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ut of her capaci ous pocket. Parini. Pyanfar took it and gestured with a nove of her jaw back the
way Haral had conme. Haral went.

And Pyanfar turned back toward the bridge, where Jik sat quietly in his chair, caring not to turn
it when she cane up on him She wal ked back to the fore of the bridge, and stood there | ooking
back. "I want to talk to you. Private." Only Tirun was left with the boards; and she hersel f was
not up to a hand-to-hand with a taller, heavier mahendo' sat, even if he was junp-wobbly too. Fool
she thought. But sone courses had to be steered. Even at risk to the ship.

"Come on," she said again. "Jik."

He got to his feet. She wal ked away, deliberately taking her eyes off him though it was sure
Tirun was alert to sudden noves.

But he came docilely after her, and foll owed her through the short corridor to the galley.

Tirun being Tirun, she would both nmonitor it all on the intercomand pass the word to all aboard
that the galley had just gone offlimts.

She turned when she had gotten as far as the counter and the cabinet with the gfi-cups.

"Captain,"” Tirun said via com "Pardon. Goldtooth's group has started shifting out, first one just
went. Before ACS on Kesurinan's nessage. Close, but they're not going to get it. Thought you'd
want to know. "

"Huh," she said. "Pass that to the crew'

"' Aye." The audio cut out. The comstayed live, its telltale still glowing on the wall-unit.
And Jik stood there, just stood, with a slunmp in his shoulders and a set like stone to his face.
"Sit down," she said, and he did that, on the |long bench against the wall, elbows on the table.

She got a glass fromthe cabinet, the flask from her pocket, poured a shot of it and set it in
front of him

"No, " he said.

"That's prescriptive. You drink. Hear?"

He took it then, and took a sip and shuddered visibly. Sat there |ooking nowhere. Thinking of
friends, maybe. O Col dtooth, outbound and not to return for nonths.

O his ship, so close and hinself helpless to reach them

"Take anot her," she said. He did, shuddering after that one too, and that shudder did not stop

Li quor spilled out onto his hand, pooled on the table as he set the glass down. He put the hand to
his mouth and sucked at the knuckle where it had spilled. H's eyes glared at her

She sat down, opposite him If Tirun wanted her, there was the alarm Her own aches could wait.
She was prepared to wait. For whatever it took

It was a long tine before he noved at all, and that was to lift the glass and take it all down in
one long stinging draught. He shuddered a third tinme, set the glass down enpty and she filled it.
Got a crate of the stuff in storage. Pour it all down himif we have to.

"Hao' ashtie-na nma visini-m' arno shishini-to nes nmura' ani hes." Woever he was talking to, she did
not follow it. Sonething about dark and cold. It was that dialect he spoke with Kesurinan. "Miiri
nai, Pyanfar."

"M shio-ne." I'msorry.
'Hao. M shi'sa." -Yes. Sorry. "Neshighot-ne pau taiga?" Wiat the hell good is it?
"None. | know that. Species-interest, Jik. | warned you of that. Now you can try to break ny neck

It won't get you our access codes. What it will get you is a lot of grief. You don't want it;
don't want it. We're old friends. And you know down that one way's a lot of trouble and no good at
all and down the other's a hani whose interests mght be a |lot the same as yours in the long run.”
For a while he said nothing. After a while he picked up the glass again and took a tiny sip.
"Merus' an-to he neishima kif, he?"

Somet hi ng about dammed ki f, hinself, and bargains.

"I want my people safe, Jik."

"You damm fool!" Hi s hand came down on the table, jarring the liquid. "G ve ne com"

"So you can doubl ecross nme again? No. Not this time. Too many lives here."

Wil e pacifist stsho ran in gibbering terror in the corridors of their station and discovered
there were species which could neither be hired nor bribed nor prevented from bei ng predators.
"Hurmans, " she said; "and nmahendo'sat. If Tully's right, if Tully's telling the truth, and | think
he is-there's one nore doublecross in the works. The humans will betray CGol dtooth. Hear? And you
know and | know Si kkukkut's got to do sonething here. Your partner's going to push and herd the
kif into fighting. He thinks. But in the neanwhile who does the bl eeding? They'll herd himright
away from mahen space. Right? Wiere does that |eave? Stsho? Tc'a? Goldtooth's defending that. That
| eaves hani space,-friend. You don't push ne right now. M people have got ne between them and
that, and don't push nme, Jik!"

"You-" Jik fell silent a nonment, coughed and rested there with his nouth against his hand as if he
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had | ost his way and his argument. "Merus'an-to he neishim kif. Shai."
Bargains and the kif again. Then: I. O sonething like that. He spoke mahensi. As if he had
forgotten that he was not on his own ship. O as if, exhausted as he was and wung out, he |acked
the strength to translate. He had that glassy |ook. Junp healed, but it took it out of a body too.
And he had gone into it hurt, in body and spirit.
He was still reasonable. Still the professional, getting what he could get. She counted on that.
"I have to go in there to Meetpoint," she said. "I got to get what | can get. | won't doubl ecross
you. Wn't do any hurt to the mahendo'sat. | swear that, haur na ahur. But | don't want you
against me either. | don't want you trying to get at controls, | don't want you trying to get at
my crew. And everything you tell me's going to be alie. Isn't it? Con the hani again." She fished
her pocket and laid the two pills on the table. "You take those when you want 'em Not hi ng but
sleeping pills. | got enough troubles. You got enough. You're strung. You knowit. | want you to
go out of here, mind your manners with ny crew, get sone sleep. That's all you can do. Al | can
do for you. Like a friend, Jik. But first | want to ask you: have you held out on ne? Conned ne?
You got anything you think | better know? ' Cause we are going in there. And we're going to get
blown to a mahen hell if this is a trap. And Si kkukkut just might not go with us, which would be a
real shane."
He shoved the glass up agai nst her hand. "You want tal k? Take bit."
She had no business taking anything of the sort, straight out of junmp, with a ship to handle in
what was going on out there. But it was cheaper than argument. She picked up the glass and took a
sip that hit her dehydrated throat and nasal passages like fire, and her stonmach |ike an
i ncandescence. She set the glass down and slid it across the table to touch his hand again. He
sipped a bit nore and blinked. Sweat noistened trails down his face and glistened on black fur
the dusky rimaround his eyes was suffused with blood and they watered when he blinked. And after
all that liquor on an enpty stomach and straight frominjuries and junp, he showed no sign of
passi ng out.
"I want stay on bridge," he said. "Py-an-far. Sane you don't trust me, this know All same ask.”
"l can't shut you up. | can't have you distracting nmy crew. | can't risk it. I'mtelling you. I
can't risk it. You want your ship to survive this? You help nme, gods rot you, cooperate.”
He lifted his face then, his eyes burning.
"Survival, Jik. Is there anything we'd better know? Because we've got two kif out there fighting

over everything we've got, and gods rot it, | hate this, Jik, but we got no gods-be choice, Jik!"
H's mouth went to a hard Iine. He picked up the glass and drank half the remainder. Shoved it
across to her. "I deal with that damm kif, set up whole dam thing." H's hand shook where it
rested on the table. "Drink, dam you, | don't drink without drink with."

She picked it up and drank the rest. It hit bottomw th the rest and stung her eyes to tears.

"We got make friend this dam kif," he said, all hoarse. "I don't know where Ana go, don't know
what he do. We, we got go make good friend this kif. This be job, a? Got go be polite." Atic
contorted his face and turned into a dreadful expression. "Pyanfar. You, I, old friend. You, I.
How nuch you pay him a?"

A chill went up her back and lifted the hair between her shoul derblades. "I won't give you up to
him Not again."

"No." He reached across and stabbed a blunt-clawed finger at her arm "I mean truth. W got to, we

deal with this damm kif. You got to, you give himne, you give himyou sister, we got make
surround-" Hi s finger noved to describe a half-circle in the spilled liquor. "Maybe Ana damm f ool
Maybe human | ot trouble. W be con-tin-gency. Con-tin-gency for whole damm Conpact. W be inside
Under st and?"

"I don't turn you over to himagain."

"You do. Yes. | do job. Sane ny ship. Sane we got make deal." Hs nmouth jerked. "Got go bed this
damm ki f maybe. | do. Long tine I work round this bastard.” He shoved the glass at her again.
"Fill."

"I"'mnot drinking with you. | got a-" -ship to run. She swall owed that down before it got out.
"Gods rot. You got to get sonething real on your stomach." She filled the glass and got up, jerked
a packet of soup out of the cabinet and tore the foil, poured it into a cup and shoved it under
the brewer. Steamcurled up. It smelled of salt and broth, prom sed confort to a stonmach after the
raw assault of the parini. She took a sip

herself and turned around to find himlying head on arns. "Come on," she said. "I'll drink this
one with you, turn about. Hear? You take the pills."

He haul ed hinself off the table and took a sip of the cup. Made a face and offered it back

One and one. She gave himthe next sip. "Just keep going," she said. "I got a sick crewwman to
see about back there." Her stomach roiled. She still tasted the parini and she never wanted to
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taste it again in her life. But it was to a point of locking a friend into a cubbyhole of a prison
and letting a kif |oose as crewto walk the corridors where he |iked. That was the way of things.
He was right. He was utterly right, and thinking, past all the rest of it.

They m ght have no choice at all.

"Come on," she said. "Wiile you can wal k. Going to put you to bed nyself. Pills in the nouth,
huh?"

"No." He picked themup and closed his fist on them "I keep. Maybe need. Now | sleep. Safe, a?
Wth friend."

He gathered hinself up fromthe table. Staggered. And gai ned his bal ance agai n.

She notioned toward the nunber two corridor. The back way toward the Iift, that did not pass
through the bridge, past delicate controls.

He cooperated. He went with her quietly, when he had every chance to try sonething. But that would
be stupid, and gain himnothing, in a ship he could not control

He had al so told her nothing, for all his talking.

That in itself said sonething worrisone.

They went down to the lift; and down to the lower level; and as far as Tully's cabin, far forward.
Next to Skkukuk's.

Tully was not there. That nmeant he was in crew quarters. That did not surprise her.

"CGet sone sleep," she said.

"A " he said. And parked his w de shoul ders agai nst the door frame, |eaned there reeking of parini
and looking as if he mght fall on his face before he reached the bed.

"And don't forget the safety, huh?”

The next door opened. Skkukuk was there, bright-eyed and anxi ous to serve.

"You don't be fool," Jik said to her. "Friend."

And spun aside into the roomand shut the door between them

She locked it. And turned and | ooked at Skkukuk. This nman is valuable," she said. Kifish |ogic.
"Dangerous," Skkukuk sai d.

She wal ked off and left himthere. Took out the pocket-comand used it and not the intercom
stations along the way. "Tirun, we got it all secure down here."

"Kif are poundi ng each other hard. W got approach contact from Meetpoint. Stsho are being extra

polite, we got no trouble if the poor bastards don't Phase on us in md-dock, | got no confidence
I"'mtalking to the same stsho fromminute to mnute. Scared. Real scared. | got the feeling kif-
comisn't being polite at all. Ships inbound are |Ikkhoitr and Khafukkin."

"' Gods. Wonderful. Sikkukkut's chief axe. You could figure.”

"You goi ng on break?"

"I'mcomng up there." No way to rest. Not till they had an answer. Even if her knees were
wobbl i ng under her. She envied Jik the pills. But not the rest of his situation

Ti run caught her eye as she wal ked onto the bridge and | ooked a further worried question at her
Tirun, who | ooked deathly tired herself. "No change," Tirun said. "Except bad news. Goldtooth's
bunch had two chasers on his tail when he went out. Akkhtinmakt's got to junp any mnute now. Cot
to. He's getting his tail shot up. Some of those ships may not make it otherside. They got to
clear out of here." Pyanfar |ooked. Everyone was still running for junp. The last of CGoldtooth's
conpany was gone. And a flock of stsho, fortunate in being out of range of all disasters and not
being tied up dead-V at station. Not a sign of a nethane-breather. Anywhere.

No hani was noving. They were caught at dock. And there was not a way in a nahen hell to get out
vectored for hani space with the angle and the V Si kkukkut's two station-ained ships had on them
| kkhoitr and Khaf ukkin were going to nmake it in before their own three ships. Kif were going to
have control of that dock, and gods help the hani who took exception to it.

"We got one nore ship ID: a Faha. Starwi nd."

"Munur." That was a youngi sh captain. A very small ship. And a distant cousin of HIfy's on her
nmot her's side. ''Ehrran?"

"Not a sign."

"Wth CGoldtooth or kited out of here home a long tine ago. Want to |ay odds whi ch?" Exhaustion and
nerves added up on her. She shivered, and a great deal of it was depletion. "Yeah. Stay on it."
She indicated the direction of the galley and marshal ed a steady voice. "Jik's going to rest a
bit. He's plenty mad. And crazy-tired. | hope to the gods he takes those pills and settles down,
but | don't think he'll do it. Pass out awhile, maybe. Maybe cone to with a clearer head. Right
now he's real trouble. He's not thinking real clear. Me, I'"'mnot, either. W put his quarters on
ops-com when he wakes up. Maybe I et himup here, | don't know yet. It's nmy judgnent | don't trust.
I"mgoing to clean up, pass out a few mnutes. How are you hol di ng?"
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"I'mall right," Tirun said. It was usual sequence: Haral first on the cleanup; Haral first to
snatch a little rest, Haral the one whose wits had to be sharpest and refl exes quickest, their
switcher; and Haral generally shorted herself on rest-tinme to pay her sister for it. "'Bout tine,

t hough." And before she could | eave the chair she was | eaning on: "Captain, Chur's wanting a bit

of sonething hot. Geran went to the | owerdecks to fix it."

That was the best news since the drop. "Huh," she said. "Huh." Wth a little relaxation in tensed
nmuscl es. She shoved of f and wal ked on down the corridor. She wanted food. Wanted a bath. Wanted,
gods knew, to be lightyears away fromall of this. But they did not have that choice. They could
run for it and get out of Meetpoint systemwhile Sikkukkut was busy. But he would find them and
anyone they were attached to. Their world was held hostage. Not nentioning the i mediate threat to
t hree hundred thousand gods-be stsho and a handful of hani ships.

A kif could not forget an insult.

No nore than a hani forgot harmto her friends.

It was a quiet gathering down in crew quarters, in the central area where they had a m crowave
and a little store of instant food: one of those anenities they had installed along with the high-
V braces and the AP weapons they had acquired on the black market. A couple of little couches and
a table or two in a |l ounge, and a comon-room for sleeping, in which they could have installed
partitions, but they had never gotten around to that- never nuch wanted it, truth be known. A body
learned to sleep with cousins trekking in and out, and there was never any urgent reason to
change, even in the days when they had had wealth.

Ri ght now, Hilfy thought, it was the best reason of all; a body wanted conpany in this crisis.
Geran cane kiting in and out again with two cups of soup, gods only hope she got one into her own
stomach on the way topside; Chur was evidently

awake and willing to try it eating, which was one heart-lightening event anong all the bad news.
Haral was sitting on the couch opposite with a bit of jerky in one hand and her nouth full, while
she raked her danp nmane into order with the other. Her eyes had that distracted, glassy weariness
junp left in a body. Tully canme out of the common bath with a towel over his shoulders, wearing a
pair of Khym s trousers, a rust silk pair which he had had to pin at the waist, but Haral was out
of spares and the other pair was going through the laundry. He staggered over to the cabinet and
got a cup and poured soupmnmix and water into it, shoved it in the nmicrowave and sat down to towel
his head and beard dry. Pale, old scars stood out on white-skinned shoul ders; and pinker, recent
ones.

"Akkhtinakt's junped out," cane the bulletin fromthe bridge. And: "W got a general slow down on
Si kkukkut's side, sure enough, 'cept for two of "emit |ooks like Sikkukkut's sending out to keep
"emworried, same as he did with CGoldtooth's |lot. Looks for good and sure |ike Sikkukkut's going
to stay with us. Thought you'd like to know "

"No surprise,” Haral nmuttered. "Couldn't be that lucky. Couldn't be |lucky enough to get help out
of Col dtooth. Sikkukkut's going to have this place stripped to the deckpl ates before he gets
back. "

"Coing to do whatever he wants," HIfy said, "that's sure.”

"Lousy ness."

Tully had lifted his face fromthe towel and | ooked at them vyellow hair tousled, eyes show ng
lines of strain about the edges. Sonetines he seened too tired even to nake the effort of speech
O to listen for the translator's sputtering whisper giving himits nangled version of things
around him The things hardest to get across were the delicate topics, |like: How s Chur-honestly?
O: Wat do you think Jik will do? And: What are we going to do when the kif nmove into the
station? He seened to go away at tinmes. At others he seened desperate to say sonething of too rmuch
difficulty to attenpt it.

Things like: My people are going. | talked to them Even if the nessage didn't get there. | was

t hat cl ose.

/ didn't betray you.

| swear | didn't try.

The m crowave bl eeped Finished; and Tully got up and got his soup, with a package of shredded neat
and a packet of mmhen fuyas, which he and Haral thought edible and everyone el se aboard | oat hed.
He offered one of the grain-neat sticks to Haral: she took it and stirred her soup with it, and he
settled down with the other packets in his agile fingers, cup in both hands and el bows on his
knees, to drink a sip and sigh in profoundest weariness.

"I figure," Hilfy said, to fill the quiet, and to answer questions Tully did not ask, "Coldtooth
rendezvoused here with the human fleet. That's why he kited out on us at Kefk. He and Ehrran cane
in here, he got stuck here, in a standoff w th Akkhtimakt. Maybe he got Akkhtimakt pried |oose
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fromthe station. He did that nmuch for the stsho. But Ehrran's on her way to Anuurn. Bet."
"CGodsrotted well has to be," Haral muttered. "But with Goldtooth in it we got to wonder, don't
we?"

"' Li ke what happened here?'' That bothered her. The whol e arrangenent of things bothered her. The
| ack of nethane-breathers. And Akkhtimakt and Si kkukkut, if they both wanted to be fools, could go
on trading that position till the suns all froze. Every few shipboard days, every few ground-bound
nmont hs, one side could do a turnaround at Urtur or Tt'a'va o or Kefk or wherever, and cone in and
strafe the other who had taken possession of Meetpoint. O Kefk. O wherever. If ships got to
trading positions like that, time-dilation got to stretching lives wider and wi der; no in-system
passages. No slowtinme. Just run and run and run as long as a ship could take it and a body could
take the depletion. A nerchant ship did its junps with a lot of slowtinme and dock-time in between;
and a tradeoff |ike that could do as nuch tinmestretch in a nonth of their own perception as a
trader did in a decade. Before flesh and bone and steel had gone their linmts. "Wnder is he
didn't conme in on Kefk."

"Kefk's got two guardstations. Kefk's got position on him"

Tully stared at them both. He had |ost that, probably. But of a sudden the problem had found
itself a cold spot in

Hilfy's gut. She took a sip of her cup to warmthat cold and |icked the soup of f her mnustaches.
"Si kkukkut's got sonething in mind. He's sure not going to sit here.”

"There are fools in the universe," Haral said. "What if he isn't? What if he's not sitting stil
here? What if he's got sonething else in nmind?"

But Gol dtooth was out on the Tt'a'va' o vector. Methane-breather territory. Logical choice: the
stsho feared the humans |ike plague. Stsho would deal with Ehrran; they would deal with the kif
before they dealt with Goldtooth and his human allies. They would go with the known vill ains.
Stsho had no armanments. No capability for that kind of stress. Stsho would run if they coul d.
Evade it all.

Tc'a and chi and-gods save us- knnn-they're not here, they' re always here. \Were are they? Knnn
aren't afraid of anything. They won't run. Avoid, maybe; run in panic-not the knnn. Ever

"Met hane-breathers,” Hilfy said. "Gods rot it, Haral. It's a trap. Sikkukkut's and Gol dtooth's
both."

Haral's ears flagged and lifted again, and a thinking | ook got through the exhaustion in Haral's
eyes.

"Hilfy." Tully held his cup between his knees and his brow furrowed with worry under its fringe of
pale wet hair. "Goldtooth not go Tt'a' va'o."

"You nmean you know that ?"

"I think. He cone-turn, go whhhsss, like Tt'a'va' o Not."

"You nmean he faked a junp? Stopped out there in deep space? You think he can do that?"

Tully might or might not have gotten all of that. "Mhe," he said. "Human do."

"Stop a junp short?"

" Sanme. "

"Good gods."

"Makes sense," Haral said. "If they've got the stuff to do that. If they got it from hunans- He
waits here to fake a run.”

"And Ehrran runs for good and real and |eaves hani here to catch it when Sikkukkut cane through?
Gods- be, she's got a treaty with the stsho!"

"G ve her credit. Wat could she do-if Akkhtimakt was here first. Goldtooth wanted Akkhti makt
intact. He's shoving the two kif into a fight, by the gods, that's what he's doing!" Haral rubbed
her graying nose and it winkled up again. "Let them weaken each other before he throws the humans
at them and before the mahen forces cone in here. That's what he's up to. Let Jik hang; let Jik
keep at |east one gods-be kif halfway tanme if he can while Coldtooth sets it up so he can take out
both kif. That's what the mahendo' sat would really like. Throw the humans at 'em Let the humans
get shot up. That's why he left Jik behind at Kefk."

"No mahen workers left here onstation, I'll bet on that."

"Gods-rotted sure. CGoldtooth could have had the word out | ong before this. Routed everything out
of here. Cleared it all out when the stsho broke that treaty."

"Eggs to pearls Goldtooth's left a spotter here.”

"No contest."

"It's still insystem™" Hilfy said. "It's still in position to get whatever happened here, mybe
there's nore than one of them huh? Maybe a couple of spotters, one drifting out slow, going to
fire up when it's outside normal pickup, just sneak out of here. And if Goldtooth's out there in
the deep and those fool kif that were tailing himjunp all the way to Tt'a'va' o-"
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Haral's ears lifted. The exhaustion melted from her eyes and replaced itself with a hard, hard

| ook. "Keep going."

"CGoldtooth might wait for news. Before his turnaround. If he nakes one. He nay have put nore than
one or two spotters on the outside of this system He's used up all his credit w th Sikkukkut
hinself, he's out there in the dark with the humans, with the tc'a that Jik was working with, he's
got sone credit with the han, maybe some with the knnn. Wat if he decided there wasn't any choice
and he just lets the kif fight it out?"

"Maybe that's the safest thing we could all do."

"But-"

"I"'mlistening."

"But-you know t he nahendo' sat are going to save their own hides. Ehrran's left him W can't speak
for the han. W got kif going to go head-on against each other with the humans on their backside
If both of them get busy, if the nahendo' sat hit themin the back-neither Akkhtinmakt nor Sikkukkut
can stand for that chance. They're in a ness. They can't |eave the mahendo' sat arned at their
backs. They're kif, and Goldtooth's going to attack and they know it. My gods, we got one kif
maki ng a threat agai nst Anuurn. Wat's Akkhtimakt going to threaten, huh? O is he just going to
turn around and send a ship apiece at every mahen world and station?"

Haral's ears were all but flat. She was still |istening.

"Ask Skkukuk," Tully said suddenly.

"Ask himwhat?" H|Ify asked.

""He kif. Ask what kif do."

"He's not on Si kkukkut's level. If he'd outthought him we'd have Skkukuk to worry about.™

"Kif mnd. Lot dark. / go ask."

"Man's got a point," Haral said. "But no way we talk to the kif. Better we talk to the captain. Py-
an-far, you understand ne, Tully?"

"You think I'mright?"

"I been in space forty sone years, kid, | never been real close to kif on their terms. You have.
And you speak main-kifish. Wiich | still don't, not real well. But |I've had a | ook at our
passenger, 'bout enough to get an idea or two. And between the nahendo' sat and that kif, |I'mreal

anxi ous. W got that other bonb aboard. And sorry as | amfor him he scares nme worse' n Skkukuk. "
"Jik," HIfy murmured. And took another sip that failed to warm her gut.

"He's got a lot on him" Haral said, "and much as we owe himand he owes us-first, he's hurting;
second, he's been hurt, by the kif and by his own partner and by us on top of it all; and thirdly,
he's mahendo’' sat and seei ng his whol e species in danger, and maybe he's got nore information than
we' ve gotten out of him What's he going to do?"

The cold got worse. For one uneasy nonent Hilfy could not even look at Tully. For one uneasy
nmoment he was like Jik, alien and full of strange notives and unpredictabilities.

And she was fenmale and he was not, with all the craziness on that score. No place for himto be
sitting. Listening to us. Gods, what if he was only waiting, all this time? He's alien. Isn't he?
Sanme as Jik. And we've been through so gods-be nuch-and I don't know what's in his mnd right now.
My friend. My- She gave a nental shiver, looked at the tinme. "Gods," she said, "we better get
topside. Tirun-"

"Yeah," Haral said. And: "You want ne to talk to the captain?

"She listens to you nore than nme."

"Hey," Haral said. And fixed her with a lazy, flat-eared stare. Reprimand for that small remark
Hi | fy di pped her ears.

"Kif," Tully said.

"No," Haral said. "We let that son sleep. You stay here. Rest. Understand. You go down that hal

to talk to that kif, I'Il skin you. Hear?"

"I understand,” Tully said. H s mouth had that set it got in unhappiness. "Not right, Haral. | sit
here. ™"

"Argues," Haral said. "Huh."

"He wasn't juniornmost on his ship," HIfy said. "I knowthat. He's not a kid, Haral."

"Who is, on this ship? Tully. You want to cone? Talk to the captain?"

He had a few bites left. He nade it one, drank the cup dry and got to his feet, still trying to

swal | ow what he had.

"How s it going?" Pyanfar asked quietly, |eaning shower-danp and exhausted over Tirun's chairback.
Khym had conme back to his post, far fromskilled enough to relieve Tirun, but there, at least for
support. Tirun | ooked back at her with flagging ears and a desperate weariness. Tirun had not had
a chance at the showers. That was evident.
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"No answers yet," Tirun said. "Na Jik's asleep, | think. Stopped stirring around down there after
| heard the safety-web go." She tilted an ear generally downshi ps and down bel ow. "W got our
routine instructions, | just fed it into auto. Al the kif are on schedule, Sikkukkut's pair's in

final just now and the stsho're sweating it."

"Huhhhh." Pyanfar had an eye on the scan from her vantage; ships proceedi ng sedately on course. No
one out there had done anything definitive. And she |l eaned closer to Tirun's ear, her el bow on the
chai rback. "Get out of here, huh? I'Il take it."

"Haral "Il be here." The voice cane out hoarse. "You want to go catch a bite? | c'n take a little
| onger, 'mnot doing anything but sit."
"Neither aml. Get. I'lIl hold the boards." She shoved off fromthe chair back and paused half a

heart beat consi dering her husband, who had never | ooked away fromthe screen in all this tine.
Covering, while she distracted Tirun, though the board was audi o-al arned, and her own eye had
automatically held on that screen the nminute Tirun | ooked her way. Tirun had known where she was

| ooki ng- experi ence, decades of it. Bridge rules. But Khym covered. That was bridge rules too. She
gave Khym s chairback a pat, approval, with a little unwi nding of something at her gut. O oser and
closer to reliable. On the standard of the best crew going. An inpulse cane to her; she unclipped
one of her earrings.

"Hey," she said, and | eaned next to himwhere her breath stirred the inner tuftings of his ear
"Huh," he said, as if it were sone intimacy.

"Hold still. Don't flinch." She nipped right through the edge of his ear. "Omh!" he grunted, and
did flinch, turning half about in indignation and then-perhaps he thought it was sonme bizarre test
of his concentration-jerked his gaze right back to the boards.

She slipped the ring right into the wound and clipped it. "Uhhhn," he said, and felt of what she
had done. Never | ooked around.

"Good." She patted his shoul der, renenbered then that he had once upon a tinme reacted with tenper
over that gesture of shoulder-patting. But nmaybe it felt different somehow He did not object. And
she went off to her own station, sat down and brought in the scan i nages and the com

Si kkukkut was still on course. Ikkhoitr and its partner were docking ahead of them and The Pride
was on a course right down |ane-center, neat and precise.

They were going to have sonme specific docking instructions very soon. The Pride and Aja Jin and
Moon Ri sing were about to put thenselves where the kit could get at them

And where Si kkukkut could make demands of them Jik, for instance. Jik, for a very |large instance.
O even Tully. O Dur Tahar. Al of which itenms Sikkukkut m ght want back. She sat and gnawed her
must aches, wi shing she dared talk back and forth with Dur Tahar over there, who assuredly knew
sonet hi ng about kifish nentality. But absolute comsilence seened the best policy at the nonment.
Gods knew she wanted no questions out of Aja Jin, where Kesurinan still followed her orders. And
did not ask, as Kesurinan mnmight well have asked: How is my captain? Is he recovered? Wiy do | have
no instructions from hin

Kesurinan believed she knew the answers to all these things, perhaps. And stayed patient. So far.
But on that dockside Kesurinan was bound to ask questions that needed direct lies. And inventive
ones.

CGol dt oot h, gods curse you, what have you set up here?

Made an agreenent with someone, have you?

O have we got sonmething else lurking out there, outsystem that we're going to find out about
when our wavefront gets to themand they get thenselves run up to attack speed?

Gods, gods, this is no situation to be in. Wuat's Si kkukkut doing? Is that son really dependi ng on
us, for godssakes? Are we the backup he thinks he has?

Fool, Si kkukkut. Can a kifmnmind be that tangled, to trust us now?

O are you no fool at all?

Com beeped. "Py," Khymsaid, and cut it in fromhis board.

"I got it." It was station, talking to themin effusive jabber. A stsho told themthat they coul d,
if they wished, have any free berth, but suggested nunbers twenty-seven, twenty-eight, twenty-
nine. Wiich the lord captain of Ikkhoitr had suggested, praise to the hakkikt.

"Affirm" she said, and with a flattening of her ears: "Praise to the hakkikt."

"No real choice, do we?" Khym asked.

"Life and not. W got that."

"What are we going to do?" There was the faintest note of despair there. A man asking his wife for
reassurance. Tell me there's sonething you can do. Tell me it's not that bad, not that hopel ess. A
man |lived within the small borders of his estate-never tell a man a thing: never worry himwth
probl ens he had no capacity to deal with. And no power. O d habits, Khym gods rot it, grow up

No. It's crewtalking to captain. That's all. Get off him Pyanfar
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"Feathered if | know what we're going to do," she rmuttered. No nercy, Khym "Got an idea?"

"He's going to ask for Jik."

"“I"'mafraid he is.”

"'\What are we going to do?''

"Il make sonmething up."

Not hing to do but watch it unfold. Cbey instructions, take the berth.

You got it, husband. There isn't an answer. | haven't got a miracle to pull off. | don't know what
in a nmahen hell we're going to do and nost of all | don't know how we're going to get out of here.
Thank gods Ehrran's headed home to warn the han. Even if she goes for Chanur in the process.
Better the clan goes down than the whole world. Better a whole |ot of things than that.

But, gods, Ehrran's a fool. What's a fool going to tell then? What's a fool going to persuade
those fools to do? Gods, give her good sense just once and |I'll go religious, | swear | will. ["ll
reform 1'I1- Haral startled her, settling ghostlike into place beside her

"Captain," Haral said. "Wat we got?"

She turned the chair hal f-about, saw Tirun out of her place and Tully and Hilfy settling into
theirs, ghostlike silent under the noise of operating systens. "W got our docking instructions.
Gve Tirun tine to get herself down to quarters. We can brake a little |ate. Meetpoint sure as
rain isn't going to file any protest on us for violations." She swung the chair about again and
punched in com Two veteran crewwonen in their places arid two novices. But it was a routine

docki ng, whatever el se was proceedi ng. "Geran," she said. "Five minutes."

"I mon nmy way," Geran answered back from sonmewhere.

"Captain,"” Haral said, "Hilfy's got this idea-"

"Tahar acknow edges recept on docking instructions," Hlfy said. "They're on our |ead."

"- Akkhtimakt's just |ost any reason he had for restraint," Haral said. "He's |osing. Mahendo' sat
aren't dealing with him He's gone off toward Urtur; there's two noves he could nake. One's us.
One's the mahendo' sat. Things could get ugly. Real ugly. That's what we been thinking."

"Huhhhn." Anot her body hit the cushions, hard. She heard the click of restraints. Geran was in.
Heard a wild high chittering comi ng down the corridor, which was a kif in full career, headed for
his station and trying to tell themto wait for him a shove of The Pride's, nmains would send him
smashing back into the lift door with the same force as if he had fallen off a building roof.

"W hear you," she said over general com "You got tinme, Skkukuk."

And t hought about the web of junp-corridors around Meetpoint and where they |ed.

Gods know what's al ready been | aunched at us. "Mahendo' sat aren't going to sit still for it," she
said. "It's not their style."

"If they push back," Haral said, "it's going to shove that bastard right into hani space. W
figure there's a push coning here. Cap'n, Tully says human ships can drop out of hype in deep
space. Do a turn. Says he thinks the nahendo' sat can do it too."

She shot Haral a look. It was a knnn maneuver, that stop-and-turn. O tc'a. "Friends turning up in
odd pl aces. "

"From here, cap'n, it's a real pocket out Kura-way."

It was: hani space was an appendi x of reachabl e space, right on the mahendo' sat underbelly, near

t he mahen homestar. But the accesses in that direction were few and defensi bl e.

"Yeah," she said, thinking of that geonmetry, which thought suddenly shaped itself into coherent
form in full light. "Yeah. It might work. If they can do that kind of thing. But that'd nean
those human ships aren't freighters in any sense of the word- wouldn't it? What's a ship with

hol ds need with that kind of rig, huh?"

"Sure seens like not. And a strike coming in here rans it right down hani throats. Again."

"I't does that, too. If they can do that." Another and worse thought. "If nahendo' sat can pull this-
woul dn't be the first tinme they had sonme newrig they didn't tell us about. Wuldn't be the first
time the kif turned up with it too. Before we did. Praise to the mahendo' sat. Mre gods-be carefu
of what their allies learn than what gets to their enenies.”

CGods, don't let Ehrran be a fool

Then, down the boards: "Priority," Geran said. "Priority, we got a shift going on, we got a vector
change on sone of Sikkukkut's lot. That's Noi kkhru and Shuffi kkt-"

It cane up on the nonitor, part of the inmage changing color again as kifish ships finished their
braki ng and began to slew off on new headi ngs.

Headi ngs at angles to Sikkukkut's.

Chapter Six
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Col or-shifts nmultiplied on the scan.

"Gods," Pyanfar muttered, and put in the general take-hold. Alarmrang up and down the corridors.
In case. "Message to our partners: hold steady, keep course; Khym advisenent to Chur: Take
precautions, we got kif noving gods know where. Tirun, feed scan down to Jik's nonitor; tell him
we're all right, we're still on course, we just got sonething going here."

Acknowl edgnents cane back

"Captain," Haral said, "Hilfy's got this idea-"

"Tahar acknow edges," Hilfy said. "They're on our |ead. Aye-we got that, Aja Jin. Thanks-"
"-Akkhtimakt's got bad troubles,” Haral said. "I think we got 'emtoo."

She waited. Waited till she heard Tirun report all personnel accounted for; Tirun had nade it onto
the bridge. A last safety snicked into place.

They were secure for running. |f they had to.

On the screens the flares continued as the doppler recept sorted it out and got information trued
agai n.

And one and another of Sikkukkut's ships flaring green and going into naneuvers.

Not all on the same vector. They were headed out |ike thistledown scattering froma pod.

Ever ywhere.

In every direction open to them nmahen space and hani and stsho and tc'a.

"They go," Jik exclained over the open com And sonething el se profane in mahensi. He was

moni toring the situation, down there in his sealed cabin. "Damm, they go, they go-"

To every star within reach. To strafe every station and every system where there mght be a
hostil e presence.

"Priority, priority," Hlfy said, overriding sonmething Geran was saying: ''Harukk-com says: Pride
of Chanur, proceed on course."

"They go hit ever' damm target in Conpact," Jik cried. There was the sound of explosion. O of a
mahen fist hitting sonething. "Damm! Let ne out!"”

"She was right,"” Haral nuttered. "Gods-be right. They're going to do it anyhow and we got kif
every which way. Captain, they' re going to push Akkhtimakt right down that open corridor, to
Anuurn, captain, by the gods they are."

"W got problens," Pyanfar nuttered.

Wil e a stream of nahen profanity warred with Chur's insistent question on the com

"Kkkkt." Froma forgotten source behind them

And station was ahead. Meetpoint, with three hundred thousand stsho and a handful of han
citizens. Wth kif closing in on themw th declared intent to dock

"Transmit:" Pyanfar said. "The Pride of Chanur to all hani on station: prepare to assist in
docking for incom ng ships. Join us. This is your greatest hope of inmediate safety."”

O fer a hani an overlord, a naster, a foreign hegenony-

They would spit in Sikkukkut's face. And die for it. That, beyond doubt.

But if they heard the reservation in that nessage, if they keyed on the nuances of safe-shelter-in-
stormand all the baggage that went with it-even if the kif did, it was no nore than kif expected,
even if it was something no kif dared say: until we find a better

"Repeat?" Hilfy queri ed.

"Repeat . "

"Still braking," Geran said.

And the brightness on the anber lines that was their own position crept closer and closer to their
own brake-point for station approach

"Harun's Industry; responds," HIfy said, "quote: W take your offer enthusiastically."

It took awhile, for ships to reduce V.

It took awhile for outbound kifish ships to go their way, |eaping out into the dark, toward Hoas
Point and Urtur System toward Kshshti and Kefk and Tt'a'va' o and V' n'n'u and Nst hen. Seven shi ps,
to follow right down Akkhtinmekt's tail in a second strike after the first one; and right down the
throats of Goldtooth and humans and nahendo' sat and whoever el se might be coning in if they could
find them

It was, Pyanfar reckoned bl eakly, both ruthless and effective.

"Kkkkt," was Skkukuk's comment. "Kkkkt."

"Kkkt," said Skkukuk. "He is challenging you all. Kkkkt. But his throat is unprotected. You are
here. He thinks to daunt you. Surprise him hakt'."

She spun her chair about to face the kif who sat at the aft of the bridge. And there was not a
hair on her unbristled. "Wat has he in mind for us?"

"You are part of his sfik. You increase him Kkkkt. H's nove is very good. He has penned you al

file:/lIG|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Alan%20Dean%20Foster%20-%20Wolfstroker.txt (9 of 13) [2/9/2004 10:39:09 PM]



file:/lIG)/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Alan%20D ean%20Foster%620-%20W ol fstroker.txt

inwith his main force. Any attenpt to exit toward your territories of resource are blocked first
by his eneny and then by his own ships, whose capacities you do not know. It is a fine nove,
hakt'. But | have faith in you."

"Faith."

"I nappropriate word? Sgot kki s. "

"Call it faith." She laid her ears back and stared at her private curse with col dest, clearest
threat. "Since you don't have an idea in a mahen hell what I'mlikely to do about it. But / am
still here. And my resources have not dininished."

"Kkkkt, kkkt, skthot skku-nak'haktu."

Your sl ave, captain.

"Captain," Hlfy said. "Conmunication from Harukk. Quote: You have nade a proposal to hani ships.
You will gather these captains for my inspection on-station. End nessage."

Second nove. It's going too fast. 0 gods.

"Acknow edge, " she said, cold as routine. While they slogged their way at a sedate pace through a
systemlaced with kif, toward a station which was going to be under kifish occupation

"Si kkukkut's going into dock. Cocky son's going to bring that ship in."

I f Goldtooth and the humans have stopped short and the kif pass them by in hyperspace, we could
get hit here.

Hilfy and Haral have got it figured. Al of us do.

If Akkhtimakt's set up to dive in here again-an attack could be poised at system s edge right now.
O al ready inbound. Not saying whether the kif are onto that trick of stopping a junp. They could
wel | have it. Maybe and nmaybe. It's not saying all their ships can do it.

"Transmit," she said. "Honor to the hakkikt: beware system edges. | fear nore than spotters.”
"Done," Hilfy said.

We help the bastard we're with. Wiile we're with him

We take whatever they want to do. And rmaintain our options. Ehrran's lost all hers. W got hani on
that station and gods know how many fluttering stsho. Keep a cool head, Pyanfar Chanur. It's by
the gods all the chance you've got.

"We're getting docking instructions," HIfy murnured finally. They turned up on screen, where
kifish ships were already well toward touch with station

And from Chur, plaintively over com

"What in a mahen hell's going on?"

"Easy," CGeran said. "It's all all right."

"CGot crewfalling on their noses tired," Pyanfar nmuttered. "Haral, keep it steady, standard dock
Tirun, get yourself below, take the rest of your break."

"Aye," Tirun said. Ad spacer. And falling-down tired. A belt snicked. Tirun went away in silence,
to food, sleep, anything she could get.

"Jik's requesting to be out," Khymsaid. So that voice had vani shed off com Khym had sil enced
him A mahen hunter captain, |locked in a | owerdecks cabin and probably trying to think howto
shortcircuit the latch or take the door apart.

"Jik," she said, cutting in on that blinking light on her comsection. "W're all right.

F' godssakes, be patient, get some rest, we've got our hands full, you got our scan inmage. W're
nmoving in on dock and that's all that's going on for a while."

"Pyanfar." The voice was calm quiet, reasoning. "/ understand. | make problem a? You got protect
you crew. | make 'pology. | lot enbarrass', Pyanfar. Long tinme with kif nake ne crazy. Now | got

time think-1 know what you do. W be long tine ally. W befriends, Pyanfar. Sane interest. You

unl ock door, a?"

"I tell you there's nothing you can do up here. You got awhile to rest, Jik. Take it. You nay need
it."

"Pyanfar." Thunp. |npact of a hand near the pickup. Hard. So nuch for patience. "You in damm deep
water. Hear? Deep water!''

"We got anot her expression." She flattened her ears, lifted themagain. "Told you. After we dock
We got enough troubles, friend. | want your advice, but | got enough to deal with right now "
"I't be war," Jik said, and sent a chill up her back. War was a groundling word. "Fool hani! The

shi ps go, they go ever' damm place, not got stop, not got stop!"

"F' godssake, this is open space! This is the Conpact, we're not talking about sonme backwater |and-
quarrel "

"No. No hanis. New kind thing. Not with rule. W talk 'bout make fight all kif, all hani, al
mahendo' sat, nake ally, nake strike here, strike there. This new kind word. Not |ike clan and
clan. Not like go council. Here we got no council. War, Pyanfar, all devils in hell got no word
this thing | see."
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Col der and col der.

"I see it too. So what are the mahendo' sat going to do about it? Wat have they done about it?
Play games with the kif til we got "emall at each others' throats? Shove Akkhtinakt off toward
hani space? My world? How m | supposed to be worried about you and yours, rot your conniving hide,
when you doubl ecrossed ny whol e speci es! You doubl ecrossed the stsho, f'godssakes, and that takes
fast dealing! You double-crossed the tc'a, gods help us, you doubl ecrossed them and the chi and
maybe the knnn!"

"W got humans. We got humans, Pyanfar. Sane got hunter-ships, got way shove these bastard back
fromout hani territory, you got listen, Pyanfar. Pyanfar, | got tinetable!"

Her finger was on the cutoff, claw half-extruded. She retracted it.

"Do you? Way | hear, you got sonething else too. Like a fancy new maneuver your ships do, just

i ke humans." Silence from bel omdecks then. Profound silence. Then: "Open this door, Pyanfar.''
"At dock."

"Soshet hi - sal Soshet hi -nma hase mafeu!"

Thunp.

She cut himoff. Looked Haral's way. Haral studiously |owered her ears. "Not too happy," Hara
said. "Tinmetable. What's he nean?"

"By the gods | bet there's one. At our expense. Mahen gifts. 'Got a present for you.' Jik, turning
up at Kshshti. Us, miracul ously getting our papers cleared so we could turn up back here."

"I'd sure like to know what was in that packet Banny took on, | tell you that."

"Eggs to pearls that Jik slipped something into it. Goldtooth's version, | got a copy on. The
stuff that didn't take a translator to dupe, at least. Wich won't be the sensitive stuff. But
anyt hi ng m ght be hel pful. Downgrade the nav functions: we'll run that packet of his with the
decoder. "

"Il start it," Hlfy said. "My four."

She keyed the access up and sent the packet over, while The Pride started freeing up conputer
space.

Jik had held out on Sikkukkut. And on her. It was certain that he had. He had been dead silent on
that gi be about mahen ship capabilities.

The archive in question blinked into Hilfy's reach

And they slipped closer and cl oser to dock.

"M ght have sone |urker outsystem" HlIfy said. "I've been thinking about that. M ght have a
strike here nost any tine."

"Cheerful ," Ceran said. That sounded al nbst nornmal, crew bickering and nuttering fromstation to
station.

"Station's on," HIfy said. "Docking calc."

"That's got it," Haral said, and sucked theminto nav. "Auto?"

"M ght as well. Nothing problematical here." Pyanfar sat and gnawed her nustaches, gnawed a
hangnail on her third finger. Spat. "Hilfy: send to all hani at dock, hani-I|anguage,

quote: The Pride of Chanur to all hani at dock: we are coming in at berths 27, 28, 29 consecuti ve.
Salutations to all allies: by hearth and bl ood we take your parole to assure your security.

I ndustry, salutations to your captain in Ruharun's name: we share an ancestor. Let's keep it

qui et, shall we? End."

"Cot that," Hilfy said

Haral gave her a | ook steady and sober, ears back-canted. "Think the kif read poetry?”

"Gods, | hope not."

Fi ve decades ago. Dayschool and literature. Wien she had ten tines rather be at her math. Stand
and recite, Pyanfar.

"I hope to the gods this younger generation does."

On a winter's eve cane Ruharan to her gates beneath black flight of birds in snow court. Wite
scarf flutters in the wind, red feather the fletch of arrows standing still in posts about the
yard and the holy shrine where stands anong a hundred enenies her own lord, no prisoner but of her
eneni es forenpbst seem ng

But Ruharun knew her husband a man with woman's wit and wonman's staunchness.

So she cast down her bow and spilled out the arrows, on bl ood-spattered snow cast down defense,
bowed her head to enem es and to fortune. .

"Industry answers," Hlfy said. "Quote: W got that. 27, 28, 29. W have anot her ki nswonan here in
Munur Faha. Greetings fromher. W are at your orders."

"Gods |l ook on them™ Pyanfar drew a | arge breath. Message received, covered and tossed back again
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under kifish noses. Munur Faha of Starwind was kin to Chanur. But not to Harun. Harun had no ties

of any ki nd.
And Faha had a bl oodf eud with Tahar of Mbon Ri sing.
A small chill went down her back. It was response to her own coded hail. It was just as likely

subtl e warni ng and question, singling out Faha for salutations: strange conpany

you keep, Pyanfar Chanur, a nahen hunter, a kifish prince, and a pirate. The Faha-Tahar feud was
fanmous and bitter.

At your orders, snooth and silky. It was kifish subservience, never hani; it was hunor, bleak and
bl ack and thoroughly spacer. Let's play the game, hani. You and your odd friends. Let's see where
it |eads.

It took a nmental shift, gods help her, to think hani-fashion again, and to know the notives of her
own kind. Like crossing a gulf she had been on the other side of so long that hani were as strange
as the stsho

"Reply: See you on mny deck i mediately."

G appl es took. The Pride's G sense shifted, readjusted itself. Qher connections clanged and
thunped into seal. They were not the first ship in. I kkhoitr and Chakkuf crews were already on the
docks. Harukk was in final. But no kif came to help non-kif ships dock. Pointedly, they handl ed
their own and no others. They were Industry crewwnen risking their necks out there on the other
side of that wall.

"I've got business," Pyanfar said, and unclipped the safeties.

"Aye," Haral said. "Routine shutdowns, captain. Go."

She got out of the chair and saw worried | ooks come her way. Tully's pale face was thin-Iipped and
| arge about the eyes, the way it got in Situations.

Thi nki ng, O gods, yes, that this mght be the end of his own journey, on a station where the kif
had won everything that he had set out to take; and where humans were still a question of interest
to Si kkukkut an'ni kktukktin. He had reason to worry. The same as Jik did.

Queries were conming in, comfromNMwon R sing as it docked, operational chatter. Aja Jin was a

m nute away from touch

Still playing the gane, Kesurinan trusting that her captain was consenting to this |ong silence.
"Stay to stations," she said to all and sundry. "Khym nonitor |owerdecks."

"You goi ng down there with hin?" He | ooked at her with his ears down, the one with its brand new
ring.

She flattened her own. He turned around again without a word. "Tirun's down there," she said to
his back and Tully's face and Skkukuk's earnest attention.

/ would go, hakt', that kifish stare said. Tear the throat out of this mahendo'sat, | would, nost
eagerly, nekt'hakt'.

"Huh." She nade sure of the gun in her pocket and wal ked on out, wobbly in the knees and stil

with the sensation that G was shifting. She felt down in her pocket, renenbering a packet of
concentrates, and drank it in the lift, downbound.

The salty flood hit her stomach and gave it some confort. Panic killed an appetite. Even when
pani ¢ had gotten to be a lifestyle and a body was straight out of junp. She ate because the body
said so. And tried not to think about the aftertaste.

O the ships around them or the situation out there on the docks.

Jik was on the bed, lying back with his head on his arnms. He propped hinself up as the door
opened, his small ears flat, a scow on his face.

" '"Bout tinme."

"I" mhere to talk with you."™ She wal ked in and | et the door close behind her. H's ears flicked and
he gathered hinself up to sit on the edge of the bed, with a careful hitch at his kilt.

"You been listening to ops?"

"A " Stupid question. But an opening one. He drew a |large breath. "You do danmm fine job, Pyanfar.
We sit at station, same like stsho. W got kif go bl ow Conpact to hell. Now what do?'

"What do you want? Run out of here? | got hani ships here, | got ten thousand kif on their way to
Utur, right where you wanted 'em gods rot you."

"Listen ne. Better you listen ne now "

"Down the Kura corridor. Isn't that the idea?"

"He be kif, not make connection you with these hani. They got be smart, save neck all thensel ves-
Better you do own business. You don't panic, Pyanfar. Don't think |like damm groundling! Don't risk
you life save these hani. You get themkilled, you make dam ness!"

She laid her ears back. "I got kifish ships headed at my honeworld, Jik. What am | supposed to do,
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huh? | gnore that?"

"Same me." Miscles stood out on Jik's shoulders, his fists clenched. "You let kif make you pl an
for you? They shove, you go predict-able direction? Dam stupid, damn stupid, Pyanfar! You | ock ne
up, take kif advice now? You | et be pushed where this bastard want?'

"And where does that |eave nmy world, huh? | got one world, Jik. | got one place where there's
enough of ny species to survive. Hani nmen don't go to space, they're all on Anuurn. What in a
mahen hell am | supposed to do, play your side and | ose nmy whol e speci es? They got us, Jik, they
got us cornered, don't talk to me about casualties, don't talk to me about any world and any | ot
of lives being equal, they're not. W' re tal king about my whole by the gods species, Jik, and if |

had to bl ow every hani out there and three hundred thousand stsho to do sonething about it, |I'd do
it, and throw the mahendo' sat onto the pile while it burned, by the gods | woul d!"
The whites showed at the corners of his eyes. Ears were still back, the hands still clenched.

"Why you here?"

"Because," she said, "two freighters and a hunter can't stop it. Because there's a chance | can
turn Si kkukkut to do what | can't. Now you tell ne about timetables. You tell ne about it, Jik,
and you tell me all of it, your ship caps included!"

He sat silent a noment. "You got trust."

"Trust. In a mahen hell, Jik. Tell me the truth. I'mout of trust."

"I got interests | protect."

"No." She wal ked closer, held up a forefinger and kept the claw sheathed with greatest restraint.
" "This tinme you trust me. This time you give ne everything you' ve got. You tell me. Everything."
"Pyanfar. Kif going to take you 'board Harukk. They try question ne, | don't talk. My gover' nent,
they make fix-" He tapped the side of his head. "I can't talk. Can't be force'. You whol e 'nother
deal . They shred you fast. Know ever'thing. They know you got ne 'board, a? Know you got chance
make ne tal k. Maybe they give ne to you for sane reason- they can't, maybe Pyanfar can do, a?
Maybe bl ock don't work when you ask, | tell you ever'thing |ike dam fool."

"Can you tell nme? Can what they did to you, can what your Personage did to you-nmake you lie to ne,
even when you don't want to?"

A visible shiver came over him Hands jerked. "I ask not do."

"Jik-you got to trust nme. However they nessed you up. Jik, if it kills you, | got to ask. Wat

ti met abl e?"

The tremor went through all his Iinbs. He hugged his arms against hinmself as if the room had gone
freezing. And stared her in the eyes. "Fourteen," he said past chattering teeth. "Ei ghteen
Twenty. Twenty-four-First. Seventh." Another spasm "This nonth. Next. Next. W g-got naneuver-
make junp coordinate with sane."

"You nmean your noves are ained at certain points at certain dates?"

"Where got th-threat. Don't fight. Myve back. Make 'nother junp-point on focus date."

"So that sonewhere, tracking the kif, your hunters are going to coincide and home in on them"
"Co-in-cide. A" He made a gesture with shaki ng hands. "Mre conplicate', Pyanfar. W push. W
pull. W make kif fight kif. W make kif go toward Urtur, toward Kita."

"Toward Anuurn!"

"Cot-got help go there. Back side. W not betray you, Pyanfar!"

Her | egs went weak. She sank down where she was, on her haunches, |ooking up at a shaken
mahendo' sat on t
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