the can. Be back.”

Frustration made Tony’s gut ravel into knots, while he told himself not to be so foolish. Wait. Practice a little of the patience teachers like wise old Satyendra Ramanujan had extolled, back on Vestmannaeyjar, where personal advancement could take half a lifetime. Or might never happen at all.

In the end, one only had patience, calm, humor, perhaps love, to pass the time between crib and grave. Tony gritted his teeth, wedged himself into the corner where the bench met the timber siding of the car, and settled to doze.

The board by the rails on the approach to town read, Welcome to Zerledan, current Population 4,922
 . Eleda’s book was slightly out of date. Tony could read numerals by now, and found himself remembering ten or twelve of the characters. The local written language had the advantage of not using upper and lower cases, and its spelling seemed more or less phonetic. On the downside, its alphabet comprised almost fifty letters, including characters for complex sounds like the trilled T. For minutes at a stretch he would frown at the show posters, picking out and memorizing the letters spelling Nanerosh’s Traveling Outworld Amazements
 .

The actual Amelosi words had lodged in his memory by now. Nefki Bokan pa Zuniwano Frash Naneroshva
 . The syntax had ceased to baffle him: ‘Show-traveling of Amazements-Alien, Nanerosh’s.’ With a firm understanding of the syntax and pronunciation, he could begin to fit letters to sounds, words to meanings. A month or two, he judged, and he might pick up a newssheet and actually read it.

For the moment, Betru translated signs and notices without being asked, knowing what Tony was doing. He didn’t ― couldn’t ― help, but when Tony began to puzzle over the written language, he didn’t interrupt.

Zerledan sprawled along the tracks and spread back from them along the bank of a narrow, turbid river. Smaller barges plied here than the vast boats so common back in Alchar, punted and paddled between landings and wharfs through which farmers, artisans and merchants moved their wares. Tony watched the locals with some envy as the railway men uncoupled the show’s three cars and shunted them into a vacant siding adjacent to a new fairground.

People here had a grasp on their own identity, knew where they belonged, he thought. Some became pompous, arrogant swine, like the minor officials Nanerosh had to bribe to expedite the show’s unloading. Others conducted their business with quiet resolve. He saw prosperous merchants astride smart new gyrobikes, and an aircar belonging to a rich Amelosi, piloted by a human.

He watched the human enviously as she lounged at the controls. Killing time, she listened to almost-familiar music and ate, eyes on a tablet in her lap till her boss returned to the outlying parking pasture where local law permitted aircars to set down. Tony might have spoken to her, asked what she knew of the government and constabulary here … begged the use of the car’s comset; but until Nanerosh settled the paperwork the company remained confined to the freight yards. Armed troopers lounged in the shade, ready to enforce the rule. The car lifted off long before the boss finished greasing palms. Moments later a bell chimed loudly from the leading boxcar. Now, the work began.

First out of the cars were the kitchen tents and equipment. In minutes Tony and Betru found themselves assigned to the gang rigging those tents while the cooks set up the kitchen, lit the woodstoves. Across the paddock, Eleda’s crew had begun to unroll endless balls of colored twine and hammer short numbered stakes into the turf. They paced out the shape of the main pavilions and marquees before the carnival stalls were positioned. Nanerosh’s own tent went up fast, on the perimeter furthest from the noise and crush. He ducked inside with his ledgers even before the kitchens were set up.

The work continued into the night, under bobbing glowbots. Tony lost track of the time, but knew it had to be well past midnight when he formed up with every member of the company, put on the thick leather gauntlets and helped to haul up the main show pavilion. Twenty hawsers pulled the canvas up four central masts; fifty day-laborers and twenty mokes came in for a few hours’ work, worth a handful of lur, to finish the hardest job in rigging the show.

Cheering burst out spontaneously as the pavilion rose. Tony heard the solid metal thunk
 as the wide steel rings rode to the top of the masts and settled firmly into their seating. Too exhausted to feel much elation, he flopped into the grass and watched as the three Dorello went around with massive mallets, pounding in barbed tent pegs as long as their own very long forearms and as thick as Tony’s wrist. Turnbuckles tightened each line in a specific order before the riggers tied them off with complex knots.

The job was declared complete, storm proof, when Nanerosh himself walked around with a smaller mallet, striking the harp-taut ropes, listening to the notes they sounded. At last the troupe stood down, at liberty to sleep, take a drink, pair off with partners and call the night’s labor done.

Utterly spent, Tony might have slept right there in the grass if Betru hadn’t caught him by both hands and pulled him back to his feet. “Amaya, what time is it?” he groaned.

“Almost three,” Betru told him. “I finagled us a tent of our own.”

“Thank Christ for tender mercies.” Tony pressed the heels of his hands into both eyes. “Where?”

Betru steered him away from the Dorello, the two Erellik and the waif-like acrobat, who’d broken out their booze supply and were already getting rowdy. Hands cupped about her mouth, Eleda bellowed at them to behave. She had no great regard for any of them, but those six were the only living xeno performers left in a xeno show. They glared at her back as she marched away.

And, Tony noticed, they glared at him
 , as if a human in their midst were a curiosity, an inconvenience. “What the hell is it with the Dorello?” he muttered as he followed Betru toward the orderly rank of small, A-frame tents pitched well back from the fairground.

“I don’t know,” Betru growled, “but I’ll tell you this much for nothing: I don’t trust them or the Erellik, not as far as I could toss ’em.”

Nor did Tony. He cast a glance over his shoulder as the Dorello trio settled down to serious drinking. Eleda washed her hands of them with a final warning: damages would be subtracted from their wages, and if they were going to get stinking drunk they should consider themselves grounded, not to set one foot outside the paddock. Betru snorted as he heard this last.

“Let the townsfolk see Dorello snockered and rowdy ― much less the constables,” he said as he held the flap for Tony on a tent no higher than his waist, “and the whole show could suffer. Who’s going to pay high prices to watch a bunch of frashkul
 who’re so legless, they’re dangerous?”

“Frashkul
 ,” Tony echoed, scrambling in and sprawling into the bed of rugs and cushions. “Just let me sleep. Never done this kind of work before, y’see … hryggjarbrotsjór
 .”

The chip in Betru’s head translated faithfully. “Roll over. I’ll rub your back.”

“My whole spine is busted,” Tony groaned as he turned belly-down.

“So you said, even if I can’t pronounce it.” Betru peeled the jacket and shirt off him and set his hands to work. “I’m in better shape because I help out on the farm, but damnit, Tony, you need to take it easy. You signed on as a bot fixer, not a rigger.”

“Tell that to Nanerosh and Eleda,” Tony muffled against a cushion. “When they say ‘all hands to the wheel,’ they mean all
 hands. I want the job, Tru. So do you. I’ll get used to it.”

“If you don’t rupture something first,” Betru said tartly as he worked his way down Tony’s abused spine, knot by knot, kink by kink. “Tell me if I’m going too hard.”

But the pressure felt wonderful and Tony answered with an incoherent sound of pleasure. He fell asleep before Betru finished, hardly stirring as the big, warm body settled along his left side.

When afternoon shadows lengthened across the fairground, the carnival opened. The first performance had been scheduled months before, playbills displayed in windows right across Zerledan, and Nanerosh ran full-page advertisements in the newssheets serving the region. Every farmhand and mine worker, timber cutter and bargeman for fifty ecks in every direction knew the troupe had arrived. The ticket booth began brisk business even before the gates opened on the fairground.

The familiar smell of sizzling grease and candy, hot machines and working bots, carried on the evening breeze, but Tony had no time to take a stroll down ‘carney street’ tonight. That pleasure, he reserved for a day when the bots decided to behave themselves. Tonight, the Fabulous Zuzuban Sisters were in working order ― Mindaya stood behind him, passing him tools as he asked for them ― but both the Chukutzu snake charmer and his ‘snake’ had gone offline.

Not a snake all, Tony observed critically: red and gold tiger stripes disguised the tiny legs on which the creature wriggled in an S-pattern, like a centipede longer than Betru was tall. The real thing sported fangs and venom glands, enough neurotoxin to paralyze prey with the body mass of a levaw pack leader. This bot was a clever construct, acquired secondhand from a touring zoological exhibit of the life forms of worlds so different, the living creatures would have perished in minutes on Amelos or Earth.

The Chukutzu bot itself stood taller than Betru, towering over Tony, with its sapphire blue skin and vast red eyes ― apparently modeled on the male of the species, though Chukutzu had four genders, two of which migrated back and forth depending on the season, the need and whatever stimuli. Tony still hadn’t completely grasped what the two seemingly extraneous genders did, or how they did it.

Humans, he reflected, had enough trouble with two genders, plus those who grew up fancying their own. Not that anyone in Vestmannaeyjar minded when kids grew up gay: the old prejudices and stereotypes had largely dwindled. Eventually, the burden of overpopulation drove them out, made gay folk of whatever preference welcome almost anywhere.

He glanced at the brass clockwork hanging from a nail in one of the posts supporting the machine shop’s canvas roof. Hunger twisted in his belly, and by any reckoning Betru was late. Unease gnawed at Tony, sharp as the hunger, and he kicked himself for it. After fourteen years on Dorellan freighters, he didn’t need a caretaker or a keeper, much less a guardian. Tru would be back when he was done, and until then ―

“Number nine Borkman wrench,” he said over his shoulder.

Mindaya handed him a number six circuit probe. It had uploaded the whole database, and still couldn’t tell a hammer from a soldering wand. Tony swore softly. He tossed the unwanted tool back into the case, about to turn around, grab what he needed for himself, when the correct tool slipped into his palm.

Surprise made sweat start from his pores and he spun to find Eleda a pace behind him. “Ríða
 , you gave me a start.”

“Just passing, thought I’d drop in and see how you’s doin’ with the Magnificent Morialto.” She peered up at the po-faced, sapphire-skinned bot, with its Chukutzu sunken cheeks, six-slit nostrils and dead-fish stare. Its four arms hung limply at its sides. “Not so magnificent right now,” she observed. Unless you’s inclined to ogle.” She snatched the velvet loincloth from the machine’s hips, leaving it naked, hung like a bull, definitely the male of its species. “If you can’t get it workin’ well enough to do the turn with the snake tonight,” Eleda added, “load up the standby program. Shove it in sideshow alley.”

Where it would do a spectacular number on the Ptalnshi bot Tony had been trying to reconfigure since morning. The Ptalnshi mimic had developed serious gyro problems. Stand it up and it fell down fast, but on its knees or back it was stable enough, and an inebriated ‘nur-a-lur’ crowd would line up to watch the performance. “Will do,” Tony sighed. “Tell me you didn’t have real, live xenos doing these routines before …?”

She only shrugged, and hopped up to sit on the bench among the tools. “You’d be surprised what people will do, when they’s desperate enough.”

“No, I wouldn’t,” he breathed, delving back into the tool chest for the smallest Borkman wrench.

For a moment Eleda watched him work, as if trying to decide if she should speak. She cleared her throat discreetly. “You oughtta know, sweetie. They’s watchin’ you.”

Surprised again, he looked up at her from the bot’s gaping, cable-bleeding gut cavity. “Who are?”

“Them Dorello.” She nodded in the direction of the mess tent. “Truth is, I couldn’t tell if them Erellik’s watchin’ you or not. They look in eight different directions! But the Dorello’s certainly on your case. Watch yourself.”

He straightened, finished with the bot and hunted for the remote to turn it on. “I will. But I swear I haven’t said a word to them. Not one syllable. What the hell could they want with me?”

Her mouth twisted. “I dunno. But I don’t like ’em any more than you do ― I mean, they’s useful to have around, because any one of ’em is strong as three mokes, and their kind’s smart enough to fly starships … when they’s not on the run.”

“On the run?” He echoed. “You mean, those bastards are wanted?”

She nodded soberly. “Hidin’ out here, in the boonies.”

“Ver Nanerosh knows?”

“Oh, he knows,” Eleda said bitterly, “but what’s an alien show, without aliens? Them and the chikatu
 , they’s the last we got left with a proper act. The Molosho acrobat just does a bunch of stuff our own young kids can do. Ain’t much value in it … he just looks alien while he does it. The rest’s all bots, and between you and me, sweetie, this whole shebang is unravelin’. What we got here is mostly a pile of scrap tin and flat power cells.”

Tony aimed the remote at the bot and thumbed it on. It started up with a hum, a whirr of old, worn-out servos. He tasked it to turn around on the spot, to test its gyros and threedee spatial sensors. It didn’t budge, save to develop the most prodigious erection Tony had ever seen.

“Mennach, Ildus and Gabbra,” Eleda said, whistling. “You could use it for a coat rack. Scary stuff … makes you wonder what the other three Chukutzu genders is about, don’t it?” She hopped down off the table. “Just wanted to tell you to be careful with them Dorello. Yeah, they’s hidin’ out here, and yeah
 , they’s watchin’ you.”

He thumbed the remote again to turn off the bot. It lapsed back into dormancy, but the enormous boner stayed stubbornly at full mast. Tony draped the loincloth over it and tried to ignore it. “You have any idea what they’re wanted for? And is it Amelosi law that’s after them ―?”

“Somethin’ they done offworld,” Eleda told him. “Dunno what, exactly, but the price they’d pay for it’s bad enough to be worth hidin’ out in a nothin’ show like this for the last year. They want out bad, and that’s a fact, but Tushi can’t pay the kind of wages that’d buy ’em a ride offworld. You know by now, this show’s comin’ apart at the seams. Every lur we make, we put into new-old bots, every time we get in strikin’ range of a decent spaceport. Tushi’s always buyin’, just to keep us goin’. He’ll pick up a few more in Kalmas, fifteen days, give or take.”

A decent spaceport, in two weeks? Now Tony’s ear’s pricked sharply. “Sorry, I don’t know your map very well. In fact, I don’t think I ever saw a proper one, just a railway map. We’re, uh, booked to play Kalmas?”

“After Zerledan.” She paused at the tent flap. “Kalmas … other side of the Ildus Basin. Big, big town, almost the size of Zerledan, on account of the spaceport. It’s another rural field, like Jiva, back where your Betru comes from, but around here, vershek
 ! If it lands a spaceship, it’s outta this world, literally.” She mocked her own people with a crooked grin. “Hey, we’s still catchin’ up.”

“I didn’t say a word,” Tony protested.

At last Eleda chuckled. “Can I beg a favor? Next time Tushi goes out to buy bots, will you tag along? Make sure he don’t buy garbage ― or, if he does, that we don’t get totally robbed. I swear, he don’t know a toaster from a teacup.”

Tony shared the humor. “Of course I will.” He gave her a wave as she stepped out, and returned his attention to the bull Chukutzu, swiping the loincloth from it. “Now, what the heilagur skit
 is wrong with you, bro?”

Light levels fell as he worked; the glowbots brightened automatically to compensate, and in an hour the bot came back online with a wheezing sound, not unlike a groan of relief. Its erection subsided, it wrapped on its loincloth, and when he activated the ‘snake,’ the Magnificent Morialto launched into its act.

Not bad, Tony told himself. Not bad at all. The act ran twelve minutes, and with the right costumes and lighting it would captivate a rural audience, though Tony knew any bot handler in the stands would know these machines for what they were. But how many bot mechanics could Nanerosh expect to run into, this far out? None at all, Tony decided. The endless wastes of mid-Satrula were the perfect place to hoodwink a simple audience … or to hide from the authorities, pending a ride out, he thought darkly.

Three Dorello, gone to ground in this company, bumming from town to town, waiting for a rendezvous, a ship they knew, a friendly captain. Or perhaps the cash to walk aboard a Cobrana or Ptalnshi vessel as passengers. Tony stood at the open tent flap, watching the carney crowd, breathing the hot-grease and spun-sugar smell of the fairground. He could see the Dorello even then, squatting on the turf outside the tent they shared, eating before they got into costume for the evening’s performance.

One of them looked toward the machine shop. Tony’s spine stiffened as he locked eyes with the biggest of the three, the one who performed the most impudent feats of strength. He called himself Rannus, though it wouldn’t be his real name. Finding Tony’s eyes on him, he pushed to his feet, big bellied, short legged, long armed, with a jaw like a mountain gorilla and a hard, challenging look in his small black eyes. For a moment Tony’s heart skipped.

Then Betru stepped into his line of sight, broad and tall in gray denim and brown leather, and the situation defused. The glowbots shone full in his face as he blinked at Tony. “What’s wrong? You look like somebody goosed you.” He glanced around the tent, which was empty save for the bots.

“Ver Eleda paid a visit to warn me.” Tony slid an arm around Betru’s neck, pulled him down to a swift kiss. He tasted of fruit and spice. “Watch out for the Dorello, she said.”

“And the Erellik,” Betru added.

“Those Dorello,” Tony said quietly, “are wanted, offworld.” Tru gave him a large eyed look, and he nodded. “On the run, hiding out. Dangerous?”

“Maybe,” Betru said thoughtfully. “It might also make them vulnerable.”

“Or bloody unpredictable!” Tony let him go and snatched up his jacket. “I’m starving. Just got done with the job ― where were you?”

He nodded in the general direction of Zerledan’s town center. “Asking around. Talking to a guy waiting tables, and a woman hammering moke shoes, an old man on a beat-up gyro, a cool young dude with rings in every bit of himself you could pierce them into. And
 he was keen to show them off.”

Tony snorted with laughter. “You got yourself chatted up.”

“It’s been known to happen,” Betru informed him. “Anyway, I resisted, or I wouldn’t get back here for another hour, so stop worrying.”

“I’m not worrying,” Tony said blithely, surprising himself to discover it was true. “Can we trust the local constable, the councilmen? That’s what’s on my mind.”

In answer, Betru reached into the brown leather jacket, producing a folded sheet of coarse yellow paper. He held it to the glowbots and turned it toward Tony. “You want to try reading?”

“Not now.” Tony wiped his hands, scouring away the last traces of grease. “I’m tired, I’m hungry. I want a meal, a bed … fed and laid, in that order. Then sleep till I wake up, and nobody asks me to mend garbage till at least noon.” He gestured at the Magnificent Morialto and its snake. “They’re back on the program, soon as I tell Ver Eleda to send somebody to pick ’em up. So?”

The newssheet crackled as he angled it back to the light. “So, the local Chief Constable was fired off the job last month for taking bribes. Zerledan’s about to elect themselves a new chief, with candidates from as far afield as Reimas itself. The law here is about two dodgy magistrates and a bundle of Constable’s Mates like the bold Master Tashq, back in Alchar. It’s all very iffy. Nobody’s quite sure if the Constable’s Mates ought to have been heaved out along with the boss.”

“And city hall?” Tony speculated.

“Two councilmen went down with the Chief Constable. They’re in the cage, waiting to face a magistrate who’s also about to be investigated! This place is so lousy with corruption, the papers are comparing it to the old days, with Gerald L. Bartoli-Wang and Shalkyr Zamaya Rok.” His brows arched as he refolded the paper. Here, they call it the ‘Jiva Mine Disaster.’ What an understatement.”

“And the comset?” Tony wondered as he shrugged into his own jacket and began to think about dinner. “You saw it? Working?”

“Working,” Betru reported. “Two floors up, above the foyer in the government office. Two guards on it, every minute. An operator. They don’t let you touch it yourself. Twenty lur for a call anywhere on Amelos, eighty lur for a call punched out to wherever, to be relayed through the nearest port comms.” He nodded at the ceiling. Space. “The tariffs are posted by the door, and there’s a queue to use the thing.”

Tony ouched. “No chance of using it in private, then.”

“Nope.” Betru followed him out. “Whatever you say on Zerledan’s comset, you say with an audience … in the hearing of some of the most corrupt, suspicious characters between here and Reimas.”

“Well, sweet buggeration,” Tony breathed.

“Let it be.” Betru’s arm fell across his shoulders and he leaned closer. “Fed and laid, you said, in that order. “I smell them cooking … smells like tiggab pie and herb-roasted kushkuck.
 I could go for that. Then I’ve got a fancy for putting you flat on your back, swinging a leg over you and riding you like a wild mountain moke.”

“I could go for that
 ,” Tony admitted. “But feed me first, will you?”

“After you, Ver Saviano … I mean, O’Neill.” Tru pointed away toward the staff tents, well back from the showground.

“A wild moke?” Tony angled a look at him from under half-lowered lashes.

“Not yet broken to the saddle.” Betru winked significantly.

“If you want me to be energetic,” Tony warned, “you’d better feed me plenty, and give me some … incentive.”

“Inspiration?” Betru’s large hand palmed Tony’s left buttock and squeezed. “I intend to.”

The last thing Tony expected to see as he stepped into the mess tent was the large, mocking and belligerent face of Rannus, by now resplendent in garish stage makeup. The Dorello would swagger out before the first night audience in an hour, but for the moment he seemed intent on studying Tony as if human featured on the menu. He glowered until Betru turned on him with a mute, naked challenge, then strutted off to join the other Dorello in the lee of the big pavilion.

“What the hell,” Tony muttered, “was that about?”

“Who knows?” Betru glared after Rannus. “But I’ll tell you this, Tony. I’ll be bloody happy to see this show from a distance, as we leave it far behind.”


Chapter Seventeen

Audiences spiked a few days after the show opened, then gradually fell in a process Eleda called ‘dropoff,’ until the second week found Nanerosh and various trusted staff working the street to promote the troupe with posters, free tickets and impromptu performances.

Never in his life had Tony considered himself a performer, but Eleda dressed him in fashionably battered leathers, painted his face in whorls of green and blue, clipped on heavy brass earrings, stuck his hair into back-raked spikes, so fashionable in Reimas this year, and had him lounge under the lamps on the main street, while Betru and several of the riggers touted the usual deals. She wooed storekeepers to display new posters while Rannus swaggered about in something skintight glossy black, flexing his muscles and performing feats of strength which, in fact, were mundane to the Dorello. The curl of Rannus’s lip only mocked the Amelosi who applauded and bought tickets.

“I feel like a bloody clown,” Tony muttered, hugging a patch of shade as Betru handed out pamphlets and Eleda flirted with a grocer, pretending to laugh at the man’s bad jokes. The leathers made him sweat so heavily, he wondered how the paint didn’t run off his face.

“You look gorgeous,” Betru said wistfully. “How come you never get dressed up for me?”

“Got nothing to dress up in
 , for a start,” Tony retorted. “And, before, I never had time because I always had to be back aboard to suit Ghast. Since then we’ve been running.”

“Keep your voice down.” Betru smiled at a squadron of kids, most of whom seemed to be gaping at Tony rather than Rannus. “No need to tell the whole town.” He handed out a sheaf of flyers, and two free tickets to passing adults. “It looks good on you. You’re a performer now. Enjoy it.”

He became a performer when all the drones began to behave themselves. Eight full days of proper service work, a little judicious programming, solar-charged power cells, cannibalization of shut-down units to get the marginal cases back up and dancing. Now, Tony found himself with time on his hands, and Nanerosh looked down his long, beaky nose at anyone standing idle.

Summer had begun to settle over most of Satrula. Only in the north would the chill persist for much longer, and according to the newssheets, in the south, on the Bay of Samarak, the ‘hot weather fevers’ had begun. The sweats, shaking and fainting were the result of some contagion from the mangroves. Medics from Reimas traveled the islands every year, vaccinating everyone who would agree to a needle-stick.

Even in these latitudes, the evening was warm enough for Tony to suffer in the leathers and long to get out of them. He fell in with the troupe, wearing the practiced smile, waving at the alien-fascinated crowd ― and tonight was actually grateful to get back to the big saffron-colored tent where Nanerosh had put him.

From early evening to ‘gates closed’ he stripped naked, let Betru or Eleda paint his back and chest, then sat on a white levawskin rug behind a hip-high rope, killing time with a book while the ‘lur-a-nur’ gawkers straggled through and looked their fill. Some salivated; others showed a positive distaste for anything xeno, but all could go away saying they’d actually seen a human, in the flesh, and all of it bare.

Nudity hadn’t bothered Tony since Vestmannaeyjar Camp D. Icelandic summers remained brief and cool even while most of Earth warmed dangerously, but winters were so long and dark, warmth and sunlight seduced the camp kids. They swam, played, dreamed about being worlds way, tried to work up a suntan, and nobody bothered with clothes. Boys, girls and everything in between had a complete disregard for the state of nudity: it meant nothing until someone gave a wolf whistle, or offered a liaison … in which case it might come to romance or a bloody nose, depending on which way the wind blew that day.

As the Satrulen summer nights grew warmer, and the show tents more humid, Tony found bare skin preferable. So a bunch of Amelosi wanted to see a human. Their curiosity didn’t surprise him. The first time he’d seen aliens, he’d wanted to see them
 , not their clothing.

When a Cobrana engineer visited Camp D to fix some errant hardware, Tony gaped at the tall, slender shape, muffled up to the ears in a clinging thermal suit and three layers of robes in various shades of blue. In the evening, he accessed a library terminal to look up the biology and anatomy of the Cobran. They differed vastly from humans. One ‘gender’ possessed both male and female organs, giving young ones the look of hermaphrodites; they could sire a child or feed it ― but not carry the young. The second ‘gender’ served as the ‘gestator’ for their offspring. Humans instinctively referred to these as Cobrana ‘women,’ but the term wasn’t at all accurate.

Cobran only formed serious relationships when soul mates connected, never for the sake of family or reproduction, because they bred deliberately, only when they desired it. The apparent females were a Cobrana community’s cherished members. On the rare occasion when they invited it, they’d be courted, romanced, impregnated; but after delivering the offspring most chose to go their own way. The young passed into the care of the hermaphrodite parent, whose mammary glands developed in response to pheromones broadcast by the infant itself. Only rarely did a ‘female’ in an intimate, long-standing bond help to nurture the young.

So Tony understood the Amelosi fascination with a brown-skinned, slightly hirsute human who lounged on his rug, ignored the spectators at what he considered a non-event, and busied himself with his book. Betru had found the volume in a giveaway basket outside a library door, and brought it back from a promotional jaunt while Tony tinkered with the last wayward bots.

A children’s book with large, friendly type and stylized illustrations, eighty pages of simple text, short sentences, easy words ― enough to catch his grasp of the Satrulen alphabet and drag it up to a level at which he could hope to read a newspaper. The story amused him. A young boy from the city, recently orphaned, came to live on a farm with his old uncle. He got into trouble, caught a wild moke, discovered the pleasures of a simple life, made a friend and slithered into the sort of bromance Tony recalled all too clearly from Camp D. Coming of age stories were probably the same everywhere, and reading
 was a matter of wiring his brain to connect symbols with sounds.

Engrossed in the difference between the D and Dahh sounds/characters, and those for T and Trrr, he didn’t realize the tent had emptied of Amelosi until a gruff bass voice spoke. Then he froze, deliberately not moving a muscle to let them know he could understand what they said. The three Dorello hadn’t realized he carried a chip in his skull, or they’d have guarded their words.

Or else, they were too drunk to care, Tony allowed. The tent had no clockwork, but his time sense told him the fairground gates would be closed very soon. The night had been slow; the show had only two days left in Zerledan. The whole troupe had slithered into complacency, and Nanerosh didn’t seem to care because the takings were good enough to cover new bots in the spaceport town of Kalmas, plus leave a healthy wedge for his own nest egg.

Rannus had drunk so much, Tony could smell the booze on his breath from three meters away. He was also the most bellicose of the group, easily the ringleader. If these Dorello were in trouble, Tony didn’t hesitate to believe it would be Rannus at the bottom of it. The others, a male, a female, hung around him because he had a size, an aggressive streak, one didn’t argue with. Like Ghast, in many ways, Tony thought as he listened to the drunken growling in the Dorellan native tongue, which his chip translated without a noticeable time lag.

“I reckon, at least twenty thousand,” Rannus slurred.

“That’s a lotta lur,” the female protested. “You ask that much ―”

“The bugger’s human,” Rannus insisted. “They got some value, Nader.”

“You know how much trouble we can get into?” she snorted. “You seen his partner? That Betru’s handy. He’s not so big, but he’s damned quick.”

“I could snap him like a twig,” Rannus said dismissively.

She snorted again. “If he stood there and let you grab hold of him. Betru, he’s no fool. You think he’ll make it easy for you?”

Rannus swung on her, cuffed her ear soundly. “I think
 ,” he growled, “you had it right first time. Twenty thousand’s a lotta lur. You want off this stinking rock? We won’t get out by wishing!”

“If they pay so much.” Nader held her ringing skull between both big hands. “If they don’t just cheat a couple o’ big, dumb Dorello when they see us coming.”

“Some Amelosi dachag
 try cheating me,” Rannus snarled, “and I’ll see plenty of blue blood on the ground!”

Both Nader and the smaller male backed off, beyond Rannus’s reach, but Nader persisted. “You deliberately trying to get us in trouble? Shit, Rannus, you kill any Amelosi, much less somebody’s councilman, they’ll stand you in front of a firing squad and sell tickets to the shooting! And nobody
 ,” she hissed it the guttural Dorellan language, “will come here to haul our asses out. Not with who we are, where we’re from.”

Normally, Tony knew, the death of an alien citizen on Amelos would incur an investigation by offworld authorities. If a Cobran, Chukutzu, Ptalnshi or high-cast Erellik perished here, the murder or execution represented a major issue. Humans didn’t have the influence to make waves, but the Dorellan Mercantile Alliance surely did.

So these three, he realized, had put themselves beyond anyone’s law, including their own. Nader made a strong point, but Rannus was too drunk and bellicose to listen. He drove the others before him, out of the tent, leaving Tony tight-chested and sweating.

No more Amelosi came to look at him, and he’d thrust his legs into soft linen pants when Betru appeared. “Gates are closed,” Tru told him. “Eleda’s pleased with the crowd tonight. One of the Chukutzu bots is on the fritz again, but … what’s wrong, Tony? You told Eleda it didn’t bother you, letting a bunch of local yokels see what a human looks like.”

“It doesn’t.” Tony stooped for the shirt he’d dropped four hours before, and the book. “Rannus was in here, not fifteen minutes ago. Blitzed, as usual, and talking.”

“About what?” Betru challenged. Then he listened while his expression darkened and a muscle twitching in his jaw betrayed grinding teeth.

Tony gave it to him, word for word. They were engraved on his brain. “The morons don’t know I’m chipped, or they’d have been careful,” he finished.

“You’re speaking the language quite well now,” Betru mused. “They just assume you speak it, don’t need a chip … and you’re sure? Dead sure of what they said?”

“It’s not the kind of thing you forget,” Tony said acidly. “Not that they came right out and said it, but you know what it sounded like.”

The crease of Betru’s brow said, he did. He stayed very close to Tony on the way back to their tent, but they saw nothing of the Dorello. “The question is,” he said softly, “what do you want to do about it?”

Tony paused, just outside the tent. “What I want
 ? To get the hell out, Tru. I’d like to take the pay we’ve got coming to us after Zerledan, see if it’d buy a decent gyro, and just git.” He gave Betru a hopeful look. “Would it? Buy a gyro, I mean. One good enough to get us to Kalmas, the spaceport, if nothing else.”

But Tru’s dark gold head shook slowly. “Not by a long shot. If we had a fixed address, I could put a deposit on something. But nobody’s going to respect ‘Nanerosh’s Traveling Outworld Amazements’ as a place of abode!”

“Especially since I am, personally, one of the fucking Amazements.” Tony dove into the tent and shuffled over to make space for Betru.

A single glowbot shimmered within, a relic Tony rescued from the bin and repaired. It didn’t burn brightly enough to be useful to the show now, and Eleda had been happy to let him keep it. Tony’s mind chewed over their trouble, spun and discarded one idea after another, while Betru gathered scattered cushions and rugs, pushed the bed into shape.

“How about if we just heist a gyro,” he suggested at last, “and run over to Kalmas Spaceport fast? We don’t break the machine, we borrow
 it. Leave it where the constable could find it. The owner can have it back, once we’ve laid our hands on a comset and sent the damned message.”

The idea made a warped kind of sense, and Tru considered it carefully for some time. One hand splayed over Tony’s chest, stroking him there. “I want to say yes, but it’s a hell of a risk. In a lot of towns, bokonur
 get busted for any little thing, Tony ― breathing too hard in a public place will do. Any crime’s committed in the area, the chances are bokonur
 take the blame. We make easy targets for lazy constables. Sure, we can heist a gyro, but if we get caught we’ll be bounced into the cage and ride the boot-end of the list to get two minutes with a magistrate in six months’ time. You follow?”

“Put me
 in a cage? A human, in a place where we’re worth a twenty grand gratuity, on delivery to covert government scouts with a research lab to feed.” Tony groaned, swore, clenched both fists and wished he had something to punch. “Vershek
 , so this is why humans have a nasty habit of disappearing: there’s a bloody big, fat bounty on us! We’re worth serious bucks, pardon me, lur. Any crooked sonofabitch wouldn’t hesitate to reach out and grab the prize.”

And the authorities didn’t come any more corrupt than here in the fair city of Zerledan, where the Chief Constable presently sat under house arrest after a bribes scandal, both magistrates looked crooked, and officers from Reimas had opened investigations into the constable’s mates. The bait on the hook, twenty thousand lur, would look too delicious to be resisted. As for the likes of Rannus, hungry for cash to buy his way off a world he’d had enough of ―?

“Anything at all goes tits-up,” Betru repeated quietly, “say, we’re disturbed while you hotwire the bike, we’re wading in mokeshit so deep, Tony, I don’t know how we’d dig our way out. Or if.”

“I know.” Tony caught both of Tru’s hands, kissed the palms. “I guess I don’t feel safe.”

“That’s because you’re not
 ,” Betru retorted. “One thing your folk and mine do share: a keen sense of self preservation. Your survival instincts are almost as sharp as mine.”

“What are yours telling you?” Tony wondered.

“That we’re a long way from safe.” Tru settled beside him and hunted for a kiss. “Rannus would gladly plow right through me to get to you. Physically, he could do it ― if I let him.” His eyes darkened in the dim light from the glowbot. “Make no mistake, Rannus could split me like a wishbone, and since I’m bokonur
 nobody would much care if he did.” His brows lowered. “Or I can put a knife in him where it’d end him faster than a Dorello knows how to fart. Nobody on this planet would give a toss, because those three are here illegally, so far under the scanners, they’re invisible. Nader tried to warn him. She’s the only one of the bunch with any brains.”

“Nanerosh wouldn’t be thrilled to have his strongman buried,” Tony mused.

“He’d be even less delighted,” Betru said acerbically, “to lose his bot tech. You think I don’t see what goes on here? You’re the tape holding this show together, and Nanerosh knows it, unless he’s brain dead. Which he isn’t. In fact, the smart thing to do, right now
 , is go tell the boss what’s buzzing in Rannus’s tiny little brain.” He kissed Tony soundly and pushed up to his knees. “If you’re game.”

“I’m game.” Tony shuffled awkwardly out of the cramped space and tugged his clothes into order. “Fuckitall, I’m a bot tech and he needs me! Without me, it all
 flies apart, am I right?”

“Absolutely. And we can trade on that.” Betru slipped an arm about his waist and tugged him closer. “Let’s see how far it takes us.”

The boss’s tent stood as far from the din and commotion of the big pavilion as it could be pitched and remain inside the showground. They threaded silently among numerous other tents, including those belonging to the Dorello and Erellik, followed a line of bobbing kerosene lanterns, half of which had gone out.

Familiar sounds issued from Nanerosh Aztush’s tent, and they hung back, listening. A great grunting and heaving, the low rhythm of gamelan-style music issuing from a boombox, panted curses and a lot of fluent blasphemy … the boss had a hustler in there, and anyone who spent any time with the show knew better than to intrude.

They waited fifteen interminable minutes, during which Tony’s temper shortened, and at last a young Amelosi stumbled out, tall and scrawny, still half naked and fiddling with his pants. He blinked dazedly at Betru, gave a burp smelling of the rough local wine before shambling off into the night, toward the fairground gate. Tony would have rung the standing bell immediately, but Betru cautioned him to wait. They gave Nanerosh another five full minutes, until Tony smelled a waft of smoke he recognized.

The mild narcotic would have Nanerosh comatose in another five minutes, and with a growled curse he snatched at the bell cord. Three sharp chimes roused the boss, but he didn’t come to the flap. “Whoever it is, get lost. If you’re selling, I’m not buying, and if you’re buying, it can wait till morning.”

“Maybe buying and selling can,” Tony said loudly, “but I can’t. Wait till morning, Ver Nanerosh, and your bot tech can be gone.”


That
 raised the old man’s curiosity. His face appeared at the flap, still flushed with exertion and dukka grass. He fumbled with the sash of an embroidered robe as he beckoned them in. Nanerosh Aztush flopped his large mass into the armchair, deliberately set aside an elaborate meerschaum, and fixed Tony with a glare.

“Explain yourself. What you mean, gone?”

“I mean, not here,” Tony said tartly, “missing, absent. Taken out and sold
 like livestock, for a price of twenty thousand lur … or else, scared so bloody silly that it’ll happen, I just take a hike while I still have my liberty, and keep hiking. I didn’t join this show to turn into a news story, Ver Nanerosh, and I’m not going to let it happen.”

Heavy brows knitted over the man’s small eyes. “What maggot’s gotten into your brain, boy?” He looked Tony over thoughtfully. “Get a rein on the anger, it does you no service. Sit down and tell it, all of it.” He flicked a glance at Betru. “Since it’s him, you’re involved, I suppose?”

“Always.” Betru dropped, cross-legged, onto the carpet. Nanerosh appeared to possess one chair. Visitors normally stood; very few were invited to sit, and those who did sat at his feet, as if Nanerosh were making some kind of statement. This was his fiefdom, and he ruled it with an iron hand. “You might not know it,” Betru told him evenly, “but you’ve got trouble, boss. The Dorello. You do know they’re fugitives?”

“Course I know,” Nanerosh said shortly. “They’ve done nothing on Amelos that I know about. Any crimes committed on some other planet are none of my concern. That’s for the Cobran or the Chukutzu or whoever to deal with, not me or the law here. What about them?” He glared at Tony, challenging, waiting.

Invited to speak, Tony told it all, and watched the man’s shrewd eyes widen. “Those bastards want cash,” he finished harshly. “Escape money. And they know where to get it.”

“Fair warning,” Betru added. “If the Dorello put one foot over the line, I’ll take Rannus before he sees it coming. You’ll be out a strongman, but you’ll keep a bot mechanic. Either that, Ver Nanerosh, or you can deal with Rannus yourself.”

“Deal with him?” Nanerosh echoed.

“Warn the bugger,” Tony rasped. “Tell him, he’s sussed
 . They spoke their own language, but I’m chipped, remember. I’m a spacer, we all get chipped before we leave home, it’s part of the job requirement before Dorello will hire us. Rannus would know this, if he’d ever worked on freighters, which tells you he didn’t. I don’t know where those three are from, but they’re not regular spacers, merchant astra
 crew. Besides, they were so plastered, it wouldn’t even occur to them I might understand every syllable in their own language.”

There, he stopped, leaving Nanerosh to chew slowly, mechanically through his options one by one. Tony glanced sidelong at Betru, whose brows arched in pure speculation. They couldn’t guess which way Nanerosh would move, but the old man was far from foolish. After a lifetime in show business he’d seen and done it all, legal, nefarious and everything between.

At last he retrieved the meerschaum, clamped it between large yellow teeth and deliberately flicked an engraved silver lighter. “All right, I’ll haul three Dorellan asses in here, soon as they sober up. Right now they’re so bloody drunk, I won’t waste my breath on them. They wouldn’t remember a word. I’ll see to it in the morning, Jim O’Neill. Mind, you owe me.”

“Do I?” Tony clambered to his feet, not at all sure he agreed. “I’ve got your bots running properly for the first time in over a year, according to Ver Eleda, and what the Dorello are planning would screw the whole deal for you, as well as me. I don’t want to be a lab rat, you don’t want your bots taking it in turns to drop offline. Seems to me, we come out just about even ― if you get the Dorello off my back.”

For a moment it seemed Nanerosh would erupt into anger, then he settled deeply into the chair and indulged in a rich chuckle. Perhaps the dukka grass smothered his temper. He waved them away. “Leave it with me. Rannus is valuable. He’s a decent enough rigger and an impressive strongman, and I don’t own any Dorellan bots. Tell you what, young O’Neill. If I can purchase Dorellan bots in Kalmas, I’ll have something to threaten Rannus with. He plays nice, or I unload him and his people … you
 keep the bots running. Mennach knows, mechanicals are a whole lot less trouble than employing frashkul
 . Present company excepted,” he offered grudgingly.

“Fair enough.” Tony stepped closer to Betru. “Thanks, boss.”

Nanerosh waved them away, closed his eyes and breathed the fragrant smoke deep into both lungs. He’d be asleep soon, but dukka was very mild, Tony knew. Many Amelosi preferred it over booze as a nightcap, since it made for easy sleep, good dreams, and a clear head in the morning.

The night air had taken on a chill, and they hurried back to the tent, eager to mesh it closed and wriggle into a bed of assorted hand-loomed rugs, cured animal pelts and the most sophisticated thermal blankets Cobrana tech could devise. Not long ago, Tony would have been amused by the eccentric jumble of the ancient and the new; now, he had ceased to notice it, just as he spoke the language of Satrula with a steadily improving accent and expanding vocabulary.

He burrowed into the mound of bedding, tugged a pillow under his head, and when Betru’s weight landed on him, snaked arms and legs about the bigger, stronger body. The glowbot scooted to the furthest corner of the tent and muted its light discreetly. They wouldn’t even cast a shadow as they began to hump and heave with the old, familiar cadence of a mating ritual.


Chapter Eighteen

If Tony had hoped to see Rannus, Nader and Velit chastened by the boss’s lecture, he was disappointed. The big bull Dorello seemed more enraged, and nothing Nader ― the female with the only brain among them ― and the smaller, subservient Velit said or did calmed his fury. His swagger assumed heroic proportions, as if he must assert his dominance over everything, everyone, with the possible exception of Nanerosh himself. At midmorning he cussed at Eleda, provoking until she threw of pail of water in his face, which only enraged him further, since he could hardly strike back. She stood her ground, toe to toe with him, daring him to lift a hand against her. If he did, he’d be arrested as swiftly as Eleda hurried to the nearest clinic.

Most of the troupe had gathered to watch, and eventually Rannus backed down. He sat outside the tent he shared with his group, glaring, cursing, and broke open a crate of bottled beer. Eleda wore a face like thunder as she picked up the empty pail and shooed the company back to work.

“That one,” Betru said quietly, “is going to be trouble.”

“He’s always been trouble.” She turned her back on the Dorello, a dire insult in their culture. “Tushi’s talkin’ about lookin’ for Dorellan bots when we get to Kalmas. If he can find any worth the askin’ price, I’d be happy to see Rannus and his suck-ups take their pay and git
 .”

“Still,” Betru mused, “it’d leave you with a xeno show with just four actual live, flesh and blood, uh, xeno … and one of them’s your tech, not a performer.”


One
 of them, Tony thought acidly, was about to leave the show as soon as he could get a coherent message to the Terran Trade Commission and claim his right to witness protection. He didn’t say any of this, and bit his tongue to silence as Eleda frowned at the carnival alleys, the big pavilion, the fluttering playbills.

“We can run with bots,” she said thoughtfully. “They qualify as ‘Outworld Amazements’ themselves, don’t they? Tech. Ain’t nothin’ on this world like ’em, except what comes in on alien ships. We’s a century off bein’ able to build bots ourselves.” She gave Tony a wry grin. “You know our best tech: steam engines, for godsakes, and the wire telegraph. They’s puttin’ engines in ships now. Sailin’ ships is startin’ to disappear. It don’t sound like much to you, but we invented it ourselves
 , it works, even this far out. It breaks, we can fix it. Every damn’ time we buy third-hand junk from frash
 traders, we throw money away. The stuff breaks down, or its cells go dead, it lands in the nearest skip. Can’t fix it, can’t even recharge it. Wouldn’t know the diff between broke and dead cells, if I tell the truth.”

“So, learn,” Tony suggested.

“Who, me?” Eleda asked, surprised.

He shook his head. “Your young people. Set them to learn. You want the tech? It’s there for the learning. If the Cobran won’t teach you, humans would. Half of what we know about tech ― anything from AI to bots to engines ― we learned by taking apart Cobrana machinery and cobbling it back together. They don’t keep secrets. If you ask, they tell.”

She sighed heavily and surveyed the fairground, and the town beyond. “You see any Cobran around here? The only mechanic who knows one end of a wrench from the other is you
 . It’s the big-wheels up in Reimas who’d have to set up a college, share knowledge. In a generation, we’d catch up, sure, but … not gonna happen, sweetie.”

“Why not?” Tony traded glances with Betru as they fell into step with her, back toward the mess tent, where breakfast should soon be hitting the tables.

“Because,” Betru guessed, “knowledge is power. Tech is power. Right now, those big-wheels in Reimas control it.”

“And everythin’, everybody
 else, through it,” Eleda said harshly. “It’s been this way for decades. I don’t see it changin’ unless government changes. They’s jugglin’ too much power, they won’t give it up without a fight. Not,” she said darkly, “till they’s forced to.”

In a people’s revolution? Tony whistled softly. Earth had endured its fair share, and every time short-term chaos, bloodshed, eclipsed any possible long-term reward. In the end ― far more recently than human historians cared to admit ― it became easier, more productive, for private enterprise to deal direct with the Cobran, and even the disdainful, separatist Ptalnshi, who would at least trade. Research programs raced in private, often secret labs which government seldom knew existed. Did they stretch the law, smash it? No matter, Tony decided. Humans found their own way to leave their native system.

“You’ll get there,” he promised. “It wasn’t so different on Earth. We hadn’t even designed a functional starship engine, when the first traders made contact. We have maybe a two hundred year jump on Amelos. Less. For us, from the wire telegraph to putting boots on another planet, our own moon, took a lot less than a century and a half. Tech went ballistic after that.”

She smiled wistfully at him. “I could envy you. You’s been out there
 .” She nodded at the sky, and gave Betru an amused look. “You too. You worked as a docker, a loader, didn’t you?”

“And was glad to come home,” Betru admitted. “I wanted to be an engineer, when I was a kid. A farm kid from Jiva ― what a joke. So you bum around a lot of weird places, realize you’re going nowhere, and one day you come home. Now? I’m just a croupier in a gaming house on the edge of Jiva Field. You know how I got the job? Because there’s a chip in my skull, same as Tony’s, courtesy of the merchant astra
 service. It lets me talk to Cobran, Chukutzu, Erellik, Ptalnshi, any of ’em.” He gave Tony a grin. “It’s the main reason Gurmelu hired me.”

“Not your magic fingers?” Tony watched the trio of Olthusian bots, the Fabulous Zuzuban Sisters, take station by the gate, where the ticket kiosk would open in a few minutes. Olthusians held an exotic appeal for Amelosi, who certainly didn’t know these three were mechanicals, or that live Olthusians could barely stand under this world’s grav loading. The Zuzuban Sisters’ whole reason for existence was to sell tickets, and they did it well. “Showbizz,” Tony said cynically. “Love it or hate it … Ver Eleda, I have to leave you. Gotta work. The Ptalnshi bot is making weird noises. If you want it onstage tonight, I need to pull it apart right now.”

“Go, kid,” she said readily. “D’you get breakfast? I’ll have someone bring you a plate.”

“Thanks, I’d appreciate it.” He flashed her a genuine smile. “Tru, you got work, or …?”

“Always got work,” Betru sighed. “Me and the chikatu
 , you’ll find us crawling all over the big pavilion. We snapped a couple of lines in the heavy weather, the night before last. We’ve got some loose sheets, starting to flap like sails in the wind.”

He had the rigger’s natural head for heights, which Tony didn’t. Erellik spent their larval stage in a three-dimensional environment, not quite zero-G, and their drone caste grew to maturity impartial to concerns regarding up, down and sideways. They were also robustly exoskeletal, with the ability to regrow lost or shattered limbs. Against this, Betru had agility, native strength and the ancestral hunter’s impeccable sense of balance.

“Be careful, be safe,” Tony said sternly as he and Tru clasped hands and parted for the day’s labor. “If you can get away for lunch ―”

“I’ll join you,” Betru promised. “In fact, if you’re done with the bot making odd noises, I’ll take you out. There’s a place on the riverbank, they fry fish and clams, best I ever tasted.”

“Deal,” Tony told him, and watched him jog away toward the main pavilion, where the two Erellik already waited with the gear.

He had expected the bot to be the proverbial mongrel to work with. Ptalnshi machine technology ran Cobrana tech a close second, but the Ptalnshi had a fetish for micro-miniaturizing everything, which made fiddling inside the maintenance spaces difficult. Their own hardware developed along slightly different lines, since their four hands sported ten fibrous, cartilaginous fingers each. Ptalnshi tools were differently shaped, so their mechanisms could be very different indeed from anything humans, Dorello, Amelosi or even Cobran found familiar.

Absorbed in the work, as usual he lost track of time. His belly told him noon had raced by when a shadow fell from the open tent flap. Not even thinking, he called, “Gimme one second, Tru, almost done here, then ― we eat.”

“We eat
 ,” a guttural bass echoed. “Interesting. I could get a taste for human rodent, so raw it’s still moving.”

Rannus. Tony’s heart skipped for a moment, then sped. Very slowly, deliberately, he turned his back on the Ptalnshi machine and pivoted to face the Dorello. He filled the tent’s opening, blocking so much light, the glowbots automatically brightened.

“You have no business here,” Tony warned. “You break something, Nanerosh’ll take it out of your pay. Or your hide,” he added, knowing more than he cared to about discipline aboard Dorellan ships. “Clear off, Rannus.”

His chip struggled with the effortless profanity of some alien gutter, delivering loose translations, scatological, anatomical, sexual, genealogical. Tony picked up the raw gist as he watched Rannus advance three paces into the machine shop. Too big, too bullish and clumsy, he seemed to take up every centimeter of space as his hands balled into fists.

He had the strength of five men built like Tony. The words ‘fair fight’ were no more than a mockery, and without a qualm Tony cast about for something, anything, to double as a weapon. He might have wished for a pulse rifle, short-barreled, with a full powerpack. Instead, his left hand closed on the slender, flimsy shape of a plasma torch.

It would do. He palmed it, careful not to let Rannus see it. “Do your mates know you’re here?” He sidled along the workbench, feeling his way, and his right hand found the bot’s remote. He’d installed the recharged cells just minutes before, and had been about to test the gyros and spatial sensors. Now was as good a time as any. “They’re keen to get kicked out of the show, are they? That’s weird, frashkul
 . Last I heard, you three were hiding out. Wanted offworld, is it? Make a big mess, land in the cage, your own law catches up with you ―”

The argument might have been reasonable, but the Dorello seemed to take every word as an insult. He lunged, both big hands reaching for Tony’s gullet, as if to squeeze the life out of him or snap his neck. Either would have ended Tony’s life in a heartbeat, and healthy fear made him quick.

Quicker than Rannus, at least, if only because he was half the size, stone cold sober, and not blinded by rage. The plasma torch flicked on, emitting a blue-white flame, and Tony brought it up in a wide arc through the space where Rannus’s hands reached for him. The Dorello bellowed a scream as the blue-hot jet licked across his forearm, his palms.

Howling, he fell back a pace, far enough to buy Tony space to maneuver. In the few seconds of advantage, he thumbed the remote to bring the big Ptalnshi bot alive. It didn’t do much in the show, and didn’t have to. Just looking into the face of a Ptalnshi could be arresting. Their eyes were tiny blood-red pupils set in a bright yellow eyeball, set back under a bony brow ridge worthy of a reptile, though they were marsupial mammals.

The bot’s belly cavity still gaped open, bleeding a spaghetti of diagnostic cables, but it powered up on defaults and entered its ‘act,’ stalking through a set-piece, steps and turns choreographed to unheard music, all four arms gesturing in classical movements. Tony knew the ritual Ptalnshi ‘courting dance’ well ― and it would maneuver the machine between himself and Rannus, as well as distracting the Dorello. He knew instinctively, Rannus would lash out blindly at the bot, and he was right.

Still bellowing in shock as much as pain, as if he’d never suffered an injury before, Rannus swung a roundhouse into the Ptalnshi face. The bot didn’t flinch. Nor did it go down, being as heavy as the Dorello, and as durable. Tony seized every moment he could get. He ducked around behind it, ducked again as Rannus groped toward him, and the torch licked out a second time. Its dragon’s tongue scorched anything it touched.

On the showground, bellows and howling would always bring a crowd. Accidents happened seldom, but when they did, they could be bad. A fall, a mishap with the block-and-tackle used to hoist machinery or rigging ― an error with alien tech which became unpredictable as it grew old and cantankerous, like every machine Nanerosh owned.

Faces appeared at the tent flap and Tony dove toward them, looking for Betru, but his was the one face missing. He lunged on through, sprawled to hands and knees on the turf and found himself peering up at Nader and Velit, Mindaya Zuzuban, and the two Erellik, who seemed to be using the enormous Olthusian bot for cover. The Dorello peered anxiously at him; Nader seemed on the point of offering him a hand to pull him up, but Velit caught her arm.

It was the Olthusian pleasure bot who stooped with geisha-like grace and held out a deceptively delicate, steel-strong hand. Gratefully, Tony took it, and the bot hauled him to his feet a moment before Rannus barreled out of the machine shop, bawling the name of Jim O’Neill. The crowd scattered in every direction. Nader and Velit hovered in an agony of indecision, and Tony knew better than to look to them for help.

The structure of Dorellan society was uncomplicated: the biggest, strongest, smartest or nastiest gathered a band of sycophants, and ruled until he or she could be overthrown by the next nominal chief. Rannus had ruled this particular roost for some time. Having no interest in breeding, he’d mate with Nader and Velit without much preference ― also without asking who felt like humping at the time. Nader and Velit stayed with him out of sheer Dorellan habit, and might have been with him for many years.

Daylight rendered the dragon’s tongue of the plasma torch invisible, but Tony held it up and out like a weapon. While Rannus watched, he deliberately tuned the jet ‘coarse,’ which made it burn at only half the temperature while the flame extended by several times its length. Even Tony didn’t know how long it was, while he brandished it in the full sunlight, but even at its coolest, a plasma jet flame seared bare flesh.

And Rannus knew it. In considerable pain, sporting livid purple burns across both forearms, both hands, he gave the torch, and Tony, the respect they deserved. Tony never took his eyes of the Dorello, but called sharply, “Mindaya!”
 The Olthusian bot glided closer, so graceful, apparently fragile. Looks were deceiving. “You recognize Betru?” he asked it.

Its head inclined. “Recognize Ver Kenzana Emetral Betru.”

“Go’n find him,” Tony told it. “Find Ver Nanerosh or Ver Eleda. Any or all of them. Get them here. Say it’s an emergency at the machine shop. Quick!”

The machine could move with astonishing speed when it had to, and being enormously tall, it easily saw over the heads of the crowd. Tony spared a glance for the showfolk who gathered in a wide, loose circle around him and Rannus, but though he knew many faces by now, he called none of these people friends.

No one seemed willing to get between him and a bull Dorello with a skin full, and Tony could hardly blame them. Seylas, the rigging master, stood in the back, arms folded on his broad bare chest, content to watch as if he almost hoped to see the human cowed. Tyranny shaped the man’s nature. Seylas was a born foreman, and Tony looked further.

Behind the grunting, growling Rannus, Nader and Velit hung well back. “You two, you wanna be out of a job?” Tony challenged. “You’ll be on the road in an hour. Haul him off!”

But the challenge might be impossible for the Dorello, physically as well as socially and psychologically. In fact, Tony doubted Nader and Velit between them had the strength to manhandle Rannus. The two wore dusty coveralls, having hurried in from a job on the boxcars, sweat-slick from the heavy work their kind drew all too often, Dorello being what they were. Rannus swung halfway around, away from Tony, bared his teeth and gave them a low, wordless howl. Tony’s chip struggled to translate the sound, but he didn’t need to hear words. Since Nanerosh chewed a chunk out of him that morning, Rannus had been drinking steadily, and when he was drunk enough, intelligence seemed to desert him.

“What did he do?” Tony’s eyes flickered to Nader. “You’re on the run. I know half the story. It’s not anything you
 did, is it? Or Velit. It’s this moron.” Intuition sparked. “He killed someone, didn’t he?”

Among her people, she must be quite a beauty, with glistening pale tan skin, thick ebony hair, roped muscles, big ivory teeth, fingernails she filed into talons and painted the color of Amelosi blood. But Nader had also inherited a brain, though intelligence didn’t appear to be any advantage at her level of Dorellan society. She possessed the acumen to recognize the stupidity of others, but not the position in her people’s unforgiving pecking order to take her native intellect into science, engineering, any field that would liberate her from the likes of Rannus.

Tony circled around the bull Dorello, never letting him get close enough to make a grab, always flicking his fingertips with the invisible plasma flame. Rannus howled when he felt the scorching heat and jumped back, but he always came again, as if he couldn’t believe a scrawny human might get the better of him. Since late adolescence, this one had been the boss of his small world, at the center of a rabble of toadies who never challenged him. He might not have tested his strength in years, Tony realized. In which case, Rannus had a lot to prove.

“He killed somebody, offworld, is that it?” Tony threw the question at Nader. “You stuck with him? Dumb. Yeah, I know ― Dorello
 . But dumb. See where he’s dragged you. Laboring in a paddock in the boondocks! But it’s a safe job, Nader. And you’re about to lose it. You want to be bokonur
 ?”

“Like you?” Nader spoke almost too quietly for Tony to hear, as if Rannus would take the price of any wrong word out of her hide later.

“No.” Tony swung the torch again as Rannus feinted, trying to get through the blistering defense. Skipping out of the Dorello’s long-armed reach, he glimpsed the towering figure of Mindaya Zuzuban over the line of heads, returning as swiftly as it had left. “Tru and me choose
 to be on the road,” Tony panted. “You and Velit never made the choice. You let this moron make it for you. Who’d he kill?”

She wouldn’t say it aloud, but mouthed Cobran
 . Rannus didn’t see her face. He had bunched his muscles for another pounce when the heavy bass phutt
 of a pulse rifle punched Tony’s eardrums. The sound scattered the crowd fast, and even Rannus backed off.

Only the rigging master stayed, and as the others dispersed Tony saw Nanerosh and Eleda hurrying toward the machine shop. Nanerosh had his rifle, a clumsy old weapon, but deadly enough at close quarters. Fury paled his Amelosi complexion to a peculiar shade of mint, while his cheeks flushed blue with fury.

“What in the names of Mennach, Ildus and Gabbra is going on here? Jim O’Neill, what the hell
 are you doing?”

“Staying alive one more minute.” Tony gestured with the torch. “Or did you want me to sit there like a good little boy while this bloody plonker
 tore my arms off? You ask for that, boss, and I’m gone, right bloody now.”

Rannus cradled his burned hands and showed Tony a mouthful of bared teeth while Nanerosh waded in between them and leveled the rifle on the Dorello’s large belly.

“I warned you, Rannus.” Fury honed Nanerosh’s voice to a tone like a straight razor. “I told you, in words even you could understand. You lay off my bot tech. You stay the hell away from him, don’t talk to him, don’t even look in his direction.” He glared at Nader and Velit. “Did you hear me say any
 of that?”

“We are not deaf,” Nader growled, utterly literal. “Of course we heard.”

“Every word. But Rannus,” Velit whispered, “does as Rannus pleases.”

“Does as he pleases,” Nanerosh echoed, mimicking without mercy. “Well, it pleases me
 to cash you up and show you the gate.” He kept the rifle leveled on Rannus. “Grab your gear, Nader. All of it. See Ver Eleda on the way out, she’ll pay you every lur you’re due. I want you gone in an hour. Understand?”

They understood all too well, and Nader’s heavy jaw sagged. “Do we … do we all have to go?”

They were the last words Tony expected. He had turned off the torch, and stood with Nanerosh and Eleda as the two subservient Dorello seemed to wrestle with their options. Eleda took a step forward, putting herself between Rannus and the others. “So long as he
 vanishes, you can stay, if you want. You know the work, you got the strength, you’s useful.”

“The show’s out a strongman,” Nanerosh muttered, “but I need a bot mechanic one hell of a lot more than I need somebody to strut about breaking planks of wood on his chest! You want to stay, Nader?”

She pulled herself up to her full height, taller than Tony. “Yes. Me and Velit. We …” She shot a glance at Tony. “We don’t want to be on the road, alone.”

Because few Amelosi would hire Dorello, Tony knew. Dorello could be difficult to deal with, since they disdained the Amelosi for their meager tech and disgusting live-breeding habits, and at the same time they were infinitely stronger. Nader and Velit might be reduced to stealing to survive. If they were caught, a decade in a cage seemed a poor reward for years of servitude imposed on them by their own social order.

“What about you?” Nanerosh challenged Velit. “Speak for yourself, boy!”

For the first time, Tony realized Velit was very young, more than adolescent but not yet a man. A kinsman or clansman to Rannus? Dorello didn’t recognize any formal connection between parents and children, since their last hundred generations had issued from community incubators. Or had Velit attached himself to Rannus because Dorellan social order demanded an unattached youth get
 attached, swiftly? The military swept up every nomad, vagrant, bokonur
 . If Velit didn’t care to find himself on a warship ―

The youth shuffled closer to Nader. “I prefer to remain,” he said with all due deference, “if the good Ver Nanerosh will have us, after the dishonorable behavior of the … the plonker
 .”

“Plonker?” Eleda echoed, with an amused glance at Tony. “That’d be a gem of your language?”

“One of our languages, and slang at that,” Tony admitted. “Meaning, a useless halfwit.”

“Which about says it,” Eleda decided. “I just learned another human word. All right, plonker
 , shift your arse
 to the medical tent, get them burns dressed, then meet me at the gate. I’ll give you every coin you got comin’, but your bonus is down the tubes: fined, for creatin’ an affray and endangerin’ decent folk.”

“Then you’re gone, understand me this time?” Nanerosh gestured with the rifle. “If I see you on my turf again, Rannus, I’ll put a shot in you and call the constables. And I will personally tell them you’re wanted offworld, leave it to them to call Reimas, send somebody to arrest you. You hear me?”

“Every word, sladergadj
 ,” Rannus growled, eyes on the rifle as if it were his mortal enemy.

Only the weapon prevented him turning his rage on Nanerosh. Suddenly unemployed, he had no reason to be civil. Tony’s chip translated the Dorellan vulgarity as ‘morbidly obese geriatric who relishes being sodomized by vermin.’ The crudeness itself wasn’t funny, but the pedantic translation almost made Tony laugh. Almost.

He smothered any hint of humor fast, and turned toward Mindaya as it executed a perfect geisha bow. “Ver Kenzana,” it announced, as if presenting outworld royalty at a state reception.

Betru wore a face so perplexed, Tony wished he had a camera. He held his arms out to display whole limbs, nothing missing or broken, no drop of shockingly red human blood. “I’m fine,” he said quickly, before Tru could ask. “Where were you?”

“Right on top of the main pavilion, with twenty lines loose. If I’d left, the whole fucking thing could’ve come down.” Betru’s fists were white knuckled as Rannus barreled toward him. “You again. I should’ve known.” From somewhere, a knife appeared in the long, deft croupier’s fingers; sunlight danced along the blade.

For a moment it seemed the Dorello would turn his fury on Betru, but Nanerosh pulled the rifle back down into line, point blank on the capacious gut, and Rannus discovered the sense to back down. He swung on Nader and Velit instead. “Get your gear, and get moving.”

The female held her ground, perhaps taking courage from the pulse rifle. In their own language, which only Tony and Betru could follow, she told Rannus, “We’re staying with the show. We don’t have to leave. This time, Rannus, you can go your own way.”

This time? Tony felt the itch of curiosity, but the question would wait. He already knew Rannus had killed a Cobran, which automatically placed him on death row on scores of worlds, including Amelos and Earth. One did not murder Cobrana citizens. Nowhere, no how, for no reason.

Even now, Rannus might have argued, flexed what muscles he had left in a show of force, but Eleda stepped between him and the others. “They already decided to stay on, and the gods know, we can use ’em. The gate’s that way, Rannus. If you don’t want your burns seen to, git
 . Wait for me outside.”

Rage flushed his skin a rich mud-brown shade, unhealthy in a Dorello, and he shambled off in the direction of the medical tent. The burns, Tony knew, were second degree and had to be painful. They’d be healed soon enough, but for a few days even a bull Dorello would suffer. Rannus had it coming.

He subsided against Betru as they watched the burly, short-legged figure swagger away, and gestured with the torch. “Only thing I could lay my hands on, at short notice. Here, take it.”

“Effective,” Betru observed, plucking the tool from his fingers.

“Bloody effective.” Nanerosh put up the rifle, flicked on the safety, which disconnected the powerpack. He slung it over his shoulder by its patched leather strap and cocked his head at Tony. “You want to tell me about it, O’Neill?”

“What’s to tell?” Tony thrust hands into pockets and shrugged. “You read him the riot act this morning. Rannus sank a couple of cases of beer and came looking for me. My
 fault he got the slap on the wrist, you see … and Dorello don’t take a reprimand from the likes of us, Ver Nanerosh.”

“I warned you, Tushi,” Eleda said darkly. “The smart Dorello’s all on the ships, in the labs.” She nodded at Nader. “Which is where she oughtta be, but she never got no chance. Rannus belongs in the military. I dunno why he ain’t.”

Velit fidgeted awkwardly. “He was, for a while. They sent him away.”

“Cashiered?” Tony chuckled now. “Dishonorable discharge, dismissed the service. So he lands back in his old stomping grounds, where he’s big enough, mean enough, to rule his old little roost, and murders a Cobran.”

“You make him sound like a kushkuck,” Eleda observed.

“Where I come from,” Tony said, still chuckling, “we’d call him a garð kjúklingur.
 ” He looked sidelong at Betru, who’d heard the insult before. “A yard fowl. Kushkuck is about right.”

Nanerosh had heard enough, and waved both arms to scatter the group. “Doesn’t anybody have work? This is a holiday camp?” He fixed Tony with a baleful look. “You come with me, when I buy bots in Kalmas. Find something that’ll fix up and take the kushkuck’s place.”

“I’d be glad to,” Tony told him. If we’re still with the show.
 He didn’t say it, but from the knit of Betru’s brows, the glitter in the indigo eyes, the same thoughts raced through his mind.

Kalmas lay three days by rail further east. The show had only a few days to run here, then the work of breaking camp began again. Rannus’s muscle would have to be replaced with extra hands, when Nanerosh hired day labor both here and up the line. A good Dorellan bot would replace him both on the stage and in the work gang ― and would cause one hell of a lot less trouble.

The only questions were whether a Dorellan ship would be on the field when the show arrived, and if some mercenary freighter skipper had a decent machine to sell. Nanerosh could wait for a ship while his company played Kalamas, but for himself, Tony could see only as far as the spaceport’s comset ―

A call to the Trade Commission bureau in Reimas, a TTC stratoskimmer, which ought to be on the plascrete in a matter of hours. Witness protection, anonymity … survival for the people of Valhern and Debric as well as himself and Tru.

He could make no promises, and felt a pang of remorse as Nanerosh marched away, fuming, toward his tent.

“The boss is pissed,” Betru said ruefully.

“He’ll get over it.” Eleda took the torch, turned it over and over in her hands. “This little gizmo beat Rannus? I’ll be damned.” She handed it back to Tony and surveyed the Ptalnshi bot. Still bleeding diagnostic cables from its belly hatch, it continued to step through the slow, stately courtship dance without a note of music, at the machine shop’s open flap. “You wanna turn it off? Looks like it’s workin’ all right now.”

“I’d say it’s had a good test run. You want it onstage tonight?” Tony aimed the remote, and the machine fell dormant. As it did, exhaustion overtook him like a cold wind and he sagged against Betru. “I never did get lunch.”

Big arms closed around him. “Could you eat now, or are you too wound up?”

“Too tired,” Tony groaned.

“Come and eat anyway. Later, Ver Eleda.” Betru accorded her a polite nod and steered Tony toward the busy mess tent. “Too tired to go out?” Tru wondered, and Tony only nodded.

He let himself be urged to the mess, but at every step he felt the weight of eyes on him, saw pointing fingers, heard whispers. Or thought he did. He kept his eyes down, and deliberately took the end of the table in the corner, facing the dark blue canvas. Tru collected a pair of trays and loaded them, bringing much more food than Tony could have eaten even if he were hungry.

He slithered in on the bench beside him, warm along Tony’s left side. “You’re way too quiet, medji
 . You weren’t hurt. What’s on your mind? ”

As if he couldn’t guess. “What am I thinking about? Taking whatever pay I’ve got due, getting out of here while I’m alive, seeing if I can’t make my own way to Reimas.” He sighed. “And before you say it, I know ― very dumb. A colossal risk. I look like a bloody xeno, there’s no way you can make me look like you, and everywhere I go, I’m waving a fucking flag that says, ‘Look at me, I’m worth twenty grand if anybody wants to snatch me and claim the bounty.’” Anger flickered hotly for a moment. “That’s another thing I’ll report to the Commission: they have to know why humans go missing here!”

“You think they don’t already?” Betru put a mug into his hand. “It’s officially dismissed as rumor, but everybody knows it’s true. The newssheets keep running the story when somebody else vanishes. You think your Commission officers never see a local paper?”

Anger subsided into the slow burn of acid resentment. Tony drank the mug dry in one pull and toyed with the food, trying not to look at it. Meat here was always some shade of blue, and even after fourteen years away from Earth, eating any compatible chow he could find, he hadn’t quite adjusted to blue sausage. If he didn’t look at it, he could eat it. The coppery tang of Amelosi meats had grown familiar enough for him to disregard it.

“I want out, Tru,” he confessed softly. “It’s bad enough that a bunch of my people ripped up your valleys, tore down the forest for the mine, in Jiva. The Flatiron. Bad enough that you had the Purnex, the fallout from the diggings, the syndrome people growing up wrong
 , without any hope of a cure. Truth is, I do understand why a lot of your folk don’t like humans. Your government doesn’t trust us far enough to supply kosher data when they ask for it, so they take us apart, see for themselves what makes us go.” He spoke in a fierce whisper, and didn’t look at Tru. “I understand
 the whole picture. But I refuse to end up dead on a slab in a vivisection lab, chopped to bits with a wire up my ass.”

“Hey, hush.” Betru’s arm went around him. “You understand it? I don’t! It was bloody bad, but it’s been thirty years
 . When do we bury the past? I was a kid, but I remember the pictures, all the stories. People stood up, tried to protect the land. It originally belonged to an ancient order of Mamusani. The people fought an army of robot sentries, destroyed them ― they won the battle, but a lot of Jiva locals died. By then everybody knew how government bastards took bribes to look the other way for the mine to be built. The mob seized them, dragged them right out of city hall. First time in centuries, Tony ― rohlwen
 in the streets of Jiva, Alchar, Umbras, a bunch of other towns. Think about it.”

“The blood price.” Tony took a long deep breath. “Thirty years, Tru.”

“A day comes when you have to let the past be the past,” Betru said reasonably. “It was terrible, but it’s done, there’s no undoing it. Bartoli-Wang and Shalkyr Zamaya Rok are the ones who ought to pay, but they’re still out there, they were never found. Enough
 ,” he finished. “It has to end, this bad blood between humans and Amelosi, or there’s no future between us.”

“You tell me how to stop it, and I’ll do it,” Tony sighed. “Christ, I was barely even born when it happened, but there’s a bounty on my head because I bleed this weird red color, not a nice, healthy blue.” He swallowed the lump in his throat. “I shouldn’t be here. It’s too dangerous, and I dragged you into it with me.”

Betru made a soft sound of humor. “For the sake of tens of thousands of lives on the colonies of Valhern and Debric. I think it’s a good enough reason for … now, how do you say it?” He switched into thickly accented Icelandic. “Sticking our necks out.”

The old language of his youth touched a nerve inside Tony, and he began to relax at last. “Stafur út hálsinn okkar
 ,” he echoed with a faint, crooked smile. Tru was right, and he shook himself hard. “Okay. We stay with the show. There’s some protection at least, being with Nanerosh. We’re in work, the boss values us, we’re headed in the right direction, on the right side of the law.”

“Kalmas in a week,” Betru reasoned. “Spaceport. Comset. Maybe you can even get Nanerosh set up with a good, solid Dorello bot.”

“After which, he’ll find himself shit outta luck,” Tony added darkly. “He’s about to lose his bot fixer, and we all know I’m the duct tape holding this flea circus together.”

“Not your problem,” Betru warned. “Nanerosh didn’t have a bot mechanic before we signed on. Whatever he did before, he can do it again. Amaya! He can run an advert in the Reimas newssheet! But then he’d have to pay, wouldn’t he? Proper wages, not the deywen
 he pays us ― and I know the word won’t translate! You just heard ‘swamp money,’ didn’t you?”

“Yeah, but I know what it means.” Tony shared the fleeting humor. “’Muck money.’ Nickels and dimes.”

Betru cocked his head at him curiously. “You’re not starting to feel responsible for Nanerosh? You can’t afford the indulgence, medji
 .”

“No,” Tony said quickly. “Or, not before we’ve done what we came here to do. Not without proper, legal documents in my pocket. And not,” he added darkly, “without a gun, a good one. I swear, I’ll sleep with it under my pillow!”

Betru dealt him a hug. “All right. Eat your food.”

“I’m not hungry.”

“Eat it anyway. Get your strength up, so I can jump your bones when I get a break from work this afternoon. Or you can jump mine. I have this urgent desire to be laid over a bench and … cultivated
 . Is that the right word?” He pronounced the English oddly, but close enough for Tony to catch it.

“I think you mean plowed,” he chuckled.

“Pu’low’ad,” Betru echoed, trying the sound on his tongue while he waggled a suggestive brow at Tony. “Interested?” He pushed the tray toward him.

“Utterly seduced,” Tony assured him, offering a kiss, which Betru accepted and repaid with interest.

“Take what you can get, medji
 … and I have to get back to the job.”

“That,” Tony said philosophically, trying not to look at the sausage, “is my life in a thimble.”


Chapter Nineteen

With the full complement of bots online, the chore of breaking camp and loading the boxcars was not as tough as Tony had feared and Nanerosh warned. Even the Zuzuban Sisters worked, clad in coveralls to protect their gorgeous silver fur, their tiny AI cortexes loaded with programs governing manual labor. Twenty-nine functional bots made the work much easier than it had been on the way out of Alchar, on the Jiva River.

By noon Nanerosh wore a broad smile, displaying teeth stained by years of smoking. By evening he promised bonuses all around, and slipped Tony a bottle of Northern Lights, a rye whiskey distilled where the peat water ran cold as ice, an hour off the glaciers. It had something of the flavor of Old Kirkpatrick ― Tony had drunk it in Jiva, at the Bai Kushkuck, the Red Rooster, Madam Gurmelu’s establishment. The bite on the back of his tongue inspired a deep nostalgia for the old town, the farm, a gentle landscape and quiet life.

The loading doors rumbled shut on the last boxcar three hours after midnight, and he fell into bed, only half aware of Betru’s warmth beside him and the canvas flapping loosely overhead. The ‘fun’ would resume before dawn, when the kitchen tent, the machine shop and Nanerosh’s own lavish tent must come down. The bots would be secured for transportation, and heads counted while the boss settled accounts with the city of Zerledan and waited for the train. Sleep came so quickly, he and Tru barely found time for a mumbled endearment, a clumsy caress.

Accustomed to the life by now, Betru was up before Tony and fetched breakfast while the human razored his face. Easier, Tony had discovered, to shave every day, even twice a day, and spare himself the continual curiosity of folk who never grew facial hair and always wanted to run their fingers over his stubble.

The ritual of daily shaving had never been necessary on the Ursago
 , where Dorello already scorned humans and had no interest in their primitive nature, or behavior. Amelosi were different in so many ways, they could still surprise Tony, leave him acutely aware of his humanity, and wondering if it might be himself who was strange.

Patting a residue of the greasy local soap from his cheeks, he watched Betru duck back into the tent. The smell of toasted flat bread and herbed butter preceded him, and his kiss tasted berry-sweet. He’d been eating preserves and hearth-roasted vegetables, a traditional breakfast back in Jiva.

He rubbed his face over Tony’s, like a cat. “I like this, early in the day, soft as any of us,” he admitted as he sat cross-legged in the rumpled bed. “Why do humans grow the beards?”

“Only men do,” Tony reminded. “Women don’t, young boys don’t. And I’ve no idea why. Maybe it’s something left over from our ancestors on the evolutionary tree.” He patted his face dry and began to pack the shaving gear. “We’re descended from something like apes.”

“Apes?” Betru echoed, eating. “It doesn’t translate.”

“But ‘evolution’ does?”

“Of course.” Tru popped the cork on a water bottle and drank. “We figured out evolution without offworld help! Near as we can tell, we’re descended from the julnu … and I know it won’t translate either. A kind of little rodent, lived in the forest. Extinct a long time now. That much, I remember from school.”

And from such a creature the Amelosi inherited binocular vision, lively intelligence, manual dexterity ― and profound territoriality. Tony remembered all too little of science classes in Camp D, but humans still named ships, cities and colonies after Charles Darwin and Alfred Russell Wallace. He gave Betru a smile as he settled to eat.

“You guys are smart. You stumbled over steam engines and zeppelins and evolutionary science. Give you another century, you’ll be out there.” He gestured skyward. “Take off in a new direction, do your own exploring and trading, leave the rest of us behind.”

But Betru only snorted. “The Dorello, Erellik, Chukutzu, Ptalnshi, Olthusians, Molosho, they’re already everywhere, and they run too fast. Doesn’t matter how far or fast humans and Amelosi fly, the bastards will always be there ahead of us.”

“Leaving us with the pickings?” Tony wondered. “It’s a big galaxy, there’s plenty to go around. If we all just play nice.”

“Tell it to the Ptalnshi and Erellik, lined up on one side,” Betru retorted, “and the Dorello and Chukutzu on the other, beating shit out of each other at Valhern and Debric. Damnit, I’ve visited those ports. They’re pretty worlds, too good to ruin. They reminded me of home.”

“Which is why they’re valuable enough to fight over.” Tony heard the sour note in his own voice. “People only fight over the good stuff.”

“Like Earth.” Tru lifted one brow at him, and tucked the dark gold hair behind one delicately pointed ear. “I read a bit of your history. You fought.”

“A lot.” Tony frowned at the food. “We had something like two hundred nation states, over four thousand
 religions, then it was trade, business, capitalism … politics gone berserk, with every social model you could shake a stick at, and not one working worth a damn.” He gave an animated shudder. “It’s a wonder any of us survived long enough to get kicked in the teeth by the global climate catastrophe.”

Betru echoed the sigh. “Sounds horribly familiar to any poor sod from this world. I think we’re about a hundred nations now, don’t know how many religions. Most go back to the same legends, myths, mostly forgotten … we never had any messiah, but it didn’t stop the fight over whose gods were strongest, who owned the trade routes, who was going to be the richest ‘yard fowl’ crowing on top of the dung heap! Our ancestors killed without hesitation, and why not? You know what we believe: you die, you’re born again.”

“So life isn’t something that can be taken, stolen,” Tony mused. “It’s all a great wheel, rolling along time’s arrow. Killing an enemy, you’re just speeding him to another life, possibly even a better one.”

The wide shoulders lifted in a shrug. “Sounds profound when you put it in those terms,” Tru said ruefully, “but the fact is, that faith made our grandfathers ― what d’you call them? Stone killers. Utterly ruthless. Whole towns put to the ax, wiped out of history.”

“And no gods to answer to?” Tony wondered. “Killing wasn’t considered a sin, maybe the biggest of all?”

“Sin?” Betru echoed, as if he had only a vague grasp of the concept. “You mean, something so wrong, you might forfeit your future lives for it?”

“Or go to hell,” Tony added, “and be burned alive for years.”

“You mean, burned dead
 ,” Betru corrected, and shrugged. “Don’t ask me, I’m no priest. The only thing I know for sure is, the killing was always quick, clean. The only sin was making people or animals suffer. That
 would get you flayed alive, literally ― in this life, not the next one. It wouldn’t take some god to whup the price out of you. Your own people’d do it, and if they didn’t, gods help you if your enemies get hold of you. Killing was fine, but they did it fairly, according to a code.”

“You took history class?” Tony guessed.

He gestured back over one shoulder, almost due west. “Jiva Area School, nine years that seemed to last for ninety.” Betru mocked himself with a short laugh. “My family skipped the temple thing when I was a kid, then I went to space. What do I know? There’s this one great spiritual quest: to touch the memories of all
 your lives, and unite with your ‘eternal self.’ Or something. They call it True Spirit, the spark that passes from life to life.” He spread both hands wide, then licked his fingers of herb butter. “I don’t know much about it. The Mamusani are looking for the Awakening, when you hook up with your Eternal Self. If there’s one faith on this world right now, that’d be it.”

Tony might have been interested to know more, but a bell chimed stridently over the camp, signaling unambiguously: Eleda had returned from the telegraph office, the train was on time. Nanerosh would have his gold pocket watch out, one eye on the time until the boxcars were coupled, the troupe aboard. Betru finished the food quickly and backed out of the tent’s small space. As Tony tossed out their duffels, he dropped the tent so deftly, it seemed to deflate.

Their bedding rolled away inside an ancient oilskin with new mesh strips, and Tony tied on the tags identifying it as theirs. Dumping duffels on top of oilskins, he straightened his spine, stretched both arms over his head, and acknowledged the heat of the morning sun.

In just a few weeks the season would turn to full-blown summer. The sky had a brazen blue color, not a cloud as far as the horizon, and the afternoon promised heat. The perfect day to swim, he thought; but the train pulled out of Zerledan an hour before noon, sharp, and it waited for no one.

Three days to Kalmas, he told himself as he and Betru shared an embrace, a kiss, before they went their separate ways, to different work. In fact, less than seventy hours, and he could talk to a spaceport comm officer ― not a constable or minor government official, whose principles might be dubious, but an old fashioned watch officer with the authority to grant a xeno permission to send a message to his Commission in a time of emergency.

“Just hold on for three more days, kiddo” he muttered, fiddling with the remotes to bring the bots online. Deftly, he tasked them to collect the troupe’s rolled tents, bedding and baggage, and load it on the last boxcar. Three days on a wooden bench in a car with a rowdy crowd getting shitfaced and broke, playing machekot for unearned pay slips. And then ―

He gave Betru a wave as he saw him go by with a pushcart loaded with gear from the kitchen tent. The show left behind a paddock where the turf had been churned up, muddied. Some kind of herd would graze through tomorrow, and in a week the space would return to common land where any traveler could tether a string of mokes or pitch camp overnight beside the rails.

Four times, the train stopped to take on water and wood, and the last time, it pulled into a siding and the smokestack ceased to belch. Nanerosh paced up the line to accost the engineer, demand the reason for the delay, and returned with a thunderous look. Mechanical problems beset even technology as simple as this, and no amount of ire and cursing would prevent them.

A piston valve had jammed. A simple gasket had ruptured, and the cast-iron mechanism must cool enough to be handled, dismantled, before the engineers could decide if they could repair the gasket or should replace it ... if they had a spare aboard. If not, they would wire ahead to Kalmas from the next telegraph station, and a tractor would come out down the line ―

“A day, probably two days, could be three,” Nanerosh growled as he crunched through the gravel to his three cars, where most of the troupe had clambered down to stretch their legs. Only a handful of passengers rode this freight train in a separate car, closer to the locomotive. Most were hanging out of windows, peering up ahead as Nanerosh fumed, “We’re going to open late!”

“So wire ahead, like them engineers,” Eleda suggested. “Ain’t your fault, if the train’s broke, is it? Bump the whole schedule back a day and offer free tickets for an extra show, keep the customers sweet.”

“Free tickets,” he groaned, as if in exquisite agony.

“So it costs us a day. So what?” She wore scarlet silk in the warmth of late afternoon, early evening, and lounged in the deep shade at the side of the car. “There’s a town about five ecks away. If we’s stuck here overnight, I can live with it. Stay on the train if you like, Tushi, but I’s gonna walk into town. Sholi’s famous for its bathhouse, and I,” she informed him, “am dying for a long, steamin’ bath.”

“A ― a bathhouse?” Nanerosh echoed. “Vershek
 , you can think of bathing at a time like this?”

“A time like what?” Eleda looked up and down the line, from the guard’s van to the engine. “Ain’t nothin’ happenin’, and nothin’ is halfway likely to happen, especially if they gotta wire Kalmas for a new gizmo. Calm down, Tushi, you’ll burst somethin’, then where’ll we be?”

Leaning on the side of the passenger car under the painted show posters, Tony looked up and back at Betru, who stood just inside. “Bathhouse,” he echoed. “As in, hot water, deep enough to get in and soak.”

Betru shaded his eyes and gazed out, northwards, where scrubland and paddocks stretched into a shimmer of distance. “I don’t see any town.”

“It’s a fair walk, but she sounded pretty sure,” Tony argued. “Sholi, wasn’t it? Go on, ask her. If she’s game for the hike, so am I. Bath
 . And I might,” he added quietly, “be persuaded to do you in the water. Or get done.”

The offer seemed to persuade Betru. He hopped down from the car, and Tony watched him jog out to catch up Eleda. She had set a folding stool in the shade of the single parched tree growing along the siding.

Birds called hoarsely, a tiggab peered out of the long dry grass, but otherwise the only sound was the buzz of flies and a low, asthmatic wheeze from the cooling engine. Tony watched as Eleda produced her guide book to the towns and cities of the Ildus Basin, opened it at the marker and turned it to Betru. He pointed away across the paddocks; she nodded.

Moments later he jogged back, and Tony said shrewdly, “They’ve done this before, haven’t they? Sholi won’t be big enough for Nanerosh to book the show there, but they’ve certainly broken their journey here.”

“A few years ago,” Tru confirmed, “when half the company came down sick as they hauled out of Zerledan. And I do mean sick
 : heaving and running to the latrine. They uncoupled the show cars, wired Kalmas from the telegraph station about ten ecks up the rails, and pitched camp right here, at the siding. A few days, they were good enough to tag onto the next train through.”

“So Ver Eleda knows Sholi.” Tony rubbed his hands together in some glee. “Off the train and shoulder-deep in hot water. Clean for the first time since … gods, I can’t remember the last time I took an actual bath.”

Betru looked him up and down mock-critically. “You smell fine. You always smell fine ― human sweat doesn’t smell rank to Amelosi noses. But I’m not complaining to be off the train for a while. You want to get a room in town? Live a little. We’re not going anywhere till they fix the engine.”

“Live a little,” Tony echoed. “Sounds like heaven, loverboy. You’re on.”

“I’ll tell the boss we’re walking over,” Betru offered. “He doesn’t need riggers and bot techs while we’re sitting here, paralyzed, and we’ve still got a couple of hours of daylight left.”

Planning on staying over, Tony clambered back into the passenger car and rummaged for his duffel in the stack of personal bags in the big cargo nets in the rear corner. He packed for them both: a change of clothes, the razor he didn’t dare forget, both wallets, with every lur they possessed.

From the look on his face, Nanerosh nursed an immense fury, but he could hardly refuse. The engineers and van guards had already set up camp by the track and were stewing their lethal, tarry ‘coffee’ for the stranded passengers. The engine hadn’t even begun to cool sufficiently to permit handling, inspection, and all Nanerosh’s fuming wouldn’t speed up the process or put a replacement gasket aboard if the engineers didn’t carry one. Tony knew too little about steam locomotives to know if the gaskets ruptured often enough to make it worth carrying a spare.

“Be back before noon,” Nanerosh warned, pacing by the show cars. “You get left behind, you make your own way to Kalmas ― means waiting for the next train and paying your own ticket. I’ll not pay it for you.”

“Back by noon, boss,” Tony assured him.

“And check them bots before you go!” Nanerosh bellowed.

With a sigh, Tony handed the duffel to Betru. “Give me five, Tru. I know for a fact, they’re locked down, dormant, power off, remotes in the trunk, but let me humor the old man.”

“You need a hand?” Betru offered.

“Nope. Just smile at the boss, offer to light his pipe or something.” Tony cast an amused glance at Nanerosh, tubby and sweating in formal blue robes better suited to a courthouse or council session than a railway siding far from anything remotely resembling civilization. “Five minutes, he promised. Four, if I can manage it.” He dropped his voice. “Trust me: the bots are fine, Tushi
 is just freaking paranoid ... which he seems to enjoy.”

He had shut down the machines himself, checked power levels and stored the coded, tagged remotes in the antique lacquered chest by the door. The bots simply walked up a ramp into the car, went to their usual place and waited with the kind of patience organic life forms never knew. Tony had powered them down one by one and filed the remotes.

The first off the train, in reverse order would be the Magnificent Morialto, whose heavy-duty hydraulic muscles were needed to help unload the show itself. Last off would be the first on ― Mindaya Zuzuban and its ‘sisters,’ whose construction was the least robust of any bot in the company.

All twenty-nine stood in striped sunlight cast by cracks between the planks. Twenty-nine blank faces, cold bodies, the occasional orange ‘standby’ light blinking on a control pad. He looked them over quickly, but found the car exactly as he’d left it.

The door rumbled shut, locked, and he and Betru waved to Eleda as they ambled toward the paddock by the rails. The train’s few passengers lounged in the shade, by now resigned to killing time.

“You just follow the footpath,” Betru told him as the evening sun beat heavily on Tony’s right shoulder. “Halfway to town, there’s a hummock with the gall to call itself a hill. You can see it from here. Somebody sank a well at the top, put in a windmill. You’ll see the town from the top of the hill … if we ask for Jaregin at the bathhouse and mention Eleda’s name, there could be free ale.”

“Free ale?” Tony smacked his lips. “Go.”

A sun-rotten, crumbling fence divided the paddock from the siding. Parts of it had collapsed months or years before, and repairs consisted of a few strands of wire stretched haphazardly across the breach. The empty paddock stretched up the long rise of the hill to a windmill so archaic, Tony had seen nothing like it on twenty worlds. Welded steel rusted quietly to itself, but the blades still turned, squeaking fitfully, raising enough water to keep two deep troughs half full.  Stock trails led up to them from the lower valleys. On the shaded slopes, trees grew; a little green showed among the bleached stubble of a late spring crop that had already been cut.

The footpath was no better cut than the stock trails, but Betru followed it easily ― more the ‘farm brat’ than he liked to admit, Tony thought, watching him walk ahead. In the evening heat he took off his shirt, tied it around his hips, and his emerald skin gleamed with a healthy sweat. The muscles in his back and shoulders spoke of hard work on the family property. Few croupiers boasted Tru’s physique, and in the weeks since they joined the show, the rigger’s work had toned him.

Weeks, Tony thought, smothering a groan. In the back of his mind he kept a tally, recording days since the Ursago
 slipped out of Jiva Field in the dead hours of the early morning, bound for Barazoz, a scattering of rubbish backwater ports, then on to Valhern. Ten weeks in transit, from Amelos to the war zone.

According to his tally, nineteen days had passed, and Tony felt a crawling sensation. The Ursago
 was a scow, slow and clumsy among much better ships, but even so, time would soon be against them. Even a fast ship, Trade Commission or Cobrana, needed time, and the fastest ships were never commonplace on worlds like Amelos, where a planet’s greatest value might lie in its location.

Sitting right at these galactic coordinates, big, open, friendly ― still somewhat backward in any real technological sense ― with tolerable air pressure, breathing mix and gravity, Amelos was priceless as a hub for cargo haulers. A warehouse, fueling facility, and a hungry marketplace for offworld trash. One day soon, Tony thought, the Amelosi would wake up to the fact they were buying other races’ rubbish, but not before their own tech caught up. The day local engineers could design and build their own gyrobikes, stratoskimmers, pulse rifles, the trade in alien junk would stop.

Kalmas beckoned, with its promise of a comset, a friendly watch officer with nothing to gain to lose from letting an offworlder send a message. A few days? He smothered the unease, the futile urgency that could make his heart race with impatience while he was in no position to influence the immediate future, and concentrated on Betru instead.

He’d lived among the Amelosi so long now, he’d begun to not
 notice the slight differences between them and humans. How their limbs were just a little longer, which changed the balance between hips and shoulders, gave them a grace humans admired and envied. How their hair grew thicker on the crown than the nape, any shade between raven black and gold, and often a blend of all. The only quality a human might fault in Betru’s people was their feet, Tony decided with a faint chuckle. The slightly different body geometry made for larger feet ― virile on a man, but to human eyes they could appear mismatched on a willowy scrap of a girl. Stranger yet to the newbie from Earth, Amelosi regarded large feet as features of beauty on both genders.

Loitering in the long, narrow shade of the windmill while Tony caught him up, Tru pointed. As Eleda promised, he saw the town below. The brown shingle rooftops of Sholi rambled, without any apparent pattern, around a common green area. Tony estimated fifty houses in the town itself, and guessed there must be three times as many in the outlying areas, where fenced properties sprawled away into the endless hinterland of mid-Satrula.

The railway arrowing east-west might have run on to infinity. The steel ribbon glinted in the low sun before dipping behind a range of distance-hazed hills. Somewhere in the east, tantalizingly close now, lay Kalmas, with its spaceport.

Betru slung his arm over Tony’s shoulders as they walked down off the hill. “Look on the bright side. They might be able to fix their sprocket ―”

“Gasket,” Tony corrected.

“― and we’ll be out of here, this time tomorrow,” Betru finished, as if the difference between sprocket and gasket were too trivial to be acknowledged. “In the meantime …”

“Hot water,” Tony said with a self-indulgent groan. “You and me. A decent bit of privacy for the first time in eons.”

“And maybe a free beer,” Tru added.

“I don’t care what they charge for it in Sholi,” Tony said, mocking himself with a grin, “so long as it’s cold.”


Chapter Twenty

The shoulder deep, scalding water carried a faint trace of sulfur from the local wells, and a lot of something like jasmine or red lotus blossom masked the odor. To Tony it smelled so much like the geothermal springs of home, a feeling very much like homesickness ambushed him. He remembered Húsavík and Seljavallalaug keenly ― a three-day pass from Camp D, a trip with friends, a rented skimmer and tiny cabins where the sky seemed to meet the ocean in sunset firestorms calling to mind Valhalla and the Ultima Thule of myth.

A timber ‘tub’ easily six meters in diameter filled the bathhouse, and five couples and trios were already bathing when Tony and Betru stepped into a wall of humidity. Copper pipes gushed scalding water at one side; pumps below surface level took the cooling water away at the other. Plumbing under the tub carried it through a wood-fired oven, endlessly circulating, to keep the bath steaming.

Large signs by the door read Use No Soap
 . Use House Towels Only
 . Urination Not Permitted in Bath.
 Tony congratulated himself on being able to read the notice ― and wondered how the proprietors enforced the last rule.

Lockers stood in military ranks in the outer hall, along with shelves piled with coarse gray ‘house towels’ smelling of sodium bicarbonate and citrus. He and Betru locked up everything they possessed. All they wore between them as they stepped into the steam was the key on a thong around Tru’s neck.

Eleda’s name proved to be worth a free schooner of very light ale. The crisp, bitter aftertaste lingered on Tony’s tongue as he followed Tru into the near darkness of the tub room, and stark naked, discovered twelve pairs of eyes on him.

Human. Alien. Xeno. He peered down at himself, saw a lean brown body with whipcord muscle and above-average genitals for one of his kind … small feet. For the first time in his life, it wasn’t his naked, swinging cock that caused him some slight embarrassment, but his feet
 . The reaction seemed so absurd, he actually laughed.

He spoke the language of Satrula well by now, and lifted a hand in greeting to the eight men and four women at the scalding end of the tub. His pupils soon dilated in the dimness, and he saw the astonishment as he said, almost without accent,

“Evening, folks. Human, as you can see. Just passing through … we’re with Nanerosh’s Traveling Outworld Amazements. You might’ve heard of us. We’re playing Kalmas, opening in a few days. Why not come and see us?”

Then he slithered into the water, breath snagging in his throat as the heat hit him like a physical blow. He ducked under the surface, rose quickly, shook his hair back. Betru caught him around the waist and leaned closer. “That was the smart thing to say. They know the show ― you might be asked to sign something on your way out of here … don’t forget to sign ‘Jim O’Neill.’”

One of the boys waved through the steam; a girl seemed fascinated by the human, the alien. Or the showman? Tony smiled, waved, but didn’t invite any further contact. Everything he had to show them, they’d already seen ― including his feet. Instead, he turned his back on them and lolled in the water, floating, letting it take his weight with a decent illusion of weightlessness. He thought he could feel a week’s worth of topsoil sluicing away.

Cubicles and alcoves stood around the tub room, each equipped with a tin pail, ceramic jug of liquid soap, wooden scraper and a tiny glass phial of thick, sweet, body oil. He wondered if he felt filthy enough to go through the whole ritual, but Betru didn’t seem bothered. In the tent, they kept clean with a brass kettle slung over a fire basket, a shared sponge and a bar of coarse soap that could’ve been used to scrub down a team of harness mokes after a day’s plowing.

The momentary fascination of an alien in their territory soon wore off, and the locals returned to lazy, desultory conversation, childish splashing. And unless Tony misread the signs, two couples were soon humping like otters, deep in the water at the cool side. He watched while pretending not to, heard the telltale sounds, and lifted a brow at Betru.

The Amelosi bent close to his ear and dropped his voice to a murmur. “Humans are too prudish. Nobody here cares if you’re naked ―”

“Not even your tiny little feet?” Tony muttered.

“― or if you shag, providing you’re polite about it.”

Tony leaned back to look at him. “How the hell can you be polite about being stark naked and shagging in public?”

“We’re not in public,” Betru said patiently. He’d learned from experience how touchy on the subject humans could be. “We’re shoulder-deep in water, in semi-darkness, inside a closed building, in entirely adult company.”

“So … being rude would be doing it outside, under a lamp, while kids and old folks watch?”

“Trust me,” Betru told him, “old folks wouldn’t give a toss. But kids might scream for the constable, yelling about how a guy’s being assaulted. And if you drag the constable out for this
 , he’ll have next week’s ale money off you in fines for being a bloody nuisance! Doesn’t take you long to learn.”

“You ―?” Tony was appalled, delighted, amused, horrified.

“Not me.” Tru threw a handful of water at him. “I was, uh, the brat that screamed for the constable.” He smothered a snicker. “Hey, I was five years old, what did I know? So the constable sat me down and explained. Like mokes on the farm, he said: all that bumping and humping, then little
 mokes next year.”

“Light dawned?” Tony guessed, amused.

“Oh, sure.” Betru raked back his streaming hair. “Of course, I was fifteen before I realized it’s only females, and breeders, that get the little ones. Before that, I wouldn’t give anybody a bump or a hump, in case I grew up into a breeder. We’re supposed to be tested when we’re about fourteen, to check if we’re not sterile. By then … for me? No point. I skipped it.”

“You avoided sex, just in case.” Tony wiped the smile off his face with wet hands. “Guys as well as girls, I assume.”

Betru shrugged eloquently. “At that age I assumed, if you got skewered, what did gender matter? I’d seen Chukutzu humping at the spaceport: four
 genders ― you bet your sweet little Irdnan ass I was confused. So I steered well clear of the lot of them, even the girl in my class at Jiva Area, who had the hots for me.” He shrugged easily. “Biology’s not my subject.”

Tony issued a rumble of humor. “So nobody’d mind if we …?”

“I doubt it.” Betru stretched luxuriously. “Truth is, they might be more awkward with the fact ―” He sighed heavily. “I’m shagging a frash
 . Sorry. On behalf of various numb-nuts members of my species, I apologize.”

“Ah.” Tony hadn’t thought it through so far, and tried to move away, sluggish in the hot water.

“But not these
 ones.” Tru nodded at their company. Two couples were already leaving; the rest had turned their backs on the strangers. “We’re close enough to Kalmas for the locals to’ve seen enough offworlders to get over the fascination. Also, we’re far beyond Jiva now. Nobody in this bathhouse is old enough to remember the mine disaster. Around here, they don’t have syndrome people at home. There’s nothing to hate, when they think human
 .”

“So …” Tony’s arms slipped about Betru’s shoulders, under the wet, heavy cape of his hair.

“So.” Betru pulled him close, spun them in the water, sent them drifting into the coolest part of the vast tub, where a man’s gonads might have some prayer of functioning properly.

Not, Tony mused, that he’d ever found anything that discouraged Tru’s gonads for long. He wondered what he’d done, during his years on Dorellan ships. One day, he might pluck up the courage to ask. For the moment, it was enough to float at the tub’s coolest edge, let Betru’s hands work their own kind of alchemy.

A human might have wished for privacy … a mattress under his spine, a tub of something cool and melting to use, his knees hooked over Tru’s shoulders while his body opened to the rhythm of its own surrender. But this would do: the scent of red lotus spinning in his head, a lot of viscous body oil where it would do the most good, while he humped into Betru’s right hand and Tru worked his way slowly, carefully inside. Just enough oil survived the hot water ― he knew he’d be sore, but the moment was too vibrant for him to resist. And he’d sheathed Betru to the hilt often enough in these last weeks for him to be equal to the challenge.

Sharp Amelosi teeth latched into his shoulder, branding him there, making him gasp. He’d wear the brand of possession for a few days, like the subtle ochre patterns around jaw and hairline worn by some handfasted couples or groups. He savored it, concentrating on the long-fingered, talented hand of the croupier, which cradled him, pumped him, urged, admonished, demanded, until Anthony L. Saviano forgot where he was entirely, and at the end came with a shout while Betru froze, silent as he spent himself.

Cobrana biotech, he thought with blurry logic as they parted, and he turned over in the water … sore, but not as raw as he’d feared. Cobrana biotech, without which a vast number of Tru’s generation wouldn’t be gay at all. At his age, Betru himself might have been married with six kids underfoot. Lazily, he wondered if Tru would always have loved men, or if Tony only found his way into these particular arms because of a deal struck between the high chiefs of old Satrula and a Cobrana genetics lab.

The subject was too deep, too difficult. He let it slip away and floated in Betru’s embrace until he was sure he’d begun to morph into an enormous prune.  He jerked fully awake when Eleda’s voice said, shockingly close at hand,

“Oh, it’s you! Shoulda known. Tushi kept me messin’ about back at the train while they got camp set. A lotta the troupe hiked it even before me, you’s only the first. Them Dorello’s stickin’ closer to Tushi than a rash ― but the Erellik bolted, soon as the sun went down. I think they know somebody here. Them chikatu
 seemed to have somewhere to be in a big hurry. Their business, not mine. Who knows how they think? Hive minds, or whatever.” Sweating in the intense humidity, she drew both hands over her face, smudging the rainbow hues of paint. “This is the life! Damnit, I shoulda been here an hour ago.”

“You didn’t miss anything.” Betru yawned. “Bathers come and go … the Erellik didn’t show up here. Why would they? They hate water. Gotta hide from rain
 , seen ’em do it. Two drops out of the sky, they put on oilskins or run for cover.” He spread both arms expansively. “You know this place?”

“As in, the town, or this bathhouse? I know ’em both, since we was stuck here a few years back.” Eleda dropped her scarlet silk gown and slithered into the tub a few meters away, causing a mini tidal wave.

She was far from young, but had kept her body taut. Being naturally thin, she still looked good. She had the typical Amelosi female physique: flat-chested, narrow hipped, long legged, and dappled all over with a lifetime’s accumulation of clan and householding tattoos. Even now, Betru’s people went by three names: clan, family and given. Her parents named her Leldor Anovi Yaneleda. She chose to be just Eleda. Tony noticed all this lazily, with purely academic curiosity, as he woke and peered in the gloom at his fingertips. “I’m pruning.”

The chip in Betru’s skull took several seconds to even attempt a translation, and his brow creased. “You’re cutting back the vines? What vines?”

“Ain’t nothing as sad as tech that almost
 works,” Tony said acidly. “I said, I’m turning wrinkled as a prune. Gotta get out.” He displayed his hands.

Betru’s pupils had widened enormously; he saw clearly. He tut-tutted over Tony’s hands. “Humans are weird.”

In fact, Amelosi skin wasn’t superior, merely different ― not nearly so porous, Tony knew. It didn’t wrinkle in water. Nor did Amelosi dehydrate so quickly in heat that would kill many humans. Although technology had begun to invade every part of their world, they continued to live closer to the land, the elements. The life, as much as their genes, made them robust.

He dealt Betru a smacking kiss and fended him off. “Anybody want a beer? If I’m getting out, I might as well make myself useful.”

“Wine,” Eleda decided. “Did you find Jaregin? Just tell him to put it on my slate. I’ll settle up with him later ― he knows me. And I owe you guys a beer.”

“You do?” Tony took his weight on both palms, on the edge of the tub, and hoisted himself onto one of many stepladders nestled up against the side. Eleda’s eyes followed him, but he was too relaxed to care as he sorted towels. “Now, why would you owe us a beer?”

“Because them bots is workin’,” she told him, “and that bloody oaf Rannus is gone. Glad to see the back of him. Nader and Velit’s settled right down. I don’t mind keepin’ ’em on with the show, long as we can hold it together. Might even try to think up somethin’ they can do onstage. Velit ain’t got the big bull’s strength yet, they take years growin’ into it. But maybe him and Nader can do somethin’ Dorello do that Amelosi don’t
 , that’d be interestin’.”

“You mean, like farting in close harmony?” Tony wrapped a towel about his hips and stooped toward Betru. “Gimme the key. Locker, clothes.”

“No, I don’t mean playin’ aromatic tunes,” Eleda said disapprovingly. “I mean some feat of balance or skill. What do Dorello do
 ?” She threw a handful of water at Betru. “You worked with ’em, you know ’em.”

Tony rubbed the key dry between folds of the towel and frowned at Betru. “I don’t know if they do
 anything you’d call theatrical,” he mused. “They strut around, being arrogant, giving orders and scorning our kind because we’re live breeders with primitive tech. Not the kind of thing you’d put onstage.”

“An officer on a freighter I served on used to practice stick fighting routines,” Betru mused. “Quite the art, actually. But it’s a special skill, not something any Dorello would know just because they’re Dorello.” He drew both hands back through the mass of his hair. “You’d be best to ask Nader and Velit what they know. A lot of them sing. Their music sounds bloody awful to us, of course, but it’s different
 . Good for a xeno show, maybe.”

With the key dry enough, Tony stepped away toward the lockers. “I’ll be back. Don’t go anywhere.”

Stepping out of the tub room was like a physical slap. The air around the lockers felt ice cold and desiccated. He found it invigorating, and gooseflesh rushed along his limbs as he dressed. He leaned back into the tub room, tossed the key back into Betru’s hands, and his mind turned to a tall, cold glass of ale.

Sholi seemed a nice enough town, not as ramshackle as Jiva, smaller than Alchar and Umbras, tiny by comparison with Zerledan. The spaceport lay almost due east along the railway line, a day on the train, several by moke.

In fact, Kalmas was close enough for departing ships to be visible, overflying Sholi on their way to orbit. Tony paused at the bathhouse door to watch a big ship heading up and out ― a freighter, he thought, with bright sterntubes, engines so powerful, a whisper of their thunder carried to his human ears though the ship had already attained a lot of altitude before it crossed Sholi.

The bathhouse stood in a circular ‘moon garden,’ set about with laden fruit trees and flowering vines. Tall fences bordered the street in one direction and the back premises of a chandler’s yard in the other. At late evening, the only obnoxious din issued from the tavern. Most of Sholi had settled down, but music, laughter, shouts, the sounds of inebriated revels, struck through the night like so much broken glass.

Listening to the uproar, Tony wondered fleetingly about seeing if the pub had a big wheel where he might risk a few lur. He and Tru could use the cash. Nanerosh paid, but not handsomely, and they’d begun without so much as a change of clothes. Much of their pay had disappeared on sundries.

Then ― no, he told himself. A chance to win on the big wheel wasn’t worth the sheer aggravation of showing his alien face in such a small town. It would be different in Kalmas, where aliens must be so commonplace, another Ptalnshi or Cobran or Irdnan
 would raise no interest. He might try his luck there, turn a hundred lur into a thousand, if Amaya chose to smile on him for half an hour.

Both moons were well up, and their gibbous shapes reminded him of the race of time since the Ursago
 launched. Time hadn’t become the enemy yet, but they had none to spare. Frowning at the white moons, Tony followed the pale gravel path across the garden.

The bathhouse belonged to the adjacent ‘rooming house.’ According to Eleda, Jaregin managed both, though he owned neither; the owners had retired to Reimas to live the good life, leaving a minor ‘clan cousin’ to look after their interests here. Jaregin wasn’t young, but he had the vigorous strength of most older Amelosi.

They aged in different patterns from the human, and didn’t grow feeble until very close to the end. Tony had seen too many like himself grow old and die prematurely in Vestmannaeyjar Camp D, where the Arctic winter, short rations, and the knowledge that no escape route led away from the refugee community combined into a lethal mix. He envied Betru’s people.

Amelos could overawe him with its sheer vastness, and whether the ancient high chiefs had been right or wrong, the day someone exercised near-divine right to unleash Cobrana biotech on the runaway population, was the day this world’s future changed, as surely as throwing the points to route a train onto a diverging track. The sky here never darkened with poison; the icecaps never began to melt. Forests had mostly grown back, ocean fish stocks recovered within a few generations of the population crash. With ‘breeders’ in such a minority now, Amelos’s troubles seemed to be over.

And they were smart people, Tony thought as he swung open the gate out into the alleyway. To fetch a basket of bottled beer and wine, he would leave the bathhouse’s garden, amble twenty meters toward the front street, enter the rooming house by the private side door and ring for Jaregin or his assistant.

A tubular bass bell hung by the desk, its mallet tied to the frame by a length of braided rawhide. Betru had rung it to summon the old man when they arrived. Sure enough, the mention of Eleda’s name produced a smile, a wrist-clasp, and enough ale to slake the thirst of the hike.

The night had grown almost chill, but he relished it. He drew his fingers through his damp hair, noticing how it had grown. Tru liked it longer, and Tony had no plans to cut it.

He stretched out his shoulders, complimented himself on the muscle mass he’d gained in the rigger’s work. His body felt fine, well worked, well fed ― “Well ríða
 ’d … fucked, I should say,” he added, mocking only himself and acknowledging the transient soreness that came of impromptu, unprepared sex. Next time they’d get it right, with attention to every last detail. Lascivious thoughts amused him as he strolled toward the rooming house.

He never saw the shapes moving in blue-black shadows against the moon garden’s tall fence. The blow across the back of his skull was so sudden, he had no time even to feel pain before he pitched to his knees and the ground came up and smacked his cheek.


Chapter Twenty-One

He heard them before seeing them, and gave a soundless groan. The chip presented him impartially with every word, and he almost wished it didn’t. He would have guessed Rannus, trailing the show, catching up with them here. He would’ve been dead wrong. More than likely, Rannus had stayed in Zerledan, got drunk, slept it off. He’d be bumming for a job further south, where scores of mines and logging camps continually soaked up labor, the rougher the better.

How long had Tony been out? Long enough, from the kosh itself. But he also recognized the slight muzziness of a drug working its way out of his system. Turi, the sedative slipped into his drink back in the Red Rooster, in Jiva? This felt the same, the lingering spin of his senses even with eyes closed, a hint of some metallic taste on the back of his tongue. Turi then ― which meant he could’ve been out for a dangerously long time.

He cracked open his eyes but saw only the soft yellow light of a few kerosene lanterns, and those sat well behind him. No window appeared in his field of view. He had no glimpse of the sky, no way of knowing if morning had come, and his time sense had deserted him. He might have been out for an hour or a day, and his mouth dried. Was he still in Sholi?

Not knowing inspired a swift, incandescent fury, so alien to Tony’s usual nature, its blind energy astonished him. He lay on his right side, arm and shoulder cramped beneath him, on a rough timber floor, facing a featureless wall. He could only listen while he remained utterly still. Both hands and feet were tied; he felt the abrasion of coarse rope, and the bonds were tight enough to be secure. But his hands had been bound before him, and he dared try the rope while he listened
 .

The chittering and clicking of the Erellik offended his ears, while the chip delivered the gist of a very alien language. They were Tikati and Chakat ― the closest sounds human or Amelosi tongues and teeth could make to the names of the drones Nanerosh had hired years before, for their climbing abilities, an act that never failed to thrill rural audiences.

Tony and Betru had never even spoken directly to them. All he knew of these Erellik amounted to guesswork. They could only be runaways, no less than the Dorello; but where Rannus had murdered a Cobran, these two ― roaches
 , Tony thought angrily, with no skerrick of compassion for them ― had offended against their hive. They’d fled before they could be dispatched home and fed to the young. And now?

Obviously, they wanted a better life. Both held the same sexless, drone caste status, but Tikati seemed to be a generation older, which in Erellik terms meant seven or nine years. Their breeding cycles remained almost a mystery to Tony, but he knew a little from listening to the idle tattle of Dorellan crews. Tikati and Chakat were far more alike than different, so similar, a human couldn’t tell them apart on sight; but Tikati’s greater age gave it seniority. Chakat deferred to it at all times.

“You spoke with the Adjutant himself?” Tikati was demanding

“Of course. I would speak with no other, as I have said before. Twice.” Chakat might have been offended. The chip offered no clue as to emotional content, and Erellik voices consisted of chirps, chitters, clicks, squeaks, from which a human couldn’t hope to discern emotion. Still, Chakat spoke so brusquely, Tony wondered if it considered the question a slur against its efficiency.

“He’s late,” Tikati chirped.

“He gave no specific time,” Chakat argued. “He merely said soon
 .”

“What does soon
 mean?” Tikati clicked with an irritable staccato.

“How could I know, beyond the orthodox denotation?” Chakat paused and tried again, cajoling. “Only consider the reward, Tikati. It’s surely worth a little of your time and mine.”

Adjutant? Tony knew the term only in the military sense: an officer serving as assistant to another. He wondered if the chip might be using the word opportunistically ― if its limited database could make any sense of Erellik hive mentality, or the social structure within their ranks. For all he knew, the hive master, most senior of the male breeders serving the queen, might be addressed as General
 . The insular, aloof Erellik shared nothing of their culture, as if they believed themselves far above the likes of human, Amelosi, Dorello, even Cobran.

Blood slicked the ropes on Tony’s wrists. The skin burned fiercely, but white-hot anger effectively canceled pain, and the ropes had already loosened. Soon they were wet enough to slip. His teeth sank into his lower lip as he pulled harder. He’d dragged one hand loose when Tikati chirped,

“The Adjutant’s concept of soon
 and mine are vastly different. I shall speak with him myself.”

“Take care,” Chakat warned. “He’s not the most tractable of individuals. Anger him, and it could go badly for us.”

If either of these chikatu
 had a functional intelligence, it was likely to be Chakat, Tony decided. Or did Chakat simply practice caution because it perched precariously on the lowest rung of the Erellik social ladder, the caste most often abused by its elders and betters every step of the way up to the queen herself. Tikati and Chakat had lived their entire lives with drone status, as sexless labor grades ―

But these two, Tony realized, had been separate from the hive long enough to discover independence, ambition, perhaps even a sense of identity that was technically impossible among their kind. Chakat squealed ingratiatingly, and the chip put meanings to a confusion of sound in which human ears could barely even pick out a pattern.

“A few more days, Tikati … we can be in Onambi. Safe and free. No more scurrying about, doing Nanerosh’s ridiculous bidding and performing like brainless insects for Amelosi halfwits who can’t tell the difference between bots and living creatures. Just be patient, wait, trust. Yes?”

For some moments Tikati vacillated. “Soon
 , the Adjutant said. How long does it take to get here from Kalmas Port?”

Sweat prickled along Tony’s ribs, stung his eyes as he worked his other hand free. These Erellik, he realized, owned a comset. If he’d only known, he’d have found a way to use it weeks ago! Or was it Erellik tech, designed for their ‘hands’ and eyes, so useless to a human, it might as well have been a hambone? He choked off a curse.

Moving with infinite slowness, he pulled his knees into his belly, at every moment waiting for one of them to realize he’d woken. But they were clearly not watching him, trusting the drug to keep him out for much longer, just as the assassin in Jiva had believed enough turi in his drink would kill him, as it would certainly have killed Betru. Occasionally, being human had its advantages.

And where the hell was Tru? He’d have lounged in the bath for some time, content to talk over Nanerosh’s business with Eleda. But in half an hour, surely he’d have realized something
 had gone askew. Or an hour, Tony thought feverishly as he stretched blood-sticky fingertips to the rope securing his ankles.

His hips and spine had stiffened, which hinted at how long he’d been unconscious. Long enough, he speculated, for these damned Erellik to take him right out of Sholi, stash him somewhere safe, remote, dark, and call out to their Adjutant.

The name of Onambi sounded familiar, but he couldn’t remember where he’d heard it. Not a local place, certainly not on the show’s vast itinerary. After Kalmas, the train would take Nanerosh’s Traveling Outworld Amazements direct to the riverland, where five major towns would keep them busy for months. Then, a riverboat south to Samarak, the bigger towns and cities on the estuary of the Jiva River. Onambi was certainly not on Nanerosh’s touring circuit, but Tony knew it, and swore silently at himself for forgetting.

The pieces of this puzzle fit together all too easily. Tikati and Chakat had no way back into the harsh, unforgiving hive society, and they’d had enough of working for Amelosi whom they considered frashkul
 . Even drones had a pride that smarted when they performed, displaying skills with which every Erellik hatched, for slack-jawed audiences. They saw a human, and their many compound eyes lit up with dancing lur signs. When the train broke down, they must have marveled at their luck. A comset, a call to this Adjutant ― they trussed the quarry like a prize kushkuck headed for market.

And the buyer, or go-between, was coming here. Soon
 .

Fury set a pulse hammering in Tony’s head, but he clenched his teeth, willed his movements to be slow, subtle, while his fingertips worked on the rope. One thing these Erellik couldn’t do, he realized, not to save their lives, was tie a decent knot. After all the months with the show, doing the rigger’s work, they had scorned to learn the basic skill.

They were about to pay handsomely for the arrogance. His hands had been loose for several minutes, while he worked his joints one by one, rotating them as far as he dared, before he tried his spine. Flexing his back meant moving visibly, and if the Erellik happened to be looking, they would know immediately, he was free. They continued to chitter, talking over the division of the spoils, and what they hoped for in Onambi, until Tony’s spine popped audibly.

He froze, but from the scuffle of multiple limbs, they knew
 . Erellik hearing was keener than human or even Amelosi, and their eyesight might be very different, but it could be more acute, especially in low-light conditions.

The clicking, squeaking language became agitated, too quick and confused for his chip to translate. He sucked in a breath, trusting to anger to propel his muscles faster than they had any right to move after the hours spent cramped. Erellik, like Dorello, often underestimated humans, as if they had no concept of what a shot of raw adrenaline could do.

Fury blazed through Tony like top fuel. He rolled to his feet before the thought get up move find a weapon use it
 had finished taking form between his synapses. His dilated eyes scanned the inside of a structure that might have been a barn, but not a place where animals were kept, since it had none of the earthy stink of livestock. Tools hung along the walls, antiquated by the standards of a machine culture, but still big enough, heavy and sharp enough to do a lot of damage in the hands of anyone with the strength and anger to use them.

Writhing cartilaginous fingers reached for him as the Erellik scurried closer, all their forward eyes focused on him. Exoskeletal, they were far stronger than they looked, and their species knew no fear of losing limbs. Tony dove sideways along the wall, hands closing on the haft of an ax, and the kind of mallet he’d seen used for sinking fence posts.

Fourteen years on Dorellan freighters and weeks working as show rigger gave him the strength and coordination to use both, while all Tikati and Chakat had was the speed of ants following a pheromone trail.

He saw at once, they were unarmed. One of them ― probably Chakat, who took the orders and did Tikati’s menial work ― had struck him across the back of the skull with some blunt object, but these Erellik didn’t own a gun. Nanerosh didn’t tolerate firearms, and buying one in a small town like Sholi would involve permits, clearances, licenses, none of which fugitives possessed.

Speed was their greatest weapon, and Tony struggled to keep up with them as they dove left and right, scrabbling for tools. Those wriggling ‘fingers’ were also stronger than they looked, cartilaginous digits with at least as much dexterity as human hands, if not more. He had no way to tell the Erellik apart, but one grabbed a fire iron, the other a spade, tools so low-tech, any peasant farmer in Mesopotamia would have recognized them, around the time mankind learned to write.

They were as deadly now as then. Tony ducked and wove, cursing the slight disorientation left by the turi. Ax chimed on spade ― he batted it away from his head; mallet struck fire iron, and he swung it again, aiming not for the iron but for the ‘hand’ holding it.

A high pitched squeal rewarded him and he saw a gush of milky fluid, Erellik blood. With one of them injured, his chances improved. Lunging at the chikatu
 who’d dropped the iron and was hugging its limb against its thorax, he swung the mallet as hard as he knew how.

The Erellik throat physically could not wail, but they made a sound like an old whistling kettle boiling dry. The shriek perforated Tony’s eardrums, and the silence following the mallet blow to the creature’s armored head came as a relief. It went down as heavily, as easily, as any human would have.

Tony spun away with a split second’s grace before the spade could separate his own head from his shoulders. He might have wished for better light, but his pupils had dilated wide, a useful side effect of the turi. The barn could be no more than ten meters by twelve, and a heavy moke wagon took up much of its space, one corner propped on a sturdy trestle, its fourth wheel missing.

Shadows marched around the walls, confusing his vision, while the Erellik as a species were most comfortable in near-darkness. But Tony had one small advantage, which Tikati and Chakat might never have considered.

Ancient and rigid hive social structure separated worker from warrior, sexless drone from breeder. Even here, so far from home, these Erellik were drones
 , the lowest caste. The instincts and reflexes of the warrior were absent in them. Ambition, covetousness, fear, anger, were qualities basic to any living creature with even a feeble sense of individuality; but wrath, cunning, tactics and strategy?

The Erellik brandishing the spade ― it had to be Tikati, since it had urged the other to go first, taking risks to tire Tony, make him show what he was worth ― was certainly driven, and its wild, jerky movements suggested genuine dread.

“Enough! You want to just drop that thing?” Tony offered. “You’re Tikati? You want to get hurt? Don’t push me, chikatu
 . I’ve had enough of you to last me a lifetime.”

Like every spacer it had a chip, but it ignored him as if he hadn’t spoken. The spade shot out like an assegai, stabbing toward his throat. Tikati had no compunction about delivering damaged goods to its Adjutant. Perhaps it didn’t know that when humans lost a limb, they remained maimed. A research lab wouldn’t pay so well for broken merchandise. Either way, Tikati came on again, faster than before.

Healthy fear redoubled the flood of adrenaline coursing through Tony, and he swung the ax hard to block the spade, twisting sideways on it. If Tikati had been human, its wrist would have dislocated, but Erellik joints functioned differently. Tony had never been able to figure out how they worked ― every one might have been a ball-and-socket joint, or not a true joint at all, just a bundle of tough sinew sheathing neural conduit, the whole cased in chitinous armor.

The spade came again, but Tikati had begun to show the first signs of fatigue. It slowed as its metabolism adjusted to long-term, sustained effort, in ways entirely unique to its own people. Tony knew nothing about their biology, but he recognized the signs of a concession to fatigue when he saw them.

This time he turned the ax, used it to hook the haft of the spade, and threw his weight against it. An Erellik drone was far too strong for him to tear the weapon out of its fingers, but sheer surprise gave him a moment’s advantage, and Tony seized it. Tikati’s many eyes fled to its ‘fist,’ its weapon, and he swung the mallet in his own left hand through a great haymaker, gathering momentum and force.

For a tenth of a second Tikati might have realized it was about to take a catastrophic blow, but he doubted it. The Erellik’s head snapped aside so fast, if it had vertebrae and spinal cord, its neck would have broken. It hit the floor, skittered and came to rest against the cart’s high wheel, leaving the whole shed so silent, the rasp of Tony’s breathing seemed unpardonably loud.

Only now did he begin to feel his own hurts. Both wrists were bleeding, both shoulders felt wrenched, and his right had certainly bruised, either in the fall when he took the kosh, or in the hours he’d spent lying cramped on it. Without checking the back of his head, he knew he’d find a lump like a pigeon’s egg. Ax and mallet thudded onto the floor timbers. He leaned both palms on his thighs, content just to breathe until his heart slowed and his lungs eased.

Too soon, the ancient survival instinct ticking away in the back of his mind began to nudge at him. He roused himself with an effort, cast about for the Erelliks’ belongings, something, anything that might be useful. The two had quit Nanerosh’s company with only what they could carry, packed into a garish yellow rucksack Chakat would have worn. The straps had been lengthened and repositioned to fit the thorax of a very different body shape. Tony discovered it on the tail of the wagon, and fetched one of the three kerosene lanterns closer before he rummaged though the contents.

Their comset was as useless as he’d feared: the shape of a flashlight, with scores of buttons half the size of the nail on his small finger, no digital display, no audio pickup as he recognized it. Given a week, a month, he might figure out how it worked, but he suspected he could have minutes
 . The last thing he needed was the Erellik, or their Adjutant, being able to call for backup.

Swearing beneath his breath, he deliberately set the device on the floorboards and stamped a boot-heel into it. With a satisfying little spatter of magnesium-bright sparks it crushed to fragments.

The rucksack contained a pack of meat, but no water ― the carnivorous Erellik rarely drank ― plus a wallet containing exactly three hundred and forty lur in dog-eared local bills, which slipped right into his hip pocket; and the only useful item they possessed, a polished-brass pocket clockwork, of the kind manufactured right here on Amelos. The top popped open and he saw 06:27.

Morning, then. If this were the day after he and Betru ambled into Sholi, he’d spent over eight hours in limbo, and by now Tru must be far beyond merely worried. He might call the constable, if Nanerosh and Eleda considered the local law reputable; but the bounty on humans was so tasty, Tru wouldn’t know who to trust any more than Tony did.

More likely, the instincts of the hunter, the lust for old fashioned rohlwen
 , would stir alive. Betru would search. He might return to the train and find the chikatu
 vanished, or he might put two and two together from offhand remarks Eleda had made ―

A lotta the troupe hiked it even before me … them Dorello’s stickin’ closer to Tushi than a rash ― but the Erellik bolted, soon as the sun went down. I think they know somebody here. Them chikatu seemed to have somewhere to be in a big hurry.

At the time Tony had thought nothing of it. Getting slow, he told himself. The kind of slowness of wit that got a man killed. He glared at the fallen Erellik for some moments, then threw his good shoulder against the shed’s sliding door, rolled it open a hand’s span, far enough to see out. It rolled grudgingly on rusted, dirt-clogged tracks. It might not have been used regularly in a year

Sunrise could be no more than minutes away. Already the world had brightened, busy with the tailed, toothed reptilian ‘birds’ which thrived everywhere here, brilliantly hued and noisy. He opened the door a fraction more, slipped out and strode once around the outside of the barn, looking in every direction for any sign of the town.

Not surprisingly, the Erellik had carried him right out of the Sholi, and a good distance into the vast paddocks which stretched from the railway to the low, purple line of the hills to the south. Tony had no idea where he was, but how far could Chakat have carried him? Even if the older, superior Tikati had helped bear the burden, this shed could be no more than a few kilometers ― ecks ― from the tracks. All around, he saw only fields, occasional massive old trees that had survived the clearcutting, centuries ago, which made way for farming. Long lines of post-and-wire fences arrowed into the morning shadows.

The paint-peeled, decaying barn seemed the only viable building in the area. Forty meters sunward, the tumbledown ruin of what must once have been a house cast long blue shadows. Someone had farmed here, run livestock or raised crops, but not in so long that the elements had begun to take the buildings apart. The cottage, smaller and much more flimsy, failed first, but the barn would crumble back into the landscape soon enough.

“Well, heilagur skit
 ,” he swore, rubbing the lump on his head until the smart of his raw wrists eclipsed the swollen bruise. Thirst harassed him, but he saw no pump or well or trough, and the Erellik had no need for water. They swilled booze for its chemical effects, not because they needed its moisture. He pressed the heels of both hands into his eyes, forcing himself to think.

First things first. If the Adjutant said he’d get here ‘soon,’ time might be short. Cursing fluently in several languages, Tony dove back into the shed and hunted for the rope the Erellik had bound him with. A roll of the stuff, coarse and bristly, sat on a pile of straw bales in the back of the shed, with a rusted, abandoned knife, just slightly too big to be comfortable in a human hand, driven into the wall behind it.

He hacked off six lengths, and stooped over the Erellik, eyes narrowing in the finger of bright daylight from the open door. How did you tie creatures who didn’t possess hands, so a rope wouldn’t just slide right off?

The solution was to bind them above what a human would have called the ‘elbows.’ Tie them tightly, with the knot he knew as a ‘Eugene loop,’ well out of reach of their flexible fingers; and do it for each pair of limbs. He might have worried about Chakat coming to as he worked, but he had a strong intuition Tikati might be dead.

There was something so wrong about tying up a dead body, his flesh crawled, but he did it anyway: he had no idea where to search for pulses or heartbeat, and the only thing he knew for sure about the Erellik was that they were extremely tough, with the ability to regenerate lost  body parts.

“Light a candle later,” he told himself as he worked. “Make a donation to the old drones’ home … except these guys don’t
 retire. They get scrapped, fed to their own freakin’ larvae! Christ, what am I doing here?”

With the pair thoroughly secure, he hauled the bodies behind the abandoned wagon, shoved them slightly underneath. A sheet of gray canvas lay in the vehicle’s bed. He pulled it out, coughing on a year’s accumulated dust before he threw it over the Erellik and stepped back to brush himself down.

Now, he waited. He turned off two of the lanterns, left the third burning on the lowest flame he could manage, and deliberately left the door open by a hand’s span as he jogged out through the morning sunlight. If he could trust his brain to be working properly after a solid kosh, a large dose of turi and the adrenaline rush of anger and fear, there was one smart way out of here ― and he’d probably get a single fleeting chance to try.

Twenty meters from the shed, three straggling trees cast shadows across the hip-high grasses and weeds. He approached them in a wide circle, careful not to leave an arrow-straight disturbance through the tall grass, pointing right to his position. There, he squatted in the shade to watch.

“Soon
 , Adjutant, sir,” he muttered. “Like the nasty bastard said, how long does it take to get here from Kalmas Port?”

By train? A day. By moke? Several days. But their Adjutant was specific: soon, he said. An hour ago Tikati had already grown impatient. So, Tony reasoned, the Adjutant wasn’t on his way by moke or train. He had a vehicle. And he was a he
 , not an it
 , which meant Tikati either answered to some other species, or its contact was a higher-caste Erellik, a breeding male whose service in the field might earn him the right to serve the queen.

The Erellik despised taking orders from any other race. According to Dorello gossip, they believed themselves the supreme species ― another reason Tikati and Chakat would have chafed through every day of their employment with Nanerosh. Tony might easily be the first chance they ever had to get out, and they couldn’t wait to seize it. Bad luck, he told himself, just pure bad luck that the train broke down a day short of Kalmas. The kind of luck that had followed Tony Saviano from Vestmannaeyjar Camp D, and dogged him still.

The birds settled down soon after sunrise, and the loudest sound was the buzz and chirr of insects. The last traces of turi in his bloodstream made him drowsy as the adrenaline wore off. He set his back against the nearest tree, closed his eyes against the too-bright sun. He actually slithered into a light doze, and the whine of an engine roused him with an uncomfortable start.

Heart beating too hard, too fast, he froze with an effort of willpower. Better to see what, who, was coming before he made his presence known. If Tru had gone to Sholi’s constable, and the constable of so tiny a town possessed a comset, someone from the spaceport might come looking for the lost human. If
 the Trade Commission counted a single human worth the time and effort, Tony thought bitterly; and he doubted it.

Then ― no. Commission vehicles wore a pale blue and white livery, reminiscent of the planet Earth seen from space. A candy-green flyer dropped in from the east, definitely on a vector from Kalmas Port, but just as certainly not an official vehicle belonging to the TTC. And the Amelosi constabulary didn’t run flyers. They had no budget to acquire them, nor pilots to fly them. Or, Tony thought ruefully, any good reason to extend their reach beyond what could be covered on a decent gyrobike or a healthy moke.

As the flyer dropped lower he came to one knee like a runner under the starter’s pistol, eyes wide and unblinking on the smooth, backswept aerodyne shape of the vehicle. Rich Amelosi and visiting offworlders flew this kind of thing. Tony had seen them in ports between Reimas and Titan City, back home. He’d only flown them a handful of times, to test repairs on which he’d worked the night through. These flyers were all too easy to handle ― so simple, most governments legislated to lock out the manual controls, leaving the AI pilot to fly the craft, removing temptation from the hands of civilian hoons.

And it was just as simple, Tony thought acidly, for a good bot tech to hotwire his way around the locks, cut the AI out of the loop, take over the craft’s childishly simple control surfaces.

Reflected sunlight dazzled him as it set down, extending short, sturdy struts. The lift engine whined into silence, leaving the flyer shimmering with heat while cryogen pumps kicked in to fast-cool it. Moments later the elegant teardrop canopies on both sides lifted with a soft hum, giving the machine the look of a bright green beetle with its wing cases lifted.

Then Tony held his breath.


Chapter Twenty-Two

Two Erellik stepped out. Human eyes could only tell the castes apart ― warriors developed heavy armor and massive mandibles, drones grew small and squat, breeding males towered over humans and Amelosi with a more gracile body form. Within those castes, individuals appeared physically identical, but these two elite males wore collars and bracelets, lustrous white gold, and the taller of the pair sported a scarlet cape, fluttering jauntily from one ‘shoulder.’ They were also armed. Tony saw holstered pistols mounted on polished cross-harness, circling the thorax. They stood on either side of the flyer, taking the time for a thorough visual search of the area, and he froze like a hiding ptarmigan.

If they had a scanner, they would easily pick him out of the background of trees, grass, sun-warmed rocks, no matter how still he kept. But no, these were high-caste civilians with limited access to military hardware. Sidearm, flyer, comset ― simple; but Tony knew how lucky he was that the tiny Erellik community attached to Kalmas remained entirely mercantile, civilian, like their quarter of Jiva.

As yet, the Erellik maintained no military presence on Amelos. The term ‘adjutant’ must be arbitrary, the chip hunting for a fitting word. It might have translated the Erellik rank as ‘auxiliary or ‘lieutenant’ or ‘deputy.’ Adjutant
 would do. The Erellik sporting the bright scarlet cape had to be the senior. Tall, long legged, economical in his movements, he came around the blunt, glossy nose of the flyer. Tony heard him calling ahead in chirps and clicks as the two approached the barn.

Then a piercing whistle, surely a sound of quick anger when Tikati and Chakat failed to respond. The Adjutant gestured at his aide, and the subservient Erellik applied four ‘hands’ to the barn door, rolling it slowly on the corroded, congested tracks.

Sunlight fell inside; both figures sidled in, momentarily blind in the sudden darkness, though their different eyes would quickly recover. Both whistled shrilly, as if whatever meager patience had utterly expired. Now, Tony launched himself like a sprinter.

He covered the distance with desperate speed, anaerobic, mouth and throat dust dry. The flyer’s bulk covered him, always between him and the open door. As he drew closer, he doubled up to keep out of sight before tumbling in, into an ill-fitting bucket seat designed for a very different body shape.

Both hands dove for the service hatch under the simple control surfaces. He’d known his way around flyers since Vestmannaeyjar ― a part-time job at the landing field in his final tech school semester. Memories of being busted for hotwiring one before he was seventeen fled through his mind as the hatch cover popped off. Local magistrates tended to be lenient with bright kids, first offenders, promising students with the potential to escape. Tony banished the memories and ducked into the footwell while his fingers hunted for the AI override conduit.

How many civilians knew the trick? Taking back control was as simple as breaking the circuit between the third party ‘plugin’ autopilot and the flyer’s own drive computer. These machines never shipped from the factory with an AI pilot, since every world, every colony, had different regulations. Plugins were added at market, or after, often by the dealer who sold the vehicle. The law demanded they be so childlike, so goof-proof, a used aircar dealer couldn’t make some amateur’s mistake, causing a fatal error, a midair collision or headlong crash from the edge of space.

The circuit popped apart soundlessly and several dashboard lights winked over into oranges and blues. Tony wormed into the odd-shaped pilot’s seat and splayed his hands over the controls. His eyes skimmed them, right to left in the Cobrana way, and he thanked Amaya, or perhaps the Mennach, Ildus and Gabbra of legend, that Cobrana tech was absolutely ubiquitous. The same basic instruments controlled flyers from backwoods Jiva to Borias, seat of the Cobrana High Court ― and Reykjavík, where the spaceport might be rural, but city hall made sure  they bought the best hardware on the market.

His luck might have changed. On the passenger’s seat beside him lay the same identical comset to the device Tikati and Chakat had owned. He picked it up, turned it over, and swore at it: as he’d expected, Erellik design, useless to a human. Still, he grinned humorlessly as he saw it.

Complacent as any elite Erellik, the Adjutant had left it in the flyer. If the aide didn’t carry one, the two were stranded here, with a long hike into town and an even longer journey back to Kalmas. They could only telegraph up the line, wait for a pickup, if their backwoods community could access another flyer. Or ride the train, Tony though darkly. He knew the local schedules well by now. The current train stood in the siding under repairs. The next eastbound engine wasn’t due for three days.

Power came on obediently, with a subtle buzz. Both teardrop canopies dropped as the central motor whirred up quietly prior to main lifter ignition. The moment the canopies locked into place, four underbelly thrusters howled into life. Tony’s heart hammered his ribs as he lifted the struts and took the flyer straight up. Most urgently, he needed some sense of direction. Where was Sholi? One glimpse of the railway, the rooftops of town, and he’d know where he was.

One mark he had to chalk up to the Erellik: they had the speed of bulldog ants, and the senior castes, breeders as well as warriors, possessed the killer instinct of their fierce, carnivorous ancestors. The airframe shuddered, the flyer staggered as shots punched into it, sending it into a sideways lurch before it began to drift.

Twenty orange warning lights flashed on across the dashboard. Upthrust had been compromised, two lifters hit, but Tony overran the good engines until they howled in protest. He also let the flyer drift across the barn, using the building for cover until he could make enough altitude to see the rails, the town.

There! Brown shingled rooftops, broad tracts of green on either side of a canal driven south from a sun-bright catchment, the dry meander of a winter creek, four dirt roads converging on the settlement, which stood six kilometers from the railway ―

Five ecks, Tony reminded himself grimly. Amelosi didn’t think in kilometers, and why should they? With his bearings firm, he hit the forward thrust and sent the flyer northwest, just above treetop level. Shots whanged
 after him, but with distance they lost their ability to sting.

Two out of four main lifters had taken some serious damage, but the other two remained online, producing enough power to get him there. Low enough to hedge-hop, he approached Sholi, and the roar of engine noise advertised the presence of a very alien machine. From the air, the town looked much smaller than he’d imagined. He saw the bathhouse and adjacent ‘rooming house’ where he and Tru had planned a luxurious night; across the unpaved street, the pub and clinic stood side by side with the stable, chandlery, saddler and farrier, the usual small town services.

Every soul in Sholi barring the stone deaf had heard the flyer, and it seemed the whole population rushed into the street. Falling into a hover under the level of the second story eaves, he looked for Betru. Eleda might have returned to the train, but where the hell was Tru? He should be here ― unless he’d drawn an infuriating blank in town, and headed back to Nanerosh to petition for resources to reach further.

“Come, on, Tru, where the ríða
 are you?” Tony muttered, holding the flyer at around six meters while dust blasted up and the locals began to yell and wave him off.

Close enough to see faces clearly, he also saw anger at the disturbance ― but no sign of Betru. He waited as long as he thought he should, and much longer, but at last let the flyer fall upward. Above rooftop height, he angled the nose around and scanned visually for the railway, and the train itself.

From a distance of five thousand meters it looked like a dormant millipede lying alongside the tracks, exactly where he and Tru had left it at sunset last night. Tony nudged the forward thrusters, one eye on the gauges reporting on the main lifters, power output and temperature, as the flyer gained speed.

He kept it slow, painfully aware of the howling protests from the damaged engines, and divided his attention between the landscape ahead and the dashboard. Numerous orange warnings seemed to have stabilized for the moment. The flyer wasn’t about to fall out of the air, but nor would it go very far before it received proper repair work ― bad news, when shot-to-hell lifters couldn’t be fixed without the proper components.

A light hand, patience, a feel
 for machinery, kept the craft in the air, but he was glad to set it down in the stubble not twenty meters from Nanerosh’s three show cars, power-off the engines and initiate diagnostics. The rudimentary onboard AI began to run check after check, reading off a list of woes in a chirping, chittering Erellik voice.

With a groan he sent up the left-side canopy, and smelled the hot reek of overworked motors as well as the ‘deep fried grease’ aroma of the kitchen tents. Hunger and thirst assaulted him physically. He rubbed his eyes hard, aware of the smart of the abraded wrists, and almost didn’t hear the rhythmic thud of moke hooves over the hammering from the locomotive. Judging by the staccato din, repairs were well underway.

Blinking into the morning sun, he saw the animal approaching fast through the paddock, running parallel with the rails ― and Betru waving as he drew close enough to see who’d landed the flyer. He flung himself out of the saddle, caught Tony physically and hauled him out of the machine.

“I bloody knew
 it had to be you! Who else’d bring a flyer up out of nowhere, so close to the treetops, you’re almost clipping them?”

“The main lifters are damaged, didn’t want to overwork ’em before I’ve had a chance to look at them.” Tony fell against him, hugged him, let himself be spun around. “They took a couple of gunshots, what d’you expect?”

Betru had begun to calm, and held him at arm’s length to look at him. “Gunshots? Tikati and Chakat? They’re armed? They’re gone
 .”

“I know exactly where the bastards are … and I think Tikati might be dead,” Tony said darkly. “Them
 , I dealt with. No, they weren’t armed, not with guns at least, but they did have a comset. Before I came to, they’d already called out. A mate of theirs came over from Kalmas ― quite high and mighty, going by all his scarlet and gold. And his guns,” he added bitterly.

The indigo eyes passed over him systematically, head to foot, missing nothing. “I was on my way up to the next station, ten ecks east. There’s a telegraph office, I was going to send a wire to the Kalmas constables, ask them to deliver it to the Terran Trade Commission: tell the TTC another human traveler’s gone missing.” He shrugged. “Maybe the message would get through … probably not. Without actually being in Kalmas myself, it was the best I could do. I tore Sholi apart last night. Dragged the constable out of bed, raised the kind of rumpus that almost got me arrested ― would have, if I didn’t know when to back off. So I borrowed a moke, came back here and … you know you’re filthy? And your wrists are bleeding. Tied up?”

“Tight.” Tony examined his hands, for the first time noticing how ragged they were, wide, shallow wounds pitted with dirt. “But I’m out
 , and with any luck the high-ups from Kalmas might be stranded. If they don’t actually have a comset on them, they’ll have to hike out.” He nodded into the flyer. “They left one there ― no use to us, damnit ― so there’s a good chance they’re off the air. Knowing folk who prefer the dark, they’ll wait for dusk, hike it to the telegraph station, send a wire.” He glared at Nanerosh’s cars. “If they can’t get a pickup, they’ll be on this
 train.”

“No skinny chance,” Betru growled. “The engineers had a spare whatever
 on the tender. We’re almost fixed, leaving in a couple of hours. Ten minutes ago, Nanerosh started crowing about how they’re about to stoke the boiler. Pity. I’d have enjoyed taking those buggers apart when they calmly tried to get on for the ride home.” He cocked his head at Tony. “The bounty, was it?”

“Had to be.” Tony fingered the back of his head. “Look, let me get cleaned up, do something with these wrists. I’ll tell you the tale, then …” He looked up at Betru soberly. “I just want to get to Kalmas Field, Tru. After last night, I want this whole thing done
 . Finished, while I’m still alive and free. If we get back on the train, we’ll have to fall right back in with Nanerosh.” A whole day on the rails, another day doing their job, rigging the show, before they could slip out when the boss wasn’t looking. Tony shook his head. “I’m not positive those chikatu
 don’t have another comset. If they do, I’m not safe, not here, not anywhere. Stick with me, and you’re not safe either. The only trump we have to play is the Commission. We have to score witness protection, given what we know.”

“Yes,” Betru agreed without hesitation, though he frowned over the candy-green flyer. “If
 this thing’s up to the journey.”

Tony sighed heavily. “Five or six hundred ecks to Kalmas, isn’t it?”

“I’d say a tad bit more than five,” Tru judged shrewdly.

“Look, let me clean myself up and check out the lifters. She won’t make a lot of altitude, or top-line performance, but she might get us there.” He gave Betru a plaintive look. “Feed me, for chrissakes. I’m bloody starving. And thirsty.”

The show’s twenty living, breathing Amelosi, plus the two Dorellan fugitives and the Molosho acrobat, had gathered along the fence. The handful of passengers stayed some distance away, gaping at the offworlders, the flyer, the showfolk. Nanerosh himself stood in the shade of a gaudy pink parasol held delicately by Mindaya Zuzuban, while Eleda kicked through the stubble toward Tony and Betru.

She opened both arms to hug Tony. “Sweetie, we thought we’d never see you again!” She blinked at him, flushing a delicate shade of blue around the cheekbones and the tips of the elegant Amelosi ears. “I shouldn’ta let you go into town. You’s too bloody human! We know
 what goes on. It’s been in the newssheets ― damnit, Tushi’s gonna have to accept the way the dice roll. He needs a good tech, but I don’t think you can stay with us, Jim O’Neill, not till the bastard government up in Reimas gets hammered for doin’ what it’s doin’ with humans. Your Commission, or the Cobran, or both, need to threaten ’em with sanctions or fines, money
 , something the louses understand because it speaks their stinkin’ language.” She caught his hands, tutted over his wrists. “Come with me, lemme get these fixed up.”

“Then we have to go,” Tony warned quietly.

“Go where?” she began. “The train ―”

“I think I can coax the flyer as far as Kalmas.” He sounded a good deal more certain than he felt. “A couple of Erellik took potshots at it, but two of the lifters are still working.”

“Erellik with guns?” Eleda recoiled.

“There’s a good reason we call them chikatu
 ,” Betru said sourly. “They are
 roaches, every last one I ever met. Give the buggers guns, and you’ll see what they think of us, especially in a place like this: there’s no proper oversight and the law’s so thin on the ground ― Sholi’s got one constable, so old and portly, she needed to think about retiring ten years ago!”

“But, buggeration, Erellik with guns,” Eleda growled. “I didn’t think frash
 could get a permit to buy one.”

“They can’t. Or, at least, humans can’t, not legally.” Tony let Eleda tow him toward the camp which had been pitched on the verge beside the train. “Two Erellik are out there, Eleda, and if they do have a comset on them, I’m in dead trouble. They’ll know by now, I made it back here. Everybody in the show is about to know Tikati and Chakat tried for the bounty. Even if it’s a government department that pays it, hush-hush, big-noise Reimas politicians would never admit to it. Abduction and vivisection aren’t legal, even when it’s just about humans.”

“Which makes you a big, fat target,” Eleda said acidly.

“Yeah.” Tony looked up anxiously at Betru. “I wish the flyer would make it right through to Reimas, Tru. We could’ve marched right into the Commission bureau, told the whole story to the proper authorities by tonight. But even if I can keep that thing in the air, Kalmas is as far as it’s going without repairs. The city’s way too far.”

“Soon as it shows up back in Kalmas,” Eleda warned, “you know it’ll be recognized. How many slick flyers, just that color, d’you think there are in a regonal town?” She looked from Tony to Betru and back. “You be careful.”

“We intend to,” Betru promised. “We’ve made it this far, and we’re still alive and at liberty.”

“By the skin of your teeth,” Eleda scoffed. “First things first. He needs to wash up while I grab the medical box ― unguents and bandages. What works on us oughtta work on humans. It’s only antiseptic.”

“Food,” Tony pleaded. “And beer. Anything wet.”

At the fence line, between the general passengers and his show people, Nanerosh stepped into their path. Eleda swung wide around him and called over her shoulder, “Tell him, Betru, will you? Don’t worry, I’ll feed your lad.”

The last Tony saw of them, Tru and Nanerosh stood under the absurd, flamingo-pink umbrella while Mindaya Zuzuban, like any Olthusian pleasure bot, struck demure-erotic, geisha-mech poses and flapped its extravagant eyelashes. Betru spoke quickly, quietly, with broad gestures, and Nanerosh wore an astute, cynical expression as he heard him out.

Suddenly exhausted as the last of his crisis energy ran down to dregs, Tony followed Eleda to her own tent. He drank deeply from a flagon of fruit juice before he dropped his filthy clothes and kicked them away. Naked, sweating, too tired for any peculiar human self-consciousness, even about his feet, he stood in a wide cherry-red plastic dish to pour a jug of water over his head. Its chill made him gasp, raising swathes of gooseflesh.

Eleda watched critically, commenting on his bruises and scrapes while she laid out pre-packaged gauze bandages from offworld, and a pot of aromatic ointment that could have been made by an apothecary in a village so small, it didn’t appear on the map. Tony clambered gingerly into baggy, borrowed linen slacks, a tunic with patched elbows, but salvaged his own battered boots before she could toss them away. He held out his wrists, gritted his teeth while she cleaned, salved and bandaged them, listening to the rumble of his belly.

Food arrived with Betru, who stuck his head into the tent as Eleda tied off the gauze. “Ver Nanerosh is livid, but not with us. If he could get his hands on Tikati and Chakat, he’d throttle ’em and dump the bodies on a red-ant nest. Here, medji
 : eat. It’s just cold kushkuck stew and yesterday’s bread.” He thrust a basin and plate at Tony. “Simple stuff, but there’s plenty.”

“Go ahead, I’s done,” Eleda told him. “Your belly’s playin’ tunes.”

He fell on the food like a starved levaw, knew he was gobbling it, and ate too much. Betru watched darkly while Eleda disposed of water, filthy clothes, medical chest. “Ver Nanerosh is a long
 way from happy,” he said quietly.

“Didn’t expect him to be thrilled,” Tony muffled through a mouthful of food. “But he’s not dense. He knows what’ll happen to me eventually. If not this month, then next, until the government shuts down the research program.”

“Till they’s made
 to quit,” Eleda snorted. “The Cobran would make them, if they knew the mokeshit that’s goin’ on here.”

“Or cared,” Tony added bitterly.

“Oh, they’d care,” She mused. “I do know Cobran. They care for people, any race, any kind. They’s like our own Mamusani, in a lotta ways. You know what Mamusani believe? A mysterious ancient power triggered ― bet your ass by accident! ― this one single ‘event’ of creation. Out of it, eventually, came not just a world, but a whole universe and everythin’ in it. All life, not just Amelosi, or human, or Cobran. Everythin’
 , every shape, color and whatever else you can think of.” Her shoulders twitched in an expressive shrug. “Mamusani and Cobran accept all creatures, races, xeno and all, as one. They welcome them the way they, themselves, expect
 to be welcomed. And I know it’s bloody damn’ naïve in the lousy world we live in! But there it is.”

“The only reason Cobran are welcome wherever they go,” Betru said with the deep cynicism that came from working years on freighters, tramping between the trading ports, “is their tech. Everybody wants it, needs it. But the rest, the philosophy? Most folk grab the tech and go their own way with it.”

“True enough,” Eleda agreed. “Cobran and Mamusani both despair of the common folk ― and they don’t come no more common than Erellik, Dorello, Ptalnshi. There’s also a bunch of Amelosi, far too many, who’s still territorial to the point of bein’ … now, what’s the word?

“Xenophobic,” Tony guessed. “Erellik and Dorello aren’t phobic about humans. They just reckon we’re the scum of the galaxy. So backward, we beg, borrow and steal the tech of other races, pull it apart to see how it ticks, playing catch-up. Worse, we’re disgusting
 . We bear live young, same as the Amelosi. It’s all the reason they need to despise us. You think a couple of Erellik runaways would think twice about nabbing a human, claiming the bounty?”

“No more than Erellik big-wheels from Kalmas would hesitate to shoot us dead to get rid of us and what we know.” Betru stacked the empty dishes. “Until the government quits
 , you’re out of here, Tony.”

“Back on some scup-bucket freighter,” Tony growled. “Sure, enough, not the Ursago
 . That particular piece of crap’s going to the breaker’s yard! But another ship, another contract, three years minimum.”

“Safer there than here,” Tru began.

“Really?” Tony jerked a thumb in the direction of Jiva. “And exactly where was I when all this started?”

Eleda held up both hands to stop them. “All what
 ? When you signed on, you just told Tushi and me you missed your flight, your skipper upshipped and left without you.” She turned a glare on Tony. “There’s more, ain’t there? You wanna tell me?”

“No,” Tony admitted, sighing, “but I guess we should.”

“I guess you should,” she agreed, pulling up a chair. “I’s listenin’. So?”

The story took only minutes to tell. A spiked drink, an Erellik paid to murder, an Amelosi shooter on the road out of Jiva ― the haven of Suvi Aytweh, the elberos; the library, facts which puzzled together to make a bleak picture, given what Tony knew of fifty drums of Purnex loaded aboard Ghast’s ship, headed for a war zone. Then, flight, the altercation in the freight yards at Alchar … the train, this show, headed in the right direction … Tikati and Chakat, a grab for the bounty when the locomotive stopped for repairs.

All this, Eleda heard with arms crossed on her middle, not a flicker of expression on her face until Tony and Betru fell silent. “Well, now,” she mused, “this changes everythin’, don’t it?”

“I don’t see how,” Tony said gloomily.

But she rubbed her hands together in some glee. “You want them Erellik officers from Kalmas Port arrested? I’d be delighted
 to see it done. They’s gonna miss this train. Listen. I’s already hearin’ the engine. We’ll be makin’ up time in another hour. But you’s right, Jim O’Neill. It’s a whole day to Kalmas, then we gotta get the show set up in one hell of a hurry. We’s a day late as it is, and if we miss our openin’ night we’ll be handin’ out so many free tickets and sweeteners, we’ll play Kalmas at a loss. Can’t afford to. Tushi’s a skinflint at the best of times, but we’s had lousy luck in the last year or three. What’s a xeno show without xeno ― and it’s all bots now, specially with you leavin’.” She stood, fists on hips. “I’ll tell Tushi what goes on: them Dorello, the Ursago
 , Purnex and all. But you guys need to shift
 , while you got the chance.”

The same thought snapped at Tony’s heels. “I have to pop the service covers on the flyer, see how bad the damage is. With any luck, I can shut down the two damaged lifters, stop their power bleeding away. Feed everything to the two that’re online. Like I said, Tru, she won’t make a lot of altitude or speed, but I don’t see why she wouldn’t get us there.”

“Thank Amaya,” Eleda told Betru, “your other half’s a tech!”

“I do.” Betru surveyed Tony with a crooked grin.

She swept them before her, out into the strong midmorning sunlight. “We’ll be a day behind. If you need help in Kalmas tomorrow, look for the big blue and gold tent. Now, git
 ,” she said stridently. “I can’t do no more for you, but this: I’ll call on the constables, soon as we get into town, and make bloody sure them Erellik get charged under provincial law. We’s over the line into Chedebeg Territory now. You know what that means?”

“The constables for the whole region are stationed at Kalmas,” Betru told Tony. “They take the law seriously. Chedebeg is second only to the Prefecture of High Reimas, and all Satrula is governed from Reimas.”

Most of what Tony knew of Satrula remained vague: a vast continent, a thousand times the size of Iceland, and in the north, the city of Reimas itself with a population close to nine million
 souls, a significant percentage of whom were offworlders.

If Kalmas’s constables were just one rung down the ladder from the law in Reimas, they might be able to do better than formally charging the Erellik. They might actually force a conviction. Erellik had no exceptional rights and privileges on Amelos, no matter the airs and graces they assumed; and no few offworlders found themselves languishing in Amelosi prisons.

Speculation consumed him as he collected a variety of tools and lights from the bot store. He threw down a slipsheet before wriggling under the flyer, where the lift engines retained enough heat to make him sweat. Betru knelt beside him, handing him what he asked for, and for an hour Tony cussed and swore at the machine.

Bypassing the two damaged lifters involved routing power through circuits never intended to take the loading. He could only place his trust in Cobrana design. They had a reputation for over-manufacturing their hardware, which gave it a robustness unusual in civilian equipment. Cobran didn’t design, build or trade in military tech, but their machines routinely flew for a century before being consigned to the scrap dealer.

At last he wriggled out and sat with his back against one landing strut to rest. Betru handed him a flask of water, lukewarm but welcome, and waited for him to slake his thirst before he wondered, “Any joy?”

“I can’t say for sure,” Tony said honestly. “She should
 make the distance, but she’s banged up pretty good. She could also go down halfway to Kalmas.”

“Crash?” Betru speculated.

“Nah. Soft landing. If it happens, she’ll either lose forward thrust or upthrust, but not both at the same time. If the system quits, it’ll be a power-down when the automatics, the failsafes, cut in to prevent an all-out crash. She’ll keep one or the other, forward or upthrust. Enough to put us down gently.”

“So,” Betru reasoned slowly, “worse case … we just follow the rails, stick right beside them. If we don’t make Kalmas, all we have to do is wait for the train to catch up.” He lifted a brow at Tony, and Tony nodded. “Guesstimate?” Tru prompted. “One chance in ten this thing’ll get us all the way?”

“Sweeter than that.” Tony pushed up to his feet and wiped his hands on a scrap of ragging. “More like even money.”

Betru gathered the tools, packed them back into the box. “I like those odds. If she’ll fly, I’m game.”

“She’ll fly,” Tony promised. “This is me
 you’re talking to.”

“Then, I’ll get our bags,” Betru decided, “grab a couple of water bottles and whatever food I can find. And tell Eleda we’re leaving.”

Tony caught his arm. “Nanerosh won’t like it.”

“Nanerosh,” Betru added, “doesn’t have the ghost of a choice.”

In fact, Nanerosh Aztush wore a deep frown but didn’t breathe a word of argument while Eleda counted a wad of bills into Tony’s hand, all the money they had coming to them up to this moment, plus a small bonus. The boss sat in the shade by the train, fanning himself, his face as inscrutable a mask as any Tony had ever seen.

He knew it all by now: Purnex, Ursago
 , and perhaps tens of thousands of lives in the balance in a war zone ― the colonies of Valhern and Debric, where survivors might never know they owed their future existence to a struggle taking place in the dust right here. The boondocks of a planet few had heard of and fewer yet would ever visit.

The bills padded the cash Tony had confiscated from Tikati and Chakat, and more than tripled the little he and Betru had left from the reserves they’d brought from Jiva.

“You’ll need money in Kalmas,” Eleda fussed. “It ain’t cheap. The closer to the city you get, the more you pay … and you earned this, Tech First Class Jim O’Neill. It’s due to you, so lemme pay it all now. In case you don’t come back to us.” She summoned a quick, sham smile. “But I hope you will.”

“We might,” Tony allowed. “Depends on a lot of things, and it won’t be soon, but … I want to think we’ll come back to Satrula. I need
 to believe the bounty on humans will stop when the truth gets out.” He gave Betru a sidelong glance, filled with speculation. “I wouldn’t mind traveling with the show, Ver Nanerosh, see this whole country, right down to Samarak.”

“We can always use a bot tech,” Nanerosh said bluffly. “If you need the work … it’s easy enough to find us. Look for the playbills anywhere the train stops, or the riverboat. They tell where we’ll be, and when.”

“We’ll do that.” Betru offered his hands, and Nanerosh clasped them, crossed at the wrists in the traditional Amelosi way. “We’ll try and send word, that we got through safe.”

“I’ll be listenin’ for news.” Eleda stepped aside as Betru shouldered his bag. “We’ll be a day behind, as far as Kalmas Port, so ―”

As she spoke the locomotive issued a great hiss, like a dragon breathing steam. The boiler had almost reached working temperature; the train would be underway in an hour. Betru hoisted his duffel over one shoulder and stepped out with Tony into the noon sun. Summer heat gathered day by day. In a month, the vast flatlands of mid-Satrula, once an ocean bed, would sizzle.

The flyer’s seats, modified to suit Erellik, were damned uncomfortable for bipeds. Tony wedged his own bag into the bucket, kicked and punched it until it would support his spine. Betru braced himself, and the canopies whined into place. 

A great many orange lights lit the dashboard, but Tony dismissed them. Each reported work he’d done, all of which contravened civil aviation laws and would definitely have voided the flyer’s warranty. He hit the main igniters and listened as the motors growled into life.

They sounded rough, and when the craft lifted, it slewed and pitched, running on half the upthrust it rightly needed. He throttled up the engine to compensate and let the AI constantly trim the attitude to keep it level. Just four meters above the stubbled paddock, he turned the nose to follow the railway line and nudged forward in a long, slow, careful acceleration.

“Gentle as I know how to be,” he crooned to the flyer. “Slow and steady.”

It gathered speed reluctantly. The instrumentation read in the Erellik language, which looked to human eyes like chicken scratchings. He didn’t have a hope of interpreting fine details, but after five minutes of cautious acceleration he judged the flyer must be making around a hundred kilometers per hour. Now he just followed the rails while villages and outlying farms swept by, and every moment watched the temperature gauges, praying not to see flashing orange overheat warnings.

“She sounds okay,” Betru said cautiously.

“She’s rough as the proverbial duck’s guts,” Tony said resignedly, “but the generator’s stable and the cryogen system wasn’t damaged. I’m overrunning the two good lifters, but temps are holding well within tolerances.” He gave Tru a rueful smile. “Sit back, enjoy the ride while you can. You ever traveled in one of these?”

“Not far, and never here on Amelos.” Betru watched the familiar landscape go by. “Simple folks like my family couldn’t afford this.”

“Yet,” Tony guessed. “It won’t be long before you guys catch up with humans. Flyers are common everywhere on Earth.”

“You had one, back in Vestmannaeyjar?” Tru wondered.

“Me?” Tony actually laughed. “How would a camp kid afford one? But I … helped to heist one, when I was sixteen. A tech school student, way underage and snockered enough to be … easily manipulated.”

Betru gave him a wide-eyed look. “You got caught?”

“Yep. But I got lucky. A friendly magistrate who threw the book at the older kids who suckered me,” Tony said with wry honesty. “And I was smart enough to know how
 lucky, never did it again. Never got drunk with that crowd of hoons, either!”

“But you can fly this,” Tru observed.

“A chimpanzee could fly it,” Tony said aridly. “It takes no skill. If it did, civilians would crash these things in seconds.” He locked in the heading, engaged the autofly and sat back, propped against his duffel. “Look, Ma, no hands. Kalmas in about five hours. If she holds together.”

“That was good work.” Betru caught his hand, leaned over and dealt him a smacking, celebratory kiss. “Damned good work.”

“What, getting the flyer back in the air?”

“All of it. Dealing with the Erellik last night. And
 this.”

“You think?” Tony was less complacent, and twisted in the seat to lean heavily against Betru’s shoulder. “Wait to congratulate me till we see Kalmas.”

“I will,” Betru promised. And then, predictably, “What’s a chimpanzee?”


Chapter Twenty-Three

They had seen the brown pall of the spaceport smog, glimpsed the sparkle of westering sun on plate glass, when the dashboard lit up with so much orange, Tony’s heart leaped into his throat. Betru had been dozing, and jerked awake as Tony jabbed an elbow into him. The main lifter coughed and wheezed, but Cobrana ingenuity kept it in the air far longer than Tony would have hoped. The AI trimmed, corrected, routed power, shunted unused cryogen from the dormant lift engines and over-pressured the system, until the whole mechanism shimmered with heat. At last, inevitably, the failsafes cut in.

From a vantage point of thirty meters above the lush country where Kalmas grew its food, they took a visual bearing on the city and the vast, open plascrete zone of the port. Kalmas Field lay to the south, a gray-brown carbuncle on the green farmland.

Almost at once the flyer began to lose altitude, struggling to make a little forward way while it dropped meters per second. It would strike on the edge of a tract of woodland, and for a terrible moment Tony was sure it would plow into the trees.

He wrenched the tiny steering yoke over and held his breath as broadleaves and evergreens rushed into the forward canopy. They passed by the port side close enough to take the paint off the candy-green hull, and Betru ran the harness up tight. The straps didn’t fit properly, and he hung onto them as the flyer hit.

The impact rattled his teeth, jolted every bone in his body. Hurts Tony had barely half forgotten came alive and shouted. Tru swore fluently as he twisted in the ill-fitting harness and slammed forward. The AI flatlined, a warning alarm clamored, and Tony hit the main breakers at once, even before the flyer had rocked to a stop. It had extended only one of three landing struts, which canted it at a crazy angle, plunging the cab into deep shadow ― but it was down
 .

“You okay?” he asked hoarsely in the sudden dimness.

“I’ll live.”

But Betru’s voice told the truth, and Tony struggled to turn toward him, cursing the Erellik seats. He hung in the straps, cradling his left shoulder, and Tony groaned. “How bad?”

“Not broken,” Betru muttered. “I jammed it when we hit. Let me get out of here, I’ll know better. I thought you said we’d come down gently.”

“As rough landings go, that was
 gentle. Gimme a minute ― with the power off I’ll have to crank the canopy manually,” Tony warned. “But you can stop praying now, we’re safe.” He turned the handle down by his left foot, and the canopy opened a crack. He smelled wet earth, green stuff. Life.

“I wasn’t praying,” Betru protested.

“Maybe you should’ve been!” Tony braced himself between the awkward seat and the dash until the canopy lifted far enough for him to let himself fall out. He murmured first in pain, then in sheer relief as his back came to rest safely on a mat of coarse grass. “Can you reach the bags?” He peered in at Tru, who hung onto the harness with one big hand.

The duffels dropped out after him, and Tony kicked them away before reaching back into the crippled flyer. “Okay, release the harness, let me take your weight.”

Only a lover would know how much Betru weighed. Tony panted under the sudden burden and shuffled back, down, working his way out from under the crazily tilted hull. He clambered to his feet, stretching the stiffness from his spine and shoulders, and gave Tru both hands to haul him carefully up.

The loudest sounds were caws of the tiny raptors, calling to each other as they hunted out across the fields. The flyer sat in a lake of heat, ticking and clicking to itself as it cooled. The cryogen pumps had quit; it would be hot for hours, though not searing enough to set the grass alight.

With exaggerated caution Betru straightened his spine, tried rotating the shoulder, and the mask of his face told Tony more than he would say. “Not quite busted,” he insisted, “but I won’t be using it for a while, so try not to get into any fist fights.”

“You need a medic,” Tony began.

“In the middle of nowhere?” Tru demanded, gesturing at the fields. “There’s zilch
 between here and Kalmas!” He relished the human word he’d picked up somewhere in his travels.

And as far as Tony could see, no one had seen the flyer impact. They were alone in a vast swathe of young green grain, something like barley, on the skirts of an island of scrub where the rabbit-like tiggab peered out with big yellow, reptilian eyes, and a few wild or feral kushkuck pecked for grubs in the rich brown earth.

“How far?” Betru wondered as he fumbled one-handed with his jeans and put the nearest tree to good use.

“Twelve, maybe fifteen ecks,” Tony guessed. “We’ll come up on the south side of the field. Which could make things tricky.”

For some moments Betru concentrated on tree, water, pants, and the protesting shoulder. “Tricky?”

“Security,” Tony reasoned, answering of the demands of his own bladder. “Kalmas is a lot bigger and busier than Jiva. There could be ten ships on the field at any one time, maybe half a billion lur in cargoes coming and going. We can expect security patrols, and they won’t take kindly to a couple of vagabonds just wandering in out of the paddocks!”

“Vagabonds?” Betru echoed.

Tony looked down at himself. “I’m not exactly togged out like the local mayor. You look like a gypsy bred and born!” He frowned in the direction of the port. “The truth is, we ought to walk right up to the front gate, but have you seen the size of the spaceport? It’d add at least six k’s to the walk … pardon me, ecks.”

“We have plenty of daylight,” Betru mused, grimacing as he massaged the shoulder. “We could just let ourselves get picked up by security. They’d give us a ride up to the control building ― that’s where you’ll find the comset.”

“Uh huh. And where we’d be shoved right into detention,” Tony said bitterly. “Could take us days to talk our way out, if
 anybody would listen and believe us. Supposing we wind up making our excuses to some Dorello or Erellik? Spaceport staff could be any race. It won’t be long before the bloody Adjutant
 is home, pissed enough to have a warrant issued for my arrest. If I did kill one of them in the fight, I’ll have to prove self defense. The Erellik would take it to court, fight me. I don’t have the bucks for some kind of high-power lawyer to get me out of there.”

“Damn,” Betru whispered. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

Tony slipped an arm around his waist. “You’re not sneaky enough by half.”

“And you are.”

“Human,” Tony sighed. “We need to be … learn
 to be.” He chewed his lip thoughtfully. “Two choices, kid. We can hike the long way around and come right up to the gate, announce ourselves, say we got a problem. But it’s one mother of a hike. I’m beat, and sore, and you’re hurt. Don’t tell me you’re not: I’m not buying it.”

“I wasn’t about to. The alternative?” From the sharp look in Tru’s dark eyes, he’d jumped to the obvious conclusion himself.

Tony gave him a careful hug and let him go. “Port Control ain’t the only place on the field where there’s comsets. Any grounded ship would do. I’m all for seeing what’s parked near the boundary fence. Nothing Dorello or Erellik or Ptalnshi, of course. Maybe a human trader, or a Cobrana vessel. Why not at least rock up and ask the question? We did
 just crash a flyer! You are
 hurt, we do
 need ten minutes with somebody’s comset! It can’t cost anything to ask, it won’t bend any law I’m aware of, if somebody offers help. And it’d shorten a bloody long hike.”

“Practical,” Betru accused. He hefted his bag, slung it over his good shoulder, and pointed Tony almost due east. “You set the pace. Both my legs are working fine. You’re the one who had the rough night ― and the interesting morning.”

Rough, interesting? Tony wished he had the energy to make some smart retort, but his brain had begun to submerge in a kind of inertia. Setting one foot in front of the other kept him moving while he didn’t have to think. He let Tru settle into a rhythm that suited him, and scouted ahead until he found a path, a gate held shut by a loop of heavy, rust-red wire.

A narrow lane ran between the fields, where deep wagon ruts and a lot of moke dung suggested the kind of traffic that usually came this way. For five ecks, it ran more or less straight toward the spaceport, and Tony’s feet had begun to ache before they clambered over a second fence and struck out across a vast paddock where livestock had recently grazed. Herd animals had cropped the grass back to bare earth; a crew ― Amelosi or bots, who knew? ― had raked the manure into aromatic mounds.

“I’m a spacer, for godsakes,” Tony grumbled, navigating between dung heaps. “My feet weren’t designed for this. I can feel my arches flattening.”

“Humans have small feet,” Betru observed, as if this explained it.

“Humans walked to our planet’s South Pole,” Tony protested.

Betru turned a perplexed look on him. “Why?”

And Tony could only shrug. “Search me. Because it was there, I suppose. That’s why they used to climb mountains. Cross deserts. Doesn’t make sense, but they did.”

“Your people are a little crazy,” Betru said with charming candor.

“And I’m a spacer
 ,” Tony repeated. “Since we ditched, my back’s a disaster, and my feet freakin’ hurt
 !”

“And my shoulder’s killing me,” Betru growled, uncharacteristically terse, which suggested how sharp his pain actually was. He stopped in the shade of a big, spreading evergreen, leaned his good shoulder on the trunk and let his head fall for a moment before he seemed to shake himself awake. “Look, take a break,” he offered, digging the last water bottle from his bag.

It was half full, half empty, depending on one’s perspective, and they’d finished the food, just bread and sour pickles, an hour before. Tony drank a little, passed the green glass bottle across, and Tru drained it. One handed, he slid the empty back into the bag and hoisted its weight onto his good shoulder.

Reminded for the thousandth time that Amelosi were more robust, Tony sighed. Maybe the Dorello and Erellik had a point: humans were
 too fragile to be out here on worlds that might be so inhospitable, only their tech guaranteed survival. When their tech inevitably failed ―

Stubborn, acknowledging his own mulish streak, Tony got his feet under him and pushed on, but they slowed measurably as damage and fatigue took their toll. The big, yellow sun had sunk almost to the horizon; light rays struck horizontally over crops, trees, fences, throwing the landscape into deep, inky shadows and golden tones, very beautiful, if only he could find some skerrick of energy to notice loveliness.

A few paces behind on a narrow footpath winding across the pasture, Betru whistled to the ‘birds’ watching them from the fence line. A few whistled back, but Tony had given all the attention he could muster to the vast open area of nothing
 which slowly took on a kind of ‘negative-shape’ dead ahead.

Plascrete: brown, gray, stained in great dark patches by spilled fuel and fluids, cracked and weedy in places, but not as neglected as Jiva Field. He trudged to the edge of the paddock bordering the port’s west side, and leaned on one steel post in a thousand that stretched away into the distance, carrying four strands of barbed wire. Reluctantly, his tired brain clicked back into gear as he began to hunt. Even humans still had the inborn reflexes.


Security
 . It had to be here. One didn’t walk out of a field and straight into a spaceport like Kalmas. This wasn’t Jiva, which might land a single ship in a week, and where nobody cared if local farmers drove a flock across the battered old plascrete. He rubbed his sun-sore eyes, dragged both hands across his face and forced himself to look
 .

Curious, Betru came to rest behind him, both hands on his shoulders. Tony leaned back against him, grateful for the solid warmth, the strength of him, the comfort of another body in the immense uncertainty that lay ahead. Tru waited, perhaps wondering what Tony might be looking for ― perhaps guessing.

The plascrete wilderness stretched to a seeming infinity, which was absurd because from all Eleda had said, Tony knew Kalmas Port could be no more than six or eight ecks on a side, and roughly square. A line of blue hills rose far in the distance; evening heat shimmered into mirage lakes, through which he saw five assorted ships, two close enough to be accessible.

Closest to the boundary line, the old Judigor Class hull could only be Dorellan. Those ships were ancient before Tony and Tru were born. Only the Dorello continued to run them: they always used something till it wore out, then castigated the old machine (or creature) as garbage and drove a hard bargain when they traded it for the cheapest replacement available. Judigors were originally Chukutzu hulls, mid-range freighters, adequate in their day. Many races modified them for their own requirements.

“No, not you,” Tony whispered to it, looking further, hoping.

The shimmering mirage effect complicated his view of the other ship. He couldn’t be sure, but the tail reared high over the vessel’s body, the nose opened, jaw-like, with a drop-down ramp giving access to a gaping hold. Inside, muted worklights shone and the insectoidal shapes of industrial bots moved to and fro, methodically unloading cargo.

“Should be a Cobrana ship,” Tony rasped. His throat had dried to dust.

“You sure?” Betru’s grip tightened on his shoulders for a moment.

“Nope. But the high tail, the front loading ramp, the dim lights … and it’s a new
 ship.” Tony coughed to clear his throat. “I’ve never seen Ptalnshi or Erellik run these. They prefer their own hardware ― and the Dorello wouldn’t have these hulls yet. Too new, way too expensive. It could be a human trader, could be Cobran. But I think
 Cobran, because of the worklights. They’re so faint, see? Humans’d want brighter light, but Cobrana eyes prefer twilight. Anyway, human or Cobran, either suits us fine.”

The ship stood fifty meters inside the perimeter fence, across a wide expanse of plascrete, and even now the old doubt wormed through his mind. Security
 . It had to be here. This wasn’t Jiva, or a tiny field like Groot Marico in northwestern South Africa. Kalmas Port didn’t have the size, traffic or tech of Reykjavík, but it was big enough, and ―


There
 . Tony’s heart thudded, and he nudged Betru with one elbow. “Here it comes. You knew it had to be here.”

The security bot stood well over two meters tall, with multiple grapplers, all-around vision, three handling arms, heavy-duty treads, whining motors. Big, ugly, tough ― Tony had dodged machines just like it in more spaceports, freight yards and factories than he could remember.

It had seen them, but they were on the outside of the fence; it had also already imaged them. Still, two local yokels, right off the farm, loitering in a field to ogle visiting starships were breaking no law. The bot had certainly transmitted realtime pictures to its controller, but who’d bother to notice a couple of bokonur
 ?

“It sees us,” Betru said quietly.

“It can also hear us,” Tony added. “Wait. Just wait.”

For almost a minute the security machine observed them before it passed on. Its endless patrol would swing it around the whole perimeter, while another bot crawled a circle closer in and others worked around the gate, the warehousing, fuel bunkers and gantries, the busier and more sensitive parts of the landing field. Kalmas might have ten of these bots, but they came expensive. More than ten? Tony doubted it. Even Reykjavík Field only ran twelve.

Two bots on perimeter patrol, then, plus AI-controlled cameras covering every square meter of the spaceport … fifty meters to the Cobrana ship. They could certainly cover the distance, but they wouldn’t do it unobserved. They had a sound reason to walk right up to the Cobrana ship ― a crash, an injury needing treatment. Spaceport Security might growl, but most Cobran would tell them to stand down, show a little compassion.

Still, Tony weighed the pros and cons. He’d almost decided to trust to Betru’s stamina, endure the protests of his own feet and walk on, take the long way around to the gate, when a vehicle rumbled down the loading ramp under the freighter’s nose.

Bright yellow with red chevrons, it had the battered look of equipment belonging to the port rather than to such a smart new vessel. The tall, spindly figure in the cab wore loose silver-blue thermal coveralls, almost the same hue as his skin; and slung on the belt were two small tanks, feeding his nasal tubes. Without a constant trickle of hydrogen and methane in correct proportion, the oxygen-rich Amelosi air would quickly lull the Cobran into a sleep from which they might not wake.

Their biology was very different, like the flimsy bodies of a race belonging to a world whose gravity was not much more than half of Earth’s or Amelos’s. This Cobran wore a modest repulsion harness around chest and hips, to take the strain off his skeleton, plus gloves and hood, in an attempt to stay warm, even in the evening heat. His homeworld, Tony remembered, orbited close to a hotter star, but a kilometers-deep perpetual overcast plunged the planet into humid twilight.  Naturally, they preferred the darker hours on other worlds, where their large red eyes saw as well as by day.

“Cobran,” Betru said, a bass sound of gratitude. “We might be in luck.”

“Hold on.” As the work vehicle rolled away from the freighter, Tony windmilled both arms and bellowed at the top of his lungs. “Hello! Hello, Captain!” The long, curiously doleful face turned toward them, and the Cobran braked, waiting. “Hello,” Tony yelled again. “Can you help us? My friend’s been hurt ― we landed hard, across the fields!”

Every syllable was true. Tony could have stood up before a magistrate and made the same statement. The spacer turned his vehicle toward the fence, and near-silent motors whirred as it rolled closer. The face peering out from the hood had the hollow-cheeked appearance of most of the Cobran, surrounded by wisps of short, pale hair which almost concealed the discreet breathing tubes. With the constant dribble of supplemental hydrogen-methane, the grav-resist harness and thermal suit, he was functional enough to do business here.

Big red eyes blinked in the polite welcome. The Cobran spoke his own low, slurred, monotone, and the chip in Tony’s head translated, “You say you crashed? How badly are you hurt? I can call for emergency medical assistance.”

“No need,” Tony said quickly. “We’re not badly injured, but I do have to contact my people.” He smiled, a very human expression the Cobran would recognize. “The Terran Trade Commission. They don’t have an office here.”

“Their bureau is in Reimas,” the Cobran agreed. “I don’t see why not. Use my comset. You can wait here for your people … however, I’ll be leaving as soon as I’ve attended to a personal matter. An hour at most. I doubt you’ll get help from Reimas in that time.”

So did Tony, but waiting by the west boundary fence wasn’t such a raw deal, once Kalmas Security knew he and Betru were on the field legally. And they should know this even now, as they scrambled over the fence at the Cobran’s invitation. “I’m ― Jim O’Neill,” he said with a wider smile. “Just passing through on my way to a Dorellan freighter. The usual.”

“Of course.” The Cobran tutted as he watched Betru climb over. “Are you quite sure you don’t want me to summon medical assistance? You do
 look hurt.”

“I’m a little banged up, Captain,” Tru admitted. “We took quite a knock when we came down, a few ecks west. The flyer’s fixable, but it’ll need to be towed.”

“The Commission can organize it,” Tony said, feigning easiness. He always wondered how much emotional content alien races could divine from human voices and faces. To a Cobran, his face would look too dark, too round, mobile with odd and unpredictable expressions. Like any human his voice must sound reedy, piping, clipped. The languages were so different, humans rarely learned more than a few words of Cobrana. “We appreciate your help, Captain ―?”

“Demassy Aradd,” he slurred, tilting his head to the left, the approximation of a nod of greeting.

“Captain Aradd.” Tony didn’t offer his hand, which wasn’t the Cobrana custom, but held his left out, palm down, and tilted his head right, as he’d seen numerous Cobran do in greeting.

The ruby eyes widened and blinked slowly: a smile. “Follow me,” Aradd invited. “I’ll leave you with my bot, while I take care of business. No reason you should wait. I must leave so soon … I do wish I could help you more.”

“Just the comset,” Tony told him, falling into step with Betru, beside the whirring runabout. “We’ll be fine.” He glanced into the gathering dusk, consciously looking for the security cameras he knew would be on them every moment. The runabout trundled on ahead and he dropped his voice, speaking aside to Betru. “Act as if you’ve every right to be here, doing what you’re doing. Let Security see us, know where we are, what we’re doing ― we’re well within the law on any rural field I know. Amelos isn’t as persnickety as a lot of places.”

Betru answered only with a grunt, which told Tony how tired he was, how much the shoulder hurt. He could easily be nursing a hairline fracture, and they were both hungry, thirsty, footsore. Tony wanted nothing more than a cold ale, someplace to sit. A shower would have been nice, and human food without the coppery tang of even the best Amelosi chow, but beggars had never been choosers.

Halfway out to the ship, Aradd turned toward them and brought the runabout to a stop. “Welcome to the free freighter Sulnabah
 . I fly purely for myself, as an independent. I represent my clan and community, where we design the finest components to refurbish almost any lidar tracking system as well as subspace comm equipment. Our hardware is in demand in so many spaceports, including this one. We employed Dorellan freight logistics until quite recently … I suppose you’ll have heard of the troubles?”

“I’m only an engine tech, Captain,” Tony said candidly. “The officers never tell us anything, and we don’t often stay in any port long enough for me to scrounge for news.”

The runabout started again, keeping a slow walking pace, as if Aradd had just realized how weary his guests were. “And when you are
 in port,” he said with the wide-eyed blink, “you’ve better things to do than trawl for industry rumors, then seek evidence to substantiate them! If you did, you’d know that numerous Dorellan freighter captains have recently defrauded just as many Cobrana clients. Some lost a great deal through their deceit. A few of us,” he added “decided to fly experimentally. Hence …” He gestured at the tall-tailed ship with the gaping bow hangar, where the lights had lowered to a dull orange with work there finished. Two loading bots waited patiently at the top of the ramp. “The free freighter Sulnabah
 ,” Aradd repeated with obvious pride. “I’d welcome you aboard, but I fear my environmental settings are ―”

He was surely about to explain how he kept his cabin temperature not much under fifty degrees Celsius, and the oxygen-poor breathing mix would dump humans and Amelosi flat on the deck in minutes. Before the words could be spoken, a whistling, thrumming crack
 ! drowned Aradd’s bass monotone.

Tony knew that sound, and his heart sped with an adrenaline surge while he’d believed himself exhausted. Dorellan weapons all used the same tech. Nanerosh’s ancient pulse rifle and a modern pistol sounded alike, and were equally lethal. Betru knew the sound just as well, and a few meters from the Sulnabah
 they flung themselves into the cover of the thick hydraulic landing struts.

Rounds continued to spatter into the plascrete behind them, and Aradd aimed the runabout at the ramp, taking it up fast, onto the deck. “Get aboard! Get aboard! Quickly now
 !” He towered over Betru, deceptively fragile, and moved with astonishing speed in the grav-assist harness. Six fist-sized red spheres hummed like angry hornets as they took more than half of Aradd’s weight, and the Cobran lunged toward the ramp controls.

It came up with a whine of overdriven motors, much faster than it was intended to. Tony and Betru barely made it onto the ramp before it was shoulder height, and Tru swore passionately as he hoisted himself into its cover. The work bots ― as tall as Aradd, big shouldered, with six handling arms apiece and legs as study as a Dorello ― hovered close to their boss, waiting to be tasked.

One of them offered Betru two hands, and he hauled himself back to his feet. As the ramp locked into place, Tony found himself flat on the deck in dim, purplish light, his nose wrinkling on the aromatic, swampy smell of the Cobran’s preferred air.

Their language might have been one of the simpler tongues, easy by comparison with Erellik, but Aradd spoke so rapidly, Tony’s chip failed. He got only a chaos of sound, an occasional word, none of them making sense. Aradd aimed a remote at the runabout, then threw the device onto the seat and turned his back on it. The machine trundled after the mid-ships belly hatch, also an airlock. The last Tony saw of it, it had lowered itself back to the plascrete.

At least two shooters remained out there: shots whanged
 on the hull, and like any tech he worried for the landing struts. He might have warned Aradd, but the Cobran had been long enough in space to deal with hoons on rural fields. Both his six-fingered hands cupped his hollow temples, and a moment later Tony heard the growl of powerful hydraulics.

“We’re ― we’re lifting,” Betru said sharply.

“Safest to git
 .” Tony clambered to his feet, listening intently to the ship, aware of the sudden tilt of the deck, so very familiar. “The hull’s hardened for hyperflight, but the landing struts are vulnerable. Without them, she’s not landing again. Christ, Tru, the shooters could put Captain Aradd in dry dock, cost him a fucking fortune!” Slivers of old fashioned guilt arrowed through him as he turned to Betru, took his hands. “The bastards knew we were coming.”

“The Adjutant’s aide must’ve had a comset on him, had the brains not to leave it in the flyer.” Tru held Tony’s hands tightly. “The bastard shooters got here before us. They were just sloppy. If they’d been five minutes quicker, they could’ve killed us at the fence. Mennach, Ildus and Gabbra, what have we done?” The indigo eyes were haunted.

“We wouldn’t have been any safer back home in Jiva,” Tony sighed. “Unless I’m counting wrong, it’s twenty-one days since the Ursago
 upshipped with the Purnex. We’d have been dead for weeks, if we hadn’t made a run for it.” He offered an embrace, and Tru took it. “Gods, I’m so sorry. You had a nice life before I dragged you into this.”

Betru spoke softly, moistly against his ear. “I had a boring life. And if we didn’t do this, very soon a lot of folk on Valhern or Debric or both won’t have any kind of life at all. Don’t lose sight of what this is for, medji
 . It’s not about us, you and me. It never was.”

“Yes it was,” Tony argued. “It’s about us finding a way to hang onto our own lives … as well.” He leaned back, took Betru’s face between his palms. “And I’m still sorry for everything. It’s not over yet, Tru.”

The heat and humidity in the loading bay had blossomed fast the moment the ramp locked into place. It felt like standing in the full sun on the cracked old asphalt at Groot Marico, waiting for a load of South African produce to come aboard in cold lockers, bound for Titan City, before the Ursago
 showed her stern to the Sol system and headed for Kolizor, Borias, ports where real money might be found. Ghast prided himself on shrewdness: he’d downship in South Africa loaded with offworld tech for Bloemfontein or Pretoria, but he’d work up an honest sweat to find a paying cargo before he’d point the Ursago
 at space with empty holds. Tony knew the heat of Groot Marico in February, and this ―

He swayed unsteadily. The bulkheads spun about him as his head swam. Too late, he remembered the Cobrana breathing mix, high in hydrogen and methane, ‘fragrant’ as a bog, so poor in oxygen, his brain had already begun to starve. Betru’s was no better. They clung together while the deck tilted at an odd angle, and Tony realized with some few brain cells that continued to function, this ship was headed out.

She’d made a fast run for orbit. He wanted to protest, apologize for the Dorellan shooters, the confusion and mess. The words begging Aradd to just get them away from Kalmas and give him ten minutes with the comset struggled on his tongue and refused to reach his lips.

This time when he hit the deck, he did it slowly, carefully. I really am making a habit of this.
 The idea whirled in his dissolving brain, then it too flew apart and all he knew was hot, humid darkness and Betru’s solid chest under his cheek as he passed out.


Chapter Twenty-Four

Hearing returned first, but for some moments sounds refused to coalesce into sense. Tony kept still, content to suck down the swampy air, grateful for a drizzle of oxygen entering his nostrils via slender breathing tubes. He lay on his left side, sweating profusely in torrid heat and humidity, which should
 have reminded him, but didn’t. So he breathed, and listened.

Betru spoke quietly, still catching his breath. “We didn’t intend for ―”

“Not at all your fault, Ver Kenzana!” Aradd said quickly. “Our breathing mix will eventually actually kill you, but we keep an oxygen supply for industrial purposes. It was simple to switch cartridges in our own respirators. Careni helped, you spent just a very few minutes in oxygen deficit. I’m certain there’ll be no permanent damage. If you desire medical tests, we’re fully insured for every contingency. And I regret what happened back at Kalmas Field. I should have known that reshtegg
 would try to damage us! You don’t rub Dorello like Zorvar Nulluk the wrong way and not earn a few bruises. I never intended innocent bystanders to suffer for our nonsense.”

“They were … after us,” Betru said quietly.

“I’m quite sure they weren’t, Ver Kenzana.” Aradd sighed. “I’ve run Nulluk’s gauntlet so many times, I shouldn’t be surprised he caught up with me again here, where security is so lax, a child could undo it with a toy hammer!”

Betru cleared his throat. “Well, I don’t know your business, Captain, but I owe you the truth. Ver Saviano and I, we’ve been on the run since Jiva Field more than twenty days ago.”

“Saviano?” Aradd echoed. “I recall him saying his name was O’Neill.” Which he pronounced Ah-neyl
 , the closest approximation his tongue and throat could manage.

“He … we actually lied, just a little,” Betru said darkly. “We had the best reason: spaceport security could hear every word we said. The name of ‘Saviano’ would probably get us killed by rogue Dorellan shooters as fast as a good look at our faces!”

For some moments Aradd said nothing. Then, “Not Zorvar Nulluk after you, also?” Tru murmured a negative and Aradd inquired, “You believe you owe us the truth, Ver Kenzana?”

“I do,” Betru said soberly, looking down at Tony just as he opened his eyes. “It’s better if you know everything, Captain. We can’t make it any further alone. The fact is, it’s a wonder we’re still alive.”

Groggy, light headed, Tony sat up carefully on the deck and massaged his throbbing head. He could already feel the lightness of the ship’s gravity ― a Cobrana gravity field, matching the native conditions of the homeworld, just as the light levels were so low, his pupils opened wide. He peered up at an amber-lit compartment, recognizing a modest salon furnished with benches, chairs, a communal table, where Betru sat with his long legs tucked away, out of the too-small space.

He cleared his throat, hunting for his voice. “What the hell hit me?”

“Our breathing mix,” Aradd apologized. “I could only think of taking off as fast as possible before a very nasty Dorello called Nulluk, or one of his shooters, shot the landing gear out from under us.” He shook his head dolefully. “Put the Sulnabah
 in dock, and we’ll run at a loss for four, maybe five trading voyages. We haven’t yet recovered from the fraudulent dealings of that damned Dorello. We can’t afford to suffer his antagonism again, not so soon.” He touched his temple, and the ruby eyes half closed. “Careni? They’re both awake now. Would you bring water? The very plainest, yes … human and Amelosi.” His eyes opened wide again, and he surveyed them curiously. “Now, perhaps, the truth you promised, Ver Kenzana?”

“It’s my trouble,” Tony muttered, loosening his shoulders. “Or, it started out that way.” He hauled in a breath, let it go in a sigh and grasped Betru’s hand. “All this vershek
 began a while ago, Captain, in Jiva. I’d no idea what was going on till the Mamusani at Suvi Aytweh, back in the Witaque Hills, winkled it out of my deep memory.”

He told the story for the second time in a day, and Aradd listened closely, as gripped by dark fascination as Eleda. While Tony spoke, a young Cobrana ‘woman’ stepped into the salon: tall and spindly, like Aradd himself, clad in pale saffron pants and vest made of some filmy stuff which displayed the delicate pale blue of her skin. She was certainly the gender with the ability to bear young, while Aradd belonged to the other form, physically androgynous ― though at Demassy Aradd’s considerable age, the visible characteristics had dwindled. In him, Tony saw only a Cobran, later than middle age, not yet old. A human would have guessed male
 , while Careni had the youth to appear to human eyes as female. Looks were deceiving. The big mistake, Tony knew, was trying to pigeonhole Cobran ― or any species ― according to human criteria.

They didn’t tan, he remembered. Even in winter sun on worlds like Amelos and Earth, they burned. They ventured outside after twilight, zipped to the neck in thermal suits, gloves and booties, lest the ‘chill’ of a summer’s evening reduce them to uncontrolled shuddering. Even their hair had an extreme paleness, a creamy white suggesting an almost complete lack of melanin.

The ‘woman’ wore her hair long and coiled on the left side of her head while a great abstract shape in fine-spun platinum adorned the right. Her face had the familiar sunken cheeks, wide mouth, long, narrow nose with comparatively tiny, slit-shaped nostrils. Tony had no way of knowing if Careni might be considered a beauty among her people; something in the way she carried herself suggested she was.

“Careni Aradd,” she said in the low, slurred monotone as she handed a flask of water to Tony, another to Betru. “I fly as my mother-brother’s pilot and navigator.”

The chip often struggled with alien terms specific to other worlds, cultural traits, social structures. Tony knew the word ‘mother’ was a compromise at best, but humans had nothing more fitting. He let it go and focused on Careni as she went on,

“Demassy handles commerce and usually
 leaves the ship to me … I apologize for making off with you. We didn’t intend your abduction! In fact, I didn’t realize you were aboard. If we can deliver you somewhere safely ―?”

Aradd made the soft trilling sound of Cobrana humor. “It’s not so simple, Careni. In fact, those gunmen were probably not Zorvar Nulluk’s at all. These young people have quite a story to tell. And it’s for us to assist them, because we can, and because we must.”

“Must?” Careni echoed, lowering her wafer-thin, two-meter body gracefully onto a couch at the side of the salon. “What could be so important?”

“The lives of tens of thousands of innocent folk of all races, perhaps?” Aradd suggested. “The viability of two spaceport cities.” His tone darkened.  “The impending arrest, conviction and probable execution of a certain Dorellan freighter captain and his loadmaster. Edibo Ghast Urun,” he said quietly, “and that malevolent offsider of his, Vanabano Lutash Erd.”

A jolt of electricity raced through Tony. “You know them? I mean, I never knew Ghast’s and Lutash’s full names.”

“We know them,” Careni said acidly. “Two of the worst swindlers and cheats in the freight trade. I wouldn’t be surprised to learn they fly with Zorvar Nulluk Stor, but I don’t know for certain of any connection between them, only that they do business
 , as the Dorello call it.”

“They pride themselves on shrewdness,” Aradd said with an edge to his voice so cynical, it scythed through the almost impenetrable language barrier. “The higher the profit margin, the better they like it. If their hardest-bargainers should find a way to get something for nothing, they’re ecstatic. Nulluk and Ghast belong to this kind.”

“They’ve spent decades demonstrating themselves the least trustworthy creatures in space,” Careni mused. “Few Dorello would see anything wrong with bankrupting a fine old Cobrana household … or transporting Purnex to a war zone, for a suitable price. It’s despicable.” She gestured with long-fingered hands at her kinsman. “My mother-brother probably told you how Nulluk almost ruined our family and community. Now Ghast goes one better. Carrying a substance so illegal, so dangerous, he should be shot for the crime of it.” She thrummed with acid laughter. “And this, from a Cobran, who reveres all life!”

Her uncle leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “You’re quite sure, Ver Saviano? Purnex. There can be no mistake?”

“No mistake,” Betru said flatly. “The Mamusani extracted the information from the basement of Tony’s mind during the elberos ritual. There’s no space for trickery or mistake. The word literally means flawless memory
 .”

“So I heard.” Aradd touched his temple. “My chip is the very latest, loaded to translate more than sixty languages and dialects, including your own, Ver Kenzana. It also communicates with others of its type. Careni has one. If at times we seem to share thoughts, don’t be anxious. Cobran are not telepathic! Humans and Amelosi will enjoy our new chip technology in a very few years; your military are already trialing it.” He sat back, frowning at Careni. “So, Ver Saviano. What would you have us do?”

Tired to the bone marrow, hungry, hot, sweating heavily in the relentless heat and humidity, Tony fought his brain to order. “We need to deliver the information to the Terran Trade Commission. They should offer us witness protection, and undertake whatever action. Alert somebody
 , stop the Ursago
 . Something.” He held his head between both hands. “Just let me use your comset, then you can drop us anywhere the Commission can pick us up safely.”

“Ah.” Careni’s hands fluttered in a gesture of regret. “I’m afraid that won’t be possible, Ver Saviano.”

“Won’t ―?” Tony echoed, blinking at Betru.

“We’ve been in hyper for some time,” she said simply. “You were both unconscious when we transitioned, and by now we’ve left Amelos far behind. I should’ve told you. We could drop out and transmit from here, but it’d take thirty hours for the signal to get through, and there’s nowhere for you to wait for a Commission vessel.” She paused to consider the situation. “I suppose we could turn around, return to Amelos ―”

“No, no,” Aradd said sharply. “Too risky, Careni. From what we know, we were assaulted by the Dorello, the Erellik, perhaps both. Who knows for sure if they were after us or these young people? It hardly matters which! By now it’ll be no secret that they left on this ship. If Ver Saviano is correct, and it’s Ghast’s people or the Erelliks’ Kalmas Station Adjutant hunting them, we’d present a ripe, juicy target.” He turned vast red eyes on Tony and Betru. “The Sulnabah
 isn’t armed. Perhaps she ought to be, but our people have always believed that carrying guns is the surest way to start a fight. Some Cobran have recently begun to disagree, but ―”

“If we’d been armed,” Careni said tartly, “we could have dispatched those shooters back at Kalmas Port, no matter who they were. We could have settled with Nulluk three or four times before this.”

“He would surely have turned bigger guns on us,” Aradd retorted, “before we could get off a shot, because he knew
 we were armed. No, Careni.”

The argument was obviously old and threadbare. Careni let it go with the one-shouldered twitch of a shrug common to their people. “It is a different discussion, Demassy. For now, what concerns me is this: we both know enough about the authorities
 on Amelos not to trust them.”

Tony’s ears pricked, and he lifted a brow at Betru. Tru knew far more about his world’s rough and ready politics than Tony ever would, but he took little interest in top-level affairs in Reimas. “There’s a lot of corruption in high places,” Betru said cautiously.

“A terrible understatement,” Aradd said shortly.

“Ver Saviano, all along you’ve been assuming,” Careni added slowly, “the Terran Trade Commission representatives on Amelos can be trusted.”

This woke Tony faster than a jolt of pure oxygen. He glanced from face to face, saw the same sober look on both the Cobran. “What do you know?”

For some time they regarded each other bleakly, and Aradd chose his words with great care. “Not as much as I’d like, because we don’t layover on Amelos very often, and never yet in Reimas. But one learns things from one’s own community. Cobran always share news. You know at firsthand about the illicit trade in humans: a bounty covertly placed on your people by the Amelosi Minister for Homeworld Security.”

“The government hasn’t trusted humans since the regrettable affair over the mine in Balukan Territory,” Careni added. “Minister Goras Chanin Metzey is quite convinced they need to know every last detail about humanity before any serious trade agreement can be entered into; and of course his scientists are too terminally suspicious to trust the libraries of data provided to them upon requisition.” She turned toward Aradd.

“In one way,” Aradd agreed, “Goras is
 quite right. When two worlds unite in open trade, the gates are flung wide to demonstrate perfect trust. Amelos will soon be filled with humans, businessmen, merchants, tourists, even migrants looking for a bigger, fresher world than Earth. No few of your people, Ver Kenzana, are doubtful regarding this cultural invasion.”

“But even if one distrusts the data provided, there are better ways to learn about humans,” Careni said tersely, “than experimenting on them, then incinerating the remains! Oh yes, we know what’s happening. Just as your government and constables know, Ver Kenzana … and
 the Terran Trade Commission, I’m afraid.”

It seemed a fist seized Tony’s gullet and squeezed. “My people know, and they don’t even try to stop it?”

“Bribes,” Aradd said quietly, “can be very persuasive. If one pays enough to the right officers, one can get away with almost anything. It’s whispered that the human authorities at your bureau in Reimas are among the most corrupt in a city that’s become notorious for its corruption. That is no mean feat.”

“Well … heilagur ríða
 ,” Tony swore, taking refuge in the language of his youth. He gave Betru a level, appalled look. “We nearly walked right into that one. If we’d actually made the call, we’d have vanished off the face of Amelos. Witness protection? What a joke. I must’ve been insane.”

Betru’s wide mouth compressed in disgust. He pulled both palms over his face and neck, where sweat ran freely in the oppressive heat and dense humidity the Cobran preferred. Neither Aradd nor Careni wore a bead of perspiration. “No, not mad, medji
 ,” Tru said sourly. “A tad naïve, perhaps. We both were. We thought we were doing something wonderful, trying to prevent an atrocity, save lives on Valhern and Debric.” He shook his head slowly. “Stupid. So now, what? If we go back, we’re dead.”

“You might still achieve what you set out to,” Careni mused. “Trade Commission authorities aren’t corrupt everywhere. In many ports, they’re among the most reliable and responsible. Humans still have so much to prove. You haven’t been out from your home system very long. The criminals who’ve taken over the Commission bureau in Reimas do your people no service, but the office on Taklas Prime should be entirely safe. Demassy?”

“Quite safe,” Aradd agreed, “both to report the shipment of Purnex and the illicit traffic in live human bodies on Amelos. As soon as the right authorities are in possession of the facts ― yes, immediate witness protection. Swift action against the Ursago
 . And you can expect equally swift action in Reimas. The removal of Minister Goras Chanin Metzey from office, an end to the bounty, the arrest of the human officers, right up to the Trade Commissioner himself. I’d say the government in Reimas owes your people a rather large apology, Ver Saviano. Perhaps even recompense. Your Commission has been trying for years to sign an agreement with Amelos … this could be the key to securing it.”

Tony mulled it over, phrase by phrase. “You know all this, for fact?”

“We can’t show you a whisker of proof,” Aradd admitted, “but we know
 .”

Careni stirred restlessly. “We Cobran have been trading on Amelos for a long time. It’s a lucrative market. You have a lot of wealthy people, Ver Kenzana, with a passion for offworld tech. Even better, Amelos sits in a place from which Cobrana freighters … and Dorellan, of course … can easily reach scores of other markets. It’s ice-cold, calculating business. Should we apologize?”

The question inspired Tony to chuckle. “Apologize for capitalism? That’ll be the day.” Inordinately grateful for the light gravity, he hoisted himself to his feet, and the salon spun only a little. “Your tech helped shape the future for humans. Without it, we’d be so far behind the Dorello, Ptalnshi, Chukutzu ― my gods, the bloody Erellik! ― we wouldn’t catch up in another century. And my kind,” he added sadly, “aren’t as long lived as yours, or even the Amelosi. You know us. I hate to admit it, but we still tend to live fast, make way too many kids and die before our time. Sixteen billion souls on Earth, and counting.”

“While Cobran are very long lived and extremely slow breeders,” Aradd mused. “Our worlds never suffered problems of population, but we’ve seen the toll crowding and industry have taken on other worlds. Where we possess the technology to assist, we do. Cobran believe that to help is the only genuinely sacred duty.” He gestured at Betru. “We surely helped save Amelos from imminent destruction. Your world thrives today, Ver Kenzana. Now we must do what we can for the free port of Valhern and the Dorellan colony of Debric, before one or both become open graves. Agreed, Careni?”

“Of course,” his sister-daughter agreed without hesitation. “Taklas Prime is our best option.” She rose to her feet, looking down at Tony with the wide-eyed ruby blink of the Cobrana smile. “The journey will take us only two days out of our way. We can deliver you to Taklas in forty Amelosi days. Forgive me, Ver Saviano, I’m not entirely familiar with your own calendar and timekeeping. I’ve visited Earth only three times, and our layovers were brief.”

In fact, since Amelos sat in the ‘Goldilocks spot’ of a G-type star, where Earthlike planets tended to flourish, the year was comparable; and by whatever fluke of luck, its day could be measured in just over twenty-five hours. Amelosi didn’t count in weeks, but Tony couldn’t help himself converting, and Betru knew about weeks and months, since the Dorello had evolved a similar calendar. A few years in the merchant astra
 broadened anyone’s education.

Almost six more weeks to Taklas Prime, he thought. Three weeks, now, since the Ursago
 lifted from Jiva Field. He wiped sweat from his eyes, dragged his fingers through his sodden hair. “It’s going to be tight, if the plan is to waylay the Ursago
 . Do you have a navigation chart? How far, how long, from Taklas Prime to the Valhern and Debric systems?”

She waved a hand through the passive field at the edge of the table, and a holo display brightened in the cabin’s companionable dimness. The chart rotated around its y-axis, setting out the whole sector, with Earth high on the west side, Amelos to galactic north, Valhern a little south of the galactic equator, and Taklas Prime tantalizingly close to the sister systems of Valhern and Debric

“Depending on the ship,” Aradd told them, “Taklas Prime and Valhern might be three days or thirty apart. The Sulnabah
 ,” he added with a touch of pride, “can do the run in four days. We’ve used the free port of Valhern many times, for its superior fueling facilities.”

“Several hundred Cobran live there,” Careni said quietly. “All the more reason, Demassy, for us to do this.”

“To help is the only genuinely sacred duty,” Tony repeated. He looked down into Betru’s dark eyes, and Tru stood, the better to see the navigation display.

One long arm slid over Tony’s shoulders as Tru said, “There’ll be a matter of days at Taklas Prime, to get word to the Commission, convince them, and make a move on the Ursago
 . It won’t be easy.”

“Nothing worthwhile is ever easy,” Aradd said with a thrum of wry humor. “The Commission might disbelieve you, it’s true; but they’ll not dismiss a statement made by Cobran so easily.”

“You believe us?” Tony’s brow creased. “Why would you? God knows, it’s a wild story.”

“Not so wild, to those who know Ghast and Lutash.” Careni closed down the display. “We’ve also jousted with arrogant, overzealous Erellik who don’t care to remember where their boundaries lie. They like the Cobran little more than they like your people.”

“And then … if you were lying,” Aradd finished, “we’d know. The AI monitors everything on this ship, and everyone
 , bots, life forms, systems, air. Before you woke, I tasked it to report to me if it detected the subtle stress and body chemistry of deceit.” He touched his temple lightly. “It reports nothing, so I know you two firmly believe what you say to be true. I had only one concern: that Ver Saviano might be mistaken about the Purnex. However, I’ve heard of the elberos procedure. Flawless recall, indeed.”

Careni held up one long-fingered hand. “Still, be prepared for the Trade Commissioner on Taklas Prime to perform their own deep recall procedure before they commit their forces to overtaking the Ursago
 .”

Tony breathed a groan. “Oh, great. I’m going to get mind-fucked by one of my own bloody people!”

“Nothing so dramatic,” Aradd argued. “They use our patented technology, a process almost like dream imaging. You may find it faintly disagreeable, but hardly akin to the rape of one’s subconscious mind.”

Light gravity or no, the heat had begun to sap Tony’s remaining vitality.  He sagged into the seat Betru had vacated by the table. “Forty days to Taklas Prime?” In this temperature and humidity, with breathing tubes irritating his nose? He shared a glance with Tru, who looked almost as ragged as Tony felt.

The Cobran drew together at the hatchway. “The journey presents its own problems,” Aradd apologized. “We’re a small ship. We’ve no cabin space for you, and I realize humans find our food distasteful, even when they can digest it. Also, I see how you’re already suffering our breathing mix, plus the environmental conditions we need for our comfort. Careni?”

She folded both arms over her chest, surveying them without judgment. “We can offer you the escape capsules, if you’d care to spare yourselves a great deal of discomfort. After forty days, you’ll be malnourished, weak and ill, at a time when you most need your strength and endurance.”

“Escape pods?” Betru echoed.

With so much more experience in space, Tony was a jump ahead of him. “Cryogenic?”

“Exactly.” Aradd gestured to port and starboard. “In absolute suspension, a survivor of a disaster in space might drift for months or even years until the emergency beacon is detected and a rescue effected. You may sleep through to the Taklas system and wake in exactly the physical condition in which you entered the pod.”

Careni made sounds that might have been humor. “In which case, Demassy, I suggest we let them bathe, find them a little food they can digest, and they should get some sleep before they bed down in cryogen. If they don’t, they’ll wake weary, hungry, thirsty, grubby.”

Ruby eyes looked Tony and Betru over, head to foot. “Will you accept the pods?” Aradd asked. “If not, I can’t promise how you’ll fare with us.”

In fact, Tony had already made the decision. The heat dizzied him, and he remembered the only time he’d eaten Cobrana food. His belly revolted for days. “Take the offer, Tru,” he advised with dry self-mockery. “As to the chow … I’m not so sure. Yes, I’m hungry, but I’d sooner be hungry than heaving.”

“Let me see what I can find,” Careni offered. “In the meantime, why don’t you use my cabin? I’ll seal it, and adjust the environmental controls. It won’t be the chill you prefer, but it’ll be cooler
 , and you may use my facilities.”

The generosity of the offer impressed Tony. He widened his eyes and blinked slowly, imitating the Cobrana smile. “Thank you kindly, ma’am. We’d appreciate it.”

Like the rest of this ship’s living spaces, her cabin was compact. The bed folded into the bulkhead; the lights were low enough to leave humans and Amelosi almost blind, and the facilities bore nothing in common with any bathroom a human or Amelosi recognized. Tony looked the ‘bathroom’ over as he unbound his bandaged wrists. The skin had begun to heal, but hot water was about to open the wounds.

High-pressure jets of warm liquid blasted every part of a body standing in a tall, too-narrow cylinder, before hot-air jets dried him, head to foot. With the cabin temperature set to thirty degrees, Tony relaxed for the first time in hours. He turned around in the cramped cylinder, stretched both arms over his head, luxuriating in being clean.

The air jets pummeled him, he was almost dry when he stepped out of the ‘bath’ to let Tru use it ― for an absurd moment mourning the lack of a regular shower they might have shared. Another time, he told himself as the high pressure jets hit Betru, inspiring a hedonistic groan.

The bruising had started to bloom, Tony saw, frowning at him through the transparent screen. His right shoulder, arm and side had come up a livid blue, spectacular against the emerald of his skin. In a few days it would fade to silver, then charcoal before it dwindled. For the moment, Betru nursed the injury in silence, and let Tony examine it under protest.

As he had said, nothing was broken, but Tony knew exactly how it must feel. The air jets shut off, and Tru stepped out, stretching carefully. “You’ll be sore for a while,” Tony said darkly, binding his wrists as he watched Tru sort his clothes, though he didn’t rush to dress. Thirty degrees felt wonderful. “Which means you’ll wake up sore out of cryosleep. Damn.”

“Cryosleep,” Betru echoed, dropping the shirt over his head and pulling it down one handed, which twisted it. “I never did this before. You?” Without being asked, he tied off the ragged ends of Tony’s bandages.

He needed fresh wrappings, and wondered if the Cobran might be equipped to treat other species. He’d checked the wounds in the dimness; painful or no, they were superficial, and showing no sign of infection. “Cryosleep? Nope. I never crewed on a long-duration flight ― or had a crash. But I’ve done maintenance and service work on pods for years.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder, perhaps in the direction of the past. “Most ships have something similar, mostly Cobrana tech. The Ursago
 had five one-man pods. She ran with seven crew, so me and Ringo figured, if the ship ever hit trouble, we were toast. Expendable, like the bots.”

“Cryosleep’s, uh, safe, then?” Betru pulled his good hand through the mass of his hair, trying to straighten it.

“Here, sit down, let me.” Tony pointed him to the edge of the bed, and sat beside him as Tru settled.

He worked on the deep gold hair methodically, teasing out the tangles for the simple pleasure of touching him. It seemed a year since they’d shared time, space and bathwater in a massive tub in Sholi. In fact, only a day had gone by, though Tony’s tired body tried to argue what his mind knew.

He stooped, kissed Betru’s warm, damp nape, where he smelled of pure Amelosi male, a natural scent like some woody cologne. Tru rumbled, deep in his chest. He might never have seen or heard a tiger, so it would be a waste to tell him he sounded like one.

Instead Tony said, “Cryo tech is old and well understood. The Cobran have been in space a thousand years, remember. They signed major trade agreements with Earth, so their machinery is changing everything back home. These pods specifically? As a tech, I’d have to tell you, the safety of any
 pod depends on how well it’s been serviced. I doubt Aradd and Careni would operate anything that wasn’t in good shape. They come from an old tech clan, a big manufacturing community.”

Betru dropped his voice to a murmur. “Makes sense. But, you trust them?”

“They’re trusting us.” Tony’s hands stilled. “I like them.”

“You don’t know them.”

“Gut instinct,” Tony allowed. “The same instinct that sent me to you, first time I saw you at the Rooster. D’you remember?”

Again, the tiger purr, and Betru leaned back against him, wriggled his shoulders into Tony’s bare chest. “Like I’m ever going to forget! It was … an electric shock,” he confessed. “I might’ve stuck my finger in an open charging socket. I didn’t think you’d be interested in the likes of me.”

“Why not?” Tony’s arms went about him. He set his cheek against Betru’s hair, eyes closed, breathing him in and wishing they were light years away, and not so beat.

“Well, you’re human, for a start,” Betru said reasonably. “I’m … green.”

“So? I’m brown,” Tony retorted. “One of you guys could be forgiven for saying I’m the color of mud, the kind down by the water’s edge.”

“And I’m the color of waterweed.” Betru laughed quietly. “I guess we fit together pretty good. Then, not so many of your people are gay, I know this for a fact. Maybe ten percent of you, which is weird
 . Since the Cobrana biotech, most of us are either sterile or … well, the way we are. You know. Normal
 .”

Tony echoed the gentle humor, remembering so many old aphorisms. What’s normal, anyway?
 And, anything you can’t handle now is your own problem.
 And, who am I to judge?
 Things had changed on Earth comparatively recently, when the pressures of unchecked population finally, inevitably, made almost all communities look kindly on gays of whatever preference.

“What the hell is this ‘gay’ word, anyway?” Betru prompted. “Every time I hear it, my chip tells me joyous, happy, cheerful. Fact is, some of the most miserable sods I ever met ― Amelosi, all of ‘em! ― are as gay
 as you call yourself. Being bred and born on this planet, I’d just call you as normal as me. So?”

History had never been Tony’s subject, but he knew the answer to this one. “Maybe a thousand years ago, in some native language, the word started out as gai
 . They reckon it meant carefree, maybe a showoff … like unattached young blokes
 . Understand, we had a lousy gender thing back then: females weren’t even socially allowed to be unattached ― unless they were nuns, who couldn’t be showoffs. So gai
 automatically meant unattached males. Later on, gai
 came to mean ‘amoral and hedonistic.’ That summed up what the ninety percent who were dead straight thought about guys who fancied guys! We also had ugly religious trouble: sex was evil, you went to hell for it, adultery got you stoned to death, that kind of mokeshit. Couple of hundred years later, ‘gaying it up’ meant having loads of sex. Somewhere along the line, the word put down roots. Me. Not you, you’re Amelosi. Your preference is regular, ordinary and boring here.”

“And yours isn’t?” Betru scoffed, turning toward him and catching him by both arms.

“Not where I come from.” Tony sighed. “Even in the Icelandic camps, the first thing most refugees do is pair off and make more babies. Lots of babies. It’s okay. Most people are straight, it’s just how they’re born. It’s not bad
 … though, how smart is it, filling the planet with sixteen billion people?” He shrugged off the whole question. “Back home in Vestmannaeyjar, they only say ‘gay’ to make the distinction between ―”

“Between us and the breeders,” Betru said acerbically. “But why bother making the distinction, if it doesn’t matter?”

The question had bugged Tony throughout his adolescent and teen years, when he began to realize he was
 different. “Dunno,” he admitted. “I suppose to a lot of people it actually does matter. They’ll have their reasons. Earth still carries a lot of baggage left over from the bad old days. People still remember times when, in some places, you went to prison for falling in love with the wrong person. It all started with religious law, and you know how hard that is to shake. Give it time, medji
 . One day, Earth’ll be different.”

Betru’s sensitive fingertips outlined Tony’s features, the roundness of his human ears. He drew him closer, rested their foreheads together. “Forget them. There’s only you and me … and I could wish I wasn’t so bloody tired! Truth is, I couldn’t raise an argument right now, not even in this gravity.”

And he was hurting, Tony knew. “You’re ten shades of aquamarine and turquoise with bruising, already starting to go silver in patches.” He lifted aside the shirt’s loose collar, touched the shoulder carefully. It’s going to bother you for days. The Aradds might have medical equipment on board. Want me to ask?”

But Betru pulled him down onto the bed, Careni Aradd’s own bed. “Nah. Just get some sleep. Six hours or so, enough for us to wake up clear headed when they pull us out of the pods.” His eyes closed as he spoke. “Which brings me right back to the first question: we’re trusting them. Why?”

Sleep tugged insistently at Tony’s mind, teasing out his thoughts into a jumble of frayed yarn. “Because my gut tells me to, and I always trust it. Because they’re Cobran, with a code they follow just like folks who trundle into church every Sunday.” He breathed a long sigh. “And because we don’t have much choice. You said it yourself: we’ve gone about as far as we can.”

“S’a wonder we’re still alive,” Betru slurred.

“Fuckitall, Tru, they’ve taken five cracks at me, either for what I saw on the Ursago
 , or to collect the damn’ bounty on humans.” Tony’s eyes opened to slits and he found himself looking into somber indigo. “I’ve had enough. I gotta trust somebody … I like the Aradds. They have their own problems with the Dorello and Erellik, they know
 Ghast and Lutash, they’re Cobran, they’ve been hurt, their whole community. Why would they do something despicable?”

A tired smile touched the corners of Betru’s mouth. “I’m agreeing with you. Just making sure we ―” An immense yawn ambushed him and he surrendered. “I wish I had the energy to show you what a good ríða
 is all about, but my body’s forgotten how.”

“Later,” Tony promised. “Elskaði einn af mínum eigin
 .”

They were the last coherent sounds in the cabin for some time.

Ten hours later, with a meal of acid fruit and questionable bread simmering uncomfortably in his belly, Tony surveyed the Sulnabah
 ’s escape pods with a professional eye. As he’d predicted, machines belonging to Demassy and Careni Aradd were maintained in fine condition. Only the fact he’d never experienced cryosleep gave him a tingle in the nerve endings, a shiver the length of his spine.

Two pods nestled in each of the port and starboard niches, to either side of the holds: over three meters long by one wide and one high, organic capsule shapes without a corner or hard edge, manufactured of white metal armor with an interior of velvet black. No instruments glowed inside; everything about a pod was automatic, including its AI, a rudimentary system pre-loaded to deploy a beacon, monitor and adjust the cryo-mechanism, and negotiate with salvage operators in the event the ship suffered some catastrophe.

After nine hours’ sleep and what would pass for a meal, Tony felt as recovered as he was likely to be, given the cabin environment. In fact, the longer he and Betru dickered, delaying the inevitable, the further below par they would be when these pods opened.

They needed their wits and faculties at maximum when they faced Commission operatives. He took a breath, peered at a silent, pensive Betru in the dimness of the passage circling the perimeter of the hold space, and deliberately stepped into the closest capsule.

Designed to fit the long, thin Cobran body shape, at first it seemed hopelessly too narrow, but before he could comment or complain he felt the interior remolding, sculpting itself to his own body form. In moments it fit him like a glove, and he looked up into Betru’s curious face with a wry smile.

A pace behind Tru, the Aradds waited to activate the pods. The Sulnabah
 had put Amelos well behind by now. She would stop briefly three times on the way to Taklas Prime, keeping a schedule laid down months before. The ship ran smoothly, in the care of AI and bots. Tony admitted to being impressed. He was so accustomed to Dorellan ships ― old, creaky, under-serviced, overloaded, without a fully-functional maintenance bot aboard ― the Sulnabah
 would have come as a relief, if not for its unbreathable air, relentless heat and sodden humidity.

“Comfortable,” he admitted as the pod finished reconfiguring.

“Not that it would matter if it wasn’t.” Tru said ruefully. “We’ll be asleep. Forty days in transit.”

“Closer to thirty-nine, now. You slept like the dead.” Careni gestured with the remote. “If you’d like to take your place, Ver Kenzana, we can spare you the conditions that are punishing you.”

Sweat coursed off Betru, and everything Tony wore was as sodden as if he’d tipped a pail of water over his head. They’d start to dehydrate in an hour. “Come on, Tru, it’s all right,” he urged. “I studied the tech, took the certificate. I’m qualified to service these.”

“If you say so.” Betru reached down, clasped his hand for a moment, then passed out of sight to the second pod.

While Demassy attended to him, Careni knelt beside Tony. “Just relax. Take several deep breaths. Half
 -exhale the last one, then hold it while I remove the breathing tubes. When I do, merely close your eyes and count backward slowly from twenty.”

She made the instructions simple enough, but relaxing was impossible. Tony kept his arms at his sides, drew a breath to the bottom of his lungs, and another, another. Just before he could become dizzy, he held the last half-lungful, closed his eyes and began to count down.

He felt the nasal tubes whisk away, heard a quiet whirr as the pod’s top closed like a clamshell, and resisted the impulse to open his eyes. A split second of claustrophobia, a fleeting impression of arctic cold, as if he’d stepped naked into a blizzard on the shoulder of a glacier, and then ―


Chapter Twenty-Five

― amber light, the brush of fine tubes at his nose, the discreet servos of a bot beside him. He took a quick breath and opened his eyes. The servitor squatted on the deck by the pod, dark lens eyes peering at him, a finger-like sensor probe waggling as it read pulse, pressures, respiration. It had the tall, flimsy Cobrana body shape, deceptively slender limbs, silver-blue skin, and something of the mournful face.

“I’m fine,” Tony told it, surprised to discover it was true. The immediate aftermath of cryosleep seemed to be a deep chill in every limb and extremity. For the moment, he didn’t feel the ship’s punishing heat. “Where are we?”

The machine didn’t understand a word of Icelandic, Chinglish, Spanglish or Amelosi, and he fell back heavily on the chip as he had in the early days, when he spoke too little Amelosi himself. His tongue and lips were poorly designed to form the Cobrana language, but he pitched his voice low, held a monotone, and repeated the slurred sounds as closely as he could. Oulevah sesenah veyneh?


At the second attempt the bot understood. “The Sulnabah
 has entered orbit at Taklas Prime. Captain Aradd is in the cockpit, negotiating with the port authorities. Pilot Aradd is in the engineering compartment, tasking bots.”

“The ship has problems?” Tony pushed up with his elbows, plucking himself out of the pod, like shucking an oyster off the shell.

“Routine maintenance,” the servitor told him. “Allow me to assist.”

Its hands had a softness and frailty which seemed at odds with machinery, but they picked him up in the light gravity with the strength of any bot. Tony found his feet with a grunt and waited for his head to spin. It didn’t, and he murmured in relief. “Thanks. Is my friend out ―?”

“You may assist in his retrieval,” the bot proposed courteously, offering him the remote with one hand and the breathing tubes and oxygen cartridge with the other.

“Thanks again.” Tony took the remote. “Have we docked?”

“Docking procedures have commenced at this time.”

Tony thumbed the remote, took the tubes, and quickly knelt beside the pod. A rush of frozen air spilled from the interior. Betru’s skin seemed cold as ice, but he drew a series of deep breaths as the tubes settled, before opening his eyes.

“We’re docking,” Tony said before he could ask. “You’re going to be chilly … enjoy it. It’ll help to offset the damned heat, till we can get out of here.” He extended a hand. “You okay? I actually feel pretty good.”

Betru took his hand, pulled himself up with the aid of the light Cobran gravity, and tried his shoulder. “The same as before, bruises and all. Abso-bloody-lutely identical.”

“Cryosleep,” Tony said lucidly. “Total suspension. Ain’t it grand?”

“Ain’t it weird
 ,” Betru growled. “I’m still hungry.”

“We’ll be off soon enough,” Tony guessed. “The captain’s negotiating with the port authorities right now ― remember, we’re coming in unscheduled, and you and I don’t have transit papers. Technically, we’re not even supposed to be here. Back on Amelos, it’s dead easy to slip through the cracks, but this is a real port: it’s all about clearances, authorizations, visas, permits.”

“Vershek
 ,” Tru swore, sotto voce and guttural, “I’d started to forget about all that crap. They might not even let us in.”

“They will when Captain Aradd’s done,” Tony said grimly. “If you’re up to it, he’s in the cockpit.”

Betru caught him in a one-armed hug, then fended him off. “Go.”

From space, any dock appeared spectacular. Few were as stunning as Taklas Prime, and Tony indulged himself in a soft curse as they squeezed into the tight little cockpit, and saw the blood-red face of the gas giant. More massive even than Jupiter, Taklas took its name from a Chukutzu myth, a daughter of the queen of heaven who slaughtered her mother’s enemies when ‘angels’ from the mortal realms invaded the ice palace, home of ancient, warlike gods.

More than thirty moons orbited the giant, many sizzled by radiation belts, only two habitable. Prime
 might be called Earthlike, if one stretched a point. Chukutzu found it pleasant, at least, while Cobran, unprotected on the surface, would freeze into serious injury in ten minutes and die in twenty. Even after growing up in Earth’s Arctic, Tony would find it bitter ― by no means unlivable, but far from the pleasant climate of Jiva’s latitude.

The freight and industrial docks here were orbital; only passenger craft landed. Civilian shuttles skimmed to and fro, serving bigger ships, and Tony counted three military cruisers, one Terran, two Chukutzu, berthed not a kilometer away around the great arch of the docking ring. The eight kilometer tokomak rode against the bloody face of  Taklas, bristling with booms, gantries, aerials, the spines of multiple comm arrays, the dragon’s fangs of defensive positions which never let an observer forget: the Chukutzu Hegemony had won this system from a rival, and held it by force. Not long ago, this territory belonged to the Ptalnshi. The two races despised each other; who could be surprised to find them fighting again, at Valhern and Debric?

Tony and Betru stooped for a better view through the contoured armorglass of the canopy, and Aradd turned toward them. “We’re authorized to dock.” His bass monotone carried an undercurrent of exasperation. “I’m still waiting to be assigned a berth. When we’re docked ― we wait again
 .”

“What for?” Betru’s eyes skimmed the magnificent panorama as if he had missed this, all the years he spent on a family farm, working on the fringe of a rural spaceport where a contraption like the Ursago
 looked high-tech.

“For the authorities,” Aradd informed him. “I didn’t attempt to deceive! It would do us no service, if we attempted to trick our way in here. I placed calls direct to the Terran Trade Commission, also to the Amelosi Consulate. Both answered promptly; both are dispatching representatives. The only difficulty is the port authorities themselves.”

“Chukutzu don’t like unregistereds
 entering their space,” Tony guessed.

“I therefore invited them to register
 you both,” Aradd said ruefully, “even temporarily, and was informed this is quite impossible, since neither of you has adequate identification. When I inquired what might be done, I was told the usual solution is to return you to your last ‘port of association’ … at the expense of the Chukutzu Hegemony.” He nodded his head slowly, a Cobran expression of deep frustration. “Such idiocy!”

“So, what now?” Tony dropped into the cockpit’s only other seat.

“First we dock, then we wait.” Aradd gestured at the facilities, where an astonishing variety of craft scurried about, some piloted, most industrial bots on assignment. “Your own authorities can easily resolve this conundrum with temporary credentials. And I believe,” he added thoughtfully, the Commission will want to take the both of you into protective custody.” He swiveled his seat to look back at Betru. “You do understand, I hope … the moment you tell what you know, you may be at jeopardy.”

The same thought had nagged at Tony. “As far as we know, Chukutzu and Dorello are fighting on the same side at Valhern. It’s not impossible Ghast could be carrying the Purnex for
 the Chukutzu, though the Hegemony would never admit to it. What we know mustn’t get out to the port authorities. We tell it only
 to the Commission, they use their clout to make the right moves. The Amelosi Consulate is only involved because of Tru’s citizenship ―”

“Plus the tiny fact the freaking Purnex shipped out of Amelos in the first place,” Betru added too loudly. “I’d say Amelos is extremely involved … but our Consulate has no way, and I repeat that, no
 way to hit the Ursago
 , waylay Ghast, seize the cargo. You know what the Consulate is? A creepy little hole in the wall manned by six or seven total deadheads from Reimas who look after the ‘rights and responsibilities’ of Amelosi laborers. We land here either on a work contract, or hoping to score one.”

“Ouch,” Tony muttered. “Voice of experience?”

“Oh, yeah.” Betru nodded at the tokomak. “I got busted here. Not my fault. The whole bloody ship got busted! How was I supposed to know some sleazoid of a Dorellan skipper was smuggling? I spent six days in a cage, waiting to get my turn in front of a Chukutzu ‘praetor,’ which is some kind of magistrate, and explain ― I was just a deckhand, one step above the bots. It’s got zilch
 to do with me, what gets loaded or where we deliver it. What do I know? I’m only a poor, dumb as mud Amelosi. Muscle from the farms in the back of beyond!”

Tony looked him up and down. “Muscle? I’ll attest to that. Dumb? Now, there’s a bad joke. Just the kind most offworlders would buy. You got out of there?”

“On a new ship, with a new contract.” Betru looked down at him with a familiar, lopsided grin. “Fact is, they might still have a record of me in the security computers. I might be able to prove who I am, which would get me a permit to exist
 here.”

Before Tony could respond, the comm crackled with terse orders for the Sulnabah
 to shift position immediately, transfer to its assigned berth without delay, and prepare to receive Excise and Quarantine. Aradd handed the ship to the AI pilot and sat back.

“Luckily, our holds are empty. The Hegemony can’t charge us tariffs on freight we’re not carrying! And as for Quarantine, we’re coming in clean, as they say here. Our last ten ‘ports of landfall’ had no posted warnings or conditions. We’ll be through in a few minutes: it’s a mere formality, the same in any port.”

The routine was as familiar as getting up in the morning, shaving his face and putting on his pants. The thought sent Tony’s right hand to his jaw, where he raked his nails through a day’s stubble. “I’d better get cleaned up,” he admitted. “I’m the only one who needs to drag a piece of steel over his mug, but I’ll make a better impression on humans if I do. Ten minutes, Captain?”

“Oh, at least,” Aradd assured him. “Your bags are in the salon. Feel free to use my cabin. I’ll call you if the authorities move faster than their usual glacial pace.”

The joke was subtle. Chukutzu were native to a world so cold, Vestmannaeyjar seemed tropical by comparison. Tony chuckled, and lifted a brow at Betru. “Shaving’s not a spectator sport, but …?”

For once, Betru didn’t follow him. He took the second seat, mesmerized by the view, and Tony grabbed his bag from the salon on the way to Aradd’s cabin. He heard Careni and the bots in the engineering space, not far aft, and every moment as he lathered and scraped his jaw in light so dim, he worried for his Adam’s apple, he listened for the sounds of a shuttle locking on at the main hatch.

He was done with minutes to spare, grimly aware of the stained condition of his battered clothes. He looked like a bokonur
 down on his luck, and from long experience with top-rank staff recently out from Earth, Tony knew the reception he could expect from Commission officers. Still, even they should waive judgment long enough to hear out Demassy and Careni Aradd. The fact Tony had hung onto his life might be down to sheer luck; if his clothes hadn’t survived, what of it?

The deep bell-chime of docking clamps rang through the Sulnabah
 and he tugged his cuffs, checked the fresh pink gauze dressings on his wrists, and straightened his collar. He drew his fingers through his hair in a vain attempt to tidy it, and stepped out of Aradd’s cabin.

The main hatch was a port set into the ventral surface. Betru, Demassy and Careni had already gathered in the narrow passage between the ship’s salon and cabins to watch the Excise and Quarantine ‘officers’ clamber down. As Tony would have predicted, both were bots.

Chukutzu stood slightly under average human height, and these mechanicals were designed after one of the inter-genders, neither male nor female. Chukutzu had four genders, and Tony wondered which inter these bots mimicked, with their enormous cerulean eyes, pale mauve skin, and the muscular arms with not one but two elbows. Double knees gave the thick legs greater suppleness; they walked like acrobats or dancers on large splayed, flexible feet. Nanerosh Aztush would have salivated over these bots. As a tech, Tony longed to open one up, take a professional look at the workings.

Both carried not merely weapons but multiple sensor arrays. The Aradds had only to stand aside and let them prowl the ship. In any major port in the Hegemony, contraband would be detected as easily as biohazard and legitimate cargo. These bots had little to do: as the captain had said, the Sulnabah
 had emptied her holds. If he couldn’t secure a payload to make the return leg of the journey profitable, he and Careni would head home on their own time.

Soon enough, the Excise and Quarantine bots withdrew to the main hatch, and Tony frowned after them. Aradd had paid in advance for the berth, and every fourteen Chukutzu hours he remained docked, he’d pay again. “Bill the Commission,” Tony said quietly as the hatch closed and locked. “You shouldn’t have to cover the costs of a mercy mission.”

But Aradd turned the ruby-blink smile on him. “Costs are inconsequential, Ver Saviano. The mercy of which you speak is important. So our people are taught, from the crèche; so we believe, to the tomb. Allow us the luxury of being Cobran, and let us see how receptive your Terran Trade Commission shall be.”

And that, Tony admitted as he and Betru settled to wait, was the real question. If an honorable, conscientious individual took their statement and reported back to the boss, they could expect fair treatment and action. If they scored a bribe-hungry ‘sleazoid,’ the Sulnabah
 should leave immediately, while Tony and Betru were still alive, and while the Aradds had some small chance of contacting the Cobran authorities.

If there had been a Cobrana bureau in the Taklas system, surely Aradd would have called his people first, but the Cobran merely traded within the Chukutzu Hegemony; none of the Aradds’ people lived or worked here, either on the orbital docks or the frigid, ice-bound moon. They had no reason to install a consulate, unlike the Terran Trade Commission, which looked after the welfare of human crews, who lived and worked on Taklas Prime itself.

Humans, Tony thought with a sigh, would follow any work they could get, anywhere. It might be their only way out of the Earth’s countless refugee camps; and sometimes they paid a high price for escape.

An hour passed before the AI whispered an alert, that a ship approached, and the hatch prepped to receive it. Tony and Betru had killed the time in the salon, listening to local comm traffic, talking quietly, deliberately avoiding the subject of Purnex, the Ursago
 , Valhern. Betru talked about home, and what he hoped for the future; Tony wished he might have been a part of that future, but so much had to change before he could hope to return to Jiva.

His heart thudded as the Commission ship locked on. He stood, tugged his tunic straight, and waited with Betru and the Aradds while a pair of long, blue-clad legs fed themselves down the boarding ladder from the dorsal hatch. He tried to remember how long it was since he’d even seen another human face. Too long, he decided as the officer’s boots hit the deck.

She had the look of so many humans in this century, when the ancient gene strands were merging. Pale coffee skin, black hair, hazel almond eyes, Tony’s height, with a lean body in the skintight uniform preferred by people who were physically perfect and enjoyed flaunting it. The ID bar on her left shoulder read Courtney J.L
 .; the silver shield on the right shoulder winked with lieutenant’s insignia, and she arrived prepared for the Cobrana environment. An oxygen cartridge rode her belt, discreet breathing tubes lay over her left shoulder, and Courtney politely disregarded the aroma of the swamp, just as she ignored the humid heat.

Strictly speaking, the Commission wasn’t military, but like so many of Earth’s offworld divisions, they patterned themselves after the military, perhaps in the interests of efficiency. As an entity, the Commission grew out of a combination of merchant astra
 and embassy services, and the merchant astra
 did operate the kind of strict ranking system that made officers like Lt. J.L. Courtney stiffly formal, pathologically cautious. Their whole lives revolved around career advancement. Gods help them, Tony thought cynically, if they blundered.

Two rungs behind Courtney on the ladder, her partner climbed down into the dimness, and Tony wasn’t surprised to see a bot. Modern, completely lifelike save for its empty eyes, just as physically perfect as the lieutenant and clad in an identical blue and white uniform. It wore no insignia of rank, and its ID bar read simply 587894. It took its place a pace behind her ― just a bot, strong as any machine and armed like a soldier, Courtney’s implacable backup, in the event that a situation went bad.

“Captain Aradd.” She spoke in a pleasant contralto. Hazel eyes passed swiftly over Tony ― the only human on this ship ― skimmed Betru impartially as an Amelosi over whom the Commission had no jurisdiction whatsoever, and homed in on the ship’s owner. “You reported critical ‘intelligence’ involving the human workforce, and others, in the port of Valhern. I’m assigned to take your statement, sir.”

He gestured toward the salon. “Please sit, madam. You’ll be speaking with Mister Saviano and Ver Kenzana, who have made an astonishing survival run to bring this intelligence to you. They have suffered greatly and lost everything they possessed in the interests of this mission.”

“Their information is not merely critical, but also time sensitive,” Careni added. “Their lives are in grave danger, especially in territory belonging to the Chukutzu Hegemony. Once you’re in possession of this information, they will require the Commission’s immediate and comprehensive protection.”

Now, Courtney lifted a brow at Tony, an expression of keen curiosity. She sat, arranged her legs as best she could in furniture designed for Cobran, and tripped a recorder on her left wrist. Already a fine sweat shone on her face, but she clearly knew Cobrana environmental preferences. She said only, “You may proceed, Mister Saviano. Please begin with your personal details.”

“Technician First Class Anthony L. Saviano III,” he said levelly. “Born in Vestmannaeyjar Camp D, Iceland, Earth; currently under contract to Edibo Ghast, owner-operator of the Dorellan freight-hauler Ursago
 . The situation started when I took a few hours’ downtime on Amelos, at Jiva Field. It’s a rural free port, groundside, half a continent away from the major cities. You might know, Amelos is a big planet.” He looked sidelong at Betru. “My partner is an ex-spacer, currently a croupier at a gaming house by the field. Tru?”

“Kenzana Emetral Betru,” he said in an even tone, “bred and born in the Jiva region of Satrula, also veteran of the Dorellan long-haul freight trade. I’ll name the ships I served on, if it’s important. You’ll be able to confirm my identity through merchant astra
 records, if you have access to the Dorellan register. Come to that, if you can tap Dorellan files, you’ll ID Tony soon enough. I was there the night it all started. Damned good thing I was, Ver Courtney, or Tony would be dead … along with a hell of a lot of folk in the zone. The war
 zone ― Valhern and Debric.”

Her eyes sharpened, brows twitched. They had her attention now. She knew they weren’t fooling around. She glanced up at the Aradds, who both made the human nod of affirmation. Courtney turned back to Tony and clasped both hands on the table, waiting to hear it all.

For days he’d been thinking it through, framing it in his mind to make the information so clear and concise, not even a junior officer on consular business could get it wrong. Courtney was disturbingly young, but he saw the light of real intelligence in those eyes.

At twenty-four, ten years younger than Tony himself, she’d just begun to climb the promotion ladder; in fifteen more years she could expect to wear colonel’s insignia. She could go far with the Commission ― so long as she didn’t blunder; and Courtney must be hyper-aware of the potential for error.

She heard them out, looking to Demassy and Careni Aradd to corroborate and clarify, which they did. She asked shrewd questions about the elberos procedure: was it reliable, had it been performed under at least quasi-clinical conditions, were its results consistent?

Here, Careni stepped forward. “We Cobran have a very similar procedure. Comparable enough for me to be interested in the elberos. The Mamusani made their literature available, when I requested it. I still have it, if your specialists need to review it; or you can accept the opinion of a Cobrana engineer. I’m aware of no irregularity in the Mamusani method. The results would be identical, if the Cobrana process were performed.”

“Even humans have a deep recall procedure,” Tony said awkwardly. “I heard of it, as far back as Iceland, before I shipped out. If you want me to do it, I’m volunteering.” He spread his hands, palms up. “What can I tell you, Lieutenant? I know what I saw. The Mamusani had the rest of the info in their library. It didn’t take a genius to put the pieces together.”

“And a great many lives hang in the balance,” Demassy said sharply. “May I inquire why you remain uncertain, madam?”

The question seemed to startle Courtney, and she got to her feet, shutting off the recorder. “I’m not, Captain. Merely trying to make a decision regarding whom to pass this to. You’re correct: the intelligence is critical, and dangerous. Mister Saviano and Ver Kenzana could die … along with most of the population of one or both of those colonies. I believe a considerable community of Cobran also live and work on Valhern. I know
 humans and Amelosi are present there in large numbers. The climate and gravity suit us both far better even than the Dorello.” Her teeth closed on her lip for a moment as she worked through her options. “I think I’d be best to refer this directly to the Commissioner.”

A nerve began to unwind in Tony’s insides. His belly relaxed for the first time in over an hour, and he pulled both hands over his face. The chill of cryosleep had long ago worn off, and he and Betru had been sweating heavily for some time. Demassy had shut back the humidity until he and Careni sounded hoarse in what seemed to them a desiccated dryness, but the temperature remained oppressive. Courtney had begun to perspire moments after she climbed down into the Sulnabah
 , and only strict paramilitary regulation, the propriety of the service, stopped her unmeshing the uniform to let her skin breathe.

She summoned her bot and returned to the hatch as she spoke. “I’ll assign a guard to stand by this ship, Captain Aradd. I’ll stipulate that none of you leaves the vessel until you’ve been directed to a secure berth within the Commission compound.”

“And when,” Careni asked in a barbed tone, “will we be free to leave the Taklas system?”

Courtney paused, one hand on the ladder. “I’m afraid that’s for the Commissioner to decide, madam. You’re being detained only for your own safety. What you know places you at grave jeopardy also. It’s highly likely certain Dorellan individuals or their allies would kill you to silence you. Bear with us, Pilot Aradd, for your own wellbeing.”

She and the bot had climbed up, and the hatch relocked, before Careni said to her mother-brother, “We’ll need to fire a signal home, and do it quickly, Demassy. If we wait till we’re locked in their compound, we can expect comm to be jammed at source as part of their security protocols. Who knows when we’ll be allowed to go? To our clan and community, it’ll seem we vanished out of space.”

“They’ll want to launch search and rescue,” Aradd said, head dropping to one side, the equivalent of a deep sigh. “But be careful what we say, Careni. Be vague. Tell them only that we did extremely well in commerce, the hold is empty, we’re laying over in various ports … perhaps to see if we can return home under cargo, and therefore at a profit. Good business, yes?”

The pilot ‘smiled’ the wide-eyed blink with crinkled brow and tight lips. Tony recognized the Cobrana expression as the human equivalent of a grim smile. “Leave the transmission content to me. If I were you, I’d settle in for the duration. They’ll likely leave us aboard because we can take care of our environmental requirements, but these young people should be taken off before they expire.”

She was right. Tony had begun to dehydrate, with the telltale headache and fuzzy thoughts, growing giddiness and torpor. Aradd handed them a flask of water, but he and Betru needed to get out
 . The hotter he became, the more he began to obsess about being cool, dry, clean, and he crowed in a hoarse celebration when the call came.

Their escort ship ― a retired fighter-interceptor withdrawn from frontline military service and reassigned to the Commission ― shadowed them every kilometer around the curvature in the tokomak. Careni rode a coded signal right to a berth so secure, the Sulnabah
 coupled up power and data umbilici between a big, ugly Spaceforce cruiser and the elegant shape of the Commissioner’s private yacht.

A voice whispered over the open comm, and Demassy glanced back into the passage outside the cockpit, where Tony and Betru hovered. “They’re sending someone for you. A swift medical scan, before you’re inflicted on the rest of the Commission facility, then proper quarters … food you can eat, I should hope. You must both be famished. Our food isn’t good for you.”

“Understatement,” Tony confessed. “We’ll keep in touch, if they let us. There’s no reason why they’d isolate us.”

“No one here’s lying,” Tru agreed. “What we know, we know collectively.”

“Quite.” Aradd breached polite Cobrana custom and offered his hand first to Tony, then to Betru. “I imagine we shall meet again when your Trade Commissioner summons us. And then
 ,” he added grimly, “we’ll be looking for swift action!”

The words weighed heavily on Tony’s shoulders, and he shared a bleak glance with Betru. In the back of his mind, a new clock had begun to tick. The Ursago
 would arrive in the Valhern system in nine Amelosi days, counting this one, which was two-thirds spent according to the cockpit’s local-time chrono.

A waft of cool, dry air spilled from the hatch as it opened onto a facility configured for humans. With a groan of gratitude, Betru turned toward it and propelled Tony before him.


Chapter Twenty-Six

Gray walls, gray carpet, indirect but bright lighting, a great armorglass viewport with a view of the dock … gravity at an even one gee, cool, dry air, the scent of real, genuine coffee. Tony knew he’d stepped back on human turf as soon as he walked into the TTC facilities, and the Commissioner’s office was so like twenty others he’d known, only the blood-red gas giant framed in the panoramic viewport told him this dock lay deep in the Chukutzu Hegemony.

Humans traded freely here, granted almost unrestricted access to Taklas Prime by agreements signed on Earth in Tony’s youth, in the years when he languished in Camp D, watching politicians congratulate one another on the newsnets. Yet humans remained xeno
 , a minority, welcomed mainly where they were valued as an inexhaustible source of cheap labor. Not to mention, Tony thought cynically, that tech-starved Earth offered a wealthy market. A dumping-ground for cut-rate offworld tat
 .

Commissioner Irene Yoshioka played Courtney’s audio twice. Her pale green eyes stared into the middle distance as she digested every word. Easily twice Tony’s age and more, with cropped hair the color of jet and the smooth, unlined skin of one who’d optioned the gene therapies, she personified authority
 . Commanded deference. Courtney sat stiffly in one of five chairs facing the massive desk. The Aradds ― bundled to the chin in thermal suits beneath royal purple formal robes, and breathing their hydrogen-methane supplement via tubes so fine and transparent, they were barely visible ― sat waiting with a restraint Tony envied.

He and Betru occupied the other chairs, and their patience had expired four hours before. Perhaps only Tony knew Betru was on a fuse shorter than his own. The fact it was Tru’s turn to be the alien in this human company made him tighten the rein on his temper, or he’d certainly have taken a verbal snap at Courtney or Yoshioka by now. Amelosi had never been known for subservience in the face of authority; in their culture, when something important needed to be said, one spoke up promptly and loudly.

In four hours they’d submitted to medical scans, indulged in a long, cool shower, and eaten their first decent meal seen since leaving Nanerosh’s Traveling Outworld Amazements. Before they changed into the formfitting blue and white uniform common to the Commission, Tru received a shot of medical nano direct into his shoulder, and an infirmary bot sealed Tony’s wrists with a thick layer of synthskin, which would peel away as he healed beneath.

Then they sat in an underling’s office and waited for Irene Yoshioka to get through this meeting, that appointment, multiple prior commitments which couldn’t possibly be rescheduled. Tony smelt the sour reek of office politics, and clamped his teeth before he could say a great deal he’d only regret.

As the recording played out a second time, Yoshioka splayed her left hand over the data pickups. Eyes closed, she seemed to listen intently. In fact she was taking up a cascade of  raw information through contact points embedded beneath the skin, and Tony motioned Betru to silence before he could interrupt.

Almost a minute passed before the Commissioner’s eyes opened, and she looked past the guests, at Courtney. “The Sulnabah
 is secure. You’re certain this information has not passed beyond the ears in this room?”

“We berthed the ship right alongside your own, ma’am,” Courtney said with stiff formality. “The only other entity that heard one word is Patrol 587894. I already purged its memory.”

Yoshioka steepled her fingers on the desk before her. “Then the only other persons privy to the intelligence are either aboard the Ursago
 , because they’re up to their rather nasty Dorellan eyeballs in this scheme, or back on Amelos, because they packaged and shipped the Purnex … or ahead, in the Valhern system, because they expect to take delivery of this poison in a little over two hundred hours from now. The only possibility of Captain Ghast of the Ursago
 being forewarned of trouble awaiting him would be if agents on Amelos contacted him at some point in the last nine weeks
 and informed him that Mister Saviano and Ver Kenzana continued to evade the termination order.”

“Correct, ma’am,” Courtney agreed. “It is possible Ghast knows the secret is out. However, I placed a priority data request direct to AmelComstar, the only subspace comm carrier on Ver Kenzana’s homeworld. We’ll know in few hours at most, if any such transmission went out via the global provider, from a comset on the ground.” She paused, brow creasing. “However, if it went out from a hyper-enabled ship ...” She shook her head. “Those transmissions are impossible to track.”

“What are the chances of a call being made from a ship?” Yoshioka turned her piercing eyes on his visitors. “You know Amelos well enough to make an informed guess. And the regrettable fact is, we’re down to guesswork.”

The question was bitingly astute. For some moments Tony and Betru studied each other levelly, before Tony said slowly, “I’d give you one chance in twenty, Commissioner, that any such call went out from a ship.”

“Based on …?” Yoshioka prompted.

He counted off on his fingers. “One, the fact they tried to murder me the same day as I saw the Purnex, even though I didn’t know what I was looking at.  That tells us, loud and clear, it’s a secret to kill for, or die, for. So, two
 , it’s safe to assume very few people on Amelos know about it. The government in Reimas is so corrupt, one senator doesn’t even trust another, if I understand this right. Tru?”

“Dead right,” Betru affirmed. “They’re a mob of shysters, and they all know exactly what they are. The honorable
 member for one prefecture wouldn’t leave his underage kid alone with the honorable
 member for another. They’re so crooked, they don’t trust each other any more than the public trusts them.”

Yoshioka wore a pained look. “Yet your people elected these individuals to office.”

“It’s a moot point,” Betru said acidly. “Last six elections that I know of, the rumor mill says the whole thing was rigged, then they dismantled the very committees that might’ve investigated it.”

“Politics,” Tony said disgustedly. “It’s the same everywhere. Which is why I’m reckoning, Commissioner, the agents behind the Purnex deal are flying way
 under any Amelosi scanners. It’s a private transaction. Has to be. Nobody involved in something halfway as shonky as this would trust one syllable to the government. So ― three
 , you’re down to private individuals on Amelos who had the merchandise to sell, and buyers among the Dorello and Chukutzu. These private individuals are almost certainly local to the Jiva region: they knew exactly where to find the Purnex, what it is, and its market value.”

“They could be connected to the minor official who took the bribes originally, three decades ago,” Courtney warned, “and stored the drums, when he or she had actually taken funding to ship them offworld for destruction.”

“True,” Tony allowed, “but it’s an outside chance, Lieutenant ― based on the fact the secret’s been safe for thirty bloody years. I’d give you even money, the louse who took the bribes is retired and gone, eons ago, maybe even dead of old age. His family has no idea where their fortune came from. They’re living high on the bribes, ignorant of how they got rich.” He thought it through slowly, methodically, glaring at the gas giant framed in the viewport. “No, I’d put my money on the assumption the agents who sold the Purnex are local to Jiva, because the whole deal stayed secret so long. The more you widen the playing field, the greater the probability it would’ve blown sky-high a long time ago.”

“You’re a gambling man,” Yoshioka observed.

Tony managed a thin smile. “Yes, ma’am. Quite a good one. One thing you learn, early, is how to calculate the odds in your head, and how to read people. Then, add a whole bunch of local knowledge …” He looked sidelong at Tru. “How many offworld ships with Dorello of Chukutzu connections would go through Jiva in nine weeks? Betru would know, Commissioner. He spent years working on the edge of the port. If it landed or launched, he knew about it.”

“All right, Ver Kenzana,” Yoshioka invited, “how many?”

“In nine weeks?” Betru puffed out his cheeks as he rifled his memories. “No more than six at most, more likely four. It’s a small field, doesn’t get much traffic, and we see Ptalnshi, Erellik, Olthusian, Cobran, even a few ships out of Earth. If you have the access ―” he gestured at the data points “― it’s easy enough to check, put firm numbers to it.”

“I will,” Yoshioka said tersely.

Careni Aradd leaned forward, elbows on her knees. “Also, we’re not considering any
 Dorello or Chukutzu vessel staging through Jiva, Commissioner. We’re considering only
 those freighters or crews with some connection to Captain Ghast. The secret of this shipment would be protected at all costs. Technician Saviano is correct: the more people who knew of it, the greater the danger. Are you aware, madam, that in every territory, including the Chukutzu Hegemony and the Dorellan Mercantile Alliance, trade in or possession of the substance known to us as Purnex carries a mandatory death sentence?”

“Indeed.” Yoshioka frowned thoughtfully at both Cobran. “I was about to mention this, and ask why any rational individual would transport unstable old barrels of something so lethal, instead of manufacturing it closer to ground zero.”

“Because,” Demassy Aradd said with studied patience, “the base chemistry is rigorously controlled, the manufacture process is difficult and hazardous, the substance itself is dangerous beyond imagination. Sane captains would never carry it, if they knew what it was; and the penalties for manufacture, possession, transport, or concealment of information regarding this proscribed substance are absolutely final. Execution, Commissioner, for a chemist, captain, merchant, purchaser, or politician. Cobrana and Terran law decree the same.”

“Only among the Erellik,” Careni added, “who developed Purnex, is the penalty waived … but to take refuge among them, Dorello or Chukutzu fugitives would be compelled to live out the rest of their lives within the hive structure of Erellik society. A prospect so disagreeable, it represents a sentence more offensive than a swift execution.”

“Earth signed the same treaty, banning it,” Yoshioka mused. “Fair enough. A gamble, then, Mister Saviano. Would you care to calculate the odds for us, that Captain Ghast will arrive in the Valhern system on schedule, not
 knowing you and Ver Kenzana are even alive, much less at liberty and here.”

Tony studied his palms, weighing, measuring, judging every factor. “One chance in five that he knows any damned thing about what happened back on Amelos, ma’am. If Officer Courtney’s data comes up blank, and AmelComstar didn’t relay any such subspace message from a ground transmitter, more like one chance in ten.”

“We’ll know soon.” Courtney touched her temple. “I’m waiting for data at this moment. If AmelComstar reports nothing ―”

“Nine chances in ten,” Yoshioka said grimly, “that we can waylay the Ursago
 , impound it, arrest Captain Ghast. Of course, if we’re wrong …”

“Then we can claim to have done our utmost, and have nothing for which to bear the burden of blame and shame.” Aradd stirred uncomfortably in gravity that, to the Cobran, must seem burdensome. Discreetly, he adjusted his grav-assist belt as he smoothed the skirts of his robe. “You may also wish to inquire into the Ursago
 ’s landing and launch data, its ports of call between Amelos and Valhern. Captain Ghast’s behavior, his movements en route, might indicate what he knows ― or does not.”

The commissioner’s mouth twitched in what might have been a smile. “I was about to suggest this. If you’d give me a moment …” Her left hand splayed over the data points again; her eyes closed, brow furrowed, though she said, “Mister Saviano, were you aware of your ship’s scheduled itinerary at the time the Ursago
 upshipped without you?”

Without hesitation, he quoted it from memory, from Barazoz on through the trading lanes to Kolizor on the outskirts of the Hegemony, out to the Ptalnshi free port of Laraibo, and at last to Valhern. “Ten weeks, ma’am,” he finished. “The Ursago
 ’s a scow. Slow and cantankerous. Ghast lost his main tech when he upshipped without me. Old Ringo wouldn’t keep that bucket of rust in trim, so he’d have take on a new tech in Barazoz. Who, or how good, I don’t know.”

Yoshioka’s brow creased. “I have the records here. Commission clearances are an indispensable advantage; though, without the alchemy of quantum entanglement subspace comm working for us, it would take so long to come by this data, the whole question would be academic! In the port of Barazoz, Captain Ghast contracted a human tech by the name of Jon Shastri. You know him?”

But Tony made negative noises. “I don’t get to socialize much. Ghast keeps the Ursago
 so busy, we’re always between one port and another. He hates to pay docking fees, so we usually downship at rural fields like Jiva, and most of the time it’s a touch-and-go, just unload, reload, maybe take on fuel at facility like Taklas Prime, or Valhern itself, that’s set up for it.”

“Technician Shastri has a clean record,” Yoshioka mused, “so it’s safe to assume he could keep Ghast viable long enough to get his ‘rust-bucket’ to Valhern. She docked again … three, four times, more or less right on schedule. Ghast used an orbital freight platform at Kolizor, not the main spaceport itself.” Her eyes opened to slits. “Is this unusual?”

“Very.” Tony’s brows rose as he looked sidelong at the Aradds. “You know the Kolizor system?”

“In passing.” Careni winkled her nose in the Cobran expression of distaste. “We usually avoid Kolizor, since it’s glacial. Ghast would normally have downshipped there?”

“He always did, in the past.” Tony rubbed his palms together. “He has Chukutzu friends, groundside. But the main spaceport isn’t much less tech-heavy than Taklas Prime. So … I’d have to guess he didn’t downship on Kolizor because routine Customs scans ― the kind of thing performed here ― would’ve found the Purnex in minutes. Easier to use the orbital docks and skip right on out, fast. Tru?”

Betru’s dark gold head nodded. “Exactly. So we know he was on schedule at least as far as Kolizor. Then, out into Ptalnshi territory, was it?”

“Which,” Aradd said sharply, “is very close to enemy territory, given the spat several Ptalnshi companies are having with the Dorello at Valhern.”

“Most important to remember,” Careni added, “governments and peoples are not at war here. The situation at Valhern is driven by nine consortiums in league, from major trading worlds on both sides of this dispute. It began over fueling rights and escalated into violence when captains opened fire on one another. A Ptalnshi ship fired the first rounds, but the Dorello and Chukutzu soon invited themselves into the fracas. When the Erellik sided with the Ptalnshi, the Cobran could do nothing to dissuade them.”

“We tried,” Demassy said regretfully, “You may recall, Valhern was originally Cobrana territory. We lost our hold on it, simply stated, because our central government chose not to engage in corporate war. We blockaded Valhern for months until both sides, all participants, entered into a battle so comprehensive, our ships withdrew to prevent untenable loss of Cobrana life. With that withdrawal, I’m afraid we relinquished any rights to hold Valhern, or deem it Cobrana territory.”

“And since then,” Tony finished, “the Ptalnshi and their trading partners, the Erellik, and the Chukutzu and their buddies in commerce, the Dorello, have fought a running battle for the place. Both sides lay claim to it.”

All this, and much more, Tony guessed, would be streaming through the data points in Yoshioka’s left hand, but Courtney had no such datastream, and hung on every word. “I imagine both sides have hit every conceivable target with the exception of the very fueling facilities? They’re so valuable, without them, the whole conflict is for naught.” She frowned at the Cobran. “A large population, on Valhern?”

“Big enough.” Demassy tilted his head in the Cobrana version of a sigh. “A large percentage of the people are Cobran, Amelosi … Earthling. Careni and I have discussed the possibility of organizing an evacuation of our own people, leaving only Dorello, Chukutzu, Ptalnshi, Erellik, various Olthusians and Molosho, a handful of others. Take out the innocent, leaving those belonging to the militant corporations in the way of the violence that is surely to come.”

“Good gods, no,” Yoshioka said quickly. “From the data I’ve just seen, there must be thirty or fifty thousand
 people stranded there! There’s no way to bring them out in such numbers without running up a flag and telling the Dorello immediately, we know the whole thing. Also, the fact is, we’ve no means to bring out so many. We don’t have the ships, Captain Aradd. And, in this part of space, nor do you.”

He bowed his head. “All true. Careni and I reached this conclusion. We have one chance to avert catastrophe.”

Waylay the Ursago
 . Seize and impound it … scan it and broadcast the data to all. Hold Ghast and Lutash in custody, pending a trial, the outcome of which allowed for no appeals. Try to reach back to Amelos and identify the agents there. Ghast and Lutash would know names, and what they knew could be winkled out of them.

Careni lifted one deceptively delicate hand to catch Yoshioka’s attention. “There is another matter, Commissioner, of which you must be aware. It concerns the safety and welfare of human visitors to Amelos.”

Now Tony sat back, eyes half closed, and let the Cobran speak. From the look of shock and indignation on Yoshioka’s face, she knew nothing of the research program, the bounty, the traffic in humans. Even Courtney, usually imperturbable behind a stony, poker face, appeared furious.

As the Aradds fell silent, Yoshioka turned her ice-green eyes on Tony. “This is the reason the Erellik snatched you, Mister Saviano?” He answered with a mute nod while her fingernails drummed on the desk. “This is an outrage. Amelos signed mutually beneficial agreements with the government and people of Earth. If the corruption in Reimas is as you say …” She let the thought spin away into silence, and her mouth compressed. “This is Commission business. Rest assured, any such bounty will stop
 . Representatives in Reimas will be required to make explanations and apologies, if not amends. As for the Trade Commissioner on Amelos ―” Yoshioka stood abruptly, and Courtney followed her up. “The matter is in hand. For the moment, Lt. Courtney will show you to your quarters. Captain Aradd, Pilot Aradd, I’m sure you would prefer the comfort of your own ship.”

“We would.” Aradd stood, huffing audibly under the Earth normal gravity, even with the aid of the grav-assist belt. “If you’d care to contact our nearest trade delegation, I am certain Cobrana resources will be placed at your disposal.” He gestured graciously. “The Ursago
 will not be so easy to waylay. Even given excellent information, seizure of ship and cargo remains a physical encounter which the Dorello will not accept lightly.”

Tony got to his feet, aware of a soul-deep tiredness. Every word had been said, the responsibility passed smoothly into Yoshioka’s hands. As the Terran Trade Commission took a grasp on the baton, Tony Saviano could afford to let go. A monstrous burden seemed to slide off his shoulders. He stepped closer to Betru, but gave his attention to Yoshioka. “When do you want me to do the deep memory probe?”

She regarded him curiously. “You really have nothing to hide, have you?”

“Not one damned thing,” Tony said tiredly. “Just let me get it done, so you have your own data, hard data, to work with.”

“Do it now, then. We’ve no time to waste.” Yoshioka gave Courtney a nod. “Arrange it, Lieutenant. You’ll forgive me, Mister Saviano, if I make sure. You have to know the hornets’ nest you’re stirring up. This exercise will cost the Commission a small fortune, and any mistakes add up to bloodshed.”

“I realize all that.” Tony tapped his skull. “It’s in here, buried deep. The Mamusani got to the memories easy enough. Just promise me, ma’am: when you’ve got what you need, you’ll act on it.”

“You may be assured,” Yoshioka said soberly.

“I believe you.” Tony glanced at the Cobran; they seemed content, so he took a deep breath and turned back to Yoshioka for one moment. “Thank you, Commissioner. We appreciate it.”

For the first time she actually smiled, though the expression had a grim aspect. “On the contrary, Technician First Class. You and your partner risked, and lost, a great deal to bring out this data. The duty lies with us now. As soon as my specialists are satisfied, you may retire. You’ve earned your rest. Lieutenant?”

Tony knew a dismissal when he heard one, and felt a measure of gratitude as they followed Courtney and the Aradds out of the office. The Cobran returned to their vessel at once, eager for light gravity if not their humid heat and the freedom to remove the breathing tubes. Courtney remained stonily silent as she showed them to the security lifts.

The car fell two levels and sped deeper into the complex. In moments Tony lost all orientation, and when it opened, simply followed Betru into a too-bright lab, wide, chill, sterile white and smelling faintly of antiseptics. His skin crawled unpleasantly, but Demassy Aradd had been certain, and Courtney seemed unconcerned.

Only Betru looked on with instinctive suspicion as an elderly man, pale, silent and anonymous in a green uniform smock, configured two clinical bots to do the actual work. In a tiny treatment cubicle off the main lab, Tony stretched out on a too-hard treatment bed, pushed up his sleeve and gritted his teeth as an IV needle tagged into his vein.

He closed his eyes as numerous fine, filamentary contacts threaded into his temples and scalp, and felt cold to his marrow as he heard the whirr of a probe passing to and fro over his skull, deep-imaging his brain. Betru’s voice reached him as if from a vast distance, but the chip had temporarily dropped offline, disabled by the scanner signal. Tony heard Tru’s voice, heard the Amelosi words, understood them as clearly as if they’d been Icelandic. You’re all right, just relax, it’ll be fine.


A cartridge fired into the IV tube, and whatever it contained hit him in less than two minutes. Yoshioka’s specialist vanished strategically before the drug could even begin to work; only Courtney and the medical bots heard Tony or watched the blurred images gradually resolving, sharpening, on a small monitor at the bedside as he began to concentrate. Courtney would purge the bots’ memory immediately after the procedure.

Lost in the tides of time, Tony might have been physically back on the Ursago
 , nine weeks in the past, running a forklift and cursing Lutash, who had a rare talent for getting in the way. He saw it all again, in these moments unaware of the drug, the lab, the bots, even Betru standing vigil like an avenging angel.

He slept at last, briefly and shallowly, almost aware of voices but not coherent enough to pick out words. He drifted on the last traces of the drug until it spent itself, and Courtney’s voice began to make sense. She had already blanked the memory of one bot and begun to attend to the other when Tony’s eyes opened. Betru sat on the side of the bed with a beaker of water, and Tony took it with a nod of gratitude.

It had the flat tastelessness of re-re-recycled water, but he drank it all before blinking at the lieutenant. “You get what you need?”

“Easily,” Courtney reported. “The Commissioner only needs to be sure, Mister Saviano. No one is accusing you of fabrication or exaggeration. You understand, you’re asking a lot: a mission that could have dire consequences.”

“Only,” Betru said flatly, “if it gets royally screwed up. Get it right, Lieutenant, and the only consequence
 will be fifty barrels of poison out of circulation, and a lot of folks alive who’d otherwise be dead.” He took Tony’s hands. “How’re you doing? Can you stand?”

In fact, the drug had dissipated completely, and when Tony hopped off the bed his balance steadied at once. “I’m fine. Really,” he insisted. “It was all right. You watched the images?” He gestured at the monitor.

“Too weird,” Betru muttered. “I saw
 the damned Purnex, Tony. I saw what you saw, right there on the screen. Like looking through your eyes. The damndest thing. Some new Cobrana tech, is it? Vershek
 !”

The data dumped into a thumb drive, which Courtney slipped into a white metal case and pocketed. “This is the only record of what you know, Mister Saviano. I’ve purged both bots, and I overrode the lab’s security cameras before we began. Only the Commissioner will be privy to this.”

“All good, then.” Tony tugged down his sleeves. “Are we done?”

“This way, gentlemen.” Courtney pointed the way out, back to the security elevator.

She accompanied them down five levels and westward more than a hundred meters. The car opened onto an endless passage where every door seemed identical to every other. One belonged to an apartment buried so deep in the facility, few civilians would have seen it.

There, she handed Tony a pocket comset, a pair of visitor ID tags. “You won’t be able to call out of the building; and you should be aware, anything you say on the air will
 be recorded. Your ID will open certain doors in the complex, but not all. The restaurant and bar are two floors down; you’ll find gym, sauna and spa on the same level. If there’s anything you need, call Service, tell the AI. A bot will attend to you.”

“And you?” Betru wondered.

Her poker mask had clicked back into place. “I’m just a patrol officer. This is well above my pay scale ― although,” Courtney mused, “I’d be surprised if I don’t get roped into the exercise. Recruitment for this circus has to be on a ‘need to know’ basis, and the Commissioner won’t want to share the data far. As few of us as possible should know until it’s finished
 .” Unexpectedly, she smiled. “May I say, Mister Saviano, Ver Kenzana ― congratulations on a job well done. You have my respect.”

With that she headed back to the security lifts, leaving Betru to palm open the door and groan in sheer relief as it closed behind Tony. The apartment could have been larger, but the view made up for its modest dimensions. Tony had only ever seen such vistas briefly, while he rushed from one part of a job to another, always with some Dorellan officer breathing down his neck.

The lights were low. His eyes narrowed against the sunglare reflecting from the vast tokomak, the bright sternflares of ships passing before the bloody face of the giant Taklas. Never forget, he told himself as he gorged on the magnificent view and then resolutely turned his back on it, this was the heart of the Chukutzu Hegemony. But this compound itself was technically embassy property. In all practical terms, no matter the view, his feet were on Earth as they took him across a soft fitted carpet to the side of a wide bed where Betru had sprawled diagonally.

Arms opened to welcome Tony. He went into them with another kind of gratitude and hunted for a kiss. “You know the last time we slept in an actual bed? With a mattress and everything?” he asked against Tru’s open mouth as big, warm hands delved into the close-fitting Commission uniform, outlining the shape of his back from nape to thighs.

“Way back at Suvi Aytweh,” Betru growled. Sharp teeth closed on Tony’s lobe, tugging carefully. “The Mamusani retreat. Two nights, before we headed east. Roads, trains, tents … here.” He hugged Tony tightly enough to cost him his breath. “Tell me it’s over.”

“Our part in it, maybe,” Tony allowed, tucking in beside him and unmeshing the blue and white fabric to display emerald skin he had loved from the first time he saw it, tasted it. He drew his lips across Betru’s chest, from tight blue nipple to nipple, licked him there and heard a soft curse of pleasure. “Let Yoshioka make it happen. She’s connected to the Spaceforce on one side, the Cobrana authorities on the other. Me? I just want to sleep for several days, eat too much, maybe get a little drunk ―”

“And laid. A lot,” Betru finished. He sat up to shrug out of the uniform, tossed it away and deliberately, deftly, peeled Tony to the skin.

“How’s the shoulder?” Tony wondered as he hooked both ankles around Tru’s hips and reached for a pillow. Betru tugged it under his head.

“Healing. Nano’s amazing.” Tru set his weight on it experimentally. “It’ll do well enough, medji
 , for what I need it to do.”

“And what’s that?” Tony affected wide-eyed innocence.

Betru tutted over him. “At your age, you don’t know how this works? It’s high time someone educated you, before you get any older.” He humped slowly into Tony’s groin, let him feel the velvet over steel rod that knew what it wanted and was ready to negotiate.

“Something to do with birds and bees, is it? As explained to you by a handy constable?” A surge of emotion overtook Tony, love, lust, everything suspended between the two.

“One biology tutorial, coming right up,” Betru promised.

“Like we used to say at the camp school … less talk, loverboy, more demonstration.” He caught Tru’s head, knotted both hands into the mane of his hair, and held him to the task.

Kenzana Emetral Betru was nothing if not thorough.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

The novelty of being able to sleep till he woke naturally seduced Tony, as did the luxury of the sauna and spa, the freedom of a mess hall with the quality of a three-star restaurant he could never have afforded. For two days, two nights, he and Betru wallowed in sheer self-indulgence, and he tried to ignore the niggling in the back of his mind: the need to know
 .

Rested, ‘overfed,’ Betru soon began to feel the need to be physical. He’d been gone half an hour, working his body hard in the gym, when Tony tried the comset. Until this moment he’d resisted the impulse to seek information, and he felt the unaccustomed thud of his heart as the building’s AI responded.

“I need to reach Lt. Courtney,” he told the machine tersely.

He might have expected to be talking to Courtney moments later, or at least be given a pledge that the call request would be forwarded, the lieutenant would respond when she could. The AI said calmly,

“Lt. Courtney cannot be reached from this call location.”

Tony skipped a beat. “What the fuck does that mean?”

“Lt. Courtney,” the machine answered, “cannot be reached from the communications unit you are using.”

“But she gave me this comset!” he exploded.

The AI remained unperturbed. They couldn’t be offended, intimidated or cajoled. “The comset with which you were provided is limited. You cannot reach Lieutenant Courtney from your location, with that device.”

“Then, what kind of a device do I need?” Tony said with mock patience.

“A Class 7 comset,” the AI said with complete candor.

“And I don’t suppose I’d find one of those lying around?” Tony glared at the device
 in his left palm.

“Class 7 comm equipment is restricted.”

“To whom?” he rasped.

“To Commission or Spaceforce officers with the rank of captain and above, or the Commissioner’s personal senior staff. This information is not privileged,” the AI offered helpfully.

“Oh, great.” Tony might have thrown the gadget into the corner, but dumb hardware ― including the AI ― could hardly be held responsible. “We’re under detention, aren’t we? In bloody custody. Locked down. Stupid me, I didn’t realize … the prison’s been too comfortable!”

Then again, protective
 custody was the first step in any witness protection scheme. He should have expected to be held inside a security cordon, and he couldn’t deny that he and Tru were safe. But he hadn’t expected to be locked out of the data loop, and the knowledge stung. “All right,” he muttered to the AI, “I realize I can’t reach Courtney, but you can relay a message, right?”

“This is correct.”

“Then send a bloody message to her,” he told the machine. “Tell her Mister
 Saviano wants to talk to her, and if he’s not allowed to do it on his freaking device, he’ll talk face to face when she walks up to his door!”

“Your message will be conveyed,” the AI promised.

Tony thumbed off the comset and threw it at the bed. “Well, bugger,” he said to the empty room. “I guess we got what I wanted.”

The reality of living in custody didn’t infuriate him a fraction as much as knowing he was shut out of the data chain when he had a blazing need to know
 . He stood at the viewport, glaring at the incredible view of Taklas and its pale blue Prime, its incredible web of orbital facilities, which rode like a jewel against the bloody face of the giant planet.

For many light years in every direction, the Chukutzu Hegemony hummed with commerce and intrigue. They had as many allies as enemies, and Tony felt a deep thread of unease. His eyes shifted focus as he saw his own face reflected in the armorglass.

Human. Fragile, vulnerable, vastly outnumbered, a tolerated racial and cultural minority in a universe that certainly didn’t need mankind, though it was not averse to using the species as a source of labor and cash.

Angry with himself, he turned his back on the view and the ghost image of his own face. He was about to snatch up his ID and stalk out of the room when the door slid aside. Betru stepped in, his hair still damp, cheeks flushed a healthy shade of blue-green from exertion and the heat of the spa.

A glance at Tony’s face stopped him, and he waited. Tony said it all in sparse, angry tones, and fumed again as he watched Tru subside onto the foot of the bed and chuckle.

“What d’you expect? An engine tech, bot fixer, and a croupier, ex-docker ― the likes of Commissioner Yoshioka’s certainly going to keep us informed! They’re too high and mighty for us, medji
 . It’s well out of our hands now, so settle yourself.”

“She or Courtney might have briefed the Cobran,” Tony mused. “Let me give the Sulnabah
 a call, ask what they know.”

Betru didn’t try to dissuade him. He opened the small fridge under the room’s service table, plucked out a couple of beers and tossed a can into Tony’s hands as he thumbed the comset again.

Up to the evening before, they’d been able to talk at whim to Careni and Demassy Aradd. They’d spoken many times, and surprise made Tony stop with the beer halfway to his lips as the AI said,

“The Sulnabah
 cannot be reached from this call location.”

Now he swore fluently in four languages. “I was talking to Pilot Careni Aradd not ten hours ago! You’re not telling me the ship left?”

“All information regarding the Sulnabah
 is classified.”

“Classified?” Tony shot a curious look at Tru. “Can you convey a message to Captain Aradd?”

“This is permitted, though any message must be scrutinized, security cleared and authorized prior to delivery.” The AI’s infuriating voice carried no trace of inflection.

“Then, tell Captain Aradd that Mister Saviano wants to talk to him, and if he can’t give me a hoy over the comset, he’s cordially invited to come over and visit,” Tony snarled, “unless Ver Kenzana and I just stroll over to the Sulnabah
 ’s berth. In fact,” he growled as he dropped the comset as if it had morphed into a poisonous arachnid, “why don’t we do just that?”

Without a word, Betru rummaged for his ID and followed Tony out, but his lips compressed, his eyes narrowed in mute suspicion. When neither his ID nor Tony’s would open any lift to take them off the narrow band of floors in the Commission complex where they had been billeted, he said baldly,

“Something’s going on. We’re locked down tight. Can’t call out, can’t get out. Chances are, the Aradds couldn’t get in, either. Yoshioka’s isolated us.”

“Security screen.” Tony turned his back on the lift and pocketed the ID. “Not the whole building, you notice ― there’s plenty of people coming and going. It’s just about us, and probably the Sulnabah
 and the Aradds.”

“Secured for our own safety?” Betru wondered. “Yoshioka seemed to be fretted about the info getting out, beyond us, the Cobran, Courtney and herself. If it did escape … you do realize where we’re sitting? Smack in the middle of the Chukutzu Hegemony.”

And many Chukutzu corporations numbered Dorellan companies among their partners and allies. The fueling facilities on Valhern were critical to both of them ― the real prize, with the Ptalnshi and Erellik ranged against them. The odds of the orders to ship the Purnex having issued from an office right here in the Taklas system ―

“Buggeration,” Tony breathed. “What have we done?”

Betru’s big shoulders lifted in a shrug. “What we set out to do. We passed the burden of responsibility to the one person who ought to be able to make the right moves. What more could we ever do? If we’re the bugs in the amber of a security lockdown ... maybe this is exactly what we’ve been waiting for. Could mean it’s happening
 .” He took Tony’s shoulder, urging him back in the direction of their quarters. “Let it be.”

He was right, but Tony strode on, past their door, headed for the bar on the flank of the mess hall. He needed a stiff drink, and not even military regulation would have proscribed it, since technically he’d been on downtime for days now. Betru followed, perched on a tall stool beside him and accepted a glass of something amber, aromatic, potent.

Irish whiskey relaxed Tony one molecule at a time. He took the opportunity to notice the polished redwood of the bar’s crescent shaped surface, the display screens showing reruns of some sporting event, and a band popular on Earth today. Human games, human music. Both seemed painfully incongruous here. Tru frowned at them, puzzling out how the game of cricket might be scored, how musical instruments he’d never seen before might be played.


Xeno
 . The word mocked Tony as it never had before, and he drowned it in another shot of the Irish. His head buzzed, and when Betru pointed him at their quarters a second time, he let himself be shepherded back.

Cool sheets, warm body, lips and hands that knew him so well, he didn’t even have to think … he might have preferred to growl and pace like a caged cat, but Betru wasn’t about to let him. Still, Tony made him work for it. He didn’t offer surrender, and when he capitulated at last, the Amelosi breathed a soft curse of relief.

They were asleep when the call came. The first Tony knew of it was a soft chime from the door. He swung his legs out of bed, shrugged into a robe in Commission colors, and released the door before Tru had even sat up. A bot stood outside ― not a servitor. Tony knew a military machine when he saw one. It wore no uniform, and needed none, since it didn’t pretend for a moment to be human. Its skin had the look of matte metal, its joints whined with well-maintained servomotors, it looked at the world through cameras, sampled its surroundings with sensors arrayed like epaulettes on its shoulders.

Without the servitor’s pretty manners, the charcoal-skinned, dead-eyed bot said flatly, “You will accompany me.”

“Where to?” Tony demanded, taking a step back into the room.

Tru had woken fully by now. “What the hell is that thing?”

“They used to call the buggers warbots,” Tony said mildly. “Military issue. This one’s maybe twenty years old, refurbished. Old, but don’t even think about tangling with it. Strong.” He looked back at the bed, where Betru had come to his knees, naked, careless of the open door and the fact the machine would be transmitting a live vidfeed. “You might want to get dressed. This contraption
 won’t take no for an answer, and it ain’t about to ask politely.”

Using the kind of language for which kids in Camp D were routinely fined, dues to be paid in extra homework credits, Betru snatched up the uniform he’d been issued and shoved his legs into it. “Accompany it? Where?”

“You heard the man,” Tony told the bot. “Where are we going?”

“Classified,” it said in an androgynous, flat, dull voice.

“Unclassify it,” Tony snarled. He looked the thing in the black lens eyes. “Hoi, you, security dude, the bastard watching this feed. Get off your broad arse and get over here with a little information, or send this thing enough data to parse an intelligent answer.”


That
 found its mark. The bot hesitated several seconds, far too long to be normal for any machine intelligence, no matter how rudimentary. Then its head swiveled as it panned cameras over both of them. “Classified. If you desire answers, accompany Patrol 178494.”

“Ríða
 ,” Betru swore. “Mér líkar það ekki
 .”

Even here, now, Tony had to smile. Tru had been picking up Icelandic in an organic process, as Tony learned Amelosi. His grasp of the language would soon be good enough to take him on vacation there, though he spoke it with a dense accent and it sounded odd, issuing from a face so seductively emerald.

“I don’t like it either,” Tony agreed, dressing swiftly, “but Patrol 178494 isn’t going to give us the choice. You fancy being manhandled out of here? The bloody thing can do it ― and it will!”

With sharp, angry movements, Tru pushed his feet into the soft boots, and glared into the unit’s lens eyes. He growled in Amelosi, not to the bot but to the security officers monitoring the vidfeed. Tony wondered if their chips might be loaded with the Amelosi language, the Satrulen dialect. If so, they’d be in no doubts as to what Tru thought of them, their parentage, and what they could expect if they were ever stupid enough to blunder into his path.

Anger shortened his stride as they stepped out, and the bot herded them toward the security elevators. The red-coded car opened as they approached; they hadn’t seen the inside of it since Courtney brought them to this level and provided just enough ID for them to stay fed, clean, entertained. Betru stepped into the back of the elevator to make space for 178494, and the car lifted so fast, Tony felt the stress in his legs.

He might have expected it to stop on the Commissioner’s level, but it rose so high through the complex, he knew the only facilities up here were the docks, machine shop, bot stores, armory. He licked lips that of a sudden were dust dry as the car slowed and took off sideways at a more moderate pace. The bot didn’t even twitch until the elevator stopped, and the rear door slid open behind Betru’s shoulders.

Cold air rushed in, heavy with the taint of solvents, lubricants, caustic chemistry. Tony would have known the smell of a maintenance shed anywhere. His eyes darted through the shadows as he and Tru let 178494 drive them forward, out of the car and into a maze of crates, drums, shipping containers, stacked so high, not even the bot could see over them.

Forty meters away, by now accustomed to the gloom, he recognized the half-meter depressions in the deck, each capped and code-locked, labeled with hazmat stickers, emergency protocol warnings. He gave a grunt of recognition and Betru leaned closer.

“What is this place? Looks like a warehouse.”

“It’s the dock for a bloody big ship. You’re looking at freight waiting for loading, and the couplers, in the deck, for fuel, power, data. They ought to be connected by umbilici, but she’s already cast them off.”

“Meaning, she’s leaving ― or just arrived?” Tru wondered.

Shapes moved in the dimness beyond the stacked containers. Four heavy industrial bots worked back there, loading steadily in almost pitch darkness. They didn’t need light, and with the ship uncoupled and minimal power drain on this dock, it would seem to anyone eavesdropping, Tony realized, as if the facility were dormant.

Gooseflesh prickled across his skin as he peered ahead and saw a spill of dull red light from an open hatch. A face looked out, and he muttered as he realized it was Courtney. She beckoned, and Tony touched Betru’s arm. Jogging ahead, they swiftly outpaced 178494. The moment they entered the hatch, Courtney sealed it.

Light levels rose swiftly as she spoke to the comm clipped to her collar. “All aboard and accounted for. Purging 178494’s memory … the Sulnabah
 is in hold two, secured for flight; hatch nine is sealed and locked. Where do you want Saviano and Kenzana?”

Tony couldn’t hear the response, but Courtney nodded, and favored him with a grim look. “Follow me, gentlemen. You’re aboard the Trade Commission cruiser Harrison Rochester
 . You’re quite safe ― which you might not be if you remained in the Taklas system even another hour.”

It took a moment for the sense of what she’d said to hit Tony, then a cold sweat broke out across his brow and ribs. “Christ, are you telling me you’ve had a security breach? And if you say classified
 , I’ll start throwing things!”

For the first time she actually smiled, a tight expression almost devoid of humor. “The information isn’t classified to anyone aboard the Rochester
 . But ― a breach, yes. Our top-level data encryption seems to have been compromised. We’ve known for months, supposedly secure transmissions have been finding their way to various agencies within the Hegemony, and through those channels to Dorellan individuals with specific interests. We never knew how, and even if we did, where were our options? Signals between the Commissioner’s office and the Federated Cobrana Freeworlds have been intercepted.”

As she spoke, she threaded through the interior of a ship so large, Tony had never traveled on one of its class, much less served on one. Not long before, the Rochester
 must have been military. Only the Spaceforce had the resources to operate ships of this size, and much larger.

A cruiser? Tony caught a glimpse down the length of the main passage, where the engine compartments were ranged aft, cockpit forward. The only warships he’d ever seen were motes of light on the newsvids, captured from afar by journalists intruding without authority into restricted zones.

A whiff of a too-familiar boggy odor told him moments before they entered the dim, hot wardroom, the Cobran were aboard. The temperature in this compartment must have been around forty degrees, not quite hot enough for the comfort of Demassy and Careni Aradd, but humans, Cobrana and Amelosi seemed to have found a workable middle ground. The gravity field felt thirty percent light, and the wardroom sweltered in such dimness, Tony’s pupils opened wide.

The two Cobran sat at a long mess table, clad for traveling in thermals, robes, gloves and hoods; they carried UV visors and spare breather cartridges clipped to left and right of polished grav-assist harness. He wasn’t surprised to see Irene Yoshioka sitting at the table’s head, elegant in the formal uniform, no matter the heat.

Seated to her left, a big man in the dark uniform of the Spaceforce hunched over several tablets which lit his face weirdly; to her right, a young man in formal civilian clothes looked over the newcomers with interest. But it was Yoshioka herself who said tersely,

“Welcome aboard. I wish we had better news for you, Mister Saviano, but by now you’ll have guessed the truth.”

“Busted,” Tony said succinctly. “Blown.”

“Comprehensively,” Yoshioka affirmed. “But not before we were ready to make our move, and if I may say so, neither the Dorello nor the Chukutzu have anything in this sector to touch the Rochester
 . Three days from now, we’ll drop out of hyper in the outer Valhern system and make our rendezvous. Two Cobrana warships from the squad which stood duty on the blockade fourteen months ago, before the shooting began, will meet us within hours.”

“And the Ursago
 ?” Tony asked eagerly.

She smiled, not an expression of pleasure or humor. “Has been located. She’s in hyper at this time, on the last leg of the journey to Valhern ― safely incommunicado until she exits the hyperflight envelope.”

Tony’s tongue tip flicked over his lips. “We know when and where?”

“To a fine approximation.” Yoshioka stood. “The shipping roads into the Valhern system are well defined. We know Ghast is en route from Laraibo, so we know his vector. The only variable is when
 , which is why we’ll be there ahead of him.” Her brows rose, an expression of some fatalism. “Which poses a suite of difficulties.” She gestured at the man with the tablets. “Captain Ostrovsky has run the gauntlet of the Dorello many times, and the Chukutzu more than once. I have confidence in his abilities, and the inbound Cobrana warship captains have the familiarity with this system which we lack.” She turned a studied smile on the Aradds. “Our associates were invaluable in contacting and persuading the Cobrana Freeworlds Council.”

“Not,” Careni added, “that the councilors needed much persuasion. Intelligence reports specify close to a thousand of our own people currently present on Valhern. The world had been their home for generations, and when the blockade broke down they elected to stay, safeguard their property. Foolishly, perhaps.”

“We have a saying,” Tony sighed. “Hindsight is always twenty-twenty. I don’t know if that’s going to translate.”

“It doesn’t, but no matter: your intention is clear.” Demassy considered Yoshioka with overt curiosity. “You studied the charts of the system?”

But her cropped head shook. “I’m a politician, Captain Aradd. If I attempt to take command in a battlefield situation I’ll be a dangerous hindrance. The charts your people provided are loaded into this ship’s AI; the tactical crew has studied them, and will continue to study them until the moment the Ursago
 appears. Captain Ostrovsky will command the mission. After the situation is resolved, the matter passes back into civilian jurisdiction ―

“At which point, the buck comes to me. My own assignment will be to orchestrate negotiations between the Hegemony and its cohorts, the Dorello, and the allied Erellik and Ptalnshi. I will personally see the Purnex destroyed once and for all, and deliver Captain Edibo Ghast Urun and his loadmaster, Vanabano Lutash Erd for trial. They’ll remain in detention aboard either this ship or a Cobrana vessel until they can be delivered to the High Court in the Cobrana free port of Borias. They’ll doubtlessly be executed there in due course.”

As she spoke, Ostrovsky got to his feet, tucking the tablets back into their black faux leather case. “Joseph A. Ostrovsky … Mister Saviano, I believe? Your story was remarkable. I should congratulate you and your associate for making it through alive against considerable odds.” His voice carried the hint of an accent; Tony recognized the extravagant vowels of western Russia.

“Captain.” He took Ostrovsky’s hand briefly. “Three days to Valhern?”

“And our rendezvous,” Ostrovsky added. “The Rochester
 will be concealed in the outer system, a realm of ice asteroids, frozen worlds, radiation belts. Quite the chaos, providing adequate cover for a ship this size. There, we wait.”

“For the Cobrana warships,” Betru said quietly.

“And then,” Ostrovsky added, “for the Ursago
 . We know the where, and approximately the when. We will snatch her. You understand? A quick capture, clean, then we are gone from the Valhern system as if we were never there.”

“It’s not our place,” Yoshioka said quietly, “to try to stop a corporate war with just three ships and a comparative handful of crew. It’s enough to keep the Purnex out of their hands, save the lives of our own civilians as well as theirs. This ridiculous war …” She looked sidelong at the Aradds. “Perhaps it’s high time both our peoples sought a way to negotiate an end to it, before something calamitous does indeed happen there. Not this time: with only a little luck, we can avert indiscriminate slaughter. And we might certainly use what we’ve discovered as leverage to put an end to the situation.”

Demassy Aradd spread his fine, six-fingered hands. “We can undoubtedly lure the combatants to the conference table, but who can predict what Dorello and Chukutzu will choose? I would recommend the timely removal of humans, Cobran, Amelosi, and whichever races desire to quit Valhern: emergency measures, to transport them to another world where they might settle in safety, even if only temporarily.”

“Amelos,” Betru suggested. “It’s big enough. With a population the size of ours, you’d never notice a few thousand more. The Amelosi laborers come home, humans settle on visas, permits.” He fixed Yoshioka with a hard look. “If
 you can dig the rot out of your bureau in Reimas, arrest the bribe-takers … expose the likes of Minister Goras for what they are. End the bounty that almost got Tony killed. You’ve no idea how many humans have died there.”

She looked away. “In fact, I have, Ver Kenzana. I did the research, after you briefed me. I’m familiar with the name and reputation of Homeworld Security Minister Goras Chanin Metzey. And you can leave him
 ,” she breathed acidly, “to me. Amelos is signatory to certain treaties. Your government is currently breaching so many conditions and directives, it’s long overdue for censure. Your people are growing addicted to offworld tech … they stand to lose it all. I briefed the Cobrana Trade Delegation, just yesterday. Their envoys are drafting severe measures: Amelos will receive no more tech until this appalling state of affairs is resolved. Embargo, Ver Kenzana. A sudden paucity of offworld gadgetry ― including replacement components! ― should inconvenience the electorate enough to swiftly bring even this exceptionally dense, corrupt government to heel.”

Tony exhaled a long sigh of something very like relief. “You can do this?” he asked of Yoshioka.

“Me, alone?” She shook her head. “No. But several trading worlds are about to enter an extremely lucrative partnership. It’ll make headlines soon enough in newsvids from Reimas to … Reykjavík. In a matter of weeks, Cobran, Olthusians, Amelosi, several lesser mercantile powers, and the people of Earth will sign the charter of a Commonwealth, the benefits of which promise to be incalculable. Or, I should say, the Amelosi government based in Reimas hopes
 to sign it! With this scandal hanging over their heads like the sword of Damocles ― yes, Mister Saviano, I do believe we
 can do this.”

“Thank gods for small mercies.” Tony sagged back against Betru and closed his eyes for a moment. “Three days to Valhern, you said? Where do you want us?”

At the foot of the table, Courtney had stood back in the shadows, mute and almost unnoticed. She stepped into the soft lights now. “Allow me. I’ll assign you a servitor bot ― I’ll also recommend you both stay well out of the way. When the time comes, leave business to the Spaceforce. This one isn’t an assignment for merchant astra
 techs and dockers, no matter how versatile they’ve proven themselves.”

“You mean, we’re headed into the badlands now, so keep our heads down?” Betru traded a crooked grin with Tony. “We can do that. After you, Lieutenant.”


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Every bone and muscle in Tony’s body would have sworn three years crawled by while the Harrison Rochester
 , the fastest cruiser belonging to the Terran Trade Commission, faster even than the Spaceforce warships patrolling beyond the frontier, fled along the shortest possible course between Taklas and Valhern. Behind her, she left the vast-spread systems of the Chukutzu Hegemony; ahead, the Dorellan Mercantile Alliance butted against the flank of the Federated Cobrana Freeworlds. Between the three, coiled like a serpent between dim and ancient stars, lay a realm of so-called ‘free space,’ a ‘no man’s land’ where competing cabals threshed in such violent chaos, marker beacons vanished mysteriously and ships sent to investigate often followed.

Badlands, Tony thought bleakly as he jogged the half-lit, colorless length of the Rochester
 for the third time, from engine compartments to flight deck. She was a potent ship but not a large one. He would turn again at the doors to the Operations Room, pick up his pace on the run back to the machine shops where the techs already knew him and invited him to drink beer, play cards in the evening.

The Rochester
 ran with a crew of just over one hundred, which Yoshioka had buttressed with twenty fully armed, armored and battle-scarred marines. Tony had not spoken to them: they didn’t offer to be social, and he had no common ground with soldiers.

Even the cruiser’s own crew was regular Spaceforce, seconded to this duty. They liked to deride the civilian service, and while Tony felt no particular love or loyalty for the merchant astra
 , he had his own honor to consider. Fourteen years as an engine and bot jockey, on free freighters tramping from the furthest skirts of Ptalnshi space to the bright heart of the Federated Cobrana Freeworlds, should be worth a little more than disparaging jokes and mockery.

He and Betru kept to themselves. They sweated for an hour to play a few hands of machekot on the Sulnabah
 , at Careni Aradd’s invitation; Tony drank a lot of watery beer and played stud poker with the cruiser’s down-shift engine techs. He was pleased to return to Betru ― hand him a thick wedge of cash, and a promise that if Yoshioka’s plans bore fruit, they’d invest the money in a home of their own.

Somewhere in the Jiva area, he said wistfully, where the farmland fell away south to the great river estuary, and east to the Witaque Hills. Tru’s eyes darkened in memory. He had a powerful desire for home. Tony saw it, naked in his face. For himself, he felt the same urge, yet home
 remained a concept, even a dream. Vestmannaeyjar Camp D didn’t qualify, yet the camps were all he ever knew before he signed his soul away to one Dorellan skipper after another. Betru could easily say ‘Time to get out, medji
 , leave it behind.’ But to him ‘home’ meant a real place, blood-kin waiting to welcome him back.

And me? Tony wondered as he turned at the Operations Room’s code-locked door and started back toward the engineering compartments. The Kenzana clan had stood by him once before, when he found himself in the kind of trouble a man didn’t dig his way out of alone. They must know Betru cared for him; why else would he take off across the face of Amelos with a xeno
 ? Human.

Heart, lungs, legs, reached a peak of performance and began to fade as energy levels dwindled, but Tony felt good. His body had never been leaner or fitter. Good food, as much sleep as he needed, as much sex as he could handle, had fetched him back to better condition than he’d enjoyed in years. Only the specter of Valhern, the ticking mission clock, cast a pall over his mood. Nothing Betru could do dispelled it for long ― which didn’t stop Tru trying.

Food, sex, cards, games, passed the time. Still, the hours dragged. As he began to discover the ragged edges of his energy reserves, Tony listened to his heart and lungs. He forced his body to effort, speed, on the last sprint to the Rochester
 ’s stern. Betru preferred to pump iron, and had discovered the gym, somewhere in the keel compartments, but Tony had always liked to run. Working on ships the size of the Ursago
 , the chance came too rarely. Groundside time often found him jogging for the pleasure of it while crewmates plunged right into the nearest bordello, casino, tavern.

On-shift officers stood aside to let him go by. A few called after him, asking what he was chasing so hard, if it could be stuffed and roasted. He showed them his middle finger and ran on. He had a good sweat running by now, and if nothing else, physical exhaustion would chase the goblins for a while.

When it came, the blinking red mission standby alert inspired a curious sense of relief. A soft alarm chimed through the whole ship. The on-shift crew went to work with the ice-cold proficiency demanded of the Spaceforce, while Tony and Betru, the Aradds and Yoshioka’s personal staff found themselves uneasy spectators.

Ostrovsky joined his senior crew in Operations; the armordoor rumbled shut and sealed. The Rochester
 had dropped smoothly out of hyper, but the only data Tony could seduce from the AI amounted to a noncommittal statement that the cruiser had ‘taken station.’ If he and Tru hadn’t attended the Commissioner’s initial briefing, they’d have been reduced to guesswork.

Even Yoshioka knew little more, but Courtney had clearance to monitor the ship’s business. When Tony petitioned for information she made negative gestures. They were in the wardroom, where the lights had brightened and the temperature fell twenty degrees when the Cobran retired to their own ship. Yoshioka never seemed to stop work, though Courtney stuck to her like a shadow, with an uncovered sidearm. She’d been assigned the bodyguard’s role, an assignment she took absolutely seriously.

Before she would offer a skerrick of information, she lifted a brow at Yoshioka. The Commissioner nodded, returning at once to a confusing array of tablets. Tony glimpsed the content of one; the word Commonwealth
 jumped out of a great body of text which scrolled endlessly. Yoshioka seemed to be editing or annotating the charter.

Courtney turned back to Tony and Betru, who sat at the low end of the conference table, ill at ease, restless, annoyed. “You know as much as any of us do, or can,” she told them levelly. “The cruiser is tucked in behind an obscure worldlet known by a catalog number. According to the AI, we’re sitting in a natural sensor blind … something about a radiation-hot asteroid belt. They performed a passive scan of the whole system, but aside from comm chatter out of Valhern itself and interference from the solar wind, which disrupts the lower bands, the whole system is quiet.

“The Ursago
 can’t be here yet, it’s too soon. Now we wait. The Cobrana warships should drop out in eight or so hours, and they’ll form up with us in this sensor blind. If we run silent, run dark, we should be safe enough till the Ursago
 arrives. The shipping road for the run in from Laraibo is one light minute
 to galactic south of our position. The Rochester
 AI is scanning on a broad front for the signature of any ‘negative hyperspace transition’ … and that,” Courtney finished, “is all there is to know, Technician Saviano.”

He pulled both hands across his face. “Call me Tony, for godsakes. I’m a civilian. There’s no etiquette of any service that says you have to stand on ceremony.” He hesitated. “Is there?”

She managed a faint smile as she returned to her own place, within an arm’s length of Yoshioka with her right hand almost brushing the sidearm. “I don’t believe there is.”

“Hey.” Betru caught his hand. “Park yourself. You want a drink?”

“No. Yes.” Tony stilled his feet an instant before he could begin to pace. “No. I’m fine.”

They both knew it for a barefaced lie, but Betru let it pass. “Then come and get something to eat.” He stood and snared Tony with an arm around his waist. “It’ll happen when it happens, medji
 . You won’t speed up time by fretting.”

“Listen to him,” Yoshioka counseled without looking up from her tablets. “He’s making more sense than you want to admit. Captain Ostrovsky can’t make any move till the Cobrana ships drop out. Even then it’s all up to your old skipper. If the bold Edibo Ghast simply adheres to his own schedule, I believe we’re in business.”

“And if he doesn’t?” Betru growled.

Now she did look up, if briefly. “He will. Remember, Ver Kenzana, he isn’t on a joyride. He’s hauling an extremely dangerous cargo. He didn’t load it for fun, and he’ll be eager to get rid of it and take his pay. According to everything Mister Saviano remembers, during deep-recall therapy, of the day he helped take the Purnex aboard, it happens here
 , and it happens to that
 schedule.”

“Ghast shipped out of Laraibo on time … he’s holding his freaking schedule, goddamnit. He’ll be
 here,” Tony said in a flat monotone, not unlike the Cobran. “Till he drops out of hyper, he’s off the air. Won’t know squat about what happened back at Taklas Prime. He has to believe we’re either dead, Tru, or still running flat out, looking over our shoulders, not daring to stop long enough to even breathe.”

The guess was astute, informed, shrewd. The whole mission had been predicated on this reasoning, and Tony chanted it to himself like a mantra. He choked it down one more time and drew a calm mask over his face. “Yeah, let’s scare up something to eat. Waiting makes me hungry.”

Makes me nervy
 , he corrected silently, but he wasn’t about to say it. From the look Courtney angled after them as they left the wardroom, she knew. If she harbored powerful ambitions for a front-line career with the Commission, of course she’d know. Tony envied her poker face, and resolved never to invite her to the table with a fresh deck and a wedge of cash in his pocket. He gave her a nod a moment before the wardroom door slid into place, and as Betru headed off toward the mess, he turned a murderous glare on the single crimson ‘standby’ bar on the status board by the mid-ship hatches.

One bar changed to two with the arrival of the Cobrana warships, but Ostrovsky had locked Operations down so tight, only Yoshioka had any authority to eavesdrop. She didn’t invite Tony and Betru to listen in. They stood at a long, unshielded viewport, low in the starboard side, and saw both ships with their naked eyes: big, arrestingly ugly, black on black, heavy with armor and the massive drive modules that drove such vessels.

They gave a man a false sense of security. Tony felt better for knowing they were there, tucked into the lee side of the asteroid known to the Rochester
 AI as PBQ-990d, but he dealt himself a swift, hard kick. These two were Cobrana frigates, taking station well inside the Valhern system, hostile space, close enough to the yellow-orange star to see it as a tiny disk, like a brassy ten-dollar coin tossed into the night ―

Never mind the fact that Valhern had belonged to the Cobran for generations. The Dorello won this territory outright, and warships with Cobrana or Terran affiliation had no right to be here. And never mind the fact that many thousands of Cobran, Amelosi and Irdnan
 discovered themselves trapped on Valhern when the blockade collapsed. No Dorellan or Chukutzu mind was likely to grasp the argument that the Terran Trade Commission would push its nose in here in the interests of civilians, its own and those of its allies.

Those Cobrana warships made big, juicy targets. They would draw attention the way dead meat attracted ants, yet when push came to shove they were just two ships against whatever firepower the Hegemony and Alliance maintained in this region. The Commission and the Cobran came here under a cloak of stealth, Tony thought bitterly, and must leave the same way ― stealth or nothing.

He watched the running lights marking out the Cobrana frigates wink out into utter darkness. Systematically, viewports and hangars sealed, engines shut back to dormancy, leaving the ships as dark and chill as the Rochester
 .

“How long?” Betru wondered.

“Before we can expect the Ursago
 ?” Tony could only shrug. “Dunno, Tru. All depends how good this Jon Shastri is, and how soon my old mate Ringo could bring him up to speed on the ship. She’s a cantankerous old bucket of rusty bolts, but I could get her here inside the next day, barring complete catastrophe. And if something that bad happened, put it this way: we don’t have to worry about the Purnex anymore! If she scattered herself across half a light year of vacuum between here and Laraibo, the situation’s over. All we and the Cobran need to do is slink out of this system the way we slunk in, no one the wiser.”

Betru frowned deeply at him. “What’re the odds of the Ursago
 going up in a big blue light with a drive implosion …?”

“About one in ten thousand,” Tony admitted with a certain wry humor. “She’s old and crabby, not a complete deathtrap! Even Ghast isn’t crazy … just a venal, money-grubbing, crooked bastard who doesn’t give a crap for his fellow creature, even other Dorello.” He took a long breath, one palm splayed flat on the cold armorglass beyond which the warships had vanished. “If Shastri’s any good, she’ll be here in about a day. If he’s garbage, it might be a day or two longer, allowing for fixit
 time.”

“Then, relax,” Betru suggested. “You’re strung up too tight.”

He was right, but try as he might, relaxation evaded Tony. A shot of Old Kirkpatrick helped for an hour; a long, slow session, spread wide and whimpering under Betru worked for twice as long before the anxiety came creeping back on silent cat feet, and every sinew tightened again.

Time seemed to elongate. Academically, Tony knew exactly how long had passed, but he felt five years older than the day the Rochester
 left Taklas. He tried reading, catching up on technical journals from the cruiser’s library, but his willful brain refused to concentrate. Every five minutes, it demanded to see a chrono.

The mission clock counted well past the moment he’d expected to see the Ursago
 , and when Betru suggested he talk to the Rochester
 ’s medic, take a pill, Tony snarled, making Tru recoil. An abject apology, a great many contrite kisses, a double shot of peppermint schnapps filched from the bar in the wardroom where enlisted men and others
 weren’t supposed to have access, and Betru cuffed his head gently. They shared the schnapps, but when Tony tried to pump Yoshioka for information, since she had the authority to eavesdrop on Ostrovsky and Rochester
 Operations, Courtney put him off with a taut expression that spoke volumes to Tony.

“They’re tracking something, aren’t they?” He heard the bark of his own voice. “Damnit, you’re just cutting the civvies out of the loop because we’re civvies
 !”

“It’s not my call to make, Tony,” she said tersely. “Mine not to reason why. Remember the protocol of the service. I was a lowly lieutenant on dock patrol when we met. I’m only here because I know a bunch of stuff I shouldn’t. Like you,” Courtney added. “You two are here because if the Commissioner left you in the compound back at Taklas, by now you’d be on a couple of slabs with tags tied to your toes!”

The connection closed down, leaving Tony fuming. He and Betru stood in the corner of the wardroom, where they had limited access to the console. Any request for data from the AI produced a serene, infuriating response: “That information is classified.”

Swearing fluently, Betru paced between console and viewport, never more the caged panther. “Oh, they’re tracking something! The Ursago
 ― or not?”

“Maybe they’re just not sure,” Tony mused, thinking in tight circles.

“How could they not be sure?” Betru exploded. “Even I know every ship has a transponder. They ID themselves, soon as they drop out of hyper! Right now Ghast’s AI is yelling, ‘Hi there, this is the Ursago
 , on time, on target!’”

“Is it?” Tony’s teeth closed on his lip. He glared out at the black on black shapes of the frigates. “Ghast’s a sneaky bastard. “You could expect him to shut off the transponder. Christ, you think the Rochester
 ’s broadcasting an IFF right now? Or the Cobrana ships?”

“Ghast’s breaking every rule in the book if he flies blind,” Betru observed.

“Like that’s going to bother him!” Tony knuckled his eyes hard, forcing himself to think. “Ostrovsky’s probably trying to ID him from the ship profile, which means he’ll have to get damned close. He won’t get a positive ident from eleven million kilometers away.” He cocked his ear to the deck, stamped his foot. “Vershek
 , d’you hear that? Feel it?”

The subtle vibration had begun so softly, built so gradually, neither of them had noticed it. Tru’s lips compressed. “Drive engines.”

Not knowing was torture. Tony’s fists clenched in a futile expression of anger. He thumped the comm hard enough to rattle the panel. “Courtney! This bloody ship is underway!”

This time she selected voice only; a thread of sound whispered out of the speaker. “The information is classified, Technician
 Saviano. You think the lower ranks among this ship’s own crew know what’s happening in Operations? Being a civilian doesn’t give you any data privileges.” She spoke with a deliberate calm, as infuriating as the AI.

“Thanks a bunch.” Tony thumbed off the comm and turned a bleak face to Betru. “We might as well grab a bottle, go to bed, get shit-faced and fuck like ferrets for all they’re about to tell us. They have zero use for us, and we’ve no access to sensors or instruments ―” He took a shallow breath. “But I know who does.” Betru gave him a speculative look. “You mind sweating like a hog for an hour?”

“After you,” Betru told him.

Down two decks, aft sixty meters, they stepped into the long, dim, chill passage separating the port and starboard holds. The Sulnabah
 had been loaded into hold two; there it remained, engines shut down, power systems ticking over to maintain the environmental conditions critical to the Cobran. The inner hatch connected to a flexible boarding tube with a lock-in, lock-out chamber, and though the hangar had been closed up, Rochester
 Security had no reason to seal it.

By the airlock chamber, Tony gazed through the observation pane at the familiar shape of the Cobrana freighter while he touched the comm toggle. “Captain Aradd? Careni ―?”

Where else would they be? Everywhere else on the cruiser, gravity, atmosphere, temperature and light punished them. “Tony Saviano?” Careni’s flat voice asked with an edge of surprise.

“Permission,” Tony said with wry humor, “to come aboard.”

“Granted, naturally,” the pilot said at once. “Do you have your own nasal tubes?”

“No … if you could grab some ―?” Tony had already palmed open the hatch, and Betru went ahead. Rochester
 Security would certainly record his palm print, know they’d been here; but no one had suggested they shouldn’t be sociable with the Cobran.

“One moment,” Careni promised. “Just wait at the inner hatch. I’ll lower our cabin temperature a few degrees. Are you all right in our gravity?”

“I like your gravity,” Tony assured her.

The inner hatch slid open only a moment later. The familiar swampy, boggy odor issued from the ship, but Tony had long ago ceased to notice it. The Cobran’s preferred gloom enveloped him, and his human pupils expanded to cope. Towering over them, clad in pale blue robes over a matte gray bodyskin, Careni held out a pair of oxygen cartridges with the fine tubes, the nose clip. Tony handed one to Betru, worked his own into place.

He took a deep, cool breath before the cabin’s breathing mix could dizzy him, and gave her a nod of gratitude. The hatch closed behind them, locked, and the heat punched them hard. For a split second the semi-darkness, light gravity and stunning humidity overwhelmed Tony. He reached out a hand to steady himself as his head swam.

“Careful.” Careni took his arm. “Just breathe deeply, give yourself time to adjust. It’s the same for us, in reverse, each time we walk out into the street on Amelos or Earth. There … better?”

“Better.” He mocked himself with a chuckle. “Okay, Tru?”

“I’ll be fine,” Betru muttered. “South Satrula gets like this in the hottest summers, with a wind off the Flatiron that’d roast a brace of kushkuck.”

“Then, how can my mother-brother and I assist?” Careni Aradd wondered, moving aside to invite them deeper into the Sulnabah
 ’s confined spaces.

“Information,” Betru told her without preamble. “Can you tell us what the hell is going on out there?”

“Of course.” Careni tilted her head, an expression of surprise. “Demassy is in the cockpit even now, watching the scene play out, though we have been granted no role. In fact, we are instructed to keep out of the way of the big ships.”

Tony gave a groan of relief. “Thank gods. The high-ups have shut Tru and me out of the data loop. They won’t tell us one damned thing, but you can feel it through the deck ― the Rochester
 is under drive engines. We’re not tucked in behind the asteroid anymore. The plan was, the warships would stay put, out of sight, till the Ursago
 dropped out of hyper. Meaning, she has. So ―?”

As he spoke, they made their way via the salon to the tiny cockpit. With four jammed into it, the compartment seemed tight as a sardine can. Aradd glanced back over his shoulder and blinked the wide-eyed smile, while Careni slid into the pilot’s position to maximize space behind the two seats.

At once Tony’s eyes skimmed the displays. He might never learn to read a word in the Cobrans’ labyrinthine printed language, but for fourteen years he’d been accustomed to puzzling out Dorellan and Chukutzu graphical systems. These were not so different. He set a hand on Betru’s forearm, and swore.

The Ursago
 had dropped out more or less on target, only fourteen hours off schedule; but she hadn’t arrived alone. Tru glanced across the displays and then at Tony. “Am I reading this right?”

“Probably.” Tony shoved both sleeves up above his elbows and unmeshed the uniform to his groin as sweat began to course off him. She’s in convoy with two other ships, both freighters, I think … one Dorellan, one Chukutzu, by the looks of them. My guess is, Ghast made one extra stop, unscheduled, between Laraibo and here. Mechanical trouble? Anyway, maybe he’s gotten some hint that you and I weren’t
 splattered like bugs on a windshield!”

Betru frowned over the displays, watching the three marks, dart-like icons marking the positions of the trio of smaller ships. “He’s come in ready to fight.”

“Knowing Ghast,” Tony said sourly, “he’ll relish the challenge. Damnit, even I can’t tell which is the Ursago
 at first glance, and she was my own ship! No bloody wonder Ostrovsky’s threshing about.”

Aradd turned his vast ruby eyes on Tony; one long middle finger pointed to the second of the two Dorellan ships. “Eliminating the Chukutzu hull since its profile is so different, this one is the Ursago
 . The energy signature from the other Dorellan hull indicates the new generation of drive technology. You describe Ghast’s ship as aged, somewhat lacking in its performance. Correct?”

“Absolutely.” Tony leaned closer to squint at the readings.

“Then, this
 one,” Aradd told him, “is surely the Ursago
 . Her engines are running at barely ninety percent efficiency; she’s venting a stream of what appears to be coolant; nothing dire, but indicative of some dilemma with the reactor which is most easily treated symptomatically … Captain Ghast would choose to expend and vent a great deal of coolant, rather than spending a week in dry dock to lift out the engine core and replace certain components. The inexpensive solution. This would agree with your estimation of his methods.”

“It would.” Tony drew the backs of both hands over his sweating face. “Maybe this is the last trip for the Ursago
 . Maybe Ghast gets paid enough for carrying the Purnex, he junks the old ship and buys something decent.”

“And these other ships?” Betru could make nothing of the labels marking the tracking icons.

“Definitely freighters, as Ver Saviano said,” Aradd judged. “Certainly armored, and I recognize the signatures of a variety of weaponry.” He looked up from the displays. “I’m sure Captain Ostrovsky and his tactical officers see the same sensor feed. They would be wise to exercise caution. It’s the Ursago
 we came for, and its cargo. These other ships may or may not be involved ― Ghast might have said nothing to his fellow captains when he entered into convoy with them for the run to Valhern.”

But Tony had been watching scan data accumulate, and stabbed a finger into the display. “Whether they know what Ghast’s up to or not, looks like they’re ready to stand by him. Am I reading this properly? They’re coming about, all three ― and the buggers are holding formation.”

Three icons, dart-shaped, bright blue, wheeled around through an eighty-degree arc and swung directly across the line cut by the Rochester
 and the pair of Cobrana vessels. Tony knew so little of the Cobrana frigates, he didn’t yet even know their names. The Trade Commission cruiser rode between the two, a little ahead, and as Tony watched, the Sulnabah
 ’s sensors peppered the display with blinking orange warnings.

“What the hell is that?” Betru asked with an uncharacteristic hush.

“Those,” Careni said bitterly, “are power-spikes. Weapons are coming online. Ghast might not have informed his companions as to the nature of his cargo, but they’re clearly his allies. It appears the three will stand together.”

“Still,” Demassy mused, “three armed freighters against this cruiser, the Avelm
 and the Cheyera
 . Even for Dorello, they demonstrate a great deal of audacity.”

And just as much speed, maneuverability and firepower, Tony realized a moment later as the three freighters cleared weapons and opened fire without waiting for the Rochester
 or the Cobrana ships to show their intent. Aradd’s displays flared into every color as sensors reported cannons discharging, missiles in flight, energy weapons pulsing. Now Tony held his breath.

The Sulnabah
 ’s deck bucked underfoot as the Rochester
 rode out a heavy hit. She took it on her port bow armor, and again the displays flared into rainbow colors as cannons and missile tubes opened up. Betru cursed fluently in three languages ― he’d never been remotely close to a battleground, Tony remembered. For himself, he’d sweated through four bitter skirmishes, when Ghast chose to butt heads with rivals, most usually Dorellan competitors.

But Ghast had never
 , he thought bleakly, locked horns with an enemy when the odds were stacked so catastrophically against him. Which hinted at the prize Ghast had in his sights. The risk must seem a shrewd move, with the reward just out of reach and two powerful allies flying his wings.

Between the three, they packed a firepower Ostrovsky could not have taken on alone. Tony had spent long enough on Dorellan ships to know more about them than he cared to. Many skippers routinely traded beyond the charted frontier, where the biggest guns, the toughest armor, wrote the law.

The Avelm
 and the Cheyera
 didn’t have the mass of the Rochester
 , but their tech was generations newer. Energy weapons made little impression on them; a brace of missiles spattered brightly over the belly plates of the Avelm
 , but sensors reported a sudden mountainous spike in reactor output as she swatted them aside like wasps.

Reading instruments too complex for Tony to interpret, Aradd clucked apprehensively, but wouldn’t comment. Conscious of the thud of his heart, Tony watched the Cheyera
 come about to give the Rochester
 benefit of her armor. The virtual attitude display spun over as Ostrovsky rolled the cruiser to present the keel to the Ursago
 . Tony’s belly squeezed as he gave a thought to exactly where he and Betru were situated ―

Hold two. Dockers back in Taklas had loaded the Sulnabah
 like so much cargo … dead above the keel armor, perhaps thirty meters aft of the tractor field generators. Did a thousand meters of vacuum separate Ghast and his allies from the very deck beneath Tony’s feet? Less?

For the tenth time in as many minutes, he wished he could read the Cobrana language. Betru stepped closer, wedged against between Tony and the bulkhead at the rear of the tiny cockpit as they felt a heavy thrum through the structure of both the Rochester
 and the Sulnabah
 .

“Tractor field,” Tony whispered. “Ostrovsky’s trying for a catch.”

The three freighters were not about to be still and make it easy. The Chukutzu vessel spun like a corkscrew, crammed on punishing acceleration and rolled again to present its guns to the Rochester
 ’s stern quarter. The thrumming purr of the tractor projector stuttered and quit as the Rochester
 ’s whole frame lurched, and for the first time Tony heard a Cobrana voice yelp in startlement.

The monotone didn’t rise, but they uttered a guttural grunt followed by a sharp gasp, which sounded odd indeed coming from the fragile, delicate Careni. “Too close,” she said quietly. “Demassy! The Rochester
 has been hit hard. I’m monitoring their engineering systems … power output has fallen below thirty percent. That’s critically low, affecting every system on the ship.”

“A solid hit, in the engine deck ― not the sterntubes or the reactor housing, but close enough to scram two of their reactors,” Aradd read off, pointing into the display as if he hoped Tony could read the scrolling text. His eyes widened, very red in the dim cockpit lights, lit by blue-white witchfires from the instruments. “Ostrovsky won’t have it all his own way ― the Chukutzu freighter is very dangerous.”

Perhaps Ghast had told his allies exactly what he was carrying, Tony thought feverishly. They knew what they were fighting for, and had the prize in sight, a payout big enough, rich enough, to warrant the risk. The Rochester
 ’s own guns opened up in answer, raking the Ursago
 with a volley that left the old freighter staggering. Then, a second time, he felt the thrum of tractor field generators as Ostrovsky set up to try again.

The deck rumbled heavily, and a yellow light winked among Aradd’s instruments. Before Tony could ask, Careni said, “They just opened hold four.”

“The decontamination and quarantine hold,” Demassy added. “The only place on this ship where it would be safe to store the Ursago
 like the toxic trash it is. I wouldn’t step into the compartment with it before a team of hazmat bots have examined it.”

The same thought haunted Tony as he watched the Chukutzu freighter dive in, every gun blazing, every barrel tight-targeted. He might have wondered what they were firing on, but some instinct told him. “The Chukutzu gunners ― they’re locked on Ostrovsky’s tractor field projectors,” he whispered harshly.

“If they can knock out the projectors,” Betru growled, “Ostrovsky can’t haul the Ursago
 aboard. Can he?”

“Not without sending out a tech gang and coupling up cables.” Tony swiped the smarting perspiration from his eyes. “They’ll be diving into armor right now, if I know techs ― even in the merchant astra
 ! Spaceforce techs are just as good.” They liked to brag that they were better, but any merchant crew would argue. Bloody brawls were fought over less.

The Sulnabah
 had no access to the Rochester
 ’s internal comm, but Tony knew Ostrovsky would be bellowing at Ghast to quit while he still had a ship under him. Ghast, being Ghast, would bare his teeth and throw out his chest while the Chukutzu freighter nudged in behind him and its cannons began to blaze with heat.

Aradd’s instruments winked as the Rochester
 ’s launchers spat missiles by the brace, sparing only the Ursago
 itself. The old freighter was close enough to the keel now to damage the Rochester
 , if Ghast’s engines or reactors detonated under the assault.

“Here comes the Cheyera
 ,” Careni whispered. “So close, Demassy, so close!”

Six ships in a volume of space that would barely have held a mug of coffee ― they were begging for disaster, Tony thought, barely breathing as he watched the cruiser and freighter jostling for position.

Again and again, the Cheyera
 ’s pilot adjusted position to put his bow armor between the Chukutzu gunner and Ostrovsky’s tractor field projectors, and for several seconds the ploy worked. The thrum through the deck began again as the projectors delivered.

Eyes narrowed on the displays, Tony saw the Ursago
 jump like a fish on the line, as the field caught her. Given respite from the pounding, the Rochester
 AI reeled it in fast, toward the gaping decontamination hold. His mind rebelled as he coordinated what he saw in Aradd’s displays with the real spatial coordinates: the Ursago
 lay less than two hundred meters under his feet, its engines straining dangerously into overdrive as Ghast threw every erg of power he had against the field. She couldn’t maintain such output for long, and the instant her engines or generators scrammed, she’d be paralyzed until the machinery came back online.

A scant two hundred meters above the cruiser’s dorsal comm arrays, the Cobrana frigates laid down a barrage which scattered the Chukutzu and the newer Dorellan freighter. Unspeakable energies burst around the Rochester
 , showering her in hard radiation until Aradd’s sensors sheeted out for long moments, refusing to function.

“We’re hot as hell,” Tony warned. “The whole ship.”

“Inside?” Betru murmured.

“Rad levels are way above normal … tolerable if it doesn’t go on too long.” Tony gave him a bleak look. “We might need drug therapy after this. I hope you didn’t want to have children.”

“Who, me?” The question wrenched Tru away from the displays for long enough to blink at Tony. “I’m not a breeder. You know that much. I skipped the test, but I never had any urge ― they reckon you do, if you’re not one of the steriles.” He gestured at the Aradds. “Cobrana biotech.”

The price his people paid to save their world, their environment. Tony had never given any serious thought to children, but as rad levels climbed steadily throughout the Rochester, he realized his chances had just flown away like a swarm of midges. Everyone aboard would be due for drug therapy, including Ghast’s own crew ―

Also Ringo, Tony thought, and this new tech, Jon Shastri, who’d replaced him and would soon be out of work, with the Ursago
 impounded and its senior officers accommodated on death row. For Ringo, this surely meant retirement. The man was too old for this, Tony decided, too fuddle-headed. What skipper would hire a passenger whose memory could be wayward? Ringo Rutecki might make his way back to Earth, spend his last years among his own kind, while Shastri bummed around the free ports looking for another ride.

And Technician Saviano? He shared a glance with Betru as the Cheyera
 blocked enough of the onslaught to let the Rochester
 haul Ghast closer, closer. Then ―

“Yes!
 Captain Ghast’s generators have scrammed.” Careni gestured into the central display. “The Ursago
 has just shut down, engines won’t come back up a hurry. The tractor fields will soon bring her aboard now.”

Ostrovsky could afford to crow a little as he hauled the yawing freighter into the decon hold. Tony listened intently, waiting to hear or feel the deep rumble of the powerful motors driving the vast belly hatches.

There: a low, heavy vibration through the cruiser’s lower decks. “We’ve got her,” he muttered. “Damnit, Tru, we’ve got her!”

Even then the Rochester
 had begun to turn, thrusters angling her away from the hotzone of the battle. The Avelm
 and the Cheyera
 lifted out and up, putting safe maneuvering space between them before their drive engines lit. Sterntubes brightened swiftly from cherry red to incandescent blue.

Demassy Aradd stabbed a finger into the display again. “Identified! The Dorellan and Chukutzu who fought alongside Edibo Ghast ― Careni and I know who they are, even if Captain Ostrovsky does not.”

“We’ll demand the authorities across all worlds signatory to the treaty issue warrants for them,” Careni added. “I shall personally address the High Court on Borias. The death penalty also applies to agents who assist smugglers and traders in proscribed substances.”

“Justice,” Aradd said with dark satisfaction.

The vibration in the deck growled into silence as he spoke, and Tony dared breathe again. Stars spun in the virtual attitude display as the Rochester
 came about, headed for the far side of the asteroid field which had hidden her. Clear of the sizzling debris, she could slip back into hyper, with only two battered freighters and rogue crews, soon to be wanted for capital crimes, to tell of her incursion.

“Is it over?” Betru drew his palms over face and bare chest, where sweat gleamed on every inch of skin.

“Barring the shouting,” Tony guessed, “and the therapy. You don’t want to know how much radiation we took. You feel a little woozy?”

“I thought it had to be the heat and humidity.” Tru gave the Aradds an apologetic look. “Sorry.”

“Part of it’s the heat,” Tony admitted, “but we’ll get sick if we don’t get therapy. Everyone on the Rochester
 , and the Ursago
 . Ghast might not like it, but he’s going to have to negotiate for treatment, play nice, or he and his bastard loadmaster, Lutash, won’t live long enough to be executed!”

“Then, why bother negotiating for treatment?” Tru demanded. “Dorello are weird, I know. My people were warriors even in my grandfather’s youth. Right now, with the ax hanging over their heads, the whole game forfeit, their names reduced to slime ― my forefathers would be committing rosrohl
 .” He drew a finger across his gullet. “For clan honor.”

The Aradds gaped at him, as if they considered the concept barbaric, which would have been accurate, Tony decided. Little separated most contemporary Amelosi from their barbarian ancestors. Only the Mamusani chose to be different, and their path took them in directions so unusual, they often seemed like a new race.

“Let me give Medical a hoy,” Tony suggested. “Organize the therapy. The longer we wait, the worse it’ll ―”

Thudding, thumping, pounding, began to hammer through the hull, so close at hand, for a moment he thought it issued from within the Sulnabah
 . But no, it thundered through the keel from a location just to starboard and a little aft. Hold four, the decontamination compartment.

“What in any bastard hell,” Betru rasped, “am I listening to?”

“That,” Tony said as a curious chill coursed through him, turning the film of sweat to ice water, “is the Ursago
 ’s bow cannon, on the other side of a blast-screened armor panel about as thick as my wrist.

For an elongated, elastic moment he, Betru and the Aradds froze, before Careni wriggled a combug into her ear and brought the Sulnabah
 ’s flight systems alive. Even in the slurred monotone of their language, the Cobran could bark.

“Rochester
 Operations, this is 48496 Sulnabah
 with notification that we are leaving hold two immediately, acknowledge.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine


Rochester
 Operations had no authority to command a Cobrana vessel, but Joseph A. Ostrovsky tried. A human pilot might have caved, but the Aradds held themselves accountable to a different merchant service, and Valhern had been Cobrana territory long before it belonged even nominally to the Dorello. Ostrovsky’s jurisdiction ended with the crew of his own vessel, but knowing this didn’t stop him snapping orders.

He also believed he controlled the wide exterior hatches to the second of the cruiser’s five holds. Tony could have told him, the override was childishly simple for any tech, much less a Cobrana engineer, whose people developed the very hardware humans had used for so long, lately they were inclined to consider it their own.


Wrong
 . Demassy Aradd overrode the hatch control without hesitation: a single remote signal pinged the Rochester
 AI, which never questioned it. The hold blew down to zero pressure while Careni ran a swift triple-check of all hatches, cast off umbilici and kicked in the repulsion cushion to lift the Sulnabah
 . The hatch had opened barely halfway when she nosed out and let the freighter fall rapidly away from the hulking shape of the cruiser.

Beyond, ten thousand meters distant by now, the Avelm
 and Cheyera
 continued to harass the Chukutzu freighter. Careni closed rapidly on the conflict, holding off just far enough to keep the Sulnabah
 safe. The Dorellan vessel seemed to be adrift, venting several streams of dissipating gas. While Tony watched with naked human eyes, an emergency beacon began to pulse. A whisper of audio carried from an open comm, an urgent all-bands call for assistance, growled in the guttural Dorellan language.

The Cobrana frigates might take the crew aboard ― but not the ailing freighter itself. Not with Edibo Ghast’s cannons firing continuously inside a decontamination hold not much larger than the hull of the Ursago
 . 

From under the Rochester
 ’s stern quarter, the damage looked dire. Tony whistled as he saw open compartments, twisted structural members protruding like broken bones. She’d taken a bad beating. Exiting the Valhern system, she could only head for a dry dock in the nearest friendly port. Still, he saw nothing that wouldn’t fix in a month. Physical damage was the least of Ostrovsky’s worries ― he had plenty more.

While a Dorellan comm officer began to bellow for help, Tony divided his attention between the Rochester
 and Aradd’s sensor displays, which inspired a thrill of dread. Power-spikes erupted around hold four; rad levels across the entire lower deck rose alarmingly as Ghast turned his guns on the cruiser from the inside. Ostrovsky might never have expected such a venomous move, but Tony knew the Dorellan ‘independents’ so well, he’d have predicted it.

Not that any Spaceforce captain would have asked for an opinion, or listened to a syllable from a civilian. The pig-headed arrogance of the ‘senior service’ could so easily be Ostrovsky’s undoing. Tony groaned, leaning back into Betru’s chest as Careni continued to put distance between them and the Rochester
 .

“Will Ostrovsky release Ghast?” Betru wondered. “Let go the Ursago
 before she guts his ship? Ríða
 ! Hold four’s too near the engine compartments!”

“Captain Ostrovsky will surely be attempting to smother Ghast’s control systems,” Aradd speculated. “He wouldn’t have expected those guns to be operational. To be fair, I wouldn’t have predicted this myself.”

“I would. That’s what you get for complacency,” Tony said in acrid tones. “Ostrovsky never bothered to ask the civvies
 who actually work on ships like this. Or the poor sod who was actually on that specific scow till a few months ago!” Both Cobran twisted to look back at him, and Tony shrugged expansively. “Ghast rigged his cannons with manual override. He can couple up an external generator and hand-crank them ― I’ve seen him do it. He came back from drifting dead in space, punched the tail right off a Ptalnshi armed freighter twice the size of the Ursago
 , because those guns are on manual. Ostrovsky expects Dorello to behave like most humans, make nice when they think they’re going to buy the ranch. They don’t
 , or won’t. Maybe can’t. It’s in their nature to fight to the bitter end.”

“The bitter end,” Aradd echoed. “An apt turn of phrase, Mister Saviano.” He gestured at his data. “The Rochester
 is severely damaged. I don’t believe much remains functional on the bottom deck … I doubt Captain Ostrovsky could operate the hatches locking the decontamination hanger if he wanted to. Do you see those heat blooms?”

Moments before, Tony had noticed three. The hardened bulkhead between holds four and five had ruptured, giving Ghast the maneuvering space to turn the Ursago
 around her short axis, and present his cannons to the exterior hatch. Sharp power-spikes indicated the energy he was steadily pumping into the armor plate; long-range visual showed it glowing already, red as a poker set into the heart of a forge.

But the third heat bloom sat in the engine compartments, and seeing it, Tony swore. “They have reactor problems,” he said tersely to Betru. “They already auto-scrammed two out of three generators, so they can’t hope for drive ignition in a hurry. The third just went into critical overheat, and …” He cocked an ear to the audio. “Ostrovsky’s called out … requesting the Avelm
 or Cheyera
 stand by him.” He paused, tongue tip flicking over desert-dry lips. “Captain Aradd, we might not be safe here.”

The Sulnabah
 had been coasting slowly on her own momentum, and now hove a few thousand meters off the cruiser’s stern quarter. Careni seemed equally aware of the risk of the position. Without a word, she took the freighter up and around, away from the hotspot, and well away from the Ursago
 and the reactor, which by now bloomed dangerously hot.

Spaceforce techs had driven the generator far beyond its theoretical redline, to keep power on, keep the Rochester
 underway while they scrambled to bring the most serviceable of the scrammed reactors back online. More than once Tony had done such work, and didn’t envy them.

“Rochester
 , this is Avelm
 , we are returning to your position.” The flat Cobrana voice belonged to a veteran officer, unruffled, merely disgusted with the performance of the Dorello. “Rochester
 , hold station and initiate full lockdown. Repeat ―”

“Lockdown?” Betru rested one big hand on Tony’s shoulder.

“Exactly how it sounds.” Tony angled a grim look at him. “You lock everything, every door and hatch. Power-off every machine. If you have a helmet, get it on and seal it … then you tether-on.” He gave Demassy and Careni a bleak look. “All warships have tie-downs. Time to use ’em, and grab on tight.” He discovered the ghost of a smile on his mouth, entirely without humor, and glanced up into Tru’s taut face. “And you thought the spacer’s life might be exciting.”

“I was just a kid, raised on stories,” Betru protested in his own defense. “Kids gotta learn the hard way … sweet Amaya, here we go.”

Like a blue whale, the Avelm
 emerged from the darkness, half-seen against the background glitter of the galaxy. Careni’s cameras zoomed on it, fetching it into deceptive close-up as it hove broadside to the Rochester
 ’s belly. Orange telltales winked on in Aradd’s display, warning of a major weapons power-up across the frigate. Tony whispered a curse as he watched hold four’s hatch buckle outward, deforming like a sail caught by the wind.

A bare thousand meters below the Rochester
 , gunners aboard the Avelm
 marked hypothetical targets with sensor-bright ‘nodes’ which winked in the virtual navigation plot. The Sulnabah
 AI purred a warning, defining the no-fly areas with strings of absolute coordinates. The Cobran had never possessed the instinct to kill out of hand, but even they knew when the time was ripe to save a hundred lives at the expense of ten.

Yet the Ursago
 carried innocents. Hot, acid tears stung Tony’s eyes as he waited for the freighter to punch out, and thought of old Ringo, and the new kid, Shastri, whom he’d never even seen. On a blind impulse he thrust out his hand. “Captain, will you let me use a comm? There’s a … a mate of mine on that ship.”

“Of course.” Aradd dropped a comset into his palm, very small, delicate, sensitive. Tony hooked it over his left ear and tapped it alive. “Get me the Ursago
 ,” he told the AI, while Betru’s brows arched in pure speculation.

“If you think you can talk sense to Ghast,” Careni began.

“Not Ghast. Not him.” Tony took Betru’s hand, laced their fingers. His eyes closed and he called into the chatter of the Dorellan comm loop, “Ringo? Ringo Rutecki? This is Tony ― if you’re hearing this, Ringo, at least answer.”

A one in a thousand shot, he thought, yet the bug in his ear clicked, clattered, and a human voice he’d never heard before said, “Tony, as in Saviano? The one who got left behind way back on Amelos?”

“Who is this?” Tony’s grip tightened on Betru’s fingers.

“Shastri.” The voice hesitated. “Ringo’s … busy. We’s busted up here. The skipper won’t shut down, but we’s smashed five ways to hell. Freakin’ crazy Dorello. He’s gonna get us blown away.”

“Yeah.” Tony’s heart thumped at his ribs, and now he chose his words with great care, and picked his language specifically. If Jon Shastri was young and not long out of some Earthside chalk-and-talk class, he would almost certainly understand. They might be in with one very slim chance. “Listen, Shastri. You know what Ghast’s doing? He’s punching his way out of the hold where they put you.” The physical words felt so strange on his tongue, he hadn’t used them in so long. “You’re almost out. One more minute, man ― the Ursago
 ’s going to be in space, and there’s a frigate on station, you’re already targeted. You got engine power to git
 , fast?”

The tech who had taken over his job sounded very young indeed, like Tony the day he signed his first contract and shipped out at the age of nineteen. The kid hesitated for vital, telling seconds. “Me and Ringo don’t reckon so, but you know Ghast. He wouldn’t believe the truth if it jumped up and bit him. Try to ignite this drive? Shit, we go up, Mister Saviano. I’ve told
 the bastard. Might as well talk to a freakin’ wall, it’d make more sense.”

“Is Ringo there?” Tony searched Aradd’s displays, puzzling together a hundred scattered fragments of data.

“Got his head in a service cover, can’t talk,” Shastri told him.

“Then you listen to me, Jon. You don’t have much time.” Tony heard a bark of command in his voice, tried to recall when he’d ever used the tone before. “There’s a Cobrana warship right on top of you, you’re target-locked before you ever bust out. The least they’ll do is knock the guns off your back, the dorsal cannons Ghast’s been running till they’re hot as hell.”

“Tell me about it,” Shastri groaned. “He’s up top right now, pumpin’ cryogen ’round them barrels. He’ll come out shootin’. Ringo and me’s supposed to prep the igniters, light up the drive ― fat chance! We’s dead either way, Mister Saviano. The Cobran cut us in half or we go up in a drive incident
 . Ain’t no difference.”

“You’ll get one chance,” Tony rasped. “You know where the pods are? Punch out, soon as you clear the hold. Stay on the comm, I’ll tell you when.”

Again, Shastri hesitated. “You, uh, do know you’s transmitting on an open channel? Them Dorello can hear what you’s sayin’.”

“Yeah, but they’re not understanding a word,” Tony said with bleak satisfaction. “We’re talking in English
 , Jon. Not Mandarin or Hindi or Spanish, any of the big ones that get loaded into their chips. Old fashioned English. There’s not one Dorello in a thousand can get a syllable ― Ghast least of all. Trust me. You know where the pods are?”

Suddenly Shastri sounded breathless, because now he glimpsed a flicker of hope and adrenaline rose in a tidal surge. “There’s one just forward of engineering.”

“Then you stay on this channel, you listen to me,” Tony said fiercely. “I’ll tell you when. Grab Ringo and hustle, kid.”

Without warning the comm crackled wildly, white noise sheeting out the signal. He was halfway sure Shastri had heard him, and now he could only wait, pray, and watch Aradd’s instruments.

The hatch glowed white now, its softened metal bellying outward. If Ghast threw the Ursago
 against it, it might give, and gunners aboard the Avelm
 must see the same. The frigate held position; four belly-mounted cannons rotated, and the Sulnabah
 AI reported ‘weapons hot.’

When it happened, it all seemed to happen at once. Tony could not even breathe as the white-hot plating peeled away at last and the Ursago
 ’s blunt snout shoved its way out. The cannons mounted high on her spine began to fire before she cleared the hangar, though Ghast had no target lock. He hosed munitions without any hope of guidance, and several rounds skipped so close to the Sulnabah
 itself, Careni swore in a furious blend of Cobrana and Olthusian.

Then the Ursago
 cleared the hatch, and as the Avelm
 ’s gunners opened up Tony snarled to the comset. “Punch it!  You hear me, Shastri? Punch it
 , you won’t get another chance!”

For a terrible moment he saw nothing to indicate that Shastri had heard, or that the Ursago
 ’s escape pods were even viable. Ghast’s ship rocked drunkenly ― busted up inside, as Shastri had said. Nothing worked the way it should. Drive ignition, a run for freedom, surely looked like the only chance for liberty Ghast had, and he’d take it, or try.

If Tony closed his eyes he could picture the cockpit: dark, tight, illuminated by hundreds of winking instrument lights, while a distant blood-kinsman of Lutash’s aimed the nose toward the tiny orange coin of Valhern’s sun and, on Ghast’s orders, hit the igniters to fire the engines.

“There!” Betru’s hand tightened painfully on Tony’s arm, and he pointed. “You see it? Pilot, can you ―?”

“I can try,” Careni said breathlessly. “Hold on.”

A single pod punched out of the Ursago
 in the same moment as gunners on the Avelm
 scythed the dorsal section clean off the ship. The guns went dark first, before their mountings erupted. A hunk of the freighter the size of a truck broke away; at once a field sparkled there, closing off the aperture to prevent an explosive decompression.

Still, the Ursago
 rode too close to the Rochester
 for the Cobrana gunners to risk the kill shot, and over the comm in his ear he heard the chatter between the Avelm
 and Ostrovsky:

“Pull yourselves out of there, Ostrovsky, we’ll destroy him outright,” the Cobrana commander offered. “You must maneuver, Rochester
 ― target is too close to you.”

“Negative your suggestion,” Ostrovsky responded with surreal calm. “We have a no-go on drive ignition. Commander Avelm
 , can you take the Ursago
 in tractors and move it to a safe distance for destruction?”

“We will attempt,” the frigate’s comm officer answered. “Stand by.”

All this, Tony heard while Careni Aradd skipped the Sulnabah
 down and away, chasing the single escape pod. Pyro charges had blown it out of its niche in the Ursago
 ’s belly with substantial force, and the pod itself had no thrusters, no guidance, only an emergency beacon, which Demassy had picked up at once. Careni homed on it, pursuing a mote in the vastness between worlds ― at the same time opening space between the Sulnabah
 and the too-tight bunching of warships.

At the heart of the cluster, the Ursago
 listed, apparently without maneuvering power, scudding along the Rochester
 ’s keel. Her officers would be screaming at the engine deck, Tony knew, demanding to know when power would be restored, when the igniters would be available.

If the freighter had sustained enough damage, they wouldn’t even know the techs were gone … Ghast and Lutash might, he admitted, assume Ringo and Shastri were simply dead.

“Ringo,” he whispered, “what did you do? D’you cripple the bastards?” Or had the Ursago
 simply taken too much damage? If Shastri was right, even attempting engine ignition would be the death of her, without the Avelm
 firing another shot.

A light tractor field enfolded the inert freighter as he watched the aftscan, and now Tony counted seconds. The Avelm
 tossed the Ursago
 like a softball, cast it away from the Rochester
 . Guns rotated, tracking it; Cobrana master gunners waited only for minimum safe distance before firing.

The searing blast might have been a kill shot from the Avelm
 gunners, but Tony knew better. Incandescent gases flared between the Avelm
 and the Rochester
 , billowing out to fill space and envelop the Trade Commission cruiser. The Ursago
 vanished out of Aradd’s tracking display. Tony might have indulged in a victory crow, if every comm channel had not erupted before the EMP of the blast cleared.

“Avelm
 , Avelm
 , this is Rochester
 Operations, we are in serious trouble.” Ostrovsky’s voice sharpened with an edge Tony had never heard before. “We’re depressurizing, and we are heavily contaminated. We need to get out fast.”

And the now familiar voice of the comm officer on the frigate: “Blow your escape pods, Rochester
 . We are well within reach of you. The Cheyera
 reports she is on her way back in, she will take the Rochester
 under tow. Shut down reactors and engines, punch out and leave the hulk to us.”

“Mennach, Ildus and Gabbra,” Betru whispered. “The Ursago
 ?”

“Gone.” Tony stooped for a better visual angle through the cockpit’s curved canopy. “I saw what happened. Captain Aradd’s sensors will prove it out ― Ghast blew it away himself … drive ignition failure. He was warned.” He gestured at his comset. “Young Jon Shastri and my old pal Ringo told the stupid bugger. But you know what Dorello are like.”

Dead ahead, tumbling end over end, the single escape pod from the Ursago
 caught and reflected the blue-white glare of floodlights Careni turned on to pinpoint it. It had the aspect of a coffin, Tony thought, though he said nothing as Careni matched speed with the pod and caught it gently in the Sulnabah
 ’s light freight handling tractors. She didn’t have the power potential of the big ships’ tractors, but the Sulnabah
 could look after herself, and in moments Careni had the pod aboard.

As it nudged into the empty hold and the hatch directly under the nose secured, the displays lit up brightly. “Pods away, right across the Rochester
 ,” Aradd said redundantly. “The Avelm
 is five hundred meters out … tractor fields have engaged … they have the pods. I count forty, all blown, all caught.” The big ruby eyes looked up at Tony. “The Cheyera
 is five thousand meters out. She’ll have to be quick.”

“What? Why?” Tony’s eyes skimmed the displays again, looking for data, and when he found it, he groaned.

Any battle, even a skirmish like this one, flagged its presence with noise in every comm and sensor band. Even given the finite nature of the speed of light, it was only a matter of time before monitors deeper in the Valhern system picked up the signatures of a firefight, and someone came out to investigate. ‘Someone’ probably meaning Dorello or their allies, the Chukutzu. Both laid claim to this system; neither would relinquish a square kilometer until they were driven out.

The cool voice of Cheyera
 Operations reported, “Chukutzu freighter destroyed, no escape pods, no survivors. Dorellan vessel abandoned; crew aboard and in custody. Target freighter Ursago
 self-destroyed, one escape pod.”

“We have it,” Careni said into the busy ship-to-ship loop.

As she spoke, the Rochester
 began to straighten up, steady out. “Tow-tractor fields are aligned,” Cheyera
 Operations added. “Preparing to exit the Valhern system. Captain Ostrovsky, the nearest safe port with adequate dry dock facilities is Borias. Your ship will be delivered there, unless you object.”

“No objections,” Ostrovsky told the Avelm
 . “Thank you for your assistance, Cheyera.
 ”

Demassy asked hesitantly, “Cheyera
 , do you wish the Sulnabah
 to dock in the port of Borias also? We have Mister Saviano, Ver Kenzana and two human survivors of the Ursago
 aboard. None of them thrive in our environment, and we have no facilities to offer, to make the four days to Borias any more tolerable. Also, these humans require radiation therapy, which we cannot provide.”

“Nor can we accommodate more humans, Captain Aradd. Cheyera
 and Avelm
 are beyond capacity with the pods we have retrieved … make your own way to Borias. The Terran Trade Commission will act as liaison there: you and your passengers will receive therapy for high-dosage radiation. We cannot treat the humans, and recommend full cryo-suspension until they can be delivered to the medical authorities in Borias.”

“Very well. Sulnabah
 signs out.” Aradd closed down comm and swiveled the seat to look up and back at Tony and Betru. “You heard Cheyera
 Operations? You’ll make the crossing in our escape pods, as before, of course … but I imagine at the moment you’d like to retrieve your crewmates, Mister Saviano. We pulled the pod into the hold and pressurized it. You may open it at your leisure.”

Not, Tony thought ruefully, that Ringo and this young Jon Shastri would relish the Cobrana environment. For some time he toyed with the idea of waiting till Borias to retrieve them from cryosleep, but sheer curiosity, as well as nostalgia, persuaded him. Ringo and Shastri would return to the pod the moment they found the heat and humidity as intolerable as the insidious, inexorable radiation sickness.

Nostalgia for another human face and voice had persuaded him, when the Avelm
 lit up her sterntubes and headed out. Instruments would track her long after she vanished from the vicinity of PBQ-990d, but as soon as she began to accelerate toward the hyperdrive exclusion limit, she would be safe. The same tracking sensors blipped a warning of incoming vessels from much deeper in the system ― four ships of various classes, heading out fast to investigate the battle site.

Moments after the Avelm
 departed, her sister ship came about ponderously, noticeably sluggish with the dead mass of the Rochester
 in nested tractor fields. Tony paused to watch her stern flare brightly, before she too was gone, and the Trade Commission cruiser with her. Careni frowned into the navigation plot, flicked a finger at the icons marking the incoming ships.

“Time we also made ourselves scarce, Demassy,” she said. “You can leave it to me, if you want to stand down. I have a navigation solution for Borias … and in fact it’ll be something of a pleasure to dock there. It’s been too long since we saw our kinsmen. An agreeable diversion, while Commissioner Yoshioka coaxes her documentation into order.”

“And then, home,” Aradd said with a sound of longing which carried even over the slurred monotone. He cocked his head at Tony and Betru. “And what, for you, gentlemen?”

“For me?” Betru leaned on the bulkhead at the rear of the cockpit. “Home. I don’t know if I have a job to go back to, but I quit Dorellan freighters for good when I finished out my last contract, six years ago. Tony?”

“I don’t know,” Tony said with complete honesty. “Safe to say, I’m out of a job. The Ursago
 ’s gone, so my contract disintegrated with her. It’d be just as safe,” he added fatalistically, “to say I wouldn’t be welcome on any Dorellan ship, not after this story gets around. Yoshioka’s going to splash it across the headlines, to explain why the Harrison Rochester
 came home so busted up, she’ll be in a dock for a month, with a fixit bill in eight figures! You think any Dorellan skipper’s going to hire me on, when he knows I blew the whistle ―”

“You didn’t do it knowingly,” Betru argued. “The buggers tried to kill you, twice, before we got to the truth. Not your fault, medji
 .” He slung one arm around Tony, but the cabin temperature was too hot to permit physical closeness.

“Let’s see you convince a Dorellan skipper,” Tony scoffed. “It’s the kind of story Dorello aren’t likely to appreciate, even if they knew the truth. And for all we know,” he muttered darkly as he and Betru made their way aft to the open-platform elevator leading into the hold, “they do! Who can tell which rogue skippers bought a slice of Ghast’s plan?” He hit the down-chevron and took hold the one of the guard rails. “Not too many, sure, but he and Lutash wouldn’t be the only ones in the universe who knew the score. Soon as the news gets out, and there’s no more risk, no reason to keep a secret, bet your last lur, somebody somewhere will talk.”

Betru chewed this over as the lift rumbled down. “Then, you wouldn’t dare sign with another Dorellan ship. It’d be too easy for some ally of Ghast’s to lose you out of an airlock, halfway to nowhere, tell the Commission there’d been a terrible accident on the engine deck, the body was incinerated.”

The lift tucked itself neatly into the corner of the dim hold area, directly under the cockpit. Tony stepped off the platform. “If a Dorellan crew bothered to notify the Commission at all. They often don’t. Humans aren’t worth the bother. Just hit another port and hire another to replace the one they broke.”

“That stinks,” Betru said sharply.

“Yes it does.” The temperature in the hold must have been twenty degrees cooler than the rest of the Sulnabah
 , since it had been open to space only minutes before. The chill lingered, and Tony paused to relish it. “We’ll need to sleep our way to Borias,” he said quietly. “You heard Cheyera
 Operations:
 they don’t have the therapy to treat us. Trust me, we’re about to get sick, Tru. Full suspension’s the safest way to go, same as we slept our way to Taklas Prime. No need to sweat through four days, and arrive in bad shape.”

It meant the difference between a series of shots upon arrival, and a month in the hospital, and Betru seemed to know how it worked. He made no comment, already intent on the wide, dim expanse of the hold.

Both the cargo handling bots stood in their brackets, physically plugged into charging sockets, flush with the hold’s armored walls. Their tiny brains were dormant, utterly unaware that a battle had been fought. They wouldn’t come back online till they had work, and someone deliberately aimed a remote at them. The Aradds kept the hold scrupulously tidy; even the grav-resist cargo sled had been parked neatly at right-angles to the pocket-sized machine shop, where every surface was clear and scrubbed, every tool stored.

The tractor field had deposited the escape pod in the middle of the eight-meter deck. Even in the low light, Tony would have recognized it anywhere, from its pattern of dents and scratches, and the motley assortment of service labels peeling off the pale gray casing on its left side. He also recognized his own signature on the most recent labels: he had performed the routine maintenance checks, certifying the pod good to go.

Cobrana tech came in every kind. The Ursago
 ’s pods were designed for Dorello and Chukutzu. Both races carried far more body mass than humans or Amelosi. Any pod belonging to the Ursago
 would accommodate two or even three humans at one time, especially since Ringo Rutecki had all the bulk of a scrawny adolescent. Unless Jon Shastri had Betru’s stature ― unusual in the camp kids who were the usual escapees from Earth ― the two would be an easy fit in the smart-forming interior.

Expecting a tangle of limbs, since they must have tumbled in and primed the pod in a hurry, he palmed opened the control hatch. The machine still knew him, recognized his print. Ghast wouldn’t have bothered to purge its memory, because in his mind Tony Saviano was dead
 .

Amber lights winked on the small black-faced panel, each tagged in Dorellan print, which he couldn’t read and didn’t need to. He pressed the large rectangular button at upper left, stood back, and hunted for a smile. It would be the first time in ten weeks that he’d seen Ringo, and what a story he had to tell.

The last thing he expected as the pod cracked open with a shush
 of balancing pressure and a waft of glacial air, was the gaping muzzle of a gun aimed squarely between his eyes.


Chapter Thirty

Fury twisted the big-jawed Dorellan face into a savage mask. Ghast sprawled across the two smaller, human bodies, filling the headspace in the escape pod until the smart-foam struggled to form up about him. The deep cold of cryosleep made even a Dorello sluggish, slow, and only Ghast’s delayed reaction time saved Tony’s head.

Shock froze him like a fool for vital moments before he dove into Betru’s legs, knocking him flat on the deck. Tru went down with a grunt, and they rolled out of Ghast’s line of fire before the Dorello could summon his wits and reflexes. The hunter, the savage, awoke in Betru. He grabbed Tony bodily, and bundled him like a sack of grain into the scant cover of the Sulnabah
 ’s grav-resist cargo sled.

Husky groans from the pod meant Ringo was alive enough to whine about the cold, the weight on his belly and legs. Then the old man seemed to snap back to reality and the whine turned into yelps of dismay. But the bellowing voice belonged to the Dorello, and Tony swore as he heard it.

“Shut your yap, Irdnan
 ,” Ghast snarled. “You’re lucky to be alive, and that can change.”

Shuffling noises told Tony he had surely clambered out of the pod, though he didn’t dare bob up out of concealment to look. He and Betru cast about for anything that might serve as a weapon, but the cargo sled sat well away from the pocket-sized machine shop ― like its pair of inactive handling bots, as useless as any other machine with the power shut off.

No likely weapon or tool lay within reach, and Tony’s palms prickled with the fresh sweat of healthy dread. The remote for the bots had to be somewhere in the machine shop, but he couldn’t see it from this distance and angle. Even if he could, getting to it would be ridiculously impossible.

He rolled over, flat on his back, and looked up at Betru against the dim orange strip lights. A weird glitter danced in the indigo eyes. For a split second Tony glimpsed the ancestral Amelosi, the savage who remained thinly buried under a veneer of civilization barely a few centuries old, and all too eager to break out.

One large hand pressed him down, lest Tony move too soon, or with the dulled instincts of one from whom the savage had almost been purged. Without hesitation, Tony ceded the moment, the action, to a creature who’d been born for it. Amelos’s hunting trails might be abandoned now in favor of airships, steam locomotives, offworld tech, but the hunter still burned brightly, catlike, dangerous. Perhaps, Tony thought as he watched Betru crouch with a perfect economy of movement, it always would.

Silent, they waited, listening
 . Even a Dorello took his time to warm through his big muscles, gather his wits. In the pod, two human voices bleated quietly, but Ghast grunted and growled, possessed by the same fury he’d nursed when he dove into the pod an instant before Ringo could close it up.

He must have raced to the engineering compartments, Tony guessed, to bang heads together: where was the power the Ursago
 needed to ignite the drive, make a desperate run under the Cobrana guns? He didn’t make it as far as the engine deck. Ringo and Shastri would already have been in the pod. Perhaps the mechanism had begun to close, preparatory to launch, while officers in the cockpit screamed about the ship being target-painted by a Cobrana frigate ― about the cannons being sliced off the dorsal hull, the Ursago
 failing at its structural level. Eventually, panicked, Lutash or his clansman hit the igniters without clearance from the engine deck. The Ursago
 destroyed herself.

Survival instinct, Tony thought. The most potent instinct in any creature on any world he’d ever known. And Ghast was nothing if not a survivor. He seized the last option he had, and dove into the pod in the instant before it launched. Tony would have expected no less.

Shuffling footsteps echoed dully as he made his way around the hold, searching for any place Tony and Betru might have taken cover. Tony saw only two, and Ghast had already checked the first. He shambled right around the pod, uncoordinated, lumbering, trying to hurry too soon after retrieval from cryogen ― and still so dangerous with a pistol, Tony had no desire to test him.

Edibo Ghast Urun had never shown a moment’s compunction about killing, even in sane, rational moments. Rage made his breath snort, his chest rumble. He wanted to see blood, and in his cryo-dulled condition, only Tony’s blood would do.

He didn’t find the prey in the lee of the pod, and with a curse he turned his attention to the cargo sled. Tony’s fingers clenched into Betru’s arm, but Tru touched a finger to his lips for silence: be still
 !

Like a ptarmigan in the snow, Tony thought. Like the snowshoe rabbit that tries to be invisible and hide in plain sight. Not even breathing, he kept well down, ears straining to pick up the slightest sounds, which betrayed Ghast’s position to the meter.

Hunting instincts were surely born into a creature. The arctic fox, the wolf. Tony had seen foxes in Iceland, and wolves in old videos from a time when the Earth still supported wild populations. He recognized the same qualities in Betru as the Amelosi matched his movements to Ghast’s, counterbalanced him, with the sled always between them ― yet eventually, as he drew near enough, his left hand went unerringly to the sled’s control panel.

Very much a creature of his own century, Tru’s second
 instinct was tech ― anyone’s hardware, the most accessible and powerful the better. He knew his way around freight handling gear. How many years had he worked on one Dorellan ship after another? Dorello hired Amelosi for their brawn, but also for their adaptability, some native gift granting them the ability to learn xeno skills which were unknown one year, passé the next.

Judging the split second was the province of the hunter. Ambush predators shared the same instinct, and the long years of Betru’s ancestry focused in him as Ghast shambled around the side of the escape pod. Tony caught a bare glimpse of the Dorello ― enormous, in the familiar khaki fatigues he preferred on the job, short-legged, long-armed, so muscular, he could have wishboned a human with no effort at all. The gape-muzzled pistol held a loose aim on the three-meter sled: he knew
 where the prey had to be, down to the last arm’s span.

Blood roared in Tony’s ears as Ghast moved, fast, despite his bulk. Almost too fast, but not quite. The Amelosi, the ambush predator, would always have the edge on him. In one swift movement, Betru’s left hand hit the sled’s activator, knocked off the brake and jammed the power lever to maximum.

The sled started and took off like a rocket, under full power and carrying no load. In the Cobrana dimness, poorly suited to Dorellan eyes, Ghast didn’t see Betru at all and barely had the chance to react before the sled slammed into him, groin high. It hit him like a rugby fullback, bowled him flat on the deck and swept over him, roasting him with the parching heat of powerful repulsion lifters.

He roared woundedly, though Tony doubted he had been hurt ― yet. The instant the sled had him, Betru sprang like a cat. Before Ghast came to rest against the bulkhead beyond the bots’ recharging bay, he was on the Dorellan, too fast for Ghast to know where he came from.

The pistol fired reflexively, a single shot scorching a long comet shape into the hold’s armored ceiling, before Tru’s right boot stamped into the wrist holding it, with the full force of his leg. Bone snapped with a dry wood sound that turned Tony’s belly, but he had no time to dwell on it.

The pistol leaped out of Ghast’s damaged hand, skittering across the deck. Tony had only to scoop it up and knock the selector over from kill ― trust Ghast to be bent on murder! ― to stun. His voice sounded hoarse to his own ears. “Tru, get out of there!”

Almost reluctantly Betru stood aside, as if he’d have preferred to finish Ghast with his bare hands. Tony leveled the pistol on the Dorello’s broad chest and peered down into the grimace of his face. “I ought to take your bloody head right off your shoulders, Captain
 . You came so fucking close to killing the pair of us ― how many times? Purnex, for chrissakes! What were you thinking?”

Nothing about Edibo Ghast had changed since the day he’d bawled orders and cuffed Tony’s head while he hustled to work, loading the poison. “There’s a few skulls I need to break, back on Amelos,” the Dorello grunted. “They told me you were buried
 , Saviano. You and everything you knew.”

“Stupid.” Tony’s voice broke on the word. “I didn’t know squat, Ghast. Nada. I saw a few labels on a bunch of drums, but I’m the Irdnan
 , I wouldn’t have known what it was! Thank gods nobody can say humans developed Purnex, or manufactured it.” He took a calming breath and studied Ghast critically, from the battered boots to the hate simmering in the green Dorellan eyes. “You know, we didn’t figure it out for days, till we dug into my brain, deep memory, augmented recall. Found out why in any hell people were trying to kill us.” Anger and exasperation dizzied him, despite the lingering relative cool of the hold. “All you ever had to do, Ghast, was nothing at all. Nothing
 ! You’d have gotten away with it. But you were always the same. You had to kill, or try to ― I think you bloody enjoy it.”

“So why don’t you just waste me,” Ghast said in a guttural growl, “spare me the righteous bilge.”

“Righteous?” Tony echoed. “Is that what you call it, wanting to keep fifty barrels of Purnex out of a freakin’ war zone where thousands of Irdnan
 and Amelosi live and work, not to mention Cobran, and even your own damned people.”

Ghast’s large ivory teeth bared. “Not my problem. What a consortium of Dorellan and Chukutzu billionaires do with a bunch of margel
 shit is zip to do with me, Saviano. To me, it was just one more deal: good money, for a better ship. You think I give any kinda fuck for some rabble of labor grades, losers and passengers?”

“Even Dorello?” Tony demanded. “Your own people?”

The remark won him a sneer. “There’s way too many of our kind.” Ghast’s small, dark eyes shifted to Betru. “Ask him
 . Thousands of years, his folk butchered their own, kept their numbers down. Hunters and hunted. It’s the natural way. You don’t crap in your own nest, trash your own homeworld. But your kind did, Saviano, so did his ― till you learned this bleeding-heart conscience that wants to save every stinking, worthless life in the universe.”

Every word should have been predictable, yet hearing them from Ghast’s own lips still made Tony’s gorge rise until he could have flipped the pistol back over to its kill setting and pulled the trigger. Betru’s hands molded about his shoulders. “You’re wasting your time,” he said quietly, wisely. “Don’t expect decency or contrition. The likes of this one would scorn both those things.”

In answer, Ghast spat a gobbet of spittle that narrowly missed Tony in the dimness. He had begun to wheeze by now; feeling the broken bones, Tony knew, as well as the low oxygen levels. Even Dorello didn’t shrug off such injuries, though they would be easily remedied, like the radiation poisoning, when the Sulnabah
 delivered him to the authorities on Borias. Ghast might spend a few weeks in a holding cell before submitting, with or without his consent, to deep memory recall procedures. A firing squad lay in his immediate future. Legal execution.

“Wasting your time,” Ghast mimicked, as if deliberately goading Tony. “Who’re you kidding, Saviano? You don’t have the guts to use that thing. None of you Irdnan do. Give it to him
 , little girl. He’s still half wild, like all his folk.”

Without making any conscious decision, Tony fired into the Dorello’s chest and belly, two heavy stun shots that knocked him so deeply unconscious, he might not wake for six or eight hours.

“Wrong, Ghast,” he told the body. “I come from a long line of gun-happy bastards who were still playing cowboys a hundred years ago.”

Only then did Tony begin to relax, and acknowledged the shaking inside, the reaction to adrenaline overload, the first warning signs of radiation sickness, and perhaps the fierce heat and humidity of this vessel were catching up with him. A general malaise had begun to encroach in the few minutes since he and Betru stepped off the lift, but he almost laughed when he recognized Ringo’s voice from the pod.

“Jesus, Mary and Joseph, why’s it so hot in here? It’s makin’ me bloody head spin.”

Hot, and oxygen-poor. Tony handed the pistol to Betru, and turned toward the escape pod, let the occupants make out his face in the gloom. “Take it easy, Ringo,” he said as levelly as he could manage. “There’s not a lot of oh-two in this breathing mix … Cobrana ship.”

“Oh. Right. ’Splains a lot, that does.” Ringo had struggled his legs over the side, and let the boy help him scramble out and find his feet. “What’n the hell happened? First thing we know is, we’s droppin’ outta hyper and we get jumped! Some bugger’s all over us like a rash, skipper’s bawling for power, more power, while we take so much damage …” He peered up at Tony. “Damnit, kid, I thought you’s back at Jiva Field. Didn’t expect to see you till we shipped back to Amelos.”

Jon Shastri wiped his palms on the thighs of the pale gray coveralls he wore, identical to Ringo’s, and offered his right hand. “I talked to you on the comm, sir. You’s the one they left behind when Ghast upshipped without you. Ringo told me all about you, Mister Saviano.”

“Tony,” he corrected, clasping the kid’s hand for a moment. If Shastri had twenty years under his belt, he couldn’t be a day older. He stood well under Tony’s height and weight, with copper skin, blue-black hair, liquid brown eyes. He must have been beautiful rather than handsome, before someone, somewhere broke his nose, leaving him with a rakish charm that should age well. “Yeah, they left me,” Tony told him. “Then Ghast, or Lutash, or both, did everything they could to make sure I’d be buried on Amelos.” His eyes narrowed as they looked over both survivors. “You never knew what you’d taken aboard, Ringo? You had no idea what you were carrying? Purnex!”

Lack of oxygen had begun to overtake Ringo. He leaned heavily on Jon’s arm, shaking his head as if he were groggy. “I gotta siddown. Swear to gods, Tony, I ain’t drunk. Not this time. Just … just …”

He sagged toward the deck. Tony and Jon grabbed an arm apiece to let him down gently, and Ringo put his head between his knees as if he might easily faint. Betru shoved the pistol into his belt, in the small of his back, and gestured at the lift. “I’ll grab another couple of cartridges and tubes ― and let Captain Aradd know what happening. It was over quick, only a coupla shots fired in an armored space. I doubt he knows a thing, unless the AI alerted him. Depends if it’s monitoring the hold.”

“Go,” Tony said grimly, “then we’d better do something with Ghast before he comes to and gets rowdy.”

“Shove him headfirst back in the cryo-pod and seal it,” Betru suggested.

But Tony made negative noises. “Four days to Borias, remember. Ringo and Jon are going to need that pod. Ninety-six hours on this ship, they’ll be sick, any human would, and it wouldn’t do an Amelosi much good either ― even if we all weren’t so radio-toxic, we’ll light up in the dark! Ringo’s not strong enough to drag himself through that.” He gave Betru a self-mocking look. “You and I could, but there’s no need to sweat through it. Demassy already offered us the spare pods, same as last time.”

“And Ghast?” Jon wondered. “He’s gonna be bloody dangerous when he comes to. Dorello’s so damn strong, he’ll ride out the radiation sickness. But he just lost everythin’, and he’s gotta be headin’ for a firin’ squad, if I understood even half o’ what’s goin’ on here.”

Already riding the lift platform, Betru said thinly, “You could leave the bastard to me, if you’re too pissed to care much about what happens to him. I’ll get him to Borias mostly
 alive … and I guarantee, he won’t give the Aradds one lick of trouble.”

Something in his tone raised gooseflesh along Tony’s limbs, and he didn’t ask. He knelt beside Ringo, exhorting the old man to breathe as deeply as he could and move as little as possible, until Betru returned. He’d seen Ringo inebriated so many times in the past, he could easily have assumed he’d been drinking before the Ursago
 dropped out of the hyperflight envelope. But Ringo swore he was sober, and Tony believed him.

“He’s cold sober, Mister ― Tony,” Jon insisted. His own voice slurred as oxygen deprivation crept up even on the youth. “We had troubles wi’ them engines all the way over from Nariol, even before we got into Laraibo. Them’s both Ptalnshi ports, y’know, so we couldn’t do much about gettin’ spare parts. Ghast said, get it fixed, keep it together, just one last flight. We kept losin’ power an’ droppin’ outta hyper, but we got here, sir ― only by workin’ hard, losin’ sleep. Mister Rutecki, he ain’t touched a drop in the last coupla days. Couldn’t afford  to, neither of us.”

“Relax, Ringo, I believe you,” Tony assured him. “It’s this atmosphere. So short of oh-two, I fell face-down myself in a matter of minutes, when we came aboard on Amelos.”

“Stinks, an’ all,” Ringo moaned. “Smells like a swamp.”

“You get used to it,” Tony told him as he got to his feet.

The lift set down with a soft hum of well-serviced hydraulics, and Tru stepped off the platform a pace ahead of both Aradds. He gestured with a pair of cartridges, and Tony fumbled the tubes into place for Ringo while Jon fussed with his own. A slow, steady oxygen feed enlivened Ringo visibly, and Jon Shastri’s head cleared almost at once. Demassy and Careni waited with uncanny patience until both could stand and speak lucidly, before the wide red eyes turned to Tony and Betru for answers.

“Ver Kenzana,” Careni prompted, “tells us Captain Ghast threw himself into the pod before it launched. You may consider yourself most fortunate to be alive, Mister Saviano.”

“Not lucky. Him
 .” Tony nodded at Betru. “There’s not much to tell. You know it all. Just hand Ghast to the authorities on Borias, make your statement and wash your hands of the whole thing. You’re probably due for an award. The Trade Commission issues them for ‘outstanding service to the community.’”

“Then you should receive it. The risk, hardship and loss were all your own.” Demassy frowned over Ghast. “What are we to do with him? I presume we wish to deliver him alive? His memories of the event will be his own indictment: convicted by his own words, as it were. But we have no place on this ship to confine him, and he’s … dangerous.”

The understatement made Tony smile wryly, but Betru saw no humor in it. “Cuff him to the stanchion there by one hand, one foot, before he wakes. Leave him water for the four days, and enough oxygen capsules to scramble through … you won’t like the next part.” He lifted a brow at Tony. “If it was me, barbarian that I am, I’d do as my grandfather would’ve done: break both his legs. It’s the only way to be dead sure of him without doping him, and I doubt the Sulnabah
 carries the drugs to hold a Dorello down that long.”

“We don’t.” Careni sighed heavily. “He would spend the journey in pain.”

“He’s got it coming,” Betru said in caustic tones. “This one’s murdered scores of people, didn’t give a vershek
 about trading in Purnex. His legs’ll fix soon enough, when you hand him off to the constables on Borias. If you can’t live with that, I’d activate at least one of your bots, program it to hold this
 on him till the constables take him,” he gestured with the pistol, “and if the bugger starts to get nasty, have the bot break a leg here and there to slow him down. Don’t trust him, Captain Aradd. You’ve no idea how bull-strong, mean-minded, and goddamn’ sneaky Dorello can be.”

“In fact, we do,” Demassy said quietly. “We’ve been on the losing side of altercations with Ghast and his folk more than once. Our clan and community lost a great deal to them … deceit and fraud on one hand, menace and murder on the other.” He gave his sister-daughter a curious frown. “You would regret the pain Ghast would suffer, as the guarantee of his restraint?”

“I would. Forgive me for being Cobran.” She lifted her head, brushed strands of fine white hair back from her face. “Let the bot keep guard on him until Ghast himself necessitates the injury with deleterious behavior. If he arrives on Borias High Dock in need of medical care, whatever injury would be his own doing … one cannot bribe or intimidate a bot!” She frowned deeply over the sleeping Dorellan. “Alas, I believe Ver Kenzana is correct. If Ghast had reason to believe he owned any chance of getting the better of us, he’d try to seize this ship by force.”

“Should he succeed,” Demassy said quietly, “none of us would live to reach Borias, and the Sulnabah
 would change her colors and fly as a rogue Dorellan freighter.”

“Yes.” Careni frowned at Ghast for a long moment and then nodded. “Definitely, configure a drone, Demassy. Let it hold this creature under guard until a need for violence arises at Ghast’s provocation. Ensure the bot has the relevant data to perform its task quickly, cleanly, after Ghast has been stunned, and before he wakes.”

“What a pity,” Aradd said with something akin to amusement, “that repetitive stunning damages brain tissues. We might have configured a bot to stun him repeatedly, keep him in a state of unconsciousness … no matter. I’ll configure the machine at once; fundamental information regarding bones, healing patterns and the warning signs of post-trauma crisis should suffice. The captain will reach Borias in a condition determined by his own behavior.” He held his hand out to take the pistol. “Give me a few moments, Ver Kenzana. Would you care to confine our prisoner?”

“A pleasure,” Betru said darkly. “I’m the only barbarian here, so if I should apologize for my war paint and feathers, consider it said. I only know what my grandfather would’ve done. And my father, come to think of it.” He shrugged. “Amelosi.”

“Don’t you dare apologize,” Tony told him. “Those instincts of yours are half the reason I’m still alive!”

Terrible fascination gripped him. He had only to watch as Careni pressed two pairs of heavy-duty freight tie-downs into service as cuffs, and Demassy activated one of the cargo bots. He swiftly programmed it and placed the pistol into its handling claw. Betru tugged the unconscious Ghast to the stanchion and propped him there.

Part of the structure of the ship itself, the arched buttress vanished into the deck beneath his feet, and into the ceiling four meters overhead. No conduit lay within Ghast’s reach, no service hatch or maintenance cover. He would be contained, until or unless he could break the industrial tie-downs ― which a Dorello might, driven by sufficient fury.

They clicked into place about Ghast’s unbroken wrist, and his left leg, and immediately the bot took station two meters away. It stood like a statue with the pistol leveled on the Dorello’s chest, and wouldn’t move until Demassy or Careni retasked it. If Ghast gave the machine a hard time, it had its orders. One of those freight-handling arms would do the job efficiently. A tibia first, followed by the opposite femur if Ghast continued to fight.

Careni insisted on checking the broken wrist but only bruises showed, no hint of blood. Deliberate, as efficient as the bot, she splinted the hand and wrist with the formality of civilized folk. Ghast, Tony knew, would have ridiculed her for the care.

All he could look forward to was a cell, a lab, a firing squad. Why bother to cater to a prisoner’s welfare, when his days were almost done? Few Dorello had any understanding of compassion; most mocked the emotion as one of the worst weaknesses of folk who deserved to be subjugated. Irdnan
 . In their place, Ghast would have killed his captive outright, delivered the body to Borias and held his hand out for the reward.

Even in the hold, the heat steadily continued to rise. Shastri stripped the coveralls to the waist, while Ringo had begun to gasp like a stranded fish. Four days would punish him, and Tony had never been sure of the old man’s health or endurance. He pointed Ringo at the pod. “Why don’t you climb right back in? Sleep your way through to Borias. We’ll wake you when you can get into an environment that suits us. We’ve got an appointment with the medics, remember. Give him a hand, Jon.”

“Our ships and your Harrison Rochester
 are headed to the high dock,” Aradd promised. “The human crew of the Rochester
 will be accommodated at once. You can join them, and the Cobrana authorities will interview you, take statements, at your comfort.”

“Don’t mind if I do,” Ringo puffed. “I’m done in, Tony, lad. Can’t take no more o’ this … not that it ain’t kind o’ you folks to yank us off the Ursago
 .”

“There is sound reason why humans never contract with Cobrana ships,” Careni observed. “Into the pod, Mister Rutecki, before you become ill.”

“And me,” Jon said plaintively. “Can’t do this heat thing, ma’am. I’s from Iceland, ain’t never felt  nothin’ like this before.”

“Iceland?” Tony gave Betru a grin. “The camps?”

“Vestmannaeyjar Camp B,” Jon told him as Ringo clambered into the open shell and flopped back into the smart-foam bed. He closed his eyes at once, while Jon made himself comfortable, pressed against the old man’s left shoulder. “And you, sir …?”

“Camp D, bred and born.” Tony shared a smile with the kid. “When this is over, I’ll buy you a beer, we can reminisce.”

“I’d like that.” Jon slipped the breathing tubes out of his nostrils as the pod began to close. “Right now, I’s just bloody glad to be alive, sir,” he said honestly.

“Amen to that,” Tony breathed.

The pod closed with a hiss, a soft thud. Its systems were entirely automatic, and Tony had serviced them himself only months before. He had no qualm about entrusting friends to the machinery, and as for Ghast ― the Dorellan lolled against the stanchion, still deeply unconscious. He would wake to find himself under the gun, securely cuffed, none of which would have stopped him trying to break loose. Only the hot, hard pain from his hand, and the very real threat of bodily harm, would convince him, the game was over.

Sweat stung Tony’s eyes as he turned back to Betru. Tru had shrugged out of the blue Commission uniform top, shoved it down to hip level and tied the arms off. He bound his hair high on his head as Tony watched, and he streamed with perspiration. Barbarian? Tony tried the word for fit, and it did
 fit. Amelosi had much in common with humans of antiquity, and Tony could wonder how far his own people had come in so short a time.

He offered his hand, and Betru took it. “You’re safe,” Tru said shrewdly. “Really
 safe, for the first time since that night.”

“Starting to feel it,” Tony admitted. “Starting to feel bloody exhausted, if you want the truth. I could sleep for a week. In fact, we need to, before we start getting sick. It won’t take much longer, and we’ll all feel it. Radiation sickness is no joke. The therapy’s simple enough, though … trust me.”

“So sleep,” Betru invited. “Nobody’ll blame us if we do the same as them.” He nodded at the pod.

“Please do, gentlemen.” Demassy Aradd had just finished checking the bot, the pistol and cuffs. “I shall fetch a carafe of water for our guest
 , and a pail for his ablutions; then I’m about to assign the Sulnabah
 to her AI and retire. This has been far more excitement than I care for. I’m much too old for such adventures!”

Tony’s hand tightened on Betru’s. “You’re sure about Ghast?”

“He’ll be there when we dock,” Betru said with grim certainty. “I saw the Dorello immobilize a prisoner the same way ― one of their own. Only they didn’t wait to bust both his legs, they did it right off. It’s the only thing that’s guaranteed to stop him ― that, or just shoot him dead him, the way he’d have killed us.”

“He should live long enough to face a court.” Tony turned his back on Ghast and the pod, and forced his feet to move, pushing them toward the lift. “We’ll bed down right now, Captain, if you don’t mind.”

“Wise,” Careni murmured. “Our environment is unhealthy for you. I wish it were not so: I enjoy working with your people. But I imagine you feel as unwell as Cobran do on Earth or Amelos. Your kind and ours are not so compatible. A meeting of minds, perhaps, but the rest …” She stepped onto the lift platform with Betru. “Allow me to assist you, gentlemen. And I shall salute you at Borias High Dock.”

The last Tony knew with any certainty was the moist slither of Betru’s fingers through his own before Tru lowered himself into the second of the Sulnabah
 ’s two spare escape pods. Oblivion came moments later, and he embraced it gladly.


Chapter Thirty-One: Epilog

Blue sky, a breeze in his face, enough oxygen for his brain, no irritation of tubes in his nose … no boss bellowing at him, or the reek of hot machines and their chemistry, the whine of bot servos, engines growling on test before a launch … no driving need to work, lest he be fired off the job in a port so inhospitable to humans, the xeno
 would be lucky to survive ―

Part of Tony could have stayed here the rest of his life, but something in the back of his mind could never forget the truth. Everything he perceived was fake. Manufactured. VR had its charm, but after five days of absolute perfection a human found himself waiting for the inevitable break in the weather, noise, random aggravations that always, always
 came along.

Bugs breeding in the shallows of the mirror-surfaced lake, wasps at the picnic, the inevitable idiot who played his music so loud at two in the morning, the whole hotel jerked awake. The constables who arrived before dawn, locked the whole establishment down and turned it over in a hunt for the cases of contraband their informant vowed were stored on the premises.

Nothing of the kind ever happened at Lake Argent. Twenty chalets perched on the shore with golden dawn light from one direction, over the snowcapped heights of Mount Marathon, pink sunset from the other, over the long, green Vale of Amberleigh. Whoever designed the program knew their Earth history.

In fact, Earth no longer looked like this ― doubtlessly the main reason VR vacations had become the most popular getaways for those who stayed home, as well as Spaceforce personnel. No mosquitoes or wasps, no ‘neighbor noise’ or police raids, squalling kids, barking dogs … just birdsong in the dawn, warm breezes, clear skies, hills that grew green and fragrant without a drop of rain during the vacationer’s waking hours.


Fake
 . Tony acknowledged this in the moments after he woke, before his eyes opened. Sheets under him, rumpled and cool; Betru against his left side, warm and hard; fingers tickling his neck to wake him. Hungry, he decided as he stretched and reached for Tru. In the cabin’s filtered light, the emerald Amelosi skin assumed a shade known as ‘savannah,’ almost dusty, save for the luster of youth and good health.

It must be almost noon already. Time had a way of blurring out of focus. Tony had never before indulged in ten days of contiguous furlough, and it might never happen again. He and Tru had needed it, after four days in the hospital and a regimen of drug therapy which not even an Amelosi would shrug off.

A guy should relish perfection while he had the chance, he told himself. The truth ―? The only real
 element in this world was Kenzana Emetral Betru, and he’d be just as real in a place where the wind kicked up a veil of dust, sudden cold rain chased a swarm of yellow jackets from the picnic, and you knew you’d better fix the shed’s old roof before the century-storm barreled in.

“Thought you’d sleep all day,” Tru accused. “You forgotten? We’re invited.”

Invited? Tony searched his memory, hanging onto coherent thought with an effort as Tru’s hands did outrageous things to his body’s most sensitive zones. Then he groaned, and blinked at the chrono on the table by the bed. 11:14. In fact, they were expected at Paolo’s Shambala Bar and Grill at one. “You let me sleep too long,” he told Betru, though every bone in his body remained languorous while his gonads had notions of their own.

“There’s no such thing as sleeping too long.” Betru slid down the bed, propped himself on one elbow and filled his right hand with a blood-hot rod that throbbed erect with every beat of Tony’s heart.

“Rip Van Winkle,” Tony groaned, arching his head into the pillow as Tru’s hand began to work.

The hand paused. “Tear up a truckload of shellfish?” Betru gave the root in his hand a firm tug, making Tony yelp and swear. “What are you talking about? You’re not making sense.”

In his condition, it took a moment for Tony to piece together the apparent gibberish; then he laughed. The chip in Tru’s head would always offer translations, even when they were unnecessary. Or wrong. “Not nouns. A name, just sounds.” He threaded his fingers into the spill of dark gold hair and pulled him closer. “A character from a story. Some guy who slept his way through a whole war … must’ve been in cryogen, I guess.”

Betru leaned over to kiss. He’d been drinking juice before Tony woke, and his lips retained the exotic flavor of berries and dark rum. “Rip Van ― what was it? Shellfish,” he said against Tony’s open mouth. “Cockles or mussels.”

“Winkles … seafood, anyway,” Tony sighed. “You going to do
 me, or what?”

Indigo eyes surveyed him, from the curl of his toes to the pillow tousled hair. “I might prefer what
 .” Tru waggled an eyebrow. “You want to get done
 ?”

“Ravish me,” Tony invited. “Besiege me. Chase the thoughts out of my brain. Leave nothing but … you, I guess.” He gave Betru a lazy push. “You know what I like by now.”

He knew. Tony reexamined his words as he found himself with his legs draped over the wide shoulders and his body so comprehensively overwhelmed, he had only to surrender with an eloquent moan and let Betru’s pleasure become his own. Tru wore a fine sheen of sweat, his chest heaving as he worked hard, slow, slow strokes teasing rapture out of every nerve Tony possessed.


Real
 , he thought. Not like the chalet’s flawless views, or the scent of orange blossom on the morning breeze, the liquid sound of skylarks and nightingales wafting through the windows which, left open at midnight, never let in a moth or mosquito. This was real
 .

He embraced the throb in his lumbar as Betru lifted him off the mattress, the slight soreness, so typical of deep, thorough coupling that one grew to expect it. He relished the scent of fresh sweat, the slide of his fingers on Betru’s slick skin, the push and pull of the ivory-hard shaft in him.

Coming never lasted long enough. Thoughts returned, sneaking back among his synapses and surprising him with a growing awareness of the need to be up and doing. They dozed for a few minutes, but all too soon his willful memory made him give Betru a firm shove.

“Hunh?” Tru didn’t lift his head from the pillow or open his eyes.

“Want to grab a shower,” Tony said lucidly. “Got just enough time, if we’re going to make Paolo’s Shambala before Ringo and Jon start wondering if they should report us as missing persons.”

“Hunh.” Betru buried his face in the pillow for a moment, then sat up with a soft curse. “I’ll share the water. Make the most of it, medji
 : where we’re going, it’s all about rainwater tanks. The season’s midsummer by now, so they’re half empty. You don’t get to stand under the shower for half an hour.”

“Sholi,” Tony mused, hauling Betru up off the mattress.

“The place with the bathtub, where the train broke down?” Tru stretched his shoulders.

“I could get used to that,” Tony decided. “Soaking shoulder-deep in a tub till I turn into a prune, I mean, not being koshed by Erellik bastards!”

“I know what you mean.” Tru’s big arms went around him, held him for a moment. “There’s a bathhouse in Emento. South of Jiva, about an hour on the gyro … speaking of which, we’ll need to hitch a ride back over to Suvi Aytweh. The Mamusani are good people, they’ll have kept it safe. In fact, if anybody on the mountain fancies tinkering with hardware, they might have fixed it. If not, I’ll send to Reimas for the parts, and when they come in ― hey, tinker with it yourself, Technician. Once it’s fixed, we can go anywhere we like.”


Home
 , Tony thought as he stepped under a cascade of scalding water. The word had a seductive sound. Still, home
 pivoted on many questions, not all of which had been answered. Commissioner Irene Yoshioka swore on her honor, she would dismantle the Terran Trade Commission bureau in Reimas and use its wreckage to thump the Amelosi government which offered a bounty on human lab rats.

She would do it, Tony knew; but Yoshioka was still here on Borias with the rest of them, waiting for a Commission ship. Amelos lay five weeks away, even at speeds such as the Harrison Rochester
 could make; but the cruiser remained in dry dock, all three engine modules stripped wide open for decontamination before the reactors could be reinstalled. The list of woe added up to another five weeks, the engineers warned, before she might be taken out for a gentle, cautious shakedown to test everything from basic navigation to the hyperdrive.

In the meantime, Yoshioka had called out to Taklas Prime for a courier, only to receive curt notification from the Chukutzu Hegemony: the Commission’s Taklas bureau had been closed, the staff expelled. Temporarily, permanently? Yoshioka hadn’t yet been able to obtain clarification. Chukutzu minor bureaucrats were notorious for their pettiness, self-interest and evasion.

How much did they have to do with the Purnex shipment? Whose cash paid for it, who would have taken delivery of it, who planned to deploy it, when, and how? Like Yoshioka, Tony could have hoped for answers from Ghast, but, true to form, all the Dorello knew about was the paycheck, the load, destination and drop date.

As the freighter’s owner, he knew full well what he’d taken aboard, where he was delivering it, and the terrible weapon Purnex became if it were misused. But Ghast cared only for the eight-figure disbursement ― and the smart, secondhand Chukutzu transport waiting for him in a dockyard on the far side of the gas giant, Taklas. A much bigger ship than the Ursago
 , faster, with powerful cannons and a cargo potential to make the likes of Edibo Ghast and his loadmaster drool.

The information tumbled out of him under the same procedure Tony had undergone to satisfy Yoshioka. Ghast indicted and convicted himself with his own words, his own thoughts, not merely regarding the Purnex. The story of what took place on Jiva Field ten weeks before the battle at PBQ-990d also spilled out, with one shrewd prompt from Yoshioka.

Hours after Lutash reported what Tony had seen, Ghast left the spaceport to strike a deal with an old Amelosi named Cheran Angari Ledan, at a mansion north of Alchar. Cheran sat at the heart of what the Amelosi called a randanu
 : a clan whose business encompassed every kind of criminality, from smuggling to assassination, via a trade in illegal weapons and common murder.

Ghast paid a comparatively small price for Tony Saviano’s death, and walked away from the deal. His only insistence was that murder must appear to be an accident of fate, inevitable, preferably at the hands of a mob of nameless, faceless thugs. Six times already, Ghast had killed and dumped crewmen, all human. A seventh unexplained death might begin to pique the interest of the Terran Trade Commission ― and on this of all flights, he couldn’t afford any possible scrutiny.

Old Cheran Angari Ledan set it up, in the hours before the Ursago
 lifted. First, a nasty little Erellik drone by the name of Chutyk, who needed quick cash, despised humans, and could slip into Jiva’s Red Rooster without attracting attention, since he often lost money there. Then, with desperate speed, after the Ursago
 had upshipped, a Cheran clan shooter, assigned to finish the job properly. The woman never reported home, leaving Cheran in a professional quandary.

Eventually, more than fifty days later, the old Amelosi grudgingly messaged Ghast via a freighter departing Amelosi space. In the grips of the procedure, Ghast reported a garbled transmission about a missing shooter, a gyrobike observed departing Jiva before dawn, agents dispatched to hunt it down … the levaw-mauled remains of an Amelosi body found in a freight marshalling yard in Alchar, a Chukutzu crossbow discovered in a skip nearby.

Neither Ghast nor Cheran would ever know the clan shooter had fed the buzzards. Tony would never tell and, hearing the story when Courtney read aloud Ghast’s testimony, Betru wore a face so innocently surprised, Tony would’ve believed he knew nothing of that night.

According to the transcript, Cheran transmitted enough for Ghast to know a second shooter had failed; and after the altercation at the rail yards in Alchar, the fugitives vanished off the face of Amelos. Saviano and Kenzana might
 have escaped, Cheran allowed.

Anger blazed through Ghast as he related this much. If he’d won through at Valhern and returned to Jiva, Cheran Angari Ledan would have been the next unexplained death. In fact, Ghast knew nothing for sure and had no means of discovering what happened after he left Amelos. In the interests of short-term security, he took the precaution of recruiting a loose alliance of freighter captains who shared his rogue history.

The scene at the planetoid charted as PBQ-990d closed his part of the story. Ghast knew no more. Yoshioka and the Cobrana inspectors assigned by the High Court held scant hopes of tracing the Purnex on Amelos ― or the assassins. The rural community was too loosely knit, the Cheran clan too powerful, the continent of Satrula too big, Amelosi law too abstract, communications too likely to break down and fall back on old fashioned telegraph lines, which followed equally old fashioned railway tracks. Ghast had never asked questions because he had no interest in who, how, where, why. And no Cheran kinsman or agent, Tony thought acidly, was likely to divulge secrets to an offworld client.

Now, Ghast sat under guard in a cubicle off the high side of Ward 8 of Borias’s maximum security facility, awaiting his firing squad. He had four days to live, and he knew it. Tony could find no skerrick of sympathy, and although the High Court published the execution date ten days before, no Dorello or Chukutzu had yet come forward to plead on his behalf, nor even to pay him a visit. Dorello seldom empathized with those who failed.

The Trade Commission closed the file on Ghast, the Ursago
 , the battle at PBQ-990d, and the Purnex. Irene Yoshioka was satisfied to call this part of it done
 , a sentiment Tony shared. Her business now lay in Reimas; and the biggest challenge facing her was getting there.

With ten minutes to spare, he and Betru left the lakeside cabin and hiked up along a forest trail which wound a serpentine path through pine woods. No more Commission uniforms now: they wore civvies, light linen slacks, gaudy shirts suited to the vacation spot and the Cobrana environment awaiting them. On the trails above the perfect mirror of Lake Argent, the air smelled light and sharp; larks sang, the vault above the treetops blazed so blue, Tony had rarely seen such a sky outside images and vids … and it all turned off as they strode by the Exit
 sign, through a heavy sliding door attended by a smiling hospitality bot.

“Good afternoon, gentlemen,” it said pleasantly, androgynous and charming. “We hope you enjoyed your stay at Lake Argent and hope you will return to vacation with us again. Your account has been settled in advance and your baggage awaits you at Gate 3. Do you require any further service before you leave?”

“Not a thing,” Tony told it.

It dropped a formal half bow before him. “Have a fine day, Mister Saviano, Ver Kenzana. Souvenirs are available in the gift store on Concourse Three, adjacent to the exit gate.”

The shop lay in ambush, ready to empty his wallet. He limited himself to the Lake Argent teeshirt, the Mount Marathon crew cap, a keyring made from a (fake) pine cone which smelled exactly like the woods around the lakeshore. He and Betru had only one bag apiece, and few possessions. The Trade Commission had supplied whatever they needed, a modest expense account, vouchers for accommodation and entertainment. But Tony had lately become uncomfortably aware of a pressing need to kickstart their lives before they began to drift; and their options were few.

Paolo’s Shambala Bar and Grill lay halfway down Gramercy Mall, beyond the exit gates to the Terran Trade Commission compound. A step outside Gate 3, temperature and humidity rose steeply, oxygen levels dropped alarmingly, light levels dwindled to a meager orange twilight ― just the way the Cobran preferred. Tony unmeshed his shirt, fished out his breather tubes, fiddled them into his nostrils, and waited for his eyes to adjust.

Human pupils could accommodate this light, and forty-five degree temperatures, he admitted, were far from unknown on Earth. Many regions between Capricorn and Cancer, and a few north and south of those lines, suffered much greater heat. Humans didn’t thrive, but they clung doggedly to their traditional territories while the atmospheric engine roiled and churned, as haywire as it had been for more than a century.

The hour after noon found the Shambala  busy. Lunch crowds filled it to the doors, and if Ringo and Jon hadn’t reserved a table, Tony doubted they’d have got one. They sat in a corner right under the air con vents, and Ringo had turned up the local lighting, so he and the boy seemed wreathed in a lemon yellow halo. The kid waved with a menu. Tony threaded between tables, cutting a line toward them.

“You’s late,” Ringo said by way of greeting.

“Five minutes,” Tony argued. “I stopped at the little shop, back at Lake Argent, got a few things to remember this by.”

Ringo made a face. “Fourteen years, bummin’ all over this man’s galaxy, and you still collect tourist trash?”

“Not usually,” Tony admitted as Betru pulled up a chair and fed his long legs under the table. “But this is the last time. Dunno when I’ll get offworld again, or even if, so I thought … mementoes. Why not?”

“Last time?” Ringo squinted at him. “You’s not takin’ ’em up on the offer, then? Damn, I thought you’d jump at the chance.”

In fact, Tony had spent most of a day chewing through the offer, weighing and measuring it, before he set it aside. Saying no
 had never been more difficult. The reward for risking and losing so much between Jiva and Borias was an offer from the Commission, so generous, only a fool wouldn’t give it serious consideration. He and Betru thrashed it out for hours, changing direction like a pendulum, only to reach a bottom line that, even now, remained flexible.

Berths on a Commission ship; the nominal rank of ensign, while they undertook VR and direct-download training, exploiting their chip implants, which would bring Tony up to full status as Pilot, First Class in three months, and Betru to Engineer, First Class in six. Then, the formalized rank of lieutenant. Spaceforce commissions.

The operative word there being Spaceforce
 . Uniform, saluting, snapping to attention, saying ‘sir’ and ‘ma’am’ a hundred times every day … all the things Tony had spent half his life mocking, even while he desired almost
 more than anything the license to fly ships like the Sulnabah
 .

One thing, he desired even more: home. A place where the hills greened with gentle rain in winter, things actually grew in the soil, livestock ran wild in paddocks under an open sky and the forest teemed with wildlife. A world where so many people married their own gender, no one even noticed, much less questioned that it should be so. A continent so vast, he could explore it for a decade and not see half of it.

If Yoshioka could be trusted ― and he believed she could ― the bounty on humans would end within the month. The shame of Amelosi Homeworld Security Minister Goras Chanin Metzey would headline in newssheets from Reimas to the low islands on the Bay of Samarak. Humans were about to be safe, even welcome, when the Commission began to invest heavily in spaceport facilities, bringing fields like Jiva and Kalmas up to their full potential. Employment and education around those towns and cities would boom in the months and years ahead. Humans could expect to be made as welcome as the Cobran.

At this moment, home
 meant more to Tony than a license to fly ships like the Aradds’ freighter, and Commissioner Yoshioka seemed to have guessed his mind. She left the offer of a Spaceforce commission, qualification and official rank, open-ended. He and Betru might option it in a year or a decade; the forms remained current in the database, without termination dates.

Still, she wanted a firm answer, in person, and Tony glanced at his chrono, aware of the time as Ringo and Betru seemed to order everything on the menu. “Well, I’s takin’ ‘em up on the offer,” Ringo said with fat satisfaction. “Got meself a cozy berth. Engineer’s mate on a Spaceforce tender, and lookin’ forward to it! See me good for ten year, that will, then I’s retired anyways. Headin’ for Earth, wi’ me gratuity, me pension … enough to get a place in Helsinki, like me grandparents did.”

If he lived so long, Tony thought, watching Ringo sinking the third white rum and orange in as many minutes. Then again, Ringo Rutecki might be so thoroughly pickled, he could last indefinitely. Tony pasted on a smile and toasted him in light ale. “Good for you, Ringo. What about you, Jon? Where you going?”

Contracting with Dorellan captains might be the only option off
 the table ― a disaster, for one of Jon Shastri’s youth; but like Ringo, he’d been offered a position with the Spaceforce. “Tech … Fourth Class,” he sighed, tapping his chest with one thumb. “Me credentials from Vestmannaeyjar Camp B won’t take me far in the service
 , so they’s gonna requalify me. Can get back to Tech First Class in a year, if I keep me nose clean, do as I’s told, say ‘sir’ fast enough, an’ all.” He mocked himself with a leer. “Never wanted to be in the service
 , but you can’t score no berth wi’ the Commission if you ain’t got proper credentials! So I’ll do me time in uniform, then ― five year, mebbe seven, use me Spaceforce record to get on a Commission ship. Outta uniform, back in the merchant, but wi’ some decent schooling in here.” He tapped his temple. “Best I can do, I reckon. What about yourself, sir?”

“Tony,” he reminded. “I’m out, kiddo. No need to call me ‘mister,’ not when I’m headed … home. If you ever score a furlough on Amelos, hop a ride to Jiva. You’ll probably find me fixing bots for the local farmers, though I wouldn’t mind trying my hand at driving a tractor! And,” he added thoughtfully, “sleeping in a hammock on the porch, watching a very beautiful world go by.”

Possibly also touring it, he thought self-indulgently, on the back of a powerful gyro. Or servicing exotic bots for Nanerosh’s Traveling Outworld Amazements, while the show ambled from town to town along the rails and river. Opportunity abounded, the moment their feet hit Amelosi dirt again.

As if he could read Tony’s mind, Betru reached over and took his hand. “Only thing we actually need,” Tru told Ringo and Jon, “is a ride home. Not too many ships are headed as far as Amelos from here. We might end up hitchhiking. There’s worse ways to kill six months, I suppose. We already sent a message to my folks, my sis and her husband, and the old lady. They know we’re safe ― goddamned heroes! We’ll make our way back when we can.”

The kid wore a wistful expression. “Kinda makes me jealous,” he admitted.

“You?” Tony scoffed. “You’re building a brilliant future. You don’t want to lose yourself in the middle of nowhere, like Jiva.”

“But you do,” Ringo said shrewdly. He paused, fourth glass halfway to his lips, waiting for Tony to speak.

“I … do,” Tony confessed. “Over fourteen years, Ringo, I’ve been running. Always the xeno, the outsider.”

“You’ll still be the xeno,” Ringo warned, “on Amelos.”

But Tony’s head shook slowly. “Not when we’re married.” He laced his fingers into Betru’s. “All we have to do is set the date. It’s been decided.”

“He’s coming home with me,” Betru said emphatically. “If I had to guess, he’ll float away on cash in a year or two. See, there’s no decent tech in the whole Jiva region. People dump their hardware for scrap just because the power cells go flat. My medji
 can do very well for himself. Vershek
 , he might buy a ship in a few years. How’d you like that, Tony? Buy something like the Sulnabah
 and head out as your own boss.”

“We’ll see,” Tony allowed, in a mood to be generous. “First, we have to get home!” He sighed. “Before that, we have a date with Yoshioka.”

“When?” Ringo glanced at the big chrono over the bar, where three flatscreens played the highlights of sports so puzzling, Tony could barely make out who was doing what, and for what reason.

“Half an hour,” he told Ringo. “Where the hell’s the food? How long does it take to flash a tray of nachos?”

The food arrived minutes later. Pizza, nachos, noodles, fried chicken, curried vegetables, daifuku, blueberry pavlova, dessert waffles smothered in chantilly cream. Oblivious to the fracas of the bar, Tony ate too much, washed it down with another light ale, then sat back to watch Betru eat steadily until their time expired.

“Gotta go, Tru,” he said quietly. “Don’t want to aggravate the lady. Truth is, we might need her if we hope to ever get home! She’s supposed to be heading for Amelos herself, eventually. If the Commission bureau on Taklas is closed …”

Betru took a last draft of beer, burped extravagantly, and pushed away from the table. “Who’s picking up the bill here?”

“My treat,” Ringo offered. “The Commission bought out me contract with Ghast, since the Ursago
 got pounded to bits, so I’s got money.”

“So have I,” Tony protested, reaching for his wallet.

“But I never had no chance to treat you before,” Ringo said over the din from the bar. “God knows, I might never see you again. We’s headed in different directions, kid. I’s just runnin’ down the clock on a Commission ship, waitin’ for me pension. Then it’s Earthside for me, for life.”

“Okay.” Tony slid away his wallet and offered Ringo his hand. “You take good care of yourself, old man. And while you’re on the tender, if you ever get to Amelos, you’ll know where I am. Find me.”

Ringo hung onto his hand far longer than he needed to, and Tony was loath to leave. Rheumy eyes followed him to the Shambala’s open doorway, where the humid heat might have been a solid wall. Tony physically pushed through it, and swore as Betru joined him in the twilight mall.

He thought he actually felt the past being torn away from him, shed like an outgrown snakeskin; but he’d wanted this, and even if he were offered a way back, he wouldn’t have taken it. Back to what? Long hours, hard work, toxic chemistry, lousy bosses … an aging rummy as his only human company, the blind hope that sometime, somehow, the ship might swing by Amelos, where he and Betru could snatch a couple of hours before Tony had to run. He knuckled his eyes, and it seemed he rubbed away a red mist of nostalgia. Betru lifted a brow at him, watching without comment, and Tony forced a smile.

They turned left, back toward Trade Commission territory, and hurried their pace as they noticed the digital display in the antique clock tower. Yoshioka would soon be waiting. Her time must be limited, even when the entire Commission wasn’t in uproar. At this moment, behind the calm façade the TTC showed the universe, political and economic chaos stormed on, unabated.

The official signage glowed pale blue in the mall’s dense, stifling gloom. Tony ducked under it with Betru on his heels. They let the AI image them before it released the smoked-glass doors. Cool, dry air greeted them a pace inside, and a smiling servitor bot ushered them to the private elevators.

Six levels above the mall, they sat in an outer office until Tony’s patience began to fray, then a voice he recognized said, “Mister Saviano ― Tony. Sorry to keep you waiting.” J.L. Courtney wore a faint smile … and captain’s insignia, Tony noticed.

“Captain
 Courtney, is it?” He gestured at her collar. “Congratulations.”

“Onward and upward.” She permitted herself a slight smugness. “At least I won’t be pounding a beat on any more docks. They don’t assign captains to walk patrol. And you, Tony? It’s Ensign Saviano, is it?”

“Mister,” he corrected. “We’re headed home.”

“As soon,” Betru added sharply, “as we can find a ride. Trouble is, Amelos is so far out, nothing that ships through Borias ever heads our way. We could be stranded here a long time.”

A chime from the inner office caught Courtney’s attention, and she stirred. “The Commissioner has the same problem. You might, and I say might
 , be in luck. She hasn’t told me much, but I know she’s exploring options. Why don’t you go through? Wait for your chance, explain the problem. She’ll certainly understand ― she’s wrestling the identical dragon.”

“After you.” Tony gave Betru an interested glance, but Tru could only shrug. “At least we’re not stranded because we’re the lowest form of life,” Tony murmured. “If milady
 is also marooned, it’s just so much crud that happens.”

“And it happens frequently,” Courtney said philosophically.

She sat in a high-backed chair behind a massive desk, the surface of which shimmered with light and color. Data displays coiled there, wove and unraveled, bathing Irene Yoshioka’s severe face in odd illumination. She wore the Commission colors, a silk blouse over an elegant skirt, stylish shoes, perhaps a quasi-civilian’s concession to the difficult Cobrana climate.

To the left of the desk, Captain Joseph A. Ostrovsky stood gazing through the vast windows, which offered a rare view of the city of Port Borias. Animated signage danced over the mall, and he seemed mesmerized by the pair of holographic fighting fish battling through some ritual combat. He looked over as Tony and Betru appeared, accorded them a polite nod before returning to his fish, deferring to his civilian boss as Yoshioka dispatched a servitor for tea.

To the right of the desk, muffled in heavy formal robes, cloaks and gloves in the office’s twenty-five degree air, breathing their trickle of hydrogen and methane, Careni and Demassy Aradd sat on the wide red leather couch. Tony returned the familiar blink-smile, then murmured delightedly as Careni ― much younger than her mother-brother, far more curious about all races ― duplicated an actual human smile. Against the odds, it looked good on the long, mournful Cobrana face.

“Nice to see you, Pilot Aradd,” Betru said honestly. “Didn’t expect to. Captain Aradd, you look recovered from the adventure. I never had a chance to apologize … Tony and me, we didn’t intend to drag everybody into danger, much less you guys. Or,” he added ruefully, “the Rochester
 . I feel bad about her. She’s, uh, fixing up, I hope.”

“Don’t even begin to apologize,” Yoshioka said generously. “You’ll know by now, the data we pried out of Ghast proved every part of what you suspected to be true. In the wrong hands, Purnex makes a weapon so ugly, one shudders to contemplate it. I asked Captain Ostrovsky’s tactical team to look into what might be done with fifty barrels of the stuff, at ground zero.”

“Their best-guess projection is,” Ostrovsky said quietly, “ it would’ve been used to completely clear the population of the spaceport city, leaving every structure and machine in pristine condition. In some months, when the toxicity degraded naturally, the facilities would be ready for reoccupation by chosen Dorello and Chukutzu colonists.”

“Humans,” Yoshioka said grimly, “Amelosi, Cobran, Olthusians, Erellik, Ptalnshi, Molosho, several other races, would all have died within a few days of deployment. And it’s a most unpleasant death, I understand.”

“Damn,” Tony whispered. “That’s what we were afraid of. Ghast didn’t give the proverbial flyin’ frig for any Dorello who got caught, groundside, when the stuff was dumped.”

“Indeed.” The Commissioner’s brow knitted in a deep frown. “He is utterly without remorse, doesn’t seem remotely troubled by the prospect of his own execution. His people have a powerful belief in another life, so he doubtlessly believes he’s going to a better place. In fact, I rather hope he’s correct. With the slightest luck, he’ll run face-first into a regiment of enemies he’s murdered over the years, and they
 will deal with him!”

“So, we know, fact,” Betru mused, “the Purnex was going to be used. Do we know how, or when?”

“Not how, but soon.” Yoshioka sat back as the servitor bot returned with a loaded tray, a large brown teapot and seven tiny, matching cups. “Soon
 is all we can construe, because word of an impending strike certainly percolated through to the Chukutzu community on Valhern. The elite very quietly began to evacuate eight or ten weeks ago, closing down offices and facilities, overcrowding every available ship headed in any direction whatsoever.”

“Rats always know when to get off the boat.” Tony heard the cynicism in his own voice, and cleared his throat. “Tru’s right, though. The Rochester
 was beat up bad. We didn’t intend for any of that.”

The fish must have finished their ritual combat, for Ostrovsky turned back from the window. “The Rochester
 is a warship, Mister Saviano. Every time she heads out, there’s a possibility we’ll get a fight, and we’re ready for it. They gave us a run for our money. In fact, we didn’t acquit ourselves so well, but failure is the best teacher. We’ve paid a price, albeit not in human life, thank gods. We’ll fare better next time from what we’ve learned. As for the Rochester
 , she’s being refurbished with every upgrade. She’ll leave her dock in fine condition … eventually. Shakedown cruise in five weeks, back to duty in seven.”

As he spoke, Courtney poured green tea. Yoshioka took a cup and breathed the fragrant steam. “Seven weeks is too long for my needs, and this assumes the dock can hold to its time estimates. It could be longer, and that
 ,” she said emphatically, “is far
 too long for me to remain on Borias. Unfortunately, Commission ships are generally unavailable. We don’t have the massive fleet enjoyed by Captain Aradd’s people, and we’re spread very thin along the skirts of the Hegemony.” At the mention of the Chukutzu, her mouth compressed. “You know, of course, the Hegemony has placed all association with the Terran Trade Commission on hiatus? Diplomatic process is formally suspended. Our facilities in all Hegemony ports are closed, the staff forcibly expelled.”

“But relations aren’t actually terminated,” Ostrovsky added sharply. “No, no: the Chukutzu find our world, our colonies, far too lucrative to estrange themselves completely or forever. They just need to make their statement: they’re incensed with us for sticking our alien noses into the business of other races.”

Tony snorted. “And bugger the thousands of humans, Amelosi and Cobran who were on Valhern, and probably still are!”

“I have no doubt,” Yoshioka said acidly, “the Chukutzu hierarchs are entirely aware of our reasons for intruding into their affairs, and those of the Dorello. They know our reasons were so sound, we’d do it again … and that, in all good conscience, we utterly scorn their position.” She shrugged eloquently. “Closing our bureau, expelling our staff, is all about posturing, going through the motions of ritual behaviors. I refuse to become involved. Or to allow their censure to dissuade me from the rightness
 of our action.” She made dismissive gestures. “Let them posture. They’ll come looking for us soon enough, when their powerful trading houses grow hungry for the rich markets they find in human colonies, and on Earth itself.”

“It’s over, then,” Careni Aradd breathed.

“Here, yes.” Yoshioka stood and smoothed her skirt before joining Ostrovsky at the window. “However, we have urgent business in the city of Reimas. I’ve a nest of vipers to clean out, an Amelosi minister to bring down ― in due course, a trade deal to negotiate. The Amelosi government will weigh the benefits of what we’re offering against the old rancor. I’d dearly love to deliver Gerald L. Bartoli-Wang and Shalkyr Zamaya Rok, trussed and ready for a traditional Amelosi execution! Alas, there’s no sign of them, and after thirty years it’s time to move on. Numerous humans have perished in laboratories on Amelos. Let their deaths be the price of Bartoli-Wang’s and Shalkyr’s crimes.”

“Besides which,” Betru added sourly, “even if our vershek
 -brain government actually needed the data to be gotten from vivisecting humans, they’ve collected enough. They don’t need any more. They can quit anytime.”

“They could,” Courtney said quietly, “have requested data. We never had any reason to refuse to share data with anyone who asked. Did they ask?”

“Oh, yes.” Yoshioka gestured with her empty cup. “And we provided petabytes of information on every facet of human biology, psychology, history, culture … I assume they were reluctant to accept anyone else’s data. They had to gather their own before they’d trust it. Humans have a similar preference. We don’t dare be too critical on this score. However, as Ver Kenzana points out, even if this was once an issue, it isn’t any longer: they have sufficient. Experiments must stop immediately
 .” Her brows rose, and she tilted her head at the Aradds. “This is why I asked you to attend this meeting, Captain, Pilot.”

Demassy’s wide red eyes surveyed her with interest. “Because the Amelosi must stop their experiments upon transient humans at once?”

“And because,” Yoshioka added, “I’m not scheduled to visit Amelos aboard a Commission vessel for six months. As I mentioned, we’re spread thin here on the edge of the Hegemony. I wish I could just hail a passing ship and be on Amelos in a few weeks! How many more humans will die, due to the bounty on their heads, in six months?”

“Too many,” Betru muttered. “It’s shameful, Commissioner. I keep wanting to apologize on behalf of my dumb-ass people, but there’s not many of us who think that way. I mean … me and Tony, we’re marrying, did you know?”

She graced them with a smile. “No, I didn’t. Congratulations, to both of you. I like nothing better than a happy ending ― and this is exactly what I’m trying to arrange here. Captain Aradd, I understand the Sulnabah
 sustained no damage in the battle at Valhern?”

With a rustling of formal, dark purple robes, he stood. “None. Our ship is in fine condition. We were about to leave for home, since we received clearance to depart, issued by the High Court just yesterday, with the closure of the files.”

The same clearance arrived in Tony’s and Betru’s mail cache overnight. Freedom had been elusive in these last weeks, and the reality of it taunted them now, since they were stranded. Ringo and Jon could expect to be gone in a matter of days, the Aradds, before nightfall. Ostrovsky and his crew must wait for the Rochester
 to relaunch, and unless Tony missed his guess, she’d already be assigned, due to head in another direction. Yoshioka, Courtney and the Commissioner’s small staff could be a long time on Borias. While Yoshioka could certainly perform her duties as Quadrant Commissioner from this office just as efficiently as from the facility at Taklas Prime ―

“Have you secured a cargo, bound for the Cobrana homeworlds?” Yoshioka asked shrewdly of Demassy Aradd.

“Alas, no. We return home ‘light,’ as we term it,” Aradd told her. “No cargo.”

“Which places your flight at a financial disadvantage: dead loss on the return run for home.” Yoshioka arched a brow at him and Careni. “Would you take a charter? Would you take aboard ten cryogen pods and six bots? Destination: Reimas City, Amelos, at best speed. Myself, Captain Courtney, my staff, my bots … Mister Saviano and Ver Kenzana, who have certainly earned a ride home.”

Neither Aradd seemed surprised. Careni stood, once again trying the human smile for fit on her long face. “A charter, Madam Commissioner?”

“A charter,” Yoshioka affirmed. “Borias to Amelos direct, on a TTC account. And perhaps you can find a cargo on Amelos, to … now, what’s the term? ‘Put you back in the black’ for the return flight to your homeworlds.”

After a mere glance at Demassy in conference, Careni said readily, “A charter is entirely feasible. I believe we might upship as soon as your pods and bots are loaded. Wise, madam, to sleep your way to Amelos! It’s a five week flight, and our environment is unpleasant, unhealthy for you. The Sulnabah
 is a freighter, with few luxuries and only two cabins.” She gestured with one long-fingered Cobrana hand at her mother-brother. “Demassy and I are quite comfortable aboard, but I confess, we have never carried passengers.”

“Then, regard us as cargo,” Yoshioka said with a pleasant chuckle. “Ten pods, six bots, racked in your hold for five weeks. Retrieve us with four hours to spare before you downship at Reimas Field. The Commission bureau will be expecting us by the time you dock. I’m sure Mister Saviano and Ver Kenzana can make their own way home.”

“Expensive,” Tony warned. “A long-haul aircab, or passage on an airship. We don’t have a lot of cash, and the Commission’s about to sign us off the expense account.”

“I should think I can manage one last voucher,” Yoshioka said, amused. “Five weeks, gentlemen, and you’re home. Acceptable?”

“Bloody marvelous,” Tony told her, and meant it.

Five more weeks would make the season late summer in Jiva. Hot sun, long days, warm nights. The quiet of the farm, the slow pace of life in a rural community, the simple pleasure of having Betru beside him. Nobody hunting them ― not needing to live with one eye on the chrono because freighter skippers didn’t wait for errant, absent human techs who were too easily replaced.

“I’ll need a residential visa,” he added thoughtfully. “We’re marrying, and I’ll take citizenship in a year, when I can, but … visa, ma’am?”

“Paperwork,” Yoshioka said dismissively. “Captain Courtney can organize it for you, before we downship. Yes?”

“Simple enough.” Courtney finished her tea and set aside the cup. “Might I ask, Captain Aradd, when you can take the pods aboard?”

Careni folded her hands into her sleeves to keep them warm. “Anytime you find it convenient to retire to cryogen. You already possess the ten pods …?”

“Since this morning,” Ostrovsky told her. “Recently decommissioned from the Rochester
 . We’re expecting a new shipment, heavily armored, better suited to a warship. The old pods are absolutely reliable, but not armored heavily enough to be trusted in a battle zone. Commissioner Yoshioka commandeered ten.”

“Ten?” Tony echoed.

“I had an intuition.” Yoshioka smiled, a rare expression which stripped years from her. “Shall we say, this evening? 20:00 hours, in the loading bay behind this building. The Sulnabah
 is berthed six kilometers away. Captain Ostrovsky’s cargo handlers from the cruiser can transport the pods from our loading bay to the freighter docks. I’d feel entirely safe in Spaceforce hands, in a Cobrana port.”

“No problem,” Ostrovsky said readily. “I’m having a tough time finding work for my people, and half my crew already rotated to other ships. 20:00 will be fine, ma’am.” He glanced at his chrono. “That’s four hours, so if you’ll excuse me, I’ll go and track down my cargo handlers and a vehicle.”

“And we,” Aradd said firmly, “will go aboard, run the comprehensive preflight routine on the Sulnabah
 , and stock her for a five-week flight.” He made the formal half-bow before Yoshioka and Ostrovsky. “My sister-daughter will negotiate the details with Captain Courtney, and … I believe I shall see you again, Madam Yoshioka, four hours before we downship at Port Reimas.”

The Commissioner returned the half-bow as Courtney beckoned Careni Aradd to the console flanking the window. “Good day, Captain, and thank you. I’ll wish you a pleasant flight. For myself,” Yoshioka permitted a smile, “I can’t say I’ll be sorry to know nothing about it.”

The weeks would pass like a single breath, Tony knew. He and Tru wouldn’t even be aware of dreaming. Cryosleep seemed like closing their eyes today, here
 , and reopening them there
 , with no sense of time passing between the two points.

The vast continent of Satrula would be warm with summer, and life. The future began to open before Tony like a lotus flower. He gave Tru his hand, looked up across the difference in their height. “You okay with this? It’s a bit sudden.”

The Amelosi grinned broadly, teeth very white against the glossy emerald of his skin. “You said it yourself: bloody marvelous. Home, medji
 . To us, it’ll be like being home tomorrow. Better than I could’ve wished for. You ―?”

“I’m good.” Tony’s mind had begun to race. “In fact, I’m great. We need a ride up to Suvi Aytweh, get your gyro back. I need to get my hands on tools, proper tools, if I’m going into business. They won’t be cheap,” he warned.

Betru slung one arm around him. “Talk to Shand. My brother-in-law, remember? Lumano Tolzen Corshand. Him and sis, they’re not short of a few lur, and you’ll be in work, as much as you can handle, in a week. We’ll stay at the house, the farm, for a while. Then I want our own place.” He groaned. “Damnit, you know Madam Gurmelu’s going to be waiting for me. It’s right back to work for me, soon as I show my face at the Rooster.”

“You mean, the vacation’s over?” Tony actually laughed. “Some vacation! We’ve been shot at, beat up, chased halfway over the face of Amelos … then this
 .” He nodded at the view, the twilight Cobrana city stretching away beyond the wide windows. “My people have a saying. Af slíkum hlutum eru minningar gerðar
 .” He gave Tru a crooked smile, a one-armed hug. “Of such things are memories made.”

“I’m ready for the quiet life,” Betru confessed. “At least for a while. I don’t say I won’t take the Commission up on the offer of qualifying as an engineer … but not now. It’s out there, if we need it. Want it.”

“Or not. If I get stinking rich as the only bot tech in the whole Jiva area, I’ll open a Cyberverse dealership in Reimas and retire,” Tony said with dry humor, conscious that it was only half a joke. The lotus flower continued to open before him, and he followed it, seduced by its scent.

While Careni Aradd thrashed out the fine details with Courtney, and Demassy Aradd hurried back to the Sulnabah
 to begin the preflight routine, Ostrovsky used the Commissioner’s private comm to find his people, retask them for the evening. Irene Yoshioka returned to her desk, immersed herself in an ocean of data while Tony watched, leaving him and Betru at a loose end.

“Seems we have a few hours to kill,” he said quietly. “What you want to do?”

One large Amelosi arm steered him to the door, and out. “You and me, a live expense account, all the pleasure dens of Gramercy Mall to play in? Oh, we’ll think of something,” Tru promised.

Tony already had.
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In 2190, Earth’s first starship returns from the Eidolon colony after a five-year flight. In the past, "starshippers" were always idolized: these augmented humans are modified for the new world and the public envied them -- emulated them too much, too often.

The Pure Light’s mission is to "Keep Humanity Human" ... stem the tide of bio-tech that’s changing the human form. New laws reclassify "augmenteds" as cyborgs and deny them human rights. The more augmented one is, the less rights one has. A "fifty" ― with a body fifty percent modified -- is registered, control-chipped, property of the government and assigned to industry or battlefield.

It's decades since the Gilgamesh
 visited Earth. On Eidolon her people are free ― many were born there, genetically designed for the colony. Now they're unwelcome aliens.

Adrian Balfour journeys to Titan to inform Captain Dirk Vanderhoven and his XO, Jason Erickson, their crew will be seized ― reassigned to the military or mines. But Adrian has a personal agenda, and everything changes as he meets Jason. Soon, he's lying to Titan Central in a race against time. Because Adrian is a "twenty" ― unwelcome even at home, while among starshippers he's respected. Desired.

Romance explodes, filled with the piquancy of exploration as Adrian discovers how different the humans of Eidolon are. He'll risk all to get the Gilgamesh
 away before warships run her down and The Pure Light can turn starshippers into drones. A sizzling gay SF thriller from long-time favorite Mel Keegan.
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On the frontier, life is tough for a transspace pilot stripped of his license to fly. Contracts go to guildsmen who play by the rules ... and Jack DiFalco broke those rules.

He's on the wrong side of both the law and the guild. His crime was mindspacing: playing the high-tech games that are changing the future ― gaming not in VR, but in the "mindspace" where player merges with machine. Some don't make it back out.

Kieron Charig is a transspace navigator. He graduated flight school with Jack, but has no patience for the game, or gamers. Mindspacing is the crux of his trade ― ships are flown in a symbiotic relationship, where the mind/machine interface is dangerously blurry. Kieron works there, and scorns to play there. Like all transspacers, he fears the consequences. He will pay a terrible price while Jack is plucked from the gutter and thrust into scenes more exotic than games.

But success is costly. Jack will pay with skill, courage, even sex. For Kieron, every moment is a battle to preserve his humanity. Hope pivots on Max Gorodin, director of aerospace giant Jabalpur Industries. Max's own struggle is about personal and corporate survival: his security is compromised, his enemies seem invincible. Jack is his dream come alive ... Kieron is the gift he never expected. With this pair, Max's predicament might turn around, but both men must forfeit everything ― and Max soon discovers falling in love is life's ultimate complication. Exotic gay SF from long-time favorite Mel Keegan.
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Bizarre murders, high-tech robberies and a new virus are the tip of the iceberg in an astonishing mystery.

2048, South Australia: the new Franklin University hosts Dr. Robert Strachan's Paranormal Studies department, where Lee Ronson and Brendan Scott head the data analysis team. The best in a tough business, they'll be tested to the limit in an assignment passed to them by a baffled, overwhelmed Adelaide PD.

The winter-locked city suffers numerous weird murders, robberies at labs -- and a virus with no apparent source. Every two days, a new body ― drained of blood. Every two days, a weapons research or energy facility is breached, while the virus known only by a codename is so new, no one has immunity and Adelaide is crippled.

Lee Ronson and Brendan Scott ― life partners as well as workmates ― take point in an investigation filled with unexpected hazard and equally unforeseen reward, in this sexy near-future gay thriller from the pen of long-time favorite author Mel Keegan.
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THE RABELAIS ALLIANCE (Hellgate Series #1)

Mel Keegan

In a place where space and time collide, the future of mankind will be decided.

In a region of space so terrible it has long been known as Hellgate, Earth's DeepSky Fleet plays cat-and-mouse with the starship wreckers, privateers who, alone, can navigate the wilds of the Rabelais Drift.

The supercarriers are the greatest ships in space, but under the iron heel of a corrupt officer corps, answerable to no authority, these leviathans are hellships. Conscripts are used, discarded, and enforced conscription is a way of life. Everyone will serve the DeepSky Fleet.

Decades ago the Confederacy declared its 'strong Fleet policy,' first taxing the colonies to build the ships, then conscripting their youth to crew them. Earth's military scientists had learned of a shadowy, faceless enemy so powerful, humankind's closest companion in this region was obliterated.

The same fate awaits mankind, with only Fleet standing against a dimly perceived foe known simply as Zunshu
 . But as the day approaches for Fleet to fight, its infrastructure is rotting. The supercarriers can barely keep pace with the wreckers ― mere human foes. Their abused crews have no concept of the mission they were recruited and trained to fight.

Into this arena of misery step two unlikely players. Neil Travers and Curtis Marin are from worlds so different, only their conscripted military service unites them ― that, and a desire to survive, see justice done and uncover truths ignored by Earth's leaders. Travers is still in the service, and his connections to the privateers would be more than enough to execute him. His current assignment is the Intrepid
 , his field of conflict, the Rabelais Drift.

In a time of rampant injustice, often justice must be pursued on a personal level. Marin comes to the Drift to execute a sanction contracted by a prominent citizen whose son was murdered in a travesty of justice. He might stay alive long enough to complete his mission, if the Intrepid
 can survive the corruption of her officer corps, the endless battle with privateers, and the insuperable forces of nature that churn across the ripped face of the wastes known as Hellgate.
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