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Chapter 1

I'd been ditting at the window of my smal cubiclefor nearly an hour, listening to a Joussein
symphonaria and watching the intricate drift of sunlight and shadow across the city from a hundred
twenty stories up, when the call 1'd been expecting dl morning findly came. "Gilead? Y ou in there?"

"Yes, gr," | replied, turning off the music with awave of my control stick and standing up. The
Carillon Building'sintercom speakers were very good, and | had no trouble discerning the excitement
and anticipation in my employer'svoice. With Lord Kelsey-Ramos, that could mean only onething. "'
takeit theraid isnearly finished?'

He snorted, just loudly enough for meto hear. "Isit that obvious?'
"Itistome" | saidsmply.
He snorted again. "Well, you'reright. Comeonin.”

"Yes, dr." Stepping across the starkly plain room—Kkept so by my own request—I set the
control stick down by the player and crossed to the second of the room'stwo doors. "Gilead Raca
Benedar,” | told it, speaking digtinctly. The voicelock was adightly ridiculous precaution, here in what
amounted to Carillon'sinner sanctum, but 1'd long since stopped fedling annoyed by it. Paranoia, in
oneform or another, was one of the many burdens of wedlth.

The door opened; and from my cubicle | entered Lord Kelsey-Ramos's office.

Lord Kelsay-Ramos himself had once likened the contrast of the two roomsto that between
midnight and noon; but for me that comparison fell far short. From the dark at the bottom of amine
shaft to noon, perhaps, or even to the searing brightness outside a sunskimmer's dingshot passby a
dar. For apair of heartbeats | paused there on the threshold, senses struggling asthey adjusted from
the peace of my undecorated room and quiet music to the flamboyant luxury laid out before me.

To the luxury, and even more to the shrewdly engineered contradictions embedded withinit. The
milky-white living carpet, the shimmering Vedant woodling panels and camocarvings, the massive
gemrock desk—the sense of the room reaching my eyes was one of extreme wedlth, calm and stable.
At the same time, the subtle yet distinctive sounds of the InWeb news/data analyzer and Wall Street
I nteractive machine gave off atotaly opposite sense, that of frantic haste and unrest. It created just
enough emotiona confusion that firg-time vistorswere invariably thrown dightly off stride, though few
of them redlized on aconscious leve just what it was that was bothering them.

Andinthemidg of it dl, as much astudy in contrasts asthe officeitself, sat Lord
Kelsey-Ramos.



Seated straight-backed at his desk, gazing dmost disinterestedly at the displays facing him, he
blended quite well with the calm decor... but as | stepped closer, the linesaround his eyes and the
play of hisfacia muscles radiated the message I'd dready learned from his voice. Somewhere out
there, on some ethered battlefield of paper and computer memory, awar wasraging. A quiet,
civilized war, fought by opposing sums of money... for no more purpose than the acquisition of even
more of that same money.

The love of money istheroot of all evils, | quoted to mysdlf. But it was an automatic, dmost
ritua thought these days. Once, I'd thought in my pride that my mere presence might be enough to
influence the way Lord Kesey-Ramos handled hiswesdlth; now, yearslater, | could barely consider
myself lucky that that part of my own conscience hadn't become usdlesdy numb. Pride goes before
destruction, a haughty spirit before a fall... Another ritud thought, and one that waysincluded
the reminder that destruction camein many forms. Including stagnation.

After eight long years, | fill didn't fit in here. And most everyone knew it.

Lord Kelsey-Ramos shifted in his chair, the faint squesk of embroidered cloth on camilesther
reminding me | wasn't here just to indulge mysdlf in slf-pity. Over the familiar scents of the room's
woodling and living carpet | caught awhiff of Marisee Tinge, the executive secretary's perfume;
beneath that, | could smell the very human odor of Lord Kelsey-Ramaoss tenson. The images,
sounds, scents—all of it blended together into the al too familiar sense of civilized warfare that 1'd felt
upon entering. I'd seen it many times before in my time a Carillon... but thistime something about it
was different. Thistime, there was something more than just money at stake. Something far more
important...

And at that moment, it was abruptly over. Thetension linesleft Lord Kelsey-Ramossface, and
his eyes softened, and he looked up at me. "Congratulate me, Gilead," he said, hisvoicerich with
overtones of satisfaction. "After ten years of trying, I'vefindly doneit.”

"Congratulaions, gr," | said. "What isit you'vefinaly done?"

Amusement lines replaced those of the earlier tension, and the sense of his satisfaction
deepened. "I've obtained the Carillon Group atransport licensefor Solitaire.”

My stomach tightened. "1 see," | managed.
He peered up at me. "Bothers you that much, doesit?’

| looked him straight in the eye. "It's the paying of ablood offering in exchange for wedlth,” | said
bluntly.

Hislip twitched, and some of the satisfaction left hisface. But not very much. "I'm sorry you fed
that way." Reaching to his desktop, he snagged his control stick and began punching buttons, my
opinion dready dismissed from histhoughts. "If it helps your conscience any, Carillon won't actualy
be handling flightsin and out of Solitaire system, at least not directly. What I've done is smply to buy
up acontrolling share of HT1 Transport, the company with this particular license. | thought it might be
interesting to call up HTI's chief exec and see how hereactsto the news.”

Which waswhy held sent for me, of course. "Anything in particular you want me to watch for?"



"Signs of resistance, mostly. HTI's dways been stiffnecked jeal ous about its autonomy, and |
want to know how badly they're going to resent being swallowed up. Ah—"

A decorative young woman had appeared on his desk's center display. "HTI Transport; Mr.
ORidly'soffice" she said pleasantly.

"Lord Kelsay-Ramos of the Carillon Group,” Lord Kelsey-Ramosidentified himsdlf. "Mr.
ORidly will want to spesk to me."

A flicker of uncertainty touched the secretary's face, but she was obvioudy knowledgesble in the
names of Portdava's business elite and she put the screen into hold without argument. A moment later
it cleared to reveal a middle-aged man wearing an expensive business capelet. "L ord Kesey-Ramos,”
he nodded in greeting. "What can | do for you, Sir?"

"He doesn't know yet," | murmured from just outside the phone's range.

Lord Kelsey-Ramoas's eyelids dipped briefly in acknowledgment. "Good morning, Mr. ORidly,"
hesaid. "l just wanted to cdl and personally welcome you into the Carillon Group.”

O'Ridly's face went the whole gamut—shock, dishdlief, more shock, outrage—all in the space
of asecond and ahalf. Behind him, the out-of-focus background shifted asthe cameratracked his
lunge forward, and through the stunned silence | could hear the faint click of nervousfingerson
control keys. Onelook wasredly al he needed. " Spike you, anyway, Kelsey-Ramos," he snarled.
"Y ou putrid, smert-headed—"

"Thank you, but I've heard it dl before," Lord Kesey-Ramosinterjected camly. "I'll leaveit to
you to inform the HTI board of this, and I'll want ameeting scheduled to discuss any changesthat'll
need to be made. In the meantime, do you have anything besides insults you'd like to say? On or off
the record, of course?”’

Some of the pure fury was fading from O'Ridly's face, to be replaced by anicy bitternessand
more than alittle discomfort. "What, off the record with your little pet lie detector Benedar there
somewhere?' he sneered, eyes darting around as he searched the limits of his screen for some sign of
me. The sarcasm wasn't nearly strong enough to cover hisdiscomfort. "Or did you think | didn't know
about him?'

Lord Kelsey-Ramos had indeed thought that, but only | caught his annoyance. "I take it that
meansyou'll save your statement for the board meeting, then,” hetold O'Ridly. "Equaly fine. Have
your secretary call mine when you've scheduled the meeting. Oh, and well be wanting to send arep
to Solitaire to check on your locasthere. I'd appreciateit if you'd send word to Whitecliff to expect
him”"

ORidly'slip twigted. "Y ou'reredly enjoying this, aren't you? Y ou've been trying to get your
dicky little fingers on a Solitaire license for, what, eight years now?"'

"Closer toten," Lord Kelsey-Ramos said coolly. "Not that it matters. I'll be sending acourier
over to your office within the hour; kindly have copies of al your records and documents ready by
then. Good morning to you, Mr. ORidly."



Hewaved his control tick, and the display blanked. "And that isthat,”" he commented,
dropping the stick on his desk and looking up a me again. Some of the thrill and triumph was draining
out of him now, leaving ameasure of tiredness behind. "A very profitable day'swork, I'd say.”

| nodded, aneutral enough response. "Y ou'll be going out to Solitaire yourself, | takeit?!

Hesamiled. "Isit that—?" Abruptly, the smile vanished. "Isit that obvious?' he asked cautioudy.

The paranoiaof thewedthy. "Itisto me."

A musclein his cheek tightened. "Could it have been obviousto O'Ridly, too?' he asked.

| thought back, trying to remember every nuance of the man. "It might have been," | agreed.
"The shock of it al waswearing off at the end, and he wasn't ready yet to give up. Once he stopsto
think about it he may be able to guess at least that much."”

Lord Kesey-Ramos pursed hislips. "Tdl me everything else you got.”

| went back through the conversation for him, giving asbest | could the sense I'd had of O'Ridly
at each juncture. "Do you think helll put up afight over this?' he asked when I'd finished.

"YS"
"A legd fight, or otherwise?"

| shrugged. The sense of the man on that point had been abundantly clear. "Hell fight to the limits
of elther hisabilities or his conscience. | don't know where either limit lies."

Lord Kelsey-Ramos gnawed the inside of hischeek. "I have a pretty good idea of both limits,"
he growled. "Unfortunately. So. Y ou think hell figure meto go charging off to Solitaire to personaly
gtick Carillon'sflag into the dirt, en?" Gently, under his bresth, he swore. ™Y ou know, Gilead, I've
waited for thismoment for ten years now. Petitioned and maneuvered to get the Patri to grant new
transport licenses, pushed and prodded at companieswho aready had them—" he glared up a me,
discomfort flicking across hisface—"and put considerable money into trying to find a subtitute for
the Deadman Switch. I've earned the right to be thefirst man to ride aCarillon ship to Solitaire, viast
it"

He broke off, took a deep breath. "And now I've got to stay here and duel with ORidly and the
HTI board ingtead. Thanksto you."

"Y ou could ignore my advice," | reminded him. ™Y ou've done so before.”

A touch of dark humor came back into hisface, as1'd expected it would. "And usualy wished |
hadn't," he pointed out wryly. "Besideswhich, what's the point of hiring aWatcher in thefirst placeif
I'm not going to ligen to him?"

"People have done stranger thingsto themsalves, gir. Often even willingly.”

His eyesflicked past me, to the door of my—to his mind—ypainfully plain cubicle. "And more



often done those strange thingsto others. Not willingly."

Punishing the parents fault in the children and in the grandchildren to the third and
fourth generation... "Thetraining really hasn't been aburden, Lord Kelsey-Ramos," | assured him
quietly. "Therésagreat ded of beauty in God's universe—beauty that you may never even notice, let
alone be able to appreciate.”

"Doesthat beauty make up for al the uglinessthat's al so there?' he asked pointedly. "Does it
make up for the fact that you haveto strip aroom practically bareto get alittle reief from sensory
overload?'

To one he gave five talents, to another two, to a third one... "l dowhat | can with what I've
been given,” | said smply. "Inthat way, a least, I'm no different than you."

He pursed hislips. "Perhaps. Someday you'll haveto tell me—to really tell me—what it'sliketo
be aWatcher."

"Yes, gr." | never would, of course. He didn't redlly want to know. "If that'll bedl...?"

"Not quite." Hisfacetightened dightly, his sense that of aman preparing to ddiver unwanted
news. "1 concede that you'reright, that | can't afford to traipse off to Solitaire right now. But someone
ought to go, if for no other reason than to let them know Carillon will be taking thingsfirmly inrein. It
seemsto methat the obvious person for that job is Randon.”

He clearly expected anegative reaction, but | had noneto offer. At twenty-five, Lord
Kesey-Ramoss son till had alot to learn about life, but he knew enough about how to handle
people—his own and others—to make a reasonable ambassador to a conquered firm. "'l presume
you'll be sending afinancia expert dong with him?" | asked. "'In case their records need looking
over?'

"Oh, I'll send awhole date of experts dong with him—don't worry about that. Still, even experts
often missimportant details... which iswhy you'l be going, too."

| took acareful bresth, feding my heartbeat increase. "Sir, if it'sdl the same with you—"

"Itisnt," hesad firmly, "and I'm afraid | ingst. | want you there with Randon." He hesitated. "I
redlize the whole idea of the Deadman Switch bothers you, but I'm sure you can handleit thisonce.”

Solitaire... and the Deadman Switch. For amoment | nearly told him no, that thistime the price
wastoo high. But even as| opened my mouth, the quiet reminder of why | wasworking for himin the
first place drained the defiance away.

Asit dways seemed to do. Punishing the parents fault in the children and in the

grandchildren to the third and fourth generation... "All right, sir,” | told himinstead. "I'll do my

Chapter 2



The Carillon Group numbered several smal courier shipsamong itsmodest fleet, and | naturaly
expected our group would ride one or more of those to Whitecliff, transferring at that point to one of
HTI'sfreighters. But Lord Kelsey-Ramos would have none of that. Thiswas his persond triumph,
and he had no intention of having us ride someone elsg's ship into Solitaire like hitchhikers or
afterthought cargo.

Which consderation made it dmost inevitable that he would saddle us with the Bellwether.

From his point of view, it was a generous favor, of course. His own persond craft, the
Bellwether was agenuine superyacht, with al the luxury and heavy-duty statusthat that implied.
Unfortunately, the size and deek lines carried their own hidden cogts: the size meant the Bellwether
could do only eighteen hours at a stretch on MjolInir drive before having to go space-normal to dump
its excess heat; and the deek lines meant it then took up to six hoursto cool down enough to continue
on.

Which meant that instead of the twenty-three-plus light-years per day a heavily radiation-finned
courier ship could cover, we stodgered along at barely eighteen. Which meant the hundred-odd
light-yearsto Whitecliff took us nearly six daysto cover, instead of a courier'sfour and ahalf.

Which meant HTI's representativesin Alabaster City were primed, ready, and waiting when we
arrived.

I'd haf expected them to try and hide their preparation, but they apparently knew better than to
try and play stupid. Instead, they'd opted for the opposite response: laying the honey on with a sealant
Spreader.

It started practically before we'd even gotten our feet on the ground, with the spaceport director
himsdf gregting us a the Bellwether's gatel ock as we disembarked. He bubbled a message of
greeting tinged with nervous awe, led usthrough an artificidly brief cusomsritua, and then escorted
us across the terminal to the connecting hotdl. The three best suites, we found, had aready been
reserved for us, as had the most secure meeting/privacy room on the lobby level. Randon left a
message with the hotel registrar to be transmitted to thelocal HTI office, and we retired to our rooms.

Even then, the HTI people showed their expertise in such matters, giving us ahaf-hour to relax
and readjust to groundfall before arriving at the hotdl.

They were ditting at one end of the polished gemrock table as we entered the privacy room: two
men, one dark and amost too young, with adightly overforma black and burgundy capelet draped
carefully over histunic; the other older and graying, with a sense of long tiredness hanging on his
shoulders asvisbly ashis physician's white capelet. On the table before the younger man sat an open
computer, humming faintly. "Good day to you," Randon nodded asthey roseto their feet at our
approach. "I'm Randon Kelsey-Ramoas of the Carillon Group; you must be our HT1 hogts."

"Good day to you aswdll, gir," the younger man said with anod that was asforma as his
capelet. Hisdark eyesflicked to me, the sense of him shifting from stiff and grudging politenessto



animosity ashedid so. "I'm Sahm Aikman—HTI lega affairs department,” he continued, eyes shifting
back to Randon. "Thisismy colleague, Dr. Kurt DeMont—" he gestured, the muscles of his hand as
taut astherest of him—"who handlesthe various medica aspects of the Solitaire run.”

DeMont's eyes came back to Randon from their uneasy study of me and he nodded hisown
greeting. "Mr. Kelsey-Ramos," he said gravely. His eyes shifted again to me, and | sensed a surge of
boldness peek through, asif he were considering speaking to me directly. But caution and protocol
prevailed, the boldness withered, and he remained silent.

All of which would have been abundant proof, if I'd needed any, that the message O'Rielly had
sent here had included the fact that Randon might be bringing his father's Watcher dong. But they
weren't quite sure yet...

"Pleased to meet you," Randon said, nodding acknowledgment of the introductions. He, too,
had picked up on their interest in me; equaly clear wasthe fact that he intended to draw out their
uncertaintiesasfar ashe could. "May | say, firgt of dl, that | appreciate your getting adl the
accommodationstriviaout of the way—it certainly made life easier for my aides.” Hewaved vaguely
inmy direction; like magic, both sets of eyes shifted to me. The gesture shifted smoothly, Randon's
hand ending up pointing at the computer dtting on the table. ™Y ou've brought me copies of your
records?'

"Uh, yes, gr," Aikman said, shifting gearswith visble effort, his attention lingering on mefor a
second after his eyes had gone back to Randon. Standard business etiquette said that entourageslike
me were to be ignored in direct address until and unlessthey were formaly introduced, and Randon's
deliberate falure to do so was beginning to irritate him. "1 thought we could take afew minutesto go
through them now, if yourewilling.”

"You have all HTI'srecords here?' Randon asked.

"Oh, no—jugt those involving shipment through Whitecliff,” Aikman said. "The complete records
are of course kept only in the Solitaire office."

"Ah," Randon nodded. "Wdll, then, | think I'll pass. Not much sense in spending time studying
one corner of the painting when I'll get to see the whole thing in acouple of days, isthere?'

A flicker of surprise touched both men, followed immediatdly by annoyancein different degrees.
| gathered the locdl HTI office had gone to some effort to gather the recordsinto easily digested form,
and Aikman in particular was clearly put out at Randon's casua dismissal of dl that work. "Asyou
wish, Mr. Kelsey-Ramos," he said, managing to keep hisvoice civil. "In that case—"

"What I'd rather do," Randon interrupted him, "is see what kind of night life Whitedliff has. |
presumeit does have some?"

Another flicker of surprise. DeMont recovered first. "Oh, certainly,” he said. "Nothing like what
you're used to on Portdava, | don't suppose, but enjoyablein itsown way. Herein Alabaster City,
particularly, we have awide mix of different entertainments.”

"Y es, port citiestend to be that way," Randon nodded. "Though | certainly wouldn't like to think
I'm too much of asnob to enjoy something new. Y ou'll both be my guests, of course?”’



Aikman and DeM ont exchanged glances. Clearly, Randon wasnt fitting into their expectations,
and they weren't entirely sure how to handle him. "We'd be honored to serve as your guides, Mr.
Kedsey-Ramos" Aikman said diplomaticaly.

"Excdlent,” Randon said with asmile. "I'll haveto bring a couple of my shields aong, too, of
course. Company policy, I'm afraid.”

"Understandable,” Aikman nodded. "Well, then, whenever you're ready—"

"Oh, and Mr. Benedar will be coming, too," Randon said blandly, gesturing a hand toward me.
"I'm sorry; I've been remiss, haven't I? Mr. Aikman, Dr. DeM ont—Gilead Raca Benedar."

It was agame on Randon's part, of course—nothing more or lessthan away to suddenly spring
my name and Watcher status on them and force areaction. Certainly he had no interest in trying to
carouse through Alabagter City's night life with someone he considered ardigious fanatic hovering
disdainfully in the background. My own interest in playing that role was equaly microscopic.

But Aikman and DeMont didn't know that. "Mr. Benedar," Aikman said in acknowledgment, his
formal stiffness turning abruptly rigid. "Mr. Kelsey-Ramos... with due respect for your position, I'd
like to suggest that it would be best if your associate remains behind.”

"Oh?" Randon asked, dmost innocently. "Isthere aproblem, Mr. Aikman?”'

Aikman locked eyeswith him. "To put it bluntly, Sr, Watchers aren't especidly welcomein
Alabagter City."

Randon met his gaze steadily. "I understood the Watchers have a settlement here on Whitecliff.”
"I'm sure he'd be welcome there,” Aikman countered. "But not anywhere else on the planet.”

For along moment the room was slent; sllent with heavy discomfort from DeMont, with dmost
cam caculation from Randon, with black hatred from Aikman. | lie surrounded by lions, greedy for
human prey...

Anicy shiver ran up my back. I'd encountered hatred before—Watchers who | eft their
settlements couldn't avoid running into it these days. We'd been barely tolerated before Aaron Balaam
darMaupine and hisfollowers had come on the scene; now, two decades later, fedling against us was
gill running high. There was hatred everywhere—unthinking hatred, frightened hatred, even inherited
hatred. But Aikman's hatred was different. Cold, amost intellectud, it had far less actual emotion
smmering benegath it than it ought to have had.

God had given mankind intellect, one of my teachers had once said, and the Fall had given him
prgjudice; and there was no human force more dangerous than a combination of the two.

Randon broke the brittle silence first. "I seem to remember, Mr. Aikman," he said, choosing his
words ddiberately, "that one of the chief cornerstones of the origina Patri Articles was the banning of
religious discrimination in the Patri and in al future colony worlds. | was unaware that policy had been

repealed.”



The words were indignant enough; the emotions beneath them far less so. Randon's father, |
knew, would have felt automatic anger at such abrazen display of discrimination, but Randon's own
world view wasn't set up that way. To him, | waslessahuman being than atool with useful
properties. But that didn't prevent him from using my humanity to score afew pointsin this
psychologica trapshoot he had needled Aikman into playing.

Not that Aikman needed much prodding. "We have afair number of emigresfrom Bridgeway,"
he countered harshly. "They haven't forgotten what darMaupine nearly did there. Neither have the rest
of us"

"That was over twenty years ago,” Randon pointed out coolly. "Mr. Benedar was all of eleven
years old when darMaupine's experiment in theocracy was brought down.”

"I'm not responsible for hisage," Aikman said, thefirst hint of caution beginning to bresk through
the anger as he abruptly seemed to remember who this young man was he was arguing with. "I'm aso
not respongible for the concept of guilt by association. | merely state the relevant facts.”

"Then | take it you've not forgotten the most relevant of those facts, Mr. Aikman,” Randon shot
back. "I'm in charge of thisman... and the Carillon Group isin charge of HTI. Which means | make
the decisonson thistrip.”

Behind hislips, Aikman clenched histeeth, and for a second some of his hatred for me shifted to
Randon...

"Excuse me, Mr. Kelsey-Ramos," | spoke up, before Aikman could find aresponse he might
later regret. "'If you wouldn't mind too much, I'd rather stay here this evening. I'd appreciate the
opportunity to get agood night'sdeep in red gravity.”

Randon turned to eye me, the sense of him one of approval. Hed made his point—had
boldfaced his authority for the others—and now was perfectly ready for me to make my excuses and
back out. "Yes, | remember you never dept very well aboard ship," he commented. "All right, then,
you're excused.” He shifted his attention back to Aikman and DeMont, who were looking asif we'd
just pulled the rug out from under them. Aswe had, of course, just done... and even though | knew |
shouldnt, | couldn't help enjoying their discomfiture just alittle bit. "My apologies, gentlemen,”
Randon continued briskly, "but it gppearsit'll just be you two and me after dl. Wdll, then. Givemea
few minutesto change into something more appropriate and I'll be back. Oh, and | will take those
records, | guess—my financia expert may find himsdf bored tonight.”

Tight-lipped, Aikman reached down and pulled acyl from the computer. His hand was shaking

noticeably with emotion ashe did so. "WEell seeyou in afew minutes, Mr. Kelsey-Ramos," he said,
his voice fighting hard to remain civil as he handed the cyl over.

Randon nodded and we l€ft. In the elevator, severa floors from the lobby level, he finaly turned
to me. "Quite ashow, Benedar, en?' he said with asmile,

| swallowed. "Indeed, gr. | redly don't think it was agood ideato bait them the way you did,
though."

He dismissed the comment with awave of hishand. "The fastest way to get through a corporate



mask isto give the person wearing it agood, hard push,” he told me off-handedly. "I'm sorry if you
felt offended in there, but you have to admit you're avery convenient lever to push with."

A tool with useful properties. "'I'm also reasonably capable of reading people without the need to
push them,” | reminded him, annoyed despite mysdlf. “The whole purpose of me being here—"

"Isto use your wonderful powers of observation to spot thingsthat | miss,” Randon cut me off
with apatient Sigh. "Yes, | know. I've heard my father go on and on about your vaunted Watcher
mind-reading tricks."

"It'snot mind-reading—"
"So then let's haveit, eh? What did you see down there that | missed?’

| clenched my teeth. "They don't likeyou," | told him. "They aren't sure yet whether you'rea
clever manipulator or a pompousfool, but they're prepared to didike you either way."

"That one's pretty obvious," Randon snorted. "Also obviousisthat Aikman, especidly, didikes
you even more than he didikesme. | wasthinking more along the lines of something abit more subtle.
Aretheseredly thefull recordsfor the Whitedliff shipping route, for instance?' He waved the cyl.

| thought back over the conversation, over the shifting senses of the two men during it. "There
wasno liein ether of them,” | told Randon. "Whatever you have there, it was given in good faith.”

"I'm sureit was," he shrugged. "Also sdf-evident, I'll point out. Falsifying recordsisnt ajob
givento middle-levelerslike those two. Not if the corporation’'s smart, anyway."

"How do you know they're middle-levelers?’

"Y ou don't think HTI would waste any of their high-level people running back and forth playing
zombi escort, do you?' he snorted. "Come on, Benedar—that's smplelogic.”

My stomach tightened. Zombi. Dehumanizing with alabd. "Yes gr."

He gave me ahard look. "Y ou're not going to go al queasy on me when we reach the Cloud,
areyou?'

"Il bedl right by the time we reach Solitaire," | assured him.

| hadn't exactly answered his question. He noticed, but let it pass. "I hope s0," he said instead.
"If HTI'sgoing to try and obstruct us, it'll be the people running the Salitaire office who'll be behind it.
I'll want you running at full power by the time we face them."

| gave aneutra nod, hearing the anticipation in hisvoice. He grew into a young lion; he
learned to tear his prey; he became a man-eater. The nations came to hear of him; he was
caught in their pit; they dragged him away with hooks to Egypt... "Yes, sr,” | murmured. "I'll be

ready by then."



| learned the next morning that Randon's baiting of Aikman and DeMont hadn't ended with my
departure, but had merely changed itsform. From the bleary eyes of the two shields he'd taken dong
| gathered that they'd returned to the hotel considerably after local midnight; from the fact that Aikman
and DeMont dragged their way to the Bellwether nearly an hour after weld arrived | gathered that
Randon had employed one of hisfather's old gambits. Lord Kelsey-Ramos had been notoriousin his
youth for the technique of celebrating his opponentsinto afrazzled mess, and it was clear that Randon
had inherited both the ssamina and vodkya tolerance required to play such agame.

A dangerous and rather childish game, to my way of thinking... and yet, in retrospect | can't help
wondering if perhaps there was more behind it than Randon's grim determination to bein control.
Because if Aikman and DeMont hadn't been late—if | hadn't aready been in my stateroom preparing
for departure when they arrived—I dmost certainly would have been right there at the gatelock when
they and the spaceport authorities arrived.

They, the authorities... and the two human sacrifices they delivered to the ship. Our two zombis.

Chapter 3

It was the middle of ship's afternoon two dayslater, and | was playing singleton chessina
corner of the crew lounge, when we reached the Cloud.

Without warning, oddly enough, though the effect sphere's edge was supposed to be both
gationary and well established. But reach it without warning we did. From the rear of the Bellwether
camethefant thunggk of massive circuit bregkersfiring asthe Mjollnir drive spontaneoudy kicked
out, followed an instant later by around of cursesfrom the othersin the lounge asthe
ultra-high-frequency electric current in the deck lost its MjolInir-space identity of a pseudograv
generator and crewers and drinks went scattering every which way.

And then, abruptly, therewas silence. A dark silence, as suddenly everyone seemed to
remember what was about to happen.

A rook was drifting in front of my eyes, spiraing dowly about itslong axis. Carefully, | reached
out and plucked it from the air, feling asudden chill in my heart. We were at the edge of the Cloud,
ten lightyears out from Solitaire... and in afew minutes, up on the bridge, someonewas going to die.

For in honor of their gods they have done everything detestable that God hates; yes, in
honor of their gods, they even burn their own sons and daughters as sacrifices—

A tone from the intercom broke into my thoughts. " Sorry about that,” Captain Jose Bartholomy
sad. Behind his carefully cultivated Starlit accent hisvoice wastrying to be as unruffled asusud... but
| don't think anyone aboard the Bellwether wasredly fooled. " Space-normal, for anyone who hasn't
figured it out already. Approximately fifteen minutesto MjolInir again; stand ready.”" He paused, and |
heard him take a deep breath. "Mr. Benedar, please report to the bridge.”

| didn't have to look to know that all eyesin the lounge had turned to me. Carefully, | eased out
of my seat, hanging onto the arm until I'd adjusted adequately to the weightlessness and then giving
myself a push toward the door. My movement seemed to break the others out of their pardysis—two



of the crewers headed to the lockers for handvacs, while the rest suddenly seemed to remember there
were glasses and floating snacks that needed to be collected and got to it. In the brisk and
uncomfortable flurry of activity, | reached the door and | ft.

Randon was waiting for me just outside the bridge. "Benedar," he nodded, both voice and face
tighter than he probably wanted them to be.

"Why?" | asked quietly, knowing he would understand what | meant.

Hedid, but choseto ignore the question. "Comein here," he said instead, waving at the door
release and grabbing the jamb handle asthe pane did open.

"I'd rather not," | said.
"Comein here," he repeated. Hisvoice madeit clear he meant it.
Swallowing hard, | gave mysdlf adight push and obeyed.

Thereisaunique smdll that accompanies degth. | don't mean the actua, physica odor of
decomposing flesh, but awider scent that extends somehow to dl the other sensesaswall. I'd smelled
it twice before: once at my grandfather's deathbed, where dl the hospitd disinfectantsin the air were
unable to disguiseit; once a the scene of an accident where the victim was conscious to the end. Both
times, for hours afterward, | had tried to separate out the sensations | had felt into piecesthat | could
understand... and both times | had failed. There was afear of the unknown involved, certainly,
combined with a sense of the profound mystery surrounding the departure of ahuman soul from this
world. But there was moreto it than that, and neither my own intellect nor those Watcher elders|
took it to could ever totaly solve the puzzle.

Randon and | entered the bridge... and for the third timein my life | found the smdll of death.

Captain Bartholomy and First Officer Gielincki were there, of course: Gielincki because it was
technicaly her shift asbridge officer, Bartholomy because he waan't the type of man to foist aduty
likethis off on his subordinates. Standing bes de them on the gripcarpet were Aikman and DeMont,
the former with asmal recorder hanging loosely from hishand, the |atter with amedical kit gripped
tightly in his. Hanking the helm chair to their right were two of Randon's shields, Daiv and Duge
Ifversn, just beginning to move back... and in the chair itself sat aman. The Bellwether's sacrifice.

| couldn't see anything of him but one hand, strapped to the left chair arm, and the back of his
head, smilarly bound to the headrest. | didn't want to see anything more, either—not of him, not of
anything else that was about to happen up here. But Randon was looking back at me...

The days of my life are few enough: turn your eyes away, leave me a little joy, before | go
to the place of no return, to the land of darkness and shadow dark as death...

Taking adeep breath, | set my feet into the gripcarpet and moved forward. Daiv Ifversn had
been heading toward Aikman as we entered; now, instead, he turned toward us. "The prisoner is
secured, Sir, as per orders,” he told Randon, hisface and voice making it clear he didn't carefor this
duty at dl. "Further orders?"



Randon shook his head. "Y ou two may leave."
"Yes, ar." Dalv caught his brother's eye, and the two of them headed for the door.

And al was ready. Taking a step toward the man in the chair, Aikman set hisrecorder down on
one of the pane's grips, postioning it where it could take in the entire room. ""Robern Roxbury
Trembley," he said, hisvoice as coldly officia asthe atmosphere surrounding us, "you have been
charged, tried, and convicted of the crimes of murder and high treason, said crimes having been
committed on the world of Miland under the jurisdiction of the laws of the Four Worlds Of The Patri."

From my position next to Randon and Captain Bartholomy, | could now seethe manin profile.
His chest was fluttering rapidly with short, shallow bresths, hisface drawn and pale with the scent of
death heavy onit... but through it al came the distinct sense that he wasindeed guilty of the crimesfor
which he was about to die.

It came aslittle comfort.

"Y ou havetherefore," Aikman continued impassively, "been sentenced to death, by aduly
authorized judiciary of your peers, under the laws of the Four Worlds Of The Petri and their colonies.
Said execution isto be carried out by letha injection aboard this ship, the Bellwether, registered from
the Patri world of Portdava, under the direction of Dr. Kurt DeMont, authorized by the governor of
Solitaire.

"Robern Roxbury Trembley, do you have any last words?'

Trembley started to shake his head, discovered the headband prevented that. "No," he
whispered, voice cracking dightly with the strain.

Aikman haf turned, nodded at DeMont. Lips pressed tightly together, the doctor stepped
forward, moving around the back of the helm chair to Trembley's right arm. Opening his medicd kit,
he withdrew a small hypo, aready prepared. Trembley closed his eyes, face taut with fear and the
approach of desth... and DeMont touched the hypo nozzleto hisarm.

Trembley jerked, inhaing sharply. "Connye," he whispered, lower jaw trembling ashe exhaled a
long, ragged bregath.

His eyes never opened again... and aminute later he was dead.

DeMont gazed at the readoutsin hiskit for another minute before he confirmed it officidly.
"Execution carried out as ordered,” he said, his voice both tired and grim. "Time: fifteen hundred
twenty-seven hours, ship's chrono, Anno Patri date 14 Octyab 422." Heraised hiseyesto
Bartholomy. "He'sready, Captain.”

Bartholomy nodded, visbly stedled himself, and moved forward. Unstrapping Trembley'sarms,
he reached gingerly past the body to a black keyboard that had been plugged into the main helm
pand. It came alive with indicator lights and prompts at histouch, and he set it down onto the main
pand'sfront grip, pogtioning it over the main helm controls and directly in front of the chair. "Do |
need to do anything ese?' he asked Aikman, hisvoice dmost awhisper.



"No," Aikman shook his head. He threw aglance at me, and | could sense the malicious
satisfaction there at my presence. The big pious Watcher, forced to watch aman being executed.
"No, from hereoninit'sjust sit back and enjoy theride.”

Bartholomy snorted, aflash of didikeflickering out toward Aikman as he moved away from the
body.

And asif on cue, the body stirred.

| knew what to expect; but even o, the sight of it was shattering. Trembley was dead
—everything about him, every cue my Watcher training could detect told me hewas dead... and to
seehisarmslift dowly away from the chair sent ahorrible chill Straight to the center of my being. And
yet, a the sametime, | couldn't force my eyesto turn away. There was an dmost hypnotic fascination
to the scene that held my intellect even whileit repeled my emotions.

Trembley's arms were moving forward now, reaching out toward the black Deadman Switch
panel. For amoment they hesitated, asif unsure of themsalves. Then the hands stirred, the fingers
curved over, and the arms lowered to the MjolInir switch. One hand groped for position... paused...
touched it—

And abruptly, gravity returned. We were on Mjollnir drive again, on our way through the Cloud.
With adead man at the controls.
"Why?" | asked Randon again.

"Because you're the first Watcher to travel to Solitaire,”" he said. The words were directed to
me; but his eyesremained on Trembley. The morbid fascination I'd fdt till had Randoninitsgrip.
"Hard to believe, isnt it?' he continued, his voice distant. " Seventy years after the discovery of the
Deadman Switch and there till hasn't been a Watcher who'staken thetrip in.”

| shivered, my skin crawling. The Deadman Switch had hardly been "discovered’'—thefirst ship
to get to Solitaire had done so on pureidiot luck... if luck wasthe proper word. A university's
scientific expedition had been nosing around the edge of the Cloud for days, trying to figure out why a
Mjoallnir drive couldn't operate within that region of space, when the drive had suddenly and
impossibly kicked in, sending them off on the ten-hour trip inward to the Solitaire system. Busy with
their readings and instruments, no one on board redized until they reached the system that the man
operating the helm was dead—had, in fact, died of a stroke just before they'd entered the Cloud.

By the time they cameto the correct conclusion, they'd been trapped in the system for nearly
two months. Friendships, under such conditions, often grow rapidly. | wondered what it had been
like, drawing lots to see who would die so that the rest could get home...

| shivered, violently. "The Watchers consider the Deadman Switch to be aform of human
sacrifice” | told him.

Randon threw me a patient glance... but beneath the dightly amused sophistication there, | could
tell he wasn't entirely comfortable with the ethics of it ether. "I didn't bring you here to argue public
moraswith me" he said tartly. "'l brought you here because—" he pursed hislips briefly—"because||



thought you might be able to settle the question of whether or not the Cloud isredlly dive."

It wasasif dl the buried fears of my childhood had suddenly risen again from their haf-forgotten
shadows. To ddliberately try and detect the presence of an entity that had coldly taken control of a
dead human body... "No," | managed to say.

Randon frowned. "No what? No, it isn't dive?'

Trembley's dead hands moved, changing the Bellwether's course afew degrees down the
twisting and ever-changing path to Solitaire... and suddenly | felt very ill. "I mean, no, | cant doit.”

A dight frown creased Randon's forehead. "L ook, Benedar, I'm not expecting miracles—"

"l can't doit," | snapped at him.

All heads on the bridge turned to me. Even Randon seemed taken aback. Even were | to walk
inaravine asdark as death | should fear no danger, for You are at my side... Taking adeep

breath, | forced camnessinto my mind. "Mr. Kelsey-Ramoas, the man thereis dead. He's dead.”

"He was a condemned traitor," Aikman put in, malicious enjoyment & my discomfort coloring his
tone. "He was responsible for the deaths of over twenty people on Miland. Y ou fed sorry for him?"

I met hiseyes, but didn't bother to speak. He couldn't understand—uwouldn't want to even if he
could—how much more gridy the zombi wasfor me than it could ever befor him. To sense
overwhelmingly the fact that he was dead; and at the sametime to see evidence of life...

"Who was Connye?' Randon asked.

Aikman shifted hisattention to him. "Who?"

"Trembley mentioned a Connye, just as Dr. DeMont injected him,"” Randon said. Annoyed
though he might be a me for refusing his order, he till had no intention of letting an outsider like
Aikman take free shots at me. "Was she one of the people he killed?"

Aikman shook his head. " She was one of hisaccomplices." His eyeswent back to me. "Shewas
executed on an earlier flight into Solitaire, incidentally.”

| clenched my teeth. "Mr. Kelsey-Ramos... with your permisson, I'd liketo leave.”

He studied me amoment, then nodded. "Y es, dl right. Perhaps on the trip back you'll be better
ableto handleit.”

| nodded, acknowledging his statement without necessarily agreeing withiit. "I'll bein my
gtateroom if you need me," | told him.

"Y ou might take aminute to stop by the other zombi's cdll first,” Aikman added as| turned to
go.

| paused, looking back a him. Again the hatred of me... but thistime combined with something



else. Something very much like gloating. "Oh?" | asked.

"Or not," he said, sudioudy off-handed. "It's entirely up to you." Deliberately, he turned his back
to me and pretended to be watching Trembley.

| glanced at Randon, saw my puzzlement mirrored there, and Slently left the bridge.

Aikman was playing some sort of game, of course. Unfortunately, we both knew | knew it,
which meant his ultimate god could equaly well be to goad meinto vigting the Bellwether's other
prisoner or elseto make sure | avoided the cell completely.

But | wasn't going to play hisgame... and not playing his game meant doing whatever | did for
my reasons, not his. And inthis case...

Inthiscase | didn't want to face the prisoner. Didn't want to see someone who had committed a
crimeworthy of death.

Didn't want to risk feding any empathy for someone with whom | had no business, and who
would regardless be dying in no more than two weeks.

But a Samaritan traveller who came on him was moved with compassion when he saw
him...

Thereweretimes, | reflected bitterly, when religious duty was more trouble than it was worth.
With asigh, | changed direction and headed for the prisoner's cell.

The"cdl" wasredly nothing but a specidly prepared stateroom, cleared of anything that could
be used for escape and equipped with an outside lock. A guard would be posted outside, of course;
but as| came down the corridor | saw that at least that worry had been for nothing. Mikha Kutzko,
Lord Kelsey-Ramos's own favorite shield chief and one of the few people aboard who neither treated
me as avaguely amusing fanatic nor walked on eggshdlsin my presence, was himsdlf standing guard
by the door.

He watched my gpproach, agenuinely friendly grin on hisface even as hishand drifted afew
centimeters closer to the needler belted to histhigh. An unconscious reflex, | knew, one that had
probably helped keep him dive dl these years. "Gilead," he nodded in greeting, eyes twinkling behind
thetinted lenses of his visorcomp. "Welcometo the Bellwether's dungeon. What brings you here?”

"I'd heard there was amiracle taking place," | said with astraight face. "That you were actudly
up here waking the drawbridge yoursdf.”

The smile becameagrin. "And you said, ‘| must go across and seethis strange sight'?* he
suggested wryly.... and why the bush is not being burned up, | automatically completed the
reference. Kutzko's knowledge of scripture was generaly limited to those with novelty value, but it
was gill niceto hear even that being used in public. "Of course,” | agreed. ™Y ou haveto admit it's
been ayear or two since you had to pull straight guard duty.”



Some of the amusement went out of his eyes. "It's been even longer since any of my shields had
to guard adesth cdl," he said quietly. "Its blazing depressing having to stand around here thinking
about it."

| nodded. Until we reached Solitaire Kutzko didn't have any red shield coordination work to
do... and like Captain Bartholomy, he wasn't the type to push unpleasant duty off his own back onto
his subordinates. Lord Kelsey-Ramos had a knack for attracting people like that. "I don't supposeit
is" | agreed. "What can you tell me about him?”

"Her," he corrected. "It's awoman from Outbound. Convicted multiple murderess.”

My stomach knotted. Outbound. I'd grown up there, on the Watcher settlement. "Any idea," |
asked carefully, "just where on Outbound it happened?!

Hefrowned. "No. Why?'

"A few minutes ago Aikman suggested | might find it ingtructive to come here and see her,” |
said. With Kutzko, | could be honest. "I wonder..."

"1f she could be someone you know?" Kutzko tapped the temple of hisvisorcomp. "Identity
card: Bellwether outzombi."

| grimaced at the word. Braced myself...

"Name's Calandra Paquin,” Kutzko reported, reading from the visorcomp's head-up display.
"Sound familiar?'

| shook my head, the knot in my stomach easing fractiondly. "No."

"Um. Let'ssee... origindly from Bridgeway... murders occurred in the Outbound capita of
Trangt City."

Some of the Watchers from Cana settlement did occasiond businessin Trangit City. Could her

killings have included someone | knew? " Do you have the names of her victimsthere?' | asked
Kutzko.

"No. Sorry." Hiseyesfocused on me again. "That's right—you're from Outbound, too, aren't
you?"

"l grew up there." | hesitated... but if the ship's records didn't have that information, there was
only one other person besides Aikman himsalf who might. And | would rather talk to a murderess
than ask Aikman for such afavor. "Do you suppose | could go in and talk to her?"

Kutzko studied me. "Why?"

"I'm not entirely sure,”" | admitted. "1 just fed likel should, that'sdl.”

"Wédll... by the book, you know, only my shields and the HTI people are supposed to have
anything to do with her." He scratched his cheek thoughtfully. "On the other hand, | was going to



check on her soon anyway; and if you just happened to wander in to keep me company..." Heraised
his eyebrows questioningly.

| nodded. "l oweyou."

"Forget it." Turning, he bused himsaf with thelock. "I'll gofirgt," heingructed me asthe
mechanism tripped. " Stay out until | giveyou an al-clear.”

Rapping twice on the door, he pressed the release. The knock was typicd, | thought asthe
pand did open—for someonein hisparticular line of work, Kutzko was unusudly polite. A man, I'd
sometimes thought, who would gpologize for the inconvenience as he broke your neck.

For amoment his back blocked my view of the room beyond. Then, taking astep forward, he
moved off to theside. "All right," he said over hisshoulder. "Y ou can comein.”

But for that first moment, | couldn't move. Beyond him, the woman—the murderess—was
seated in front of the stateroom's reader, her face turned questioningly to Kutzko. Her eyes met
mine... and in those eyes, in that face, in that whole presence, there could be no mistake.

Caandra Paguin was a Watcher.

Chapter 4

Sowly, | stepped into the room. The woman watched me, and | could tell that she too had
recognized our common heritage. "Mikha," | said carefully, "1'd like to speak to Ms. Paquin done for
amoment, if | may."

He hdf turned to frown at me. "May | remind you—?"

"It1l bedl right," | cut him off. My knees were beginning to tremble with atangle of
contradictory emotions. "Please.”

Kutzko looked at Cadandra, back at me. "All right. But just for aminute.” Sipping past me, he
left the room. The door did hafway closed, and | heard him move to the opposite side of the
corridor, where he could see but not redlly hear us.

| took adeep breath. "Gilead Raca Benedar," | introduced myself. " Cana settlement,
Outbound."

Her face might have flickered at the mention of Outbound. "Calandra Mara Pagquin,” she nodded
inreturn.

"From...?"
"l wasraised in the Bethd settlement on Bridgeway. If it'sany of your busness.”

| felt cold. Bridgeway: Aaron Baaam darMaupinesworld. For abrief, unnerving second |



wondered if she might actually have been involved in that perversion... but another second and |
redlized how unlikely that was. Cdandrawas only about thirty-eight—five years older than
me—which meant she'd have been bardly sixteen when darMaupine's grab for tempora power was
findly overthrown. "We're both Watchers," | reminded her. "Committed to God and to each other.
That makes our lives each others business™

She snorted gently. "Sorry, but | gave up commitments like that along time ago.”

| felt avague stirring of anger. | wastrying ashard as| could to forget her crime and accept her
asan equal, and al she was doing was rubbing sat on my patience. "Maybe the rest of us haven't
given up onyou," | gritted. "Just because you ran out on your people when they needed you—"

"Oh, you think | ran out because of what Aaron Balaam darMaupine did to uswith hisinsane
vison?'

"Y ou wouldn't have been thefirgt," | told her, fighting doggedly to give her the benefit of the
doubt. "With dl the animosity that mess generated—"

"Animogty?' she cut me off. "Is that what you got on Outbound? Animosity?"

| pursed my lips. Others fell among thorns, and the thorns grew up and choked them... "I'm
sureit was alot worse on Bridgeway. Especialy for ateenager.”

Sheglared & me. "I doubt you could even imagineit. Certainly not from such alofty and
protected place as the Carillon Group. Oh, don't look so surprised—I know whaose ship I'mon. |
haven't been living in ahole al these years. Or in aWatcher colony." She cocked her head dightly to
the sde. "And before you start talking about deserting the faith, you might remember that you aren't
exactly living a your settlement, either. Haven't for quite afew years, asamatter of fact.”

Anger gtirred within me... anger, and apainful fegling of helplessness. Of course she would have
picked that up: my speech patterns, my body language, athousand other cues—they dl pointed to my
long absence from aWatcher settlement as clearly as a spaceport skysign.

And in those eleven years I'd been away from home, | was suddenly learning, 1'd forgotten what
it was like to be with another Watcher. How profoundly naked it felt to stand beneath that al-seeing

gaze.
| nearly turned around and walked out right then and there. But | didn't. Blessed are the

merciful: they shall have mercy shown them... Perhapsit was adesireto provethat | knew the
actionsaswell asthewords. "I'd like to ask you afew questions about your crime,” | managed.

"Why?" she retorted. "Have the elders added some form of ritud last ritesto the repertoire?!

| ignored thejibe, dl | could think of to do. "I just want to talk. To hear your Sde of... what
happened.”

She studied me, and | felt my discomfort grow stronger. *No Watchers died. Not from your
Cana settlement, or from anywhere else. Isthat what you wanted to know?"



"Partly," | admitted, my sense of nakedness growing stronger. Here | was, trying my best to
mask my emotions from her; and not only was she reading them like a book, shewas just as casudly
picking up my thoughts, too. It made mefed likeachild again. "I aso wanted to know why you did
it"

Shelooked me graight inthe eye. "'l didn't.”

For three heartbeats | thought I'd heard her wrong. "l1—you—7"

"You heard meright. | didnt do it."

For along minute | looked at her. I don't..." | began; but the words faded into silence. Shewas
hiding agreat dedl of hersdf from me—that much was clear. But she couldn't hide everything... and
the sense of her was definitely that she wastdlling the truth.

"Don't believe me?' shefinished my sentence. "l can't say I'm surprised. No one else did, either.”

"But—I mean—" | broke off, trying to get my tongue under control.

"l was set up,” she said softly. "Set up in avery professona manner. Mogt of the evidence
pointed very negtly to me."

"What about the partsthat didn't?" | persisted. "Weren't there any counterwitnesses? Odd
physica evidence? Y our own pravdrug testimony, for heaven's sake?'

Shelooked at me. "Most of the evidencefit negtly,” she repeated. "The partsthat didn't... they
ignored.” She shook her head, dropping her gaze from my face.

| took a deep breath; but before | could speak there was arustle of movement behind me, and |
turned to see Kutzko in the doorway. "Daiv just cdled in—says Aikman's headed this direction,” he
reported. "Y ou'd better get out before he finds you and goes blazing off to Mr. Kelsey-Ramos."

"All right." | turned back to Calandra, my heart aching in sympathy. Framed for acrime she
didn't commit... and sentenced as aresult to be sacrificed to the great god Profit. "Don't worry,
Cdandra," | told her quietly. "I'll get thisthing turned around.”

A flash of surprise crossed her sense. "Wait aminute, | don't want you to get involved—"

"I'm dready involved," | said, backing out of the room. "I'm a Watcher."

The door closed on her, and Kutzko cocked an eyebrow at me. "Y ou redly believe her?!

| nodded, fedling my muscles trembling. The confrontation had been more of adrainthan I'd
redized. "Yes" | sad. "I'maWatcher, aren't 17"

He thought about pointing out Calandrawas one, too, thought better of it, " So what now?" he
asked instead.

"l go hit Mr. Kelsey-Ramos with it, of course," | said, starting down the corridor.



"Hewon't likeit," Kutzko warned.

"l can't help that,” | called back. "Seeyou later."

| found Randon in his stateroom, going over the Whitecliff numbers with Dapper Schock, one of
Lord Kelsey-Ramosstop financial experts. "Can it wait?" he asked with atouch of annoyance as|
camein. Hisfull attention was on the report, and he clearly wanted to keep it that way.

"Thedetailscan, dr, if necessary,” | told him. "But | think you ought to hear the high points right
now. | have reason to believe that CaandraMara Paguin, our... outzombi... didn't commit the crime
she was condemned for."

Thefinancid datawas abruptly forgotten. “Oh, redly?* Randon frowned, leaning back in his
seet. "What makes you think that?"

| raised my eyebrows, and he haf smiled. "Yes, of course," he conceded wryly. "Foolish
question.”

Schock cleared histhroat. "Caandra Mara, did you say? Isn't that a\Watcher-style middie
name?'

"Humility name, yes" | corrected him. "Doesthat make adifference?’

"Wdll..." He glanced at Randon. "It'sagenerd rule, Benedar, that a professona magician, say,
can easily blaze out another magician'stricks, smply because he knows how al of them are done.”

"My observationd skillsarent tricks,” | told him. "Certainly not in that sense. It'samatter of
having been trained since childhood to redly see God'suniverse."

"We're aware of that,” Randon cut in, alittle uncomfortable at even so tame areligious
reference. "1 think Schock's point was that a Watcher who knows what you're looking for might be
able to midead you. Bury the appropriate signas, maybe, or distract you at just the right moment.”

"l understand,” | nodded. "1 don't think she could misdirect me that completely, but | suppose
it'stheoreticaly possible. Let meturn it around, then. If she islying about it, what can she hopeto

gan?'
"A dtay of execution?' Schock suggested. Clearing the display of financia data, he bused
himsdf with the keys.

Randon shook his head. "Hardly seemsworth the effort. The best she could hope to get would
be afew more weeks."

Schock was peering at his computer screen. "Here'sthe record,” he said. "Uh... shewas
convicted of throwing abomb into a street crowd from awindow in the Outbound HQ of Melgaard
Industries. Seen by witnesses... caught when shetried to leave the building.”



| chewed the back of my lip. "Any extenuating circumstances?"
Helooked at mein astonishment. "For a bombing?"

I couldn't think of one, either. "How about possible mistaken identity, then?" | asked. "How
would she have gotten into the Megaard building, for sarters?'

" She was employed there," Schock said, scanning the display again. " Sheld been working asa
reception/converser for the previous two months."

"Nice cushy job for aWatcher," Randon grunted. He considered for amoment. "What wasthe
track record on thetrid itself?'

"Uh..." Schock flipped through afew pages. "From what we've got here it |looks pretty
gandard.”

"No extraordinary measures? No indications they did any psychologica reconstructions or
anything ese of that sort?"

"No, sir. Just astandard trial and the requisite double appedl. It's not even clear anyone asked
for pravdrug questioning.”

Randon looked up a me, shook his head. " Sorry, Benedar, but if Megaard wasn't willing to put
any money or influenceinto her trid, they must have been convinced shewas guilty.”

"Or &t least convinced she was someone they didn't want around?" | asked pointedly.

Randon gave me ahard look. "I'll admit to the existence of prgjudice in the Patri and the
colonies" he said steadily. "' won't listen to specific accusations without proof.”

A reasonable enough caution under most circumstances. Here, in the privacy of hisown ship and
gateroom, it made for aweak argument, and he knew it. "All right, then," | said. "Let'sjust talk
theoretica. Assume for amoment that Cadandra was, in fact, framed; and further assumeit wasn't an
isolated incident.”

"Grand conspiracy?' Randon said with an amused half smile. "Oh, come on. What would
anyone haveto gain by dropping Watchers one by one down the chute?'

"Who sayswe're just talking Watchers?' | countered. "There are any number of minorities out
there, religious and otherwise, that could be targeted.”

"To what end?' Schock asked.

| gestured to his computer. "Check and seeif Megaard Industries has atransport license for
Solitaire, will you?'

He turned to the instrument; but Randon spoke up first. "No, they haven't,” he said. "They've
been trying to get one at least aslong as Carillon has." His eyes were on me, no longer amused.
"What's your point?'



"That they may have abandoned Caandrafor reasons other than guilt.”

"Such asinterna pressure?' Schock hazarded. "M e gaard's home office hoping to get in good
with the Petri by not putting up afuss over the cregtion of new zombis?'

The cregtion of new zombis. Somewherein the back of my mind I marveled a how neat and
sanitized euphemisms could make death sound. ™Y es, except that the pressure may not have dl been
internal. Some could have come from outside Melgaard.”

Schock cocked athoughtful eyebrow. "Asin from the Patri themselves?

"Why not? Aslong as the Solitaire ring mines are operating as profitably asthey are, they have
to keep finding peopleto die.”

"Hold it right there,” Randon growled. "'If you're suggesting the Patri are putting pressure on the
judicary—and that the judiciary isknuckling under to that pressure—then you're skating dangeroudy
closeto dander and possibly even treason.”

Schock and | exchanged glances. "It's not amatter of dander, Mr. Kelsey-Ramos," | said. "Any
reasonable person has to acknowledge the pressure exists. The Patri have to keep up the supply of
zombis, and they haveto do it againgt along history of public inertiaagaingt desth pendty overuse™

"And it'sgoing to get even worse," Schock murmured. "As soon asthey get that fourth
Rockhound 606 into full-stream operation out there, they're going to outstrip the licensed transport
capability again. Either the Patri will have to up the numbers even more—which means more
zombis—or dsefind avariaion of Mjollnir drive that can handle bigger freighters.”

| nodded agreement. "As| said, the pressure exists. The only question is whether the Patri and
thejudiciary areyidding to that pressure.”

For aminute the room was silent. A brief and almost undetectable shift in the pseudogravity told
methe Bellwether had adtered course again. Dimly, | wondered what would happen if rigor mortis
paralyzed the body at the helm before the ten-hour trip through the Cloud could be completed.
Though presumably after seventy years Dr. DeMont and the other high priests of this sacrifice had
found away around that particular problem.

"Well," Randon brokethe slence at lagt. "l suppose theré's no harm in taking alook into this.”
He seemed to brace himself as helooked up a me. "Unfortunately, asfar as Pagquin's particular case
goes..." He shrugged uncomfortably.

| looked him straight in the eye. "Mr. Kel sey-Ramos, she's innocent.”

"Maybe. Maybe not. Either way, what do you expect me to do about it?"

"Grant her agtay of execution, of course, until her story can be checked. It's the only thing you
can do."

Theingtant | said it | knew I'd made amistake. Abruptly, Randon's sympathetic interest
tarnished as he perceived himsdlf being pressed too hard by a subordinate. Lord Kelsey-Ramos



would have understood my insistence as merely an excess of strong fedling; Randon was till too
young to risk even the appearance of weakness, certainly not in the presence of athird party. "May |
remind you," he bit out, "that if | do that the Bellwether winds up trapped in Solitaire system?”

"We could send amessage out on another ship,” | pointed out doggedly. Backing out now
would do nothing but give Randon's emotiona opposition timeto solidify. | had no choice but to keep
pressing him, to keep histhoughts and fedingsfluid until I could find aformulathat would alow him to
save face while till keeping Caandradive. "A courier ship could make the trip to Outbound and
back in, what, twelve days?"

"Closer to ten," Schock offered.

"Okay; ten days," | said. "We could request the full transcript of Calandrastrial and have the
whole thing reviewed before you were planning on leaving Solitaire anyway.”

"Except that there may not be any couriers heading for Outbound right at the moment," Randon
countered. " And thejudiciary on Outbound is under no obligation to release their recordsto us,

anyway."

IIBut_ll

"And," he cut me off, "suppose you're right? Suppose we do find something that warrantsa
new trid?"

"Well, then—" | stopped in midsentence.

Randon nodded grimly. "Right. If we decide to take her back to Outbound, how do we get the
Bellwether back through the Cloud?

| looked at Schock. Somehow, | hadn't gotten around to thinking that far ahead. "Well... we
could send another message to Whitecliff at the same time, couldn't we? Ask them to send us another
felon to take Calandras place?’

"They won't doit." There was a positivenessin Randon'stone, a clear sense that this one wasn't
just atheoretical position for argument's sake. " The authoritieswon't allow more than two zombisto a
ship, except under extremely unusua circumstances. Y ou would have to be able to prove that Paguin
was innocent before they would even consider sending us a subgtitute.”

"How can we prove anything like that until we havethetria records?’ | growled. "It'sastorage
loop argument.”

"Yes, itis" Randon agreed. Not apologetic, not redly angry: just agreeing. "'I'm sorry, but the
sysem smply isn't set up to dlow convicted felonsto dide through the net at this stage.”

Or in other words, Caandras life wasn't worth enough to him to buck established channels.
Lord Kelsey-Ramos would have had the courage to do that—

But Lord Kelsey-Ramos wasn't in charge here. Randon was.



| took adeep breath. Rarely had righteous anger hit me with such a surge of emotion, and | had
to fight to try and think through the haze. "All right," | said at last. "If | can... if | can find us asubstitute
zombi before were ready to leave, will you, as master of this ship, grant Cadandraatemporary stay of
execution?'

Randon eyed me thoughtfully. " One life worth more than another? Hardly whet 1'd have
expected of you."

Hardly what | would have expected of mysdlf. | said nothing, and after amoment he nodded.
"All right, Benedar, you've got yourself aded.” He hesitated. "I don't have to remind you that you
have to remain within lega boundsin obtaining this zombi for us, do 17?*

Thewarning felt surprisingly like aninsult. But perhapsthe knife twist in my stomach was coming
entirely from my own conscience. If | could offer alifein trade for Cdandras, wasit so big astep to
trading alifefor profits?"'l understand, sr," | said, my mouth dry. "Thank you, Sir."

| turned to go. "Benedar?’ he called after me.
Steding mysdf, | looked back. "Y es?'
His gaze was dmost physicdl initsintensity. ™Y ou'd better be right about this."

| swallowed. Truth? said Pilate. What isthat? "Yes, ar," | told him quietly, and lft.

Chapter 5

It took me along timeto fal adeep that night. So long, in fact, that | was still awake at one-thirty
when the Mjallnir drive kicked off and the Bellwether was once again space-normal.

There was something eerie about lying donein the il of the night, I'd long ago learned;
something that turned even the most ordinary of daytime noisesinto something darkly ominous... and
the distant thunggk of the Mjollnir circuit breskers was hardly an ordinary noise.

For along minute | just lay in the darkness, suddenly weightless, listening to my heart pounding
in my throat and straining to hear anything more. If there was something wrong—if somehow wed
lost our path through the Cloud and been brought out too early ...

From the rear of the ship afaint drone became audible, increasing gradually in volume and pitch,
and beneath my bed | could fed the faint answering tremor asthe living-ceramic deck of my
stateroom angled to keep itsalf perpendicular to the acceleration vector. A measure of effective
weight returned, and increased, and it was clear that the Bellwether's voyage was progressng
normdly.

If such aword as"normal™ could be used about avoyage piloted by adead man.

| gritted my teeth and swung my legs out of bed. | knew mysdlf far too well to let thisdide. In
my mind'seye il lingered adark, irrationa terror: the Bellwether, helpless, stranded somewhere out



in deep space, light-years from Solitaire.
You will come to know the truth, and the truth will set you free...

Fortunately, in this case truth was easy to obtain. Padding the two stepsto my lounge desk, |
picked up my control stick and flopped down into the contour couch. "Wall: front view," | called,
activating the computer. Ahead of me, the pastel blue stateroom wall faded into the black of space—

| took a deep bregth, the knotsin stomach and psyche dissolving. Off to the left, blazing an
artificidly muted light againgt the scattering of stars, was Solitaire's sun.

| watched it for amoment, then turned my attention to the rest of the skyscape, searching for
Solitaireitsef. It was easy to find: asmal crescent, just below and to the right of center, with an
identical crescent afew degrees away. We'd come space-normal practically on top of it,
astronomically speaking. Incredible precision, especialy coming from a possessed dead man—

| shook the thought away. "WaAll: grid,” | cdled. Thefaint red grid lines appeared— "Wall:
section fifty-six: magnification one thousand.”

The picture jumped, enlarging to fill thewall with the two crescents. Solitaire and Spdll, all
right—the one known exception to the usual rule that double planets were terrible red estate for
humansto dig into. Vaguely, | remembered reading somewhere that both of these worldswere
habitable, though the specific reasons why Solitaire had been chosen over Spall euded me. For the
moment, though, | didn't care. The crisiswas over, weld madeit through the Cloud, and with luck |
could finally relax enough to get to deep. | Sarted to ease out of the couch—

And paused. Aslong as| wasup anyway... "Wall: locate Collet,” | ordered. "Magnification,
quarter-fill."

There was abrief pause asthe computer searched for the gas giant and calculated the
magnification needed to make the image the Size I'd asked for. Then the twin crescents disappeared...
and despite knowing what to expect | very nearly gasped out loud.

Not at the planet itsalf, of course. Filling aquarter of the wall as per request, Collet's hazy
green/gray surface was delicately but unspectacularly banded in the normal pattern of gas giants
everywhere. At both its poleswas an dmost cream-colored haze, while at adozen spotsto either
sdeof itsequator | could pick out the spird patterns of huge hurricane storms, some of which had
been raging since the first colonists arrived in the system seventy years ago. Perfectly standard
planet... until you looked at itsrings.

Not the usua gasgiant rings, puny circles of dust and ice flakesinvisbleto dl but the most
careful observer. Theseringsliterdly filled what was|eft of thewall, stretching outward nearly from
the planet's surface in athousand milky-white bands.

Nowherein any of the Patri or colony systems did such an anomaly of natureexi<t, and it had
been speculated more than once that if travel to Solitaire weren't so restricted Collet would be a
mgor tourist attraction. Only Saturn, in the old Earth system, could even approach this sight, and
those few observers who'd seen both ring systems up close unanimoudly considered Collet's far more
dramatic.



Far more dramatic... and incredibly more vauable.

| gazed a the view for along time, an odd melanchaly filling me. It seemed wrong, somehow,
for so exquisitely beautiful acreation of God to be ultimately responsible for the Deadman Switch and
the human lives that went to feed it. Even from this distance, the computer could probably get afairly
clear ook at one of the huge Rockhound 606 mining platforms out there, sweeping leisurely through
those rings. Scooping up the rocheoids of ultra-high-grade ore that made Solitaire system worth so
much trouble... and so many lives...

Angrily, 1 shook my head, forcing the thought away. Here we were, barely within Solitaire
system, and aready everything | saw was bringing me back to the Deadman Switch and the price that
had been paid to get the Bellwether here. | was either going to haveto learn better mentd discipline,
or else brace mysdlf for an exceedingly depressing two weeks.

So do not worry about tomorrow; tomorrow will take care of itself. Each day has enough
trouble of its own...

Shutting off thewall, | dragged mysdlf out of the contour couch and plodded the two steps back
to bed. Eventualy, | fell adeep.

We touched down at Solitaire's spaceport—named, appropriately, Rainbow's End—at
mid-morning the next day. Mid-morning ship'stime, that is; at Rainbow's End it was already late
afternoon. Too late in the day, probably, to get much of anything accomplished; but it might ill be
worthwhileto start finding my way around the local bureaucracy. And so, fifteen minutes after landing,
| wasin arented car, driving down avery modern roadway toward the capita city of Cameo, twenty
kilometers away.

The car's computer had been well supplied with cross references, and after ashort discussion
we decided the place | wanted was the Habrin Tsiosky Office of Justice. | let it do the driving once
we reached Cameo's outskirts, and within afew minutesit delivered me there.

Within an equa number of minutes, | was again in the car, on my way back to Rainbow's End.

Kutzko was just indde the Bellwether's gatelock when | arrived, supervising the placement of a
guard booth. "Mr. Kelsey-Ramosislooking for you," he greeted me as| stepped aboard. "Hold it a
second; | want to give the weapons sensor atest. Here, catch.”

| caught the needler clip he tossed me—puff adders, of course, Kutzko's usua ammunition of
choice—and tried not to wince as | stuffed it into my tunic. I'd seen what these needles could do to a
human being, and just holding aclip of them made me dightly queasy. "1 told Captain Bartholomy |
was going into Cameo," | said as Duge Ifversn stepped over to the booth and flipped a pair of
switches.

The archway above me emitted apig-like squed. ""Looks good," Duge nodded.



Kutzko nodded back. "He must not have checked with the captain, then. Y ou should have taken
aphonewith you. Anyway, he'sin his stateroom with Aikman."

Great. All | needed to make the day complete was to have to face Aikman again. "Joy and
rapture,” | muttered, returning the clip.

Kutzko peered a me. "Y ou okay?'

"Temporarily, no. But I'm not ready to roll over and give up quite yet." | gestured at the guard
booth. "What's al thisfor? We expecting company?*

"Company, and lots of it,” Kutzko nodded. "Mr. Kelsey-Ramos has decided we're going to stay
hereingtead of moving to one of thelocal hotels."

"Redly?" | frowned. "Why?'
He grinned lopsidedly. "Y ou're the expert—you tell me. Red reason, then officia reason.”

It was an old gamefor us, but onel didn't redly fed like playing at the moment. "Mikha, | don't
havetime—"

"Come on, Gilead, humor me. Besides, you look like you could use a cheap victory."

| made aface at him; but at this point | was grateful for even bad humor. "Oh, dl right."

He put on his best stoneface and held it as|, for my part, tried to read past his barriers. It was
redly pretty easy—despite being in a profession that often attracted the more shady sorts, Kutzko
was basically an honest person. "Real reason isthat he doesn't trust the hotels,” | said dowly. |
glanced away at the guard booth arrangement, noting the particular placement and positioning of it—
"Not afraid of attack so much asheisof survelllance?'

Kutzko grinned wryly. "Straight set bull's eye. Y eah, we found a couple of tricky little bugsin
our suites back on Whitecliff, aswell asa very cute one built into the records cyl we got from
Aikman."

"Y ou think Aikman planted them?*

"Doyou?" he countered.

| thought back, remembering the sense of Aikman at that first meeting. "No."

Kutzko nodded agreement. "1 didn't think so, either. Aikman'stoo blazing visibleto risk pulling
something that underhanded himself. It was probably some facel ess assistant hoping to make points.
So. How abouit the official reason?"

| changed gears back to the contest with some effort. "No idea. | suppose Mr. Kelsey-Ramos
just claimed none of the hotel's here were up to his standards.”

Off to the sde, Duge Ifversn snickered gently. Kutzko glanced a him, looked back at me. "Two



for two," he conceded. "I don't suppose you'd like to take a crack at guessing what we dl had for
breskfagt?'

"Youll excuse meif | find something more useful to do with my time," | said dryly. Still, 1 did fed
better. "Thanks, Mikha."

He understood. "No charge. Don't forget Mr. Kelsey-Ramos wants to see you.”
"I'mon my way. Seeyou later."

I made my way back through the Bellwether's corridors, smultaneoudy hoping | wouldn't be so
late that Randon would be angry but still be late enough that Aikman would aready be gone.

| was hdfway lucky.

"About time," Randon growled as | buzzed and was admitted into his stateroom. "Where have
you been?"

"Cameo," | told him. | nodded at Aikman with al the courtesy | could muster. He merdly stared
a mein return, not acknowledging the gesture. "' told Captain Bartholomy where | was going,” |
added.

A flicker of annoyance touched Randon, but it was more annoyance a himsdf than a me. If
Lord Kelsey-Ramos had ingtilled asingle qudity in his son, it wasthat of taking internd respongbility
for both hisactions and hisoversights. "'l see. Well, no matter." He turned back to his computer—

"What were you doing in Cameo?" Aikman asked shortly, vague suspicion radiating from him.
"Budness," | said, ddiberately vague.

"Moreamercy trip, actudly,” Randon put in, looking up and favoring Aikman with athoughtful
gaze. "Benedar thinks our outzombi may have been framed for her crimes.”

If Randon had hoped for asharper reaction from Aikman, he was disgppointed. Aikman'slip
twisted, his sense that of aman whose worst expectations had been redized. "Because she says she
was?' he asked pointedly, turning acynica glare on me. "Or smply because Watchers aren't
supposed to do naughty things like murder?!

| started to reply, but Randon beat meto it. "Y ou knew she claimed to be innocent, then?"

"Well, yes" Aikman said, some of histruculence fading before the unexpected iciness of
Randon's reaction. "But so what? Convicted felons are dways claiming that—what else can they do?
If the Outbound judiciary thought she was guilty, I'm willing to take their word for it."

"Yes, well, we may be ableto do ahit better than that." Randon shifted his attention to me.
"What did you find out?"



| gritted my teeth, il feding an echo of shame at my failure. "They won't hdp us."

Hefrowned. "Why not?'

"Some local law, apparently—"

"Locd law, indeed,” Aikman snorted. " 'No Solitaran citizen, regardless of crime or levied
punishment, will be removed from the jurisdiction of Solitaire system for purposes of navigation,
piloting, or piloting assistance on any interstellar craft.

In spite of mysdlf, | wasimpressed. "That'sthe one, dl right,” | confirmed.

"I'm sureit was. It happens to be the backbone of the origina agreement between the Solitaran
colonigts and the Patri." His sense was distinctly gloating. "And there are no exceptions. None."

"Every law has exceptions,” Randon said tartly.
"Not this one. Not even the governor can overrideit, Patri appointment or no."
"But why?' | asked.

"Why do you think?" he snapped. "Because they don't want their world to become azombi
reservoir, that'swhy."

It was obvious, of course, in retrospect, and | felt like anidiot for not catching on earlier. If
something went wrong with a ship's outzombi, the Solitarans were far and away the most convenient
population from which to draw areplacement. Possibly too convenient a population... and | could
well understand the origina colonists worrying about that.

"It would never happen,” Randon inssted. But beneath his sureness there was a shading of
doubt. "The Petri wouldn't let Solitaire become azombi farm.”

"Persuade the Solitarans of that," Aikman countered. "In the past couple of decadesthereve
been at least adozen threats to the law, any one of which would have set a dangerous precedent.”

"| takeit they didn't weaken?' Randon asked.

Aikman smiled tightly. "One of the shipswas able to beg areplacement zombi from Whitecliff.
The rest eventudly had to execute one of their own crewersto get out.”

My stomach tightened. "And the Solitarans | et that happen? How can they judtify letting an
innocent man die when someone who is deserving of death—"

"Innocent?" Aikman sneered. "Since when are any of us oh, so falen humansredly innocent?
Soundsalittle heretical, if you ask me."

"All right, that'senough,” Randon cut him off. Hewasn't interested in letting Aikman harassmein
his presence; but a the sametime | could aso sense a subtle decrease of tension within him. Relieved
that | wouldn't be rocking any officid boats over Caandranow?



If s0, hewasin for adisgppointment. "1 haven't given up yet, Mr. Kelsey-Ramos," | spoke up.
Helooked warily & me. "Oh? How s0?'

"There must be at least ten other shipsin Solitaire system at the moment, gir,” | pointed out. "If
someone aboard one of them should happen to commit acapital crime, perhaps we can persuade the
Solitairejudiciary to rdlease him to us.”

"In two weeks?' Aikman snarled. "Where the hdll isyour brain, Benedar>—you redlly think a
court can make alife/death decision like that in just two weeks?'

"It's been done before," Randon reminded him coolly.

Aikman knew better than to redlly glare at Randon, but the look he threw him was pretty close.
"l don't know why I'm even sitting here arguing dl this" he gritted out. “The whole thing is nothing but
an exerciein futility. Likeit or not, Calandra Paquin is guilty of murder; and ahundred judiciaries
reviewing the case a hundred times won't change that.”

"Then I'mwasting my time," | told him, fighting to hold onto my temper. To haveto face such
deep hodtility and not be ableto returnit in kind... "On the other hand, it's my timeto wagte, isn't it?"

"And spesking of wasting time,” Randon put in, "I have no intention of letting this argument waste
any more of mine. Benedar, you're authorized to have Captain Bartholomy put atracer on the local
news services, seeif anything useful comes up. And don't forget the ring mines—most of the people
on the Rockhounds are non-Solitarans, too." He glared briefly at both of us, and | could sense that for
now, at least, the subject was closed. "Now. Weve been going over theitinerary HTI's got planned
for us, Benedar. Well be meeting with their loca managersfirst thing tomorrow morning, then looking
over what they havein theway of groundside facilities.”

Which wouldn't be much, of course. All of thered hardware for the extraction and refining of
Solitairésimmense minerd wedth was out in Collet'srings, with Solitaire itself hosting little more than
basic administration and rest/recregtion areas. "Y es, Sr. When will we be mesting the governor and
locdl officas?'

He cocked an eyebrow a me, and | knew he could tdll that my thoughts were still with
Cdandras problem. "Governor Rybakov will be throwing asemiformal dinner for ustomorrow
evening at her mansion. Mot of the gppropriate people will be there. That soon enough for you?!

| flushed. "Yes, ar."

"Good. Then the day after tomorrow welll be heading out to Collet for atour of one of the
Rockhoundsthat HTI has contracts with."

The day after tomorrow... and it would, | knew, be at least afour-day trip out to Collet. Four
days, out of avist that was supposed to last only two weeks. "And will we be returning to Solitaire
after that tour?' | asked carefully.

Randon's eyes bored into mine. "Not unless we have agood reason to do so."



| bit the back of my lip. So that wasit. The day after tomorrow... and | had less than two daysin
which to find someoneto diein Caandrasplace. "l understand, sir."

Randon held my gaze another heartbest, then turned to Aikman. " So. We've been over the
locations, personnel, and local customs. Isthere anything ese?!

"I have nothing more, Mr. Kelsey-Ramos." Aikman got to hisfest. "If you think of anything, I'll
bein my gateroom.”

"Thank you," Randon nodded. Aikman nodded back, brushed past me and | eft.

"He's staying aboard ship?' | asked as Randon waved meto a sedt. "I'd have thought HTI
would have aguest house for viditing employees.”

"They've got haf adozen,” Randon said dryly. "But Aikman and DeM ont were gracious enough
to accept my hospitality instead.”

| studied him. "Y ou don't want them out of your sght?”

"Let'sjust say | don't want strangers wandering in and out of the Bellwether at their
convenience. Particularly bigoted ones." He swiveled his computer around to face me. ™Y ou can take
all thisback to your own stateroom and study it a your leisure, but | want to go over the high points
withyoufirg."

| nodded. "I takeit you'll be wanting me to come along and watch the proceedings?*

He shrugged. " 'Want' is not exactly the word | would use," he said candidly. "To be perfectly
honest, | think that having you around promotes a certain amount of mental laziness. In my opinion,
Dad overuses you, and it's cost him some of the edge off his old sharpness.”

| dready knew dl that, but | was rather surprised he waswilling to admit to it. "I'm sorry you
fed that way. If youd like, I'll say in the ship.”

He waved the offer away. "Thanks, but Dad would have both of us mined for proteins when he
found out." Lowering hiseyes, he reached again for the computer, dready closing the subject in his
own mind. "Y ou may be a crutch, Benedar, but two weeks on a crutch won't hurt me.”

"l agree, gir." | braced mysdlf. "Though | believethat in most cases two crutches work better
than one”

Hewas sharp, dl right. Hismind, aready on his plansfor tomorrow, snapped instantly back on
track. "Areyou suggesting,” he asked quietly, looking up again, "what | think you're suggesting?"

There was, oddly enough, no outrage in hiseyes; just athin layer of ice that was even more
intimidating than any anger would have been. But in my own way | was as stubborn ashewas, and |
refused to back down. "Yes, Sir. Y ou have a unique opportunity here, one your father couldn't
possibly have anticipated.”

"Y ou want meto bring azombi to ahigh-level busness meeting." Theicein hisgazethickened a



bit. "And you want meto believe my father would approve of it?"

"Why not?" | countered. "No one there hasto know who or what sheis."

"Benedar, she'sa condemned killer. Remember?!

"Wl yes," | admitted. "But aslong as we keep her away from tal buildings and bombs..."

It had been the right thing to say. Randon's eyes goggled; then, amost grudgingly, he snorted out
achuckle and the ice began to melt. "'l trust you redize that if | take acrimina into ameeting with me
I'll never liveit down."

| shrugged. "A reputation for mild unpredictability can be useful. Asyour father well knows.™

For along minute hejust glared a mein silence. Then he snorted again, gently. "Y ou're not
fooling anyone, you know," he said. "I can see through your game. Y ou want me to get as emotionally
involved with thislittle crusade of yours asyou are. Making Pagquin more useful to me dive than dead
would be agood way to gart, wouldn't it?"

Sharp, indeed. "I'll admit that's part of it," | agreed without embarrassment. "But the logic il
holds. Especidly sincethe HTI people presumably know that I'm coming.”

"So they know. What can they do about it?"

"There are severd posshilities. Not the least of which would be barring me from the meeting.”

"Let them try." But he said it thoughtfully. For along minute he gazed at me, and | kept my
peace and watched the sense of him change. "I'll talk it over with Kutzko later," he said abruptly. "If
he thinksit'll be safe enough, | may consider it."

| nodded. "Thank you, gr."

"Uh-huh,” he grunted. "Can we get back to the real business at hand now? Thank you. All right;
let's gart with the basic HTI organizationa structure...”

Chapter 6

Randon had atendency to underestimate just how quickly I could assimilate information, and
hitting the"high points,” asheld called it, took about an hour longer than was probably necessary. But
a last we were done. Dropping the cyl hed given me in my own stateroom on the way, | made
sraight for Calandras cell to give her the good news.

Or what | had expected would be good news.

"No," shesad firmly. "I'm not going."

| stared at her, trying through my stunned astonishment to read her. All | could get was anger



and disgust, mogt of it directed at me. "Caandra, maybe you don't understand what this means—"

"Oh, | understand, dl right,”" she growled. ™Y ou thought that I'd legp at the chance to get out of
thisroom, to seethe universein dl itsglory again.”

| gritted my teeth. Once again she was reading me with supremely casud ease. "And why not?
Any normal person would."

Sheglared a me. "Wdll, then, maybe I'm not normal anymore. Maybe when you've been
condemned to death you'll have adifferent outlook on life, too."

For amoment we stood facing each other. A thought occurred to me through the haze, and |
reached out with every bit of kill | had... and thistime | found it. Well buried beneath al the anger, |
found the fear.

In retrospect, it was obvious. Sometime adong the line, during or after the months of her trid and
appedls, sheld finally resigned hersdlf to her gpproaching death... and now | was threatening that
acceptance. Threatening her once again with uncertainty. "I'm sorry,” | said quietly. "I know thisisnt
going to be easy for you—"

"You know that, do you?' she said sarcagtically.

"I'mtrying to help you!" | sngpped abruptly. What with Aikman and now Cadandra, I'd findly
had enough. "I'm your friend, Calandra. Whether you bdieveit or not; whether you like it or not.
Y ou're going with us tomorrow because maybe itll get Randon Kelsey-Ramaos on our side.”

"Oh, wonderful," she sneered. "Wdll, it may come as a shock to you, but | don't happen to want
your Kelsey-Ramoss help.”

"Thenyouregoingtodie” | said bluntly.

"There are worse things than deeth,” she shot back. " Such as helping therich get richer at the
expense of everyone else, for instance. If Carillon's money hadn't scraped dl the ethics off your
precious Waticher labd | wouldn't haveto tell you that."

A sab of fury did white-hot through my heart. Fury, strongly edged with guilt. She saw it, and
took an involuntary step backward, eyes suddenly wary. "Then don't help,” | snarled at her. "Y ou can
act like the bottom of a growth tank tomorrow if you want. But you are coming dong.”

She was gill standing there, staring at me, as | turned and stomped out.

She was till glowering the next morning when we got into the car with Randon, Dapper Schock,
Kutzko, and Daiv Ifversn and headed for Cameo. Shewas sill glowering, and | was still feding guilty.

Unreasonably guilty, after dl, congdering that thiswas nothing less than an attempt to save her
life. But the awareness of good motives had always been afeeble kind of comfort with me, and this
case was no exception... especidly since | wasn't fully convinced | was doing the right thing.



So always treat others as you would like them to treat you; that isthe Law and the
Prophets... | was certainly willing to obey... but could | redly know how | would want to be trested
under these circumstances? Caandra was right; without being in her position, | could only guess at
what she needed from me.

And if | guessed wrong, | would wind up making her last days of life that much harder to bear.

Absorbed in my own thoughts, | withdrew most of my attention from the world around me... and
was therefore amost startled when | suddenly redized that Caandrawas beginning to pay a
somewhat grudging attention to our surroundings.

To anormd person, | supposed, it wasn't dl that interesting aview. Once out of Rainbow's End
itself, the few modestly tall spaceport buildings disappeared, replaced by the squatter structures that
nearly always dominated underdevel oped places like this where land was chegp and plentiful. Beyond
and between the buildings were scatterings of the giant, multi-trunked native plants that ssemed to
take the ecologica place of trees on thisworld. Simple, quiet, and at first glance amost prosaic... but
for Watchers, nothing about God's universe was redlly prosaic. For me, asfor Calandra, the
landscape outside was arich and varied study into the spirit of aworld.

A world of people, | quickly realized, who were il not at rest with their planet.

The tenson manifested itself in athousand different ways, through athousand different details.
Here, we passed a home whose owner was fighting to keep aoof from the planet, his property ringed
with imported trees and bushes, € sawhere, there were the mute signs of otherswho'd given up such
attempts but till hadn't found any peace. I'd felt al thisthe night before, and it was no less unsettling in
thefdl light of day... especidly since| had no ideawhat it wasthey were dl striving against. The
Solitaran environment was supposed to be one of the most benign in the colonies.

"Perhgpsit'sthe Cloud,” Cdandra murmured.

| looked at her, both startled and chagrined that she'd once again read my line of thought so
eadly. "The Cloud's not supposed to affect people,” | reminded her.

"Unlessthey're dready dead?' sheretorted grimly.

| swalowed, the sharp-acrid reminder of what she was facing curling my stomach. "Point, |
suppose. But alot of researchers have studied the Cloud, and none of them has ever mentioned any
effect ontheliving.”

"How long have any of them beeninit?" she countered. "Some of these people have probably
lived here dl their lives. Even then, you can see how subtleit is. Would the average researcher even
noticeit?'

"Unlikely," | admitted. It would dmost certainly take aWatcher to seeit... and according to
Randon, we were the first Watchers to come here.

A dight movement acrossthe car caught the corner of my attention, and | looked over to see
Randon eying mein obvious question. "There's atenson overhanging this place, Mr. Kelsey-Ramos,"
| explained. "A feding that the people living here aren't really comfortable with their world.”



| could tell by the dight cringing in Calandras sense that she half expected Randon to ridicule
either our assessment or us or both. But he just sat there, occasiondly turning to gaze thoughtfully out
thewindow, as| tried to put into words what it was she and | had felt.

"So you think it'sa sde effect of the Cloud?" he asked when I'd finished.

"Or esethe paranoiaof knowing that their whole existence rests on human sacrifice—" | broke
off a the srained patience in Randon's eye. "Or it could be something entirdly different,” | added. "At
the moment all we know isthat the tenson'sthere.”

He nodded absently, gazing out the window again.

"Any idea," he asked dowly, "how long a person would have to be here for thistension to
manifest itsalf? A year? More? Less?'

"Noidea" | shook my head. "Y ou're wondering if that could be part of Aikman's trouble?"
Randon turned to Schock. "How long has Aikman been on Solitaire?!

Schock had his computer out; seated to Randon's other side, Kutzko was fingering the controls
of hisvisorcomp. "Threeyears,” Schock reported. " Station Chief Li, on the other hand, has been here
for—bozhe moi!'—for eighteen years, ever since HTI got the place going. Assistant Managers Blake
and Karash twelve and four, respectively."”

Randon nodded. "Y es, | remember those numbers,”" he said absently. Already, | could see, he
was ca culating how he might use thisingght into Solitaire's planetary ethosto hisadvantage. The
sense of him had dtered subtly from the evening before, and | could tell he wasrethinking hisearlier
conclusion that having a Watcher around was merely acrutch. And if he could think that about one
Waitcher...

| felt Calandra's presence at my side. Sheisfar beyond the price of rubies... | could only hope
Randon would come to see that, too.

Behind his visorcomp, | could see Kutzko's eyes till moving dightly asheread, and | knew
what records he was checking. Tense security guards had a tendency to make their opposite numbers
equaly nervous. "WdI?' | asked him.

"Shouldn't be aproblem,” he said. He didn't elaborate.

Like most of therest of Solitaire, Cameo was built rdatively flat, with the tallest buildings being
only three stories high. The psychology of corporations regarding height and power being what it was,
| wasn't surprised that HTI's headquarters was one of the latter, though | wondered on theway in
what they could need with even that much room. The autopark guided the car to aVIP spot by one
of the Elegy-style columnsflanking the main entrance, and as we stepped out aman in amiddle-level
busi ness capel et emerged from the wrought-styraline doors. A memory clicked as we approached
him: HTI's presdent, O'Ridly, had been wearing an identical capelet clasp when Lord Kelsey-Ramos
cdled to announce Carillon's acquisition of his company. Apparently HTI was one of those



corporations which went in for the trappings of team spirit; whether those trappings actualy
accomplished what they were intended to was something we would soon find out.

"Good day to you, Mr. Kelsey-Ramos, welcome," the man greeted us, nodding with the
appropriate deference. His sense bdlied hiswords: we were considerably less than welcome here.
"I'm Brandeis Pyatt of HT1 Trangport, Station Chief Chun Li's chief assgtant.”

"Good day to you aswdll," Randon nodded back. "1 trust Mr. Chun Li istill expecting us.”

"Yes, gr, heswaiting ingde in the board room." Pyait's eyesflicked once to me, recognition
clearly there, asheturned to lead usingde. "If you'll follow me...?"

Wewalked in silence down a corridor lined with attractive stonework. A few employees and
guards watched with varying degrees of interes—and varying degrees of distrus—as we made our
way. Once, | remembered, I'd likened thistrip to an ambassadorid visit to a conquered country; now,
it was beginning to fed more like an espionage penetration.

Eventually, we reached an inner door. Two guards with duplicates of Pyatt's capelet clasp as
collar inggniastood flanking it; at Pyatt's nod, one reached over and pulled the heavy wooden panel

open.

It was asif we'd suddenly been transported from Solitaire to amajor corporation headquarters
on one of the Patri worlds. Nothing in the hallway had prepared me for the vast expanse of space or
thelavish display of furnishings, dl of them that | could identify having been imported from off-world.
A carefully orchestrated sensory bombardment, probably designed to both intimidate the visitor and
heighten his subconscious estimation of HTI in the bargain. A thought occurred to me, and aquick
check confirmed that the room could indeed be converted with only minimal effort from its current
business setup to one more suitable for entertainment.

Seated around the massive formite-topped gemrock tablefilling out the room's center were two
men and awoman | recognized from Schock's datacyl: Station Chief Wilmin Chun Li, First Assstant
Manager Tomus Blake, and Second Assistant Manager Angli Karash. Between and around them at
the table itsalf were scattered another half dozen aides and assstants, behind them, againgt the walls,
other aides and guards stood or sat at auxiliary work stations.

"Good day to you," Chun Li nodded gravely, rising to hisfeet asthe others at the table followed
auit. "I'm Station Chief Wilmin Chun Li; on behaf of HTI's Solitaire operation, | welcomeyou.”

A proud man, | saw, though not necessarily in the bad sense of that word. Proud of his
accomplishments, proud of his organization and of the job he had done here... and more than alittle
nervous. Worried that Carillon would summarily dismiss him? It was areasonable possibility, and a
sadly not unreasonable fear: in corporate acquisitions like thisalong and loya work record often
became aliability. Over it dl, covering the other emotionslike atrand ucent glaze, was agenera sense
of tension. The same tension, perhaps, that Cdandraand | had sensed in Solitaire asawhole...

"Good day to you aswell, Sr," Randon returned the nod. "I'm honored to be here." He gestured
to Schock and me. "May | present my aides. Dapper Schock and Gilead Raca Benedar.”

There wasn't asingle wisp of surprise from anyone at the table over my name. Not thet | redly



needed further confirmation that they were expecting me.

Chun Li exchanged polite nods with each of us and gestured to hisSdes. "My assistant
managers. Tomus Blake and Angli Karash."

Blake was angry, and he was making little effort to hide it. Tight-lipped, he nodded to Randon
with barely adequate courtesy and barely glanced at Schock and me. It wasn't Aikman's version of
anti-Watcher prgjudice, though: Blakewas angry at al of us. Perhaps he felt betrayed at HTI's
inability to keep Carillon from taking over; perhapsit was smply that he was now likely to be frozen
out of contention for Chun Li's pogition, aposition he very clearly wanted.

Karash, in contrast, was much more phlegmatic than either of the two men; certainly more polite
than Blake. Her sense wasthat of a capable, palitically-minded supervisor maintaining a neutral
wait-and-see attitude and preparing to roll with whatever rocking occurred. Though with fewer years
invested in the Solitaire operation, she of course dso had lessto lose than they did. All things
considered, shewas gill the most promising potentia aly among the three.

Theritua exchange of nods over, Chun Li waved usinto our chairs. "Please be seated, Mr.
Kdsey-Ramos, gentlemen. I'm sure you have many questionsyou'd liketo ask."

"Y es, indeed,” Randon agreed. We sat down, Calandra and the two shields moving to the wall
behind us. "Firg of all, I'd like to bring you greetings from my father, Lord Kelsey-Ramoas, and the
entire Carillon Group board.”

Seated againgt thewall amogt directly behind Chun Li, impossible to misswhenever | looked
that direction, was astunningly beautiful woman.

It was an old ploy, but no less effective for dl that, and the woman hersdf was better at it than
many 1'd seen. Her dmost casud posture subtly emphasized the dlure of breasts and legs; while her
face, framed delicately by a hairscul pt much too expensive for her indicated corporate position, was
coyly provocative. Each time our eyes met—which was practicaly every timel looked her
direction—her lips curled in abarely detectable but nevertheess sultry haf amile.

But however many times sheld laid out this snare, it was clear that shed never tried itona
Wetcher. Even as| felt my body stirring with the lust she wastrying to distract me with, the rest of her
sense came through the dlure... and of its own accord my desire drained quietly away. Shewas cold,
manipulating, arrogantly amused—so totaly opposite, in fact, to the softly sensuousimage she was
trying to project that her seduction became little more than a gross parody; pitiful and disgusting
instead of being dluring. | gazed into her eyes one last time, seeing there that she knew sheld
failed—but had no ideawhy—and turned my eyes deliberately away.

"Firgt of dl," Randon continued, "'let me assure you that, unlike some corporations, Carillonis
not in the habit of automatically replacing the directors and employees of freshly acquired
companies..."

Perhaps they'd suspected that the long-distance seduction would fail; perhaps they were merely
being cautious. Whatever the reason, they'd arranged a second distraction for me... adistraction that
turned out to be far more effective than thefirst.



Hewas one of the HTI guards—or perhaps more precisely, he was dressed in an HTI guard's
uniform: afascinaingly twitch-faced man standing againgt the wadll just insde the range of my
peripherd vision. Twitch-faced, and radiating the most unstable emotiona state | had ever sensed.

"...0ur policy isto try wherever possible to maintain continuity and existing relationships,
particularly when such rdaionships are clearly working well.."

Hewasn't insane, a least not in any way | would have expected to read insanity. His emotions
were Smply on a permanent scattercoast. One minute he would be tense and nervous, the next
fearful, the next inordinately pleased with himsdlf, the next sullen and withdrawn.... "What we do
demand is ability. Theré's no place in the Carillon Group for incompetence. Any employee that has
been getting adownhill coast while otherslooked the other way or covered up will bein for an
extremdy rude shock..."

No corporate guard chief could possibly tolerate aman that emotionally unbaanced, which left it
atossup asto whether HTI had raided a treatment hospital or weirded up one of their own guards
with some schizm-inducing drug. But &t this point the method didn't really matter. Try as| might, |
couldn't entirely ignore the man; and the menta effort to do so threatened to become adistractionin
itsf.

"...S0. Therewill be memos and perhaps some reorganizationd papers coming down theline
over the next few months, | imagine, as soon aswe've had time to sft through al the records. But that
ought to giveyou at least abrief overview of our plans. Arethere any questions?’

Thetwitch wasn't just in hisface, either. There were echoing spasmsin varying degreesfrom
shoulders, knees, and hands.

Including the hand hovering tautly beside the butt of his holstered needler.

| licked theingde of my lip. No danger, was my first, back-brain feding; but under the
circumstances that was hardly the sort of conclusion | could afford to trust to a subconscious synthesis
of unidentified cues. A schizoid man armed with aneedler could amogt literally mow thisentire
roomful of people down in the space of afew heartbests.

On the other hand, none of the other HTI guards were directing any worry at al in hisdirection.
Was that the cue I'd picked up on, that they hadn't picked up any danger themsalves? Perhaps; but
my sense of had felt stronger than that.

"I think | speak for al of us" Chun Li spoke up, "when | say that welll al do our best to make
thistrangtion as smooth as possible, both for Carillon and ourselves...”

My phone vibrated its slent call signd. Dropping my gaze with an effort from the twitchy guard,
| eased the ingtrument from its belt case and keyed for nonverbal. Behind me | could hear afaint and
unintelligible voice—Kutzko's—while, under the edge of the table, | watched hiswords flow across
thetiny screen:

CALANDRA SAYS TO TELL YOU HI' S NEEDLER | SN' T LOADED. THAT MEAN ANYTHI NG
TO YOQU?



An egrie feding crept across the back of my neck. She'd done it again. Read my mind with
complete ease... and thistime without even having to see my face.

Shewasright, too, of course. Looking back at the guard—his sense that of amost childlike
cunning at the moment—it was obviousthat his needler wasriding much too high initsholster to be
carrying even apatidly filled clip. That, plustheway it swvung againgt his leg when he twitched—the
cues had al been there, and clearly my back-brain had picked up on them in deciding he wasn't a
danger to us. | only wished | could have identified them faster. At least asfast as Calandra had.

Pride goes before destruction, a haughty spirit before afall... and, after dl, it didn't redlly
matter which of us picked up on which fact, aslong astogether we got dl of it. Taking a deep breath,
| chased away the tinge of jedlousy from my mind and, my vison clear again, turned my attention
back to Chun Li.

"...I presume you'll want to go over our records, we have them for you right here." Reaching
beneath his capelet, he withdrew acyl. "Thisis everything for the past five years," he added, placing it
on theformite surfacein front of him and giving it agentle push. Thetuberolled acrossthe table,
picking up speed asthe formite first concaved, then convexed, coming at last to astop in front of
Randon. "All previous recordswill be on Portdava, where | presume your associates will be picking
themup.”

"Thank you," Randon nodded, scooping up the cyl and pocketing it. "'l presume you've aso got
copies of those older records on hand?*

A touch of uneasinessflickered through Chun Li's sense, though he was able to control hisface
and voice remarkably well. "Yes, of course" he acknowledged. "If you'd like copies| can have them
sent to your ship this afternoon.”

"Why can't | have them now?'

Blake and Karash were registering heightened tension, too, and it wasin fact Blake who
answered Randon's question. " The problem isthat they're scattered around through the systemin
rather unreadable code,” he said in clipped tones. "It would take at |east an hour to chasethem all
down and put them into coherent form."

"Oh, that won't be aproblem,” Randon said, voice aimost lazy but with a hard edge undernesth
it. "Schock, here, isquite good at that sort of excavation. If he can borrow a hard terminal for afew
minutes he can probably get that out of the way while wefinish our talk.”

Blake visbly clenched histeeth. "I don't mean to be obstructive, Mr. Kelsey-Ramos, but the
dataisredly so scattered through different files and even different listingsthat it'll take agood dedl of
timeto gather itdl.”

My eyesturned elsawhere, | could still sense Randon smile. "The wonders of modern
technology, Mr. Blake. Ever heard of a Templex decoder?”

From the senses of the others, | could tell none of them had... and that none of them waslooking
forward to hearing about it. "I'm afraid not,” Chun Li admitted cautioudy. "l takeit it's something used
for thiskind of dataretrieval?"



"And dso for bypassing various blockages," Randon said, choosing hiswordswith care. " Split
files, scattered data—that sort of thing."

Aswell asfor getting around intentiona barriers. The three across the table picked up on that
one a once, and the play of emotions twisting through them became even more interesting. Therewas
just the briefest hesitation, then Karash rose to her feet. "Well, then. If you'll come over here, Mr.
Schock...?!

Schock pushed his chair back and got up; Chun Li and Blake followed his motion with their
eyes. "Now," Randon said briskly, "while they're doing that, I'd like to hear what sort of projects
you've got going at present. Mr. Blake?"

Blake turned his attention back from Schock with an effort. " Asyou may know, anew
Rockhound 606—number four—has recently goneto work in therings. It'sdightly modified to alow
it to take in and break up rocheoids of up to a hundred meters across—"

"I was under theimpression,” Randon brokein camly, "that it was the pebble-sized rocheoids
that contained the purest ores.”

An dmost-glare leaked out before Blake could Stop it. "Yes, sir, that'strue,” he said with
strained politeness. "Though the surfaces of most of the larger rocheoids, down to afew centimeters
of depth in some cases, are d o rich in heavy metals. However, in this case what turns out to be more
important isthat the interiors of these larger ones contain amore standard distribution of light and
heavy dements, and some of those light eements are used in the extraction and refining processes.
Getting them directly from the ringswill save us having to ship them out from Solitaire.”

"l see" Randon said blandly. Held known dl thisaready, | could tell; as could most of the
others. Again smply reminding everyone of his control of the conversation. " So. Rockhound Four isin
operation...?'

Blake pursed hislips, smoothed them out. "Y es, Sr. Anyway, we're negotiating with them for a
share of their light ement harvest, aswell asfor acontract to handle some of their molybdenum and
tungsten output. We're dso—"

"1 was under the impression that you were at your full transport capacity aready,” Randon
interrupted again. "Y ou're authorized for, what, ahundred tripsin and out per year?"

The twitch-faced guard made an dmost-serious reach for his needler. Even schizoid, | noted, he
was careful to stop before he got close enough to the weapon to trigger either of our shields own
combet reflexes. "Were dready at our full trip capacity, yes" Blake said tiffly, histension level rising
markedly. "As| was about to say, we dso have an order in for apair of new Fafnir-classfreighters.
Oncethose are delivered our tota carrying capacity will increase significantly.”

"Assuming the Fafnirs are able to keep flying," Randon commented offhandedly. "Those things
areright up against the MjolInir Limit, and | don't know as I'd trust them for more than a couple of

trips”

Blake's face darkened; clearly, the Fafnir purchase was his own pet project, and he wasn't the
kind to take even implied criticism well. But before he could say anything more, Chun Li jumped in.



"WEell make sure they come with an adequate guarantee,” he said dryly. "In addition, we have a
petition pending before the Petri seeking to raise our trip quotato one hundred twenty per year." A
soft beep came from the back wall, where Schock was working under Karash's watchful eye, and the
sound seemed to throw Chun Li off Stride alittle. "Wethink it may be worth trying to revive the old
ideaof using termindly ill patients and voluntary suicides to supplement the currently available number
of zombis" he went on, abit distractedly.

"If not, perhapsthe crime rate will go up?' Randon said cynicaly.
Chun Li flushed with anger. "That's not fair, Mr. Kelsey-Ramos.”

Randon met his gaze without flinching... but he realized held indeed gone astep too far with that
one. "Perhaps not," he conceded. "My apologies, Mr. Chun Li. Ah—Schock. Finished dready?

The others twisted their heads to look as Schock and Karash returned to thetable. "Yes, sr,"
Schock nodded, holding up three cyls. "I think I've got it al."

| had no doubt of that, mysdlf. Karash'sface, as shetrailed behind him, was a nice mixture of
amazement and tenson, with the tenson winning.

Randon nodded back. "Well, then, | suppose that will about do it for now," he said, risng to his
feet as Schock came around the table. | stood up, too, feding Kutzko, Calandra, and Ifversn come
up behind us, the two shields moving unobtrusively into flanking positions at our Sdes. " Thank you for
your time and hospitality, Mr. Chun Li; Mr. Blake, Ms. Karash. I'm looking forward to our tour of
the ring mines later thisweek; until then, I'll be kegping in touch.”

And that wasthat. In the space of afew minuteswe'd gonein, learned everything of
importance—or &t least gotten it on cyl—and walked out again... leaving tensgon and perhaps even
thefirst sgnsof panic in our wake.

Lord Kelsey-Ramos would have been pleased.

Chapter 7

It took me over twice aslong as the meseting itsalf had run to describe my observations of it, and
when | wasfinished Randon was impressed.

Though not yet quite willing to admit it out loud. "Interesting,” he said thoughtfully, gazing up at
Cdandraand me as he stretched out abit more at his stateroom lounge desk. "Very interesting
indeed. I'd picked up most of the high points mysdlf, but confirmation is aways nice to have. So what
exactly do you think they're hiding?'

| glanced at Cadlandra, got alittle confirmation of my own, and shrugged. "No way totdll, sr," |
told him. "Also, please bear in mind that they may not be hiding anything specific. It could just as
eadly be amatter of them not wanting to make things easy for you.”

He snorted. "Oh, that part of the group psyche camethrough in gigapix. And | gtill think they're



hiding something."
"Probably,” | conceded. "I just thought | ought to mention al the possibilities.”

"Turning the other cheek again, huh? Well, | suppose well just haveto wait until Schock finishes
his tapment check on the cyls and we can get alook at them." Heflared briefly with an dmost
overwhelming impatience, but he knew perfectly well that Schock couldn't plug the cylsinto the ship's
computer and download them without checking them first. If HTI had encoded some bookbugs or
tapsnakesinto any of the information, putting them into the Bellwether's system would be an invitation
to disaster. Not only could wewind up losing al the HTI data, but a sophisticated enough tapsnake
could conceivably open every other file aboard ship to HTI scrutiny and remote manipulation viathe
phone system.

There were effective methods to prewash suspected cyls, but they took time. So with an effort
Randon forced down hisimpatience and shifted his attention to Calandra. " So. Having heard
Benedar'sandysis, do you have anything to add?

"Not redly," shesaid evenly. "l agreethat they're hiding something, probably having to do with
either their shipment records or trip quotas or the correlation between the two."

Randon frowned. "Why do you say that?'

"Because it was around those subjects that the tension seemed to peak,” she explained. "And
they were the only subjectsthat affected dl three of the managersin the same way."

Randon looked at me. "Did you get that, too?"

"| picked up thetension increase," | acknowledged. "I can't confirm that it was dl
three—Karash was off to the side with Schock at the time—but the other two certainly reacted
strongly when you hit those topics. Oh, and that guard—the one put there to distract me?—he dso
made a particularly bad jolt a the sametime.”

"That one's coincidence,”" Calandra shook her head. " The guard wasn't in enough control of
himsdf to turn things on and off that way."

"You sure?' | asked.

"Yes. However, | was able to watch Karash, too; as| said, she reacted the sameway Chun Li
and Blakedid."

Randon grunted. "Um. Interesting.”

For aminute the room was slent. | watched Randon closaly, trying to detect any subtle changes
in his attitude toward Caandra. But if there was anything there, it was buried by the myriad of other
thingson hismind.

The moment of introspection was ended by the whistle of the phone. Picking up his control stick,
Randon waved it toward the instrument. "Y es?'



The picture came on: Brad Seqoya, one of Kutzko's more massively built shields. "Seqoya, sir,
at the gatelock. Thought you'd like to know that Mr. Aikman's just returned.”

Randon made aface. "Thank you, Seqoya. On hisway to see me?"
"Probably, sr. And he didn't look too happy.”

Randon's sense took on adyly amused edge. "All right, I'll be ready for him. Anything else going
on down there?'

"Nothing much, sr. We had a Billingsgate rep and his customs escort here half an hour ago to
pick up the molecule factory shipment, but nothing since then.”

The amused edge disappeared, Randon's sense hardening into distaste. " One of our people went
down with them, | hope."

"Yes, Sr, asper orders.”

Randon nodded, trying to clear hismind and not entirely succeeding. One of the laws governing
Deadman Switch usage was that even passenger ships had to carry their share of cargo when entering
or leaving Solitaire system, and there had been no exception made for the Bellwether. To meit
seemed the only decent thing to do: if thetoll for our passage was going to be aman'slife, the least
we could do is make that life count for as much as possible. But Randon didn't seeit that way. To him
the dead man was azombi, hardly counting as ahuman being any more, and it irritated him immensdy
to have dl these strangerstraipsing in and out of his ship picking up packages. Aikman, I'd been told,
had tried and failed to find any free space in the Rainbow's End receiving center where we could
unload the cargo dl at once... but given the way Aikman felt about us, | didn't entirely believe that
story. "How much stuff isleft down there?' Randon asked the shield.

"Oh, probably something over half, ar,” Seqoyatold him.

Randon grimaced, nodded. ™Y ou'd better give cusoms another call and remind them al this stuff
has to be out before we leave for Collet tomorrow. Either they get the appropriate people hereto
pick it up, or elsethey find some storage space for it. Otherwise we leave it on the pad when welift.”

Segoyasmiled faintly. "Yes, ar. I'll get right on it.”

Randon waved the control stick to break the connection and tossed the instrument on his desk.
"Y ou two'd better get out,” he grunted. "Unless you want to face Aikman in abad mood.”

Therewas atouch of dy satisfaction benesth Randon's words. "'1'd expected him to be at the
mesting today, Sr,” | commented carefully. "Was there some trouble?"

"Oh, no—just along errand | trgpped himinto." He shrugged. "After dl, | could hardly have him
walking in on the HTI meeting and | etting everyone know they didn't have dl the Watchers covered.”

That thought hadn't even occurred to me. "I see.”

"l wish | could seetheir faceswhen they find out who sheis™" he said, smiling to himsdif.



"Anyway—" he picked up his control stick again and keyed it, and the door behind us opened. "Take
her back to her stateroom,” heinstructed Daiv Ifversn asthe latter stepped into the doorway .

| looked at Cdandra as she turned silently to go... and for the first time | could see the stirrings
of an amogt grudging hope within her. "I'd like to stay for amoment, if | may,” | said to Randon.

He glanced at me, nodded to Ifversn. "Go ahead,” he told the other.

They left; but before | could figure out how to phrase the question, Randon saved me the
trouble. "All right, I'll concede the point,” he said. "Y ou're auseful person to have at business
confrontations; and you and she together are considerably more than twice as useful. Isthat what you
wanted meto say?'

"Moreor less, Sr," | admitted.

He gave meatight smile. "l haven't grown up a Kesey-Ramos without picking up some of my
father'stricks. Probably would've made agood Watcher mysdlf if 1'd cared to.”

And though | have the power of prophecy, to penetrate all mysteries and knowledge... "I'm
glad were ableto serveyou,” | said instead. "Will you be wanting both of us along at the governor's
dinner reception tonight?*

Hethrew me aknowing look. "Still trying to make her more vauable to me dive than dead?’

His sense showed none of the rancor the words might have carried. "All people are worth more
aivethan dead," | returned, keeping my tone light.

He snorted, taking it in the serious but nonthreatening way 1'd intended him to. "So you say. You

might have trouble proving it. Anyway. Y ou'rein charge of getting Paquin ready for the reception
tonight—you know what kind of clothes and whatnot women are expected to wear at such things?”

"I can handleit, 9r."

"Good. Don't int, either—therés no point in playing agame like this halfway. Wel, go on—get
out before Aikman gets here."

"Yes, gr," | nodded. "Thank you."

| passed Aikman on my way down the corridor. From even that brief touch of hissense | was
glad | hadn't stayed around.

Kutzko was just where I'd expected to find him: loitering around the exit-corridor storage
closets, where he was within easy reach of both the gatelock and the dightly more extensive storage
areaswhere our duty cargo was stored. "All hail the conquering hero,” he greeted me. "How'd Mr.
Kdsey-Ramoslikeit?!

"What, our report on the meeting?" | shrugged. "He wasn't as attentive as Lord Kelsey-Ramaos



would have been, but then he's new to this. He seemed impressed enough.”

"I'd say 50, yes," was hisdry rejoinder. "Considering the order just came through that she'd be
coming to the reception tonight." He grinned with amock-evil-tinged dreaminess. "'Can you imagine
what the assembled dignitarieswould say if they knew they were hosting azombi?"

| could, and it made me wince. "Mikha, | need afavor.”

"Sure. What?'

| hesitated. "'l need acompletelisting of capitd crimesunder Solitaire law.”

His eyebrows raised a couple of millimeters. Y ou looking to start anew hobby?"

"It'sfor afriend,” | told him, matching hisdry tone. "I also need to know if there are any places
in the system—the ring mines for instance—where Patri law might possibly take precedence.”

"Solitaire law coversthe entire systlem." He shook his head, eyesboring into mine. "This
unnamed friend wouldn't by any chance be our outzombi, would it?"

| hadn't redlly expected to fool him. "It would, yes," | admitted. "I'm trying to get her anew
hearing back on Outbound.”

Undergtanding cameinto hisface. "And having the hearing take place after she's dead kind of
defeats the purpose?”

| nodded. "Unfortunately, in order to keep her divel haveto find areplacement for her.”

Kutzko's eyes defocused a bit. " So you want alist of capita crimesto see who we could stick
with that honor. And you want the ring mines because that's where well be leaving the system from?'

"Moreor less" For the moment, there seemed no reason to mention how limited the pool of
potentia zombi candidates actudly was. "Can you do that?"

"No problem," he assured me. "Now: what's the other favor you want?'
"What makes you think thereisone?’ | countered.

He amiled dyly. "Oh, come on, Gilead. The blazing Solitaran pend code you could find on your
own."

| Sghed. "Sometimes | wish you'd been born stupid,” | told him. "Okay. At the moment we're
scheduled to leave tomorrow, which means the reception tonight will probably be my only chanceto
talk directly to Governor Rybakov. And | have to talk to he—rprivately or reasonably so0."

Again, that knowing look. "And you want me ready to run interference?"

"Bascdly, yes™



He paused, considering, and | could see that he was weighing the risks of possibly winding up
squarein themiddle of thiswhole mess. "Y ou redly think she'sinnocent?' he asked at last.

| nodded. "l do. Themorel see of her, theless| think she could be amurderer.”

He pursed hislips, then shrugged. "Okay, sure, I'll do it. Give me asign when you're ready and
I'll try to make you abubbleto talk in."

| exnaled silently. "Thanks, Mikha. | redlly appreciateit.”

"No problem.” He studied my face. "Just one question: is Mr. Kelsey-Ramos one of the people
I'm supposed to keep out of this bubble?!

It was aquestion that had aso been nagging at me. At the moment | had at least histacit
gpprova for what | was doing... but making an embarrassing nuisance of myself at aforma reception
would evaporate that support in double-quick time. Unfortunately, | had no way of knowingin
advance wherethe crucid dividing linelay. "There shouldn't be aproblem aslong asI'm discreet,” |
said asreasauringly as possible. There was no point in him worrying about it, too.

"Andif you're not, | pretend | don't know you?"

"Fair enough. Try to be gentle when you throw me out of the building.”

Hegrinned lopsidedly. "I'll bring Brad dong and let him doiit.”

"Oh, thanksalot," | snorted. "I'll either wind up in orbit or in aburn-out trgjectory.”

His grin faded into seriousness, a seriousness that somehow made me brace mysdlf. Y ou know,
there is one other way to get the Bellwether anew zombi."

| gazed at him, feeling the cold-steel edge there. "Pick one up ourselves?' | asked carefully.

He nodded in Cameo's direction. "Even Solitaire's got its quota of driftersand generdly
unwanted people. Some of them might be criminas from the rest of the Patri and colonieswho
finagled passage here and are hiding out.”

"Y ou know | could never be party to something likethat,” | said, my lips suddenly dry. "It would
be murder.”

"Which the Deadman Switch isn't?'

| gritted my teeth. "Two wrongs have never yet made aright. Besides, you'd never get Mr.
Kesay-Ramosto go dong with something like that."

He cocked an eyebrow. "Maybe. Maybe not I'll bet there would be away torig it to look like
someone had stowed away and tried to seize control of the ship.” He paused. "Y ou may not know it,"
he added obliquely, "but Lord Kelsey-Ramos has been trying to find a second Watcher for his staff
for acouple of years now."



An odd haze of unredlity settled over me, adisbelief that | was even talking about this... "No," |
sad firmly. "Absolutdy not. If | can save Calandralegdly, I'll doit. Not otherwise.”

"Evenif theillega zombi deserved death anyway?"' he countered.
All have sinned and lack God's glory... "Eventhen," | told him.

For amoment we looked at each other. Then Kutzko shrugged acceptance. "If that's how you
want it," hesaid. "If you'll pardon my saying so, | think your sense of ethicsis on the overdone side.”

"Possbly,” | said evenly. "But any ethics you can throw out when they're inconvenient wouldn't
be worth much as ethics, would they?*

"l suppose not,”" he said, and | could sense him backing away from the topic. "'l suppose | should
gart getting my people ready for tonight.”

"And | haveto get Calandrasome forma wear ordered, anyway,” | reminded mysdlf aoud.

"Therésacataog listed on the main Rainbow's End phonelist," he offered. "I scanned through it
somelagt night, and it seems pretty complete.”

"Thanks, I'll take alook."

It was only minutes later, in the privacy of my stateroom, that the enormity of what had just
happened hit me with delayed force. Not just that Kutzko, aman | thought agreat deal of, had been
willing to consider kidnap and murder... but that | had actually been on the verge of considering it

mysdif.

And my knees began to shake.

Chapter 8

The brighter of the starsin Solitaire's sky were beginning to appear through the dusk overhead
aswe pulled up to Governor Rybakov's mansion, an imposing edifice that gave out a sense of
dignified power that reminded me of the HTI conference room. From the mansionss double-wing
design, | guessed it followed the typical Patri pattern for such places, including both office and
entertainment facilitiesaswell asliving space for the governor. The windows of the ground floor to
our |eft were ablaze with light, and through the haf-tinting | could see the shadows of milling people.

"Nice place," Randon grunted asthefive of usfiled out of the car. "Beinteresting to have
Schock run the budget sometime and find out just what percentage of Solitaire'sincome goesto thelr
officdds”

"They've got money to spare,” | murmured.

He glanced a me. "I suppose they do,” he conceded.



Randon and Kutzko in the lead, we climbed the flaystone steps to the main portico. "Mr.
Randon Kesey-Ramos and party,” Kutzko told the liveried guards flanking the door. Stepping
smoothly in front of Randon, he started to enter—

"Just amoment, Sir," one of the guards spoke up. "Isthe lady in your party Ms. CaandraMara
Paquin?'

Beside me, Caandratensed. Randon turned his head leisurely to look at us, turned just as
leisurely back again. "Yes, | believeitis" he acknowledged coolly. "Why?'

"l regret to say, Sir, that | can't dlow her to enter.” There was no regret anywherein the guard's
sensethat | could detect. "Governor Rybakov's orders.”

"On what grounds?' Randon asked.

"On the grounds that sheisa convicted felon, sentenced to degth, sr,” he said giffly, distaste at
both her legd status and her Watcher background coming through his officia decorum. "The governor
does not wish to have such a potentia danger within her house."

Thereredly wasn't any hope of agppeal, and Randon knew it aswell astherest of us. But hewas
too pridefully stubborn to give up quite that eadily. " She was assgned to my ship,” hetold the guard.
"Placed therefore under both my care and my legd jurisdiction. I'll take full responsibility for her
actions and behavior here.”

"| understand, gr. | ill can't alow her to enter.”

Randon locked eyes with the man for along moment, then turned dowly back to us and nodded
to Duge Ifversn, behind mein rearguard position. "Ifversn, escort her back to the ship,” heinstructed
the other. For amoment his eyes met mine, and | could sense him bracing for an argument. But there
was no point toit, and | remained silent. "Turn her over to Seqoyaand then come back.”

Ifversn nodded. "Ms. Paquin...?"

Caandraturned away, not looking at me, and went with him. | watched them get back into the
car, then looked back to find Randon's eyes till on me... hiseyes, and an dmost grudging touch of
sympathy. | took a deep bresth and nodded to him. Turning, he strode without aword between the
guards and into the mansion.

Inside, wefound oursdvesin ahigh-arched halway stretching probably half the length of the
building itsdlf. A greeter waiting just insde welcomed usto the governor's home and directed usto an
open pair of double doors down the hall, while a second pair of guards rdieved Kutzko of his puff
adder needler clips and gave him asingle clip of dapshotsin return. It was standard security
practice—guards usudly preferred visting shiddsto carry only nonlethal ammunition—and Kutzko
surrendered to it with professiona good grace.

The buzz of conversation was audible well into the hall... and as we reached the double doorsit
became ingantly clear that Governor Rybakov wasn't merdly going through the motions on thisone.
Therewere at least two hundred people milling around the ballroom-sized space, two hundred rich
and influentia people, judging by their clothing and deportment and the watchfulness of the



unobtrusive shields shadowing many of them. Out of atota planetary population of perhaps four
hundred eighty thousand—only half of whom lived in the Cameo/Rainbow's End corridor—getting
two hundred of the upper classtogether in one place was arather impressive accomplishment.

Randon redlized that, too. For amoment he just stood at the doorway, looking around as if
committing the room and its occupants to memory. Then, straightening dightly, he led the way into the
room.

And al two hundred people turned to look at us.

It was the sort of dmost surredistic scene you sometimes hear about but seldom actualy see.
Theloose knots of people standing nearest to the door spotted usfirst, their conversations dropping
off into silence and then tautly whispered comments as they redized who it was who had just arrived.
The sudden quiet made those beyond them turn, many of them repeeting the first groups reactions,
until, within the space of a dozen seconds, the wave of notice had rippled across the entire room.

Leaving ablanket of quiet tenson behind it.

I'd expected it, of course. After Aikman's obvious anti-Watcher prejudices and HTI's more
subtle version of the same antagonism, | hadn't expected open-armed greetings from anyone on
Solitaire... which was perhaps why it took me severa heartbeats more to redlize that the cautious
attention wasn't directed at me at al.

It was directed at Randon.

Therewas no doubt, oncel findly picked up on the Signs. For every subtle movement of a
person's face or body there's an equaly subtle reaction from those looking at him; and in this case dll
thereactions | could see were keyed to Randon’'s movements, not mine.

Vaguely, | wondered why Randon K el sey-Ramos should make dl these people nervous.

The awkward gap lasted no more than afew seconds before an elegantly dressed woman glided
toward usfrom the sde. "Mr. Kelsey-Ramos," she nodded, her voice rich with the overtones of a
Portdavan native. "I am Governor Lyda Rybakov, the Patri's representative on Solitaire; | bid you

wedcome"

Randon nodded back. "Thank you, Governor Rybakov. May | present to you my aide, Mr.
Gilead Raca Benedar."

Rybakov was definitely an experienced palitician. Her nod to me was amost as polite asthe one
sheld given Randon. At least outwardly. "Welcome," shetold me.

"Thank you," | murmured, nodding back.
Her eyes shifted back to Randon. "We're honored to have you here, Mr. Kelsey-Ramos," she
continued. "The Carillon Group iswell known throughout the Patri and colonies, and we of Solitaire

system are looking forward to working with you."

"I'm equally honored to be working with you," Randon said smoothly, throwing a glance around



theroomtoinclude dl the othersin that statement. "If you're asdiligent & commerce asyou arein
throwing receptions, Carillon will be hard pressed to keep up with dl of you."

A loosg, dightly strained chuckle swept the room. Rybakov smiled, the same faint strain evident
there, too, and reached out to touch Randon's arm. "Come; let me introduce you to some of the other
important people of our world. People much moreimportant than I."

With Kutzko and metrailing astep behind, sheled him farther into the room; and asif that wasa
signd, the buzz of conversation began again. But not quite the same buzz as had been there before.
The aura of tenson that had taken over at our entrance il lay like bedrock benegth it.

Thefirst group Rybakov led usto consisted of five people—three men and two
women—waiting in aloose semicircle and trying hard to look relaxed. "Mr. Randon K el sey-Ramos,
Mr. Gilead Benedar," the governor said, "may | present Danel and Debra Comarow; Dr. Sergel
Landau; and Nady and Lize Arritt."

"Pleased to meet you," Randon said asthey all exchanged nods. "Let me see: NorTrans of
Salit, | believe?!

A ripple of quiet surprise ran through them... asit did through me. | hadn't placed the names, but
I'd certainly heard of NorTrans: one of the biggest corporationsin the Petri and colonies, dmost
certainly the biggest with alicense to operate in and out of Solitaire.

In other words, we'd found the leaders of the system's business community first crack out of the
box. Glancing at Governor Rybakov, | saw it hadn't been mere chance.

"I'm impressed, Mr. Kelsey-Ramos," Landau said, and | could see the comment went for al of
them. "I've dwaysthought that 1, at least, was too deeply buried in the NorTrans structure for even
those insde the company to recognize my name.”

Randon smiled. "Hardly, sr," he said. "Besides, my father has made something of ahobby of
knowing exactly who the mgjor businessinterests and people are on Solitaire. Some of that was
bound to leak down to me."

It was the wrong thing to say. | couldn't tell why, but that much wasingtantly clear. Almostin
unison the tension among the five of them shot up, and the groups nearest us again paused in their own
conversationsto listen in. "Well, we're certainly honored by your father'sinterest in us,” Comarow
said, hisvoice controlled but with a predator's caution benegth it. " Though speaking for mysdlf, I'm
always abit nervous when someone knows more about me than | do about him."

"Especidly asregards his business dedlings" hiswife Debraput in, her easy laugh bresking some
of the hidden tension. | sensed Comarow's approval, redlized she'd picked up on whatever he was
going for and was carrying on with it. "Dandl dways gets so paranoid when he hasto sart doing
business with someone new.

"Not paranoid, redly, Debra," he chided her gently. All an act; they were clearly two minds
headed the same direction. Whatever that direction was. "Just cautious. As'm sure you understand,
Mr. Kelsey-Ramos.”



"Perfectly,” Randon nodded. "However, | redly don't think you have anything to worry abouit.
As| explained to HTI's managers this morning, the Carillon Group trieswhenever possibleto maintain
continuity in the activities of acquired companies.”

"Sowed heard,” Arritt put in. | sensed Randon's quiet reaction: that the comment implied that
Arritt, and possibly all of NorTrans, had acommlineinto HTI'stop management. Not surprising, but
worth noting regardless. "And you're right; continuity is what's on most of our minds."

"Most referring to just NorTrans, or to dl of Solitaire?' Randon asked, glancing pointedly at a
few of the eavesdroppers around us. A couple of them had the grace to blush.

"Oh, pretty much dl of Solitaire," Comarow acknowledged without embarrassment. ™Y ou'l find
that people who do business here are afairly close-knit community, Mr. Kelsey-Ramos. We have our
methods... and were dways alittle nervous of newcomers.”

"I'm sure youll find that the Carillon Group business philosophy doesn't change just because
we're now on Solitaire," Randon said.

If they found that reassuring, they didn't show it. If anything, in fact, it actualy madethem a
shade more uncomfortable.

"Wl that's nice to know,” Comarow said, the easy friendliness of hisvoicein sharp contrast to
the sense beneath it. "l trust you'll find your visit profitable. | understand you'll be leaving for Collet
tomorrow?"

"That'sright," Randon nodded. "I'm looking forward to actually seeing one of those Rockhound
606's I've read so much about."

Comarow chuckled. "Y ou won't believe it even then. Let metdll you about thefirst time | saw
oneof themongers...."

The conversation turned to descriptions of Rockhound mining platforms, drifted to possibly
gpocryphal stories of life aboard them. It was heading toward socid life on Solitaire proper when
Governor Rybakov gracefully pulled us away and steered us across the room to another group.

This one composed of the officers of the Elegy-based conglomerate DragonHoard Metals... and
just asinterested as NorTrans in making sure Randon knew that Solitaire had its own way of doing
business. As, with minor variationsin tone, did the third group we talked to. And the fourth. And the
fifth.

Eventudly, even Randon couldn't pretend to ignore it any more. "From the way everyone's
talking," he commented to Rybakov asthey collected ddlicately scul pted gppetizers from the serving
table, "one might think Carillon just filed its corporation papers last week."

She shrugged, long politician's practice enabling her to cover most of her own flicker of
discomfort. Shedidn't really want to talk about it, and yet on another level knew she had to. "Solitaire
isan embarrassment, Mr. Kelsey-Ramos,” she said bluntly. "The Petri can't afford to give up the
wedth that flowsin from the ring mines; but on the other hand, they have to condemn people to degth
to get it. It'snot an especidly popular policy.” She glanced a me, the first time since our introduction



that she'd done so. "We're not just talking fanatica religious minoritieslike the Watchers or Halloas,
either—most people on the Patri and coloniesfed at least alittle uncomfortable with the whole idea.”

"The Hdloas?' Randon frowned, also glancing at me. | shrugged fractiondly; I'd never heard the
reference, either. "What isthat, ardigious sect?’

Rybakov waved ahand depreciatingly. "I'd hardly call them organized enough to be asect,” she
snorted. "They're agroup of fanatic-mysticswho believe Solitaireisthe seat of God's kingdom, or
some such nonsense.”

Randon glanced at me again. "Why?—because it requires ablood sacrifice to get here?'

Rybakov snorted, and | winced at the contempt underlying her political facade. Clearly, she had
even lesstolerance than the average citizen when it came to religious matters. Possibly one reason she
was agovernor. "Not that 1've heard, though | wouldn't put it past them,” she said. "No, it's supposed

to be something about the Cloud being the hao of God. From which it gpparently followsimmediately
that this isthe heavenly kingdom." She waved ahand around her.

Someone nearby snickered, just audibly; but on Randon's face there was no answering
contempt. " Sounds crazy,” he agreed evenly. "And you see these Halloas as possibly giving Solitaire
even more of abad image than the Deadman Switch aready has?

Rybakov looked him straight in the eye. "It's possible," shetold him. "Most of the corporations
holding Solitaire licenses have made an effort to keep the Halloas existence from leaking out.”

"And you think Carillon may not?'
Again, ameaningful glancein my direction. "Y our father's... peculiarities... are well known."

"So are hisbusiness skills," Randon returned, his voice afew degrees cooler. "Or areyou
suggesting he doesn't understand the effect of image on public psychology?!

Surprisingly, she smiled. " Such asthe effect a bus ness renegade'simage might have on those
he's going to be working with, for example?*

Randon frowned, then smiled in return. "Oh, come on, Governor. Y ou aren't going to tell me that
all these crafty business professionas are that taken in by my father's public posturings, are you?"

She shrugged, eyes till measuring him. "As| said, Mr. Kelsey-Ramos, the business community
hereisalittle touchy. No offense meant.”

"None taken." Surreptitioudy, Randon's fingers curved in a subtle hand sgnd. Beside him,
Kutzko responded by reaching for his phone, asif amessage were coming in. "Actualy, Governor—"

"Excuseme, Sr," Kutzko interrupted smoothly. "May | spesk with you for amoment? Security
metter."

"Certainly. If you'll excuse us, Governor...?"



She nodded, and we moved back toward an empty spot on the floor. "Well, Benedar?' Randon
murmured, looking at Kutzko asif discussng the imaginary security matter with him.

"The Halloastory is part of the truth, but not al of it,”" | told him. "Infact, I'd go sofar asto
suggest the Halloas may be nothing more than a convenient excuse they're using to cover up whatever
it isabout you that's really making them nervous."

Hefrowned. "What it isabout me? | assumed you were the problem.”

"Not thistime, gr. Y ourethe one they're al watching like hawkrens."

Randon pursed hislips. "Kutzko?" heinvited.

Kutzko shook his head dowly. "I don't think there's any personal danger to you, Sir, at least not
here and now. But I'd have to agree with Benedar, that you're the one they'reinterested in.”

"And there's something ese, sir,” | put in. "When Kutzko did his 'security matter' gambit,
Governor Rybakov reacted rather strongly.”

Kutzko frowned at me. "Shedid, did she?| didn't notice that."
"She'svery good at hiding thesethings.”

Randon eyed me thoughtfully for amoment. "And they al seem to know," he said dowly, "about
our meeting a HTI thismorning, don't they?"

Kutzko and | exchanged looks. ™Y ou think they might know that Schock got away with more
than HT1 wanted you to have?' Kutzko ventured.

Randon cocked an eyebrow at me. "Benedar?'

| let my eyes sweep the room, relaxing my mind and letting it dig out every nuance of feding it
could. "l think it might beagood idea, Sr," | said, "to make sure the Bellwether isready for trouble.”

Randon snorted gently. "Let's not get overly melodrameatic,” he advised. Still, | could tell that he
too was growing unessy.

AswasKutzko. "Sir, | haveto agree with Benedar again,” he spoke up. "If it redly is those cyls
that have dl these people nervous, they must be blazing vauable. To someone, anyway."

"Probably right,” Randon grunted. "All right, go ahead. Keep it quiet, though—if someonetries
to get them, | want him to get close enough for usto grab.”

Kutzko was aready making the connection. " Seqoya?—K utzko. What's the status on the ship?”

| couldn't hear the answer, but Kutzko's sense indicated everything was norma. "Well, that may
be changing in the next few hours," Kutzko told him. "I want the perimeter extended fifty meters, a
cat-yellow on the gatelock, and adouble cat-yellow on Mr. Schock's stateroom. Y ou'd better warn
him that someone may be after those cyls he brought home from HTI today; he ought to know how to



protect them." He got confirmation, raised his eyesto Randon. "Anything else, sir?"
And | had aflash of inspiration. "Have Caandra brought to the gatelock,” | said.

Both of them looked at me; and after amoment they both understood. "Excellent ides,
Benedar," Randon said, agrim smiletugging a the corners of hislips. "Doit, Kutzko."

Kutzko nodded and relayed the ingtructions. "All set, Sir," he said, lowering his hand.
"Good." Randon glanced around. "L et's rejoin the party, then.”

A few meters away, Governor Rybakov was talking quietly with aman dressed in the white
uniform of aPravilo flag officer. Commodore Kelscot Freitag, | remembered from Randon's briefing:
in charge of security for Solitaire system.

A man who also clearly enjoyed hisvodkyas. Even as Rybakov took hisarm and steered him
toward us, | could see the dight glaze over his eyes and the twitching of musclesin hischeeks. "Mr.
Kesey-Ramos," Rybakov nodded to Randon. "That security matter al cleared up, | trust?'

"Y es, thank you," Randon assured her.

"Well, if you should have any trouble," Freitag spoke up, "'I'm the man to see. Commodore
Kelscot Freitag, Mr. Kelsey-Ramos.”

"Pleasad to meet you." Randon nodded to him, and | revised my opinion of the man afew steps
upward. Despite the effects of at least three separate types of vodkyas showing in hisface, his speech
and eye-focus showed his mind wasn't nearly astouched as|'d first assumed. " Thank you for your
offer of assstance, but | suspect any security problems| might have will take place on the ground.”

Again, Rybakov's sense flickered with uneasiness. Freitag's, in contrast, remained untouched.
"Doesn't matter,” he rumbled. "As an oftworlder, you come under Pravilo jurisdiction whether
groundside or out in thering mines.”

"Thoughit is Solitaran law that applies,” | murmured.

Both he and Rybakov frowned a me. "Solitaran law is sanctioned by the Patri and administered
by their representative,” the governor told me stiffly. "Which makesit as much Patri law as anything
d"

"Of courseitis,”" Randon agreed, throwing me an annoyed glance. Out of the corner of my eyel
saw Kutzko take ahalf step backward and pull out his phone, and | hoped fervently he hadn't taken
my comment to be his cue. Clearly, Rybakov had someinterna conflicts about her position here, and
| was going to have to give her more study before | could even attempt to bring Calandras case to
her attention. "What Mr. Benedar wasreferring to, | think,” Randon went on, "was certain minor
differences between standard Patri law and certain particular variationsthat are applied here."

"All colony worlds have their own differences," Rybakov pointed out, still cool. "Locd customs,
local requirements—all of those enter into it.”



Randon nodded. "Whichis certainly how the law ought to be—"

"Sir?' Kutzko cut him off; and with that one word | knew something waswrong. "A moment, if |

Randon's eyes flicked to him, back to Rybakov and Freitag. "If you'll excuse us...?"

"Certainly," Rybakov said, an dmost haunted look flickering across her face as she and the
commodore stepped back.

"Trouble at the ship?' Randon murmured to Kutzko as he pulled out his own phone and keyed
for the Bellwether.

"Actudly, gr... were not quite sure," Kutzko admitted.

Randon frowned at him; and then the connection came through. "Thisis Kelsey-Ramos," he said
into the indrument. "What's going on?"

| dready had my own phone out. "Well, Sr, were not quite sure,” Seqoyas dightly embarrassed
voice came. "We have a couple of customs people here who say they're supposed to check on how
much cargo we gtill have and to arrange to have it offloaded.”

"Ther I|Ds check out?'

"Oh, yes, dr, dl theway... but Ms. Pagquin saysthey're frauds.”

Randon threw me aquick glance. "Oh?"

"Yes, gr. Unfortunately, she can't tell me who they are or why they're here; just that they're lying
about being from customs.”

Randon pursed hislips. "They're not armed, are they?'

"No, gr." Segoyawas on more familiar ground here. "We checked them completely. They've
got arecorder and package reader; that's al.”

"Andyou did runtheir IDS?'

"Yes, ar. The central Cameo computer saysthey'relegit.”

"They could have been suborned,” Kutzko murmured.

"Maybe," Randon growled. "Or maybe Paquin isjust jumping at shadows." Hethrew mea
glare... but it wasaworried glare. "All right, Seqoya, tell you what. Y ou have someone cdll the
customs chief on duty at the spaceport and find out what you can about these two. WEe're on our way;
do not let them move from the gateway—in ether direction—until | get there."

"Understood, sir,” Seqoyasaid.



Randon signed off, threw me another glare, and nodded at Kutzko. "Let'sgo," he said grimly.

Chapter 9

They were ill there when we arrived: two menin the officid capelets and unofficia hauteur of
cusoms officids, stting at the gatelock guard station under the watchful eye of the Ifversn brothers.
Outwardly, they were mad as hornets at being kept from their duties.

Inwardly, they were badly worried.

It didn't keep them from putting on agood act, though. Wed barely gotten inside the outer lock
when the elder of the two was on hisfest, glaring at Randon with afair counterfeit of righteous fury.
"Mr. Kelsey-Ramos," he snarled, "I want you to know that if you don't call off your shields
immediately and let us get about our duties| will beforced tofile officia and forma charges againgt
you, them, and the magter of thisship.”

"I'm sure everything will be straightened out in just afew minutes" Randon assured him, giving a
good imitation himsalf of being impressed by the outburst. " Excuse me amoment, and I'll go find out
just what thetroubleis”

We passed them and headed on into the ship. Calandra and Seqoyawere waiting at the door to
thefirst room, the latter looking much morejustified than he'd sounded on the phone. "Well?* Randon
demanded, throwing aglance at Calandra and then shifting his attention to Seqoya. "What did you
find out?'

Segoyagave himagrim amile. "Something very interesting, Sr: our vigtors out there don't exig.”

Randon frowned. "Explain.”

"The customs duty officer at the spaceport doesn't know them," Segoya said, ticking off massive
fingers. "Neither doestheir centra coordination officein Cameo itself. Neither do any of the customs
officids, inspectors, or workersthat | was able to track down and talk to."

Randon cocked an eyebrow at Kutzko. "Interesting, indeed. How do they explain this?'

"l haven't confronted them with it yet," Seqoyasaid. "l thought you might want to be here when
wedid."

Randon nodded. "All right, let'stry it." He hesitated, then turned to Calandra. "Y ou have
anything to add?"

"Y ou probably won't need to check their equipment,” she said quietly. "They didn't seem at dl
protective of it. But you'll need to search the younger one's capel et—Ieft shoulder, | think."

For amoment Randon looked at her asif shewasjoking. Then, pursing hislips, he gave her a
brief nod. "Call ashield to take her back to her stateroom,” he instructed Segoya, "then meet us back
at the gatelock.”



Segoya nodded and stepped to the nearest intercom. Glancing once more at Caandra, Randon
led Kutzko and me back to the gatelock. " Sorry to keep you waiting, gentlemen,” he said briskly to
the two men. "If you'll be so kind asto remove your capelets, | think we can clear thisup right now."

There was no doubt about it: Calandra had zeroed in precisdly on target. Both men'sfacesfroze
for asecond, and the younger's | eft shoulder actualy twitched. The elder recovered first. "Why?" he
asked.

Randon didn't bother answering. Behind us, Seqoya ambled back into the room; catching his
eye, Randon nodded toward the two men. "Capelets," he instructed. Seqoyanodded back and kept
ambling, an dmost lazy glint in hiseye. The others saw it, too, and by the time he'd reached them both
hed their capelets off.

"Thank you," Randon said politely as Segoya collected them. "Now, if you'll just St back and
relax, well take alook and see what we can find—"

Wedl heard the footstep behind us at the sametime; and for the four shields recognition and
reaction were virtually smultaneous. In asingle catlike leap Kutzko was between the intruder and
Randon, his and Seqoyas needlers out and tracking past my shoulder. Thetwo Ifversnswerejust a
shaved second dower, their wegpons coming to bear warningly on the customs men. Heart thudding
in my throat, | spun around and dropped to one knee.

For amoment no one moved or spoke. Randon recovered hisvoicefirst. "Hello, Mr. Aikman,"
he said. "Y ou shouldn't sneak up on people likethat. It's bad for your hedlth.”

Sowly, the panic frozen into Aikman's face melted, and he lowered the foot that had ended up
inmidair. "I'm sorry," he managed. "l didn't mean to startle you."

"You certainly won't do it again, anyway," Randon said. "May | ask what you did mean to do?'
Aikman's eyesflicked past usto the customs men, his emotional balance aready coming back to
norma. "1 heard there was some trouble a the gatelock,” he said evenly. "I cameto seeif there was

anything | could doto help.”

Randon gazed at him for afew heartbests, then nodded. "Certainly. Thefirst thing you candois
tell meif you recognize those men over there"

Agan Aikman looked, and | could sense him brace himsdlf. "No," he said.
"He'slying," | told Randon quietly.

Aikman spun to face me, awave of hatred washing toward me like the burning wind from an
explosion. "And who are you," he snarled, "to passjudgment on another man's mind—"?"

"He'saWatcher." Randon's voice was quiet, dmost calm... but there was asted underlying it
that cut off Aikman'stiradein midsentence. "And if it comesto that,” Randon continued, "who are you
tolietome?'

Aikman licked hislips briefly, the sense of him abruptly becoming cautious. "I may have seen



them before," he admitted grudgingly. "1 certainly don't know them persondly—"
"Seen them at HT17?' Randon asked.
Aikman's jaw tightened. "Perhaps. | couldn't say for sure.”

"l see" Randon nodded. "Wéll, they've probably changed jobs since you knew them. Happens
all the time—people leave low-leve corporation jobs for careers with customs.”

Aikman ignored the gibe. "What charge are you making againg them?”

Randon cocked an eyebrow. "Impersonation of customs officids, for starters. Along with
atempted entry into a private spacecraft and probably one or two others as we think of them."

"They havefdse IDs, then?
A touch of uncertainty edged into Randon's sense. "Not exactly, but no one knows—"
"Not exactly? What does 'not exactly' mean?'

Randon glared at him. "It meansthat, yes, their IDs check againsgt the customs records, but none
of their dlegedly fellow workers has ever heard of them.”

"That won't hold up for ten minutes before ajudiciary.” Aikman was on his own territory now,
and heknew it. "An ID record is both necessary and sufficient proof of employment in an officid
capacity.” A grim smilequirked at hislip. "Do you know whét the penaty isfor illega detention of
customs inspectors?’

Acrossthe room, Segoyacleared histhroat. "Isit anything like the pendty for attempted
sabotage?’

Weadll turned to look a him. In one hand was the younger man's capelet, looking dightly
mauled; in the other, asmal floppy rectangle that glinted in the light. "What isit?' Randon asked,
stepping over for acloser [ook.

"Not exactly sure, Sir, but it looks alot like the insides of one of our computer data
scramblers—see that number on the Sicet, there?'

"Probably a scrubber,” Kutzko said, giving it aquick glance and then returning his attention to
the prisoners. "It'sascrambler gadget for putting into someone el se's system.”

Randon favored the prisoners with along, cold gaze, then turned the look back on Aikman.
"Any further comments, counselor?'

"Yes," hesaid camly. "Do you have any proof that they came here with intent to sabotage?"
"Why e'sewould they be carrying something like this?' Randon snorted.

Aikman's eyesflicked to the prisoners; and the younger picked up on the cue. "We useit to read



samples of scrambled data on suspect ships," he said, voice just the right shade of indignation.
" Samples that we can then take back and use to decode the scrambler scheme.”

Randon glared at them. "Kutzko?'

Kutzko shrugged. "I don't know, sir. Y ou could check with Mr. Schock—he could probably tell
you whether this gadget hasthat kind of capability.”

"In other words," Aikman spoke up, "you haven't got proof of any sort that a crime either has
been committed or was about to be committed. Correct?’

Randon turned on him. "Y ou can just shut up—"

"No, gr, I will not," Aikman snapped. "My job isthe upholding of human rights under Patri law,
and | will do that job wherever | find those rightsin danger. Y ou will rel ease these men now, or you
will hand them over to the Pravilo and formaly charge them with acrime. A crime, | remind you, that
you'd better be ableto prove.”

Heran out of wind and stopped, and for along moment the air was thick with abrittle sllence.
From Randon's sense | expected him to explode with fury... but hisfather had trained him better than
that, and he waited until hismind was again in control of hisemoctions. "Benedar?' heinvited.

| swalowed. "Hes not bluffing, Sir. He meansit.”

Aikman'sglance a me glinted with its usud hatred, but he said nothing. "Very wdl," Randon said
icily. "Segoya: did you run aDNA comparison between those customs I Ds and their owners?”

"Yes, dr," Segoyaanswered cautioudly, clearly wondering if he was about to wind up on the
receiving end of Randon's frustration. "They matched perfectly.”

"All right, then." Deliberately, Randon turned his gaze from Aikman onto the two prisoners.
"They can go. Give them back their capelets.”

Seqgoya hesitated, then moved to comply. "Not the scrubber, of course,” Randon added. "Well
want to let Schock takealook at it."

"That deviceis customs property,” the elder man inssted, his courage clearly having come back
with his perception that Randon was giving in. "I must ingst on having it back."

Randon gave him attight smile. "Certainly. Y our superior can pick it up in the morning... aong
with Your IDs"

Both men froze in the act of putting on their capelets. "We need our IDsto do our jobs,” the
elder said through asuddenly tight mouth.

"Then you'd better get your superior over here tonight, hadn't you?' Randon told him coldly.
"Seqoya: escort them to the edge of the perimeter. Make sure they leave."

Segoyanodded. "Yes, Sr."



Behind me, Aikman took a deep breath. Randon heard him, too, and turned around. ™Y ou have
something to say, counselor?'

Aikman did; and he thought serioudy about saying it. But he'd lost, and he knew it... and like
Randon, he recognized the futility of smply lashing out in anger. "No, Mr. Kelsey-Ramos," he sghed
alast.

Randon watched him for another moment, just to make sure. Then he turned back, and we dl
watched Segoya usher the would-be intruders out of the gatelock. "A-minusfor effort,” he murmured,
more to himself than to any of us. "Come on, Benedar, let's go see what Schock can tell us about that
scrubber. Kutzko, keep the shields alert—they may not be ready to give up yet."

Behind me, Aikman turned and stalked back into the ship, his sense asilent blaze of anger. "Yes,
ar," Kutzko nodded. "Will you be wanting to head back to the governor's dinner later?”’

Randon glanced at hiswatch, shook hishead. "No point to it now." He threw me ady look.
"Besides, someone there may be swesting at our sudden departure. Let'sgive himtimeto do it right.”

"Cute," Schock muttered, turning the flexible rectangular mesh over in hishand and peering &t its
other sde with hismagnifier. "Very cute indeed. Cute and nasty.” He waved Randon over. "L ook
here, sr—this sicet here, the one with the number partly scratched off? Odds areit'sa
preprogrammed bookbug, designed to get into the ship's data records and rescramble selected
portions according to anew code.”

Randon snorted gently. "Pretty primitive," he growled contemptuoudy. "Also usdess. Eveniif the
main sentinel missed it, there are at least two programsin our library for redecoding datathat's gotten
fouled up."

"True, but then thiswasn't supposed to be anything more than adistraction,” Schock shook his
head. " Something to keep the sentinel—and us—occupied while these other two sicets got to work.”
He tapped the pair with his probe. "Thisisthered attack: ahighly sophisticated codex mimic, and a
miniature phone system switching station. The mimic can—theoretically, anyway—fool acomputer
into handing control of the phone system over to it, at which point the switching station can set up a
link to a phone outside the ship. Without our knowing it, naturdly.”

Randon swore, the earlier smugness vanished into black anger. The Bellwether's computer
could easlly defend itsdlf againgt an autosystem smple enough to fit on asingle Scet; defending itself
from ahuman expert with access to afull-range computer was something else entirely. "How hard
would it have been for them to hook thisinto the Bellwether's systems?' he asked.

"Simplicity itself,” Schock told him. "There are three induction portalsonit, each settoa
different voltage and frequency.”

"Meaning...?'

"Meaning that al they would have had to do was plant it within eectronic spitting distance of any
of our electronics,” Schock said bluntly. "In aphone, arepester terminal, even one of the remote



locks"

For along moment Randon was silent, and | could fed the anger growing steadily within him.
"Could they possibly have had the thing just Sitting around, ready to go?'

"Y ou mean wasiit put together specificaly for us?' Schock shrugged. "Hard to tdll. For dl |
know, everyone on Solitaire could be backstabbing each other with these dll thetime.”

Wordlessly, Randon plucked the thing from Schock's fingers and handed it to me.

Onelook wasall | needed. "It was assembled inarush,”" | confirmed. "There are traces of
connector fluid on some of the Sicets that would normally be cleaned off, and the sedlant hasripplesin
it that imply it was force-dried instead of being alowed to set naturaly.” | handed it back to Schock.

"Huh," he said in abemused tone, peering at it again himsdf. "They'rethere, dl right.”

"Which means," Randon said thoughtfully, “thet they did throw this together solely for our
benefit. Hard to do?'

Schock considered. "Not for someone willing to pay the price."
Randon pursed hislips. "There must be something very interesting on those HTI cyls.”

"Well, we can find out for sure any time now," Schock offered. "They're clean enough to put into
the system and take alook. Incidentaly, they'd |oaded a passive tapsnake on the cyl they gave us,
designed to root around for anything esein our fileswith an HT1 keymark on it. Nothing fancy; it
looked dmost like they just threw it in out of habit."

"Paranoia," Randon murmured, and | could tell he was remembering the conversation we'd had
on the way to the HT1 meeting that morning. Remembering the odd tenson Cdandraand | had
sensed overlaying al of Solitaire... "Benedar, you said Governor Rybakov reacted when | had
Kutzko pull the fake security matter gambit, right? What was she like when we |eft?"

| thought back. "Much the same," | told him. "Only worse. But also strangdly... resigned, | think.
Asif she knew sheld logt a battle or something and was mentdly preparing to pull back to anew

postion.”
He gtared off into space aminute. " Sort of like theway Aikman acted when | told him | was
keeping hisfriends IDs?'

"Similar, but moreintense.” | hesitated, sorely tempted to skip over the next point. But omission
of truth was just another form of lying. "For the record, though, | don't believe Aikman was actudly in
on the scheme, at least not beforehand. He was genuinely surprised to find those men trying to bresk
into the ship.”

"Thenwhy did hetry to get them off?" Randon demanded.

"Oh, he figured out quickly enough what was going on,” | shrugged. "It was obviousthat hewas
trying to get whoever sent them off the hot seat with aslittle damage as possible.”



Randon grunted. "The difference between accessory before the fact and afterwards, in other
words."

"Moreor less"

Randon made aface, then shrugged. "All right, forget Aikman for the moment. Back to
Rybakov. What was this battle she'd |ost, and where was she trying to pull back to?"

| had to search my memory to find the part of the conversation he was referring to. "My feding
isthat she wasinvolved, somehow, with the attempt to get aboard,” | said dowly, trying to remember
every nuance of the governor's sense. "Perhaps only in knowledge—maybe she was just asked to
make sure we didn't leave dinner early.”

"Or maybe she was asked to provide someone with apair of officia 1Ds?' Randon suggested.

| blinked. That thought hadn't even occurred to me. "That's... yes, that's possible," | agreed
carefully.

"Just asecond, here," Schock put in, clearly aghast. "Sir, are you accusing a planetary
governor of involvement inindustria sabotage?”

"Why not?' Randon countered. " Just because the Patri thought she was qudified to run aminor
system doesn't mean she can't be bribed. Or blackmailed or threatened, for that matter.”

"But—" Schock struggled for words.
"Especidly if she seesusasathrest to the whole of Solitaire, and not just to HTI," | put in.

Randon paused in the act of responding to Schock and stared at me. "Does she see usthat
way?"' he asked.

| bit at theingde of my lip. The words had just popped out on their own... but now as|
reviewed my sense of Rybakov, | could see that my back-brain had again put pieces together ahead
of my consciousmind. "Yes," | told Randon.

"How much of athreat?' Schock asked warily.

"It can't be that bad," Randon put in before | could answer. "Logic, Schock. Our would-be
saboteurs must have reported their failure by now; if Rybakov thought we had to be stopped at al
costs, Commodore Freitag's men would aready have boarded us under some pretext and carted us
and the cylsaway.” Hisvoice turned thoughtful. "Which means she till hopeswell be reasonable
about whatever we're about to find."

| watched him weigh the alternatives and come to adecision. "Move aside, Schock," he
ordered, stepping around the desk. A wary look on hisface, Schock did out of the lounge chair.
Randon dropped into it, scooping up the other's control stick and waving it at the phone. "Governor's
mangion,” heingtructed the computer.

"Mr. Kelsey-Ramos—"



"Quiet, Schock. Yes, hdllo, thisis Randon Kelsey-Ramos. I'd like to leave a message for
Governor Rybakov—no, don't interrupt her dinner, just give her thismessage. Tell her that her friends
dropped something of hers before they Ieft our ship, and that if she wants the items back she can pick
them up hereinthe morning... Y es, personaly—I wouldn't think of entrusting them to anyone but her.
Thank you."

He waved the stick again and got up off the couch. "And that'sthat,” he said, anote of tenson
underlying thewords. "Well find out in the morning just how much of aguilty conscience the governor
I,mll

"We won't be here—we're supposed to leave for Collet in the morning,” Schock reminded him
nervoudy. Clearly, he consdered the whole subject perilously close to social apostasy.

"Then welll just have to postpone our departure aday or two," Randon told him firmly. "1 want
to stay here until 1 know what it isabout HTI that has everyone so nervous." He cocked an eyebrow
a me. "That's good news for you, of course.”

It took me a second to redlize what he meant... and then it came back in arush. What with all
theintrigue of the evening, 1'd totally forgotten the death sentence hanging over Cdandrashead. "Yes,
gr, itis. If Governor Rybakov does come here tomorrow, 1'd like to be present.”

Randon's smile wastight, with atrace of bitternessto it. "l wouldn't haveit any other way. I'm
beginning to seejust how potent this Watcher addiction is.”

The words were bantering... but the hard edge benegth it was anything but. Like hisfather,
Randon saw himsdf as astaunchly independent man, master of hislife and the people around him.
Unlike Lord Kelsey-Ramos, he hadn't yet learned that both independence and mastery had limits.
"Good night, Sr," | said.

"Okay, Schock, towork," | heard Randon say asthe door closed behind me. "Let's get those
cylsout and seewhat in blazing chern-fireisin them.”

Chapter 10

Kutzko was gone from the gatelock when | returned there. Ifversn, when | asked, directed me
to the bridge, a sort of dy amusement about him. Wondering what the joke was, | headed upstairs.

Kutzko wasthere, dl right, stting beside First Officer Gidlincki at the Bellwether's sensor
gation. "Ah—Gilead," he said, glancing over his shoulder at me before returning his attention to the
map spread out in front of him across the control pandl.

"Mikhga Officer Gidincki," | saidin greeting as| came up behind them. "Am | intruding?"

"Hardly," Gidincki said shortly, not bothering to look around a me. Like most of the
Bellwether's crew, she didn't especially like me; unlike many of the others, however, she had both the
honesty to recognize her prejudice for what it was and the empathy to fed sorry for me. It gave her an
odd and uniquely mixed sense. "—number two just turned again,” she said to Kutzko. "North on...



must be Shupack Avenue."

"Got it," Kutzko said, making amark on the map. "Were monitoring our two intruders" he
added to me, swiveling around in hischair. "Brad did acouple of trackspursinto their capelets before
he gave them back."

| looked at the display, at the flickering spots and glowing grid there. So that was what had
Ifversn so amused. " Rather old-fashioned, isn't that? Not to mention obvious?'

Kutzko shrugged. " Sometimes old methods work just because the other side doesn't expect
them." He waved back at the display. "Besdes, what'sthe point of living in aship ingtead of ahotd if
you don't make use of what the ship can do?"

| studied hisface. He wastrying far too hard to control it... "Besideswhich," | suggested, "you
found out you couldntt tap into the local police surveillance system without them knowing about it?"

He grimaced. "Something like that,” he admitted. "Doesn't redly matter—the targets know we're
watching. They're just wandering around, killing time probably while they wait for someone who can
break them out of our track."

| thought about that. "Then what's the point of doing it?"
"Annoyance vaue. It bothers them without making any extrawork for us."

Gidlincki snorted. "Well, it doesn't," Kutzko ingsted, alittle defensveness creeping into his
sense. "Y ou have to be up here on watch anyway."

"Sure. Number one just turned east. Looks like they're starting to drift toward acommon
rendezvous point.”

"Um." Kutzko made another mark. "I wish I'd had enough men to follow them. Might be niceto
see who they meet." He turned back to me. "Was there something you wanted, or you just come up
here to watch the show?"

"Actudly, | waswondering if you'd gotten that information | asked you for this afternoon,” | told
him.

"Oh—yeah, sure." He glanced at Gielincki and got up from his chair. "Come on back
here—Gidincki hates people talking while she works."

That earned him another snort and a semi-mock glare, both of which heignored. Together, we
walked back to one of the monitor stations flanking the bridge door. "1 got your ligt," hesaid in alow
voice, digging apiece of paper out of an inner pocket, "but | don't think it's going to help you much.”

Hewasright. Thelist conssted of just four crimes: multiple murder, murder of apolice or
Pravilo officer in the commission of aClass| crime, death of akidnap victim, and treason. "Thisisit?"
| asked, checking the paper's other side.

He shrugged. "Y ou're not going to find many other capita crimes anywhere elsein the Patri and



colonies, ether,”" he reminded me. "And at least one of these has only been made a capitd crime
snce Solitaire opened up. Like Governor Rybakov mentioned earlier, peopleredlly don't like the
degth pendty much.”

| nodded heavily. "I know. Well... thanks anyway."
He studied me. "So what are you going to do?"

"Not much | can do. I'll try talking to Governor Rybakov tomorrow morning, seeif she can
uggest anything.”

"Yeah, | heard she was expected. Probably not going to bein the mood for handing out favors,
though."

| thought back to the woman's obvious prejudice againgt religion... and about the fact that
Randon was prepared to accuse her of complicity inindustria sabotage. "1 can only try."

Kutzko grunted. "Well, maybe Mr. Kelsey-Ramos will see hisway clear to heping push—"

He broke off, eyes flicking over my shoulder as the bridge door opened behind me. | turned to
look—

Just in time to see Aikman come to asudden hdt as he belatedly spotted us. " Ah—good
evening," he managed, his sense gone suddenly taut. In hishand wasacyl, acyl hisfirs reflexive
twitching of fingerstried vainly to conced. "I waslooking for the captain; | see he's not here. Excuse
theinterruption.”

He turned to go, stopped abruptly as Kutzko took along step around me to cut off his exit.
"That's okay, Mr. Aikman—uwe were about finished, anyway," he said easily. "What did you need the
captain for? Maybe | can help.”

"No, that'sdl right,” Aikman inssted. His eyesflashed a me... but on top of the usual hatred
there, | found a strong current of nervousness. "l just needed—"

"To cdl someone?' Kutzko interrupted him genidly. "That's right—theré's ablock on outship
cdlsfrom your stateroom, isn't there?"

Aikman'sforehead darkened in anger. "There are laws againgt illegal restraint—"

"Therearelaws againg aiding industrid sabotage, too," Kutzko cut him off, hisvoice hardening.
"What'sthat?"

"What'swhat?" Aikman asked cautioudy, thrown momentarily off-balance by the question.

"That." Kutzko took another half step forward, and his pointing finger abruptly became adarting
hand that smoothly plucked the cyl from Aikman's Startled fingers.

"Give methat!" Aikman snarled, making a snatch for the cyl. For that one brief instant his sense
was lessthat of ahuman being than it was of an enraged anima, and | felt my musclestense up as|



took an involuntary step backward.

Kutzko'sdidn't even flinch as his free hand deflected Aikman's grab. "Easy, Mr. Aikman," he
warned, voice calm again. "Looks like some kind of tamper-resistant datapack,” he commented,
peering at the cyl'sends. "Shall we plug it in and seewhat it iS?"

"It'san officid legal document,” Aikman bit out. "For transmisson and filing with the Solitaran
judiciary. You break the sed by reading it here and you'll void it."

"Thenyoull just haveto write it up again, won't you?' Kutzko said coolly. "Unlessyoud rather
just tdl mewhat it says?"

For along minute the two men stood motionlesdly, facing each other like an echo of the ancient
gladiators. The sense of defiance surrounding Aikman bent first. "It'sarequest for ajudicia restraint
order," he ground out. "1 want the outzombi barred from leaving this ship; and | want him—" he
nodded his head sdeways at me—"ds0 barred, for collusion with acondemned felon.”

Kutzko's eyebrows went up in polite surprise. "Colluson?”

"Yes, colluson,” Aikman'ssaid sarcadtically. "It'salegd term—I doubt that you've had much
acquai ntance with such things. Except possibly as a defendant somewhere.”

Kutzko considered taking offense, decided it wasn't worthit. "1 know more about law than you
might think," he said. ™Y ou want to tel me how collusion gpplies here?!

"Oh, come on, Shield Chief, let's not et company loyaty blind you to what's going on here,"
Aikman snarled. "Why do you think Benedar got Kelsey-Ramos to take your outzombi to the HTI
mesting thismorning?'

"Suppose you tdl me" Kutzko invited him.

"Because he's preparing her for an escape, of course, Showing her the lay of the land—helping
her to meet the powerful of Solitaire who might be duped into hiring a parasite Watcher, the way
Lord Kelsey-Ramos was.”

Therewasalot in dl of that to strain Kutzko's temper, but he held on admirably. "Y ou have any
proof of that?' he growled.

"He doesn't need proof,” | said quietly. Theflicker in Aikman's sense confirmed that | had
indeed read hisintentions correctly. "If he can even get that restraint order accepted for consideration,
it'll be acouple of days before anyone can track through it and find it's nothing but unsupported
innuendo.”

Kutzko nodded understanding. " Uh-huh. By which time well be out of here and on our way to
theringmines™

Reaching forward, Aikman plucked the cyl from Kutzko's unresisting hand and stalked across
the bridge to Gidincki, who'd been wisdly staying out of it. "Officer, | want you to file this document
with the Solitaran judiciary in Cameo,” hetold her, thrusting the cyl in front of her face.



She made no moveto takeit. "I'm sorry, Mr. Aikman,”" she said, eyes till on her displays.
"You'll need to get permission from Mr. Kelsay-Ramos before | can do that. If youd like, I'll call his
Sateroom.”

"You'll comply, or I'll have you up on charges of illegd restraint,” he said coldly. "I don't need
anyone's permissontofilelega papers.”

Gidlincki never had been the type to take threats well. Slowly, deliberately, she turned to look
up a him. "Aboard this ship,”" she said, her tone even colder than Aikman's, "you need Mr.
Kesey-Ramos's permission to do anything. If that offends your democratic senghbilities, you're
welcometo go elsewhere.”

Aikman glared at her amoment longer. Then, without aword, he spun around and stomped
back toward us.

Kutzko still blocked the door, and he made no effort to move. "Of coursg, if you leave the ship,”
he said casudly, "that cyl hasto stay here. We don't have any proof that it'sredly only alegd

Aikman's forehead darkened. "If you're accusing me—"

"Mr. Aikman," | interrupted.

"Shut up, Benedar," he snapped.

"I think perhaps| can help resolve thisimpasse,” | persisted.

That earned me a needle-pointed glance. "How?—Dby reading my mind? How convenient that
you're here. How convenient, too, that there's nobody to corroborate whatever you decideisthe

truth."

| felt my face flush with anger. "'l don't lie about thethings | see” | bit out. "I have to answer to
God for my actions, you know."

Hislip twisted. "Oh, yes, of course. It dl comes back to God for you, doesn't it?"
"Y ou have aproblem with that?" Kutzko put in.

Aikman looked at him, then turned his attention back to me... and abruptly, his sense cooled, his
frustrated rage changing to an amost icy hitterness. "Tell me, Benedar, did your Watcher schools
bother to teach you any history while you were learning how to invoke God asjustification for
everything you did? Do you know what findly destroyed the Earth, for instance?!

"It was theincreasing economic and political stresses of the lagt haf of the twenty-first century,” |
told him evenly. "Thefind disntegration came from acombination of minority demands and unrest,
plus asurge of anger over the costs of the StarWay project.”

"Yes, that's how | would have expected a Watcher school totell it," he sneered. "Thismay
come as ashock, Watcher, but it wasn't economics or politics that destroyed the Earth. It was



religion. Rdligion that started athousand fanatic brush wars. Religion that kept terrorism going long
after most of the Strictly political problems were on their way to being solved. Religion that tore gpart
every society from East to West and back again.”

"That was along time ago,” Kutzko interjected... but behind the supportive words | could sense
his own hidden doubts. He, too, had grown up being taught that same Patri version of the Find
Revolution. "Y ou cant blame—"

"The Watchers?' Aikman cut him off. "Tell that to the people of Bridgeway who lived under the
rule of Aaron Balaam darMaupine and his God. They know what happens when religion becomes
more than just a hobby."

| felt asurge of anger. To equate religion with a hobby—

With an effort, | forced the indignation down. Resentment kills the senseless, and anger
brings death to the fool... "Asit happens, Mr. Aikman, | have heard that theory before," | told him.
"It givesthe Patri and colonies agood excuse to didike and even persecute religious practice. Now
tell mewhy itis you hate me."

Hisface went rigid, and for ahalf dozen heartbeats the bridge was filled with a brittle silence.
"Y ou don't need me to answer that," he said at last, very quietly. Y ou demondrate it every timel
haveto be in the same room with you."

"What, because he understands peopl e better than you do?' Kutzko scoffed.

Aikman sent him an ice-edged glare. "Tell me, Shidld—you who know so much about the
law—have you ever read the Patri Bill of Rights and Ethics? Read it, | mean, not just heard of it?"

"Yes" Kutzko told him gtiffly.

"Do you remember Article Nine? Theright againgt sdf-incrimination? Good. Then tell me how
such aright can exist in the presence of aWatcher."

Kutzko's forehead furrowed dightly. "That right is supposed to befor judiciariesand trid
proceedings—"

"No!" Aikman sngpped. "It isthe most basic of human rights, theright to the privacy of one's
own thoughts." He glared a me. "Y ou have no right to do what you do, Watcher. Asfar asadtrict
reading of Petri law goes, you don't even have aright to mingle with the rest of society.” He held up
thecyl, pointing it at melike aneedler tube. "And if | can't keep you locked away from norma people
forever, | can sure as putrid smert make sure you stay away from the people of Solitaire.”

He stepped around Kutzko, headed for the bridge door. "What about Caandra?’ | asked. "She
hastheright to keep her lifeif she'snot guilty.”

"The dead have no rights," he shot back. "And zombis are aready dead.”

| clenched my teeth, feding aquiet panic bubbling up within me. With Caandraslife hanging by
athread, | couldn't afford to be trapped here in the Bellwether, away from the only people who



could help. But there was only one way | could think of to stop him... and it would only add more fuel
to his hatred of Watchers.

So beit. "Mr. Aikman," | called as he opened the bridge door, "if you file that document, I'll
have no choice but to tell Mr. Kelsey-Ramos what you did this evening.”

Mid-way through the door, he paused. "And what might that be?' he demanded without turning
around.

"It was you, not HT1, who called the governor's mansion and told them that Calandrawould be
withus"

Hedtill didn't turn; but | didn't need to see hisface. The gtiffening of back and neck muscles was
all the proof | needed that my guess was indeed correct. "Y ou told them Caandrawould be dong,” |
continued, "and that she was a Watcher and acondemned felon.”

"Sheis," headmost snarled over his shoulder. " She has no legal right to be out of her cell, let
aone out of the ship."

"1 doubt Mr. Kelsey-Ramoswould seeit that way,” | pointed out. "He might consider it an
interference with his mission to collect information here... in which case he might well have you
removed from the Bellwether for the remainder of thetrip."

Again, thetightening of musclestold me'd hit close to the nerve. In the corner of my eyel could
seethat Kutzko was watching closgly... and that he hadn't caught either of Aikman's reactions. "And
you can't afford that, can you?' | continued. "HTI wants one of their people aboard to keep track of
what Mr. Kelsey-Ramos does, and you'reit.”

"Dr. DeMont will till be here" he countered, striving for off-handedness. "And you can't usethe
Deadman Switch without a Petri legal rep aboard.”

"Cameo'sfull of Patri legd reps” | reminded him. "Many of whom don't have any loydty
whatsoever to HTI."

Aikman didn't reply, and after amoment of silence Kutzko stepped over and extended his hand.
Without looking a him, Aikman dropped the cyl into the open pam. "It doesn't matter," he said, il
with hisback to me. "In aweek shelll be dead. And theres not aputrid thing you or anyone €l se can
dotostopit.”

"WEell see” | told him, trying to sound more confident than | felt.

Perhaps he sensed that; or perhaps he knew much better than | what | was up against. "Oh,
shell bedead, dl right,” he bit out, the confidence in his voice as genuine asthe gloating. "And if you
don't stay out of my way, | may even arrange to have you as officia witnessto her execution.
Remember that the next time you think about invading my privacy.”

Heleft. "Probably makes friends wherever he goes,”" Kutzko commented wryly. But | could
sense that some of the sarcasm in hisvoice was merely there for cover. Beneath it—



Beneathit, and in hiseyes, was akind of uneasiness I'd never seenin him before.

"Lega repsare often likethat," | shrugged, deciding to ignore the uneasiness | was reading. If
what 1'd just done redlly bothered him, held bring it up in his own good time. " Just remember that we
only haveto put up with him for afew more days; he's suck with himself permanently.”

Kutzko snorted. "He'swelcometo it. | wonder if he'slike thiswith everyone.”

"] doubt it. Not everyone has a Watcher with them.”

Kutzko's uneasinesstook on atinge of guilt. "Yeah. Well..."

"What are you going to do with that?" | asked, gesturing to the cyl in his hand.

"Giveit to Mr. Kesey-Ramos, of course. Why?—you wanted to keep it our little secret?”

| shrugged. "I did sort of imply that if Aikman surrendered the cyl we'd keep his squdling to the
governor to ourselves."

"Y ou shouldn't make promises you can't keep," he growled. "I have to report this, and you
know it."

| just looked a him, and after aminute he sighed. "Oh, al right—I'll gloss over that part if | can.
Though I'll bet HTI will be madder a Aikman than Mr. Kel sey-Ramos will—getting Paquin thrown
out of the reception meant she was here when the saboteurstried to get in."

| hadn't thought of it that way, but he wasright. God has ensnared the wicked in the work of
their own hands... "Good point,” | agreed.

Idly, herolled the cyl across his pam. "I suppose I'd better get thisto Mr. Kelsey-Ramos."

| nodded. "When | |eft him he wasin Schock's stateroom getting ready to start Sfting through the
HTI cyls™ | offered.

"Okay." He hegtated. "Gilead... does Aikman have ared case?’

"In other words, can | redlly read minds?'

He grimaced. "Maybe | should ask how much of people's minds can you read.”

| sighed. "I've been working for Lord Kelsey-Ramos for eight years,”" | reminded him. "I | could
read anything more than emotions and surface impressions, don't you think | could easily have stolen
the Carillon Group out from under him by now?"

"Even knowing you'd have to answer to God for doing it?" he asked pointedly.

"Aaron Balaam darMaupine felt God wanted him to establish atheocracy on Bridgeway," |

countered evenly. "He would have held onto his power alot longer if he could have read the minds of
those who eventudly betrayed him."



"Point," Kutzko agreed, some of thetension in his sense easing. "Old Baaam's Ass did crumble
pretty quickly once the Patri woke up to what he was doing."

| winced to mysdlf at Kutzko's careless, even automatic epithet. DarMaupine's humility name
had been an easy onefor the Patri to turn against him: Balaam, the Old Testament prophet who'd had
to betold by his own donkey that an angdl of death was waiting for him in the road ahead. It was
probably the only scriptural passage that even the most rabidly unrdigiousin the Patri and colonies
knew. "Yes, hedid," | agreed. "The origind Watcher eldersdidn’t unlock any hidden power of the
human mind, Mikha. They just learned how to truly see the universe around them."

"Yeah. Well..." Kutzko grimaced, then shrugged fractiondly. "Y ou have to admit it gets blazing
spooky sometimes. Anyway... I've till got to go find Mr. Kelsey-Ramos. Seeyou later.”

"Right"

Heleft. | waited aminute, then followed, heading back to my own stateroom. He wasright, of
course: Watcher abilities could indeed be spooky to those who didn't understand.

To those of uswho did understand... there were perhaps dangers the elders had never even
considered. God does not see as human beings see; they look at appearances but God |ooks at
the heart...

Had we, in our human pride, tried to usurp that role for ourselves? Had that been, in fact, the
underlying root of Aaron Balaam darMaupine's treason?—the belief that with God's power to see
even partway into men's souls he had also inherited God's power to rule?

Had that pride led to the persecution the entire Watcher sect now suffered under?

| had none of the answers. Not in eeven years of searching for them.

Chapter 11

I'd anticipated it, expected it, convinced Randon it would happen. Even so, | was till surprised
when Governor Rybakov arrived at the Bellwether the next morning.

"Let mefirg state for any record you happen to have running,”" she said after the formalities of
greeting were out of the way, "that my presence hereisin no way an acknowledgment of any
wrongdoing or knowledgeable complicity in wrongdoing.”

"Of course," Randon agreed camly. "Just as by asking you hereto retrieve officid property I'm
In no way accusing you of any such activities.

For amoment they eyed each other in cool slence, while| sat at the third point of thetriangle
and tried to make myself as inconspicuous as possible. Rybakov brokefirst. "May | have them?' she
asked.

Wordlesdy, Randon reached into his desk and pulled out the customs I Dswe'd taken from the



would-be saboteurs the previous evening. Equaly wordlesdy, Rybakov took them, gave each a sour
glance, and did them into a pocket benesth her capelet.

"| presume you have an explanation,” Randon suggested.
"Certainly | have one. Isthere any particular reason you deserveto hear it?"

Randon glanced at me, back to Rybakov. "Would it help if | assured you | don't intend to make
any of thispublic?"

It would indeed help, | could tell. Rybakov's tension level decreased noticeably as she decided
he was serious. "It came as most thingsdo in politics,” she growled &t last. "I owed afavor; it was
collected.”

"What kind of afavor?

"None of your business,” she said evenly.

Again Randon glanced a me. | shrugged in return—all | could tell wasthat it was something
personal, and that it probably redly was none of hisbusiness. "May | ask, then, who it was who
collected on thefavor?"

"I'd rather not say."

"It had to be someone from HTI, of course," Randon continued asif she hadn't spoken. "Chun
Li?—or wasit Blake or Karash? Or one of the middle-level people doing the managers dirty work
for them?'

"I'd rather not say," Rybakov repeated, more emphatically thistime.

"Blake," | murmured.

Both sets of eyesturned to me: Randon's with an dmost smug satisfaction, Rybakov'swith a
mixture of anger and resgnation. "Y ou sure?' Randon asked.

"It was the name shereacted to,” | told him.

"Ah." He shrugged. "Wdll, it can't dways be the unobvious one, can it?"

Rybakov seemed to brace hersdf. "And now...?"

Randon raised an eyebrow. "And now what? As | said, Governor, | don't intend to either press
charges or make this matter public. Asfar as1'm concerned, it's an interna matter between the

Carillon Group and one of its subsdiaries. Well ded with it from Portdava.”

"l see" Again, she seemed to measure hiswords. "May | ask, then, whether or not you've had a
chance to examine the records HT1 was so anxious to recover?"

It was asif someone had flipped aswitch. Abruptly, the sparring-level tension in the room



jumped an order of magnitude. A mutually held secret, | decided, reading the identical emotion in both
of them. A secret neither of them redlly wanted to discuss. "My financid expert and | went over them
last evening,” Randon told her after abrief pause.

The musclesin Rybakov's face tightened till further. A shared secret, for certain. "And what do
you plan to do about it?' she asked quietly.

"That'll be up to my father and the rest of the Carillon board to decide,” he said, his voice heavy
with condemnation. "And probably the High Judiciary, aswell."

Rybakov's face darkened with anger... but it was anger tinged with the awareness that she was
standing on awarm ice bridge. "Before you pass judgment, Mr. Kelsey-Ramos," she said, "you
should do me the courtesy of listening to my side of the story. And perhaps trying to understand the
dilemmaSolitareasawholeisin.”

He cocked hishead dightly to thesde. "I'm ligtening,” heinvited.

She glanced pointedly in my direction. "Perhapsthisis something best kept between the two of
LB"

Clearly, Rybakov wanted to get rid of me. Just as clearly, Randon wasn't going to have any of
that. "l aready told you that my financial expert knows," he reminded her.

"Who presumably is better able to see thefinancia and lega consequences,” sheretorted. "As
well asjust the—" She broke off.

"Aswdl asthe ethical ones?' Randon finished for her with asnort. He turned to me, and |
braced mysdlf for whatever was coming. "We're talking about smuggling, Benedar," hetold me. "The
illegdl trangport of metals out of Solitaire system.”

Thementa bracing did little good. For ahaf dozen heartbeats| till just stared at him, totally
stunned. "But that'simpossible,” | managed &t last. "How do they—7"

And then it hit me, adelayed-action kick, and my mouth went suddenly dry. "They... kidnap
people for the Deadman Switch?"

"What, isthat so hard to believe of our falen human race?' Rybakov snorted cynicdly. "I
thought you religious types were dways weeping and wailing about how wicked we dl are.”

Randon's eyesflicked back to her. "Y ou were going to tell me your sde of it," he reminded her.

She glared at him, softened a bit. "Try to understand, Mr. Kel sey-Ramos, that I'm caught
between two diametrically opposed requirements here. I'm sworn to uphold Patri law within Solitaire
system, yes, but at the sametime I'm under alessformal but no less pressing obligation to keep the
supply of metdsflowing from the ring mines. There's no easy way to reconcile these two goas."”

"When it'samatter of peopleslives—" | broke off as, in her eyes, sour contempt mixed with a
sense that she'd indeed been right about not wanting to tell me about the smuggling. The righteoudly
self-blind Watcher, unable to see the Broad Scheme Of Things...



"In case you haven't noticed," Rybakov told me, "the decision's already been made that Solitaire
Isworth peopléslives.

"Condemned criminads lives," Randon corrected her. "Not those of innocents.”

She glowered at him. "All right, then, fine. Y ou and your Watcher friend want to play God? Tdll
me how you'd go about stopping smugglersfrom moving in and out of asystem thissze”

Randon and | eyed each other. "At therisk of stating the obvious," Randon said, "what is
Commodore Freitag doing about the problem? Between parties, that is?'

Rybakov snorted gently. " So you noticed the commodore's fondness for vodkyas, did you?
That's part of the problem right there.”

I remembered back to our brief meeting with Commodore Freitag at the governor's mansion...
to my sense that the man wasn't nearly as dowed down as he'd appeared. The same tolerance to
vodkyas Lord Kelsey-Ramos had often used to his advantage... "Y our father enjoys parties, too," |
murmured to Randon.

He eyed me thoughtfully, and | could see held picked up on what | was saying. "The same
way?" he asked, making sure.

"Very amilar, a least.”

"Um." He looked back a Rybakov. "What size force does Freitag have to work with when he
isn't partying?'

"Two Pravilo destroyers and thirteen or fourteen insystem corvettes," she said. "A shade on the
light side for covering two planets and agas giant ring system, wouldn't you say?"

"I would indeed," he admitted. "Hasn't hetried to get alarger force?’
"Roughly twice amonth. So far the shipsaren't available. Or so the excuse goes.”

A sour look flicked across Randon's expression. "Asif, you mean, someone high up in the Patri
didn't want him to have any redl chance of stopping the smuggler trade?"

She held hisgaze steedily. "You said it. | didn't.”

| cleared my throat. "Excuse me, Governor,” | spoke up asthey both looked at me, "but you
said the force covers two planets?”

"Solitaire and Spall," she said shortly. "Double planet, remember? Or aren't you religious types
able to count anything that doesn't comein threes, sevens, or twelves?'

"Spdl?" Randon frowned. "Since when is Spal inhabited?”

"Oh, theréve dways been a handful of scientific parties poking around up there,” she shrugged.
"Thetheory being that every planet has some vauetoit, | guess.” Her sense abruptly hardened.



"Though a the moment Spdl's primary va ue seemsto be as adumping ground for Halloas.”
Randon threw me aglance. "Asawhat?"

Rybakov waved a hand in a brushing-off gesture. "Oh, the Halo of God's |eaders decided they
were getting too much interference with their God-reception down here, or some such nonsense, so a
couple of thousand of them pulled up and headed to Spall where they could meditate in peace. We
don't especidly missthem.”

Randon pursed hislips, and behind hisusua ambiva ence toward religious matters | could sense
aclear distaste for Rybakov's blatant prgjudice. "I'm surethe feeling ismutua,” hetold her coolly.
"How long have they been up there?"

"A couple-three years, some of them," Rybakov said, her interest in thistopic diding rapidly
toward zero. "They seem to be settling in to stlay—they've got their primitive settlements scattered dl
over the planet.”

"Perhaps they plan to apply for colony world status,” | murmured.

Rybakov snorted, but | could see that the same idea had occurred to her, too. And that she
didntlikeit at dl. "Never inthelifetime of the Patri,” she said flatly. "Mr. Kelsey-Ramos, we're getting
alittle off the main subject here. Even if the Pravilo didn't have to keep an eye on those religiousfools
on Spdl, it would gtill be hopdesdy inadequate to patrol Solitaire and the ring mines, which would
gl leave mein the position of having to enforce an unenforcible law. So before you start laying
blame perhaps you'l tell me what you think Carillon can do to change that.”

"I don't know what my father will decide," Randon said evenly. "But you can rest assured that he
won't settle for abusiness as usual that alows innocent people to be kidnapped and murdered.”

Rybakov's face twisted sardonically. "1 can hardly wait to see what the supremely ethical Lord
K e sey-Ramos comes up with." Abruptly, before Randon had figured out whether or not she was
being insulting, she got to her feet. "But until that day of miracles, | ill have agovernment to run.
Good day to you, Mr. Kelsey-Ramos."

"Good day, Governor." Randon keyed for the door, and asit opened | caught a glimpse of
Kutzko waiting to escort her back to the gatel ock.

The door closed behind her, and | turned back to Randon. "I'm sorry if | embarrassed you back
there," | gpologized. "Theidea of smuggling out of Solitaire had never occurred to me before.”

"It occurred to someonein HTI," he grunted. "How to get around license limitations, in one easy
lesson.”

A memory clicked. "A short course other corporations seem to have taken, aswdll," | said
dowly. "Last night—the tension directed toward you at the governor's reception? | would say they dl
knew you had the raw information that would let you figure out HTI's smuggling connection.”

He nodded sourly. "Makes sense. And they're all worried stiff that Carillon will bring the Petri
down on them ingtead of joining in the game.”



| shivered. The thought of kidnapping another human being and deliberately killing him... "'
wonder if there are any smugglersin the system a the moment.”

"Probably." Randon's eyes narrowed dightly as he picked up on my tone. "Why?'

"1t could be the answer to our problem with Cdandra,” | told him. " Almost certainly asmuggling
ship will be crewed by non-Solitarans, and by definition they'll already have committed murder at least

once—
"Wait aminute," Randon cut me off. "L et's not jump overboard on this, shdl we?"

| stared at him for along second. In the space of asingle heartbest his sense had totaly
changed. "What'sthetrouble?' | asked carefully. "Carillon will becdling ahdt to HTI's smuggling
arrangements, wont it?'

"That'll be up to my father and the rest of the board,” he snapped. "Not to me."

For aminute we just looked at each other. Then, finaly, he sghed. "L ook, Benedar. | don't have
to be religious to agree that what the smugglers are doing is about as odious abusiness as|'ve ever
heard of . But the minute Carillon or anyone dsefilesthat kind of complaint againgt HTI, their assets
and activitieswill immediately be frozen. Immediately."

And at last | understood. "And sinceit'sHTI, not Carillon, who actudly holds the Solitaire
license...?"

He grimaced & the accusation in my voice, but nodded. " Carillon will be frozen out of Solitaire,”
he finished my sentence. "For at least sx months. Probably longer.”

| bit the back of my lip. "Lord Kelsey-Ramos wouldn't let that stop him."

And knew ingtantly 1'd made amistake. Randon's forehead furrowed, hisfacia muscles
tightening with a combination of anger and guilt and worry. "But my father isn't here, ishe?" he shot
back. "1'm here, and I'm the one who's making the decisions.”

Thewordswere limp, and we both knew it. He was out of his depth here, faced with a problem
he hadn't been prepared for, and his response was going to be to smply not make any decision at al.
Heknew it, and | knew it... and for that one moment he despised me for knowing it.

| should have backed off right then, dropped the subject until he could discussit without the
weight of hisfather's own history of decisve action looming over him. But my wordswere dready on
their way out, and | couldn't stop them. "Then what about Calandra?"

And in the face of what he clearly regarded as pressure, | could almost see his mind sam shuit.
"What about her?' he amost snarled. "In aweek shell st a the Deadman Switch and die, that's what.
What do you want meto say?—that I'll risk years of Carillon'sfuture for acondemned crimind ?*

"She'sinnocent!”

"S0 you say. Where'sthe proof ?!



| clenched my teeth. "I've dready told you: back on Outbound."

"Fine! So well have the records examined. If she'sinnocent I'll seeto it she's posthumoudy
exonerated."

| looked at him, tasting the sour acid of defeat. Look, | am sending you out like sheep among
wolves; so be cunning as snakes and yet innocent as doves... Even Watcher training, | reflected
bitterly, was no guarantee againg stupid behavior... and in talking to Randon as | would haveto his
father, | had behaved stupidly indeed. If he couldn't bring himself to make adecison on this, he was
nevertheless determined to pretend he was making one. To himsdlf, even more than to me.

It meant that anything | could say now would be usdless. But | ill had to try. "As| understand
it," 1 said carefully, "you've postponed our departure until tomorrow morning—"

"If you're heading where think you are, you can blazing well forget it,” he cut me off. "Were not
going hunting for smugglers”

"No, gr. But if | can find one on my own—?"

"Not even if you ddiver him to Governor Rybakov gift-wrapped,” he growled. "How clear do|
have to makeit to you?'

| stifled agrimace. "It's clear enough dready, Sr," | told him siffly.
"All right. Then get out—and try to remember why you're dong on thistrip in the first place.”

| was back in my own stateroom before the hot flush left my cheeks. As cunning as snakes...
but even as| flopped down on my bed, the beginnings of a new idea began to take shape in the back
of my mind. All right; I'd been forbidden to hunt down asmuggler on my own. But if | could givejust
the right push to just theright person...

| thought about it for several minutes, consdering possihilities, trying to recal every nuance of
sensation 1'd gleaned from the governor's reception the previous evening. It wasworth atry ...
especidly since the option wasto give up and let an innocent woman die.

And surdly if Randon was presented with asubstitute criminal, he wouldn't refuse the chance to
let Cdandralive. Surely he wouldn't.

Chapter 12

| got past two layers of bureaucratic blockages on the strength of the Kelsey-Ramos name; but
at thelast onemy luck ran out. "I'm sorry, Mr. Benedar," the Pravilo lieutenant in the outer office
informed me. "Commaodore Freitag has an extremdly full schedule today. If you'd like to make an
gppointment, I'll check and see when he canfit youin.”

"I'm afraid it can't wait," | shook my head. "I'll beleaving for the ring minestomorrow morning
with Mr. Kelsey-Ramos—"



"Then you're out of luck, aren't you?' he cut me off. "I'm sorry."

"The commodore will want to seeme,” | told him, lowering the temperature of my voice afew
degrees.

Thelieutenant, unfortunately, was used to such maneuvers. "Then hell be sorry he missed you,
won't he?' he said coally. "Good day, Mr. Benedar.”

| nursed my lips. "Will you at least teke anotein to him?' | bargained. "If he doesn't want to see
me after he'sread it, I'll leave quietly.”

He considered telling me that he had the power to make me leave quietly regardless; but by now
he was sufficiently intrigued to take aminor risk. "All right," he said, atouch of chalengein hisvoice.

| scribbled anote on the pad he offered me and then folded it. "For the commodore's eyes
only," | said, handing it over.

The lieutenant cocked a sardonic eyebrow a me. "Certainly, sir," he said, Getting up, he tapped
akey to datalock his desk and crossed to the commodore's office door behind him.

I held my breath; but | didn't have to wait even aslong asI'd expected to. Less than aminute
later the other was back. "Mr. Benedar...?" he invited from the open doorway.

Thiswasit. Steding mysdif, | walked past him into the office.

Commodore Freitag was seated at an dmost neuroticaly neat desk, Situated in what | guessed
was probably the geometrical center of the room. "Mr. Benedar,” he greeted me, dmost lazily, not
getting up from hischair. "Thank you, Lieutenant; you may go."

The other nodded silently and closed the door behind him. | gppreciate you seeing me on such
short notice, Commodore," | said.

Freitag cocked a sardonic eyebrow. Probably where the lieutenant had picked up the gesture.
"On Solitaire, Mr. Benedar, gppreciation takes the form of tangible favors.”

| gestured at my note, in front of him on the desk. "And my offer doesn't qudify?"

"That depends, doesn't it?'My name is Gilead Raca Benedar. | know what you're trying to do
about the smugglers, and | think | may be ableto help.’ Not particularly specific.”

"It wasn't meant to be," | shrugged. He had, | noted, quoted the note from memory. "It dso
seemsthat on Solitaire specifics are handled face to face."

Steepling hisfingers, he leaned back in his chair. "Well, were certainly face to face now," he
sad. "Why don't you start by telling me exactly what it is1'm supposedly doing about these dleged
smugglers?’

"Given your limited resources, you're doing the only thing you can do: going to high-level socid
events and trying to root out information while you pretend to be enjoying yoursdlf."



Hewas good. Hisface didn't show even atrace of his surprise a my statement. Not the
surprise, nor thefact that | wasright. A non-Watcher would have missed it completely. "Y ou read far
too much into aman's weaknesses," he said mildly.

"Do|?" | countered. "Y ou werein far better control of yoursdlf last night than you should have
been from your outward appearance. More to the point, you were much too adert for aman who was
supposedly only there to indulge in the governor's supply of free vodkyas."

For along minute he eyed mein silence. "I've never met aWatcher before," he said at last. "Not
too many of you venture out of your private settlements these days, do you?'

"It'sespecidly easy for aWatcher to tell when he's not wanted,” | told him evenly.

"And being religioustypes, | suppose, you'd rather roll over and die than fight back at that kind
of prejudice?' he snorted.

But | say thisto you: offer no resistance to the wicked... "Fighting back often doesthe fighter
more damage than his opponent,” | said. It was an almost automatic response, echoing back from my
childhood days. I'd never yet decided if | truly believed it. "I understood that you were pressed for
time, though...?"

He regarded me thoughtfully. "What exactly isit you're offering me?'

"Assistance in what you're aready doing: trying to identify which of the corporations working out
of Solitaire are deding with smugglerson theside.”

"Why?
| frowned. "Why what? Why are they using the smugglers?'
"Why are you offering to finger them?What does Carillon hope to get out of it?!
"Caillonisntinvolved," | told him. "Thisison my owninitiative."
"Y ou expect meto believe that?"
| forced my jaw to relax. "It'sthetruth,” | told him.
"Of course. And because you're a Watcher, I'm to believe that you dwaystdll the truth?*
A touch of anger began to tir within me. "Commodore—"
"Or to put it another way, why should | trust you?' he cut me off calmly.
"What doesit cost you?" | argued. "All right, suppose for the moment that | do have something
deviousinmind. If you can cut off an arm or two of the smuggling trade, what would it matter if

Carillon somehow benefited aswdl?"

He eyed mefor amoment in silence... and even as| watched his gaze seemed to harden. "Let



metell you something about this assgnment, Benedar," he said  lagt. " Solitaireisthe origina no-win
post. The Patri are perfectly aware that there's smuggling going on; unfortunately, they're dso aware
that the people dedling with the smugglers are some of their biggest and most powerful corporations.
For that reason and a couple of other equally good ones—" the bitternessin his voice made me
wince—"they don't want the boat tipped. Solution?—set up atoken Pravilo force under the
command of someone who'll spin out histime doing nothing, accept atoken promotion at the end of
it, and either take a comfortable desk job on Janus or fade gracefully off into retirement.” Hislip
twitched in adightly bitter smile. "Thistime around, thet personisme.”

| gudied him. "Soundslike anicely saf-serving plan. What went wrong with it?”

A quiet pain crossed hisface. "A few months ago amining scout ship ran across a body floating
out intherings. Anillega inzombi, dumped by asmuggling ship after getting through the Cloud.
Turned out she was the daughter of an old friend."

"I'msorry,” | murmured.

"Y ou belong to Carillon, Benedar. Carillonisamajor corporation, based on a Patri world. That
makes your offer of help suspect.”

| took adeep breath. "Commodore, there's no trickery involved here. The smplefactisthat |
need a smuggle—need to have him caught, tried, and convicted within the next week."

Freitag's eyebrowsrose fractiondly. "Y ou Watchersredly do beievein miracles, don't you?
What isthis, some sort of private bet?"

| shook my head. "I need to find a subgtitute... outzombi... before our ship isready to leave
Solitaire”

The eyebrows rose a bit more. " Something wrong with your current one?

"Perhaps with her origind conviction,” | told him. "The details aren't important; what isimportant
isthat | get hold of a properly convicted criminal before we have to execute her."

Understanding came into his eyes... understanding, plus atinge of anger. "And sincethejudiciary
hastold you that you can't have a Solitaran, you decided to come to me?'

"Yes, dr," | sad cautioudy. The anger was unexpected, and it made me nervous. "But | don't
understand why that maiters. We would still be helping each other—"

"I don't like being used, Benedar," he cut me off abruptly. "Or being toyed with. So | roll over
nicely and get you your smuggler and we're dl happy, eh?"

"It doesn't haveto end there," | said, finaly sorting through hisemotiond Iabyrinth. I could il
help you track the rest of the smuggler connections—"

"From where?" he shot back. "Portdava? Come on, Benedar, I'm not stupid. Y ou get your
outzombi and you'll be off like ashot—Ileaving mewith ajob not even half done and with the rest of
the smugglers derted to the fact that I'm not the fool 1've worked so hard to convincethem | am.”



He broke off, suddenly aware that he'd been raging before atotal stranger. "But asyou said a
minute ago, the details aren't important. What'simportant isthat if | don't sweep out thewhole
smuggler web in one stroke the whole exercise will be for nothing. That, and the fact that you and
your alegedly innocent outzombi have no placein that plan. Good day, Mr. Benedar."

| swallowed hard. "Commodore, thisis amatter of life and death—"
"Good day, Mr. Benedar.”
"Commodore—"

Behind me the door opened, and | heard the lieutenant's footsteps coming up behind me. "This
way, sir," the other said, dmost in my ear. From hisvoice | could tell he was prepared to use force if

necessay.

| gazed into Freitag's face, searching for someindication that there might till be achancefor me
to change hismind. But if therewas, it was buried too deeply even for meto find it.

Silently, | turned and | eft.

One by one, in much the same way, all the other possibilitieswithered and died.

It was near evening by thetime | returned to Rainbow's End and the Bellwether, footsore and
asemotiondly weary asl'd beenin along time. Passing through the gatel ock, | managed perfunctory
greetingsto Daiv Ifversn and Seqoya and headed directly for my stateroom.

| made it without running into anyone else. Flopping back onto my bed, | stared up at the
celling... and tried to think.

Commodore Freitag, Governor Rybakov's office, the Police Coordinator's office, even the
Solitaran judiciary again—I'd hit them dl. Searched the Solitaran bureauicracy from top to bottom
looking for someone who could help.

None could. Or none wanted to.

| closed my eyes, squeezing tearsout as | did so. Tears of frustration, of helplessness. Inless
than twelve hourswe'd be leaving Solitaire for the ring mines... and Calandrawould be dead.

Even | couldn't generate any false hope this time. Once we were off Solitaire, away from the
center of the system's government and judiciary, al hope would be gone. From Collet to Solitaire was
afour-day round trip; with aminimum of a least afew daysfor atrid—even assuming thejudiciary
consented to the use of pravdrugs to speed things a ong—there was smply no way asmuggler could
be convicted and sentenced in the twelve days we had left in the system. Not even if he strolled
aboard the Bellwether and surrendered to us.



Twelve days|€ft... and then an innocent woman would die.
Unless shewas nat, in fact, innocent.

| shifted uncomfortably on my bed. That was indeed the crux of the whole problem, aquestion
that had haunted me since the moment | met her. The Outbound judiciary had convicted her, after all,
basaed on what they had thought was good and proper evidence of guilt. Whatever that evidence was,
it was light-years away, and without it | would never convince anyone on Solitaire of her innocence.

But asfor mysdif...

So pride is a necklace to the wicked, violence the garment they wear. Fromtheir fat oozes
out malice, their hearts drip with cunning. Cynically they advocate evil, |oftily they advocate
force. Their mouth claims heaven for themselves, and their tongue is never still on earth...

Overly poetic, perhaps... and yet, there was more than agrain of truth to be found in the words.
There was indeed a sort of aura of character that rested within every person I'd ever met; an aura
built up over long years of habit in thought and action until it was aclear reflection of thebasic
persondity underlying it. My teachers back at the Cana settlement had likened it to the bedrock
beneath an ever-changing surface landscape... abedrock that could not be changed overnight by any
act of will.

I'd spoken with Calandra, over severd daysand in severa different situations. I'd read the
nuances of her character in her eyes, her face, and her body... and for me, there was only one
conclusion possible.

Caandrawas a human being, not asaint. Her aurashowed clearly the same fears and passions
and weaknessesthat dl the rest of us possessed. It did not show theicy callousness of amurderer.

Blessed are the merciful: they shall have mercy shown them...

Let the weak and the orphan have justice, be fair to the wretched and the destitute.
Rescue the weak and the needy, save them from the clutches of the wicked...

I'dtried; | redly had. I'd pleaded with Randon, with Commodore Freitag, with every Solitaran
officia | could find. Every door I'd come up with had been dammed in my face.

Blessed are the merciful: they shall have mercy shown them...

"But I've done everything | can,” | snarled doud at the thought. The thought, and the guilt playing
around the edges of it. "Theres nothing else | can do."

But therewas. One morething | could try...

And indeed, which of you here, intending to build a tower, would not first sit down and
work out the cost to seeif he had enough to complete it?

A shiver ran through me. Y es, there was onething left | could try... but it would cost me. It
would cost me agresat dedl.



Be obedient to those who are your masters...
How blessed are those to whom God imputes no guilt, whose spirit harbors no deceit...
Whoever looks after his master will be honored...

Because it wasn't just my job or even my honor that would be at risk here. My entire lifewould
be on theline... aswould the lives of many others.

| couldnt doit. | didn't want to doiit.
Blessed are the merciful: they shall have mercy shown them...

Therewas no argument | could maketo that. Intheend, | gavein.

Chapter 13

There are athousand small sounds and vibrations that exist in a ship the size of the Bellwether:
the sounds of movement, of machinery and equipment, even the vague background fusion of adozen
mixed conversations. Small sounds, generally: a person newly arrived aboard ship would probably be
totally unaware of most of them, and within a short time wouldn't even hear the rest. For me, though,
they were dwaysthere, hovering at the background of my awareness and frequently intruding on it.

So it wasthat | was able now to lay back on my bed, eyes closed, and listen as the Bellwether
shut itsdlf down for the night.

Only partidly, of course. One of the senior officerswould till be on the bridge, while two or
three crewerswould smilarly be holding station in the engine room and central monitor wraparound.
And Kutzko would of course have one of his shields outsde Cadandras stateroom. But the rest of the
off-duty officers and crewerswould be in their rooms, preparing for bed... as would Randon and the
other passengers.

| waited until the ship had been quiet for fifteen minutes before leaving my stateroom. No one
esewasinsight as| made my way forward as quickly and quietly as| could. Second Officer
Laskowski would be on duty on the bridge; and if I'd judged things properly...

| had. "Mr. Benedar," Captain Bartholomy nodded, his sense showing mild surprise a my
presence as | entered the bridge. Laskowski glanced up from his status readouts, returned his
attention to hiswork without saying anything.

"Captain,” | nodded in return, fighting to kegp my voice normal. "I'm glad | caught you—Mr.
Kedsey-Ramostold me you'd probably be here and could give me ahand.”

In my earsthe lie seemed so0 patently obviousthat for that first horrible second | was certain that
there was absolutely no way Bartholomy could fail to detect it. My stomach knotted spasmodicaly,
and | waited an eternity for himto cal meonit—



"Yes, | usually do aquick check beforel turnin,” he grunted. "What can | do for you?"

Through the pounding in my ears| dimly noticed | was holding my breeth. "l needtoputina
request with the tower," | said through dry lips, beginning to breathe again. "'I'm supposed to seeif
there's something in theway of asmall insystem ship | can rent.”

Bartholomy's eyebrows rose politely. "Mr. Kelsey-Ramos has decided he doesn't trust the
Bellwether?"

| matched hissmileasbest | could. "Hardly, Captain. No, he's decided it might be agood idea
for usto take copies of the HTI data out to the ring mines on two separate ships.”

Hefrowned; but in interest, not suspicion. "The stuffsthat explosive, eh? I've been hearing
rumors about it."

"HTI'sdready tried to get it back once," | told him, reading both him and the eavesdropping
Laskowski asdeeply as| could. Not aspark of suspicion in either of them; and it gave methe
confidenceto throw in asmall embellishment. "The problem now isthat Dapper Schock saysthere
areways of at least partialy scrambling computer data from outside aship in deep space.”

Bartholomy snorted. "That's anew one on me," he commented. "Did Mr. Kelsey-Ramos say
how big a crew he was planning to send on this sdecar?’

"Just me" | said.

The eyebrows went up again, and | immediately wished I'd quoted alarger number. Still no
suspicion, but abruptly his sense had switched from interest to uncertainty. "Just you?" he echoed.

"Yes," | nodded, my stomach knotting up again. "Most everybody eseis needed here during
flight." A flicker of anideain hiseyes—atouch of distaste dong with it—distaste that seemed to
indicate a personality conflict—"Besides," | added, hoping | had read him correctly, "Mr.
Kesay-Ramos said that if too many people show up missing, Aikman islikely to notice and get

uspicious”

I'd indeed read him right. Bartholomy nodded, uncertainties fading as his own thought was
quoted back to him. "Yes, | wasjust thinking that," he grunted. "Well, let's see what we can do.”

Stepping back over to his command station, he sat down and keyed the phone. " Spaceport
Tower," heindructed it. "...Y es, thisis Captain Bartholomy aboard the Bellwether. | need to locate
something along the lines of a shrink-yacht, as soon as possible... no, with preprogramming
capability... yes, I'll hold on." Helooked up a me. " She's going to check and see what they've got.”

The sense of him was aknowing sort of anticipation... "Mr. Kelsey-Ramos said that they did
regularly rent out ships,” | said, daring again.

And again I'd hit the mark. "Y es, that'swhat she said,” he nodded. "It's just amatter of—yes?"
he interrupted himsdlf, looking back at the display. ...say again?' he said, reaching for hiskeyboard.
"A Cricket V Rockhopper; right. Can you feed me the specs?'



Thelight reflecting from hisface changed subtly, indicating the display had split between the
phone and the tower's computer records. One look, and his sense became one of satisfaction.
"Sounds good, Tower, welll take it. When can it be ready?' He looked up a me. "How soon do you
want it?"

"Assoon aspossible” | said. A sense of unredlity was cregping over me. Thiswas actudly
working...

"Weld likeit stat, Tower," Bartholomy said into the phone. "...Y es, an hour will befine.
Provisonit for afour-day trip for one, plus adouble safety margin. Bill it to our account—no, wait a
second.” An edge of dynesstouched hissense. "Bill it to HTI Transport, care of Mr. Sahm Aikman,
aboard this ship... Thank you, Tower. Bellwether out.”

He disconnected and looked up at me, a satisfied smile playing around hisface. "Y ou've got
your ship, Mr. Benedar—Iaunch cat fifty-seven. Better get out there."

I licked moisture back onto my lips. "Can you redly do that? Bill it to Aikman, | mean?”’

He shrugged. "Oh, wéll pay the bill when it comes—no one's going to care whose account the
money comes out of. But until it's paid anyone checking will find only HTI's name there. Probably
won't fool anybody, but it ought to irritate them good."

For a second, superimposed on Bartholomy's satisfaction, | had a sense of how he would fed!
when hefound out I'd lied to him. An amost choking lump of shame and guilt roseinto my throat, and
| swallowed hard. It didn't ssemto help. "Thank you, sir,” | said around the lump. "Uh... Mr.
Kesey-Ramos wanted it kept as quiet as possible, incidentally.”

Hiseyestwinkled abit. "Don't worry. | want to be the one who getsto break the newsto
Aikman when hefindly missesyou.”

| returned hissmileasbest | could. "Yes, Captain. I'll... seeyou a therings."

| left. Blessed are the merciful: they shall have mercy shown them... Blessed are the
merciful: they shall have mercy shown them... | said it over and over again to mysdlf as| walked
back aong the Bellwether's deserted corridors... trying to erase the mental image of the man whose
trust I'd just betrayed.

In my eight yearswith Lord Kelsey-Ramos I'd had the opportunity to meet and even study a
great many liars, both those who lied only when they considered it necessary and those for whom it
had become second nature. From that experience—from watching that downward spira into habitual
deceit—I'd dways assumed a second lie would be easier to tell than afirst.

[t wasn't true.
Bartholomy's face continued to hover before me as| walked down the corridor toward

Caandras stateroom/prison. His face, reacting to my lie... reacting to the chewing out hewould
undoubtedly receive from Randon when my lie was exposed... reacting to the possible loss of hisjob.



The plans of the upright are honest; the intrigues of the wicked are full of deceit...
Through his mouth the godlessis the ruin of his neighbor...

It made me ache ingde, and with each step | took | had to fight against the growing desireto call
the whole thing off.

Blessed are the merciful: they shall have mercy shown them... Aninnocent lifewas a stake
here... and besides, I'd dready come too far to stop.

One of Kutzko's shidds would be standing guard outside Caandra's stateroom, | knew, but |
had no ideawhich one it would be. One of the Ifversn brothers, | hoped; or even Seqoya, who would
probably break mein two if he ever suspected what | was doing. Not Kutzko, though. | didn't want
to haveto lieto Kutzko.

| reached the intersection of my cross-corridor with Cdandras. Steding mysdlf, | stepped
around the corner—

"Thought those were your footsteps,” Kutzko commented genidly. "Out alittle late, aren't you?”

| forced moistureinto my mouth. Through his mouth the godless is the ruin of his neighbor...
"A little. Mr. Kelsey-Ramos's business doesn't dways keep neat hours.”

| saw his sense shift smoothly from mildly aert boredom to full interest. "What kind of business?*
"My bresk, maybe," | said, lowering my voice conspiratorialy. "Governor Rybakov caled Mr.
Kesey-Ramos half an hour ago. She wants me to bring Calandrato Cameo to meet with her right

avay."

Kutzko's forehead furrowed dightly; and even asthe interest sharpened | could sensethefirgt
dirrings of suspicion. "What, at this hour?'

"That'swhat shesaid,” | said, striving hard to control my face and voice. It worked; even
through my guilt I could hear how sincere | indeed sounded... and the ease of that success chilled me
to the bone.

Kutzko pursed hislips. "I don't likeit," he said flatly. "Sméllslike ablazing setup.”

| shrugged. "A setup for what? What ulterior purpose could she want usfor?”

He glared thoughtfully into space. "No idea. Hang on—"

He keyed his visorcomp, quickscanned whatever record he'd called up. "Aikman seemsto have
been agood boy today—stayed aboard ship the whole time. | wonder if he could have found away
to get someone dsetofilethat legd thing of his.”

| felt swesat breaking out on my forehead. Part of Kutzko'sjob wasto be suspicious, but if he

kept at thislong enough he was going to wind up ruining everything. "I redlly don't think thisis
Aikman'sdoing,” | told him. "Governor Rybakov didn't show any signs of deceit.”



"Y ou were there for the conversation?—haf an hour ago, you said?

| could sense the thought underlying the question, that perhaps he ought to discussthiswith
Randon. Thelast thing | could afford. "No, | wasn't actually there," | improvised desperately. "'l was
down in my stateroom when the call came through—like Mr. Kelsey-Ramos, | was getting ready for
bed at the time. But he did feed me a copy of the recording afterward.” He frowned, and | could see
theidea of consulting directly with Randon fade with the redlization that he would risk waking him up.
"] dill don't likeit," hesaid at last, "but | guess I'm game. Give me afew minutesand I'll rouse Brad
out of bed."

| bit the back of my lip. Right here was where | was going to find out just how good my powers
of persuasion were. Just how good aliar | redlly was. " Sorry—I'm sure helll be disappointed at not
being woken up for this," | spoke up as Kutzko stepped toward one of the wall intercoms. "But the
governor said we should come done."

He paused. "Oh, she did, did she?' he asked quietly. "Interesting.”

"Not redly asinteresting asyou might think," | reassured him. "My guessisthat certain things she
and Mr. Kelsey-Ramos discussed this morning may come out in the discussion, and that she'd rather
not have any extrapartiesaong.”

"Ms. Paquinisn't an extra party?' he asked pointedly.
"She'sinvolved in other ways," | said, hoping hewould let it go &t that.

Hedidn't. "Sorry, Gilead, but thiswhole thing smells putrid. For one thing, doesn't it seem
strangeto you that after kicking so much Rybakov should suddenly roll over and start cooperating?”

"It's been her government, not her specifically, that's been opposing us,” | reminded him. "More
importantly, as of thismorning she owes Mr. Kelsey-Ramos afavor. A big one”

"And what if she plansto clear the record by doing him a pseudofavor in return?’ he retorted.
"Such as 'rescuing’ a couple of Watchers who just happen to have gotten themsel ves kidnapped?’

| took a deep breath and braced mysdlf. This one was going to hurt both of us. "All right, then,” |
said, putting anote of disgust into my voice. " Sure, send Segoyadong. Ruin the arrangement, and
maybe a chance for Calandrato see her own record cleared along with it. And, incidentaly, maybe
send Seqoyato his death; because if someone realy wantsto kidnap us, they won't let even him stand
intheway... and you know aswell as| do that out in the streets a shield can't really do much more
than make a kidnapping or murder more expengive. They'd kill him for sure, and maybekill usinthe
process.”

I'd expected Kutzko to take offense a my little tirade, but I'd expected wrong. For along
moment he gazed quietly at me, his sensethat of indecision mixed with an odd touch of resignation,
amogt covering the hidden pain at the reminder of just how limited even his consderable shidding
illsredly were.

And over al of it wasagrowing sense that he had little choice but to trust me.



Firgt Captain Bartholomy, and now Kutzko. Trusting in their betrayer. Brother will betray
brother to death...

"You redly believe Rybakov isplaying thisstraight?* Kutzko asked quietly.

"l wouldn't be going if | didn't,”" | told him. "It may be Caandras only chance." Thewords, in
absolute terms, were true, and somehow it made them easier to say. The way he would interpret
them, of course, still madethem alie.

Hetook adeep breeth, exnaded it noidly. "All right,” he said, suddenly briskly decisve ashe
stepped to Calandras door and rapped twice. "Y ou'd better be right, though," he added, busying
himsdlf with thelock. "Y ou get yoursdlf killed out there and I'll blazing-well never speak to you again.”

"I'll kegp that in mind," | managed.

The door did open, and Kutzko leaned partway insde. "Ms. Paquin?—good, you're still
dressed. Come on; you and Mr. Benedar are going on alittle trip.”

"What? Why?" her voice asked softly as she came around a corner into view. Her eyesflicked
over Kutzko, automatically probing him. Shelooked past him to me—

Our eyes met... and hers were suddenly wide and aert.

Once again she'd read me with ease... and even if she couldn't know exactly what it was | had
planned, she could clearly tell that something waswrong. With Kutzko's back gtill to me, | threw her a
warning look, afractional shaking of my head. Her lipstwitched, and she swallowed. "Where are we
going?' she asked, the question clearly directed toward Kutzko.

"Governor'smansion,” hetold her briefly. "Mr. Ke say-Ramos has gotten you a hearing.”

Again her eyesread me... read mefar too deeply... "1 don't want to go," she said, stopping
abruptly hafway out of her stateroom.

Kutzko threw me agtartled glance. "Why not?' he asked.
Her tongue flicked across her upper lip, eyes till onme. "I... just don't,” she said lamely.

Kutzko snorted. "Y ou don't have achoice," hetold her flatly, his sensefilling with annoyance.
"Y ou're going to Cameo. Period.”

Shetook a deep breath; paused... and through the dark screen that seemed to surround her
emotions | could sense caution and fear risng within her. She opened her mouth; closed it and gave a
short nod instead.

"All right," Kutzko said, relieved at not having to continue the argument. "Come on, Gileed; I'll
escort you to the gatel ock.”

And that wasit. In afew short minutes—with nothing but my words and my ability to read
people, | had persuaded two intelligent and conscientious men to assst mein releasing a condemned



prisoner.

We walked down the corridor to the gatelock... and in the back of my mind | wondered
uneedily if perhaps Aikman's fears about the powers of Watchers hadn't been so exaggerated after dl.

Chapter 14

Weleft Kutzko standing at the gatel ock; and as the car took us off acrossthe floodlit parking
fidd Cdandraturned to me, worry and suspicion hanging around her like afog. "All right, Benedar,
just what in the Patri isgoing on?" she demanded.

"I'm getting you out of here, that'swhat," | told her. "Therésaship laid on for us acrossthe
fidd."

Surprise, | was ready for; even confusion, possibly even dazed gratitude. | wasn't prepared for
utter fury. "What?' shedl but shouted in my ear. "Y ou blazing idiot—have you gone completely out of
your mind?'

"Cdandra—"

"Do you have any idea what kind of trouble you've just gotten yoursdf in?' she cut me off.
"They'll turn you insde out when they caich us."

"That depends on what we find in the meantime, doesn't it?" | said, fighting to regain my baance
againg the verba ondaught.

"WElI find your brains scattered across the landscape,” she snarled. Abruptly, she leaned
forward to the car's microphone. "' Car: cancel destination and return usto the Bellwether."

"Cancd that!" | barked, grabbing her arm and shoving her back into her seat. "Car: cancel
destination. New destination: launch catapult fifty-seven, Rainbow's End Spaceport.”

| turned to Cdandra, a sudden surge of white-hot anger hazing my vision. "We're going into
space,”" | snarled. "We're going becauseit's the only way to get areplacement zombi for you.”

She stared into my face, her own anger draining into fear and dread. "They'll execute you," she
said, her voicetrembling. "Instead of one zombi, they'll have two. Can't you see that?!

| took a shuddering breeth, forcing down my anger. | was battling the whole universe on her
account; the last thing | wanted wasto fight her, too. "Thereésarisk, yes," | acknowledged, trying to
hide my own fears. In her face | could see that the attempt was only partially successful. "But if we
don't try they definitely have you. Guaranteed.”

Shelicked her lips. "Gilead... I'm not worth it. I'm really not. Please—turn back and forget all
this Please"

| Sghed. "I'm sorry, Calandra. Y ou're asking meto Sit by and let an innocent person bekilled. |



just can't do that.”

A gab of painflicked across her face. "What if | told you | wasn't innocent?' she chalenged.
"That | redly did kill dl those people?’

Shewas good, al right. | could dmost believe the sincerity behind the wordswasredl... but
equally strong, and equally believable, wasthe fear shefelt for me. "And | suppose then that you'd
like meto believe that you, a cold-blooded murderess, would actually care what happened to me, a
near-total stranger?' | asked pointedly.

She closed her eyes, blinking back tears. "Gilead... | don't want to go to my death knowing |
caused yours. Please, please, take me back.”

Hesitantly, | reached over and took her hand. It resisted for amoment, then reluctantly accepted
thetouch. "I can't let you die without afight,” | told her gently. "Not while theres a chanceto clear
you. Certainly not when there are people far more deserving of death within our reach.”

She opened her eyes again. "What do you mean?’
| looked upward, at the stars dimly visible above the spaceport floodlights. "Theres athriving
smuggler trade operating out there," | said, hearing more bitternessin my voice than I'd expected.

"They kidnap people to run their Deadman Switchesin and out of the Cloud... and the Patri 1ook the
other way whilethey doiit."

Caandra shivered, my own disgust and horror mirrored in her sense. "And you think the two of
uscan stop it?'

"I'm not that much of anidiot,” | snorted. "No, I've met the only man who has areal chance of
doing that. The problem isthat he wantsto kill it with asingle blow, and he's not reedy yet to do that.”

"Sothen...?'
" think he was basically sympathetic to our plight,” | said. "But hewas dso afraid that if he came
down on asingle smuggler now the rest would suddenly redlize he's not the ziphead everyone thinks

heisand ingantly bury themsdalves out of hisreach.”

She consdered that. " So you think," she said dowly, "that if we can pinpoint agroup of
smugglers, he can go ahead and pick them up without risking that?"

I grimaced. With Randon backing my demand for such officid action, | had no doubt
Commodore Freitag would have been willing to do exactly that. Now, though... "I hope hell be that
reasonable” | said.

"Y ou don't know for sure, though,” she said quietly. "Do you?'

"lt'sacaculated risk," | conceded.

Shetook adeep bresth. "Gilead... [ook, | deeply appreciate what you're trying to do for me.
But the risk's not worth it. Please take me back."



"Weve dready been through this," | said gruffly. "Whether you remember or not, part of a
Watcher'sjob isto stand up for the helpless.”

"Tothe point of ruining your career?'

"Tothe point of giving up my life, if necessary."

She swdlowed. "Theres ill no need for meto be dong,” she said, making what | could sense
was her last effort. "Y ou can take me back to the Bellwether and then go out alone and find your
snuggle.”

"And what happensif | can't doitintime?' | asked her. "Y ou'll be executed on schedule.”

"But you'll bein lesstrouble than you are now," she countered. "'I'm willing to take the chance.”

"I'mnot," | told her flatly. "Besides, I'm going to need your help. Spal isabig planet for one
person to search.”

Possibly for thefirst time that evening, I'd taken her by surprise. " Spall?" she echoed, blinking
in confusion.

"Spall," | nodded. "Though no one seemswilling to talk about it, | get the digtinct impression that
a least some of the smugglers are thought to have their permanent basesthere.™

"But—" she floundered.

"1t makes sense, when you think about it," | continued. "The only two placesin the sysem where
they can have both a reasonable amount of room and a shirtdeeve environment are Solitaire and
Spall, and Solitaire's got too much traffic coverage for them to sneak in and out easily.”

"And Spal's got the exact opposite situation,” she pointed out. "No one livesthere at all—which
means a smuggling settlement would stand out like afloodlight on even the Smplest spectrum scan.”

"Except that it turns out Spall isn't as uninhabited aswe'd dl thought,” | said, shaking my head.
"They've got scientific groups poking around al over the planet... and also agroup of permanent
stlerscdled the Haloas”

Something ether inthename or intheway | sadit... "A... religious group?" she asked
cautioudy.

| looked at her. Behind her eyes, | could amost see the memories of her childhood with the
Watcher's Bethd settlement passing through her mind. Bittersweet memories... "Yes," | confirmed.
"Apparently trested with the same contempt every other religious group gets. Possibly one of the
reasonsthey left Solitaire.”

She winced. More bittersweet memories. "Are you planning to make contact with them?' she
asked.

| heard the reluctance in her words. "We haveto,” | told her firmly. "Well need supplies,



trangportation, the likeliest places for smugglersto have dug in—things only the Halloas will be ableto
provide.

"And what makes you think they'll cooperate?'
| shrugged. "Faith. And the hope that they'll recogni ze the rightness of what I'm doing.”

To that she made no answer. Sitting next to her in the reative gloom, | watched the spaceport
pass by outside the car. And tried to plan out just what 1'd say to the ground crew when we reached
our ship.

"Okay, now, here'sthe main control bank." The crew boss pointed the panel out to me, his
words dightly distorted by the pepperstick hanging out one corner of his mouth. "Lot of stuff here you
can ignore—these Crickets were built for rock hunting, but al the fancy grappling equipment's been
taken off."

Though it could undoubtedly be put back on if necessary. Like everything esel'd run acrosson
Solitaire, even these minor shuttle ships had apparently been chosen with an eye on their possible use
in the ring mines. Just one more reminder of how thoroughly the mines—and the wedth from
them—permeated every aspect of Solitaran life. "And my course settings?’

"ldiot-smple,” the boss assured me. "That box thereisaset of course cyls. Just plug in the one
you want—right there—and hit the button here." He tapped it. "Not till you clear aamosphere, of
course—up till then the cat'll have override jurisdiction and all you'll get isaloud beep and anasty
'nogtic on the gatus display.” He grinned.

Beside me, Cdandradtirred. "Not too many options, are there?' she murmured, indicating the
small number of course cylsin the box.

"Not alot of placesto go in the system,” the boss shrugged. "Y ou got four Rockhounds, you got
six ring research platforms, you got Solitaire. What seisthere?’

"How about Spall?' | asked.
He snorted. "What, you mean Halloa Heaven? Who'd want to go there?”

"Wedo," | told him, putting some firmnessinto my voice. | was, after al, supposed to be the
onein charge here. "l haveto drop my friend here off before continuing on to Collet.”

Hefrowned dightly, his sense suddenly becoming uncertain. "I thought this was supposed to be
aone-mantrip,” hesaid. "I mean, that's what we've got her serviced and stocked for—"

"Minor changein plans,” | cut him off. "And | seemto recdl the Bellwether's captain specifying
double safety marginsfor the supplies.”

A surge of professional pride overpowered the uncertainties. "Oh, sure, there won't be any
problem like that—I mean, Spall's just five or Sx hours avay."



"Good," | nodded. "Then if you can dig us up acourse cyl for Spall, well be ready to go."

"Y eah, well—yeah, sure. Let'ssee..." He scratched his chin thoughtfully. "I guess the tower
banksll have acomplete set on file. It take afew minutes, but | could send someone over and have
them make you some copies. Or if you can tell me where exactly you'll want to land, | could have a
copy of that particular one fed to you while we get you loaded into the cat.”

"Don't we have to go to wherever Spal's launch catapult is?' | frowned. " Or do they have more
than one?'

"They don't have any at dl," he shook his head. " People who go there pretty much land
anywhere they want. All you have to do when you want to leave is gimp your way up acouple
thousand meters and then kick in the fusion to get you to ram speed. Uses more fuel than with acat,
‘course, but not as much asyou'd think."

The thought of using afusion drive that closeto aplanetary surface... "What doesit do to the
landscape?’ | asked.

"Not much good," he conceded. "Doesn't matter much, though—ypractically thewhole planet is
desert, anyway. So; you want one cyl or the whole batch?!

| glanced at Calandra, thinking fast. It would be handy to have a complete sst—aside from
having awider range of choices, it would help spread the search around when my web of lies
eventudly fdl gpart. On the other hand, alist of reference points or even place nameswouldn't do us
much good by themselves. "Would the nearest convenient place to the main Halloa settlement be
okay with you?' | asked her.

Once again, she deciphered my train of thought with ease. "A ligt of dl the settlementswould be
better," she said. "You do have maps of Spall programmed in, don't you?' she added to the boss.

"Oh, sure. For dl the good they are—cartographers haven't exactly falen over themselves
getting the place fine-gridded out. Tell you whet; I'll have the tower feed you course cylsfor the Six
biggest Halloa places, okay?'

| raised my eyebrows questioningly. "Y es, that should be satisfactory,” Caandra nodded.

"Okay," the boss said, relief in his sense as he brushed past usto the control panel. From abox
next to one of the contour seats he scooped a handful of blank cylsand laid them out neetly in arow
on agrip next to the computer feed. "Y ou put them in here," he said over his shoulder, demonstrating
with thefirgt. "When it beeps, you replace it with the next one—"

"l am familiar with the procedure,” | told him mildly. "Thank you."

"Yeah." He straightened, took one last ook around the cabin at the displays and indicators.
"Well, everything seemsready. Just sit down and make yourselves comfortable, and I'll get the crew
dtarted on loading you into the cat. And I'll get the tower going on those cyls, t0o."

"Thank you," | said again. He shifted the pepperstick to the other side of his mouth, gave us each
abrief nod, and left.



"Now what?' Calandra asked nervoudly as the door was sedled behind us with ahollow thud.
Her aura of cam, adopted for the boss's benefit, was gone without atrace.

"We gt down and make oursalves comfortable,” | told her, trying to keep my voicelight. "And
wetry to think optimistic thoughts.”

She snorted. Turning her back on me, she chose one of the twin control seats and began
srapping in. | followed suit with the other seet, noting that my suggestion about optimistic thoughts
didn't seem to be working for her.

Not redly surprisng. They weren't working for me, either.

Chapter 15

Six hours later, we began our final approach to Spdll.

It had been aquiet trip. Both of us had tried to get some deep, with varying degrees of success;
neither of us had felt much liketalking. Caandra, | could tell, was ill unhappy with both me and the
Stuation, her worrying underpinned by alow-level anger that wasn't showing much sign of subsiding.

| could hardly blame her. Once away from Solitaire, with my adrenaline-fueled tenson fading as
it became clear we had indeed gotten away, | had started having second thoughts myself. Two
people, setting off to search an entire planet—it was so utterly ridiculous | couldn't believe | had
actualy consdered it arational scheme. And yet, that was al we had |eft. Two people againgt a
world, with nothing but faith to go on... and my faith very possibly having to do for both of us.

He brought out his people like sheep, guiding them like a flock in the desert... | could only
hope that there was more than poetic imagery behind the words.

"Doesn't look very inviting," Calandramurmured from besde me.

| looked at the display shewasindicating. "The crew boss said it was mostly desert,” | reminded
her.

"I've seen other deserts,” she said shortly. "They didn't look like this."

| pursed my lips, studying the landscape dowly scrolling down the screen. She wasright; there
was far more variation in color and visud texture than in the handful of deserts|1'd seen from space.
"WEell... desert in this case may just mean that most of the soil isn't easily arable,” | suggested.

IIMme

| shifted my eyesto her. "Worried that the Halloas may bejust barely scraping aliving for
themselves, and therefore not inclined toward helping strangers?’ | asked.

The muscles of her face tightened dightly. She could read others without compunction, but she
didn't much care to have the rolesreversed. | felt aflash of annoyance at her double standard; a



heartbeat later it belatedly occurred to methat | felt exactly the same way. "The thought had crossed
my mind, yes" she growled. "That, along with the norma pattern of outcast societies.” She glanced at
me. " Or did the Cana settlement conveniently leave that one out of your curriculum, too?"

"I'm not sure | know what you mean,” | said, getting the distinct fedling | wasn't going to likethis
one.

"Redly," she sad, her voice heavy with contempt. "Well, it seemsthat religious groupsthat go
off and establish their own societies to escape persecution almost dwayswind up being just asbad to
thelr own minorities™

"The Watchersdidn't—" | began; then broke off.

A bitter smile touched her lips. "That'sright,” she agreed, following my unspoken thought.
"Aaron Balaam darMaupine's Bridgeway was heading exactly that direction when hewasfinaly

stopped.”

| clenched my teeth. "Y ou don't know that it would have becomethat,” | pointed out. But it was
aweak argument, and | knew it—besides which, what was | doing playing advocate for darMaupine
inthefirst place?"l don't recall learning that in Cana, no,” | added, getting back to the issue at hand.
"But | wouldn't think the Halloas have been here long enough to have forgotten their own problems
with intolerance.”

She shrugged uneasily. "1 guessweéll find out soon enough,” she said, nodding toward the
display. "Were coming down."

The whole thing went reasonably smoothly, | suppose, especidly considering that the Cricket's
autopilot probably cost less than a hundredth of the one aboard the Bellwether and was operating
without benefit of aspaceport tower system besides. A few jerks and somach-wrenching jolts—a
couple of sudden swervesfor no reason | could discern—onefind thud and alast-second drive
shriek that left my earsringing, and we were down.

Thedrive shut itsdlf off, and in the sllence Calandraand | looked at each other. "I don't careif
they execute me tomorrow," she announced evenly. "I'm not riding one of these things again.”

| took adeep breath. "That's not especialy funny.”
"It wasn't meant to be." Moving giffly, she began to ungtrap. "Any signs of life out there?"

| found the control for the outside cameras, got them sweeping. "Um... smal dust cloud forming
over one of the hills. Probably avehicle approaching.”

She craned her neck to look; and right on cue, apair of cars topped the hill and headed toward
us. "Reception committee from the Halloas?' she ventured.

"Probably. | don't see anything official-looking about the cars.” | hit my own strap releases.
"Come on—Iet's get the ship ready for the next leg and then go out and meet them.”



They werewaiting patiently outside their cars as we emerged from the Cricket: two men and a
woman. At first glance al three struck me asimpressive... and it was severa seconds before | realized
how remarkable that subconscious conclusion actudly was. Standing next to old mul/terrain vehicles,
dressed in neat but drab clothing, there was no immediately obvious reason why | should find them

anything but perfectly ordinary.

Andyet | did... and a couple of seconds later | realized why. There was something in their faces,
in the senses of each of the three, that seemed to radiate peace. Not the artificial and short-lived
counterfeit of peace available from bottles and pills, nor even the genuine kind of peace that most
people experience only rarely and for smilarly brief periods. Thiswasafar degper and more
permanent sort of peace; a peace, moreover, with an unshakable dignity of soul attached to it.

It was the sort of peace I'd seen occasionaly among the Watcher elders of my youth... and
nowhere elsethat I'd ever traveled.

"Good day to you," the man in the center said with asmile as Cdandraand | approached them.
"Welcometo Spdl."

"Thank you," | nodded to him. About fifty yearsold, | estimated—perhaps twice the age of each
of his companions—with anestly trimmed fringebeard and the sort of wrinkling about his eyes that
comes of long outdoor work and frequent smiling. The eyesthemselves... measuring mewith a
keenness dmost Watcher-likeinitsintensity. "Y ou must be fromthe Haloas" | told him. "An elder, |
presume?’

A dight ripple of distaste touched his companions, but the spokesman didn't flinch. "I'm a
shepherd of the Halo of God, yes," he said, correcting my terminology. "Theterm 'Halod is
considered derogatory, by the way."

"I'm sorry," | apologized. "Wed never heard you referred to as anything else.”

Hiseyebrow twitched. "Ah. | takeit, then, that you haven't come hereto join us?'

| shook my head. "No, I'm afraid not. We have some rather pressing business on Spall... which
we were hoping you might be ableto help uswith.”

His sense shaded toward wariness. "What sort of business?' he asked cautioudly.

"Lifeand death business,”" | said bluntly, watching him closdly. "'If were unsuccessful, someone
will die”

His eyes continued to measure me. "Peopledie dl thetime," he said, ahint of chalengein his
voice. "And deeth is, after dl, only the passage from thislife back to God."

"Perhaps,”" | acknowledged. "But injustice should not be the ticket to that passage.”
Hiseyesflicked to Caandra, returned to me. "I'm Shepherd Denvre Adams," he said; and with

his name came a sense of at least provisional acceptance of us. "Two of my associates from the
Shekinah Fellowship: Mari Ray and Dand Pommert." He gestured to his companions.



"I'm Gilead RacaBenedar," | told him, watching carefully for reaction. "Thisismy friend,
CdandraMaraPaquin.”

There was some reaction, certainly, among the three. But not at the level | would have expected
from people on the aert for apair of fugitive Watchers. Carefully, I let out the breath I'd been holding;
gpparently the alarm hadn't yet made it thisfar.

"So0. Watchers." Adams nodded asif finding apieceto apuzzle. "I should have guessed right
away. Theauraof dertness surrounding you isvery distinctive."

"Wefind it so oursalves,”" | agreed, wondering how much of that had been made up on the spot
to impress his companions. "Most people manage to missit, though. Isthere some place where we
cantak in private?"

"The Shekinah sattlement is only about fifteen minutes away. We can talk there." Hiseyesflicked
over my shoulder at the ship. "'l takeit you could use aride?!

"Yes, thank you," | said. "If you'l give usaminute, though, we need to get our supplies off. And
to set our ship to take off."

Besdeme, | could sense Calandras displeasure at my telling him that. | didn't much likeit
myself, but | couldn't see any way around it. The faster we got the ship headed for the outer system,
thelessinevitable it would be that the search would zero directly in on us here; and trying to concoct a
lie about how the ship had accidentally launched itsalf could easily lose us any Halo of God support
we could hopeto get.

Adamss eyebrows raised dightly. "Without you aboard?' he asked.
"Yes gr."

| stopped, waiting for the questions. Adams's eyesflicked to Calandra, to the ship, back to me.
"Very wdl," hesaid a last. "WEeIl wait and drive you to Shekinah." His sense suddenly went very
solemn indeed. "And there, Mr. Benedar, we will talk."

If Shepherd Adams was our first surprise, the Shekinah Fellowship settlement was our second.

With only asparse scattering of native plant life across the hills between our landing areaand the
settlement, | had formed amentd picture of acluster of rude huts clumped together, itsinhabitants
struggling to eke aliving from rocky fields. Nothing could have been further from the actua truth.
Even as| unconscioudy braced mysdf for the drab ugliness ahead, we came over thefind hill into a
shalow valley... and avirtud exploson of greenery.

Not just smal fields, but dso well-tended private gardens and even agrassy parkland where a
handful of adults could be seen relaxing and conversing as agroup of children played ashort distance
away. The houses, prebuilt sectionals, were neverthel ess clean and attractive, their positioning well
thought out. "I'm impressed,” | told Adams as we drove down toward it.



"Thank you," he said. "Some visitors have thought it a bit extravagant for people who are
supposed to be seeking God and not their own material comfort. But it's been my experience that
attractive surroundings usualy improve one's mediitative abilitiesinstead of detracting from them.”

| frowned, and took another look at the group of adultsin the park. Sure enough, they weren't
talking together, as I'd first assumed. We were close enough now that | could seetheir closed eyes,
the odd combiration of concentration and relaxation on their faces. " Scenery isal good and well," |
commented, gesturing toward them, "but wouldn't they do better to choose a quieter place?’

"Probably,"” Adams agreed easily. "And we certainly don't start beginnersthat way, out in the
middle of the park. But the more advanced among us can listen to God anywhere at dl." Hewaved at
the surrounding hills. "Y ou see, Mr. Benedar, we believe Spall to be the actual center of God's
kingdom, with the Cloud a manifestation of His halo. Here we can touch Him more easily than
anywhere dsein the universe; but our god isnot smply to become modern-day monks."

Beside me, Cdandra dtirred. "Y ou mean the way the Watchers have?"

Adams shrugged, his sense becoming a bit uncomfortable. "It's not my place to judge anyone
e hesaid evasvely. "The Watchers were dedlt aterrible blow by the actions of Aaron Balaam
darMaupine, and if you must withdraw into yoursalvesfor atime, | can understand that. But if we're
truly to be thelight of humanity, none of us can hide like that indefinitely." He gestured again to the
surrounding landscape. "Our godl is to become so attuned to God's presence here that well be able
to go anywhere in the Patri and colonies and still feel Histouch. No matter the distance, no matter the
digractions”

| nodded. "Hence the meditation in the park, amidst the universe's best shot yet at perpetua
motion machines?'

Adams amiled, acrinkling of hisface. "Aggravating though they may be at times, children are ill
one of our most prized treasures. The Watchers proved that the art of observation isbest begunin
childhood; we hope that will prove truefor the art of meditation, aswell."

Adams's house was Situated near the center of the settlement: an unpretentious structure,
indigtinguishable at least externdly from the others surrounding it. | wasn't especidly surprised; the
sense of the man was clearly not that of someonein thejob for the wesalth or the prestige.

He parked the car under atwo-sided overhang, and we went inside... and got down to serious
business.

Carefully, Adams poured himself a cup of tea, histhird since we'd begun our story. He offered
usrefills, was turned down, and set the pot back to the side. "'I'm sure you redlize," he said, gazing
into the swirling liquid in his cup, "the awkward position you put mein."

"Yes, gr," | acknowledged, "and were sincerely sorry about that. But we redlly had no oneelse
toturnto."

Heraised hiseyesto me. "Y our very presence here threatens our existence,” he said bluntly.



"Harboring fugitivesis a serious offense—serious enough that the Solitaran authorities could easly use
It as an excuse to disband our fellowships and ban usfrom Spall entirdly.”

The sense of him was not nearly as strong asthe words... "Except that they won't,” Calandra
spoke up before | could. ™Y ou're areligious group, which makes you an embarrassment to them, and
thelast thing they want isto have you around where visitors to Solitaire might ssumble over you.
Where could they possibly send you where you'd be less visble than you are now?!

She had, | noted, echoed precisely Adamss own private thoughts. " Perhaps," he admitted
grudgingly. "And if it wasjust you involved | would probably agree. But now you seek to prove that
there are smugglers hiding among us; and that the authorities won't be so willing to ignore.”

Again, | could sense a private argument about that going on in histhoughts. | probed, trying to
pick out apart of that | could use...

And again, Cdandrabeat metoit. "And yet, if you prove yoursel ves cooperative in rooting out
these smugglers, won't that clearly weigh in your favor?' she pointed out.

"Besdes" | added, "we certainly don't expect to find smugglers hiding out in your actua
settlements, masguerading as Hallo—as members of your fellowships. The fact that you may be
sharing a planet with them can hardly be considered collusion.”

"True" hesghed.

For along minute he continued to gaze into his cup... and abruptly | realized his sense had
changed—changed so subtly | hadn't noticed it happen. Somehow, even as he sat before us, it was as
if he no longer was aware of our presence. Asif his attention had wandered—

Or wasn't there at dll.

| looked at Calandra, tilted my head fractionaly toward Adams. She nodded, her own sense
growing oddly troubled as she studied him.

I know a man who fourteen years ago was caught up right into the third heaven...

It was a scripture that had always intrigued me as a child... but now, faced with something that
might very well be smilar, | found mysdlf sharing some of Caandras uneasiness. It seemed
impossible... but could Adams and his group truly have discovered holy ground here?

"Sorry," Adams said suddenly. | jJumped; again I'd missed whatever trandtion there might have
been. "l wastrying to seeif God would provide me an answer."

| could still senseagreat ded of indecisionin him. "And...?" | prompted.

He shrugged. "Nothing that | can take as guidance. Touching the cloak of Hismind isonething;
truly understanding what He is saying is something considerably harder." He took adeep breath, and |
felt some resdud tension dowly leave him. Apparently thisform of meditation wasn't exactly easy on
its practitioners. "He seems, as usud, to be leaving this decison up to me," Adams continued. "So tell
me: just exactly what isit you want from us?"



| took adeep breath of my own. "On the way here we spent some time studying the ship's maps
of Spdl, and we've picked out one areathat we'd like to concentrate on."

"How big an area?’

"A few hundred square kilometers." | read the look on hisface and shrugged. "I know: adropin
an ocean. But we're only two people, and we haven't got much time.”

"Yes, | understand. It'sjust that—never mind. Please go on.”

"Thetarget areais about two hundred sixty kilometers southeast of here, about eighty kilometers
from your Myrrh settlement—that isone of yours, isn't it?'

He nodded. " So what you need is transportation to Myrrh; and while there you'll need avehicle,
power for it, and lodging.”

"Yes, dr," | said. "l redizethat'salot to ask."

Hewaved ahand. "Physica goods aren't that much of a problem. Would you want aguide, or
assstance in the search?"

"No," Caandraspoke up firmly before | could answer. "Wed rather do it ourselves.”
| frowned at her. "Cdandra—"

She turned intense eyes on me. "We're getting these people involved too much asit is, Gilead.
Wedoit aone, or not at al."

It wasn't apoint | could redlly argue with. "All right,” | agreed, turning back to Adams. "1 guess
the physical goodswill bedl we need, then."

He nodded dowly. "Those | think we can provide. Theres till one more thing you'll need,
though: time. How much?’

How much timeto search aworld?"Well take as much asyou fed comfortable givingus” | said
honestly. "If you were able to plead ignorance asto who we were—" | shrugged helplesdy. "But of
courseit'stoo late for that now."

"Not unless they ban the use of pravdrugstomorrow,” he agreed soberly. "Still, aslong as you
don't tell anyone ese, I'm the only one they can charge with knowing colluson." His eyes hardened.
"Andit will remain that way. Understand?’

| swallowed, arush of guilt and shame flooding in on me at the reminder of what I'd doneto
Kutzko and Captain Bartholomy. They, too, would escape any direct charges of collusion... but it
would likely be small consolation to ether of them. "I understand very well,” | told Adams evenly.
"There'stoo much dready in the balance for usto want to add to it.”

The hardness faded dowly from hissense. "I'm glad we agree.” A faint smiletwitched &t hislips.
"Though before you get the wrong impression about us, let me say that I'm glad you were honest with



me. No matter what it costs, truth is aways preferableto lies." He took adeep breath, let it outina
long sigh. "I can give you three days. No more.”

| caught Calandras eye. She shrugged, atouch of helplessnessin her sense. Three dayswas
horribly short... but then, anything less than a decade would be too short for the task we'd set
oursaves. "Whatever you think isright,” | told Adams.

"I'm sorry | can't give you more,” he said, genuineregret in hisvoice. "But in actud fact, |
suspect you'll have even lesstime than that. Y our absence will surely have been discovered by now,
and sending your ship out into space isn't likely to fool anyonefor very long. The Pravilo will probably
be here by nightfdl."

Unfortunately, he was probably right. "All the more reason for usto get moving at once,” | said.

"Agreed. What | think I'll do issmply give you one of our carsand let you drive yoursdvesto
Myrrh—that'll save me having to ask one of my people to make the ten-hour round trip, and aso
keep you from tying up one of Myrrh's vehicleswith your search.”

"Fing" | said. "Semi-auto drive, | presume?’

"Y es, but you won't have any trouble getting to Myrrh," he assured us. "Weve done thetrip
enough timesthat we've got the best route programmed in.” He got to hisfeet. "If you'll excuse me,
then, I'll go get things sarted. I'm afraid there won't be time enough for me to offer you a proper med,
but my kitchen is back that way—please help yourselves to whatever you'd like to take for the trip.”

"Thank you," | nodded, dso standing up. "We appreciate dl your help.”

For amoment we locked eyes. "'l only hope," he said quietly, "that it'l be enough.”

Heleft, and | looked down a Calandra. Do you think we can trust him?" | asked her.

She shrugged dightly. "We don't redly have much choice any more, do we?'

| grimaced. "Not redlly.”

With asigh, she stood up. "Anyway, the Hal oas are probably the least of our worries a the
moment. Come on—you heard the man. Let's go pack up alunch.”

Chapter 16

We set out from Shekinah haf an hour later in amul/terrain that Adams assured us was the best
in hissmall flegt. The vehicl€'s exterior was in such bad shape that it made me wince, but the motors
ran well enough and the sucon rings seemed to hold their charge without any obviousleskage, so on
balance| redly had no grounds for complaint. Perhaps, | reflected, eight years among Carillon's
wedlth had spoiled me more than I'd redized.

We headed off, following abardly distinguishable path that |ooked more appropriate for



livestock than for vehicles. Caandra, | could tell, wasn't in the mood for conversation, and | had no
particular reason to try and draw her out. So | got as comfortable as| could in aperpetually bouncing
seet, prepared mysalf mentaly for along five-hour trip, and settled back to watch the landscape.

It was, | found, asurprisingly interesting landscape to watch. Even the sections of untouched
native areawed seen around Shekinah had hardly been the lifeless desert I'd been expecting, and
now | wasfinding that even that had been relatively sparse.

Not that any of it wastruly spectacular, at least not by normal human aesthetic standards. Most
of the plantswere adrab bluish or gray-purple in color—clearly based on something other than
chlorophyll—and most of them were built low to the ground, with only afew typeseven aslarge asa
mid-sized bush. But they were numerous enough, and with considerable variety. Idly, | wondered
how many of those who so confidently described Spall as a desert had ever actually seen the place.

"I wonder why the plants are so thin around Shekinah,” Calandra spoke up into my thoughts.

| shrugged. "1'd guess Adams's people are doing something to the soil to help their own crops
grow—ifertilization, or something. Maybe whatever it isinterfereswith thelocd flora”

"Maybe," she said dowly. "On the other hand... maybeit'saresult of running fuson drivesthat
closetothe surface.”

| sensed acautious glint of optimism within her, and saw where she was headed. If the fusion
drive wasindeed responsible for the thin flora, we might have found avisua sign of human habitation.
"What could the mechanism be?" | wondered out loud. "The heat wave from the landing?’

"Or ese perhaps some chemica peculiar to afusion exhaudt,” she suggested. "1 wish we had
some detailed information on the biochemigtry here.”

"And had abiochemigt dong to explain what the information meant?' | added dryly.

Almost unwillingly, she smiled. "That'sapoint, | suppose,” she admitted. "Well... maybe
someone a Myrrh will know something.”

| nodded. The Haloas at Myrrh had, after al, been farming this soil for a couple of years now.
Hopefully, somewhere dong the line they'd taken the time to learn alittle about their new home.

It was dmost sunset when the car finaly drove usinto the center of asmall cluster of homes and
cameto astop.

The Myrrh settlement was in many ways afainter echo of the Shekinah one. Considerably
smaller, with adight feding of roughness around the edges, it was obvioudy ill in the early stages of
itslife and development; but obvious too was the fact that it was indeed atrue offshoot of the Halo of
God. The young man who came out to greet us—abit shabbier, in afrontier sort of way, than those
a Shekinah—had the same underlying sense of peace about him that I'd seen in Adamsand his
followers,



"Greetings," he nodded as Cdandraand | got stiffly out of the car. He did a double take as he
redlized he didn't recognize us; and then his smile came back. " Sorry—we don't get many strangers
here. What can | do for you?"

"We're here to see Shepherd Joyita Zagorin,” | told him, siretching aching muscles. "Weve got a
message for her from Shepherd Adams.”

"Ah—I should have guessed,” the boy nodded, his smile becoming more of agrin. "I'vedriven
the Shekinah/Myrrh road myself—qgreset fun, isnt it?"

"Marvelous," | grunted. ™Y ou should go into partnership with akidney regrowth
company—you'd both clean up.”

"Probably. If you'l follow me, please...?"

"Whereis everyone?' Caandra asked aswe crossed the open square-like areatoward alarge
meeting-house sort of building.

"We're having acommon dinner tonight,” he explained over his shoulder, "and many are working
onthat. Therest are ether finishing up the day's chores or are out meditating.”

He waved off between two of the buildings, and | saw agroup of perhaps half adozen people
ditting ashort distance off from the settlement, clearly deep in meditation. "Y ou people certainly take
this meditation serioudy, don't you?"

Hedidn't take offense, not even privatdly. "There wouldn't be much point in doing it
half-heartedly, would there?" he countered.

| couldn't argue with that.

The meeting house was full of busy people and del ectable aromas that made my stomach growl.
Our guide led us past the large, C-shaped tablesto asmall room in the back, where ayoung woman
was diligently working with an old computer. She looked up as the youth tapped on the open door.
"Yes, Thomaz?'

"Vidtorsfrom Shekinah," hetold her, indicating us.

"Ah," shesad, risng gracefully to her feet. "Welcome to Myrrh Fellowship. I'm Shepherd Joyita
Zagorin; what can | do for you?'

| shouldn't have been surprised—even in those few seconds Shepherd Zagorin's twin auras of
inner peace and leadership had been clearly evident, had | gotten past my expectations enough to
notice. But | hadn't, and with my embarrassment at missing the signs came an even more embarrassing
tongue-tangling. "I—uh—my nameis Gilead Raca Benedar,” | managed. "Thisis CdandraMara
Paquin. l—we—have amessage for you from Shepherd Adams.”

"Who failed to mention my gender?' she asked dryly.

"Who failed to mention your age," | corrected, spurred by an urgeto explain mysdf. “In



my—admittedly—Iimited experience, a congregation's e ders have sedom been as young asyou are.
Particularly in afrontier community like Myrrh."

She nodded, and to my relief | could see she wasn't offended. "In the Halo of God, positionsare
based on faith and gifts, not seniority or status,” shetold me. Her eyesflicked to Caandra, back to
me. "Fromwhich | take it neither of you is even a prospective Seeker?

| caught the sense of the word: the proper name for what we'd been calling Haloas. "No, we're
not," | confirmed, digging out the envelope Adams had given us. "Perhgpsthiswill explain.”

She opened the note and read it... and, watching her face, it was clear to methat the Situation
wasn't being explained nearly to her satisfaction. A sense of uneasiness began to color her basic
camness, and she took the time to read the note a second time. 1 hadn't caught the significance of
your middle names," she said at last, looking up again and giving us each abrief but probing look.
"I've never met any Watchers before.”

"We haven't met many Seekers, ether, if it comestothat,” | shrugged.

She tapped the paper with her fingernail. " Shepherd Adams would like me to extend Myrrh
Fellowship's full hospitdity to you—which, of course, we're more than willing to do.” She hesitated,
searching for adelicate way to ask the inddlicate...

"We can't tell you any more than Shepherd Adams aready has," Cdandra spoke up. "For your
own protection aswell asours.”

Zagorin'slips compressed momentarily. Shepherd Adams, | gathered, was generdly very open
with his people, and | suspected it was this unusual secrecy as much as anything else that was
disturbing her. "If it helps," | added, "we ought to be out from underfoot in two or three days and
thet'll bethe end of it."

She cocked an eyebrow at me. Seeker Shepherd or no, | could see that there was still astrong
latent layer of skepticism built into her view of the universe. But &t least she wastoo politeto cal me
onit aoud. "Wdl, until then, Myrrh Fellowship and | are a your complete disposal,” she said instead.
" Shepherd Adams mentions lodging and power for your car; can | assumethefirst isthe priority at the
moment?'

"Definitely,” | nodded. "1 don't even want to see that car for the next few hours.”

That got asmilefrom her. "Y es, I've done the Shekinah route myself on occasion. Well, then.
Dinner will bein about haf an hour; while were waiting, why don't | get your lodging arrangements
Settled?”

| glanced at Calandra, read agreement. " Sounds good,” | told Zagorin.

"All right," she said, coming out from behind the desk. "L et's go see what we can turn up.”

The dinner was well attended, with about a hundred twenty people gathered around the tables,



twenty percent or so of them children. Shepherd Zagorin had us seated next to her, an arrangement
which enabled her to answer or deflect any awkward questions about what we were doing in Myrrh.
Thefact that she did so at least twice during the meal showed that, in spite of her own private
reservations about us, she was neverthelesswilling to trust Adams on thisone.

Thefood itsdf wasalittle startling &t first. So far | hadn't redly had an opportunity to sample
genuine Solitaran-style cooking, of which | assumed thiswas avariant, and it wasfar tangier than |
had guessed from its aromas. But it was good enough, once my palate had gotten over itsinitia
shock.

And as| ate, | took the timeto study the Seekers.

The children were the easiest, of course. Full of energy and mischief-tinged high spirits, with few
socid barriersyet in place, they werelike children everywhere e se throughout the Petri and colonies.
It brought back to mind Shepherd Adams's offhanded comment about beginning their meditation
training early, and | felt atwinge of concern. Our own Watcher elders had struggled long and hard
with the problem of how to ingtill observationa discipline without overloading or even bresking their
children's natural spirits, and | could only hope Shepherd Adams and his people were treading as

lightly.
Especidly given the obvious effectiveness of their training on their adult members.

It was vaguely astonishing. Granted, only ahandful of those close enough for meto read showed
anything even gpproaching the degree of inner peace that I'd seen in Adams and Zagorin—the
majority, in fact, still showed strong traces of the same tension and low-level despair that we'd sensed
down on Solitaire. But even in those the tenson was clearly onitsway out... and for perhapsthefirst
timein deven years| found mysdf actualy beginning to relax.

Eleven years away from the Watchers of Cana settlement—eight of those yearsimmersedin the
greed-saturated atmosphere of Lord Kelsey-Ramos's circle of associates—had almost erased the
memories of what asmple, loving community felt like. Here there was no competition for riches or
power; no arguments that couldn't be swiftly worked out between the parties involved; no greed or
grasping for thingsthat ultimately didn't matter. All that mattered to them was each other and God.

It was like the warm touch of the sun on chilled skin; and | was eagerly soaking it in when
Cadandradtirred next to me... and as| turned my attention to her the whole comfortable sensation
vanished like a soap bubble.

"Youdl right?' I murmured, keeping my eyes on those across the table from us. "What'sthe
metter?'

Her tension was asubtle thing, well under her control. But it wasno lessred for dl that. "It'sthis
place,” shewhispered tautly. "These people. Don't you fed it?"

| frowned, stretching out again. Nothing. "No."

She glanced me an odd look. "The sameness," she murmured, shivering. " The placidity—don't
you understand?’



| shook my head. "All | fed hereis peace and contentment.”
Her tongue flicked across her lips. "It reminds me of Bridgeway."

A cold chill ran up my back. Bridgeway... and Aaron Balaam darMaupine. No. No, it couldn't
be. "Areyou saying—?"

To Cdandrasleft, | sensed Zagorin preparing to speak to her. "Later,” Cdandra hissed, and
turned her attention in that direction.

| took adeep breath. It couldn't be, | told myself. Calandrawas smply misreading the peace
here as something overly maleable; the strong leadership as something sinister. Surely Adams had
nothing of darMaupingsinsane ambitionsin him.

Surely not... and yet, darMaupine had managed to hide hisintentions from the Watchers of his
era. Many of whom had been far more discerning than |.

After amoment | returned to my medl, and as| ate | continued to chat and smile with those
around me. But the friendlinesswas guarded... and the food had lost much of its earlier flavor.

Dinner was followed by aworship service and then by ashort fellowship hour; and so by the
time Shepherd Zagorin led usfrom the meeting house it was full night outside.

"Beautiful view," | commented to Zagorin, nodding &t the star-filled canopy overhead aswe
crossed the square. "'It's been along time since I've seen anight sky likethis."

Zagorin nodded. "I know what you mean—I lived in Cameo before | joined the Halo of God.
I've sometimes thought that even without the rest of it, the stars alone would make life here
worthwhile"

Something caught my attention, off to our right... "Something's out there," Cdandrasad sharply,
peering into the darkness. "An anima?"

Zagorin followed her gaze. "No, there aren't any animalsthat sze on Spal,” she assured us.
"Probably one of our people meditating.”

"What, at thishour?" | frowned.

"God takes calls around the clock,” Zagorin reminded us dryly.

| swalowed, my mouth oddly dry. "Tell me, Shepherd Zagorin... what'sit like?"

Eveninthe darkness| could sense Calandra's disapprova of the question. Zagorin, on the other
hand, gave the distinct impression sheld expected meto eventualy ask. ™Y ou mean, what'sit liketo

bein direct contact with God?' she asked.

| nodded. "Do you actudly hear Him speak? Or isit more like just asense of His presence?”



She hesitated. "It'sredly sort of midway between the two," she said dowly. Prepared for the
question or not, it was clearly not an easy thing to put into words. "It'sa... well, a presence is
probably the best way to describeit. A presence above and beyond that of humankind, circling us
andfillingus”

"And speaking to you?' | asked.

| felt her wry smile. "I'm sure He's spegking,” she said. "Whether or not we know yet how to
listen properly is another question.”

Almogt exactly the same words Adams had used at hisfailure to get guidance asto what to do
about us. "But there are wordsto it?' | asked. "Or isit more like emotions or abstract thoughts?”

"For some of us, it'sal three," she shrugged. "There's no obvious pattern—God seemsto have
chosen to spesk to each of usdifferently. We don't know why."

Who has ever known the mind of God? Who has ever been his adviser? "Doesit come
clearer with experience?’ | asked her.

"Usudly, but there are those among us who were gifted a hearing Him from thefirs." She
hestated, just abit. "Aswell as some for whom no amount of practice seemsto help.”

| heard something in her voice... " Such as the man who's out there now?" | suggested, waving
toward the movement we'd seen.

| could sense Zagorin's surprise, and the wry acceptance that followed it. "Y ou Weatchersdo live
up to your reputation, don't you?' she said. "1 wonder how you'd be at hearing God."

Therewas no insult or chalengein the comment that | could detect, merely genuine interest.
"We're not likely to be here long enough to learn your methods," | reminded her.

“Itisn't al that hard,” shetold me, beginning to warm to theidea. "I could probably teach you the
rudimentsin acouple of hours."

"Wewon't havetime," Caandraput in. Her voice said to drop the subject.

Zagorin caught the tone, too, and reluctantly gave up. "Wadll, if you change your mind—either of
you—just let me know. So. Shepherd Adamsss letter implied you'd be heading out from herein the
morning. Will you be coming back a nightfal?"

| shook my head. "Probably not. We have alot of territory to cover, and we've only got three
daystodoitin."

She very much wanted to ask me what exactly we were looking for, but politenesswon out. "All
right. I'll have the computer figure out the likely power you'll need for three days and have the sucon
rings loaded into your car. We aso have a couple of fold-down shelters on hand—if you've got room
for them, they'll certainly be more comfortable than deeping inthe car.”

| tried to remember whether or not a spaceship's standard surviva pack included that kind of



shdter. "If you can spare them, we'd certainly gppreciateit,” | agreed. "But if you're usng them—"
"It'sno problem," she assured me.

| thought back to Calandras fears that the Seeker communities would be hostile to outsiders. |
would have to remind her of that sometime. "In that case we accept,” | told Zagorin with anod.
"Thank you very much. Tell me, what do you know about the territory east-southeast of here?!

"Not very much, I'm afraid. It gets hillier out there—that'll be obvious a kilometer or so after you
leave Myrrh—with some genuine mountains and buttes cropping up here and there. Y oull find thicker
vegetation about where the hills start up, too, though it shouldn't be too thick for you to drive

through.”

| sensed Caandrals sudden interest. "Thicker vegetation of the same type as around here?”’

"Mainly," Zagorin said. "Theres aso more variance in species, especidly thelarger typeslike
thunderheads.”

"More plentiful ground water?' | hazarded.

She shrugged. "1 redlly have no idea. 1t could just aswell be something in the soil or in the plants
themsdves, for dl I know."

Caandras guarded interest was beginning to fade, and | had to privately agree that we'd
reached a dead end on this one. Still, the assumption that asmuggler's fusion drive would do
something detrimental to nearby plants seemed reasonable enough; and even if we didn't know
exactly what type of damage we were looking for, the more plants that were around getting scorched
the easier it ought to be for usto spot that scorching. "What about animd life, then?' | asked Zagorin.
"Any predators big enough for usto worry about?"

"In themiddle of God'skingdom?' she asked, gently reproving. "No."

Beside me, | sensed Cdandras grimace. "Of course," | murmured. "Wdll, then..." | paused,
groping for something eseto say.

"Hereweare," Zagorin spoke up smoothly into the gap. "'l see the Mustains aren't home
yet—will you bedl right ingde done, Cdandra?'

"No problem,” Calandraassured her. "They prepared my room and showed me where
everything was before dinner.”

"Good. | trust the Changs did likewise for you, Gilead? Good. Well, then, if you'll both excuse
me, I'll need to get back to my office and get that power-use calculation done. Sleep well, and please
let me know before you leave in the morning.”

We assured her we would, on both counts. Exchanging good-nights with her, we watched as her
dimly lit slhouette headed back toward the lights of the meeting house.

"Predators in God's kingdom, indeed,” Calandramurmured from beside me as Zagorin's



footsteps faded away. "How silly of you to even ask."

"Let'sbealittleless sarcadtic, shal we?' | growled, annoyed by the condescending tonein her
voice. "Try to remember they're doing usafavor.”

"Yes, well, youll forgive meif | get uneasy relying on people whose brains don't fit right, won't
you?' she shot back.

"Sncewhen—7?"

"Come on, Gilead. They come dl theway out herejust so they can worship Solitaire's Cloud?
What would you cdl them?'

| Sghed. "So you think that's what their meditations are picking up, too?”’

"What dse could it be? The option isthat they're dl suffering from halucinations or genuine mass
insanity. Unless you want to suggest that thisredly is the heavenly kingdom?"

The twel ve gates wer e twel ve pearls, each gate being made of a single pearl, and the main
street of the city was pure gold, transparent as glass... "If it is, the accepted description isway
off," | conceded. "Y ou know, it just occurred to me... on the way into Solitaire system Mr.
Kedsey-Ramos asked meto try and seeif | could sense whether or not the Cloud was dive."

"And wasit?'

Evert now, the memory of what I'd been asked to do made me shudder. "1 couldn't bring mysalf
totry," | had to admit. "My point was whether the question itsdf might imply the Solitaran officiasare
garting to notice the Seekers success with their meditation.”

"Y ou mean we're back to the old knot about just what the Cloud redly is?' Calandra asked
thoughtfully, interested in spite of hersdlf.

"And maybe whether or not we can locateits source,” | pointed out dowly. "Becauseif there is
asource and we can find it... it can presumably be shut off."

Caandrachewed at her lip. "So you're suggesting that maybe the Patri aren't just tolerating the
Halloas, after dl? Or letting them spread out over Spall just to get rid of them?”

"Triangulation, maybe," | said doubtfully. "1 don't know, though. How do you gauge the strength
of ameditation contact?"

She shrugged. "Don't ask me. Thisis your crazy idea, not mine."

| glared through the darkness at her. "Oh, right. Your crazy ideawasthat Adamsisorganizing
the Seekersto follow in Aaron Balaam darMaupine's footprints.”

She actudly winced, her irritation coloring into embarrassment. "' only said the sense herewas
amilar,” she muttered. "Thereéstoo much placidity here. Too much comfort. Too little curiosity—don't
you think they ought to care at least a little about the ecology of the planet they're living on? To me



that saysthey'reletting their leaders do their thinking for them."”

"Sorry, but those all sound contradictory to me,” | told her, feling atwinge of remorse. | knew
darMaupine and Bridgeway were a sore spot with her; | shouldn't have hit her there. "And | don't see
any sgnsof that kind of twisted ambitionin Adams, ether.”

She shook her head. "It doesn't matter. Whatever Adams has planned for the future, I'm not
going to be around to seeit.”

| reached out and put my arm around her shoulders. "Y es, you will," | said with as much
assurance as | had. Plusas much more as| could fake. "Don't forget we've now got two potentia
targetsto go for: asmuggler base, and the origin of the Cloud.”

She snorted. "Oh, great. And if we're really lucky maybewell find the origin with asmuggler
base built on top of it. And an iridium mine next door.”

The sarcasm displaced some of the depression, as1'd hoped it would. "That's the spirit,” | told
her lightly, trying to push it abit more. "Hey—if we find arich enough mine, well just go ahead and
buy out Lord Kelsey-Ramossinterest in Carillon. Then Randon can scream at usal helikes”

Again she snorted. "Y ou'd better get to bed—you're starting to hdlucinate.”

| nodded. "Sure. Y ou, too; well want to get an early Sart in the morning." Besides which—I
didn't add—agood night's deep would do alot to quiet at |east the worst of her fears.

"Yeah." She hestated. "Gilead... | till think you're asuicidal fool to be doing this. Bt... thanks.”

| found her hand, squeezed it reassuringly. For he hides me away under his roof on the day of
evil, he folds me in the recesses of his tent, sets me high on a rock. Now my head is held high
above the enemies who surround me... "Itll al work out,” | told her.

"Sure," she sghed, not even trying to pretend she believed me. "Good night."
"Good night.”

| waited until shewasinside, then trudged along the edge of the square to the house where I'd
been given aroom. Trying to bolster Caandras spiritslike that, | hadn't realized just how tired | redlly
was. But it wasal catching up with me now: the nighttime flight from Solitaire, the debilitating ride
across Spdl, the continual strain of having to liewith astraight face. Not to mention smply having to
contempl ate the enormous task looming before us.

Thelightswere out as | approached the Changs house, for which | was grateful. Pleasant
though I'd found the family earlier, thelast thing | wanted at the moment was to have to face them.
However paranoid Calandramight feel about the Halo of God, my own respect for both the Seekers
and their godswas only increasing... and dong with it was smilarly growing aquiet dreaed that our
presence here was somehow going to be used to destroy them.

On the threshold of the house, | shook my head sharply. Fatigue depression, | told myself—it
was nothing more than that. Aslong as Myrrh Fellowship was unaware of who and what we were,



they couldn't be held responsible for aiding us. Not legally, not rationaly.
And yet...

| looked upward. Hanging overhead, like somekind of bluish fruit, wasthe partidly lit disk of
Solitaire, with three abnormally bright stars off one edge. Three of Commaodore Freitag's ships,
coming for us... and it occurred to me that the law was usually designed to serve the purposes of
thosein power. And that for those same people, rationality was more an occasiona option than it was
arequirement.

Chapter 17

Weleft just after sunrise the next morning—atotally ungodly hour, to my way of thinking. Even
S0, quite afew of the Seekerswere up before us, though that was hardly remarkable once | reminded
mysalf that Myrrh was economically an agricultural community. Still, to my city-oriented biologica
clock, the thought of doing thisday in and out made my eyes ache.

My skillsat manua driving were probably ten years out of date, but given there was no road to
stay on and no other traffic to avoid, | didn't expect to have any redl problems. Calandra, clearly
more wide awake than | was, suggested she take thefirst turn at the whedl, an offer | had to
regretfully decline. Theway my eyeidswere sagging | wasnt at dl sure how good an observer |
would be, and it would be better for usto hit afew extra bumps than to miss some possibly vital clue
off on the horizon somewhere,

Fortunately, Zagorin had anticipated the problem. Two mugs and athermac full of ahot,
tart-sweet-tart drink had been placed into the car a ong with the promised supply of sucon rings, and
even aswe drove out of the settlement | found | was gradudly sipping my eyesfully open.

The fields surrounding Myrrh were more extensive than I'd redized from our approach the
evening before. Our southeast heading took us through severa hectares of cultivated land, agood
scattering of Seekers and small-scale farm equipment aready hard at work among the rows of
greenery. "What do you know about farming?' | asked Caandra.

"Nothing morethan | picked up asachild." She craned her neck to both sides. "I'd say they've
got enough cropland here to support their community, though, if that'swhat you're getting at.”

"It was," | acknowledged, too groggy to beirritated by her customary ease at reading my
thoughts. "Can you identify any of those plants?

She shrugged. "That's corn over there, and | think those short broadleaved things are trel apse.
The rest—" She shook her head.

"Not important,” | said. A movement off to the left caught my eye: a Seeker, head down,
walking dowly through the native flora bordering thefidds. "I wonder what he'slooking for,” |
commented.

"Vaeer, probably,” Calandrasaid, leaning forward to look past me. "The Mustainstold me



about it last night before | went to bed. It's anative plant they extract a spice from.”

"Ah." | thought back to the exatic flavors of thefood at dinner last night. No wonder | hadn't
been ableto identify theingredients. "Interesting. They planning it for export?"

"I'm sure the leaders have toyed with the idea—the Mustains certainly have. At the moment,
though, they seem to be keegping it to themselves."

Something in her voice... "Trying to find out if they're being fed aplacidity drug, wereyou?" |
asked.

| sensed agrudging embarrassment from her. "The thought had occurred to me,” she admitted.

"Weboth ateit last night,” | reminded her. "Even with just asingle dose ether of uswould have
noticed if it produced that kind of effect.”

"If they're using one native plant, they could be using others,” she countered. But her voice
lacked any red conviction. And rightly so—with amultitude of vodkyasin vogue around the Petri and
coloniesthese days, both of us werewell acquainted with the outward signs of such use, and none of
the Seekersin Myrrh had exhibited any of them. That Calandrawould even consider such an unlikely
possibility meant she was determined to find a darker explanation for the Halo of God than aloving
community Spirit.

She wanted to believe the worst of them... and down deep | knew that nothing | could say
would change that desire. Even Watchers could blind themsalvesto redlity if they wanted to badly

enough.
Perhaps that was how Aaron Balaam darMaupine had managed to get asfar as he had.

A dtray fact ticked at my consciousness. the Seeker out there had been wearing gloves. "Arethe
valeer plants sharp-edged?' | asked Caandra, as much to change the subject as anything else.

She glanced out at the Seeker again, and | could tell she was aso relieved that another argument
about Adams's group had been deflected. "It could be just the plants themselves. The Mustainstold
methat Spal'ssoil ishighly acidic.”

| grimaced. Great. And us about to go out poking around in it without any protective clothing.
"How acidicisacidic?'

"Oh, it'snot dangerous or anything like that," she assured me. "Just givesyou arashif you dig
around init too much.”

Y es—the Seeker had been wearing the same generd style of daywear clothing we'd seen at the
settlement dinner the previous night, which hadn't struck me then as particularly thick or
chemicd-resgtant. "l suppose that meansthey haveto lay down some kind of akaine solution before
planting their own crops,” | commented.

"Probably," Cadandranodded. "Whatever the method, it seems pretty effective—I haven't seen
any dgnsat al of native plants where the soil's been treated. | wonder," she added thoughtfully, "if that



meansit'sthe chemicasin the fuson drive exhaugt, after dl."

My stomach tightened as academic curiosity faded and the huge task facing us flooded back on
me. "Could be. Speaking of which, | suppose we'd better get down to business.”

"Right." Caling up amap of the areaon the car's display, she tapped for a contour overlay. "l
presume you'd planned to do as much searching as possible from high ground?”

| nodded. "Unless, of course, we spot some place straight out that looks like it would be agood
hiding placefor anillega shuttle or garship.”

She peered at the display, then dowly scanned the landscape around us. "Not redlly. Anyway,
we're ill too closeto Myrrh.”

"Agreed." | tapped a spot on the display, ahead and to our |€eft. "That's probably that hill over
there" | said, pointing to asmdl risein the distance. "Ten to fifteen minutes away, 1'd guess. Shdl we
dart there?'

She shrugged, and | could sense her brace hersdlf. "Might aswell."

With only the unfamiliar plant life around to judge by, the distance proved deceptive, but we il
made it to the hill in under haf an hour. The only dope gentle enough for the car to manage was
unfortunately aso too rocky for me to want to risk the tires on, and so we wound up spending
another ten minutes struggling to the top on foot.

Shepherd Zagorin had been right: both the landscape and the florafacing us were remarkably
different from that which we'd seen on the drive between Shekinah and Myrrh. Added to the basic
blue and gray-purple we'd already seen were touches of red, dark yellow, and even adelicate
lavender. Mot of the color seemed to belong to flower-like structures, but some was smply the
plantsthemselves.

Therewas animd life out there, too, thefirst we'd yet seen on Spall. Dozens of tiny spotsflitted
low over the ground or circled the flowersin the semi-random pattern of insects everywhere, and |
discovered that if | watched the nearest foliage carefully | could see the subtle leaf movements that
implied smal ground animas undernegth.

And in the midst of the thickest and richest patches of plant life stood the thunderheads Zagorin
had mentioned.

Even never having seen one before, | had no doubt asto their identity. Growing up to probably
ameter in height, standing singly or grouped together in twos or threes, their oddly asymmetric,
flat-topped breaking-wave shapes towered over the shorter plants surrounding them. Their shape,
coupled with their dirty-white color, made the name "thunderhead" practically inevitable.

"They seemto prefer the lusher areas,” Cdandracommented into my thoughts.
| dug out the noculars from our ship's surviva pack and studied a quick sampling of the

thunderheads within view. She was right—each one was indeed surrounded by severd meters of
colorful plants, making a sharp contrast with the thunderheads own whiteness. "L usher aress, or the



presence of some particular insect,” | offered, lowering the noculars. "'l can see smdl clouds of
something surrounding each one.”

"Probably coincidenta,”" she shook her head. "More likely theinsects are going for the more
attractive plants around them."”

"Though who knows what's attractive to an insect?' | shrugged. "Y ou suppose they're some
vaigty of fungus?'

"They sure don't have whatever the loca equivaent of chlorophyll is" shesaid. "I don't know,
though—those don't exactly ook likeided placesfor dead vegetation to have collected.”

"Maybe a paraditic fungus, then," | said, reaching back asbest | could into the classroom biology
| hadn't used in years. "It would make sense—any parasite that sze would have to have alot of host
meaterid around to live off of "

Caandranodded thoughtfully. " Sounds reasonable. If so... it may mean they're asort of reverse
indicator for fuson-damaged plants.”

| considered. "Maybe," | agreed. "Assuming the pattern here aso holds further out, anyway.
Well haveto keep an eyeon that.”

"Right. Wdll..." Straightening her back, she took adeep breath and fdl slent. Taking the cue, |
raised the noculars again and began my own search.

Nothing. No indication of the sort of inhibited plant growth we'd seen at the landing area near
Shekinah Fellowship. Also no scorch marks, no landing skid tracks, and no odd reflections that could
be from plastic or metd.

| didn't haveto look to sense Calandras disgppointment. "Like you said,” | reminded her gently,
"were dill pretty closeto Myrrh."

Her eyes, when | turned to look, were haunted. Haunted with the threat of falure... or with the
threet of the death that would follow thet failure. "Comeon,” | said softly. "Wecandoit.”

She closed her eyes briefly, and when she opened them the haunted ook was gone. " Sure," she
sad. Almogt asif she believed it.

Biting the back of my lip, | dipped the noculars back in their case. Taking her hand, | led her
carefully down the hill and back to the car.

| don't know how many hillswe drove or climbed up that day. There were at least ten—that
many | remember clearly—but much of the ordea remained afterward little more than afatigued blur
in my memory. The pattern of that first attempt remained with usthe rest of the day: choose alocd
high point, drive there across bumpy ground, climb or drive up—driving being therare
exception—and gaze out at the landscape until our eyes ached. Climb or drive back down, head for
the next spot, and repedt.



It wasincredibly draining. Physicaly, it was clear that neither of uswasin shapefor thiskind of
activity, and by thetime thefirst fluffy clouds began to form about noon my eyes, head, and legs dll
ached with fatigue. Calandra, with the norma woman's higher saminain such things, fared ashade
better, but not enough to redly matter. By midafternoon she was stumbling as much as| was, and
leaning on me for balance as much as| leaned on her.

But asbad asit was physicdly, it was even worse emotionally.

I'm not sure redlly what | was expecting when we started out that morning. That God had guided
mein alucky guess, | suppose, and that within a couple of hourswe would spot the telltale sgns of
fusion-drive damage and could scamper back to Shekinah and call Commodore Freitag down on
them. But it wasn't happening. To gaze at an unfamiliar landscape and try to pick something
"abnorma” from it took incredible amounts of both painstaking atention and equally painstaking
imagination. The existence of the thunderheads hel ped, but not as much aswe'd hoped it would. The
dirty-white plants grew in smal clumps, never with more than three or four together, and never inthe
kind of widespread daisy field that would diminate large sections of territory from our consideration.

And asthework continued—as the hours dragged by without even a hint of what we thought
we were looking for—the optimism dowly faded... to be replaced by depression and findly despair.

We both felt it—both tried to hide it from the other for pride's sake, if for no other reason. But
asthe sun dipped toward the horizon, and Caandra started us toward yet another distant hill, she
findly gave up the pretense.

"It'snot working, Gilead," she sighed, abruptly letting her foot off the accelerator. The loud
background swishing of the plants againgt the car faded to a haf-imagined ringing in my earsaswe
rolled to astop. "We're not going to find anything thisway, and we both know it. Let'sgiveit up and
go back."

I ground my knucklesinto my eyes, trying to rub the soreness out of them. Watching the
landscape from a bouncing car, we'd discovered, was even harder on the eyes than repeatedly
sweeping the horizon from the tops of hills. "We can't do that, Calandra,” | told her, hearing her same
tirednessin my own voice. "Besides, weve just barely reached our main target section. All thisup to
now has been practice; tomorrow iswhat redly counts.”

Sheturned to face me. "Do you redly believe were going to find anything?' she asked bluntly.

"Therés dways hope—"

"That'snot what | asked."

| clenched my teeth. "Y ou've given up on faith completely, haven't you?"

"What | believe or don't blieveisn't theissue," she said stiffly. "And if it comesto that, don't
forget that you've left the Watchers, too."

My stomach tightened. "It's not the same.”

"Oh? Tdl me how—and don't forget to include how much Carillon's paying to rent your soul.”



| took adeep breath, trying to will my anger and depression away, and broke my eyes avay
from her glare. A short ways aheed, alittle off to our right, was arocky pair of close-set bluffsrisng
out of the vegetation surrounding them. "I don't think either of usisin the mood for arationa
discusson a the moment,” | said. "Tdl you what; |et's drive over to those bluffs over there and make
camp for the night.”

She hesitated along minute, then shrugged. "1 suppose we might aswell,” she agreed with atired
sigh. "It's probably too late to get back to Myrrh before dark, anyway.”

We headed out... and as we approached the bluffs | discovered that my origina guess had been
wrong. Therewere, in fact, four bluffsin the group, not two, sitting closdly together in arough square.
Probably with afair amount of reasonably sheltered space in the middle of the formation, judging from
what little of their shapes| could see. It would indeed be agood place to spend the night.

Perhaps an equally good place for asmuggler to spend the night. Possibly even agood placein
which to hideasmal shuittle...

| felt the hairs on the back of my neck gtiffen. If there were smugglersin there, watching our
approach...

Besde me, Cdandradtirred. "There's athunderhead on the top of the bluff,” she said.

| felt heat riseto my face as| sguinted againgt the bright sky behind the bluff. Shewasright, as
usud; infact, | could see one of the large plants on each of the two bluffs whose tops were visible
from here. "Oh, well," | said. "It wasjust athought.”

"Y eah. How close do you want meto get?'

"Might asgo al theway in, if you can,” | told her, pointing to the nearest of the gaps. "If last
night was any indication, it'slikely to get pretty chilly tonight, and those bluffs may at least bregk the
wind for us"

"Or funnd it right down our throats," she muttered.

"So welll find someplace out of theline of fire," | growled. "Let'sjust go, okay?"

She flashed me aglare and drove onin silence.

The place was clearly not being used by smugglers... but the closer we got, the more | redlized it
could eaglly have been. All four of the bluffsweretall and—from thissde, at leest—unusudly
sraight-walled, which meant the gaps between them remained narrow al the way up. A cozy
hideaway, indeed, with virtualy no vishility except from directly overhead. The ground leading to our
target gap began agradud rise about a hundred meters out from the bluffs, and from glimpses|

caught through the opening | got theimpression that the ground fell away again toward the center of
the enclosed area.

"What do you think?' Calandracalled over the swishing of plants around and beneath us.

| studied the gap and the terrain in front of it. "Lookslikewe can get indl right,” | told her.



"Let'stry it. We can dways stop if we hit apatch of sharp rocks or something."

She nodded. We passed the outer edges of the bluffs, the sunlight from behind us cutting of f
abruptly as we passed into shadow. Thewalls of the bluffs curved toward us, and | could see now
that the narrowest part of the opening would indeed be large enough to admit us. Calandra saw that,
too, and kept going. A couple more meters of dope up; and then we were through the gap, angling
down now toward the dightly depressed center—

And Cdandradammed on the brakes. "God in heaven," she bresthed, dmost mechanicaly.

Directly aheed, filling the enclosed area from the base of one bluff to the next, was aliterd seaof
thunderheads. The plants which aways before we'd found in the centers of lush vegetation... and
never in groups larger than four.

| took adeep breath. "Offhand,” | heard mysdf say, "I'd guessweve found avery hedthy place
to camp.”

The words seemed to break the pdll. "Right," Cdandrasaid dryly. "At least if you'rea
thunderhead.” She stared at them for another minute before shaking her head. "Well, come on, then,"
she growled, getting stiffly out of the car. "L et's get those shelters put together before the sun goes
down."

Chapter 18

Caandrahad been correct about the gaps tunneling the wind. They did, and with a vengeance,
converting the gentle breeze outsde into a steady whistle that here in the shadow of the bluffswas
aready beginning to be chilly. Fortunately, I'd aso been correct in the assumption that we'd be able to
find someplace sufficiently sheltered from the blast. The northernmost bluff had two gentle ridges
extending from itstop al the way down into the mass of thunderheads, and between those ridges was
ahollow with plenty of room for both of the shelters Shepherd Zagorin had lent us. The shdlters
themselves proved to be both smple and idiot-proof, and in perhaps twenty minuteswe had afairly
cozy camp put together.

For along time afterwards we just lay there on the ground, too exhausted evento talk. |

watched the clouds passing overhead, framed by the towering buttes, and wondered if my legswould
ever fed likewaking again.

"Gilead...?"

"Hmm?' | said. There was no reply, and with an effort | turned my head to look at her. Hat on
her back, her head propped almost vertica againgt arolled-up deeping bag behind her neck, shewas
staring down at the mass of thunderheads. Staring at them with a troubled expression on her face.
"Something wrong?" | asked.

"l don't know," she said dowly. "What are they dl doing here?"

"What, the thunderheads?" Fedling vaguely resentful a having to make the effort, | propped



mysdf up on my ebows.

She had a point—even tired and irritated | had to admit that. Every other thunderhead we'd seen
today, without exception, had been growing smack in the middle of heavy concentrations of plant and
insect life, neither of which was present here in even moderate amounts. Not to mention the sheer
unexpected number of the things growing together in the first place. "Could be there's enough shelter
from the proper seasona windsin here that spores don't get very far,” | offered.

Caandra shook her head. "That might explain why there are so many here. It doesn't explain

why they'redive."

| chewed carefully at a sun-chapped lip. "Maybe they can feed more than oneway," |
suggested. "Paragitic when they're out among other plants, something else when they aren't.”

”Mwm"

For another moment we lay therein silence. Then, moving siffly, Caandrarolled over and got to
her feet, her sense that of someone bracing for unwanted but necessary activity. "What are you
doing?' | asked, not at all sure| wanted to hear the answer.

She nodded up at the bluff towering over us. "There's athunderhead up there, remember? I'm
going to go take acloser look &t it."

| looked up, asinking feding starting in my stomach and seeping down into my legs. It wasn't
enough that wed climbed forty million hillstoday aready; Caandrawanted to do it some more.
"Why?' | growled. "Or at least, why now?"'

"Y ou don't have to come,”" she said shortly. Glancing at the two ridges stretching to either side of
us, she chose the leftmost and started up.

| watched her climb for perhapsaminute. Let every valley be filled in, every mountain and
hill be levelled... Asfar as| was concerned, the fulfillment of that one couldn't come too soon.
Swallowing aword I'd once been severely punished for saying, | got to my feet and followed.

It was, fortunately, not as bad asit had looked from flat on my back. Fairly gentlein dopeto
begin with, the ridge was dso heavily studded with large and solidly inlaid rocks, giving it the
gppearancein places of ahighly irregular saircase. Even o, it was agood fifteen minutes before we
findly puffed up onto theflat top.

For afew minutes| just stood there in the brisk wind, well back from any of the edges, my eyes
reflexively sweeping the horizon asmy legstrembled dightly with fatigue. Asusud, nothing thet
seemed out of the ordinary was visible out there.

"There's athunderhead on each of the other bluffs, t0o," Cdandrasaid in an odd voice.

| turned to look. She was right—precisdly right, in fact. One thunderhead, exactly, perched atop
each of thefour bluffs.

From the top of thetall cedar tree, from the highest branch | shall take a shoot and plant



it myself on a high and lofty mountain... A shiver ran up my back, totaly unrelated to the wind.
"All right, | giveup," | said, trying to keep my voicelight. "How did they get up here?'

Caandralicked her lips. "You fed it too, don't you?' she asked quietly.

| waved my hands hdplesdy. "I don't know what | fed," | had to admit. " Something hereisn't
right... but | have no ideawhat it is."

Cdandratook adeep breath. "Me neither. And | don't like not knowing." She gestured to the
lone thunderhead on our bluff, quivering in the breeze a hdf meter from the bluffs outer edge. "L et's
have alook."

Standing a my cubicle window in the Carillon Building, a hundred twenty stories above ground,
I'd never had even atwinge of acrophobia. Walking in a steady wind toward the edge of an open-air
bluff atenth that height was something else entirely, and | had to force mysdlf to go the last couple of
meters. "L ooks reasonably normal to me," | said, dropping to my knees beside the thunderhead.

"Pretty hard rock it'sdug into," Calandra pointed out, scratching at the cracked rock at its base
with afingernall. "The spore or whatever must have found acrack or hollow to germinatein.”

| thought about that. "Maybe. On the other hand... there are an awful lot of cracks up here."

She hissed softly between her teeth. "Or in other words, why istherejust one." Sowly, she
shook her head. "I don't know."

| looked at the thunderhead again. A fungoid plant, stuck al aonein the middle of arocky
clifftop without other plants or decaying material anywhere around. A deep root system, perhaps,
tapping into some source of nutrients within the rock itsef?"Maybe it just so happens that
thunderheads like fuson driveemissons” | suggested, only haf humoroudly.

Sheshivered. "l don't likethat ideaat al," she said quietly.

| thought about it. If we were, in fact, Stting on top of asmuggler hideout... "Neither do1," |
admitted.

Almost hesitantly, she reached out and touched the thunderhead's outer skin, resting her fingers
there for amoment. Then, with asigh, she lowered her hand and climbed back to her feet. "There's
nothing here. Come on—Iet's go back."

We headed back across the bluff to where the two ridges began their doping way down. "Y ou
want to try the other onethistime, or stick with the one we aready know?" | asked.

"Let's stay with the known," Caandrasaid. "I'm too tired to have to figure out new footing."

"Yeah," | nodded. Something on the second ridge caught my eye—"Hold it asecond,” | said,
catching hold of her arm.

"What?" she asked, her voice suddenly tauit.



| pointed down theridge. "Discolored spotsin the rock, about twenty centimeters across
each—there and there; see? Infact,” | amended, an odd tightness settling into my stomach, "they go
al theway down."

She slared down theridgein silencefor along minute. Then, still without spesking, she started
down toward them.

The second ridge was, fortunately, as easy to climb asthe first had been. The nearest of the
discolorations was perhaps ten meters down, and we reached it without difficulty. Squatting
awkwardly on the dope, Caandrabelow the spot and | aboveit, we gaveit acareful look.

It was clear right from the start that the discoloration hadn't been my imagination; equally clear
wasthe fact that it wasn't just a chance placement of different colored rock. The patch was obvioudy
achanged section of the stoneimmediately around it...

| reached out to touch it. Smooth, or at least smoother than the rest of the surrounding rock.
Wind or water treating could account for that, possibly, except that there was no reason | could see
why one section would be so affected and a nearby one not. Off-colored rock; with ashiny, amost
glassy hinttoit...

| looked up and met Calandras eye... and | could tell she'd reached the same conclusion | had.
"It's been heat-treated,” | said quietly.

Caandralicked her lips. "Theré's nothing here that could do that,” she almost whispered.
"Nothing at dl."

The mountains melt like wax before the God of all the earth...

| swallowed hard, fighting back the dark, half-remembered fears of childhood. Spall was not—
could not be—the seat of God's kingdom. Period. There was a reasonabl e explanation for what had
happened here—a reasonable, scientific, non-miracul ous explanation for what had happened here.

All I had to do wasfindit.

My probing fingertips caught something else. "Hairline cracks,”" | grunted to Calandra.

She nodded. "Theresawhole network of them,” she said absently. "More visble from my angle,
| guess. They seem to radiate from the glazed part outward into the surrounding rock."

| leaned forward to see. "'Cracks from the heating?' | hazarded.

She shrugged, oddly hunch-shouldered. For al her current rejection of her faith, sheld had the
same upbringing | had... upbringing that would have included the same scriptures about God's fire and
lightning that were currently bouncing around my own mind. "Maybe," she said. "They look alot like
the cracks around the thunderhead up there, though."

| looked back down again, chagrined that | hadn't made that connection mysdlf. "Maybe that's
the answer, then," | suggested dowly. "Maybe these are spots where there were once thunderheads.”



She snorted. "Oh, certainly. What, no one ever taught them not to play with fire when they were
seedlings?'

Under other circumstances | might have tossed out a pointed reference to God's lightning. But
with asense of cregpiness growing steadily around me, | couldn't even resent her sarcasm. "It's not
that crazy anidea," | told her. "I've heard of plants whose seeds germinate best after aforest fire has
passed through the area. Why not one which spontaneoudy burns down at the end of itslifeto give
that kind of seed agood head start?’

"Haveyou ever heard of aplant likethat?" she countered.
"No. But neither of usisexactly steeped in botanica knowledge.”

Her eyes seemed to defocus for amoment... asif trying to see something that still wasn't quite
there. "True" shesaid a last. "'l just hopeit'sredly that Smple”

There were housekeeping chores to be done when we reached bottom; chores that enabled me
to temporarily ignore the odd fegling hovering at the edge of my mind. By the timewed set up our
firepatch flatlantern and gotten it started, the sun was down; by the time we'd sorted out and eaten our
pac-heated medls, it wasfull night.

And aswe sat quietly on opposite sides of the firepatch, lost in our own private worlds, the
mystery inevitably returned to my thoughts.

"Any progress?' Caandraasked, her face eerie looking in the glow of thefirepatch.
| shrugged. Irritating though Calandra could be, a portion of my mind noted dimly, it was
sometimes nice to be with someone who didn't have to communicate entirely through words.

"Maybe" | told her. "'l presume we can diminate right avay the possibility of volcanic activity on
those dopes?’

"I know even less about geology than | do about botany,” she said dryly. "But | find it hard to
believethisisvolcanic rock."

| nodded. "Okay, then. Suppose, for sake of argument, that the thunderheads have a high
metallic content.”

"All right," she said after adight pause. "'l guess| can suppose that. So...?"

"So high meta content would imply good eectrical conductivity,” | said. "Which would make
them likely targets during thunderstorms.”

"So dl the onesthat happened to grow on the dope got blasted off, while the ones right on top
didnt?'

"The ones on top might be younger,” | reminded her. "We don't have any idea how old the
heat-treated parts are, or how long athunderhead's lifespanis.”



She waved upward, the motion casting aragged shadow on the ridge behind her. "It till doesn't
make sense,” she sighed. "None of it does. Why would one group of thunderheads prefer—no; insist
on—living among atangle of other plantsout in full sunlight, while another group worksvery hard to
drill itsmembersinto solid rock on dliff faces? While a third packstogether in shadow like londly
walruses," she added, gesturing &t the sea of thunderheadsfaintly visiblein the reflected light.

| shrugged helplessly. "Maybe they're three different species,” | said. "Maybe they behave
differently at different parts of their life cycle. Maybe they're just highly adaptable and can live and
grow no matter what happens around them. Somethings are like that; othersaren't.”

| hadn't intended the comment to sound accusing... but it did anyway, and both of us heard it.
"Sometimesthat kind of struggleisn't worthit," she said quietly, her eyes steady on me.

For amoment we gazed at each other, and | felt the rush of suppressed emotion flowing like
white-water through her. "What happened?’ | asked softly.

Her eyeswere still on me, but her attention had turned inward. To thoughts, and memories, and
fedings... and, perhaps, to the need to talk about it all. "Aaron Balaam darMaupine happened,” she
said a last. "Do you remember what it was like to be sixteen?”

I thought back. Awkwardness, both physica and socid. Confusion, and the questioning of things
long taken for granted. A profound need to be accepted, to be like al the others. An equaly
profound terror that | wasn't, and would never be. "1 remember enough of it," | said.

"] was sixteen when darMaupine's Kingdom of God wastoppled,” she said, her voice echoing
old pain. "When the Patri and colonies began to truly hate the Watchers." Shetook a deep breath, let
it out dowly. "Y ou were, what, ten when that happened?”

"Heven."

"Eleven. Which meant you were till pretty much locked safely away in the Watcher womb." She
shook her head. "'l wasn'. I'd already spent alot of time out in the non-Watcher world—darMaupine
practically ordered usto do that. ‘Do you not realize that the holy people of God are to be the judges
of the world?—that was one of hisfavorite quotes. I'd spent time out of the settlement. Made alot
of... friends”

She dropped her gaze to the firepatch, a hand coming up to daub briefly a her eyes. "l was
sixteen, Gilead. I... couldn't take the hatred and... rgection | felt everywhere. And | couldn't believe a
loving God would have permitted someone as gifted as darMaupine to be so badly corrupted.”

| licked my lips. "We're creatures of freewill," | said quietly. "By definition, that means God
alows usto choose whether to use our talentsfor or against Him."

"I know dl the arguments,” Calandra said, shaking her head. "But arguments didn't help. | was
hurting... and al the Watchers who were |eft were too busy fighting off their own destruction to care
about something as unimportant as ateenager's crisis of faith. | left just assoon as| could.”

"And have been running ever Snce?'



A bitter smiletouched her lips. "But the running's going to stop now, isn't it? Can't run any more
after you've been at the Deadman Switch.”

"Cdandra—"

"Y ou supposeit's my punishment for quitting?' she asked, her voicetrembling dightly. "You
suppose God considersit heresy that | ran out when my questions outnumbered my answers?’

"If God were that impatient He would have rolled up the universe by now and put it away ina
closat,” | sghed. "Wejust haveto trust that He's got things under some kind of control. Whether we
understand what He's doing or not."

She raised her eyes back to mine again. "So why did you run avay?"

| hesitated. | had promised mysdlf never to tell thisto anyoneese... "I left because there wasn't
any way to make money in Cang," | told her. "And | wanted to make money."

She stared at mefor along minute. "'l don't believe you."

"Everyonein Canabdievesit,”" | said, feding aflicker of pain. Pain | thought I'd laid to rest long
ago.

"Then they haven't seen you lately. Have they?"
| shrugged fractiondly. "It's been about nineyears.

Her gaze hardened. "Don't lieto me, Gilead. DarMaupine and his peoplelied to me; | won't be
liedto again.”

| took adeep breath. "1 earn about a hundred fifty thousand ayear working for Lord
Kesay-Ramos.”

Shesnorted. "I'velived on aslittle as six.”

"I liveonfive"

Silence. Then, dowly, she nodded. "Who knows?'

"Canas chief elder. Noonedse."

“Why not?"

"What purpose would it serve? To save my reputation among them?”

"Y our reputation’s very important to you."

| bit at the back of my lip. Shewasright, of course. "So istheir dignity as human beings,” | said

quietly. "Y our Bethe settlement got crushed in the aftermath of darMaupine, Calandra—for Cana, it's
amatter of being dowly strangled to death. Without my contribution, | reglly don't think they could



survive as acommunity any more.”" | caught her eye. "Y ou redly want them to know that?"

Her lip twisted. But it was a soft sort of twist, with more sympathy to it than contempt. "And you
risk throwing that away to help me?'

It was something I'd thought about a great dedl lately. Usudly late at night, donein thedark. "I
have aweakness for lost causes, | suppose,” | sad, forcing asmile.

She dropped her eyes, turned her head to gaze out at the thunderheads. "Can't get much more
logtthan| am..."

Shetrailed off, and abruptly her sense sharpened. "What?" | whispered.

For ahaf dozen heartbeats she didn't answer... but dowly her sense changed to disbelief.
Disbdlief, and quiet horror. "Do you fed it?" she whispered.

| followed her gaze, stretching out with al my skill. The thunderheads were aghostly seaof faint

white patches, some of them seeming to quiver in the breeze. The air about me wasrich in subtle
sounds... subtle aromas... subtle sensations...

And at last | saw what Calandra had seen.

| looked back at her. Our eyes met; and together we uncrossed our legs and stood up, picking
up our survival pack flashlights aswe did so. She moved around the firepatch, stepped closeto me,
her muscles trembling with emotion. For another moment we stood like that, holding each other
tightly, our shadows stretching across the milky white sea. Then, setting my teeth, | raised my light, set
it for tight beamn, and flicked it on.

A narrow cone of light lanced out... and even as | squinted againgt it, | felt the responding ripple,
and knew that what we'd both sensed had indeed been the truth.

The thunderheads were dive. Alive, and aware... and watching us.

Chapter 19

For along moment we just stood there. "Thisiscrazy,” | said at last. "'l mean, really crazy.
They're plants, for heaven's sake."

Close beside me, Caandrashivered. "Arethey?

"Of cour—" Thereflexiveretort died halfway out. "What €se could they be?"

"There are things called sessile anima s that spend al or part of their lives attached to trees,” she
said mechanicaly, her eyes darting about the dirty-white shapeslaid out before us. "I just dontt... how
could the origind survey teams have missed something like this?'

I moved my flashlight, watched the incredibly subtle ripple of reaction movewithit. "Because



they weren't Watchers" | said grimly.
Shetook a deep breath. "L et's take a closer look."

Together, we walked across the uneven ground. Calandra knelt down beside the first
thunderhead we reached, touched it lightly. "Turn thelight oniit.”

| did asingructed. "Wd|?'

She pursed her lips. "Theresa... it'salittle like avibration, but not exactly. | fet it inthe
thunderhead on top of the bluff, too, when we were up there."

| twisted my head, looking up at the dark shape silhouetted againgt the stars. ™Y ou think they
could be mobile at some stage of their lives?"

"Either that, or elsethey're awfully good at throwing seeds..."

Shetrailed off, and we looked at each other. "The discolored spots,” | said, an odd sense of
unreality seeping into me. "The one on top isthelast of awholeline of the things.”

Caandranodded, her eyes haunted. "They could only get their seeds a short ways uphill. So
they just kept at it until they got one onto thetop.”

"But why—" | stopped, turning again to look at the sea of thunderheads crowded between the
buttes. No; not a sea of thunderheads... "It'sacity,” | breathed. "A city." Which meant the ones atop
the buttes—

"'l shall stland & my post,' " Calandraquoted softly. " 'l shal station myself on my watch-tower,
watching to seewhat God will say tome.""

| looked again at the Sky, my mouth dry. "They're sentries,” | whispered. "Guarding the
approaches.”

Cdandrafollowed my gaze. "But guarding how? And against whom?"

| shook my head. "I don't know." But even as| said it | thought about the heat-treated spots on
theridge up the bluff... "What do you say," | said carefully, "we kind of ease back, bresk camp, and
get out of here”

She hunched her shouldersfractiondly. "It won't help. They know we're here.”

Shewas right—I could sense the unblinking attention focused on us. "Maybe they don't redlize
we know whét they are," | told Caandra. Something in the back of my mind was screaming
danger!—"Come on," | snapped, taking her hand and pulling her dl but bodily away from the
thunderheads—

It came asahdf seen, hdf felt sense of adark massfaling from the sky; and even aswe both
ducked reflexively there was the sharp crack of suddenly released pressure, and we were abruptly in
the middle of acloud of thick white smoke. A sweet-bitter smell flooded my nostrils, and | clamped a



hand over my faceto try and keep it out. But too late. Already | could fedd my arms and legs going
numb. | tried to take a step, stumbled instead to my knees, dragging Caandra down with me asmy
hand refused to release its grip on hers. Together we sprawled onto the ground, and amoment later |
found mysdf on my back. Overhead, the fog parted dightly, enough to give me aglimpse of the
pattern of lights hovering overhead.

Thelast thing | saw were those lights, beginning their descent...

Chapter 20

From somewhere beside me came the quiet sound of someone shifting position in achair.

Eyesdill closed, | let myself comefully awvake, stretching till-groggy sensesasbest | could.
From the sound and itsecho | could tell that | wasin asmal, metal-walled room, and that my
unknown companion and | were the only ones here. Outside the room... probably a corridor, with
othersthere. Which meant | wasin some kind of small building or ship, possibly the one I'd glimpsed
attacking usin the buttes. Commodore Freitag's Pravilo force, arriving sooner than 1'd expected them
to? Or had we indeed found the smuggler we'd been seeking?

And then | paused to evaluate my own condition... and realized with ashock that 1'd been
adeep for at least two days.

There was no doubt about that. The acid feding in my stomach, plus the emptiness there, was
certain proof that 1'd skipped more than a couple of meals, while the genera lack of hunger and the
tendernessin my right upper arm indicated intravenous feeding had taken place.

And from the odd taste in my mouth | could guessthat during those lost days I'd undergone
pravdrug interrogation.

My unknown companion shifted again... and there was no point in putting off the confrontation
any longer. Mentdly bracing mysdlf, | opened my eyes.

Seated across the small room, watching me closdly, was Kutzko.

Relief flooded across my tension... and then | looked deeply into Kutzko'sface, and the relief
was replaced by shame.

Stone-faced, he tapped the phone on the molded table beside him. "Kutzko, sir," he spoke into
it. "He'sawake."

He got an acknowledgment and turned the instrument off, and for along moment we eyed each
other. "Would—?" | broke off, worked moisture into a desert-dry mouth. "Would it help,” | tried
agan,"if | sad | was sorry?"

Heregarded me coally. "I once killed aman in front of you," he said. ™Y ou remember?"

How could | forget? HE'd been a corporate saboteur, surprised in the act by Lord



Kdsey-Ramos, and held been practically on top of me when Kutzko had blown three needler
cartridgesinto him. "'l remember,” | said with ashiver.

"l said | was sorry. Did it help you?"
| Sghed. "Not redly."

Hisface didn't change, but his sense seemed to soften abit. "Y ou could have let mein onit,” he
sad. "Could have let me help.”

| shook my head. "I couldn't et you put your neck on the block like that for me," | told him.
"Why not?" he countered.

"Because—" | broke off a a sound from the door beside him. The pand whispered open... and
Randon Kelsey-Ramos strodein.

For ahdf dozen heartbeats he just gazed at me. "'l trust," he said at last, hisvoice cold, "that
you're pleased with yourself.”

| swalowed. "Not redly, sir," | said.

"No?" he asked, eyebrows raised sardonically. ™Y ou mean that spiking through half adozen
maor laws—not to mention making your friendslook like alot of smert-heads—you mean that's not
redly what you weretrying to accomplish?’

| gritted my teeth. I'd heard Lord Kelsey-Ramas shrivel people thisway before, and Randon
definitely had the proper tone of voice. And yet, somewhere under the anger | could sense something
that didn't quitefit. "Y ou know why | didit, Sir," | said quietly. "And | make no excuses. | knew the
conseguences, and I'm ready to accept them.”

"Ready to accept the consequences, are you?" he shot back. "Ready to accept charges of fraud,
grand theft, kidnapping, aiding and abetting a prisoner escape, and ahaf dozen smaler charges?
Ready to accept a sentence of psychological blockage or even tota reconstruction? Let metell you
draight out, Benedar, that the only reason you're not in ajail cell back on Solitaireisthat | laid mysdlf
and Carillon down on the linefor you."

"| appreciate your support, Sir," | said between suddenly stiff lips. Back on Solitaire—did that
mean we weren't, in fact, on the planet? That we were dready in degp space, tunneling through the
Cloud with Calandra at the Deadman Switch?

My heart froze; but an ingtant later my fear evaporated. | knew, after dl, the sounds of aship on
Mjollnir drive, and | knew the subtle ways MjolInir-space pseudogravity differed from thered thing.
Wewere dill planetside; and if we weren't on Solitaire—

"Well, I'm glad you appreciate something about this mess," Randon growled sarcadticaly.

"But it wasn't just for methat you're fighting Governor Rybakov," | said, trying to interpret the
sense | wasreading from him. "In fact... you're not redly having to fight them at al. Areyou?"



"1 fought them when you were first recaptured,” he ground out. "And | may haveto do it again.
At the moment... it turns out that you may be more asset than ligbility. 1t al depends.”

"Onwhat, 9r?'

He grimaced. "On whether or not you and Paquin were halucinating out there." He took astep
toward the door. "Come on."

| glanced a Kutzko, read nothing useful there. "Where are we going?' | asked Randon, swinging
my legs carefully over the edge of the bed and sitting up. A rush of dizziness came, faded.

"To seeyour pet thunderheads, of course,”" he said. "And you'd better hope the study team out
there has come to the same conclusion about them that you have. Otherwise—" he looked me straight
intheeye— "I will haveto fight for you. And decide how much fighting you're worth."

Turning, he headed out into the hall. Swallowing hard, | followed.

The three of us emerged from the Pravilo ship, and | found that we werein the center of ahastily
thrown-together encampment about two hundred meters from the four buttes where Calandraand |
had been recaptured. A row of mul/terrain cars like the one we'd borrowed from Shepherd Adams
wasto our left, and flegtingly | wondered what sort of trouble hewasin over this. "Where's
Cdandra?' | asked Randon.

"Still locked up," he said shortly, turning ustoward the vehicles. A Pravilo sergeant waswaiting
at thewhed of the nearest car, clearly expecting us. Randon got in beside him; Kutzko ushered me
into the back seat and then joined me.

A couple of minutes|later, we were at the buttes.

The encampment at the ship should have prepared me, but | till found mysdlf gaping a the sight
that greeted us as we bounced through one of the gaps and came to a hdt. The hollow where
Cdandraand | had set up our camp was crammed full of shiny equipment racks, a half-dozen young
techsworking busily among them. From the centra monitor-type station three flat cables snaked to
the edge of the thunderhead city, connecting there to what was probably severa square meters of
sensor bands and patches liberally plastered across the three nearest thunderheads. Besides the techs
a the monitors, there were probably another ten people crouching by the thunderheads or milling
about generdly, with another five or six Pravilos lounging at various points around the perimeter. One
of them—Ilikethedriver, clearly aerted in advance—waswaiting for us. "Mr. Kelsey-Ramos:
gentlemen,” he nodded. "Thisway, please.”

We followed him to the group around the thunderheads, and as we gpproached an older man
straightened up. He glanced at Randon and K utzko, then focused on me, his sense acombination of
interest and distagte. "Mr. Benedar,”" he nodded, his voice and manner reasonably civil. "I'm Dr. Peres
Chi, in charge of this so-caled thunderhead project of yours."

"You don't believethey'reintdligent,” | said. It wasn't aquestion.



Hislips compressed momentarily. "Humanity has been waiting to run into another intelligent
speciesfor better than four hundred years now," he told me stiffly. "We've put agreat ded of thought
into the question of identifying and communicating with one, should we ever be lucky enough to run
acrossit. I'll tell you flat out that these—" he waved a hand back toward the thunderheads—"don't
match up with any of the established guidelines.” He took a deep breath. "Having said that... I'll admit
that weredlly don't yet know what to make of them.”

| shifted my eyes over hisshoulder. In full daylight, the sense of intelligence and attention was
even more gpparent than it had been in the dead of night. But it was oddly shifted. Those
thunderheads furthest away seemed the most dert, while those closest to us—including the monitored
ones—seemed virtudly lifeess. "What exactly have you been doing with and to them?' | asked Chi.

He glanced back himsdlf. "Just what you can see. Metabolic monitoring, full eectromagnetic

scansfor any sort of brain waves, red-time layerscans for organs or organ-like structures. All
perfectly non-destructive.”

"1'm surprised you had dl that equipment lying around Solitaire,” Randon put in. Hisinterest was
genuine, | sensed; apparently, he was seeing the setup for thefirst time, aswell.

"It'snot much more than basic biologicd study gear,” Chi told him. "That plus some variations
borrowed from one of the hospitals. Also standard.” He fixed me with acool sare. "Werelearning a
lot more about thunderheads than anyone up to now has ever wanted to... but | can tell you right now
that whatever you thought you saw in them, it wasn't sentience.”

"If those are the only onesyou studied,” | said, "'I'm not surprised you're having trouble. Those
particular ones don't seem very dert at the moment.”

The Pravilo officer beside me snorted. "I've heard this one before. Y ou tell people you can put a
rock to deep with hypnosis, and when they ask you to demonstrate you tell them dl the rocksin sight
are aready adeep.”

Chi threw him a glance, cocked an eyebrow at me. "Crudey put, perhaps, but you haveto
admit—"

"Therel" | snapped. All three of the thunderheads had abruptly cometo life.
Chi spun around. "Where?'
"Thethunderheads! Don't you...?"

| hissed through my teeth. The brief flash of intelligence I'd sensed there had gone as quickly asit
had come. "It wasthere. It was."

Chi turned back, eyesflashing with irritation. "L ook, Benedar—"

"Why don't we check your monitors?' Randon suggested. "If something redlly happened, it
should have shown up there."

Chi looked a him, took a deep breath. "If you inggt. | can tdll you right now, though, that it'l



turn out to be afase darm. We've seen them before™

He stalked over to the hollow and the central monitor station. " Give me acomposite for the last
two minutes," heingructed the young woman ditting there. "All three subjects.”

She nodded and tapped keys, and three traces appeared on the display. "There you go," Chi
sad, waving at them. " Spurious data.”

"Wait aminute," | objected. "Who saysit's spurious?'
He gave me apatient look. "Just ook at thetraces. All threevirtudly identica, and dl three
beginning and ending at the same time. Doesn't that suggest that whatever caused it was some external

effect—amild ground tremor, perhaps—and totaly unrelated to the thunderheads?!

| bit at the back of my lip. But I'd sensed their intelligence—could still senseit, at least in the
further ones—

"Or dsg" Randon sad thoughtfully, "it meansthey're ddiberatdy turning it on and off in synch.”
Chi snorted. "Y ou're arguing your premise.”

"Or looking for interna consistency,” Randon corrected mildly. "Indulge me amoment, Doctor,
and assume they're capable of something that sophisticated. Why would they want to do that?"

"To shake us off their trail," Kutzko spoke up unexpectedly, a hard edge benegth the words. |
turned to look a him, found him gazing out at the thunderheads... and a chill ran up my back.
Kutzko's stance, his eyes, the way his hand hovered near his needler—I'd seen it before. He was
sensing the presence of danger.... "They're trying to make us think that the readings are wrong."

"Ridiculous" Chi snorted. "Y ou're not just postulating intelligence, now, but intelligence equd to
humanity's own. Not to mention a sophisticated socid structure.”

| thought back to the sense Calandraand | had had, that this collection of thunderheadswas a
city. "You implied you've had other readingslike this?" | asked.

"A few," Chi acknowledged grudgingly.
"Exactly the same?’

"] doubt it—we redlly haven't done the complete analysis on the datayet." He sighed. "Buit if it
make you happy—Karyn, cdl up al such events, will you? Give atimeline, too."

Thetech did asinstructed. Four records appeared on split sections of the display... and Chi
hissed between histeeth. "Bozhe moi,” he muttered.

"What?' Randon asked sharply.

Chi pointed. "This one was the fourth we've recorded... and the time lapse between it and the
third is the same as between the third and second... and between the second and first."



Randon and | exchanged glances. " So they can go dormant,” Randon said dowly, "but not
indefinitely. Something like awater mamma having to come up at fixed intervasfor arr.”

Chi rubbed his cheek. "Maybe," he conceded reluctantly. "Maybe. It till doesn't proveit'snot a
natural non-intelligent phenomenon. A normd biologic cycle, perhaps.”

"The othersaren't following any such cycle" | told him. "It's only the onesyou're studying. The
rest arewatching us."

"Soyou say," Chi countered. ""Can you proveit?'

Randon snorted. "Oh, come on, Doctor. He pointed out to you the exact moment when those
three reacted. What more proof do you want that he's seeing something real ?"

Chi glared a him. "I'm ascientist, Mr. Kelsey-Ramos," he said evenly. "1 ded in
facts—provable, scientific facts. Watcherslike Benedar dedl in fedings and interpretations and
beliefs. Faith, not science. | understand the political reasons you want to make him aheroin this, but |
have no intention of |etting those reasons get in the way of my work."

For along minute Randon just looked at him, and | watched as Chi went from righteous
indignation to discomfort to the distinctly nervousfedling that perhaps he shouldn't have spoken quite
s0 sharply to the heir of the Carillon Group. Randon let him squirm another moment, then turned to
gaze again out over the thunderheads. "Tell me, Doctor," he said camly, "why would something as
plant-like as athunderhead develop intdligence in the first place?’

Chi blinked at the unexpected question. "I don't understand what you're asking."

"They're not mobile, are they? I've seen the originad survey team reports—their roots go pretty
deep into the ground. Surely they aren't ableto pull them up and move e sewhere.”

"No, of course not. That'swhy the whole idea of them being intelligent—"

"Isridiculous,” Randon finished for him. "Y es, we know. And yet, they're aware enough to know
that you're studying them. True?"

He hegitated. "We don't yet have any hard evidence of that.”

"So check meonit,” | suggested, beginning to fed annoyed with the man. "Have Cdandra
brought here—I presume she's being held somewhere nearby? Well watch one of your test
thunderheads and see if we can both spot the exact moment when it returns again.”

Chi made a sour face. "The collusion between two Watchers would hardly—"

"Wait aminute,” Kutzko interrupted him, turning to me with afrown. "What do you mean, when
It returns again? Returns from where?'

"It wasjust afigure of peech—" Chi began.

"Quiet," Randon said. "Wdll, Benedar?'



| opened my mouth... closed it again. It had been just afigure of speech... hadn't it? No; it
hadn't. "I don't understand it fully mysdlf," | said at last. "But the thunderheads don't feel dormant so
much asthey fed... empty."

Theword seemed to hang in the air, held there by the thick silence that had settled into the
hollow. Even without looking | could tell that the techs around us had al ceased their work and were
ligening.

Chi could tll it, too, and it perhaps kept him from being as sarcastic doud as he would
otherwise have been. "Wdl," he said & last. "That's arather interesting interpretation. To say the
least.”

Randon ignored him. " Are you suggesting thet it's not the thunderheads themselves that are
sentient? That they'rejust playing host to some kind of non-physica consciousness?!

"It doesn't have to be that sharp edged, sir," one of the techs spoke up, abit hesitantly. His eyes
flicked to me, asif seeking moral support. "It could be that the thunderheads are indeed sentient, but
that they've learned how to... well, to alow their spiritsto disassociate from their bodies.”

Chi glared at his subordinate. "'If you don't mind, Allix," he growled, "I'd liketo try and handle
thiswithout resorting to mysticism. Religious upbringing,” he added with thinly velled contempt to
Randon.

The natural person has no room for the gifts of God's Spirit; to himthey arefolly; he
cannot recognize them, because their value can be assessed only in the Spirit... "Dr. Chi—"

Randon silenced mewith awave of hishand. "So why isit so ridiculous?' he asked Chi coolly.

The other blinked in surprise. "Why? Mr. Kelsey-Ramos—well, dl right; for starters, it makes
no sense from an evolutionary standpoint—"

"Why not? Especidly given that they can't move physically, why shouldn't they have found away
of getting around on adifferent plane?’

"Youretaking mydicism—"

"I'm talking different levels of redity," Randon snapped. "Mjollnir space used to be considered
mysticism, too, you know. Superlumind travel, eectric currents cregting artificid gravity—thewhole
thing's patently unredl by dl the rulesthat were known haf amillennium ago.”

"Spare methe history lesson, if you please,” Chi said stiffly. "The problem isthat there's no way
an evolutionary process could have come up with this sort of thing."

"Thenforget evolution,” | said, suddenly tired of swimming upstream againgt thisman. " Surely
somewherein the Patri and coloniesthere are more sendtive ingruments avail able—"

"Or in other words," Chi cut me off, "you want the Patri to make a nova-classfuss over this,
smply on the strength of a Watcher'sword. Let me explain something, Benedar: | have areputation
and acareer, and chasing ghostsis not how | got them. If we find some evidence—hard evidence, |



mean—in the next couple of days, then well see.”
"And if you don't?" Randon asked.

"Then we pack up and go back to Solitaire.” Chi'slip twitched knowingly. "And you'l haveto
make some other kind of ded to get your Watcher back.”

Beside me, Kutzko stirred. "Hard evidence, huh?' he asked.

Weadl looked a him... and again | shivered. He was preparing for action... "Mikha—"
Heturned hard eyes on me, and | shut up. "Y our permission, Mr. Kelsey-Ramos?' he asked.
Randon frowned, but nodded. "Go ahead.”

Kutzko nodded back and turned to the Pravilo officer till standing nearby. "Sir, I'll need my
needler. Please signa your men not to react.”

The other eyed him thoughtfully, gave a brisk nod. "Guardsl—clear wegpon!™ he shouted.

"Thank you." Carefully, Kutzko eased his needler from its holster, keeping it pointed at the
ground. "Dr. Chi, would you say that the smarter something is, the faster it ought to learn?"

Chi licked hislips nervoudy. He had no idea where K utzko was headed with this, but already he
didnt likeit. "l supposeit would be afairly accurate generdization.”

"Fine." Kutzko looked at me. "Which ones are the most awake, Gilead?'

| swallowed. "Pretty much dl of them, except the ones being monitored.”

"That one, for instance?’ he asked, raising hisneedler to point it a a nearby thunderhead.
| studied it amoment. "Yes," | acknowledged.

"No change right now?'

"No."

"Fine." He lowered the wegpon again and took aquiet preparing breath. "Keep watching it. See
if it learnsthat aneedler is something to be afraid of .

Hetook afew stepstoward the thunderhead. Beside me, Chi and Randon were both watching
him unblinkingly; from thetight slencein the hollow, | could tell everyone else was doing the same.
Lifting hisneedler, Kutzko aimed &t the far bluff and fired twice.

The shots shattered the silence, their ringing echoes dmost covering the faint insect-whine of the
needles ricocheting harmlesdy off the distant rock. The silence returned... and Kutzko lowered hisaim
ddiberately to the thunderhead he'd indicated—



Anicy hand grabbed my heart. "Stop!" | shouted. "Don't shoot!"
The gun didnt move. "I'm not going to," he frowned. "Did it leave?"
| took adeep breath. "Yes, it did,” | told him. "Please—lower the gun.”

He held the pose another moment, then returned the needler to its holster and started back
toward us. "What'swrong?' Randon murmured at my ear.

| shook my head, my brain scrambling to sort out the sensations that had jolted me into shouting
my warning. "1 don't know, exactly. | felt a sudden surge of emotion from the entire city, directed at
Kutzko. And therewas a... it was like aflicker of light, only too short to really see”

"A flicker of light you couldn't redly see, huh?' Chi said dryly. "Well, that makes sense.”

My stomach knotted with frustration. Peripheraly, | noted that the threastened thunderhead had
now returned to full consciousness. "Theflash wasthere" | ingsted.

Kutzko reached us and stopped. "Wdll, Doctor?" he asked coolly. "That convince you?"

Chi grimaced. "Not especidly. I'm sorry, but again al we've got hereis one man'simpressions,
without ashred of hard evidence anywhere—"

And ahunch clicked. "Mikha, give meyour needler,” | cut Chi off.
Kutzko's forehead furrowed dightly. "Sir?" he asked the Pravilo officer.
The other nodded. "Go ahead.”

Drawing the gun from its holster, Kutzko offered methe grip. | took it and, gingerly, looked
down the muzzle.

A centimeter down the barrel, a piderweb had appeared, blocking the opening. A spiderweb
composed of adozen ultrathin filaments of metd...

Wordlessly, | handed the weapon to Randon. He looked... raised his eyes back to mine. "It's
blocked," he said, hisvoice hollow as he offered it to Chi. "Like it'd been... spot welded or
something.”

| nodded, fedling cold dll over. "They thought Mikhawas going to Start shooting & them. This
wasther way of sopping him."

Chi looked up from the gun, ahaunted look in hiseyes. "But it wouldn't really have blocked the
shot. Would it?'

Kutzko took the needler back, and hisface hardened as he gazed in at the metal spiderweb.
"Probably not," he said. "Doesit blazing-well matter?’

Chi took aragged breath, his gaze drifting dmaost unwillingly to the thunderheads. To the



thunderheads, who in the space of afew seconds had observed, evaluated, and taken precise
action... "No," hetold Kutzko with ashiver. "l don't suppose it mattersat al.”

Chapter 21

| was returned to Solitaire and placed under what seemed to be aform of house arrest aboard
the Bellwether ... and for the next six weeks nothing happened.

Or at least, nothing that | expected to happen did so. No one came to charge me with any
crimes, or to take me before the judiciary or even to amore officia prison; the Bellwether made no
attempt to leave the plangt, let done the system; and from what | could gather from my limited
information sources, there was no reaction at al from the general Solitaran populace over the news
that an dien intelligence had just been discovered on their Sster world.

All of which implied that, even as courier ships were undoubtedly burning their way through
Mjoallnir space to bring the newsto the Patri hierarchy, somewhere the decision had been made to
keep the discovery secret. A bad idea, | thought, for severd different reasons. But no one was asking

my opinion.

| didn't see Cdandraat all during that time. From the face and body language of the guardswho
brought me my meals| gathered that she too was back aboard, though no one would verbaly confirm
that. They aso wouldn't tell me what, if anything, was happening with her case, and | spent many of
thelong hoursreplaying al that had happened and brooding about whether my fumbling attempts had
made things any better for her. There was no way to know, and | could only console mysdlf with the
knowledgethat | certainly hadn't made them any worse,

And findly, Sx weeksto the day after my imprisonment began, they cameto get me.

We |anded near the Butte City encampment where I'd first awakened from my pravdrug
interrogation, an encampment that had changed drastically in the time I'd been locked up on Solitaire.
The ship that had been at its center was il there, but the handful of soft-wall structures had been
replaced by ten gleaming prebuilt sectiond buildings, including what looked like a clean-room lab and
two military-style barracks. The whole area had been cordoned off by a sensor fence, afence that
also enclosed our landing area and stretched out to define awide corridor to the buttes. From my
angle! couldn't tdll if the buttes themsalves had been fenced off, but | rather thought they had.

| was taken into the lab, and to alarge office/workroom adready starting to show signs of
cluttering... and there | met the new head of the thunderhead project.

That he was the head was ingtantly clear. His manner, his bearing, the subtle exchange of body
language between him and my guards—all of it pointed to absolute authority, and to aman
accustomed to wearing it. From the way he looked at me—the thoughtful, probing way he sized me
up as | walked with my Pravilo escort from the doorway to his desk—it was smilarly clear that he
was aman of science and not Smply some Patri officid or bureaucrat.



Just asit was clear that he didn't especialy like me.

"Gilead Benedar, sir," the head of my escort identified me. "Brought here as per your
ingructions.”

The scientist's eyes flicked to him. "Thank you, Captain. Y ou and the others may go."
The other nodded and signaled to his men, and the scientist and | were | eft done.

For along moment he continued to study me, giving me avague feding of being under a
microscope. "' So you're aWatcher," he said at last. "Not exactly what | was expecting.”

| looked at hisface, read the liethere. "That surprisesme, sir,” | told him evenly. Another
flicker— "Especidly since you've read al the information the Pairi has on Watchersin generd and on
mein particular.”

His reaction was mild surprise, open and obvious enough to practicaly light up the room. More
confirmation, if I'd needed it, that he/d spent hislifein science, insulated from the darker politica and
business worlds where aman usudly learned to shield his thoughts and emotions more carefully.

But the surprise disappeared quickly, replaced by a strong and probably habitua skepticism.
"Easy guess,” he grunted. "Of course | would have learned al | could before deciding to send for
you."

Another lie... "Perhaps,”" | nodded. "Except that it wasn't redlly your ideato send for me. You
don't like me, you didn't want me here, and you'd very much like an excuse to toss me back off Spall
and be donewithit."

Hisface turned to stone, whatever traces of patronizing amusement held been feding vanishing
likesmoke. "l see" he said through tiff lips. " Oh—please continue, since you know so much. If |
don't want you, why are you here?"

"Because you need my help,” | told him. "Because something about the thunderheads has you
stymied, and you've been reduced to grasping at straws.”

He gazed steadily at me. "Do you know who | am?”

| shook my head. "My experience lately has mostly been in business and—"

"I'm Dr. Vlad Eisengtadt.”

| swalowed. It was a name even people preoccupied with business had heard of. A true
Renai ssance man of science, hewas said to be equaly proficient in biology, chemistry, cybernetics,
and neuropsychology. In retrospect, | suppose, it was obvious that the Patri would have picked

someone like him for thisjob. "I see, ir," | said, not knowing what elseto say.

"I'm ascientist, Benedar," he continued. "I deal with the objective world, and | distrust anything
that is by nature subjective. Near the top of that list are mind-reading stunts and religions of al sorts.”



Y ou sound like Dr. Chi," | murmured.
His sensetook on adigtinctly sour tinge. " Perhaps. It was he who recommended we cal you in."
| blinked. "That's... very interesting, ar.”

Something like abreath of relief touched his sense. Rdlief, and—paradoxicaly—atouch of
disappointment, aswell. "So you can't redly read minds" he said, amogt asif to himsdlf.

"No, sr," | shook my head. "I would think the Patri files on the Watchers would have made that
Clear.”

Hislipstightened, and | could see he was trying to decide whether to terminate the interview
right hereand now. "If it helps, Dr. Eisenstadt,” | offered, "I was able to sense what seemed to be
emotiond changesin the thunderheadsthelast time.”

He nodded, not particularly impressed. "That much our sensors can do,” hetold me. "What we
need—" He hesitated. "What we want is some way to determine when one of them is dead.”

| blinked. "Excuse me?"

"What's the matter?—ian't the question clear enough?' he growled. "I want to know if therésa
way to distinguish between a thunderhead that's dead and one that's just ot... visiting.”

| looked at him, listening to the way that last word echoed through my mind. "This bothersyou,
doesn'tit?" | asked him quietly. "Theideathat there could be something in usthat exists independently
of the physica body—"

"If you want to talk religion, Benedar," he cut me off harshly, "you can doit donein aSolitaran
prison cell. All | want from you is one answer, yes or no: can you find me adead thunderhead?’ He
glared & me. "And if the answer is no, then well just have to go out and choose one a random to
dissect.”

| stared at him, throat tightening as understanding belatedly poured in on me. Man of God, he
said, may my life and the lives of these fifty servants of yours count for something in your
eyes... "What if you guesswrong?' | asked, striving for cmness. "What if you kill one of them?"

"What if we do?' he countered.

| took a deep breath, searching for some sort of non-religious answer to give him... and in that
pausing, the emotion cleared somewhat from my vison, and | saw that the answer | sought was
aready there, buried in Eisengtadt's own expression. "If you do," | told him evenly, "what happened to
Mikha Kutzko's needler could happen again. To your people.”

His mouth twisted derisively; but it was a habitua derision, devoid of any strength. The attempt
to block the muzzle of Kutzko's needler was abundant proof that the thunderheads had both the
intelligence and the means to defend themselves, and Eisengtadt knew it. "There are waysto
safeguard againgt that," he said anyway, clearly determined not to admit even rationd fearsin front of
me. "Buit if it turns out that these things are more intelligent than, say, dogs or horses, it might strain



future rdaionsif we began by killing one."

His sense held very little doubt that such anintelligence level did in fact exit, but | passed over
the chanceto cdl him on yet another haf-truth. "I understand,” | told him, "and I'll do what | can. But
I'll need Calandras help.”

Again, hismouth twisted. "Yes, | rather expected you'd ask for her—your crusade to save her
from the Deadman Switch borders on the obsessive. Give me one good reason why | should let her
get any more involved with this matter than she aready is”

"Because two of ustogether will have a better chance of finding what you want than either of us
sangly,” I told him smply. "And becauseit'sin your best interests and those of the Petri to make the
chances of failure as amd| aspossble.”

He snorted. "By that logic, | should invite awhole colony of Watchers here.”
| shrugged. "'l agree.”

He glared a me, atoken attempt at intimidation as he pretended to be weighing my words. In
actud fact, | could tell he'd aready decided that Calandras presence was something he could
tolerate. Especidly given the potentialy disastrous consequencesif hedidn't. "All right,” he growled at
last, shoving his chair back and standing up. "L et's go collect your friend and get out to the test area.
Just remember that shell beright up there with you when we start cutting... and if you choose wrong,
you two will be among the firgt the thunderheads will fry."

And if that happened, the Bellwether would have to choose from one of its own to man the
Deadman Switch onitsjourney out... "Yes, dr," | said, my lipsdry. "l understand.”

Wedidn't go oursalves to wherever Caandras cell was—Eisenstadt changed his mind &t the last
minute and sent apair of Pravilos for her instead while he and | proceeded a ong the fenced-of
corridor to the Butte City. We were there, and | was studying and marveling at the elaborate sensor
gear that had been attached to severd of the thunderheads, when she wasfinally brought in.

| didn't know where sheld been kept all thistime, or under what conditions; but it was
abundantly clear that she hadn't been treated as politely as| had. Her face was pale and noticeably
thinner, her movements as she got out of the car vaguely hesitant. | took astep toward her, paused as
| saw thewarning in her guards eyes, and waited instead for them to cometo us.

"You dl right?" | asked her quietly, reaching forward as she approached to take her hand. The
skin was cool, but waswarming up even as| held it.

"Aswdl| as can be expected,” she said, her sense amixture of irritation and tiredness and
resgnation. And in her eyes—

Abruptly, it clicked. "Pravdrugs?" | asked, turning my head to stare at Eisengtadt. "For the whole
9X weeks?'



A musclein his cheek twitched. "Off and on during them, yes" he said coolly. "We needed to
know as much as we could about the thunderheads; and as you yourself implied, she was a somewhat
better observer than you were."

"And, of course, no one with the Carillon Group's influence was watching to make sure no one
abused her likethat?" | bit out.

Hisforehead darkened with anger. "'If | were you, Benedar, | wouldn't push my luck too far.
Y ou're out on a pretty warm ice bridge yourself, and the minute you stop being useful there'slikely to
be avery fast thaw."

| glared back at him; but before | could say anything Calandra squeezed my hand warningly. "It's
okay," shesaid. "Hesright. And besides..." Her eyes drifted out over the sea of thunderheads, and |
felt her hand stiffen. "Whatever's going on here, it's something we need to know about.”

| looked at her, back at Eisenstadt, and swallowed my anger. "Where do you want usto start?"

A flicker of relief touched Eisengtadt'sface. "L et'stry over here" he said, the samerdief evident
inhisvoice. Clearly, Cdandraand | weren't nearly as expendable as he wanted usto bdlieve. | filed
thefact away for possible future reference and we followed him to the edge of the thunderhead city.

"Wevefound severa places dong their skin where we can pick up neuroglectric sgnds,” he
said, squatting down beside one of the thunderheads and gingerly indicating places dong its sde and
atop the curving crest. | noticed that he was careful not to actualy touch the creature, wondered if
perhaps the scientists had had a second demondtration of the thunderheads defensive capabilities.
"We can detect well enough when thething is... vacant... but so far every one we've found has come
back within the decay limit."

"Thewhat?' | asked.

"Decay limit." Eisenstadt's generd discomfort degpened a bit. "While the bodies are empty
therés asubtle form of tissue decay going on. Nothing particularly serious, but our projections
indicatethat if the thing stays away longer than about two hours, irreversible damage will begin to set
in"

Cdandrashivered. "Asif they redly were dead.”

Theword hung in the air for amoment. Temporarily dead thunderheads; permanently dead
zombis. Nowherein Solitaire system, it seemed, could you get away from desth.

"Whatever," Eisendtadt said at last. "We suspect thet that limitation impliesthat thiswasn't a
talent that evolved dong with their physica development.”

| cleared the image of desth from my mind. "So. Y ou set up your sensors on one of the
thunderheads, who promptly runs out when he sees you coming, and then you have to wait another
two hours before you can tell whether it's dead or just off somewhere hiding.”

Eisengtadt nodded sourly. "That's basicaly it—and wed just as soon not have to go through the
whole exercise with al two hundred forty-one of the smert-putrid things. And then maybe haveto go



outside to hunt one down anyway."
| looked at Calandra. "What do you think?"

A dight frown creased her forehead. "It would be alittle like trying to Single out a particular
conversation in acrowded room," shesaid. "And from afar distance, too. It's going to betricky."

"Why from adistance?" Eisenstadt demanded. "Why can't you just go up to one of them—?"

He broke off, looking annoyed with himsdlf as the answer came. "' Oh. Right. They spook too
eadly.”

Sowly, Cdandralet her gaze sweep the thunderheads. "There," she said, pointing. " Fourth back
from the edge. Isthat one...?"

Shetrailed off. | stared at the thunderhead she'd indicated, searching with all my powers of
observation for sgnsof sentience... "1 don't know," | murmured findly. "It'shard to tell.”

Out of the corner of my eye, | saw Calandralick her lips. "Wdll... there's one way to find out.
Maybe."

She started forward, walking carefully out toward the thunderhead. | watched closdly... and saw
the subtle change. "It'sgone,” | caledto her.

"Yes," she agreed, coming to ahat. For amoment she stood there watching it; then, dmost
reluctantly, she turned and came back to where Eisenstadt and | stood. "I don't think thisis going to
work, Dr. Eisengtadt,” she Sighed. "The signs are too subtle—" she waved ahand helplesdy—"and
there'sjust too much interference from the others around here.”

He gave her alook that was equa parts contempt and disgust. "What about you, Benedar?' he
sad, turning the look on me. ™Y ou giving up, too?"

Thethreat benesth the words was abundantly clear: if we couldn't or wouldn't help his
investigation, we would be summarily returned to our cdlls. From which | would go to stand trid
before the Solitaran judiciary; from which Caandrawould be taken to her long-overdue execution
aboard the Bellwether. "What about the thunderheads outsde the Butte City?" | asked, searching
desperately for astraw to grasp at. " Surely some of them must have died, too.”

"Some of them have," Eisengtadt growled. "Unfortunately, the two or three we've located have
been dead long enough for theloca scavengers to have made amess of them. Moreto the point, they
never show up in groups of larger than four out there, and | have no interest in trekking al over Spall
sfting through groupsthat small for afresh corpse. This—right here—is our best chance; and it's
your only chanceto put al those high-minded religious principles of yoursto work. If you cant, then
we go out and pull up one of thethings at random.”

| took adeep breath. "Sir..."

And a my sde Cdandra suddenly seemed to tense up. "What?' | interrupted mysdlf, turning to
her.



She was gazing unseeingly out over the thunderheads. "Perhaps, sir,” she said quietly, her voice
taut with a strange reluctance, "we could try asking the thunderheads themselves.”

Eisengtadt snorted. "Oh, certainly,” he said, dripping sarcasm. "What do you suggest we use:
sign language or dot code?’

Cadandrahestated. "It... may be easier than that,” she said hesitantly. Shelooked at me, eyes
pleading—

And suddenly | understood. "Yes," | agreed, my stomach tightening. A long, long shot indeed,;
and | could just hear what Eisenstadt would say when | suggested it. The thought made mewince...
but if there was even achanceit would work... "Yes" | said again, putting as much confidence into
theword as | could and bracing myself for what wasto come. "It's certainly worth atry. Dr.
Eisengtadt... we're going to need an aircar.”

Chapter 22

Shepherd Denvre Adams listened in silence until Eisenstadt had finished. He looked at me, at
Calandra, at the sea of thunderheads beside us. "What you're suggesting,” he said quietly, "is

blagohemy.”

Eisengtadt's lip twisted. "L ook, | understand how you fed about this—"

"| doubt that, Sir," Adams cut him off. "I doubt it very much. At any rate, | won't doit.”

Eisengtadt threw arazor-edged glare at me, and | cringed at the raw frustrated anger boiling out
at me. Just convincing himto give thisatry had taken every hit of my persuasive powers, and hed
made it abundantly clear at the outset that it was going to be on my head if it didn't work out. Now, it
didn't look like we were going to get even that far. "l wonder, sir," | said to Eisengtadt, "if Calandra
and | could talk with Shepherd Adams privately.”

"Why?" he demanded.

Caandragot the answer out first. "Because we do understand how hefeds,” she said.

Eisengtadt turned his glare onto her. Unexpectedly, though, the reflexive refusal held been
preparing to give seemed to get lost somewhere en route. ™Y ou've got five minutes,”" he said instead.
Turning his back, he somped away to the centra monitoring station.

"Y ou can't convince me," Adams warned me... but there was more than a hint of uncertainty
beneath his quiet defiance.

"What areyou afraid of 7' | asked him.

"| dready told you. Blagphemy. To even suggest that God is nothing more than agroup of
sentient plants—"



"No one's suggesting that,” | insgsted. "All were saying isthat the thunderheads may be what you
hear when you're meditating.”

"Isthat al?" he asked with probably as much sarcasm as the man was capable of. "Y ou just
want to prove that God isn't speaking to us?*

"But if HEs not—"

"If HE's not, there are ill benefits to be had from the act of meditation,” he said stubbornly. "As
well asfrom our felowship here.”

| eyed him, mentaly preparing myself. For years|'d watched Lord Kelsey-Ramos appedl to
logic and sdlf-interest to persuade peopleto his point of view; now, it was my turn to try. Feetingly, |
wished hewas hereto do it for me. "I redlize that, sr—don't forget that | had the chance to observe
some of those benefitsfirst hand. But that's not what's at issue here. The question iswhether Halo of
God doctrine does, in fact, conflict with the red universe... and if it does, you know aswell as| do
that you can't hold it back."

"Not forever, no," he said evenly. "But perhapsfor awhile."

Caandra snorted. "And what would that gain you? Unless you plan to get out from under your
cregtion before the whole thing collapses.”

The corners of Adams's mouth tightened in anger. "I did not 'create’ the Halo of God," he bit
out. "Not for my own gain, not for anything ese. It happened far more spontaneoudy than that,
among agrest many people.”

"Then why be afraid of thetruth?' | asked.

Helooked back at me, and his gaze hardened. "Y ou think it's for mysdlf that I'm worried?I'd
have thought a Watcher would understand me better.”

| waited, and after amoment he sighed. "All right. Assume for amoment that your theory isright,
that Dr. Eisenstadt's people have proved God isn't actually speaking to us here. How long do you
think it will be until someone makes the obvious generdization?—that all manifestations of God must
begmilarly inerror?’

It wasn't, unfortunately, a scenario that could be tota ly dismissed. " Those who've experienced
God's presencein their own liveswill know better."

"And what of those who are young in their faith?" he countered. "I've seen what the subtle
pressures of this society can do to them.”

But as soon as the sun came up they were scorched and, not having any roots, they
withered away... "You can't protect them forever," | said.

"l know that." He hesitated. "But perhaps| can protect them until their roots are alittle
gronger.”



"Protect them," Calandraasked quietly, "with alie?"
A musclein Adams's cheek twitched. "I'm sure they'd understand. Afterwards.”

"Do you redly believe that?' Caandra demanded, a hard edge to her voice. On her face | could
see her struggle with dl the memories she would have preferred to have left buried. "Wdll, | don't.
Because | lived on Bridgeway under Aaron Balaam darMaupine. Do you know what happened to his
followers after histheocracy was overthrown?

Adamswinced in sympathetic pain. "They were scattered. Those who weren't tried as
accomplices and imprisoned.”

"That'sright,” she nodded. "And there's a curious thing about that. Those accomplices—the ones
who were closest to him, the ones who knew what he was doing—many of them have kept their faith.
Such asit was." The hardnessin her gaze faded into a sort of bitter sadness. "Most of the others, the
oneshelied to... wedidn't."

For along minute the quiet background conversation of the techs at their stations and the hiss of
wind whistling between the bluffs were the only soundsin the hollow. Adams gazed out &t the
thunderheads, his sense ano-win struggle between the logic of the Situation and his desire to protect
his people. "When wefirst met," | reminded him gently, "you told us you appreciated our honesty. If
you redly meant that, you have to offer that same honesty to your followers. And to yourself."

He closed hiseyes, and | could see moisture at the edges of the eydids... and | knew that he
was seeing the beginning of the end. "It would probably be best,” he said at last, the words coming
out with difficulty, "if there were at least two of us present. To try and confirm between us... what it is
we hear."

Eisengtadt was far from happy at the prospect of letting till another outsider in under his
tight-locked security umbrella, and he again came very near to vetoing the whole experiment right then
and there. But asascientist he could hardly argue against the reasonableness of having more than one
interpreter present, and in the end he gave in. Adams suggested Shepherd Joyita Zagorin be the other
Seeker, and aPravilo aircar was sent to bring her from the Myrrh settlement.

And an hour later, all was ready.

They sat Sde by side at the edge of the thunderhead city, looking up through the tangle of sensor
leads attached to them as Eisengtadt ran through hisingtructions onefind time. "...And remember,
nothing fancy thistime around,” hetold them, trying mightily not to let his complete skepticism over
thiswhole thing show through. " Concentrate on expressing our goodwill to them, and seeif you get
any kind of smilar fedingin return.”

"Don't you want them to ask about recently dead thunderheads?' | murmured to him.

A flash of annoyance. "Let'stake thisone step a atime, Benedar, dl right?' he muttered back.



"If the sensors show evidence that this trance state of theirs has anything unusud to it, then maybe
well try to go for some specifics”

Andif not, | heard therest of histhought, there was no point wasting any more time than
necessary listening to gibberish from religious fanatics. Flegtingly, | considered making some kind of
comment; but there redly wasn't anything to say. The only thing that would make adent in his
skepticism would be clear and positive results.

| could only pray there would be some. Adams nodded. "We understand,” he told Eisenstadi.
Hetook adeep breath. " Silence would be hel pful to our concentration.”

Eisenstadt took the hint and shut up, and | watched as Adams and Zagorin closed their eyes and
dipped into their meditative trance.

The last time this had happened in my presence I'd missed seeing the actua trangtion. Thistime,
paying close atention, | fill dmost missed it. One moment Adams was Sitting quietly, his breathing
dowing asdl emotion seemed to drain from his sense; the next, it was all somehow different.

"It'sgtarted,” | murmured to Eisenstadt. At his other side, Calandra added her agreement.
Eisenstadt nodded. "Kidl?" he called softly over his shoulder.

One of thetechs dtirred in his seet. "Wel... something's happening,” he sad, histone vagudy
troubled. "The readings started looking like norma rest mode, but now..."

"But now what?" Eisengtadt prompted, his sense wavering between irritation and genuine
interedt.

Thetech never got the chance to answer. Abruptly, Adams and Zagorin straightened
smultaneoudy where they sat, and both sets of eyes came fully open. Open... but with adisturbing
glazeto them. "Gresetingsto you," the two Seekers said in unison, both voices the same husky
whisper. "We are the—" something | couldn't catch. "We welcome you to our... world."

Chapter 23

For along moment we dl just stood there. Eisengtadt was thefirst to move; and, predictably, it
was to me he turned, an uncertain thunder in hisexpression. "If thisis some sort of game, Benedar..."

The reflexive accusation died midway, and he swallowed hard. Evento him, it had to be clear
that thiswas no trick. The odd blanknessin the two Seekers eyes, the subtle contorting of their faces,
the abnormal timbresin their voices—none of it could have been faked. "It'sno game, Sir," |
murmured. "They're in contact—somehow—uwith the thunderheads.”

Eisengtadt exhaed between histeeth in asnake-like hiss. Adams and Zagorin were il Sitting as
they had after delivering their message, faces and bodies frozen as iffly asnorma human muscles
could handle. Waiting for Eisenstadit's response... "Aren't you going to say something?' | prompted
him quietly.



Eisengtadt's jaw tightened. "I... greet you aswell," he managed. A touch of annoyance crossed
hisface as some of theinitia shock faded and he abruptly redlized that he was now speaking for
posterity. And not doing a particularly memorable job of it. "I am Dr. Vlad Eisengtadt, representing
the Four Worlds of the Patri and their colonies," he continued, somewhat more firmly thistime. "Who,
may | ask, have the honor of addressing?'

A moment of sllence. Then Adams and Zagorin spoke, again in that oddly hoarse whisper, and
againinunison. "My identity can... not be put into this... kind of speech. We are..." The voices faded.

Eisengtadt leaned forward dightly, cocking one ear forward. "1'm sorry; what wasthat?"

"They can't answer," Cadandra spoke up, adight wavering to her voice. Her face—what | could
see of it—Ilooked both awestruck and more than alittle shaken. "Their faces—watch their faces and
the way their throats contract. Whatever the word is, they smply can't pronounceit.”

Eisengtadt pursed hislips, considering. "With your permission, then," he said, "well continueto
cal you by our name for you: thunderheads. Unless that word should be used to distinguish between
you and your physica hogts. They are just hostsfor you, aren't they?"

A pause; and when Adams and Zagorin spoke again, | could hear adight hesitation in their
voices. "Not hosts. Bodies... homes... fortresses. Sdfety. Life”

"Ah," Eisengtadt nodded, a bit cautioudy. "Y es—bodies." He considered. "Y ou mention safety.
Wheat kind of safety do these bodies provide you?"

Silence. To meit was obvious that Eisenstadt was fishing for details about the thunderheads
defenses. Perhapsit was obvious to the thunderheads, too. "I don't think they're going to answer,"” |
murmured after aminute.

"Afraid to?' he asked. "Or just alack of vocabulary?!

| consdered. "Afraid or distrusting, 1'd say. The sense hereis different than it was when they
weretrying to find away to describe their body-homes, so | don't think it's avocabulary problem.”

He grunted and turned to Calandra. "Y ou agree?"

"That the senses were different in the two instances, yes," she nodded. "Whether the emotion
behind it should be interpreted asfear or something else, | don't know."

"| thought you Watchers were supposed to be able to read anybody you wanted to," he
grumbled.

"Anybody human," she corrected him softly. "At the moment... they aren't.”
The musclesin Eisenstadt's cheeks tightened... and abruptly his sense, too, changed. "Y es, well,
maybe you rdligious types believe in demonic possession,” he said, dmost briskly. "But | dontt.

Y ou—Smyt—swivel Adams around alittle so that he and Zagorin can't see each other."

| frowned as Smyt and one of the other techs moved to obey. "Sir, there's no way they can be



cueing each other. The synchronization isjust too close.”

"WEell see about that, won't we?" Eisenstadt said coolly. For just aminute, | realized, hed been
caught up in the same sense of awe and wonder as Cadandraand | over what was happening; but that
minute was over, and now the scientist in him had re-emerged, hard-headed and skepticd. "What
kind of readings are we getting?' he added over his shoulder to the techs at the monitors.

"Weird ones," one of them reported. "Heart rate, blood pressure, and cell metabolism index are
way down. Neuron and brainwave patterns—" he hesitated. "Frankly, Doctor, | don't know how to
reed this. There are strong elements of menta hyperactivity—locaized at highly unusud stes—but
there are dso eements of deep deep. Really deep degp—just barely this sSide of comatose. By dll
rights, they should both be flat on their backs, snoring avay."

Eisenstadt chewed at hislip. "Does any of it correspond to other known forms of meditation?'

"Not that | can tell. Of course, the records we've got here weren't designed to be an exhaustive
liging."

"Sir," another tech put in, "it looks like their metabolic rates are till going down. Gradudly, but
noticegbly.”

"Potentidly life-threatening?’ Eisenstadtt asked.
"].... don't know. Possibly."

Eisenstadt nodded, adightly sour expression on hisface. "Y ou—thunderheads—are you il
there?'

Adamss and Zagorin's faces contorted dightly in unison. "Whereis there?"

"I meant areyou Hill... in contact with us." Eisenstadt took a careful bresth, hisemotional
resistance to accepting dl thisat face vaue fighting visibly againgt the recognition that we could be
running up againg atime limit. "We'd like to learn more about you—sharing knowledge of usin
return, of course. Part of the study we would like to do—"

"We have no desireto... learn more about you."

Eisengtadt floundered a second, hisline of thought bent by the interruption. ™Y es. Well. Part of
the study we would like to do would involve a dead thunderhead and a procedure called dissection.
Would it be possible for usto have—?"

"Thereisno desth."

Eisenstadt took a careful breath. "Ah... yes. Perhaps| didn't make myself clear. What weld
like—"

"Body-homes may die. We do not."

"Yes—that'swhat | meant," Eisengtadt tried again. "It's one of your body-homesthat we'd like



to study. If you could indicate an unused one for us and give us permisson—"
"Y ou may have adroneto... study.”
Eisengtadt paused in mid-sentence. "A drone? What'sthat?"
"Body-home grown from gter... ilized seed for use of... any who needsit.”

For amoment Eisenstadt seemed taken aback. "What do you mean, any who needsit? Don't all
of you have your own body-homes?"

Again, the answer was slence. "They told ustheir body-homes can die," Caandrareminded
Eisengtadt softly. "Perhaps growing spare bodiesisther verson of immortality.”

Eisengtadt threw her asharp look. "Let'stry and keep metaphysics out of this," he growled at
her... but behind the words | could hear his acute uneasiness with theidea. "All right, thunderhead, we
accept. Can you point one of these drones out to us?"

A dight pause. Then, in unison as dways, Zagorin and Adams each raised an arm and pointed.
"There," they whispered. "Two thousand four hundred... eighty-seven heights."

"Which heights?" Eisengtadt asked. "Ours, yours? These mountains?'

"Doctor!" one of the monitors called before the Seekers could answer. " Getting cardiac runaway
in Adamd"

"Adams! Break contact!"

It took me half a second to redlize that the shout had come from me. The twisted expression on
Adamss face—the sudden tenson throughout his body—it amost literaly screamed to me of lethd
stress. | took a step toward him—

And was brought up sharply by Eisengtadt's hand on my arm. "Doctor—!"

"Let'swait and see what the thunderheads do," hetold me, hisvoicerigid. "Whether or not they
release him on their own.”

| twisted my head to stare at him, not believing it. "And if they don't?" | snapped.

His eyes stayed on Adams. "We need to know what kind of value the thunderheads place on
human life. Thisisasgood atime asany to find out."

Because AdamswasaHaloa. A religiousfandtic... and therefore expendable. | clenched my
teeth hard enough to hurt and turned back to the Seekers. Adams's stress was il
growing—becoming critical— "Thunderhead!" | shouted. "Y ou'rekilling him! Let him go!"

For along second nothing happened. Then, abruptly, the alien sense was gone from both Adams
and Zagorin. Zagorin dumped, breathing hard through dack lips—



As Adams collapsed, unconscious, to the ground.

The physician on Eisengtadt's team was young, brisk, and—unlike many 1'd known—perfectly
willing to admit to acertain degree of professona ignorance. "If you want the bottom line," he said,
shaking hishead, "it'sthat | can't tell you what exactly happened to him."

Eisenstadt glowered. "And that's the best you can do?"

"Oh, no," the physician said, undaunted by his superior's displeasure. "l said | didn't know what
happened; that's not to say | can't treat theresults.” He leaned over hisdesk to call up adisplay.
"Here, for instance, he shows signs of having had amild stroke—we're dready cleaning up the
damagethere." Another display. "Cardiac trauma. Well probably wind up having to rebuild parts of
his heart, but for the moment he's perfectly stable. Ditto for the other bits of scattered damage he
sudained.”

Eisenstadt nodded. "What about the woman?'

The physician shrugged. "Mild stress-related traumas in heart and central nervous system. No
permanent damage, though.”

"Why not?" | asked. "Because she's younger than heis?'

"That'salarge part of it," the physician nodded. "Mr. Adams aso had a definite predisposition to
cardiac problems going into... whatever it was he went into."

"Which the stressthen triggered,” Eisenstadt nodded, ignoring the physician'sthinly veiled
curiosity. "Could you say, then, that any normally healthy person, having undergone the same stress,
would comeout of it dl right?

The physician cocked an eyebrow. "I'd hardly say that, Doctor—certainly not with just two
casepoints to extrapolate from. It could just as easily bethat Ms. Zagorin has stronger than average
resi stance to whatever it was happened to the two of them.”

Eisengtadt considered that amoment. "All right, then,” he said dowly. "Having seen whét this
stressdoes... would it be possible to somehow pretreat Someone so as to minimize the resulting

damage?"

The other shrugged. "If the results of the stress remain consstent, certainly. Again, having seen
only two casepoints| can't guarantee that the next person won't develop something entirely different.”

Eisenstadit's lip twisted. "I supposeit's a chance well just have to take. When can we see Ms.
Zagorin?'

The physician caled up another display. "Give her another few minutes, anyway,” hesaid. "No
permanent damage doesn't mean that the thing wasn't traumatic for her. Besides which, thelonger you
give usto wash the preventatives and diagnostics out of her system, the more coherent shélll be."



Eisengtadt nodded. "Thank you," he said.

Weleft the office. Cdandra, dong with her usud pair of Pravilos, waswaiting out in the hall;
without even looking at her, Eisenstadt took her arm and led the two of us down to an empty
conference room. "Wait outside," hetold the Pravilos briefly. Ushering usin, he closed the door.

For along minute he just looked at us, awhole range of conflicting emotionsfollowing each
other across hisface. "Well?" he growled at |last, somewhat reluctantly. "L et's have your opinions.”

Not our report, | noted, but our opinions. Boldfacing the subjectivity of our taents. Still, he had
asked, and even grudging interest was a step up. "Both Shepherd Adams and Shepherd Zagorin were
in contact with one or more of the thunderheads," | told him. "There smply isn't room for fraud or
error in what happened out there.”

He snorted. "Much as| might wish it were otherwise, | have to agree. Assuming, of course, that
the search teams find a dead thunderhead in the direction they gave us. So. The thunderheads are
dive and sentient and they redlly can travel out of their bodies. What can you tell me about them?”

| gestured Cdandrato gofirst. "They're clearly intdligent, first of al," she said dowly, forehead
furrowed in thought and memory. "1'd guess they've been studying us for quite sometime. At least as
long asthe Halo of God has been here; possibly since thefirst colonists arrived a Solitaire.”

"What makes you say that?' Eisengtadt frowned.

"Their ability to use human speech gpparatus to communicate, for sarters,” Cdandrasaid.
"Besdesthat—" She hesitated, looking a me.

And apiecefel into place. "The general paranoiaon Solitaire,” | said. "It's a subconscious
res stance to the thunderheads presence, isn't it?'

Her eyeswere oddly haunted. "I think so, yes."

| could see Eisenstadtt debating whether or not to pursue thisline further, deciding to shelveit for
the moment. "All right; so you think the thunderheads are intelligent and that they've been studying us.
What dse?'

Caandratook a deep breath. "Obvioudy... they're also the ones who've been guiding our ships
to Solitairefor the past seventy years.”

The musclesin Eisengtadtt's jaw tightened... but the thought was clearly not anew oneto him.
"They're certainly the most likely candidates,”" he admitted. ™Y ou have anything on that besides
guesswork?'

"Theway their amsmoved,” | said dowly, replaying the contact in my mind'seye. "The muscle
sequences they went through when they pointed the way to the dead thunderhead.” | focused on
Eisengtadt, found him looking intently back at me. "It was virtualy identical to the hand movementsl|
saw inthe Bellwether's... on our trip into Solitaire system.”

Hiseyesbored into mine. "Y ou certain?"



"Ascertainas| canbe" | sad.
"So why, then," he asked softly, "hasit taken them thislong to communicate with us?*
| shook my head. "I don't know."

He pursed hislips, and for amoment the room was silent. "What about Zagorin?' he asked at
last. "Could she have picked up anything hersdf during the contact, or was she acting purely asa
medium?'

"Noidea, ar." | looked at Caandra. "Y ou?"
She shook her head. "Y oull just have to ask her yourself."

He nodded, an odd reluctance evident in his sense. "Yes, I'd planned on doing that. | just
thought—well, never mind." He seemed to brace himsdlf. "1 suppose that... now that we know how to
get through to the thunderheads, your part in thisis pretty much over.”

He stopped... and | saw what it was he couldn't alow himsdlf to say. "With your permission, Dr.
Eisengtadt,” | said into the silence, "Caandraand | would both very much like to continue on with this.
Having gonethisfar, wed like to seeit through.” | looked at Calandra, saw she understood whét |
was doing, and why. " Curiogty aside, we might still wind up being of some useto you."

Rdief virtudly flooded into Eisenstadt's sense, al the confirmation | needed that my reading of
him had been correct. To verbally acknowledge our worth and ask usto stay on had been a sacrifice
of humility he hadn't been willing or able to make. But now that pride had been satisfied—now that he
could see himsdf asdoing us afavor, instead of the other way around—he could get what he'd
wanted dl dong. "Y ou might be of somevaue, at that," he agreed. "I'll pull some stringswith the
governor, see what she can do. In the meantime—" he glanced at hiswatch—"let's go talk to Zagorin.
See what she remembers about her contact. If anything.”

| nodded, and together we left... and it wasn't until we were out of the room that the significance
of what I'd just done suddenly struck me. Barely two months ago I'd felt real agony over the ethics of
using my Watcher ingght to manipulate people to my wishes, now, I'd done precisaly the samething
to Eisengtadt without the dightest qualms or hesitation.

For the best of motives, of course: those of protecting Calandraslife. No one can have greater
love than to lay down his life for hisfriends... | let that scripture run over and over through my
mind as we walked down the halway with the two Pravilos. And tried to ignore another saying, nearly
asold, nagging at the back of my mind. A saying that spoke of the road to hell... and how that road
was paved.

Chapter 24

After what the physician had said about the effects of the drugs Zagorin had been given, |
wondered privately whether trying to talk to her now would wind up being awaste of time. Those
fears, at least, proved groundless. Zagorin was awake, dert, and coherent, and though shewas



cearly tired shewaswilling to help.
Except that in her case, good intentions merely paved the road to nowhere.

"I'm sorry, Dr. Eisengtadt,” she said tiredly, for probably thefifth time. "Believe me, | would be
happy to tell you everything, if only to get thisover with. | just don't have the words—I don't have
them, period. The contact was like—" She waved ahand vaguely, let it drop back to the bed beside
her. "Thefedings, the sensations...” Her face contorted with the effort, but again she wasforced to
giveup.

Eisengtadt stared at her amoment longer, his sense going through contortions of itsown ashe
struggled to hang onto his patience. "Opinion?" he growled, turning to me.

"She's not just being uncooperative,” | assured him. "Shereally can't find the right words.”

"Perhagps adose of pravdrug would help her vocabulary,” he suggested, throwing her adarkly
sour look.

"I doubt it," Calandra spoke up, her first words since we'd entered the room. "The problem isn't
vocabulary. There's some sort of blockagein her ability to speak.”

Eisengtadt frowned at her. "Y ou mean amild gphasia? Nothing like that showed up on her brain
scans.”

Cdandra shrugged fractiondly. "It may not be totally physical in origin. Perhgpsit wasaside
effect of the way the thunderheads used her speech center to talk to us."

"Perhgps." Eisengtadt stroked his chin thoughtfully, his sense suddenly suspicious. "Or maybeit
was done ddliberately."

| looked at Zagorin, saw her own sudden tension there. "Why would they do something like
that?' | asked Eisengtadt. "If they didn't want to talk to us—"

"Oh, they wanted to talk, dl right,” he grunted. "But if you were paying attention, you may have
noticed that they didn't exactly give usagigapix of useful information. Certainly nothing we didn't
aready know or couldn't easily find out. Maybe there was something they didn't want us to know, but
that they couldn't hide from their co-opted mouthpieces.”

| felt thefirgt stirrings of annoyance. There he was, jumping to worse-case conclusons again. "l
don't supposeit occurred to you that they might just be nervous,” | pointed out with perhaps more
heat than wasredly cdlled for.

"Oh, it occurred to me, dl right," he countered. "Did it ever occur to you that they could just as
eadlly be hiding some massive plot againg humanity?"

"What?2—here in the middle of nowhere?' | snorted.

He eyed me coldly. "Y ou and Ms. Paquin have dready stated you believe the thunderheads are
creeting tension in the people of Solitaire. Our communication with them so far has been entirely on



their termsand under their control; now, you tell me that—intentionally or otherwise—they're
hanging onto that control even after the communication is ended.”

Coincidence, | thought. Coincidence, or € se smply the norma misunderstandings and gropings
that should be expected in afirst contact between two such different species. "'If you assumethe
worst of people,” | murmured, "you'l often get it."

"Maybe," he conceded diffly. "And I'm sure you religious types would rather err on the generous
side than take the risk of bruisng someoné's pride. But we can't afford that kind of naivete here." His
glareflicked to Caandra, came back to me. "Part of my job—and yours—isto make surethe
thunderheads aren't athreat, to humanity in general and the Solitaire colony in particular. Y ou can
cooperate with mein that or you can get out. Understood?

"Yes," | said between clenched teeth. Deep down, | had to admit it wasn't an unreasonable
attitude for him and the Patri to take. In some ways, that made it worse. "All right, then,” he said. "So.
Somehow, Ms. Zagorin can't talk about her little visit with the thunderheads. We know theré's no
physical brain damage, or at least none of the kind usualy associated with gphasia. That leavesus
ether something very subtle or € se something psychologica. Opinion: would hypnosis hdp? Either
standard or drug-induced?'

| looked at Calandra. She chewed her lip briefly, then stepped up to the bed. "I'd liketo try
something lessdrastic firdt, if | may. Shepherd Zagorin, I'd like you to try to relax and think back
through the contact, remembering it asfully asyou can. Words, impressions, emotions—whatever
comesto mind. Don' try to talk about them; just remember.”

| turned to explain to Eisenstadt, saw that he'd aready caught on to what she had in mind. "Go
ahead," he nodded to Zagorin.

She clenched her teeth momentarily. "All right." Closing her eyes, she settled hersdf back against
the pillow. Calandrareached over to take her left hand as| moved to the other side of the bed and
took her right. Zagorin's skin was warm, the muscles dightly tense, and | could fed the faint throbbing
of her pulse. "All right, now, Joyita," Caandrasaid, her voice cdm and soothing. ™Y ou're Sitting down
by the thunderheads and going into your meditative trance."

A sense of the normd. "Everything's going as usud,” Caandra continued. "And
now—suddenly—it's different.”

Surprise—atouch of fear—recognition of a heretofore only vaguely sensed persondlity. "Yes,"
Cdandraconfirmed my own reading. "For thefirst time you're redlly in communication with the
presence you've felt during previous meditations.”

"It'sstrong,” Zagorin whispered, eyes il closed. "So very strong.”

"Overpoweringly strong?' Eisenstadt asked.

A pause. "N-no," Zagorin said heditantly. "But..." Shetrailed off.

" She broke contact easily enough when Adamswasin trouble,” | reminded Eisenstadt.
"Remember that they were in avery passive date at the time of the contact—your tech described it as



admog acoma”

He considered. "Y ou're saying it was more amatter of their weakness than it was of any inherent
thunderhead strength?!

"l don't think they can take over unreceptive minds, if that's what you're worried about,”
Cdandrasad.

"I'd agree," | nodded.

Eisengtadt's lip twisted in agrimace. That wasindeed what he was worried about, and he wasn't
entirely convinced otherwise. "Well get back to thet later,” he said. "Go on.”

Caandraturned back to Zagorin. "Y ou've made contact, now, Joyita. The thunderheads are
talking to Dr. Eisenstadt through you and Shepherd Adams. Can you hear the conversation? Either
end, or both?'

An oddly reticent eagernessflicked across Zagorin's sense. Eagerness, combined with... it felt
amog like urgency. "They very much want to communicate with us,” | murmured to Eisenstactt.

"Uh-huh,” he grunted. "' So again: what's taken them so long?"

"Quiet," Cdandraordered us. "Joyita, isthere anything e se? Something they want to tell
you?—or that they're trying to hide from you? Something besides what's being asked?'

"|.... don't know." Zagorin's face contorted with concentration. " There's something there.
Something important. But | can't... | can't remember it, exactly.”

" Something having to do with the dead thunderhead we're looking for?" Eisendtadt asked.
Confusion, frugtration. "I... don't know."
Eisenstadt muttered a curse under his breath. "Thisisn't getting us anywhere."

"Maybe" | said. "Maybenot." | caught Caandralseye. "Y ou ever play Process of Elimination at
Bethd?'

She frowned at me, then her expression cleared. "Yes, | see. Can't hurt to try."

"What can't hurt?' Eisengtadt growled.

"It'scdled Process of Elimination,” | told him. "It was originaly a Watcher children'sgame, but |
know the method's been used in serious therapy, too. What we're going to do isto name severa
topicsand seeif any of them sparks aresponse.”

"When you use a pravdrug you usudly reach only the conscious mind," Calandra added,

anticipating his next question. "This gpproach can sometimes get alittle desper—and if the blockageis
in the conscious speech center, we may be able to get around it."



" So we should be able to just wire her up to sensorsand try it that way, right?" Eisenstadt
asked.

"Y es, except that the sensorswould only record the fact of areaction,” | reminded him.
"Cdandraand | may be ableto read the emotion behind it."

He grimaced, then nodded. "All right. Giveit atry.”

| turned back to Zagorin, redlizing with apang of guilt that while shed been lying there listening
we'd been discussing her like alab specimen. But if shewasirritated by it, | couldn't find the emotion.
"You ready?' | asked.

She nodded. "Go ahead.”

"Thunderheads™

Nothing. "Defenses. Fortresses. Body-homes.”

Still nothing. "Salitaire,” Cdandraput in. "Spal. The Halo of God. Humans. Fear, or distrugt.”

"Anything?" Eisengtadt murmured.

"Quiet," | said sharply. There had been just the briefest of flickers... "Fear, Joyita? Fear of us?
Fear of death?"

Another flicker. "Death,” Calandra said, dmost pouncing on the word. " Degeth?—the Deadman
Switch?'

| glanced a Cadandra... and in her sense | found confirmation of my own impression. "The
Cloud?' | asked Zagorin quietly.

And thereit was. Subtle, but unmistakable. "The Cloud," Cdandrasaid, and shivered.

| turned to Eisenstadt. "It hasto do with the Cloud,” | told him.

He chewed at hislip, hiseyes on Zagorin'staut face. Uncharacterigticaly, he didn't seeminclined
to doubt our conclusion... at least asfar asit went. "l need more details," hesaid. "Isit just that they're
the ones guiding usthrough it?"

| watched Zagorin, replaying her earlier responsesin my mind. Replayed especialy her reaction
to theword fear. "I don't know," | had to admit. "But whatever it is, it'simportant. And it's something
that includesfear.”

Eisengtadt took a deep breath. "Ms. Zagorin... do your records back at the—whatever the
placeiscdled; at your Myrrh settlement—do the records there include alist of your best meditators?”

Zagorin gazed up a him, and | could see her bracing hersdf. "I can't ask my peopleto do this,"
shesaid.



"I'm afraid | havetoing<t," hetold her firmly. "We need to talk to the thunderheads again, and
neither you nor your friend Adamsisupto it—"

"And why isn't Shepherd Adams up to it?" she cut him off. "Because he nearly died, that'swhy.
How do you expect meto ask one of my people to take that kind of risk?"

"It'snot that much of arisk," Eisenstadt inssted, trying hard to be soothing. "We know what the
contact does—"

"And you know that I'm the only one who's been through it safely.”

Eisengtadt Sghed. "Ms. Zagorin, | thank you for your offer—at least, | assume | hear an offer in
there. But to be perfectly honest, we can't afford to let you be our only contact with the thunderheads.
Inthefirst place, even with proper medical preparation | doubt you'll be able to make contact more
than once aday at the most, and | don't want to be stuck with that kind of limitation. In the second
place—" He hestated. "I don't want al our communicationsto go through asingle person.”

Zagorin'sforenead creased dightly with puzzlement. "Why not?' she asked.

"Dr. Eisengtadt?’ | put in quietly, before he could answer. "May | talk to you amoment? In
privete?’

He hestated, eyes measuring me. Then, with aquick nod, he led the way out into the hall.
"Wel?" he asked, closing the door behind him.

"Y ou're worried about the possibility that repeated contacts may subtly ater her,” | said.
"Bringing her emationdly onto the thunderheads side, or even making her an agent of their will.
Correct?'

He smiled grimly. "Maybe you're not as naive as | thought,” he conceded. "Y es, that's exactly
what I'm worried about."

| nodded. "In that case, gr, | think you ought to let Shepherd Zagorin be our only contact, at
least for now."

"Oh, redly? And what happened to dl that stuff about how the thunderhead presence was
affecting people over on Solitaire?”

| thought back to our dinner in Myrrh settlement, the odd passivity Calandra had thought shed
sensed among the people there. "It affects people here on Spdl, too," | told Eisenstadt. "Only not in
the same way. Maybe because the Seekers meditation leaves them morein aposition of cooperation
than of competition with the thunderheads—"

I'd been thinking out loud, and | could seethat dong the way I'd completely lost Eisenstadit.
"Cdandraand | found a sort of relaxed passiveness here when—"

"] get themain picture,” heinterrupted my attempt to explain. " Assuming that you're not talking
nonsense—and that may be an invaid assumption—all I'm redlly hearing isthat the closer the contect,
the more dangerous.”



"Maybe, maybe not," | shook my head. "We don't know for certain—which iswhy it would be
safest to keep these direct contacts limited to as few people as possible. Besides which... Calandra
and | spent some time with both Shepherd Adams and Shepherd Zagorin when wefirst cameto
Spall. We don't know any of the other Seekers nearly aswell."

Eisengtadt frowned a mefor along moment... and then he understood. ™Y ou redly think you
could spot any dterations the thunderheads might make in them?”

"l don't know," | said honestly. "But we'd have abetter chance with them than with anyone el e,
at least until we've gotten to know them better.”

Eisengtadt pursed hislips, consdering. "Y our boss—K e sey-Ramos—told me that you have
something of agift for persuasion. Specificaly, that you'd probably try to make you and your friend
too vauablefor meto easly get rid of ."

"Mr. Kelsey-Ramos exaggerates,” | said between dry lips.

"Perhaps." Eisengtadt grimaced. "Unfortunately, even knowing the hook's there, | seemto be
stuck with the bait." He took adeep bresth. "All right, you've convinced me. For now, anyway, well
stick with Zagorin. | suppose it would make sense to wait aday or two before talking to them again,
anyway—qgive us achance to sudy the dead thunderhead we're allegedly getting.” He glanced a his
watch. "Which reminds me, | ought to go check on their progress.”

"Would you like Cdandraor me to comewith you?'

"When we actudly find the thing, probably. Until then—" he jerked a thumb at the door behind
him—"your job isto spend your time getting to know Zagorin aswel asyou can. Just in case.”

| Sghed quietly. "Yes, ar.”

He eyed me. "Something else?"

"l... don't know." | shook my head dowly, trying to identify the uncomfortable darkness hovering
like anighttime predator at the edge of my mind. "l guess| just don't like having to guesswhat it is
about the Cloud that the thunderheads don't want us to know about.”

He snorted. "I don't much like it mysdlf. Do try to remember thet it was you who just talked me
out of sending for more Halloas and dragging the secret out of the thunderheads right here and now."

"I know, Sr. But..."

"And anyway," he added, "whatever it is, they've kept it to themsalves for at |east seventy years.
A few days, oneway or another, isn't likely to make any difference.”

Hewasright, of course, | told mysalf as he strode briskly away to check on his search team.
After seventy years, acouple of days could hardly be important.

| hoped.



Chapter 25

It was, in fact, considerably more than a couple of days before Eisenstadt was ready to talk to
the thunderheads again. Though Shepherd Zagorin seemed ready and willing to make another attempt
by the next morning, the physician charged with preparing her was reluctant to adminigter his
proposed pre-trestment mixture without doing afew more tests on both it and her; and before he had
time to complete them, Eisenstadt's search team finally located the dead thunderhead.

Most everyone, | gathered—from Eisenstadt on down—had privately concluded that the
directionswe'd been given had somehow been misread, and it was only through mule-headed
persistence on the search leader's part that the dead thunderhead was located at dl. The"height” the
thunderheads had used in giving distance, it turned out, was neither their own physica height nor ours,
but alength that wasfindly identified as the height of the common building in Shepherd Zagorin's
Myrrh settlement. For me, it seemed just one more indication that the thunderheads had been
obsarving the Halo of God settlers sincetheir arrival; Eisenstadt, conversaly, wondered aoud whether
it was adeliberate delaying tactic. But it wasn't long before the sheer scientific excitement drove such
politica/military condderations into the background of hismind and alowed the pure scientist to shine

through again.

To shine through with avengeance. For dl but hisinner circle he virtualy ceased to exi<,
disappearing into the project asif inhaled by it. Every waking hour was spent either in the clean room
with the examination team or elsein his office studying the data that was being extracted by the double
cylful. Hisrare degping hours were probably spent dreaming about it.

I'd spent eight yearswith Lord Kelsey-Ramos, who hadn't pushed Carillon to the top by being
lazy; but even by those standards Eisenstadt's capacity and energy were astounding. Armed with afull
clearance to the information—a courtesy that | suspected for along time had been an accidenta
oversight on his part—I did my best to keep up with as much of the flood of information as| could.
But even just following the nontechnical summaries was amost morethan | could handle.

Thunderheads, it turned out, were in many ways an dmost even mixture of plant and anima
characterigtics. Our dead drone, once extracted, |eft behind it an extensive network of hairlike roots
extending up to twenty metersinto the ground, a nutrient-gathering system which at least partialy
explained how they were ableto survive on top of barren bluffsaswell asamid lush vegetation. The
root system contained an unusud twist, though: a close examination showed that each of the fibers
went through aliving/dead/decomposing cycle that actualy encouraged nearby plant growth by
flooding the soil with vita trace e ements.

The discovery, exciting though it was to the scientists, was greeted with a certain chagrin by
those who had had to dig the drone up and would presumably be called on to do so again. Along with
the problem of having to dog through matted plants to get to the thunderhead, they had quickly found
that those same plants sheltered the nests of afairly nasty species of stinging insect, insectswho had
had to be gassed before the drone could be approached. For aday or two afterward there were
rumors that the workers had asked either that the next specimen be taken from Buitte City, where no
such plants or insects existed, or ese that Eisengtadt assign the next sampling run to afully armored
Pravilo team.



The rumorsfaded with time. | doubt Eisenstadt ever even noticed them.

There were agreat many other plantlike characterigtics, too, cdlular structure among them. But
at the sametime there were enough anima-like qualities to keep the thunderheads from smply being
labeled as sessile, sentient plants. They had amost the entire set of norma anima senses, for one
thing, including sight, hearing, alimited sense of touch, and acombined chemica andyss sysem
nestled beneath the wave-like overhang that combined smell and taste. Their sght, in particular, was
aurprisingly well developed, especidly giventhat it relied on fairly smple cdlular lenses scattered ina
semi-random pattern across the whole of the bodly. It took agreat deal of computer moddling time to
finally show that the hard-wired neural pathways connecting the lenses to each other and the brain
actualy acted as as sort of organic computer, combining and cleaning up the blurry imagesinto
something as clear as human eyesight.

The drone had atrue circulatory system too, not just primitive ducts for transporting sap and
water, though the system operated viaa combination of vascular pressure, capillary action, and
gravity ingtead of a heart. There were also severa distinct organs scattered throughout the body,
though there was a great dedl of heated debate as to the functions each might serve. The brain and
central nervous system were fairly decentralized, though the neura density increased markedly near
the various sensory organs and each of the cellular eyes.

There was more to be learned—a great deal more—and Eisenstadit's " couple of days' stretched
ever longer asthey took their prize apart bit by bit, arguing and discussing each new discovery. Off to
the sde, largdly ignored, Calandra and Shepherd Zagorin and | waited... and speculated quietly
among ourselves whether giving Eisengtadt the drone might have been part of athunderhead plan to
distract him from whatever it was about the Cloud that they seemed determined to hide. We waited
three weeks... until, finaly, Eisenstadt decided he was ready.

Cdandraand | were taken to the Butte City at mid-morning the next day, to find the preliminary
preparations nearly complete. Shepherd Zagorin, sitting done thistime at the edge of the thunderhead
mass, was being fitted with sensors and monitor |eads as Eisenstadt stood fidgeting over her. Further
back, in the ridge hollow, the techs were checking out their equipment and taking readings with a
sense of quiet chaos that reminded me of an orchestrawarming up before a concert.

Physicdly, it waslike areplay of the last contact. Emotionaly, it was dragticdly different. Three
weeks ago the men and women here had been contemptuously amused by the suggestion that a
smplerdigious practice could accomplish something their science had so far failed to do. Wed
offered them amiracle, and it had been granted... and as | looked around the Butte City now | found
only sober anticipation and even traces of respect.

Besde me, Cdandra snorted gently. "L ook at them,” she murmured, nodding fractiondly at the
busy techs.

"What about them?' | murmured back.
"Theway they look a Joyita—you seeit? They've adopted her as an honorary member."

| frowned, studying their faces more closely. Calandrawasright; | could indeed sense an odd



camaraderie when they looked in her direction. "I don't understand.”

"Thelast timethey did this she and Adamswere just religious fanatics,” Calandrasaid, atrace of
bitternessin her voice. "Not worth more than basic legd tolerance. But their method worked, and
every scientist and tech knows that only science works. So the method must be science, and she must
beascientis.”

| felt an echo of her bitternessin my own stomach. For the wisdom of its wise men is doomed,
the under standing of any who understand will vanish... "It'saways easier to come up with a
rationaization than to change your basic assumptions” | reminded her. "At least it gains her some
acceptance—maybe even gains some acceptance for the Halo of God in generd..”

Eisenstadt spotted us, beckoned us over. "We're about ready here," hetold usaswe
approached, hisvoice and expression rich with dightly nervous anticipation. He raised his eyebrows
questioningly—

"Wereready, too," | assured him. Calandraand | had kept up our end of the bargain with
Eisengtadt, spending agood seventy or eighty hours with Zagorin over the past three weeks. If the
thunderheads were planning any intellectua or emotiona manipulation, | had little doubt that weld be
ableto catchit.

Eisengtadt nodded, the tension in his sense easing just abit, and turned back to Zagorin.
"Whenever you fed ready, Ms. Zagorin."

She nodded and closed her eyes. Eisenstadt stepped back to stand between Calandra and me,
and together we waited.

My subjective feding was that the contact was made faster thistime than the lagt, but as nearly
as| could tdll everything else was the same. Zagorin straightened abruptly from her meditative douch,
glazed eyes opening to Sare at us. "Greetingsto you," she whispered, the husky sound again
containing overtones that never existed in her norma voice. "We are the thunderheads. We have
waited long for... your return.”

Eisenstadt cleared histhroat, and | could tell he was mildly impressed by the thunderheads easy
acceptance of our namefor them. "I greet you aswdll," hesaid. "Yes, I'm afraid it has been awhile,
We had agreat dedl of work to do, and it seemed best for usto finish it before talking to you again.
For onething, this sort of communication israther hard on the humans you spesk through.”

A dight pause. | glanced back at the techs monitoring Zagorin's biologica functions, read no
aarm or danger in their faces. Apparently the medica pre-treatment was successfully warding off the
more extreme S de effects of the contact. "\We mean no harm,” Zagorin whispered. "It isnot
possible... for usto change this.”

"Y es, we understand,” Eisenstadt assured the speaker. "It may be possible for usto do
something from thisend—were gtill experimenting with it." He paused, and | felt him brace himsdlf.
"We appreciate your generosity in letting us examine one of your dead. We've learned agreat ded
from our work; however, there are still some questions we've been unable to answer. Severa weeks
ago, for instance, you used a heat weapon—we think probably it was a chemically-pumped
laser—against a human that you thought was about to attack you. Were very interested in the



commercia and industrid possibilities of such adevice, but weve been unableto identify either the
mechanism or the biochemistry from the drone we studied. If you could enlighten us—even giveusa
clue asto where the source is located—we would be most grateful .”

Zagorin gazed a him with those flat eyes, but remained slent. "Even a second demonstration
would help," Eisengtadt tried again, uncertainty and uneasiness cregping into his sense. "Under
controlled conditions, of course, with recording instrumentsin place—"

"The Cloud," Zagorin cut him off. ™Y ou seek the origi.... nation of the Cloud, do... you not?"

Eisengtadt threw adightly startled glance at me. "Wall... yes, of course we do. Weve, uh, been
Speculating that it was your people who've been guiding our shipsthrough the Cloud dl these
years—"

"Wewill take you to the... origination of ... the Cloud.”

Eisengtadt stared at Zagorin, and it took him two triesto get any words out. ™Y ou mean... the
mechanism that generates the Cloud? Whereisit, on Spal?"

"In gpace,” Zagorin whispered. "Deep in space.”

Eisengtadt nodded dowly, his sense that of aman who has seen the answer to along-time
puzzle. "1 undergand. Well need sometimeto get aship ready. Can we communicate like thiswith
you off of Spdl?’

"Thereisno need. When you are ready, speek... to the pilot. To—" Zagorin hesitated, and |
could sense the thunderhead searching hishost for the right word. "To the zombi."

"All right," Eisenstadt said, forehead furrowed dightly. "Well get started on the preparations. In
the meantime—"

"Farewe | until then,” Zagorin said.

"Wait!" Eisenstadt barked; but it wastoo late. Zagorin dumped over, her face and eyesreturning
tonormdl.

Eisenstadt took a step toward her, fury in his eyes. "Who told you to break contact?' he snarled.

Zagorin blinked up at him; but Calandra spoke up before she could reply. "It wasn't her doing,
Doctor," shetold him. "The thunderhead | eft her of hisown valition.”

Eisengtadt glared at her, and | could see him fighting to choke down hisanger. "I wasn't through
asking questions yet," he bit out, to no onein particular. "Couldn't he see that?"

"Perhaps he could,” | said. "Perhaps he wasthrough giving answers.”
Eisengtadt paused in mid-sentence, swinging around to focus on me... and as| watched, the

scientist within him gave way once again to the officid representative of the Petri, with al the political
and military considerations that role included. It was something of ashock; | hadn't really appreciated



how different the man had been without those encumbrances.

"l see," Eisendtadt said at last. Hisvoice, too, had subtly changed. " Sounds like they don't redly
want to discuss their organic laser, doesn't it?"

"Or ese" | offered, "they consder whatever it is about the Cloud to be far more urgent.”

Eisenstadt looked sharply at me, and | could tell he was remembering back to that Process of
Elimination game with Zagorin three weeks earlier. Y ou could beright,” he admitted grudgingly, and |
could see him thinking about how much trouble it would be to organize atrip out into spaceto actually
take alook. There was along moment of indecision; and then hisface cleared. "Lieutenant?' he
cdled, turning to look for the Pravilo officer in charge.

The other stepped forward from the monitor area. "Yes, Sr?"

"] want you to contact Commodore Freitag for me. Find out how soon we can have one of his
destroyersready for ashort trip.”

The lieutenant nodded and turned back to one of the consoles. Eisenstadt |ooked over at
Zagorin, currently the focus of atention of ahalf dozen medica people. "How do you fed, Ms.
Zagorin?' he asked.

"Fine" she said, sounding alittle out of breath. "Much better than the last time."

Eisengtadt nodded, caught one of the physicians eyes. "'l want you to do an extrapolation of her
physical condition,” hetold the other. "I'm interested particularly on how long she could have stayed
under without harm.”

The other nodded and returned to his examination. ™Y ou're planning to take her dong with you?'
| asked quietly.

Eisengtadt nodded. "1t might be useful to find out just how far away from Spall we can get
before we can't raise them anymore.”

"But if the thunderheads are guiding us through the Cloud—"

"We have no evidence of that," Eisenstadt reminded me. "Not even an unsupported statement by
the thunderheads. All of that is pure speculation on our part, and pure speculation always makes me
nervous.”

| looked at him, read the sense of uneasinessthere... "Because if it's not the thunderheads
guiding usthrough the Cloud, it's someone e se?

Hethrew me apatient look. "Come on, Benedar—surdly it's obviousthere are at least two
intelligences working at cross-purposes here. Or do you want to try and tell me that the thunderheads
built the Cloud as adefense or something and then couldn't remember how to turn it off?"

| thought about that. "It doesn't have to be that monochrome, though, doesit?’ | suggested
hesitantly. "Couldnt it just aswell be that they don't mind us mining the rings but want to limit how



many of uslive next door to them on Solitaire?’

"Or even bethereverse" Cdandraadded. "That they don't mind usliving on Solitaire but want
to limit our plundering of thering mineras."

"For al the good therings do them," Eisenstadt growled. "They're hardly in aposition to do any
mining themsalves. Unfortunately, neither of those theorieswill hold air. If that'sall they wanted, dl
they needed to do was to make a treaty with us covering population size and mining rights and then
shut off the Cloud."

"What if we reneged?' | asked.

"They turn the Cloud back on, of course—trapping, incidentally, everyone who wasin the
system at the time. With that kind of threat hanging over us, they'd hardly have to worry about treaty
violaions"

"Before the Halo of God came aong, maybe there wasn't any way for themto talk to us,” |
reminded him.

"Theway'sthere now," he countered. "And they haven't mentioned anything along those lines.
No, ether the thunderheads are the ones guiding our shipsand aren't responsible for the Cloud, or
elsethey're running the Cloud and someone e seis bringing our shipsin. It doesn't make sense any
other way."

| bit at the back of my lip. He was right—the logic of it wasindeed hard to argue against. And
yet...

"Y ou don't seem convinced, Benedar."

| focused on him. His expression was gruff, tolerant, as befit ascientist who didntt officidly give
much credit to my Waicher skills... but beneath that official veneer | could sense agenuine interest.
"There's something el se about the thunderheads,” | said, trying without successto pin down the elusive
fedling nagging a my back-brain. "' Something that bothers me."

"Y ou think they're lying to us about something?"

| looked at Cadandra, saw her equaly helpless shrug. She didn't haveit, either; but like me, she
recognized there was something here we weren't getting. "No, | don't think they're lying. Not...
exactly.”

It was adoppy enough statement, and | fully expected to get a scornful glare for it. But
Eisengtadt merdly rubbed his cheek, his sense thoughtful. "Could it be that thisinvitation out to the
Cloud issomekind of atrap?' he suggested.

"| can't see what they could hopeto gain,” | shook my head. "They must know that information
about them has long since left the system. It'sfar too late to try and keep their existence secret, even if
that was what they wanted.”

Cdandradtirred. "1 don't think it'satrap,” she said dowly. "But Gilead's right—they are hiding



something. | get asense of manipulation, asif they're ddliberately feeding usjust enough information to
keep us moving in the direction they want."

"Y ou think they're going to take usto the Cloud generator and then ask usto shut it of f?"
Eisenstadt asked bluntly.

Shelooked at him steadily. "I'd be very careful about doing anything likethat," shetold him. "If
you're right about them not being responsible for the Cloud, then it could only have been put there by
someone else for the purpose of isolating them.”

Eisenstadt nodded grimly. "That thought has dready occurred to me," he acknowledged. "Which
iswhy | want to take a Pravilo warship instead of just requisitioning some freighter. The generator
may be defended.”

Acrossthe way, the Pravilo lieutenant straightened from hisboard. "Dr. Eisengtadt?" he called.
"All set. Commodore Freitag has ordered the Kharg to return from ring patrol duty; ETA
approximately six days." He hesitated. "However... the commodore asks me to remind you that none
of the Pravilo shipsin Solitaire system is equipped with a Deadman Switch.”

For asecond Eisenstadt just stared at him. Then he swore under his breath. " Chern-firel—I
forgot dl about that."

| glanced at Cdandra, read my own puzzlement there. "I don't understand,” | said to Eisenstadit.
"It can't be that hard to ingtal a Deadman Switch.”

"The hardware's not the problem,” he growled. "It'sthe fact that the Pravilo doesn't have a
generd license for Solitaire transport. Tripsin and out of the system are authorized on an individua
basis by the Patri. And for that authorization you haveto go al the way to Portdava.”

"It'snot quitethat bad, Sir,” the lieutenant spoke up. "The judiciaries on Miland or Whitecliff can
adso grant authorization.”

"All that meansisthat you gpply to them and they send the request on to Portdava,” Eisenstadit
shook his head. "Could take weeks—not to mention the paperwork involved in getting the actua
zombi."

| looked a Caandra, feding my ssomach musclestightening. Except that there was a zombi
aready on hand, if Eisenstadt ever happened to remember that... " Surely there are emergency
procedures available" | said.

"1 doubt this could be made to qudify," Eisenstadt snorted.

"Wadll..." | hesitated. "Thelast | knew, Governor Rybakov owed Mr. Kelsey-Ramos a rather
large persond favor. Y ou might talk to him, seeif he can wheedle azombi for you from among
Solitaire's own death-sentence criminas.”

Helooked at me; and from the way his eyes carefully avoided Calandral could tell that he, too,
had suddenly remembered her status. | held my breath... but practicaly before theideawasfully
formed it was smothered by a strong sense of rejection. Like Randon, it seemed, he had quickly



learned what an asset Watchers were, and he had no intention of throwing that asset away. "l was
under theimpression Solitaire law forbade that,” he said. "Worth atry, though. Anyway—" He
glanced at Zagorin. "I'd like you two to accompany Ms. Zagorin back to her quarters when they're
through with her."

Hisvoice and sense were heavy with sgnificance. "Yes, ar,” | said, trying to convey my
understanding of his order without being too obvious about it. If the thunderheads had done anything
to her, acouple of hourswith her should bring it to light.

"Good," Eisenstadt nodded. "I'll let you know what happens with the governor.” Nodding to
Caandraand Zagorin, he turned and set off toward the gap in the buttes where the cars were parked.

| watched him go; felt Calandras presence as she stepped to my side. "He wants the Cloud
turned off," she murmured.

| nodded. "I know."

She shivered suddenly. "I hopewe're not al going at thistoo quickly. That we aren't about to
undo something that... shouldn't be undone.”

| chewed at the back of my lip. "I don't think helll do anything rash. Besides... theres il
something about thisthat doesn't work. Why would anyone go to dl the trouble of creating a
ten-light-year barrier when al it doesislock in creatures who are rooted to the ground?”

Caandrashook her head. "I don't know. But | ill don't likeit."

| put my arm around her, felt thetension in her muscles. I know," | said quietly. "Neither do 1.”

Chapter 26

It waslate evening, and | wasin my quarters—somehow, | thought of them as quarters now,
instead of as a prison cell—when apair of Pravilos came to take me to Eisengtadt's office. One look
a hisfacewasdl | needed. "What'swrong?' | asked, somach tightening.

In answer he waved me to a seat and swiveled his phone display around so that | could seeit.
Randon's race was on the screen... and he, too, looked worried. "Why don't you repeat what you just
told me, Mr. Kelsey-Ramos," Eisengtadt invited sourly as| sat down.

"Benedar,” Randon nodded to me from the display, his eyes briefly searching my face. "How are
they treating you?"

"I'mfine, ar," | said. "What's the problem?’
His mouth twisted briefly. "I've just been in contact with Governor Rybakov," he said.

It was obvious what was coming next. "I take it she won't suspend the no-zombi law for us.”



"It'sworse than that," he said grimly, holding up acyl. "I have here acopy of a petition that was
filed with the governor's office two days ago. It reminds Rybakov that the duly mandated sentence of
death passed against Calandra Paguin has been unlawfully suspended... and it requeststhat said
sentence be carried out without further delay.”

| stared at him. "Aikman?" | asked between tiff lips.

"Who else?' Randon growled. "What's worse, Rybakov redly has no choice but to give the
request proper consderation... and shetells me privately that he does have acase."

"How?' | demanded. "Cdandras been co-opted by arepresentative of the Patri for official
purposes.”

Eisengtadt cleared histhroat. "Unfortunately, Benedar, my authority doesn't actualy extend that
far. It was only through Mr. Kelsey-Ramos's generosity that she's here on Spall at al, and he could
legdly cal her back to the Bellwether a any time."

| stared at the digplay, the thudding of my heart like the distant sound of crumbling hope. My
belief in Caandra'sinnocence—my effortsto buy her enough time for anew hearing—all of it
threatened by alegd trick. But he said, Alas for you lawyers as well, because you load on people
burdens that are unendurable, burdens that you your selves do not touch with your fingertips...
Clenching my teeth, | forced my mind to unfreeze. "All right,” | said dowly. "But since Cdandrawas
assigned to the Bellwether, shouldn't that mean that her sentence can only be carried out aboard the
Bellwether?"

"And snce the Bellwether's been temporarily grounded for security reasons,” Randon finished
for me, in avoicethat told me they'd already thought of this, "the sentence ought to be temporarily
grounded, too. It'saniceidea; the problem isthat her actual assgnment isto HTI Transport, not to
the Bellwether. 1t happensthat there are two other HTI freightersinbound in Solitaire system &t the
moment, either of which could be used to carry out her sentence.”

"Except that they both have zombis of their own—" | stopped short as a horrible thought struck
me.

"Of coursethey do,” Randon said, frowning at my tone. "But since their zombis sentences are
presumably dated after Paguin's, it wouldn't be unreasonable to switch zombis between one of them
and the Bellwether."

Aikman'sface flashed through my mind: hisface, his hate-filled and vengeful soul, hisdevious
mind... and | suddenly knew what it was he was trying to do. "They won't be giving you anything in
exchange," | said, my stomach knotting even tighter. "If the governor acceptsthat petition, they'll take
Cdandraand leave you stranded here.”

"What are you talking about?' Eisengtadt demanded. "They have azombi of their own—"

"Who will dready be dead or dying when the Bellwether getshim.”

They both stared a me... and dowly, the understanding came. "'Y ou mean... they'd deliberately
kill one of their zomhis?' Eisengtadt asked, alook of horrified astonishment on hisface.



"He may even be dready dead.” | looked a Randon, al my ingtincts screaming with the need for
immediate action. "Have any of the HTI board been in contact with those freighters?”

"| can probably find out." Randon's own dishbelief had vanished, replaced by an angry
determination. "Cute—very cute. A blazing lot of trouble and risk to go to, but | wouldn't put it past
that gang of vultures.”

"Especidly with Aikman goading them on,” | said, my voicetrembling. "Sir, we may not have
much time left—"

"Easy, Benedar, easy," he soothed. "They'd be stupid to jump their cue and kill any of the
zombis until they had an officid ruling in hand—otherwise they might wind up stuck hereinstead of
lﬁ"

| hadn't thought of that. It helped, but not very much. "1 don't think we should count on them to
bethat logicd,” | told him. "The sooner you can get word of thisto the governor, the better.”

"Agreed,” Eisengtadt seconded, hisvoice grim. "And whilewereat it, let'stry alittle legd
offensive of our own. What we need to do isfile a counter-petition, requesting that Rybakov grant an
indefinite suspension of Paquin's sentence until the Petri can confirm her service with my team here.”

"And maybe ask that Commaodore Freitag assign some Pravilos to take over zombi guard duty
aboard the HTI freighters,”" Randon agreed. " Certainly worth a shot. Unfortunately—" he looked
back at me. "All that redly doesis block off Aikman's easiest route. His petition is still the major
problem; and coming asit does practically on top of your own request for azombi, Dr. Eisengtadt, it
leaves Rybakov the obvious move of combining the two by transferring Paguin's sentence to whatever
thisjaunt isyou want to make. Aikman couldn't have planned things better if he'd had astraight
pipdine out to you."

| sent Eisengtadt a sharp look; but he shook hishead. "No, it'sjust coincidence. Remember we
didn't decide ourselves until today that we'd even be needing azombi.” Though there had been strong
hints earlier on... but it wastoo late to worry about possible leaks now. "And there's no provision at
al for usng a Solitaran crimind?' | asked.

"None," Eisengtadt answered heavily. "Wouldn't redly matter if there was. Bresking that strong a
legd tradition would mean her own political suicide—Solitaire would demand her remova, and the
Petri would pretty much have to bow to their wishes."

But as one man they howled, Away with him! Give us Barabbas! "I understand,” |
murmured, trying not to be bitter.

Randon cleared histhroat. "Benedar... the origina reason you took Paquin to Spal in thefirst
place. Did you have any luck at al with that?"

Our search for asmuggler base. So much had happened since then I'd nearly forgotten. “No,
ar," | had to admit. "If we'd had moretime—" | shrugged helplesdy.

"What about the Pravilo?' Randon perssted. "I'd think someone there would beinterested in
helping out.”



| shook my head, Commodore Freitag's face at our last meeting floating up from my memory.
Hisface, and his sense of unbreakable determination on theissue. | talked to Commodore Freitag
before we left Solitaire,” | said. "He was uninterested in anything but atota solution to the problem.”

"Uninterested?"

"Violently s0." | hissed frustration between my teeth. "And | haveto say that | agree with his
reasons.”

Randon grimaced, but | could see hewaswilling to trust my judgment. "I see. Well, you can tell
me all about it some day when we have more time and a secure line. For the moment—" hiseyes
searched out Eisenstadt—"do you have any more ideas, Doctor?'

Eisengtadt shook his head. "Nothing except what we've aready come up with. I'll get my
counter-petition worked up and send word to Freitag about putting Pravilos on those HT1 zombis.
Addefromthat, | can't think of anything.”

Randon nodded. "I'll turn up what heat | can here and see what | can find out about unofficia
HTI involvement. If | can catch an important hand in the cashbox, maybe | can force them to back
down."

"Worth atry,” Eisenstadt agreed. "Well... | appreciate your help on this, Mr. Kelsey-Ramos.
Good luck, and keep meinformed.”

"Right. Good-bye, Doctor."
"Good-bye."

Eisengtadt waved his control stick and the display blanked, and for amoment we sat in sllence.
Then hedtirred in hisseat. "'l just thought you'd want to know," he said, dmost gruffly.

The gruffnesswas ashield; but it couldn't hide his genuine concern. "Thank you,” | said, getting
to my feet. "I'd better let you get on with your work."

He hestated. "Paguin isout at the Butte City," hetold me. "If you want to go and talk to her, I'll
have one of the Pravilos escort you there."

In other words, would | like to accept the burden of telling her the bad news. It wasthe last
thing in the universe | wanted to do... but | knew it would be better coming from afriend. "Yes, ar," |
sighed. "I'll doit."

There were a st of lights strung along the fences that enclosed the two-hundred-meter-long
corridor between the encampment and the Butte City, but with no one officidly on duty there tonight
the lights had been muted to firefly level. My Pravilo escort had planned to drive me across, but the
night was cool and quiet, idedl for ashort walk. Besideswhich, | needed the time to think.

It wasthefirg timel'd been redly outside after dark—away from the encampment'slights,



anyway—since Caandraand | had first camped at the buttes, and aswe walked | found mysalf
gazing up & the starry sky, asharp bitterness swirling within me. Practically singlehanded, sheand |
had opened up mankind'sfirst contact with an dien race—found them, identified them, even
discovered how to talk to them... and none of it seemed to make any difference whatsoever to the
coldly impersond web of lawswhich Aikman was manipulating in his obsession to destroy us.

Us; because once Caandrawas dead, | would be his next target. Aboard the Bellwether 1'd
forced him to back down, and for aman like Aikman such agoring of his pride was as deadly an
insult as | could have given him. Stranding Randon and the Bellwether in Solitaire system without an
outzombi would be anice art to his revenge; in the time that would buy him, | had no doubt he
would find the right thread to pull to wrap the web around me, aswell.

And therewas nothing | could do to stop him.

Like the corridor, the Butte City was only dimly lit, but there was enough starlight filtering
between the cliffsfor meto pick out the three forms standing near one of the gaps. Calandraand her
two Pravilo escorts. My own escort trailing dong behind me, | headed over.

She saw us coming, of course, and identified me well before there was enough light for her to
properly see my face. "Hello, Gilead," she caled softly. "Cometo look at the stars?!

"Not redly,” | sad.
Her slhouette stiffened dightly as she heard the tightnessin my voice. "What's the matter?"

| heditated, suddenly very conscious of the strangerslistening in. "Could Ms. Paguin and | havea
minute done?’ | asked my escort.

"I guessthat'd be okay," he said genidly. Pulling out his phone, he keyed in acode, and the lights
that had been strung around the Buitte City brightened to the leve of afashionably dim room. "Takedl
the time you want," he added. Signing Calandra's escort to follow, he stepped back around the
thunderheads.

"What's the matter?' Calandra repeated when they were out of earshot.

| related my conversation with Eisengtadt and Randon. The words felt like molten lead in my
mouth. "l see," she said when I'd finished. Her eyes were focused somewhere past my face; her sense
was dread combined with astrange calm. "Wdll... we knew it wasjust amatter of time."

| clenched my teeth hard enough to hurt. "I haven't given up,” | told her. "Neither have the
others.

She shook her head. "Y ou might aswell. It'sover."
"Cdandra—"

She silenced me with alook. "I never asked for this," she reminded me quietly. "Never asked
you to get involved with this crusade—begged you, in fact, not to. Please, Gilead—just let it go."



They havefilled this place with the blood of the innocent... "And let them trade an innocent
lifefor money?' | demanded.

She sghed, and her eyes closed briefly. "The powerful have dways built their wedth on the lives
of other people,” she said tiredly. ™Y ou of all people should know that—the Carillon Group has
certainly doneits share. Solitaire just happensto be amore blatant example than mogt.”

"There ought to be room for both wealth and ethicsin acivilized society,” | ground out.

She shrugged. "Thelast person to try running agovernment that way was Aaron Balaam
darMaupine. Want to trade?’

| glared at her. "1 can't | et this happen.”

"You cant stop it." Shetook adeep breath. "But if it helpsany... you've dready done more for
methan | could ever have hoped.”

Sheturned dightly, her eyesturning upward to the stars. "'Y ou remember the parable of the
tdents?'

To one he gave five talents, to another two, to a third one, each in proportion to his
ability... "How could | forget it?"

She nodded. "Me, too. The teachers at Bethel redlly drummed that oneinto us. Y ou ever
wonder—ate a night—whether you wereliving up to their expectations?"

| swallowed. "No more than ahundred timesayear.”

"Samewith me" shesaid. "I'd pretty much given up even trying; but it was dways there anyway,
somewhere way in the back of my mind. | guess| soothed it by assuming that when | was older I'd
find something great to accomplish. Now, of course... | won't be getting much older."

| bit at the back of my lip, and wished | knew how to comfort her. "I'm sorry," wasdl | could
think of to say.

Shelooked & me. "Don't be. Don't you see?—this crazy quixotic quest of yours has given me
more of amemoria than | ever dreamed of having. You and |, Gilead, have literaly changed
mankind's higory."

| looked at the sea of thunderheads, vague ghost-white shapesin the dim light. "1 suppose so.
Though whether we were here or not, it was only amatter of time before someone made contact with
them.”

She snorted. " Someone like who?—the Halloas? Come on; they were perfectly content to Sit
here thinking they were walking around on heaven talking directly to God. They'd never have made
the connection by themselves.”

From heaven God looks down, he sees all the children of Adam, from the place where he
sits he watches all who dwell on the earth; he alone molds their hearts, he understands all they



do... "Imaginetheimpression on mankind's history if that had been true," | murmured.

"The thunderheads hardly conform to the popular concept of angels," Cadandra said, atouch of
humor glinting through the solemnity.

| smiled in return; and right then it hit me, like abrilliant flash of lightning. From heaven God
looks down... "God in heaven, Calandra,” | breathed. "That'sit. That'sit!"

She sared a me. "What—7"'

"Comeon!" Grabbing her hand, | dmost literdly pulled her toward the Pravilos till waiting
nearby. "1 need a phone—quickly,” | called to them.

We met them halfway, and a phone was handed to me. "How do | get Dr. Eisenstadt?" | asked,
fumbling with the instrument with trembling hands. It was so blatantly obvious—

One of the Pravilos keyed in the code, and aminute later Eisenstadt's face appeared on thetiny
display. "Helo?"

"ThisisBenedar," | identified myself. "Whereis Commodore Freitag?"

He blinked, clearly taken aback by the unexpected question. "On Solitaire, | presume.”

"Cdl him," | said. "Get him here." | glanced a the Pravilos, looking as puzzled as Eisengtadt did.
"And after he'son hisway, better keep this whole place incommunicado. We still haven't proved
Aikman didn't have an information source here, and this cannot be alowed to get out.”

"What can't be alowed to get out?' he growled, starting to grow irritated. "Cam down and—"

"We need anon-Solitaran crimind,” | cut him off. "Right? And the best candidate for oneisa
snugge. Right?'

"Y-y-yes" hesad dowly. "Except that you said Freitag wasn't interested in a solution to the—"

"Inapartial solution,” | corrected him. Couldn't he see it—?"Hewantsto teke al the smugglers
inasingle sweep, before any can dip through the net.”

"And you know where they dl are?’
"No!" | dl but shouted at him. "But the thunder heads do!"

Beside me, Calandra whispered something startled and yet oddly reverent sounding... and
Eisengtadt, for thefirst time since I'd met him, was speechless.

Chapter 27

It wasn't quite that easy, of course. The thunderheads had no way of distinguishing legitimate



ships and settlements from smuggler ships and bases, for one thing, and it was quite ajob explaining
to them how to use human maps and skytracks. But with patience and computer wizardry on Freitag's
part and stlaminaon Zagorin's, the job was eventualy done.

A week |ater, Freitag had his clean sweep.

| learned later that no fewer than five smuggler shipswere caught in the Pravilo's grand net, as
well asfour rather cushy bases buried in thewilds of Spal. Unraveling dl the entanglements—some of
which were rumored to stretch asfar afield as Janus and Elegy—and bringing al those involved
before the appropriate judiciaries would take months or even years. But for the leaders of one crew,
caught red-handed with akidnap victim gtill aboard, the Solitaran judiciary authorized the use of
pravdrugs. From those five men, two were chosen whose clear and willing guilt was matched only by
their complete ignorance of the group's business contacts.

Guilty, but at the same time useless to the Pravilo investigation... or in other words, perfect
candidatesfor filling Eisengtadt's request for azombi.

| expected the judiciary to take at least aweek to makeit officid. It took, infact, barely five
days.

I'd expected the second time would be easier. Or perhaps merely hoped it would.
It wasn', of course.

The Pravilo doctor stepped back from the Kharg's helm chair, returning the hypo to itsplace in
hissmall case. My stomach a hard knot, | forced mysdlf to watch as the dead hands lifted delicately
and reached for the helm board. | shuddered—those hands could have been Calandra's. They settled
there; and abruptly the stars vanished from the bridge displays.

"Deadman Switch in control, Commodore,” the man at the ditto helm announced. "Taking us out
on bearing twenty-two mark four zero, fifty-six mark three three.”

Freitag nodded. "Navigation?'

The navigator's hands were dready playing over hisboard. "Therés nothing in particular listed
for that direction, gir," he reported. "No large planetoids or cometary bodies. Though that may not
mean much—aexcept for Solitaire system itself, datafor this part of spaceis preity sketchy.”

"Which should encourage dl of you to keep sharp,” Freitag reminded the bridge in generd.
"Wherever the Cloud generator is stashed, it's likely to be either well hidden or well defended. Or
both." He swiveled another quarter turn. "Dr. Eisenstadit?!

Standing beside the ditto nav chair, Eisenstadt leaned over to peer into Shepherd Zagorin's
glazed eyes. "Thunderhead? Y ou il with us?!



"l am," Zagorin whispered.
"Arewe on theright path?
"Yes" sheassured him.

| watched her closgly, trying with al my skill to read past the words to what might lie beneath
them. Asusual, the attempt failed. There were subtle differencesin the sense between one encounter
and another, | could tell now, differencesthat might be related to thunderhead emotiond coloring the
sameway it wasto that of human beings. But it could equaly well be aresult of Zagorin becoming
acclimated to the contact, or to different thunderheads handling their end of the communication each
time, or to any of adozen other factors.

Beside me, Caandra shivered. "Y ou wereright, Gilead," she murmured. Her eyes, | saw, were
on the body at the Deadman Switch. "It is the same. The same motions, the same sense, the same...

evaything."

Shetrailed off. | turned to Eisengtadt, to find him looking in turn at Calandra. His eyesflicked to
mine, then shifted to the helm and Commodore Freitag Sitting stiffly in hiscommand chair. Hissense..
"Something wrong?' | asked quietly.

Eisengtadt hesitated, shook his heed. "Jugt... thinking. Wondering about... well, thelogic involved
here"

Thelogic of the Cloud. With dl his attention focused on getting azombi for thistrip, Eisenstadt
had apparently lost sight of al the questions and contradictions that had sparked thistrip out inthe
first place. "l presume you and Commodore Freitag intend to move carefully,” | said.

"Giveusalittle credit for brains" he grunted. "I just wish the thunderheads would loosen up and
tell us exactly what they expect usto do for them out here.”

His eyes dropped to Zagorin'simpassive face, but if the thunderhead listening through her ears
recognized the cue heignored it. Zagorin remained slent, and after a minute Eisenstadt grunted again
and gave up. "Anyway," he said to me, "we should know within ten hours. Wherever it isthey're
taking us, it hasto beingdethe Cloud itsdlf.”

| nodded down at Zagorin. "Are you going to have her maintain contact the whole way?*

Eisenstadt pursed hislips, shook hishead. "No, | suppose not. They're not,” he added dryly,
"exactly being fountains of information, after al. Ms. Zagorin?—you can go ahead and bresk contact.
Thunderhead, welll betalking to you later. If there's anything we need to know, you'd better tell us

Zagorin sraightened dightly. "Farewdl,” she said... and with aloud sgh dumped in her set.

Eisenstadt looked at me, a sour expression on hisface. "Or in other words," he growled, "they're
dill playingit coy.”

"Don't worry about it," Freitag advised him coolly. "Whoever or whatever is out there running



the Cloud generator, well be ready for them.”

Woe to those going down to Egypt for help, who put their trust in horses, who rely on the
quantity of chariots, and on great strength of cavalrymen...

Quietly, | dipped out of the bridge, leaving Freitag and the othersto their watch. And thelr
confidence.

It didn't take the ten hours Eisenstadt had been prepared for. 1t was, in fact, just under an hour
later when the Kharg's pseudogravity abruptly vanished.

We had arrived.

Therewere no warning sirens, no terse announcements of red alert or whatever as| |eft the
command ready room and floated hurriedly acrossthe small lounge to the bridge proper. Not that that
was redly surprising; Freitag would hardly have left mattersto alast-second scramble for battle
dtations, any more than he had permitted meto stray farther from the bridge than the nearby ready
room. Still, somehow, the silence was more unnerving than the sounds of even a pitched battle would
have been. Asif the bridge crew—perhaps even the entire ship—had been suddenly killed or
disabled... Heart thudding in my ears, sensesfully dert, | did open the bridge door and pulled myself
in.

And, naturdly, ingantly felt like afool. Everyone was dlill dive and well, working quietly at their
posts. The overall sense of the room was concentration, underpinned with tension and controlled
nervousness, but there was nothing that seemed to indicate imminent danger.

| took a deep breath, privately embarrassed by my sudden wild imagination... and preoccupied
with that, it took me another second to redlize that that very lack of danger sensewasinitsdf asigna
that something here wasn't right.

Calandrawas ditting quietly to one Side, strapped into a ditto station chair where she could
observe without being in the way. Giving thewall apush, | floated over to her. "What'swrong?" |
murmured.

She shrugged fractionally, her sense uneasy. " There doesn't seem to be anything out there,” she
sad.

| frowned, giving dl the digplays within eyeshot aquick scan. They meant little to my untrained
eye. "Error?’ | asked.

Sheflicked aglance a Eisengtadt and Zagorin, the latter working on getting into ameditative
Sate—

| waslooking at Zagorin, not any of the displays, but even so my periphera vison was dazzled
by the brilliant flicker of light that flashed across the room. "Wha—7?"

| was drowned out by the warble of warning sirens. "Radiation attack,” one of the crewers



snapped. "Bow-starboard hull registering particle fluxes of—it's off the scale, Sir." Hisvoice sounded
awed and more than allittle shaken. "Heavy magnetic flux residue—focused particle beam weapon,
amog certanly.”

"Backtrack it, Kernyov," Freitag ordered another man. "Pinpoint the source. Costelic, how
much got through?"

Thefirst crewer opened his mouth to spesk... paused. "Uh... virtudly none, sir,” he said dowly,
frowning at hisdisplaysin dishdief. "Theinner hull sensorsare recording just barely above
background.”

"Thehull is designed to block radiation, isn't it?" Eisenstadt asked.

"Not from particle wegponsthat go off the scale," Freitag said tartly. "Y ou got a spectrum profile
yet, Cogdic?’

"It'scoming in now, Sr." Cogtelic paused, his puzzlement growing even deeper. "It... doesn't
appear to have been abeam, sir. The digtribution suggests an extremely hot therma spectrum, amost
like residue from a point source.”

"Some kind of novaor star-collgpse remnant, maybe?" Eisenstadt suggested doubtfully. "A wall
of radiation sweeping past might give readingslikethat.”

Freitag shook his head, studying Costelic's readings. " Too sharply defined for that.
Kernyov!—where's that backtrack report?*

| looked at Kernyov in time to see him wave his hands helplesdly. "It doesn't backtrack, sir,” he
sad, voicerich with frugtration. "I can pull avector from the particle velocities—it's vague, but it's
there—but therejust isn't anything in that direction.”

"What do you mean, isn't anything?' Freitag demanded. "That radiation came from
somewhere."

"I know, Sir, but theré's nothing larger than afew micronsin the indicated direction.”

Freitag rubbed hisfingertipstogether thoughtfully. "Werewdl within Solitaire syslem's cometary
halo. Anything nearby large enough for aship to be hiding behind?'

"I've dready checked, Sir," was the prompt answer. "There are eight good-sized cometsvisible
on scope, but none of them is even remotely near the radiation vector. Also checked for neutrino
emissonsthat might indicate fisson or fusion going on; again, negetive."

Freitag snorted and turned to Eisenstadt and Zagorin. "1 want some answers, Doctor. When'll
she be ready?"

"Thunderhead?' Eisenstadt asked, peering at Zagorin'simpassive face. There was no response.
"Thunderhead?" he repeated, throwing a questioning glance at Cdandraand me.

"Doctor—" Freitag began.



"It'snot Zagorin, Commaodore," Caandra spoke up. "She'sin the proper meditative sate.”

Freitag's eyesflicked to her, asif hewas going to argue with her diagnosis. "Then why isnt it
working?' he demanded instead.

| could see her brace hersdlf. "'I'd guess, g, that the trouble is on the thunderhead side.”

Freitag transferred his glare to Zagorin. "Isit, now. Sort of asif they led us out here and then
ddiberately pulled back?' He shifted the glare once more, thistime to Eisenstadt. "1 don't suppose,
Doctor, that you'd care to speculate on why these friends of humanity would do something like that?*

It wasthefirst time I'd heard the thunderheads referred to in that way; and from the way
Eisengtadt winced, | gathered the phrase had been his own coinage. For the first time redlized just
how hard he/d pushed to get thistrip approved, and how much of hisreputation and prestige he'd put
onthelinefor it.

And now, with it threatening to crumbleright in front of him, | saw hismind frost over intheface
of Freitag's question. He glanced at me, an unspoken plea behind his eyes— "Perhaps,” | spoke up,
"they're smply unable to make contact.”

"They can run azombi over nine light-yearsfarther from Spal than this,”" Freitag countered.
"But weve never had aship comein from thisdirection,” | pointed out, feding sweet bresking

out on my forehead. Now it was me on the hot spot, and | wasn't a all surewhere | was even
headed with this. "None of the coloniesis anywhere near this path.”

"And?" he challenged.

"Well..." | floundered abit. "Perhaps the radiation hereis aclue. Coming from seemingly
nowhere, and al—"

"1 hope you're not going to suggest the radiation is scaring them off."

| clenched my teeth. "1 don't think the radiation per seis bothering them, no. But perhaps ther€'s
something else associated with the Cloud generator that is."

Freitag cocked an eyebrow. "Oh? What Cloud generator is that?" he asked, hand waving
across the empty displays.

"Theré's nothing that says the Cloud generator hasto be in normal space, isthere?’ | asked
doggedly. Spur-of-the-moment idea.or not, | had no intention of letting mysalf be bullied into just
abandoning it. "The Cloud itself certainly doesn't seem to be. And if the Cloud was created to keep
the thunderheads ingde Solitaire system, maybe the generator itself was designed to keep them out."”

Freitag's mouth opened... closed again. "Uh-huh," hesad at lag, thoughtfully. "Interesting,
indeed. It's supposed to be impossible for something to be at rest in Mjollnir space, but let that pass
for the moment. Cogtdlic, have we got asolid fix on our position here?"

The navigator was opening his mouth to reply when, without warning, the Kharg lurched and



gravity abruptly returned.

"Hold it—!" Freitag snapped, hisflash of anger turning to equally sharp embarrassment as he
suddenly remembered he was yelling an order to adead man. "Kernyov!—get his hands away from
thet thing."

"No!" Eisenstadt barked as Kernyov reached for the Deadman Switch board. "We could lose
our path!"

Freitag threw him astabbing glare. "We may dready havelost it—"

And, mid-sentence, the circuit breakers cracked and gravity again vanished. Freitag swore
under his breath, and for along second seemed to be trying to regain his mental balance; then the
gears meshed and he was back in control again. "All right, let's sort this out. Costelic, where are we
now?'

The navigator peered at hisdisplays. "Not too far from where we started, Commodore. Looks
like we basicaly did ashort loop, back around to a point about five million kilometers closer into
Solitaire. | can give you an exact location inaminute.”

Freitag eyed me. "Y ou want to try and explain this one, Benedar?' he suggested. "Y ou've got a
choice: two separate MjolInir-space generators or one extremely large one. Take your pick."

| took a deep bresath, trying desperately to come up with an answer that wouldn't sound overly
stupid—and as abruptly asthe last time, the diplays again flashed with light.

Eisengtadt yel ped something, the words drowned out by the warbling of the radiation darm.
"What in chern-fire—?"

"Shut up,” Freitag snapped. "Cogtdic?

"Same as before, Commodore,” the other reported. "Hot radiation, but without any of the
penetrating power of abeam wegpon.”

For amoment longer the activity continued on the bridge, with crewers reporting generdly the
same findings as before. But | waswatching Freitag... and because | was, | saw the moment when his
irritated puzzlement turned suddenly to something cold. "Commodore?’ | asked tentetively.

Heignored me. "Cogtdic... did we get anything on the aft-starboard instruments?”

"The flash came from the bow-starboard sde again—"

"I know whereit camefrom,” Freitag said tightly. "I'm asking about aft-starboard. Specificaly,
ninety degrees from theflash.”

"Ah—yes, gr." Cogdic'sfingers skittered acrossthe keys. "There's not really much of anything
there, ir. Solitaire system isthat direction, of course; acouple of cometsin the distance... just a



"What isit?" Eisenstadt asked.

"WEell know inaminute,”" Freitag told him.

| watched as Cogtelic's sense took on atinge of awe... and when helifted his gaze from his
displays his eyes were haunted. " Aft-starboard instruments show a tube-shaped region of high particle
density, Commodore," he said, the words coming out with some difficulty. "Expanding rapidly into an
even larger tube of ... extremely hard vacuum. A large fraction of the high density materid reads as
uperexcited hdium.”

Themusclesin Freitag's back visibly tightened. "And the optica scanners?’

Cogtdic braced himsdlf. "It'sthere, dl right, sr. Computer's doing a cleanup and compensation
now—be just afew more seconds.”

"It who?" Eisenstadt asked. "What did you pick up, one of the thunderheads?’

"Hardly, Doctor,” Freitag said darkly. "That splash of light and particle radiation... wasthe
backwash of a spacecraft.”

Eisengtadt blinked. "A space—?"

And dl a once his sense turned to quiet horror. Y ou mean... traveling space-nomal ?"

Freitag nodded grimly. "And over nine light-yearsin from the edge of the Cloud, too. Even
at—1ookslike they're doing something over ten percent lightspeed—even at that rate they must have
been doing thisfor one smert of along time. Cogstelic?>—where's that adjusted data?”

"Coming through now, Commodore... oh, bozhe moi."

The last word was an abrupt whisper. For along moment Freitag gazed at hisdisplays... and |
watched his sense go from disbdief to something akin to horror.

Sowly, helooked up, turning to face Eisengtadt. "My error, Doctor,” he said, hisvoiceicy cam.
"It'snoat, infact, one spacecraft heading inwards toward Solitaire. It's something close to two hundred
of them.”

Eisengtadt stared at him. "A war party?'

"l don't seewhat elseit could be," Freitag nodded.

| suddenly noticed my hands were clenched tightly at my sides. "Couldn't they smply be colony
ships?' | asked, moved by something | only vaguely understood to give the strangers the benefit of the
doubt.

Freitag looked at me. "Doesit matter?' he asked bluntly. "Whether they want territory or afight,
the end result is il the same.

"Salitaireis under attack."



Chapter 28

"...The ships, fortunately, are only about half the Szewe'd origindly estimated,” Freitag said,
splitting his digplay to show both an actud photo aswell as a computer-scrubbed rendition. "Nearly
forty percent of the Size and massistaken up by thisumbrela-like thing, apparently a
scoop-and-shield arrangement that magnetically grabsinterstellar hydrogen and funnelsit into the
drive—those four nozzles on the unders de—while smultaneoudy protecting the passengers from any
atoms and micrometeors that the fields missed. The main body of the ship isback here—" he
indicated it—"hanging about akilometer beneath the drive section.”

"Held there by what?' Governor Rybakov asked coolly. All things considered, | thought, she
was taking thiswith considerable composure.

"A cable, we assume," Freitag told her. "Unfortunately, the Kharg's cameras weren't good
enough to resolveit. That givesusalower limit for its strength, though, and it's considerable.”

"How consderable?’ Rybakov demanded. "Beyond Petri capabilities?’

Eisengtadt shook his head. "I've done some checking and we could duplicateit. Tricky and
expensve, but possible”

Thetension in the governor's sense eased abit. "At least they've got Similar technology,” she
murmured. "l suppose we should be grateful for smdl favors.”

Freitag and Eisenstadt exchanged glances. "Perhaps, Governor,” Freitag said cautioudy. "But
don't forget that these ships have been running, probably congtantly, for something like eighty-five
years—and without putting in at a port for maintenance, | might add. That implies atremendous
technological consistency; and for them to be willing to ride the thingsin the first placeimpliesan
equaly impressve confidencein that technology.”

"Although we don't redlly know the ships are manned, do we?' Rybakov countered. "They
could just as easily berobots. And asfar as your assumed consistency is concerned, remember that
we aso don't know how many ships they had when they first started out. These one hundred
ninety-two could concelvably be just thetall end of afleet that originaly numbered in the thousands.”

"Unlikely," Freitag grunted. "Easy enough to check, thougli—all we haveto do is search their
backtrack for derelicts or debris.”

"Provided the thunderheads will cooperate in such asearch,” Rybakov sad, turning her gaze on
me for thefirst time. "Which iswhy | wanted Benedar to be in on this conference today."

| gazed back at her... and it was only then, faced with the contrast in attitudes, that | suddenly
redlized just how much Eisengtadt's origind antagonism toward me had diminished over the past few
weeks. "I'll helpinany way | can,” | said evenly.

She amost grimaced, her sense amixture of distaste and determination reminiscent of when
sheld come to Randon to retrieve her illegaly issued customs IDs. "I understand you've been keeping



an eye on these Halloas Dr. Eisengtadt is using to talk to the thunderheads,” she said.
"Yes," | nodded. "Though at the moment there's only one Seeker there to keep an eyeon.”
"And...?'

| shrugged. " So far things seem to be going al right. Shepherd Zagorin is exhibiting some subtle
changes, but they seem to be mainly adjustments to the thunderhead presence. Theres no indication
that they're subverting her or anything like that."

Rybakov glanced at Eisengtadtt; peripheraly, | saw hisnod of agreement. "For the moment welll
assume you'reright,” shewent on. "So. If they're so cooperative and friendly, explain why they didn't
tell us about the Invaders sooner.”

| winced. "We don't actudly know they're deliberate inveders—"

"Y ou can practice turning the other cheek on your own time," Rybakov cut me off. " Just answer
the question, and save the mordizing for your rdigiousfriends.”

"l was answering it, Governor,” | told her, fighting back my own irritation. "I wastrying to
suggest that the thunderheads may not have said anything about them because they themselves may
not seeit asaninvason.”

She snorted. "Ridiculous. What do they think they're coming for, apicnic?’

Eisengtadt cleared histhroat. "1t's possible they've examined both the ships and their passengers
and concluded they won't be wanting Spall," he said. "Wethink it likely they did the samewith us
before they first started guiding us through the Cloud.”

"The fact remainsthat, unlike the Invaders, they let usin,” Rybakov countered. "Or areyou
going to suggest the Invaders were offered the same Deadman Switch approach and were turned
down?'

"The Invaders may not have Mjollnir drive," Eisenstadt pointed out. Just as | was doing with the
diens, hewas clearly trying to give the thunderheads every possible benefit of the doubt. "We won't
know until we can take better pictures and seeif the ships are equipped with the necessary hull

lacings”

Rybakov grimaced. "All right, then, let'stry it from another direction. According to the report
you filed when you first asked for a Solitaran zombi, the thunderheads were offering to show you the
Cloud generator. They lied about that; what's to say they aren't lying about other things, too?"

"Yes, well, we wondered about that too," Eisenstadt said, embarrassment seeping through his
professiondism. "If you go back and check the tapes, you find that the thunderheads promised to take
usto the origination—their word—of the Cloud. 'Origination," my dictionary tels me, is something that
givesorigin to, or something that initiates. | assumed at the time that they meant the generator of the
Cloud; what | gather they actually meant was the reason for the Cloud's existence.”

"In other words, as a protection from invasion,” Rybakov snorted. "As| said.”



Eisengtadt glanced at Freitag. "Again, not necessarily, Governor,” Freitag said. "It's possible that
they're maintaining the Cloud in order to protect us."

Rybakov opened her mouth, aretort ready... closed it again as her sense turned suddenly
thoughtful. "Uh-huh," shesaid a last. "Wdll, that's hardly aflattering thought—rather reduces our role
here to something like pets or vauable wildlife."

"Or an equaly vauable scientific sudy," Eisengtadt offered. "That might explain, too, why they
hid their sentience from usfor solong.”

"Perhgps. Hardly an improvement over being pets, to my mind." Shefrowned into spacefor a
moment. "Didn't they say at your first contact that they didn't have any interest in studying us?'

"What they actualy said wasthat they had no desireto learn any more about us," Eisenstadt
corrected her. "If they dready had seventy years of such studies behind them, they would hardly need
any more."

Rybakov snorted gently. "Again, agtrictly truthful statement that nevertheless managesto
midead. | don't like the paitern | see forming here.”

There was consderable irony in such acomplant coming from aprofessona politician, but
Eisenstadt had the sense to pass up the obvious barbs. "At least they seem reluctant to tell
out-and-out lies," he shrugged. "Don't forget, too, that they've already demonstrated respect for
human life. When that shield—what was his name, Gilead?'

"MikhaKutzko," | supplied. A pang of guilt poked in under my concentration; 1'd hardly thought
at al over the past few weeks about what might be happening with him and the others on the
Bellwether.

Eisengtadt nodded. "When Kutzko did hislittle experiment to see how fast the thunderheads
could learn, they could presumably have tried to kill him instead of going after hisneedler.”

"Protecting their scientific experiment,” Rybakov said sourly. "—yes, | know, Doctor, it's better
than being considered enemies,” she added as Eisenstadt started to speak. "Anyway, theissue of
thunderhead perceptionsislow on the priority list at the moment. What'simportant is how were going
to ded with the Invaders. Any ideas, Commodore?”

Freitag waved ahand uncomfortably. "1've done a couple of preliminary scenarios, but none of
them isespecidly promising.”

"What's the problem, the speed they're making?”'
"Bascdly. You have to remember that they're doing twelve percent lightspeed; that's thirty-ax
thousand kilometers a second. None of our wesgpons has the dightest chance of even tracking

something that fast, let done connecting withiit."

"What about shooting at them from the front?* Rybakov asked. "We know what their courseis,
after dl."



"Wait amoment,” | objected. "Ian't thisalittle early to be thinking about shooting a them?We
haven't even tried to talk to them yet."

All threelooked a me; Rybakov with impatience, Freitag with an dmost guilty impatience,
Eisengtadt with genuine regret. "The problem, Gilead,” the latter said, "isthat their speed also pretty
well precludes any kind of communication. Wed have to use high-density pulses, fired from close
range theingtant they passed, and signals like that are notorioudy sengitive to the sort of
electromagnetic fluxes they've got operating.”

"But surely they know how to compensate for that,” | argued. "I mean, they must have some
way of watching ahead of them, at the very least.”

"I'm surethey do,” Freitag said, his discomfort putting gruffnessin hisvoice. "But they'll be
watching out for cometary masses, not pulsed radio signas. And besides..." He seemed to brace
himsdlf. "It might not be agood ideato tip them off that we're even aware of them. It would lose us
any advantage of surprise we might ill have."

| looked at him, feeling the blood draining from my face. Look at them, lurking to ambush me,
violent men are attacking me, for no fault, no sin of mine... "You can't do that,” | said quietly. "It
would be nothing less than mass murder.”

"It'scdled survivd," Rybakov said sharply.

"Sincewhen?' | demanded. "Thisisn't some sudden, split-second assault we have to react
to—they're not even going to be herefor, what, ten years?"

"Morethan that," Freitag grunted. " Somewhere dong the line they'll haveto flip their shipsover
and start decel erating; depending on what kind of thrust their engines can handle, it could be anything
from twelve to twenty years before they arrive.”

"Which meansthat everyoneinvolved will have plenty of timeto weigh the dternatives,”
Eisengtadt told me soothingly. "I presume, Governor, that ‘everyone,' in this case, will be people other
than us?'

Rybakov nodded. "The Petri will dmost certainly want to set up acommission to examine the
Stuation and make recommendations.” She turned to me. "Your job, Benedar, will be to continue
assisting in the thunderhead study. That is, if Dr. Eisendtadt still needsyou.”

"l do," Eisengtadt said. Almost too quickly. "Both he and Ms. Paquin are proving indispensable.”

Rybakov shrugged, striving for off-handedness but not entirely succeeding. "Fine. Let me know
when either of them becomes superfluous. Well. Thank you, Doctor; Commodore. | congratul ate you
both on your work in this, and I'm sure the Patri will find away to put their appreciation into more
concrete form. Good day to you dl; Dr. Eisenstadt, keep me informed on your work."

Freitag parted company with us outside the governor's mansion, heading for his office at the
main Solitaran Pravilo HQ, as Eisengtadt and | headed back to Rainbow's End and the shuittle
awaiting usthere. | waited until we were aboard, out of earshot of drivers and crewers, before asking
Eisengtadt the obvious question. "What did the governor mean, that you should let her know when



either Cdandraor | became superfluous?*

"Oh, thereéve been some further legal rumblings about you two," he shrugged, trying hard to
sound unconcerned. " Same sort of thing as before.”

"Y ou mean that Cadandra's execution should be carried out?"

"Mainly," he said. "There's d so some noise that you ought to be charged for your rolein her
escape. Completely ridiculous, especialy given theimportance of what it was you two stumbled onto
poking around Spdl.”

| thought about that amoment. One of the immediate implications— "Then the Petri are ill
planning to keep al of thisa secret aslong as possible?"

He nodded, throwing me alopsided smile. "Uh-huh—and that's very much to your advantage
right now. Aslong asthey're reluctant to bring any more people than absol utely necessary into this,
you two are by definition the only Watchers available. Aslong as| need you, Rybakov's not about to
take you away."

"Yes, ar," | murmured. To our advantage, certainly... and even more to the Patri's. No public
knowledge meant no public opinion... and no public opinion meant they could plot the aliens
destruction with complete impunity. Though a thousand fall at your side, ten thousand at your
right hand, you yourself will remain unscathed... "Yes, gr," | said again. "l understand.”

Chapter 29

For the next three weeks nothing much happened. Eisenstadt talked with the thunderheads once
every couple of days, Cadandraand | watching each contact and trying to learn how to read and
interpret the diens sense as they spoke through Shepherd Zagorin. Eisenstadt didn't learn all that
much from the conversations, and now that | was looking for it | redlized that Governor Rybakov's
comment had indeed been correct: the thunderheadsredly did like making drictly truthful satements
that were nevertheless mideading. At one point Eisenstadt got mad enough to consider caling them on
it, but eventualy decided not to. It could, after al, be merely an odd quirk of their psychology, in
which case objecting would accomplish little and probably be insulting in the bargain.

Of the gpproaching fleet they would say nothing at dl, no matter how many creative ways
Eisengtadt found to rephrase the questions we wanted answers to. Eventualy, he gave up asking, but
only after he managed to obtain assurances that they would cooperate in guiding the observation ships
the new Peatri commission would undoubtedly be sending out.

The commission itsdlf arrived, bringing with them apair of Pravilo ships, asdection of highly
sophisticated sensor and photographic gear, and—I heard—upwards of adozen zombis. The thought
of the latter made mewince, and | wondered how | was going to handle living in the same camp with
afull-fledged desth-cdll prison. But my worry turned out to be for nothing; instead of joining us, the
commission opted to set up their headquarters afew hundred kilometers avay in one of the
now-abandoned smuggler bases. Settling in for along, leisurdy study, apparently, and unwilling to
gpend it in what was still something of amakeshift camp.



It made me wonder what kind of people had been chosen for the commission; but after alittle
reflection | decided it might actudly be ahopeful sgn. Business and political leaderswho liked their
comfort might be lessinclined to shoot first and sift the rubble later than would a group drawn strictly
from the Pravilo's military strategists. Indeed, after ameeting at their encampment, Eisengtadt told me
that despite Freitag's expectations to the contrary, the question of whether the Patri should try to open
up communication with the fleet was indeed on the commission's agenda. It was, | had to admit, as
much as| could have hoped for.

And so the commission sent out their ships, and | returned to my duties and let thoughts of the
alienfleet ank into the distant background of my mind... and so wastotally unprepared when, two
weekslater, it al crumbled a my feet.

Eisengtadt and Zagorin had had one of their—as usua—l argely futile conversations with the
thunderheads that morning; now, in late afternoon, the Butte City was deserted except for apair of
Pravilo guards keeping afairly casua eye on the fenced corridor leading from the encampment. It was
agood timeto just St and observe the thunderheads with aminimum of distractions, something I'd
been doing afair amount of lately. Ultimately, my god wasto learn to read them theway | did human
beings; but like everything € se connected with the thunderheeds, this project seemedto beat a
standdtill. There were agrest many subtle sgnas| could draw from the whitish shapes—movements,
color changes, even the hint of soft, high-pitched sounds—but putting them together into anything
more meaningful than smple avareness/unawareness was gill far beyond my capatilities. It was
frustrating in the extreme, but aslong as they seemed determined to evade vital questions | had to

keep trying.

Especidly if—I was honest enough to admit—it could make Calandra and me that much more
vauableto Eisenstadit.

The shadows from the dipping sun were crawling up the sides of the buttes, and | wasjust
wondering if | should give up for the evening when the breeze brought me the faint sound of
gpproaching tires.

| frowned, wondering who else would be coming out here a this hour. The Pravilo guards were
standing together, looking down along the corridor... and abruptly, both stiffened with sudden
dertness.

My heart seemed to skip abeat. Danger?>—no. Sudden aertness, but neither man had made any
move toward needler or phone. Sudden dertness... asin formal, parade-ground ceremonia. Some
important officia, then, on an unscheduled tour? It seemed likely; and if o, he and his shidlds might
not be pleased to find me hanging around. | gritted my teeth, wondering if | would have time to make
adiscreet withdrawa before the approaching car blocked my exit; and then it wastoo late. The front
of the car nosed into view and came to astop, and two men climbed out... and | caught my bresath.
Even at that distance, with their faces too silhouetted against the sky to make out, their stances and
movements were far too familiar to be mistaken.

Thetdler of the two was Mikha Kutzko... and the shorter was Lord Kelsey-Ramos.

| stared at them, feding my mouth drop open as my brain fluttered like astunned bird. Lord



Kdsey-Ramos, here? I'd been told that travel to and from even Solitaire had been heavily restricted
lately, let onetrave to thispart of Spall. And for him to be alowed into the Butte City itself...

They weretaking to the Pravilo guards now, and one of them pointed through the gathering
shadowsto me. Lord Kelsey-Ramos nodded his thanks and together he and Kutzko started across.
Abruptly, my brain cleared enough for me to remember my manners, and | scrambled to my fedt.
"Lord Kelsay-Ramos," | nodded, fighting hard to keep the surprise out of my voice. A lot got through

anyway.

"Good to seeyou too, Gilead,” Lord Kelsey-Ramos said dryly. His voice was good humored,
even friendly... but behind the facade was something grim. Something very grim indeed. "Wondering
how | managed to run the Patri blockade of Solitaire system?”

| glanced at Kutzko, got cool formality in return. Apparently he till hadn't entirely forgiven me.
"l imagine, gr," | said to Lord Kesey-Ramos, "that you caled in some of your high-level favors—no,"
| interrupted myself, the obvious answer filtering in through my till-duggish brain. Y ou're on the
commission studying theincoming flest, aren't you?”'

Heamiled, asmilethat didn't even dent the grimnessin hiseyes. "I've redly missed having you
around, Gilead—you so seldom waste my time with the need for long explanations. Yes, | have
indeed been honored with one of the seats on the pandl.”

"] congratul ate the Petri on their fine choice, Sir.”

"Thank you," he nodded. "Thoughin al fairness| should remind you that | had agood head Start
on getting my namein front of the proper people—with the Bellwether stuck here and every query |
sent coming back with vague and clearly censored answers, | knew that something unexpected was
happening.” He half turned to look at the sea of thunderheads. "But | never guessed it was anything
likethis..."

"What'swrong, Sr?" | asked.

Heturned back to face me. "The commission hasfinished thefirgt phase of its study, Gilead,” he
told me, aquiet ache in hisvoice. "The decison's been made to destroy the Invaders.”

| gared at him. "What?" | whispered.

He shook his head wearily. "I'm sorry. | tried to find an dternative—I tried blazing hard. But
there just wasn't anything that would work. Not in thetime available.”

"What 'time available? " | demanded. "They won't be here for years—surely we can find away
to communicate with—"

"We don't have years. We have four to six months."
My argument frozeinitstracks. "Months?"

He nodded. "Admird Y oshida's experts have gone over the Invaders engine efficiencies at least
fivetimes, from five different directions. They estimatethat in four to Six monthsthe Invaderswill be



shutting down their drives, turning their ships around, and reconfiguring for along deceleration phase.”
"But if they'll be dowing down—?"

"Oh, they dill won't actualy get to Solitaire for seventeen years," he shrugged. "But oncethey're
in deceleration mode... well, there's no need for their drivesto be angled at dl away from their line of
moation.”

And suddenly | understood. "In other words," | said dowly, "their exhaustswill be aming
forward, where they'll vaporize anything we throw a them. So if we don't destroy them now, we
won't have another chance until they get here. Isthat it?!

A musclein his cheek twitched, a deegp and genuine pain twisting through his sense. "It'sa war
fleet, Gilead!—the more Y oshida's experts study it, the more they're convinced of that. If we let them
get to Salitaire, the colony islost—ypure and smple.”

"We have seventeen yearsto prepare—"

"It wouldn't matter if we had a hundred years—there's no way we can fight that many shipsin
face-to-face battle."

| locked eyeswith him. "There are less than haf amillion people on Solitaire. They could surely
be relocated somewhere else.”

Hedidn' flinch from my gaze. "Just clear out of the system, then? Isthat what you suggesting?”
"Why not?'
"Two reasons.” He held up two fingers. "One: it would mean abandoning the ring mines.”

A cold knot formed in my stomach. Y es, of course—it had to have been something like that.
"So for afew million tons of metal we ddliberately murder thousands of—"

"And two," Lord Kelsey-Ramos cut me off firmly, it would mean abandoning the thunderheads,
leaving them to face the Invaders done. Now tell me where the ethicd path lies”

My righteous anger faded, replaced by uncertainty. If you have resident aliensin your
country, you will not molest them. You will treat resident aliens as though they were
native-born and love them as your self—for you yourselves were once aliens in Egypt... "I don't
know," | had to say. "All | know isthat mass murder isn't it."

Lord Kelsey-Ramos sighed. "Deep down, I'd haveto agree... but intellectualy, | just don't see
any dternatives. It would probably take al the time we have until turnover just to figure out the raw
mechanics of sending messagesto the Invaders, let alone finding a common language to talk to each
otherin."

"Wait aminute," | said as a sudden thought occurred to me. "What about the thunderheads?
Maybe they know how to talk to them."



"Maybe," Lord Kelsey-Ramos agreed. "And if you can get them to give you either amethod or
alanguage, I'm sure the commission will be interested. But we've asked them about it ourselves at
least ahaf dozen times, and they've so far completely ignored the request.”

| grimaced. "They know something about it—I'm sure they do.”

"| agree," Lord Kesey-Ramos nodded grimly. "But if they won't say anything, thereisnt much
we can do about it."

"But then how can we assume they're the threatened party?' | argued. "All right—suppose the
shipsare, infact, awar party. Who'sto say it isn't the thunderheads who brought it on themsalves?"

Lord Kelsey-Ramos eyed me. "And if they did, what do you propose we do about it? Take
Sdeswith the Invaders against the thunderheads?!

Frustration welled up within me, settled into a bitter pool in the pit of my stomach. Blessed are
the peacemakers... "I don't know."

For along minute we stood there in silence. Then Lord Kelsey-Ramos stirred, looking up at the
buttes towering above us. "Interesting place, this," he said, amost conversationdly. "Unique,
too—weve been over the satellite photos of Spall with afine mesh and there's nothing even remotely
likethis city anywhere on the planet.”

"The thunderheads have many human-comparable senses,” | told him mechanicaly, my thoughts
gill on theterrible vison of mass murder hovering before my mind'seye. "They told usthey like having
thiskind of close-packed community when it's possible.”

"Uh-huh," he nodded. "And what isit, do you suppose, that makesit possible here?"

Thevision of carnage vanished, and | looked a Lord Kesey-Ramos sharply. There was
something new in his sense; something part of, yet distinct from, the overal grimnessthere. "What is
it?" | asked quietly.

"Sugpicion,” he said. "Nothing more—for the moment, anyway. My question wasn't rhetorica,
incidentally.”

| looked around the Butte City. "I redly don't know, sr,” | admitted. "It's somewhat sheltered
from violent westher, but that's about dl | can think of."

Lord Kesey-Ramos nodded, turning to eye the dope that Calandraand | had climbed the first
night we'd camped here—years ago, it seemed. "The transcript of your pravdrug interrogation
mentioned that you'd found aline of heat-treated places going up one of those dopes,” he said,
pointing. " Show them to me, will you?'

"Certainly. Thisway..."
I led him and Kutzko over to the base of the proper dope and pointed out the lowest of the

spots. "We thought perhaps they marked where thunderheads had once been,” | explained. "They
apparently needed severa stagesto get one of their seedsall the way to the top of the butte.”



"A watchman," Lord Kelsey-Ramos nodded. "Y es, | remember that speculation from the
transcript. Hasit occurred to you since then to wonder why a physica watchman should be of any
use to beings who can leave their bodies and travel about at will?"

| frowned. It hadn't occurred to me, as a matter of fact. "To watch for the approach of
threatening weather?' | suggested hesitantly.

" think that unlikely,” Lord Kelsey-Ramos shook his head. "Most crestures tend to do things
along theline of least energy expenditure, and | can't see them going to that much trouble for
something they don't have any control over.”

"Do we know they don't have any control over their weather?' | countered. "1 would think that
the heat from amassed st of organic lasers might make it possible for them to—I don't know;
perhaps at least dter orm tracks somewhat.”

Lord Kelsey-Ramos looked hard at me, and abruptly his sense sharpened. "What?"' | asked, my
heart jJumping in sympeathetic reaction.

"Maybe nothing," he said dowly. "Maybe everything. Coordinated use of their organic lasers...
interesting.”" He thought for amoment longer, then shook his head fractiondly, putting whatever it was
into menta storage for later. " Anyway. For now, back to the origina topic: the thunderheads
watchmen. According to Dr. Eisenstadt's reports, the way the thunderheads located the smuggler
ships and bases was by finding isolated groups of humansfor you. Correct?!

| nodded. "1 remember them specifically mentioning that inanimate objects such as shipsweren't
detectable to them in that state."

"Right. Word for word, in fact, with the report.”

"Dr. Eisengtadt seemed to think it was reasonable enough,” | told him, wondering where he was
headed with this. "If they could see everything around them while out of their bodies, there wouldn't
be much need for the bodies themsalves to have devel oped duplicate senses.”

"Agreed,” Lord Kelsey-Ramos said. "Eisenstadt speculated that it was some kind of 'life-force
that they pick up—our souls, if you wish," he added, obvioudy expecting meto make the
identification if he didn't. "It occurred to me that perhaps we were once again being too generous with
something the thunderheads were saying. As you pointed out, they themselvestold you they couldn't
seeinanimate objects; but it was our assumption that it was only inanimate objects they couldn't see.”

Andfindly, | gotit. "Y ou think there are animal predators around that they also can't detect?"

"1t would seem reasonable,” Lord Kelsey-Ramos shrugged. " Given the thunderheads organic
lasers, apredator would admost have to be able to sneak up on them.”

| frowned at him, reading his sense. "Thisian't just speculation, isit?" | asked carefully. "Y ou've
done some checking on this already.”

Lord Kesey-Ramos gazed upward a the buttes again. "Theresasmall weasd-like animd that
seemsto have ataste for thunderhead flesh," he said. "Often huntsin packs of up to thirty family



members. | wonder how clearly agroup like that could be seen from up there."

"Thunderhead eyesight is pretty good,” | told him, ashiver running up my back. In retrospect it
was obvious that the balance of nature on Spal would include predators for the thunderheads to cope
with... but the fact that the thunderheads had again deliberately obscured important information set my
teeth on edge. " So when the watchmen on each of the buttes see a pack approaching... the others get

ready to fight?"
"Kutzko?' Lord Kelsey-Ramosinvited. "Thisis your specidty. What do you think?"

Kutzko looked dowly around the area, eyes measuring. | read his sense, redlized the ideawas
new to him, aswell. Lord Kesey-Ramos had apparently been playing this one very quietly indeed.
Anindication that he was very worried... "It'sagood setup,” Kutzko said at last. "Only four
approaches, none of them very wide, and with alayered defensein place at each.”

"Layered defense?"' Lord Kelsey-Ramos frowned.

"Yes, ar." Kutzko pointed. " See, near each gap, how theres agroup of fiveto seven
thunderheads positioned dightly upsope? In standard military placement, those would be forward
sentries, responsble for stopping any lone weasd or small group who'd managed to dip in past the
topside sentry." He waved toward the larger mass of thunderheads. "Then, for larger groups—which
the topside sentry would presumably have warned them about—there's agood potentia for
concentrated firepower from the main community. See how the shorter onestend to be at the edge,
thetaler ones at the middle? Again, reminiscent of astandard knedling/standing arrangement.”

I licked my lips. "Many of the shorter onesaredrones;” | told him. "Extrabodies, not origindly
Sentient.”

Kutzko nodded. "So much the better. They can still probably be used to fight from, and are
expendableif the weasals get in that close."

"In other words," Lord Kelsey-Ramos said, something dark in hisvoice, "the thunderheads
understand warfare.”

Kutzko shrugged. "Not necessarily. Evolution often hammersthis sort of strategic ability into a
Species”

"Except that these areintdlligent creatures,” Lord Kelsey-Ramos growled. " And thiscity isnt
part of their standard living pattern.”

"Y es, what about that?' | asked him. "Out in the wild, they don't have anything likethis
arrangement to protect them.”

"They also don't cluster together in large groups that could as easily attract predators,” Lord
Kesey-Ramos pointed out. "' Perhaps the thick vegetation that they encourage to grow around themis
supposed to discourage attacks.”

"l wouldn't think s0," Kutzko disagreed. "Especidly since having dl that stuff in the way would
dso interferewith their lasers”



"Mmm." Lord Kelsey-Ramos thought for amoment; and again, | could see his sense harden as
some new and clearly unplessant thought occurred to him. "What are you doing tomorrow morning,
Gilead?" he asked abruptly.

"Asfar as| know, nothing specid,” | told him cautioudy. "I don't think Dr. Eisenstadt hasa
contact session planned.”

"Good. I'll pick you up at nine—be ready.” He motioned to Kutzko, turned to go... hesitated.
"Oh, by theway," he added, sounding amost embarrassed, "I've sent arequest to Outbound for the
transcripts of your friend Paquin'strid.”

"Oh... thank you, sir," | said, surprised and oddly ashamed. With al the focus on the
thunderheads and alien fleet, I'd amogt forgotten what the original point of al this had been.

"No problem,” Lord Kelsey-Ramos grunted. " Just keep in mind that | can't make any promises.
Widl, I'll see you in the morning. Good-night, and deep well."

Seep well. With ahundred ninety-two aien spacecraft streaking toward destruction... "Yes, air,”
| Sghed. "Good-night.”

Chapter 30

They arrived precisdy at nine the next morning, flying in from commission headquartersina
deek Pravilo aircar. We left haf an hour later by mul/terrain vehicle, the intervening time taken up
largely by aquiet yet sharp argument between Lord Kelsey-Ramos and Dr. Eisengtadt. | wasn't close
enough to hear any of the words, but from the body language | could see | gathered that Eisenstadt,
his curiosity piqued, was asking to come aong on this expedition and that Lord Kelsey-Ramos was
refusing him. From Eisengtadt's expression it was obvious he thought Lord K elsey-Ramos was smply
trying to cut anyone el se out of whatever credit might come out of it, and he was understandably
irritated by the thought of an amateur poking around scientific matters and possibly fouling themup in
the process.

| could amost have wished it was indeed something that petty. To me, knowing him as| did, it
was uncomfortably clear that Lord Kelsey-Ramos was limiting the group to himsalf, Kutzko, and me
because he was expecting trouble and wanted to limit the number of potential casudties.

A noble attitude... but aswe drove off into the wilderness, | couldn't help but reflect how much
eader it wasto gpplaud such consideration when it was someone else's neck on theline.

We drove for about an hour before Lord Ke sey-Ramos finally found what he was looking for.

"There" he pointed, offering me his nocularsfor acloser look. "Up there on the hillsde—that
single thunderhead in the middle of that weed patch?"

| nodded. The "weed patch," ashe called it, was familiar enough—the sort of thick growth that



Eisengtadt's studies had found was encouraged by the thunderheads periodic root disintegrations. A
few small insects were visble circling the vegetation, but other than that | could find no sign of other
animd life. Shifting my angle, | gave the entire areaa quick sweep. There were other thunderheads
scattered around on nearby hills, but as near as| could tel none of them werein direct line of sight
with the one Lord Kelsey-Ramos had picked out. "It's asisolated aswe're likely to find," | agreed.
"Do we get to know yet why that'simportant?’

He swung the car door open, and | could sense him bracing himself. "Take the noculars and
head up," he said over his shoulder, an odd tightnessin hisvoice. "Not too close—maybe by that
rock outcrop over there." He pointed. " Some place where you can see everything. And keep your
phone on—I don't want us to have to shout back and forth. Kutzko, where did you stow the box?"

"Left Sde sorage,” Kutzko told him. "I'll get it."

"No, I'll doit. Y ou take the recorder and get up there with Gilead—find some place more or
less opposite from him."

| looked at Kutzko, read the same uneasiness and uncertainty therethat | wasfeding. "Lord
Kdsey-Ramos—"

"Get moving," he cut me off, moving around the back of the car to the storage compartment
Kutzko had indicated and popping it open.

| didn't move. "Lord Kelsey-Ramos, theré's only alimited amount of help we can giveyou if we
don't know what it isyou're trying to do.”

He paused, indecision in his sense. Glancing past him, | saw along box in the open storage
compartment, abox made of meta and a heavy, opaque mesh. Lying beside the box was a set of
heavy gloves, from the box itsalf came afaint scratching sound...

| looked back up at Lord Kelsey-Ramos, found his eyes on me. "It's one of the weaselsyou
talked about yesterday, isn't it?" | asked carefully.

"The proper scientific nameis laska myesi st-something-or-other," he said with forced
casuaness. "And there are actudly four of themin there.”

"Y ou want to see how the thunderheadsfight,” Kutzko said quietly, hand drifting automaticaly
closer to hisneedler.

"1 want to see how the thunderheads defend themsalvesin thewild,” Lord Kelsey-Ramos
corrected. "Theres adifference.”

Kutzko looked up the hill at our target thunderhead and did the recorder strap off his shoulder.
"Here, Sr," he sad, offering it to Lord Kelsey-Ramos. "If you and Gilead will get in position, I'll bring
the cage.”

Lord Kelsey-Ramos shook his head. " Sorry, Kutzko, but thisoneis mine.”

"l inggt dr," Kutzko said, an edgeto hisvoice.



"Asdol," Lord Kelsey-Ramostold himicily. "Thisismy idea, and it could be dangerous. I'll do

Kutzko's sense hardened a bit more. "My job, gr, isto protect you," he said. "I intend to carry
out that job... and if | haveto lock you in the car, you won't be able to watch what happens very
wdl."

Lord Kelsey-Ramos locked eyeswith him. "I'm giving you an order, Kutzko. Y ou will
blazing-well obey it."

"Gilead?' Kutzko invited.

| took adeep breath. The last time the thunderheads had even suspected they were about to be
attacked they'd brought enough heat energy to bear to melt and fuse metal. What thisonemight doin
the face of what was, in effect, agenuine attack... "I'm willing to handle the recorder,” | sighed, "if you
need tolock himinthecar."

Lord Kelsey-Ramos turned his glare on me; but behind the anger | could detect agrowing
resignation... and more than alittle grudging appreciation. "When we get back I'm going to haveto
teach you two the distinction between loyalty and disobedience,” he growled at lagt, reluctantly taking
the recorder that Kutzko still held out. "Take them no closer than ten meters to the thunderheed,
Kutzko, and watch out for teeth and claws when you open the box. And then get back down the hill."

"Yes, gr," Kutzko nodded, reaching for the gloves.
"And be careful," he added. "Come on, Gilead, let's get up there.”

We climbed together for the first thirty meters or so, then split gpart, me heading for the
outcropping held pointed out earlier as he made for adight dimplein the ground that would shield him
at least somewhat from anything the thunderhead chose to shoot his direction. | watched the
thunderhead the whole time; but though | could tell he was aware of us, there was no hogtility that |
could detect. | could only pray that that wouldn't change.

Kutzko waited until we werein position before starting up himself. | kept my eyeson the
thunderhead, wondering if | could shout awarning fast enough if | detected hodtility... wondered if |
would even know in time what thunderhead hodtility looked like. Heart thudding in my ears, | dmost
missed hearing Lord Kelsay-Ramos's quiet words from my phone: "Okay, Gilead, he's released the
laskas. He's falling back—no sign of any attack on him... the laskas are moving forward... okay, here
they come. Keep watching the thunderhead.”

| bit tightly down on the back of my lip. In my periphera vision, now, | could seethe four laskas
gtaking their way forward through the light undergrowth. And the thunderhead had noticed; | could
sense the heightened awareness, though how much of that was now focused on the animals and how
much still onus| couldnt tell. | risked aglance at the laskas, saw no sign that they werein any kind of
digtress.

So the thunderhead hadn't yet fired. Was he waiting for the predators to get closer? | thought
back to the Butte City, trying to recal every nuance of the sense I'd felt when the thunderheads there
had lashed out at Kutzko's needler. "No lasersyet,” Lord Kelsey-Ramos murmured into my thoughts.



"Maybe he knows we're recording and is hoping he won't have to demonstrate his weaponry for us.”

A thought that hadn't occurred to me... but if that was what the thunderhead was banking on, |
could dready seethat it was afutile hope. The laskas had the sight or scent of him now, and were
moving steadily forward.

Steadily, but till dowly... and suddenly | redlized that that redlly didn't make sense. " Something's
not right here," | murmured toward my phone. " The laskas ought to be rushing the thunderhead by
now—there's not nearly enough cover here for them to snesk up through.”

"Y ou're sure the thunderhead has spotted them?' Lord K el sey-Ramos asked.

"I'mamogt certain hehas" | told him. "But al | get from him is asense of—oh, watchful waiting,
I'd haveto say."

Lord Kesey-Ramos grunted. "All right. Keep watching.”

Thelaskas continued their cautious pace, moving forward until they'd nosed their way right to
the edge of the vegetation that surrounded the thunderhead. There they paused, heads ducking and
weaving asif checking visudly or aurdly for danger. | waited for them to charge... and with the same
patience they'd dready demonstrated, they eased their way forward through a gap between two
bush-like plants—

And without warning the bushes suddenly exploded with abuzzing cloud of insects.

Reflexively, | ducked lower behind my outcropping, suddenly remembering the complaints of the
men who'd gone out to dig up that first thunderhead drone. "Watch out—they sting,” | snapped into

my phone.

"Understood,” Lord Kelsey-Ramos said, glacidly cam... but there was an odd mixture of
distaste and quiet horror in hisvoice. "'l see now what the organic lasers are fo—they don't shoot at
predators directly, but use them to stir up their insect neighbors. Stay down and keep watching.”

| gritted my teeth and complied. For a dozen heartbeats nothing seemed to happen; and then,
with aflurry of leaves and branches audible even over the loud drone of the insects, the four laskas
shot out of the bushes, heading downs ope at adead run. For asecond it looked like the insects were
going to pursue; but they were apparently content with merely driving the intruders away. For a
minute longer they swarmed around the thunderhead before gradually disappearing again into the thick
vegetation surrounding him.

Sowly, Lord Kesey-Ramos straightened back to hisfeet. "All right," he said, hisvoicetight.
"Gilead?—what's the thunderhead doing?"

"He'swatching us,” | told him, forcing my own voiceto stay calm. It wasn't over yet, | reminded
myself, ahollow sensation in the pit of my stcomach. We still had to make it back to the car... and on
the way we would have to pass within view of the rest of the thunderheads on the surrounding hills. "l
can't tell—wait aminute,” | interrupted myself. A subtle change in the thunderhead's sense— "He's
gone," | reported. "He's left hisbody.”



"Uh-huh,” Lord Kelsey-Ramos grunted. "Not unexpected, if | understand what's going on. |
think it'stimefor adignified yet brisk retrest.”

"Stay there, Sir," Kutzko put in, his voice the tone of command I'd heard him use so often
before. "I'll come up and get you inthe car.”

Lord Kelsay-Ramos hesitated, then nodded. "All right. | don't think we'rein any redl danger...
but then again, we don't know how desperate they are to keep this a secret, either.”

"To keep what asecret?' | demanded. It was abundantly clear that Lord Kelsey-Ramos had
seen something significant in the scene wed just witnessed; equally clear wasthat whatever it was, I'd
missed it completely. A dash of humility to add to the tenson and danger dready knotting up my
inddes. "I don't understand.”

Lord Kelsey-Ramos sighed, the sound just audible over the phone. "No, | don't suppose you
do," he said, astrange sadness beneath his own tension. " The problem with you religious typesisthat
your view of redlity has some built-in limitations. There are thingsin this universe that only someone
with adeceitful, manipulative mind can properly comprehend.”

| was still searching for areply to that when Kutzko brought the car to abouncing hat, stopping
between his employer and the still-vacant thunderhead. Lord Kelsey-Ramos ran for the vehicle;
clenching my teeth, | got my feet under me and did the same.

No attack had come by the time Kutzko started us down the hill again. | tried to watch the
scattering of other thunderheads over my shoulder as we came within sight of them, but we were too
far away and jolting too wildly for meto read anything of consequence. All | could get was the sense
that they, too, were watching. "What now?" | asked.

Lord Kelsey-Ramos took a deep breath, the tension flowing out of him to leave atired anger in
its place. "We head back," he said weearily. "Head back, and tell Admira Y oshida and the rest of the
commission just how the thunderheads have been using usdl these years.”

| felt my somach musclestighten. "I till don't understand.”

Heturned grim eyes on me. "Don't you see? That—" hejerked his head sharply back at the
hillside behind us—"was a demongtration of the thunderheads natural defense mechanism. A
mechanism they smply adapted for their sysem asawhole.”

And, findly—finaly—it was clear. "The Cloud," | breathed. "It's nothing but a gigantic verson of
that plant barrier.”

Lord Kelsey-Ramos nodded bitterly. " And were the stinging insects thet live there. The insects
they'velured in to defend them.”

Chapter 31

Temperatures the previous night had dipped toward freezing, a sure sgn that winter would be



ariving in this part of Spal. Even now, four hours after sunrise, the air was il respectably chilly—a
fact that clearly weighed upon the minds of the engineers working hard to prepare the new housing
areathat was being added onto the compound. | watched them as | waked, finding it alittle hard to
remember the encampment asit had been at the beginning. From asingle Pravilo ship and ahandful of
soft-wall structures, its occupants grudgingly investigating the babblings of apair of pravdrugged
Watchers, it had now become averitable city of offices, labs, and prebuilt individua houses.

And somewherein dl that influx of money and personndl, | could sense that something hed
gotten lost. The pure, dmost childlike excitement of scientific discovery wasdl but gone now; inits
place was the equally sirong but far darker motivation of being part of an important, life/death
problem.

Dr. Eisengtadt, though he wouldn't admit it doud, could fed that loss. Many of the others didntt.
For some, bigger and more important and better funded was aways the definition of progress.

The house | was looking for was just ingde the original security fence, about asfar from the main
work areas as it was possible to get at the moment. Like al the other housesin the cramped and
inadequate space, there wasn't agreat deal of land surrounding it; but as | neared the front door |
could tell from the faint whiffs of familiar vegetation that there was enough room between house and
fencefor at least asmal garden. The muted sound of metal implements on dirt accompanied the
smélls, and | changed direction to circle around that way.

Shepherd Adams was on his kneesin the middie of asmall section of turned dirt, poking with a
fork trowel around the roots of three knee-high plants. He looked up as| came around the corner of
the house, and for that first unguarded instant his sense was full of unfriendliness, vague bitterness,
even betrayd. "Mr. Benedar," he nodded, hisvoicetightly neutral.

"Shepherd Adams,” | nodded back, fighting to hold my ground againgt the strong fedlings
radiating from him. "'I'm sorry to intrude on your privacy—"

"l have little else these days except privacy,” he countered.

Therewasjust ahint of irony in hisvoice; achink in the armor he was trying to throw up around
himsdlf... "Gives you an ideaof what it would be liketo beamonk," | offered. Another flicker in his
sense— "Asyou once considered becoming.”

He snorted gently, another chunk of the armor coming down. Adams ssimply wasn't constituted
to hold onto grudges. "1'd forgotten how little on€'s thoughts are one's own in the presence of a
Watcher," he sighed. "It'sa hard reminder of how open we dways areto God."

| looked at him, read the quiet pain there. "I'm sorry," | said softly. "Sorry for... everything."

Hefavored me with abittersweet smile, aportion of the anger within him turning back against
himsdlf. ™Y ou mean for your part in exposing theHao of God asalie?’

| flinched at the bluntness. "A mistake, Shepherd Adams. Not alie”

He grimaced. "Wasit? I've spent the last month wondering about that. After dl, we both know
the Halo of God wouldn't have grown aslarge or as quickly without the mysticd alurewe



presented—the chance to actually stand here on the very physical manifestation of God's kingdom."
He dropped his eyes away from mine. "Who'sto say | didn't deliberately blind mysdf to the
incondgtenciesin that dam?'

| shook my head. "For whatever it'sworth, | looked very hard for signs of perverted ambition
when we first met—and Caandralooked even harder. Neither of usfound any."

Hislip twitched. "Caandranever redly trusted us, did she?!

| thought about Calandras admitted loss of faith. " She has ahard time trusting anyone these
days" | told him.

He nodded. "I suppose it comes of being a Watcher living after the darMaupine's fiasco.”
Lowering hiseyes, he tapped one of the plantswith hisfork trowd. "Know anything about valeer
plants, Gilead?" he asked.

The name was vagudly familiar. "They provide one of the spicesyou use in cooking, don't they?"

He nodded. "1 found these growing inside the fence after Dr. Eisenstadit's people decided they
didn't need me and buried me out of the way back here. Tricky sort of plant to harvest,
actudly—something we discovered thefirg timewetried it." He gestured at five fat leef-like
sructures at the top of one of the plants. "These are the spice pods,” he identified them. "What
happensisthat, as winter gpproaches, the plant's entire supply of nutrients—itslife-force, if you
will—isdrawn into the seeds in these pods. By the time the processis complete, the plant has
become adead stalk, and at that point the next wind just blows it apart, scattering the seeds al over
thelandscape. Thetrick for the gardener isto wait long enough to get the maximum yield, yet not so
long that the wind destroys the harvest.”

| looked at the plant, seeing the analogy he was making. "Perhgpsit's now time for the Halo of
God to scatter,” | suggested.

"Oh, they'll scatter, dl right,” he sighed. "But not as viable seeds. They're too young, most of
them, to withstand something this hard.”

"You think it'll be harder on them than Aaron Balaam darMaupine was on us?' | countered,
suddenly angry at his defegtist attitude. "The Watchers have been considered little better than dormant
traitors by much of the Patri and coloniesfor the past two decades. Y et we survive."

He smiled bitterly. ™Y ou were old and established, and faced suspicion and hatred. We are
young, and face ridicule. Which do you think the human spirit can more easily withstand?”

| knew the answer to that one. All too well. "Don't underestimate them,” | said instead. "They
may be stronger than you think."

His gaze drifted to the security fence. "'l should be out there with them," he murmured.
"Preparing them for this™"

| took adeep breath. "Y ou may be of more vaue here.”



He shrugged. "I'm of no use at al. Shepherd Zagorin seemsto be—" He broke off, eyes shifting
back to me as his brain belatedly noticed the tone of my comment. "Has something happened to her?!

"No, she'sfing" | assured him. "She's still handling al the contact work, but she seemsto be
acdimatingtoit well."

He snorted. "Therésno need for her to bedoing dl of it done" he growled. "They fixed my
heart and brain weeks ago—I'm perfectly capable of taking some of that load off her."

"l know, Sir. That'swhy I'm going to ask you to contact the thunderheads for me."
His sense was startled, then cautious. "Why me?"

"Because | can't use Shepherd Zagorin." | braced mysdlf; thiswaslikely to be painful. "What do
you know about what's happening?"

Hisforehead furrowed dightly. "The thunderheads are intdlligent, with what seemsto bea
complete society, though we don't yet understand how it works. There's also afleet of sublight
gpaceships alittle under alight-year from Solitaire and due to reach usin about seventeen years.”

"Did you know the Patri is planning to destroy that fleet?”

The skin around his eyestightened, his sense turning to horror. "God save usdl," he murmured.

"But... why?"

"Because we're arad of them,” | said smply.

Helicked hislips, and | could see him struggling with the enormity of it. "How do they intend
to... doit?'

| grimaced. " A hundred ninety-two of Collet's biggest rocheoids are going to befitted with
Mjoallnir lacings and tethered to tugboats equipped with Deadman Switches," | told him, my stomach
tightening asit dways did at the thought of it. "Zombiswill be put aboard, and the thunderheads will
guide them to points directly in front of each of the ships. Too close, of course, for the diensto veer
or take any kind of countermeasure.”

For along moment Adamswas silent. | watched, aso in sllence, ashe dowly forced his horror
back. "How will they know how closethey'll haveto get?' he asked.

| nodded. "The same thought occurred to me. Apparently the thunderheads know more about
thisthan they'll say.”

"They know who the Invaders are, then." It wasn't aquestion.
"I'm certain of it," | agreed. "But they won't tdll us anything.”
He thought about that. "What isit you want to ask them?”

"l want to know how to communicate with the dliens,” | said. "If we can tak to them, maybe we



can figure out what's going on here, aswell aswhat side of this confrontation we should be on."
He gazed steadily a me. "And what makes you think there is a side we should be on?
| blinked, the question catching me off-guard. "We have to take a stand on this somewhere.”
"Dowe?' he demanded. " 'Blessed are the peacemakers—or had you forgotten that?"

| clenched my teeth againgt arush of anger... anger tinged uncomfortably with guilt. "Areyou
suggesting I've forgotten the goas of my faith?”

"Haveyou?' he asked bluntly.

The emphatic denid 1'd planned died in my throat. "If eight yearsin Lord Kelsey-Ramos's
businessworld didn't bresk me," | ground out, "a couple of months here certainly didn't."

A faint, sad smile touched hislips. "The businessworld of Lord Kelsey-Ramaosis one of the
acquisition of money and the stabbing of competitorsin the back,” he said quietly. "Here, you've been
offered a chance to use your talentsto explore a part of God's universe. Which world do you think it
would be easier for you to fit comfortably into?"

"Neither," | retorted, feding uncomfortably on the defensive. To even suggest | could be so
eadly seduced by the secular world was utterly absurd, even insulting. "And anyway, that's beside the
point. The point isthat unlesswe can find an dternative, the Pravilo is going to snuff out agreat many
intelligent lives"

He nodded, but | could see that the issue of my path was merely being shelved, not abandoned.
"So why won't they let you talk to the thunderheads?’

With some effort, | forced mysdlf back to business. "They probably would, actualy, if that'sal |
wasgoingtodo,” | told him. "But I'm going to have to do more than just talk. I'm going to haveto
reved to the thunderheads that we know a secret about them.”

Adamss frowned. "What kind of secret?'

"One that showsthey aren't the poor, picked-on victimsthey've been pretending to be. That
they deliberately drew usto Solitaire system in hopes of embroiling usin this dispute with the diens.”

"Interesting,” Adams murmured. He pondered for amoment. "Y ou don't think reveding that will
make trouble?"

| shook my head. "The thunderheads dmost certainly know by now that we know it. And inthe
two weeks since Lord Kelsay-Ramos figured it out they haven't shown any signsof being particularly
worried." Which, if that wastrue, meant thet its use asalever might well be vanishingly smal. But
there was nothing left for me but the grasping of such straws.

For another moment Adams gazed at me, his sense a ka eidoscope of indecision and thought
and the weighing of possibilities. Then, abruptly, it cleared; and he nodded briskly. "All right. Areyou

reedy?"



The quickness of the decision surprised me. "Well, yes, but you aren't. We'l need to get some
of the drugs they've been using to prepare Shepherd Zagorin.”

"And you have access to these drugs?' he asked pointedly.
"l can get them," | inggted. "We can't risk the kind of trouble you had thefirgt time."

"Why not?' he countered. "I lasted several minutes then, and with my rebuilt heart and cerebra
circulatory system | shouldn't bein even that much danger thistime.”

| felt my stomach musclestightening up. | couldn't ask him to do this—not now, not unprepared.
But hewasright. Thefirst batch of rocheoids were aready being prepared, and the schedule called
for the rest to be finished within another month. The longer we ddlayed, thelesslikely anything we
learned would be able to stop the holocaugt. "All right,” | Sighed at last. "There shouldn't be anyone at
the Butte City at the moment."

"I'm glad to hear it," he said dryly. Laying hisfork trowel aside, he shifted to cross-legged
position and closed his eyes.

| felt arush of heat to my face, feding like anidiot. Of course there was no need for usto
physicaly go to where the thunderheads bodies were. Sitting down in front of Adams, | took a
careful bresth and tried to clear my mind of extraneous thoughts. Adams dipped into his meditative
trance... reached what seemed to me to be the proper point... "Thunderheads?' | invited.

The response wasimmediate. "I am here,” Adamswhispered hoarsdly. "What do you wish?'

| braced mysdlf. Thiswasit. "I wishinformation,” | said. "1'd like you to teach me how to
communicate with the alienswho are approaching thisworld.”

Eisengtadt had made the identical request before; and, as with that time, therewas along
moment of silence. | kept my eyes on Adams, watching for any sgnsof physicd digtress. "Thereisno
way totak... to them," the thunderhead answered at last.

Predictably, the same answer aslast time. "Then perhaps we humanswill chooseto leavethis
place,” | told him. "Perhapsthose in authority over uswill decide they don't like being lied to and
manipulated by others.”

I'd half expected the thunderhead to feign innocence; but perhaps I'd underestimated the
creatures sophigtication. ™Y our race has gained much from... this place,” he said through Adams.
"Y ou seek certain miner... dsfor your machines. They are worth livesto you. Y ou will stay and fight
for... what you want."

"I'd advise you not to underestimate the strength of human pride," | warned him. "Y ou see, we
now know al about your natura defense Strategy, with the stinging insects and dl. We know that
you're playing the exact same game with us, right down to luring us here by creating the minera wedlth
of Collet'sringsfor us."

"Wedo not create," he said calmly. "Semantics,” | snorted. "Perhaps you'd prefer the word
enhanced. Regardless, we know al about it. Must have been quite a project: an entire planetful of



thunderheads focusing their organic lasers on the ringsfor years at atime, dowly boiling off the lighter
elements and leaving the heavier metals behind.”

"Such an accusation... is utterly fantes... tic.”

| shook my head. "I agreeit'swilder than most of the theories that have tried to account for the
hest-treating of the rocks out there, but once Lord K e sey-Ramaos made the connection it was atrivia
meatter to show that the heating was done by the same set of wavelengths as the melted spots on that
ramp in the Butte City."

There was another long silence, and | had the distinct impression that the thunderheads were a
little taken aback. For dl their remarkable naturd abilities, their lack of any kind of technology
severdy limited their knowledge of the physica sciences. To their minds, the anadlysis|'d just
described—a very straightforward one, 1'd been told—jprobably sounded identical to magic. "Well?'
| prompted after amoment.

A sense of firmnesstouched Adamssface. Y ou will stay and fight for... theminerdsinthe...
rings,” the thunderhead repeated.

| bit a my lip. Thiswas getting me nowhere. "Will you & least tell me why they're coming?’ |
asked him.

"They areinvaders”

The stock answer. "Yes, soyouvetold us™” | said, feding my frustration level beginning to rise.
"But why are they coming? What quarrel do they have with you that they're willing to spend a
hundred years coming through your Cloud to get to you?'

"They areinvaders”

| focused sharply on Adams. Something in hisvoice on that last sentence...? " Thunderhead, we
haven't got much timeleft,” | said, watching Adams closdaly. The contact was beginning to get to him.
"We can't amply kill the diensin cold blood—we just can't. Don't you understand how unethical
such athing would be for our species?!

Adamss glazed eyesturned up to me... and suddenly | felt achill run up my back. Therewasa
hard edge to his sense, something I'd never before seen in athunderhead contact. "Y ou are
defenders,”" he whispered; and even with awhisper's usua lack of tonal cues| could hear the
contempt there. ™Y ou will destroy them be... cause that isyour nature. That iswhy you are here.”

| gritted my teeth hard, anger and frustration combining into aviolent urge to somehow |ash out
at the thunderhead. But | couldn't. A nerve wastwitching in Adamss neck, and | could seethe
pal pitation of the carotid artery, and there was nothing | could do except swallow my fury and break
off the contact. "We are human beings," | gritted out. "We go where we wish, do what we wish. As
you will find out. Adamsl—break contact."

For asecond | had the horrible fedling that the thunderhead was going to refuse to alow it, that
he was going to let Adams die as a demongtration of thunderhead power. But a second later the
stiffness went out of Adams's back, and he wasfree.



| watched him closdly, finger resting lightly on the Emergency button on my phone. But the
worrying turned out to be unnecessary; compared with the last time, this recovery was practically
ingantaneous. Within aminute his breathing and eyes had returned to norma and hewas ableto St up
draight again. "So," hesaid at last. "It didn't work."

Defeat had a bitter taste. "No," | shook my head wearily. "I'd hoped there might be something
esethere... but thereisn't. Weresdlly are nothing but overgrown insects to them. They're playing with
us—have been playing with us, for seventy years now. And if the Pravilo getstheir way onthisone...”

Adamsturned his head to gaze through the security fence. "'Perhapsthey aren't smply being
blind or greedy,” he suggested quietly. "Perhapsthey don't see any safe dternative to cooperation at
thispoint." He hesitated. "The thunderheads lasers—did they really burn the light e ements out of the

rings?'

| saw what hewas getting at. "Y es, but Lord Kelsey-Ramos told methat it took them literally
yearsto doit. At least ten, probably closer to twenty. Theindividud lasersaren't all that powerful,
really—they seem to have come about mainly asameansfor stirring up their insect protectorswhen a
predator approached. It wouldn't be al that effective aweapon against us.”

"They fused the end of aneedler withit," he pointed out.

"Médted afew drops across the opening,” | corrected him. "And it probably took the entire
Butte City population to do it. Agreed, adirect confrontation would carry acertain risk. But | can't
seethe Patri knuckling under solely because of that."

Adams snorted gently. "Then you'reright: it hasto be elther blindness or greed.”
| nodded. "My guessisgreed.”

For aminute we sat there silently. | found my eyes turning upward, toward the glistening white
clouds drifting serenely acrossthe blue sky... and in my mind's eye the clouds became
Mjollnir-equipped rocheoids. Massive chunks of death, moving into their gppointed placesin front of
the gpproaching ships.

Shipsthat would probably never even know what had happened to them.
"You can't giveup,” Adamssad.

| turned back to find hiseyeson me. "I don't want to giveup,” | retorted. "Buit I'vetried
everything | canthink of, and I'm out of ideas. Even if the thunderheads were willing to tell us how to
talk to the dliens, theré's no guarantee we could get adia ogue going fast enough to figure out what the
conflict is between the two races.”

"Still, if thediens could tell ustheir sde of things, you can bet the thunderheads would open up
and give ustheir verson," Adams pointed out.

"For whatever good that would do,” | shrugged. "Whatever the morality of the Situation turns out
to be, the fact remains that sding with the thunderheads keeps us the ring mines. | don't think the
thunderheads would let the Petri forget that.”



"Asif the Patri would need reminding.”

"Right." Carefully, | got to my feet, the musclesin my legs protesting as | did so. " Thank you for
your time, Shepherd Adams, and for your willingnessto risk your lifeinthis.”

Hewaved ahand, figuratively brushing the gratitude away. "What will you do now?"'

"l don't know." | looked toward the Butte City. "Go talk to Dr. Eisenstadt or Lord
Kesay-Ramos, | suppose. Keep nagging people until they get tired enough of me to do something.”

Heamiled. " 'For along time herefused,' " he quoted, " 'but & last he said to himsdlf, Even
though | have neither fear of God nor respect for any human person, | must give thiswidow her just
rights since she keeps pestering me, or she will come and dap meintheface. Isthat it?"

"Moreor less” | said. "Except that unlike the judge in the parable, they don't redlly have to put
up with me any longer than—"

| broke off as my phone twittered. | frowned as| pulled it out, wondering who could possibly be
cdlingme "ThisisBenedar," | identified mysdif.

"Gilead, thisis Eisengtadt.” The scientist's voice wastight. "Where are you?'

"Out near the fence, talking with Shepherd Adams," | said, ssomach musclestightening. "What's
wrong?'

Hissigh wasjust barely audible. "Y ou'd better get back to the ship right away. There are some
Pravilos here... with awarrant for your arrest.”

Chapter 32

The prison cdll was smple, small, and unadorned—a sort of sardonic parody, | thought more
than once, of my cubiclein the Carillon Building back on Portdava. Without the magnificent view, of
course. Or even areasonably good intercom system.

"Asnear as| cantel, it'ssort of aforced misunderstanding,” Lord Kelsey-Ramos said, his
image on the display fuzzing just enough to make it exasperating to try and read. "What's happened is
that someone labyrinthed awrit through the central judiciary on Portdava, ordering the Pravilo to
detain you here on charges semming from your running off with Calandra Paguin. Tota nonsense, of
course, given what's happened since then, but until we can backtrack it therésnot alot | can do
about it."

| nodded heavily. "I don't have to guesswho's behind it, do 17"

He grimaced. "Not redly. I've talked to Randon and we both agree it was amost certainly this
smert-headed Aikman you kept locking horns with. Something of afarewell present to you, | expect.”

| frowned. "Farewdll present? He's gone?”



"L eft about aweek ago. Took anew position on Janus, the HTI peopletel me.”

"How very convenient for him," | murmured.

"How, indeed,” Lord Kelsey-Ramos said grimly. "Don't worry, though—well track him down."
| Sighed, abitter tastein my mouth. "Don't bother, Sr. He's not worth it.”

Lord Kelsey-Ramos glared a me. "Y ou'll forgive me, | trugt, if turning the other cheek isn't part
of my philosophy.”

"It'snot thet, dr,” | told him. "It'sjust that heredly isn't worth the effort. Y ou can get me out of
here just asfast through norma channds asyou could by chasing him down, and even hauling him
back here wouldn't do anything but give him the chance to gloat in my face.”

"Give you the chance to gloat, don't you mean?”

| shook my head. "No, Sir. You see, he'sdready lost hisorigina battle—I've kept Calandra
away from the Deadman Switch. He can't make me watch her die, the way he wanted to... so instead
he's arranged for me to be locked away and hel pless while the dlien fleet diesin her place.”

Lord Kelsey-Ramos made asour face. "I understand. Yes, it could easily take the three weeks
we've got left to sort dl of thisthrough to Portdava and back.” He studied my face. "Unless, that is, |
meke an al-out fight of it."

| shrugged. "What would be the point? I've already done everything | can think of to get the
Patri to change their minds about talking to the diensfirst. Whether | St here or in the Butte City
encampment makes no red difference.”

Lord Kelsey-Ramos sighed. "'I'm sorry, Gilead. If there was any way | could help, | would.”
"l know, gr," | assured him. ™Y ou've done dl you could, too."

"Yes." He paused, hissenseturning inward. "It'sinteresting, you know," he said in ameditative
voice. "Ever ancel took over Carillon I've pretty much had things my own way—been the man
making the decisions, both the good ones and the bad ones. This commission takes me back to earlier

days"
"Daysyoud rather forget?' | suggested.
His gaze came back to me. "I like having power, Gilead—I admit that. No one getsto my

position who doesn't. What | hate about this commission is being saddled with ashare of the
responghility for actionswhich | haven't redlly had any power to influence.”

Somethingin hisvoice... "Areyou saying," | asked carefully, "that the Pravilo had already made
up their mindsto destroy the dliens, no matter what the commission recommended?”

"Oh, come on—you don't think Aaron Balaam darMaupine originated the echo council, do
you?' he growled. "Sorry to be crude, but thereit is. Of course the Pravilo had aready decided the



Invaders were athreat; the commission's only real choice wasto either rubberstamp that opinion for
them or else prove conclusively that the Invaders weren't dangerousto us. | imagine you know al
about proving anegative.”

Asin proving the Watchers weren't athrest to the rest of humanity... "I know it very wdll, gir," |
sad quietly.

He grimaced, and | could see he'd followed my line of thought. "Y es, well... sorry | jumped
down your throat likethat. As| said, I'm willing enough to accept the respongbility that goes with
power, but | hate like blazing chern-fire to have the responsibility dl by itsdf.”

| managed asmile. "That'swhat makes you different, gr,” | told him. "Most people prefer to
have the power without any of the respongbility.”

He snorted. "Yes, we at Carillon certainly are anoble bunch,” he said dryly.

| thought about the Solitaran executives fearsthat Carillon would put astop to their profitable
smuggler trade. "Y es, Sr. In many ways, you are.”

He eyed me sharply, and even with the fuzzy picture | could sense his embarrassment. Nobility
was not exactly the sort of image he'd tried to project to his competitors. "Thank you for the vote of
confidence," he rumbled. "Anyway, I've got to get back up to Spal, consult with my fellow
commissioners. I'll be back to talk to you in aweek or so—sooner if | make any headway against the
judicary.”

"Thank you, Sir. | gppreciate dl you're doing."
"No problem. Take care.”

He stood up and turned away, and | caught just aglimpse of the visiting-room wall behind him
before the guard blanked the screen. For amoment | stayed where | was, staring at the blank display
for lack of anything better to do. But the seething frustration within me wastoo grest to let me st ill
for very long. Getting to my feet, | went the four steps over to the cdll's outer wall.

Outsde the tiny window wasfifty meters of open ground, ending at atwo-story wing I'd been
told was part of the Pravilo headquarters here. The windows facing me were black
sguares—polarized ninety degreesto mine, presumably, to give the officers working there privacy
from prying eyes. Blank people behind blank windows, | thought with atouch of bitterness. Faceless
people widding power without having to take the respongbility for the use of that power. Doing their
daily work without knowing—yprobably without even caring—what the ultimate results of that work
would be. It waswhy bureaucracies grew and flourished. Why people like Aaron Baaam
darMaupine had been able to seize power...

And without warning, my mind suddenly and inexplicably froze. Aaron Balaam darMaupine.
Aaron Balaam darMaupine...

Balaam...

| have no explanation for theideathat burdt, virtudly full-grown, into my mind. Perhaps my



back-brain had aready come up with it, and had merely used the name as atrigger; perhapsit wasa
genuine case of divineinspiration. Either way, it was asif astar had exploded in my mind, showering
light where before there had been only darkness. And in that light, | saw the answer.

Or at least, apossible answer.

For ahandful of heartbeats | stood there at the window, my full attention inward as| sfted
franticaly through the idea, searching for errors or flaws. But if they werethere, | couldn't find them. It
could be done—it could definitely be done.

And then my eyes focused again, and | remembered where | was, and spinning around, | dove
for the intercom.

It seemed like an eternity before the monitor answered my signal. "Has Lord Kelsey-Ramos | eft
yet?' | snapped at him.

Hefrowned at my tone, but apparently decided prisoners who rated avisit from someone like
Lord Kesey-Ramos should be treated with at least margind politeness. "Hang on, I'll check," he
growled.

"l haveto talk to himright away," | inadsted as his eyes shifted to adifferent display.

"Yeah, well, well seeif hewantsto talk to you," he grunted. "Lemme see... Rayst?—yeah; give
ashout to that guy who just passed, will you? Tell him Benedar's cdling for him.”

| licked my lips, trying to organize my thoughts, the taste of black irony in my mouth. Aikman's
find, pitiful gesture of hatred... and it was beginning to look like it might do far more damage than
either heor | had believed.

A minute later the monitor's face vanished from the screen, and | was again looking & Lord
Kelsay-Ramos. "Yes, Gilead, what isit?"

"l haveto get out of here," | told him, voice trembling dightly with emotion despite my effortsto
contral it. "Right away. It'surgent.”

Hefrowned. "l just finished telling you it'll take sometime," he reminded me.

| bit the back of my lip, suddenly mindful of how easy it would be for one of the guardsto
eavesdrop on theline... and that my ideacould very likely be construed astreason. 1 know, sir," |
said, wracking my brain desperately to find some kind of private cue to feed him. Something the
guardswouldn't be able to interpret... and for the second time in as many minutes, ingpiration struck.
"It'sjust that thisroom is so small—so small and so plain. | thought | could handle things being this
dull, but I can't."

His eyebrowslifted in surprise; and abruptly there weretension linesin hisface. "'l see" he said
carefully. His eyesflicked to the side, where aguard was presumably standing. "Y es, | understand
how that would be hard for you to take—you're used to so much more luxury back at Carillon. More
privacy, too, naturdly."



"Exactly, gr," | nodded, feding asmall surge of hope. He was with me, now, correctly hearing
both what | was saying and what | wasn't saying. In eight yearswith Carillon I'd learned agreat dedl
about the man; now, for thefirst time, | redized how much he'd learned about me in the process.
"Beddes, | hate the thought of wasting time here," | added. "There's dways so much work to be
done.”

His eyeswerelocked with mine. "I know thefeding,” he said. "I'll talk to Commodore Freitag
and Admira Y ashidaright away, seeif you might at least be... reassigned, perhaps, to somewhere
closer to home?'

Closer to home. Here, on Solitaire, that could only mean the Bellwether. "I'd very much
appreciate that, Sir," | said, speaking the words clearly. ™Y ou might speak to Governor Rybakov,
too—I believe she ill owesusafavor.”

"I'll dothat," he agreed. "L et me get started, and I'll seewhat | can do." He paused, and his gaze
seemed to intensify. "Areyou certain thiswill do it?" he asked, hisvoice deliberately casudl.

| swallowed. Was | sure thiswould solve the problem of the dien ships. "I'm not certain, no,” |
had to admit. "But | believeit'sworth atry."

He nodded. "All right. Sit tight, and I'll get back to you."

"Thank you, sr," | said.

Hislip twitched in atight smile. "I'll dowhat | can,” hesaid... and in histone | heard a promise
that went beyond the immediate Situation. That if my ideahad any chance at dl of success, hewould
gtand behind me dl theway.

"Thank you, gr," | said again, and watched hisimage blank from the screen. Taking aragged
breath, I once more went over to the window, trying to still the tension roiling within me. The diens
liveswere gill hanging by athread, but at least now | had aplan. A plan and, more importantly, an
aly.

| could only hope hewould be as enthusiastic when he found out what the ideawas... and what
carrying it out was going to cost.

Chapter 33

Three weeks. Twenty-one days.

The number hovered before me like a persona specter, its presence ablack poisonin the
background of every waking thought. An emotiona expression of the solid walls and locked door of
my tiny cell; amaddening reminder of my utter helplessness.

And every morning, the number taunted me by growing one smdler.

There were agreat many scripturesthat dedt with patience; asimilarly impressive number



dedling with faith and hope. | quoted every single one of those versesto mysdlf during those long
hours, grabbing through the hurricane of growing anger and frusiration for something solid to grasp
onto.

It didn't seemto help. | tried to tell mysdlf that it was doing some good, that without their
comfort I would have sunk into amind-crippling despair. But lurking at the edge of my mind was
another, more sobering possibility: that it didn't help because Shepherd Adams had been right, that |
had indeed become too entangled with the rewards of the secular world to find strength in the spiritual
redm. It was afrightening and debilitating thought, adark nightmare shadow which seemed to begin
and end each day.

And finaly—when it seemed asif | couldn't take the fear and forced solitude asingle day
longer—findly, on the afternoon of the fourth day, my cell was opened and | was escorted under
guard to the Rainbow's End starport. The starport, and the waiting Bellwether.

"It took every string | could find to pull,” Lord Kelsey-Ramos commented, offering mea
steaming mug as| sat down across from his desk. "Including that favor the governor owed us,”" he
added, "though | can't say shewasdl that happy at having to pay it off."

"| gppreciaeit, 9r," | said, carefully taking the mug with fingersthat till trembled with vague
reaction. The heat was soothing to my hands, the smell flooding my mind with memories of home and
safety. It was exactly the medicine | needed, and even as | sipped at the drink | could fed the fears
and doubts of the cell beginning to recede.

"l wasgladto doit," Lord Kelsey-Ramos said, frowning dightly as he gazed into my face. "I'm
just sorry it took so long—on Portdaval'd have had you out in haf an hour.”

"Four days was soon enough, Sr," | assured him, trying to sound asif | meant it.
Hewasn't fooled. "It looksto me likewejust bardly madeit,” he said pointedly.

| sighed, giving up the pretense. "It was harder than I'd expected,” | admitted. "A lot harder. Just
the thought of those ships heading toward their deaths—and me locked away where | couldn't do
anything about it..." | shuddered, and took another sip of my drink.

"Um," he grunted. "Interesting. Y ou know, I've dways thought that too much of that empathy
you rdigious types pride yoursalves on might be ahandicap at times." He pursed hislips. "Onthe
other hand... | wonder if maybe not dl of it wasredly you."

| frowned at the suspicion in his sense. "Are you suggesting,” | asked dowly, "that the Pravilo
might have drugged me?'

Theflicker of surprise showed that hadn't been what he'd been suggesting at dl. "I suppose
that's not impossible," he nevertheless conceded. "I doubt that Admiral Y oshidawould go that far to
keep you out of hisface for these last couple of weeks, but some eager subordinate might have
thought it would make anice early birthday present for him. | was thinking more of the thunderheads,
actudly.”



A cold knot formed in my stomach as, abruptly, something like a hazy curtain seemed to vanish
from in front of my memory. The overall sense of tenson and struggle Calandraand | had noticed on
Solitaire—of course; that was precisaly what 1'd just spent four days struggling againgt. Or rather, a
highly magnified form of that sense. Magnified from scientific tool or Sde effect into awegpon...
"Yes" | said, voice wavering dightly—with disgust, dread, or anger, | couldn't tell which. "Yes, it was
them. It had to be. They were attacking me. Deliberately attacking me.”

"Dont let it throw you," Lord Kelsey-Ramaos growled, his voice rich with suppressed anger of
hisown. "After spending seventy years patiently leading usto this point by our collective nose, they're
hardly going to look kindly on someonewho'strying his best to upset their plans.”

"Then they're going to have some readjusting to do," | gritted. The pressure was still there, |
could see now, resting up against my consciousness like adull toothache. But now that | knew its
origin and purpose its power over me was gone.

Lord Kelsey-Ramos cocked an eyebrow. "Well, we'll see about that, won't we?' he said. " So,
let's hear this plan of yours."

| took adeep breath, my anger at the thunderheads fading into the distance... leaving atinge of
uncertainty inits place. Perversaly, what had seemed like a gold-plated ideawhile | wasaonein my
cdl wastarnishing amost visibly under Lord Kelsey-Ramoss unblinking gaze. "To begin with," | said,
deciding to go with the least arguable part first, "I'll need to talk to the thunderheads again. The only
way thisisgoing to work iswith their cooperation.”

Lord Kesay-Ramos blinked, his anticipation turning dightly sour. "These are the same
thunderheads who've just spent four daystrying to drive you into a nervous breakdown?' he asked
pointedly.

"Yes, dr," | nodded, "because I'm going to show them why their plan isn't going to work. And
why cooperating with meisliterdly their only chance”

For along moment he gazed into my eyes, and | could see him measuring his knowledge and
trust of me againgt the obstacles that stood arrayed againgt us. | held my breath; and the trust won.
"All right," hesaid at lagt. "l presume you'll need aHaloafor that. I'll have Captain Bartholomy get the
earliest possiblelift clearance from the tower and welll head out to Spall.”

"Am | dlowed to leave Salitaire?' | asked, abit Startled.

"Aslong asyou're with me, you are," he said. "Y ou've been released into my custody, the only
dipulation being that you stay within Solitaire system.”

A ggnificant fraction of the weight resting on my back seemed to lift. I'd been very much afraid
that | would once again have to sted a ship—somehow—and escape Solitaire on my own. Now—

Now, unless| could shake him later, | would have Lord Ke sey-Ramos aong with me the whole
way. Sharing fully in the dangers, and in thelega consequencesif it didn't work... or perhapsevenif it
did. "Wel, then, let'sget going, ar," | said.

He nodded and waved his control stick at the intercom; and ashedid so, | felt dl the eased



weight settle back in again. Along with perhaps abit more.

Chapter 34

We reached Spdl six hours later—the middle of the night there—and put down at afreshly-built
landing area about fifty kilometers from the Butte City. An aircar and Pravilo escort were waiting as
Lord Kelsey-Ramos, Kutzko, and | disembarked; twenty minutes later, we were at the encampment.

Tomy surprise, Dr. Eisenstadt was waiting for us, obvioudy derted in advance that we were on
our way. "Lord Kelsey-Ramos," he nodded, getting up from his desk as we entered. "Good to see
you again. Gilead; glad you're out of prison."

"Thank you, sir," | nodded back, hiding my irritation with Lord Kelsey-Ramosfor dragging
Eisengtadt into this. We hardly needed his help or his permission to go talk with Shepherd Adams; dll
his presence here was going to accomplish would be to get his name on the Pravilo'slist when this
was over and they went looking for my accomplices. "With your permission, Dr. Eisengtadt, I'd like to
go and talk to Shepherd Adams—"

"Yes, Lord Kesey-Ramos told me what you'd need,” he nodded briskly, dipping past me
toward the door. "If you'l al comewith me, Adamsisjust down the hal.”

Heled usout again into the hall, and | again had to fight to hide my irritation. We weren't in such
ahurry that we couldn't have smply gone out to Adamss house and talked to him there—all we
needed now was to bump into someone working late who might ask awkward questions.

Eisenstadt had at |east had the sense to put Adams nearby, in one of the abandoned dorm-type
rooms that the housing boom outs de had made superfluous. He was dozing on a cot, and aswefiled
quietly in and Eisengtadt turned the lights up to adim glow he awoke. "Hello?" he caled tentatively,
rolling over and propping himsdf up on one elbow.

"It's Eisengtadt,” Eisengtadt identified himsdf as Adams blinked his eyes back to focus. "l've
brought you somevigtors."

Adams nodded greetingsto Lord Kelsey-Ramos and mein turn, his sense more one of worried
tension than red surprise. "Has something gonewrong?' he asked, his eyes coming to rest on me.

"Possibly just the opposite,” Lord Kelsey-Ramos grunted. " Something may actualy be going
right. Gilead?—thisisyour show now."

"Yes, ar. | need to talk to the thunderheads,” | told Adams. "There may be an dternative to
destroying the dien ships, but I'll need thunderhead cooperation to do it."

Adamsfrowned dightly at that, but nodded hiswillingnessto asss. "All right," he said,
rearranging hislegsinto cross-legged postion. "Give meaminute.”

He closed hiseyesagain, and | could see him reaching for the proper meditative Sate. "l gave
him the prep drugs earlier thisevening, incidentaly,” Eisenstadt murmured in my ear. "First time he's



used them, but if they work the way they do on Shepherd Zagorin he should befine. What isit you've
come up with, Gilead?'

| kept my eyes on Adams, searching for an answer that wouldn't beatruelie. "I think I've found
away to communicate with the aliens” | said. "Maybe. Thunderhead?—are you there?"

Adamss glazed eyes opened. Focused on me... and hardened. "Y ou are Gilead Rac... ca
Benedar," he whispered harshly. "Our enemy.”

A shiver went up my back, and in my mind'seye | saw the muzzle of Kutzko's flash-welded
needler... "I'm not your enemy,” | told him asfirmly as| could through asuddenly dry mouth. "I seek
only lifeand safety for dl—including both you and your enemies.”

Abruptly, Adams gasped, his back stiffening. | jumped forward, searching his sensefor cluesas
to what was happening—

And, moving with shaky clumsiness, he unfolded hislegsand lunged a me.

| was caught utterly by surprise, my momentum still carrying me toward him as hislegs
straightened out to drive hisbody avkwardly forward; and even as| tried to throw my own arms up
into some kind of defensive position, | knew | wouldn't makeit in time. His hands, curved into wiry
claws, reached upward toward my face— And dropped suddenly down again as the butt of Kutzko's
hurled needler caught him squarely beneath therib cage.

The thunderhead screamed; athin, eerily wavering sound of frustration or pain or fury. Curling
againg the pain of the blow, he scrabbled around for the needler; but he wasn't even close before
Kutzko was there, brushing smoothly past meto capture both of Adamsswristsin hishandsas he
kicked the needler out of reach. The thunderhead screamed again, thistime unmistakably with
frustration; and the sound seemed to break Eisenstadt out of his stunned parayss. " Adamsl—break
contact!" he barked.

"No!" | snapped. If we lost this chance— "Thunderhead!—if the alien shipsdie, so will you.
Listen to me—please.”

Kutzko had manhandled Adams hafway back onto the cot. "Y ou have no power ov... er us,”
the thunderhead spat toward me. "Y our rulerswill destroy ... the Invaders.”

"Yes, they will," | shot back. "And then those same rulers will destroy you."
"Youlie—"

"Do1?" | cut him off. "Have they asked you what will become of the Cloud once the Invaders
are dead?'

The glazed eyes stared a me, and | could sense the sudden uncertainty there. "No. They have

"Any mention of the Cloud at al?' | pressed him. "Any discussion of travel in and out of Solitaire
system? Any questions about the Deadman Switch and your rolein its operation?



"There's been nothing of thekind," Lord Kelsey-Ramos murmured from behind me; and | could
hear in hisvoice that he, too, had suddenly recognized the significance of that.

| nodded. "Surely you redlize, thunderhead, how difficult it isfor usto sacrifice alife every time
we wish to enter or leave this system. Don't you think the commission negotiating such things with you
would have suggested the Cloud's remova asthe price for our dealing with the Invaders?'

Lord Kesey-Ramostouched my arm warningly. " Gileed, if what you'reimplying istrue, talking
about it here could be extremely dangerous.”

How well | knew that... but it was too late to back out now. If the thunderheads were incapable
of rationa thought and decision, we were aready dead. "It doesn't matter,” | told Lord
Kesay-Ramos, putting as much confidence into my voice as| could on the chance that the
thunderheads had learned to read such nuances of human speech. "They can't sop it now. Certainly
not aone. Their only chanceisto cooperate with me.”

He grimaced, eyes drifting over my shoulder to Adams. For thefirst time, | could tell, hewas
truly seeing what it was held committed himself to, and it was more than held bargained for. And
indeed, which of you here, intending to build a tower, would not first sit down and work out
the cost to seeif he had enough to complete it? "If you'd like, ar," | told him quietly, "you and the
others can leave. | can handlethis part aone.”

For amoment he was tempted. But only for amoment... and when he brought his gaze back to
me, it was dive with the cold fire I'd seen there through a hundred corporate battles back on
Portdava. "Werewadting time," he said firmly.

I nodded and turned back to Adams. Kutzko had released hiswrists now, but still hovered
nearby, ready for trouble. "They made no such request, thunderhead, did they?' | asked. "Would you
like to know why not?'

For amoment the glazed eyes stared into space, alook I'd come to associate with aquick
consultation among the thunderheads. Then the eyesrefocused on me. "It isimpossible,” he whispered
flaly.

"Why?" | countered. "Once the Invaders are gone, our rulers have no need for the Cloud—and
since you yoursaves are obvioudy the source of it, it followsimmediately that they'll have no more use
for you."

"Wewill fight," the thunderhead hissed.

"And youwill losg" | told him bluntly. "Even if you could somehow destroy dl of us
here—which you can't—the mechanism for your destruction isdready in place, and dready triggered.
When the Invaders are destroyed, it will automatically activate."

Eisengtadt took a step forward to where he could look into my face. "What are you talking
about?' he demanded. "What mechanism?'

"I'm talking about a group of compressed-air bombs," | explained, mentally crossing my fingers
that the scheme I'd dreamed up would sound reasonable to him. If it wasn't—and if he called meon



it—the whole structure | was trying to build here would come crashing down around my head. Too
late, | wished I'd made him stay back in his office. "The Pravilo has scattered them around Spall in the
magjor weather corridors. They'refilled with algae that's been specially tailored to ater the loca soil
acidity. Drastically dter it." | looked back at Adams. "Within ayear—two at the most—there won't
be asingle native plant or animd dive here”

| held my breeth; but if the plan had any glaring flaws Eisenstadt didn't spot them. ™Y ou mean...
weretaking genocide here," he breathed. "No. No—that's smply unthinkable.”

"I've seen the records of the ddliveries,”" Lord Kelsey-Ramos said heavily—and so sincerely
even | could barely hear the lie there. "They're dready in place—and they're equipped with automatic
timers”

"Probably dready set," | nodded, picking up on the cue. "Give the Pravilo a couple more weeks
to get ready, aday or two to destroy the Invaders and confirm they're al gone, and maybe two more
weeksto quietly get al the top people out of the system in case you decided to retaiate. Four or five
weeks—no more—and it'll begin.”

There was hatred in Adams's eyes. Bligtering, alien hatred... but for the first time, therewas aso
fear. "They will not escape,” he whispered.

| shook my head. "It doesn't matter. Even if you could kill everyone on Solitaire, it'sapricethe
rulers of the Petri would be willing to pay to findly have free access to the system. Human pride done
would dictate that you be punished for the way you've manipulated us dl these years."

Therewas astrange pain—avery dien pain—in Adamssface. "What dternative do... you
offer?" the thunderhead asked.

| took a deep bregth, dmost afraid to believeit. Thefirst, most critica piece was now in my
hands. "I'vetold you dready,” | said. "1 offer lifefor dl. It has to be for al—you see that, don't you?
Aslong asthe Invaders are dive, the Pravilo can't touch you, because with the Cloud gone they
would befacing awar fleet with full Mjollnir capabilities”

The thunderhead seemed to congder that. "Y et if the Invaders... live, they will soon be here" he
pointed out.

| nodded, conscioudy relaxing my jaw. It was athought that had frequently occurred to me.
"WEelIl have seventeen years,”" | reminded them. "Enough time for usto talk to them, perhaps work out
aded betweenyou."

Besdeme, | felt Lord Kelsey-Ramos stir uncomfortably, and it wasn't hard to guess what he
wasthinking. The Patri had aready regjected theidea of talking to the diens; if | forced them to do so
anyway, they would not be pleased. Another thought that had frequently occurred to me... "Well?" |
prompted the thunderhead. "Will you cooperate, or not?"

Again, Adams stared into space... and when his eyes came back there was no defiance left in
them. "Wewill," the thunderhead whispered.

My knees felt abit weak. We'd already seen thunderhead adaptability; now, we knew them to



berationd, aswell. | could only hope the dliens were equal to them in both qudities. "Good," | said,
trying to sound brisk and businessike. "I'll be contacting you again; and when | do, you'll need to do
whatever | ask. Agreed?”

A dight pause. "Wewill," the thunderhead hissed again, an aura of distaste about the words. The
manipulators agreeing to be manipulated, and not liking it at all.

"All right," | nodded. "I1t'll bein afew days a the most, and from out in space. Oh, and by the
way... you do know how to talk to the Invaders, don't you?'

Another pause, dightly longer. "Yes"

"Good," | nodded again. "WEell leave the detailsfor later; | don't want to push this contact any
longer than necessary.” In fact, Shepherd Adams was doing fine; but the thunderheads wouldn't know
| knew that. "Thank you, and good-bye. Shepherd Adams?—you can break contact now."

Adams stiffened, then dumped back onto the cot, gasping for breeth. "You all right?' | asked as
Kutzko leaned over with asupporting hand.

"Yes," hesad hoarsdly. "Hard on the throat, though.”

"Not to mention the heart and brain,” Eisenstadt reminded him, stepping toward him.
"No—don' try to get up.”

He reached under Adams's jaw, checking the other's pulse, and | felt Lord Kelsey-Ramos move
closer to me. "Y ou redlly think the Peatri plansto destroy the thunderheads?' he asked quietly.

| felt my stomach musclestighten at the thought. "Y ou said it yourself, Sr—none of the
commission has even mentioned the Cloud in their talks with the thunderheeds. | can't see something
that obvious being overlooked by accident.”

He shook hishead in disbelief. "Incredible. Just incredible they'd even consider something that
coldblooded. But what if...?"

"The thunderheads call our bluff?' | shrugged, atight hunching of my shoulders. "They can't
afford to, and I'm pretty sure they know it. Remember that they have no way of knowing whether or
not thererealy are agae bombs sitting out there with timers dready set. Besideswhich, afirst strike
againg uswould leave them with no way at dl to sop thediens

"Point," he admitted. "I don't know, though—thiswhole thing till ssemsawfully loose. The
communication itsdf, for one thing—you should have nailed down the method and language right here
and now."

| nodded. "Agreed. And | would have, too... except that | was reasonably surethe
thunderheads would have lied or otherwise clouded the issue.”

He cocked an eyebrow. "1 hope you're not counting on them rolling over like pet dogs and
meekly giving you anything you ask for once you're out in space. Becauseif you are..." Heleft the
sentence unfinished.



"l believe" | said carefully, "that | have away to force them to give me the cooperation | need,
when | need it. I'd rather not say any more right now."

He frowned at me, doubt and worry and trust swirling around and through each other like
battling tornadoes. "1 don't like not knowing what you're planning,” he said at last. "But | suppose... S0
far you've dways been worth trusting. | just hope that that religious naivete of yoursisn't playing you
fds"

Look, I am sending you out like sheep among wolves; so be cunning as snakes and yet
innocent as doves... "Yes, gr," | told him, an involuntary shiver running up my back. "1 hope not,
too."

He pursed hislips. "So... what now?"

| glanced past him to where Eisenstadt was still checking Adams over. "Now I'm going to need
transgport out to the diens.”

"Just likethat?' Lord Kelsey-Ramos asked. "No other preparation needed first?

"No, sr. Wdll," | amended, "I will need some reasonably portable long-range communications
gear—the more sophisticated, the better. But I'm sure we can scrape that up somewhere on
reasonably short notice. Trangport will bethetricky part.”

His sense changed subtly. "Do you want to take the Bellwether?" he asked.

I'd seen the offer coming, but that didn't make it any lessimpressive. For him to offer up his
beloved ship to an unknown fate... "I appreciate the offer, air,” | told him, and meant it. "But | don't
think we need to go quite to that extreme. | was thinking more along the lines of one of the rocheoids
that've been fitted with MjalInir drives"

I'd spoken softly, but obvioudy not softly enough. Crouching beside Adams and Eisenstedt,
Kutzko's head swung up, astartled look in his eyes. Straightening up, he left the others and stepped
overtojoinus.

Lord Kelsey-Ramos glanced at him, turned back to me. "The Bellwether would be
consderably easier,” hereminded me. "For starters, it's right here—crewed and ready to go—instead
of being three days away at Collet. And it dready has the comm gear you want.”

"Yes, gr," | nodded, thinking furioudy. "Unfortunately, it'saso very strongly linked with you. |
redlly don't want any of you associated more with this than necessary.”

Lord Kelsey-Ramos snorted. "1'm aready up to my eyelids here, and you know it. Try
agan—and thistime let's have some of that honesty you religious people prize so highly, eh?!

| looked him squarein the eye. "What | havein mind isgoing to be dangerous,” | told him flatly.
"l don't want to risk any more people than absolutely necessary. The Bellwether crew isn't absolutely
necessary."

For along minute he gazed & me. "When will you need the rocheoid?" hefinally asked.



"Sir?' Kutzko interrupted before | could answer. "Request permission to accompany him, at
least until he's aboard the rocheoid.”

| looked at Kutzko... read his sense and intentions. "Thanks, Mikha, but | redly don't want you
dong”

"Youll need me," he said, eyes steady on me.

"No, | don't," | told him with equal firmness. " Shepherd Adamsand | cando it alone” | focused
past him, to find Adamslooking at me. "That is, if yourewilling,” | added to him.

"Do | haveachoice?" he countered camly. ™Y ou need someone through whom you can talk to
the thunderheads—if not me, then another Seeker.”

"It's going to be dangerous,” | warned him, his quick acceptance giving my conscience atwinge.
"I redly can't ask you to—"

"Come now, Gilead," he smiled, atrace of irony coloring his determination. "The reason | came
to Spdl in thefirst place wasto seek the kingdom of God, remember?If | die... then I'vefound it."

| looked at him closdly... and in hissense | could see that, somehow, he indeed recognized the
full magnitude of the risk we were facing. And was indeed prepared to accept it. "Thank you,” | said
quietly. | paused, listening to the awkward silence from the others, and took a deep breath. "Well,
then," | said briskly, bringing the mood back to less uncomfortable ground. "That'sit, Lord
Kedsey-Ramos. If you and the Bellwether could give ustransport out to the rings—"

"That's not quiteit,” Kutzko interrupted me. "If you're going out to meet the Invadersyou're
going to need to get hold of azombi."

Lord Kesey-Ramoslooked a me, my fedlings about the Deadman Switch running visibly
through hismind. "He'sright, you know," he agreed carefully. " Depending on how long you'll need to
stay out there, you may even need more than one.”

"And you'll need someone to guard them,” Kutzko added. "Aswell asto... use the hypo on
them. Which iswhy you need medong."

"Thank you—again—for your offer,” | told him. "But | don't think we're going to need any
zombis." | nodded past him toward Adams.

He glanced over his shoulder. "What do you mean?' he frowned.

"Hemeans," Eisengtadt said, "that the thunderheads have just confirmed something weve
suspected for quite awhile: that they can physically operate aHaloain atrance asfully asthey cana
regular zombi."

Kutzko muttered something startled under his breath, and Adams's eyes widened. His thoughts
busy with the dangers and uncertainties ahead, that aspect of his communication hadn't yet occurred
to him. "God save usdl," he whispered.



Lord Kelsey-Ramos looked at Eisengtadt. "1 believe Shepherd Adamsistill officially assigned
here" hesaid. "Well need your formal permission to take him with us.”

Eisengtadt nodded. "Y es, I'll need to record something for you. Let's go back to my office—all
the proper protocols are there.”

It took them nearly haf an hour to get the permission recording done exactly according to
standard format... and in their concentration neither man noticed that | dipped out for afew minutesto
one of the labs down the hall. By the time L ord Kelsey-Ramos had what he needed, | was back...
withwhat | needed safely hidden away in an inner pocket.

An hour later we were back aboard the Bellwether, heading at top acceleration for the rings of
Collet. Where we would find out whether the inspiration that had cometo mein my Pravilo prison cell
was actudly going to work.

And where| would very probably die.

Chapter 35

The Pravilo commodore read the page through twice before finaly raising hiseyesto look at us.
"You put mein arather awkward position, Lord Kelsey-Ramos," he said. | listened carefully, but
though there was consi derabl e annoyance benesth the courtesy in hisvoice, | could hear nothing that
sounded like suspicion. "I respect your position here; a the sametime, I'm sure you're aware of how
closeto thewire Project Avadancheis running. Handling guided toursis pretty far down the worklist.”

"| understand that, Commodore," Lord Kesey-Ramos said, his tone managing to combine
understanding sympathy and firm resolve. "I'm sure you understand in turn that when | put my name
on arecommendation, | like to know how well the orders are being carried out.”

He had nat, in fact, sgned the commisson's officia recommendation, but the commodore
probably didn't know that. "Yes, gr," he nodded, "and I'd redly like to accommodate you. But as|
said, we smply don't have the people to spare.”

"Not even aclerk or desk worker?' Lord Kelsey-Ramos persisted. "Come, now, Commodore,
I'm not asking for afull Pravilo honor guard or anything like that. | have my own launch and my own
pilot—al I'm asking isfor you to give me asecurity clearance and someone to point out the high
points aswe go adong."

The commodore grimaced and reached for his control stick. "Lord Kelsey-Ramos, | really don't
havetimefor this. Y ou want a clearance?—fine; I'll have one made out for you. But you and your
launch had better stay out of our way. We've got thirty tugs buzzing around out there, and you so
much as near-miss one of them and you're out."

"l understand,” Lord Kelsey-Ramos nodded. "Don't worry; we don't intend to spend much time
in the current work areas. My primary interest iswith the rocheoids that have aready been fitted with
Mjollnir drives



The officer's forehead creased dightly at thet, but there were too many other matters clamoring
for hisatention for him to bother with an odd comment from acivilian. "Fine," he grunted, tapping a
few keysand pulling ared-stripped cyl from itsdot. "Replace your launch's ID beacon with this™ he
instructed, handing it across the desk, "and don't pull it out until you're ready to leave the area—if you
do, itll erase"

"Thank you," Lord Kelsey-Ramos said, taking the cyl. "What about aguide, now?"'

| held my breath. We didn't really want a guide—didn't want any witnesses around when |
hijacked the rocheoid—but Lord Kelsey-Ramos had persuaded me that it would be strongly out of
character for someonein his position not to demand some kind of officia escort. Hed toned down
the request asfar as he reasonably could, and | could tell the Pravilo commodore had noted that.
Now if the latter would just push the protocol alittle from hisdirection...

Hedid. "Again, sr, 'm sorry,” he said, "but the best | can do is offer you my aide for a couple of
hours™"

Lord Kelsey-Ramos nodded. "That'll be quite satisfactory, Commodore," hetold the other. "Is
he available right now?'

"If youwant himto be" the other shrugged, waving his control stick at the intercom. " Grashchik?
Finish up whatever ligting you're on and pull the overview file. Got some visitors here for you to give
abrief tour to." He got an acknowledgment and waved the intercom off. "It'll be just a couple of
minutes”

"Thank you." Lord Kelsey-Ramos glanced behind the commodore, to ared-time schematic of
the entire Project Avadanche area. "Tell me, how close to schedule are you running?”

"Dead on, dr," the other said, an obvious note of pridein hisvoice. "The origina plan wasfor
the rocheoidsto be able to fly six days from now; wefigure well beready in alittle over five.

| felt my stomach tighten. Five days—just five days. Degp down, I'd hoped that the project
would be behind schedule, that there would be alittle more time for usto prepare ourselves before
we had to do this. But that hadn't happened. Today—tight now—wasthetime.

| glanced over to find Lord Kelsey-Ramos's eyes on me. | nodded fractionaly, got an
acknowledging nod in return, and he turned back to the Pravilo officer. "Since timeis of the essence,
Commodore," he suggested, "why don't we go on back to the Bellwether and get the launch ready to
go? Y our man can meet usthere.”

The other nodded, dmost absently, his mind aready on more important matters. "Whatever you
want to do, gr," he said. "Grashchik will betherein afew minutes.”

Lord Kelsey-Ramos nodded. "Thank you, Sir,” he said... and | could hear the grim determination
lurking benesth the words. "WEell be reedy for him."

Visudly, Project Avaanche was a disappointment.



Not surprisingly, | suppose. Theimage I'd started with—two hundred mountain-sized rocheoids
floating in formation with a hundred workships darting around between them—that picture had pretty
well disgppeared from my mind as soon asit occurred to methat it would be far more efficient to
leave the rocheoids wherever they originaly werein orbit and to smply move the Mjallnir-lacing
equipment back and forth through the rings as needed. Still, traces of the image had lingered,
reinforced perhaps by the fact that the last fifteen rocheoids were being fitted smultaneoudy from this
oneorbita station.

But even those fifteen rocheoids turned out to be scattered over athousand cubic kilometers of
space; and the tugs and workshi ps attending them flew for the most part on cold nitrogen maneuvering
jets. Eveninthe middle of it, it was hard to imagine anything at al unusua was happening out here.

Which was, | suspected, exactly the way the Pravilo wanted it to |ook.

"That'sthe one, over there," Lieutenant Grashchik pointed through the launch's viewplate toward
our target rocheoid. "If you look carefully, you can see the attached tug just below center, on the dark
gdeof theterminator line."

Beside him, Lord Kelsey-Ramos nodded. "Yes, | think | seeit. Will we be able to go aboard?’

"l suppose o, g, if you redly want to," Grashchik said, an expected lack of enthusasmin his
voice. "Let me seeif it's been left pressurized..." He reached past the pilot and tapped in atelemetry
code. "Yes, gr, it has," he nodded. "I can tell you right now, though, that there's realy nothing thereto
see. Just an old, stripped-down tug fitted with a Deadman Switch and not much ese.”

"Hasit got pseudograv capabilities?' | putin.

The lieutenant twisted around to throw me a surprised look. "I don't really know. | doubt it'l
meatter one way or the other to the zombi."

"I'd like to know for sure," | told him, my heart thudding in my ears. The lieutenant's boredom
had subtly atered; not yet ared suspicion, but definitely arecognition that something herewasjust a
shade off-key. The sense seemed to be universa: beside me, | fdt the shifting of Kutzko's muscles as
his hand drifted afew centimeters closer to his needler; behind me, | heard the rhythm of Shepherd
Adamss breathing change dightly.

Grashchik studied me. "Why?" he countered.

"Becauseit could beimportant,” Lord Kelsey-Ramaos came to my rescue. "1'm sure you know
that flightsin and out of Solitaire system routinely leave their pseudogravs on, on the bridge aswell as
elsawhere. The thunderheads who guide the zombis are used to it by now; it's even possible they
wouldn't be able to manage the pinpoint accuracy well need without it."

The thought, | saw, had never even occurred to Grashchik. "Ah... yes, gr, | seeyour point,” he
said, his doubts evaporating. "Well, let me check the specs.”

"I'd prefer seeing directly if the pseugograv generator isoperationd,” | said ashe did one of his
cylsintothedot.



Lord Kelsey-Ramos threw me a puzzled glance. "It's just something that occurred to me,” | told
him, unable to explain further with Grashchik Stting there.

The puzzled ook remained, but he nodded his recognition that | wasn't just making
conversation. "Waell, Lieutenant?' he asked. "We're going in there anyway—surely we can flip on the
current for asecond and seeif it's functioning.”

The other hesitated, and | could see the muscles of hisjaw tighten. Uncertainty, thistime, not
suspicion. "'l don't know, gir. I'd have to open-code the board to do that, and these ships are

supposed to stay dead until they're dl ready to fly."

| felt my heart pick up its pace. An unexpected bonus—I'd wondered how in the world we were
going to persuade him to open-code the tug's control systems. Unwittingly, I'd given Lord
Kelsey-Ramosanided lever to use.

And heknew it. "Then you'd better cdl the commodore and get permission,” he said firmly. "Mr.
Benedar isright—now is not the time to start experimenting with techniques and parameters.”

"Yes, gr," the lieutenant sghed. Another type of officer would probably have smply givenin; but
this one knew his job better than that. Reaching for the microphone, he flipped on the comm board.

The commodore was thoroughly annoyed—even from the single carefully guarded side of the
conversation we could hear that much was evident. The entire discussion took most of the rest of our
trip to the rocheoid, and it was only as we locked tubes with the dormant tug that the commodore
findly reented.

"All right,” Grashchik said aswe unbuckled from our seets, not even trying to hide hisown
irritation at having been put in the middle of this. "The commodore's authorized meto run the
pseudograv once, just long enough to make sureit'sworking. | hopethat'll be satisfactory because,
frankly, that'sal you're going to get.”

"Quite satisfactory,” Lord Kel sey-Ramos nodded. "Lead on...?"

The lieutenant eased past us, far more graceful in zero-gee than the rest of uswould ever hope
to be. A quick but thorough check of the seal indicators, and he popped the lock door. A wave of
cold air swept into the launch as he opened the tug and floated in. Shivering, from nervous anticipation
asmuch asfrom the cold, | followed him.

Thetug was dark, the only light coming from the smdl viewports and from aset of firefly
indicator lights. A darker shadow—Grashchik—floated a the main panel. A faint glint of light from
the edge of hiscyl asheinserted it—

Therewas an audible dlick of relays, and dbruptly the main lights came dimly on. Grashchik
turned them up abit, then moved to the other sde of the helm chair. ™Y ou reedy, Lord
Kesay-Ramos?' he asked over his shoulder. "Ligten for the hum...”

Heflipped aswitch, and in the slence the faint drone of high-frequency oscillating current filled
thetug. In Mjollnir space that current—or, rather, the flickering dectric field it was generating—would
take on the character of agravitationd field; right now, in normal space, about dl it was doing was



radiating a highly digtinctive e ectromagnetic signd al over thispart of the ring system.

The lieutenant was thinking about that, too. "That'sal | can do,” he said, switching it off after
perhaps two seconds. "We'd just as soon not broadcast the fact that there are ships out here that
aren't regigtering on thetraffic displays. Well. Thisisit, Lord Kelsey-Ramos. If you have any
questions, I'll try and answer them.”

Lord Kelsey-Ramos sent me a questioning glance, and | floated over to the board for aquick
look. The controls seemed Smple enough, certainly compared with the smulated helm Captain
Bartholomy had set up aboard the Bellwether for my two-day piloting crashcourse. Set in place over
the center of the helm board was the by-now familiar black Deadman Switch keyboard. "Looks all
right, sir," | told Lord Kelsey-Ramos, the words coming out with difficulty in my nervousness. This
wasit; timefor Lord Kelsey-Ramos and Kutzko to ease Grashchik back into the launch.

Lord Kelsey-Ramos nodded his understanding. " Good. Now, Lieutenant, if you'll come back
into the launch for amoment—"

"All of you just stay where you are," Kutzko's voice came quietly from the lock. Quietly enough
that the click of his needler's safety was clearly audible...

| turned dowly, peripherally noting Lord Kel sey-Ramos's stunned expression as| did so. So this
was now Kutzko's play entirdly. "Kutzko—"

"Quiet, Benedar," Kutzko cut me off. "Leavethe cyl whereit is, Lieutenant, and movethisway.
Sowly."

"Whatever you think you're doing,” Grashchik growled, "you're not going to get away withiit.
Security could walk over here faster than you can fly this mongrosity.”

"| appreciate your concern,” Kutzko said camly. "Now do like | told you—I don't really want to
have to shoot you. Y ou, too, Lord Kelsey-Ramos, if you please.”

| looked behind Lord Kel sey-Ramos to where Adams was quietly floating... and in hisface |
saw that he, done of al of us, hadn't been caught unawares by Kutzko's move. Something they'd
cooked up together, probably while | was occupied with my flying lessons, in an obvious attempt to
push Lord Kelsey-Ramos asfar as possible out of direct implication inthis. A scheme I'd been too
wrapped up in my own worriesto even notice...

"Not you," Kutzko said into my thoughts. | focused on hisface, saw the calm determination
there as helooked at me. "Y ou stay aboard with me. Y ou too,” he added, glancing briefly at Adams.

Grashchik, hafway to the lock, suddenly stiffened, and | saw the impotent anger in his senseturn
to horror as he dbruptly realized that Kutzko wasn't planning to fly the tug awvay through normal
gpace... and recognized what the implications of that were to Adams and me. "Wait aminute—wait a
minute,” he said, hisvoice beginning to shake. ™Y ou can't—Ilook, blazeit, that's premeditated murder.
Thistug can't possibly be worth that much to you—"

"Youlet me decidethat, dl right?" Kutzko cut him off coldly. "Y ou just be agood boy and get
into the launch.”



A sort of enraged panic flooded Grashchik's sense—a panic built of duty, pride, and
anger—and for that sngle moment | thought he would decide to fight back, after dl. | clenched my
handsinto figts... but as he hesitated, the panic subsided, and with returning sanity he saw that
res stance would accomplish nothing but the useless sacrifice of hisown life. Clenching histeeth,
musclestight with bitter fury, he slently continued on into the lock.

Some of the tension went out of Kutzko's face; he, too, had sensed Grashchik teetering on the
brink. "Now you, gir,” he said.

Lord Kelsey-Ramos pursed hislips, followed Grashchik off the tug without comment.

"Now—you, Benedar," Kutzko gestured to me. "There's asatchd just inside the lock. Get it—and
don't forget that I'll be covering you."

Hewinked reassuringly as| moved toward the lock. An unnecessary gesture; | aready knew
the threat had been solely for Grashchik's benefit.

Another unnecessary gesture, asit turned out. Grashchik was nowherein sight as| collected the
massive satchel and carefully maneuvered it through the zero-gee onto the tug. "He's gone forward,” |
told Kutzko as | pushed the satchel over into a corner and eased it toward the deck. "Probably calling
inthe dert. Get going—well sedl thelock from here.”

"Dont bother," he said cdmly, swinging the lock closed.

| stared at him, fedling a horrible tingle run through me. How had | failed to notice—?"Kutzko,
get out of here," | snapped.

"Get the enginesfired up,” he said, ignoring the order. "I trust you remember how?"
"Mikha—"

"And you'd better get busy—like you said, Grashchik's up there calling for help. Beawaste of a
good hijacking if they get uswhile were Stting here arguing.”

| glared a him; but it was auseless gesture. If he was determined to come aong, there was
nothing | could do to stop him. And we both knew it.

Tight-lipped, | went over to the board, where Adams had aready seated himsdf in the helm
chair. By thetime| had the power indicators reading operationa, he was ready.

"Thunderhead?' | cdled. "Areyou there?'

For what seemed like asmall eternity there was no reply. Heart pounding in my ears, | watched
Adamss dack face, thoughts of treachery and betraya spinning through my mind—

"l am here," Adamswhispered.

| swallowed, the worgt of the tension draining from my muscles. "We're ready to go. Do you
know exactly where the Invaders are a the moment?”



"| do. But whereisthe zombi... for meto use?'

Therewas atotaly uncaring attitude toward human life hidden beneath the words. "There will be
no zombi," | gritted. " Shepherd Adams—the man you're spesaking through—will act as your hands.”

For along moment Adamsjust stared at me, an dien yet unmistakably surprised look on his
face. Apparently that implication of their Seeker contacts hadn't yet occurred to the thunderheads,
gther. "l don't know if it will... be possible to—"

"Sotry it," Kutzko broke in brusquely, nodding toward the displays. "Weve got company
coming.”

Adamssface twisted, his hands reaching tentatively for the black Deadman Switch. | held my
breath... and abruptly fell afew centimetersto the deck below me asthe Mjollnir drive came on and
the pseudograv began to function.

| exhded raggedly, swaying abit asmy circulatory system adjusted to weight again. A moment,
and my vision cleared... and | turned to find Kutzko looking at me. "Wdll," | said to him. "It worked."

He nodded, aquiet grimnessto his sense. "So far, anyway," he agreed. "Now what?"

"We see how long he can handleit,” | said evenly. "If he can get usdl theway to thedienfleetin
one jump, fine. If not... we see how long he needs to rest between contacts.”

"And once were there?' Kutzko persisted. ™Y ou can't have him fading in and out on you while
you're trying to hold a conversation with the Invaders.”

"Let'sjust seewhat happens, dl right?' | snapped, my mouth dry. Beneath his casud words |
knew whét it was he was offering.

For amoment Kutzko studied me. Then he nodded, once, and turned back to the satchel in the
corner. "Sure," he said over his shoulder. "There's no rush. Come on—give me ahand and well get
this comm gear of yours set up.”

| stared at his back, my muscles trembling with anger and dread. No, there was no rush; and if
we were lucky, there might be no need to go through with it at all.

But | could tell Kutzko didn't believe that. And down deep, neither did I.

Chapter 36

We were forty-five minutes out from Solitaire, three-quarters of the way to the dien fleet, when
our luck ran out.

Therewasno warning at dl that | could see—nothing in Adamss face or body language that
preceded it. One minute he was sitting at the Deadman Switch, glazed eyes staring tautly into space;
the next minute, there was the crack of circuit breakers, gravity abruptly vanished, and Adamswas



gasping franticaly for breath.

We reached him at the same time, Kutzko jamming the oxygen inhaer we'd brought over his
nose and mouth as | searched hisface for other symptoms.

It didn't look good.

“I'mdl... dl right,” Adams managed after a couple of tense minutes under pure oxygen. "Just
let... me catch my... breath, okay?"

Kutzko turned to me. "How is he?"

| took acareful breath of my own. "Not in any immediate danger, | don't think," | said. Before
Aaron Balaam darMaupine and the paranoiathat had followed in hiswake, Watchers had sometimes
been employed by hospitals as complements to the standard medical sensors. Fleetingly, | wished
some of that specidized training had been available to me. "Heartbeat's stabilizing, and blood pressure
seemsal right. Brainfunctions..." | peered into Adamss eyes. "Pupils are responding normally, and...
| don't see any evidence of pain.”

"Nothing hurts," Adams confirmed, still somewhat short of breath. " Just give meafew... more
minutesto rest."

| looked up to find Kutzko's eyes on me... and | knew what he was thinking. "We can do the
rest of thetrip in shorter stages,” | told him firmly. "We're only fifteen minutes or so from the dien
fleet—we can let him rest up and then go on.”

"What about your talk with the Invaders?' he countered. ™Y ou going to confine that to
fifteen-minute chunks, too?"

"If need be, yes," | said, keeping my voice steady. The lie was an unnecessary caution, perhaps,
with the thunderheads presumably no longer listening in... but with so much hanging in the balance, |
preferred unnecessary caution to unnecessary chances.

How easly I'd learned, and learned to rationdize, the art of lying. There are ways that some
think straight, but they lead in the end to death... "Besides," | added to Kutzko, hurrying to get my
mind off that thought, "any talking | do with the dienswill necessarily be chopped into short segments.
They'll be shooting past us at twelve percent lightspeed, remember?”

He grimaced, but for the moment at least he seemed willing to trust me. "All right,” he said at
last. "WEll give him some time—maybe give him another shot of Dr. Eisengtadt's fancy mixture. See
how quickly he recovers."

| glanced at Adams;, but if he'd heard the unspoken and if not in Kutzko's tone, he gave no

indication of it. "Agreed,” | nodded, my stomach tightening. And if not... then either Kutzko or |
wouldn't be returning to Solitaire.

We waited alittle more than an hour... an hour that will forever remain etched on my memory.



Not for anything in particular that happened. On the contrary, the most dominant feature of that
time wasits extreme boredom. Wrapped in our own individual thoughts and fears about whet lay
ahead, none of usredlly felt like talking; and with our equipment aready set up there was absolutely
nothing for any of usto do. | don't know how many times| floated past the board, studying the
never-changing indicators, or how many minutes | spent at the viewport, looking out &t the stars and
sraining my eyesto try and follow the contours of our tethered rocheoid in their dim light.

But what | did mainly wasfight againgt terror.

Not fear. Fear I'd expected, and had been more or less prepared for. But as the minutesticked
by, and | ran out of other things with which to occupy my mind, | began to focus more and more on
theimage of the dien ships rushing inexorably down on us. It did no good to remind mysdif thet they
were two years away at their normal-space speed—my gut ingtincts had aready latched firmly onto
the fact that, asfar aswe were concerned, they were a bare fifteen minutes away. It was atotally
irrationa terror, but reminding myself of that did nothing except make me too ashamed of mysdlf to try
and talk it out with the others. More than once | told mysdlf that the thunderheads might be behind at
least some of the emotion, amplifying my fedings asthey had back in the Pravilo cell on Solitaire. But
thistime, even that knowledge didn't help.

And so, for an hour, | suffered; alone, bored, terrified, and ashamed. It was like aforetaste of
hell... and asclose as| ever again want to be.

Which probably aso explainswhy, when Adamsfinaly decided he wasready, | immediately
agreed to let him do s0. I've often wondered whether things would have worked out differently if I'd
been more cautious.

"Y ou will reech the Inva... dersin three minutes,” the thunderhead whispered through Adams's
lips. "What are your ingtructions?’

My throat was dry enough to hurt. Against al odds—against dl opposition—we'd madeit. Now
it wasin my handsaone. "Stop us here," | ordered, "as close to being in the path of the lead ship as
possible. If you can control our position that accurately, thet is.”

"l can," the thunderhead hissed, and | got the distinct impression I'd just stepped on his pride. I'd
rather thought he would take it that way; hopefully, that would trandate into the pinpoint accuracy |
needed. Holding my breath, | watched as Adams's hands moved to make adight correction in the
course; then, with acrack of circuit breakers, gravity vanished and the stars once again appeared in
the viewport.

Wewerethere.

"All right," | said, fighting to keep my voice from trembling. "Now. Pay attention to this,
thunderhead, because thispart iscrucid.” | pulled mysdlf over to Adams and indicated an instrument
Kutzko and | had wired into the main board. " This device is measuring the magnetic fidd strength
outsdethetug,” | explained. "Magnetic fields are what the Invaders are using to scoop hydrogen into
their ships engines, and fields of that strength can be dangerous to our species. Y ou understand?”



"Yes," hewhispered.

"Good. Now, this has been set to give you a short—a very short—warning before the strength
getsto dangerous levels. When thered light here goeson—" | touched the test button to
demonstrate—"you must immediately take us back into Mjollnir space. Understand?—
immediately.”

" understand,” the thunderhead said.

| desperately hoped so; Lord Kelsey-Ramos's best estimate was that the red light would give us
barely three secondsto get out of the dliens way. A tape-thin margin for error; though at the speed
the fleet was making, | suppose we were lucky to get even that much warning. "Good," | told the
thunderheed, trying to sound confident in his abilities. "Y ou watch the light while | get thistransmitter

ready to go."

| moved to the comm gear we'd set up, watching Adams out of the corner of my eye... and |
had no trouble catching the thunderhead's sudden surprise. "Y ou are dready pre... pared to sgna the
In... vaders?' he asked.

"Well, of course I've got to tunethisthing first," | said off-handedly. "After that, I'll need you to
tell me exactly what to say. You did tdl me you could communicate with them, didn't you?"

Some of the thunderhead's nervousness left Adamssbody. "Y es," he whispered. "We have
promised to give... you whatever aid is... necessary.”

| nodded, asif | really believed the face value of the words, and turned to the comm. " Okay,
now. Let'ssee...”

| had asked L ord Kelsey-Ramos for the most sophisticated equipment he could get, and hed
taken me doubly at my word. The comm gear, for all its compact size, wasavirtua cataog of dias,
setting switches, readouts, and adjustments. | fiddled busily with them, keeping a careful eye on
Adamsand thered light gtting in front of him. If the warning came and the thunderhead didn't
notice—

Abruptly thelight flicked on. "Thun—" | started to shout; and then gravity returned and we were
once again safein Mjollnir space.

| took ashuddering breeth, fighting to banish the vivid image of flaming death hurtling down on
me. "That was very good, thunderhead,” | managed. "Well. That came sooner than | expected,
somehow. Where are we headed?"

"Outward,” Adams whispered. "Beyond the Invaders.”

"Come back around, please," | instructed him. "Put us back in front of the lead ship, again three
to four minutes ahead of them."

"Why infront of them?' Kutzko asked. "Why can't we sit off to the Side where we won't have to
worry about them damming into us?"



My stomach knotted; sternly, | willed it to relax. "Because that would generate too many
complicated Doppler effects” | explained with the casua sincerity 1'd learned so well how to wrap my
liesin. "From herein front, there's just one constant effect for them to unscramble. Or there will be,
anyway," | amended, "once | get thisthing working."

"Let mehep,” Kutzko offered, stepping forward. The step became alazy arc asthe circuit
breakers again sngpped and the MjolInir drive kicked off. He cursed under his bregth, flailing for
something to grab onto. "Can we at least turn off that blazing pseudograv?' he growled. "Thisflip-flop
stuff isgoing to get one of us a broken neck.”

"No!" | snapped as Adams's hand moved to obey. "I want it left on."
"Why?' Kutzko frowned.

| bit down hard on my lip, searching furioudy for areason he couldn't argue with... and finding
one. "Because the story that we spun for Lieutenant Grashchik wasn't just froth, that's why," | told
him. "We don't know how the thunderhead control would be affected by zero-gee, and I'd rather
fight some extra nauseathan risk losing position. Speaking of which, thunderhead, where are we?"

"Approximatdy two... minutesin front of the... Invaders," he whispered.

I'd asked for three or four. So much for pinpoint accuracy. "Okay," | said. "Don't forget to keep
watching that light."

"1 will. Areyou ready for our... assistance yet?'
| hissed between my teeth. "Not even close. Hang on—Iet me figure out how to do this..."

In my peripherd vison | saw Kutzko raise an astonished eyebrow. "Are you telling me you
spent four days on the Bellwether learning how to run that thing and <till haven't got it down?”

"L ook, just shut up and let mework, al right?" | snarled a him. "I know what I'm doing—it's
just going to teke alittletime.”

Kutzko glanced at Adams, back a me. Still more or lesswilling to trust me; but that trust was
eroding fast. Y ou know, if it'sgoing to take thislong,” he pointed out, "we could skip this
three-minute stuff and pull back a decent distance—say, an hour or so—and do it there. I'd hate to
have the thunderhead miss his cue before you even get that blazing thing working.”

"It's not going to takethat long," | shot back, tenson adding more snap to my voice than was
probably called for. Without knowing it, Kutzko was skating periloudy closeto the truth, and the last
thing | could afford was for the thunderheads to catch on to what | wasredly up to. "It take just
another minute to get thisgoing, okay?"

"Fine" Kutzko said, his patience garting to go theway of histrust. "'l just hope it won't take you
thisblazing long to find the right frequency to send on. Or to figure out what you're going to say to
them.”

"1 hopefully won't have to find aspecific frequency,” | growled. "Thisisamultigpectrum



transmitter—that's one of the reasons the adjustments are so tricky. And as for what I'm going to say,
I'm going to transmit asmple greeting from the Petri and then repeet it in the language the
thunderheads will give us. Then well pull back and wait for areply. Y ou happy now?!

Hisreply was cut off by the sudden return of gravity. "Right,” Kutzko nodded, hisvoice hard.
"Jugt another minute, huh?"

Ddliberatdy, | turned my back on him. "Sorry, thunderhead, but | guesswell haveto do this
again. Samething, dl right?"

"Very...wel," hedghed. Hisvoice—

| spun around, musclestensing. A single glancewasal it took to confirm what my ears had
aready told me: Adamswas starting to lose it. We would have to get off the dliens course right away,
give him timeto recover. "Thunderhead—"

But it wastoo late. The circuit breakers snapped and gravity vanished... and Adams gasped for
bregath.

Kutzko shot past me toward Adams, braking himsdlf with ahand on the helm chair asthe other
hand snatched the oxygen inhder fromits grip and jammed it againgt Adamssface. "How far?' he
snapped. "Come on, Adams—how for are we ahead of them?"

"Th—threemi... min... utes," Adams panted.

Kutzko looked over the helm chair a me... and for the first time since I'd known him, there was
genuinefear in hiseyes. Fear... and resignation. "Three minutes," he murmured. "Three minutes... and
we'reall dead.”

Chapter 37

So it had come: the moment 1'd hoped and prayed could be avoided. If it is possible, let this
cup pass me by... "Check the course reading,” | told Kutzko, my heart pounding in my earsas|
fought against the sudden nausea of fear. "Make sureweredly arein the diens path.”

Hetwisted his head around, eyes searching out the proper readout... and with his attention away
from me | moved quietly toward him, fingers dipping into my side pocket. The hypo I'd stolen from
thelab on Spall wasthere, hard and cold and lethd. "Help me get Shepherd Adams out of the helm
chair," | said to Kutzko, pulling the hypo out and paming it in my right hand.

| don't know why | expected to get away with it. In asingle smooth motion Kutzko turned back
toward me, hisleft hand taking over the grip on Adamss oxygen inhder as hisright drew hisneedler
fromitsholgter. "Don't try it, Gilead," he said quietly. "Slgpshot clip—I can knock that hypo out of
your hand without even drawing blood.”

| took a deep breath. "It hasto be done, Mikha."



"l know." Releasing the needler, hel€ft it floating before him in midair as he reached into hisown
pocket. "But you're not going to doit,” he said, holding up ahypo of hisown. "I am."

| clenched my teeth, frustration and anger and despair welling up within me. Another moment I'd
seen coming, asfar back as Kutzko's last-minute ing stence on coming aong. | could have confronted
him then, or any time since. But I'd put it off, irrationally hoping it wouldn't have to be dedt with... and
now, with less than three minutes remaining to us, | had lost forever the opportunity of doing this

gently.

Now, in my last moments of life, | was going to haveto hurt him. "Thisisn't for you to do,
Mikha" | told him.

"Sincewhen?" he countered. Retrieving the needler, he holstered it again. "1'm the professiond
shield, remember? It'smy job to risk desth for other people.”

"l know," | nodded. "But it'sajob you never should have taken... because you're doing it for the
wrong reasons.”

He snorted: derision, with ashading of nervousness beneeth. "1 thought you religious types
believed that dying for your friendsisthe highest form of martyrdom,” he said sardonicaly.

"Yes, | do," | said. "And so did your parents. But you don't. Not redlly.”
Hisface tightened. "My parents have nothing to do with it—"

"They have everything to do withit," | sngpped. Two minutesto go... and it would take one of
those minutes for the drug in my hypo to kill me. ™Y ou wereraised in ardigious household,” | told
him. "Don't try to deny it—the Sgnsare dl there. In the process you absorbed alot of your parents
principles... but it'sdl just going through the motions. Y ou don't redlly believein God, or evenin aset
of absolute standards that your actionswill be measured againgt. Y ou risk your lifefor Lord
K esey-Ramos and others because your parents taught you it was noble to do so; that's the only
reason you came aboard this tug with ahypo in your pocket.” | locked eyeswith him. "You'reliving a
lie, Mikha. | can't let you die one, too."

Hisface might have been carved from stone. "My past is none of your business,” he bit out; and
for aningtant | could see an echo of Aikman in hiseyes. "And neither iswhy | dowhat | do."

| looked at hisface, read the determination there. A minute and ahalf to go... and | had run out
of time. "Inthat case," | Sighed—

And without warning | grabbed at the safety cap of my hypo, twigting it off. To your hands |
commit my spirit... Locating theveinin my wrigt, | jabbed.

| should have known it wouldn't work. The hypo wasn't even within five centimeters of thevein
when the dgpshot pellets dammed into my hand, sending the instrument spinning across the tug and
leaving my fingers numb and tingling. "Mikhal—no!"

"Sorry, Gilead," he said, hisvoice trembling but with that same iron firmness beneath it. "Right
reasons or wrong, it'sstill my job... and I'm going to doit.” Visibly setting histeeth, hereleased his



grip on the needler and reached for his own hypo's safety cap.

| don't know why | jumped at him. It was afutile gesture—even if | could possibly have covered
the distance between usintime, | knew full well therewasno way | could overpower him. But the
frustration flooding my soul would smply not alow meto stand passively by without one last attempt.

Or so | thought... but even as| flew through the air toward him—as he hesitated, then paused to
raise ahand againgt my attack—a small fact that my back-brain had perhaps aready noticed burst
abruptly into conscious avareness. "Mikha—stop—" | dl but screamed—

And broke off asthe deck dammed up into my face and chest.

For along moment | just lay there, temporarily paralyzed from the shock and from having had
the wind knocked out of me. The butt of Kutzko's needler [ay within my view, asdid his il
untriggered hypo. Above me, | could hear the sounds of skin against cloth as Kutzko fought to regain
his equilibrium in the suddenly returned gravity; the sounds of his breathing, and of hiswhispered
CUrses.

From Adams, till in the helm chair, there was nothing. No gasping; no movemen.
No breathing.

Sowly, carefully, | got my hands under me and pushed mysdf up off the deck. Another pair of
hands did under my armpits, helping me the rest of the way to my feet. "Adams," Kutzko said, his
voice amixture of shock and horror.

| nodded, my head aching furioudy from thefal. "1 know. Hed stopped gasping—I didn't even
notice when." Steeling mysdif, | turned to look.

Hewas dead, of course. The empty look on hisface—the dackness of his muscles and eyes—it
brought me back with arush to the Bellwether and the man whose death I'd witnessed there. More
than once I'd noted the way Adams and Zagorin had seemed to take on dien characteristicswhen in
contact with the thunderheads; now, for thefirst time, | could see how those characteristics remained
when everything that was human was gone. It was eerie and abhorrent, and it made me want to be
sck.

Andtocry.

Beside me, Kutzko took a shuddering bresth. "How about you? Y ou okay?"

"| think s0. You?'

"Yeah," hesad, aquiet bitternessin hisvoice. Hiswillingnessto die, preempted... and once
again the professiona shield wasforced to contemplate the limits of his power. "What now?—we go
home?'

| blinked tears from my eyes. | had talked Adamsinto thistrip—had talked him, for that matter,

into involving himself with the thunderheadsiin thefirst place. My project, my ambitions, my errors.
Hiscogt. "We day," | told Kutzko with asigh. " Thunderhead, if you can still hear me, please continue



with what we've been doing: bring us around to a position three to four minutes further back toward
Solitare”

There was amoment of hesitation, anoticeably dower reaction to the command than the living
Adams/thunderhead combination had displayed. Perhapsit was merely surprise on the thunderhead's
part that we were going to keep on withiit.

Surprise, or disgppointment.

| turned back to Kutzko, to see the question on hisface. "We have to keep trying,” | told him.
"Otherwise his sacrifice will befor nothing.”

He hed my eyes another moment, the question fading into accusation: that if 1'd been ready to
transmit when wefirst arrived, that sacrifice might not have been necessary. | braced mysdlf for a
fresh argument; but the emotiona strain of the past few minutes had left him asweary asit had me,
and he merely nodded and turned away. Wiping one last tear from my cheek, | walked back to the
tranamitter and resumed my tinkering.

The gravity vanished afew secondslater, and | was still making adjustments three and a half
minutes after that when the red light flashed on and the thunderhead controlling Adams's body—I
couldn't bring mysdlf to think of it asazombi—took us back onto Mjollnir drive. Acrossthe tug
Kutzko watched me, adull bitterness dowly growing through his sense a my continued failureto
finish what he dtill believed were serious preparations for talking with the diens. "I think I'll haveitin
another run," | announced. "If you'll just take usin one more time, thunderhead—?"

My sentence was cut off by the now-familiar crack of circuit breakers, and we were once again
in zero-gee. | licked my lips, started to turn back to my transmitter— And without any emotional
sense whatsoever, Adamss body rose from the helm chair and turned to face me. Y ou—Benedar,”
he whispered.

A shiver of horror went up my back at the sound of that voice. There was nothing even remotely
human about it, despite the fact that it came from ahuman throat. With the passing of Adamss soul all
the human elements were gone... and what was left was the closest thing to a pure thunderhead voice
we were ever likely to hear. "Y es, thunderhead, what isit?' | managed to say.

The dead eyes gazed emotionlessy into my face. "Betrayer," the thunderhead whispered. "Y ou
will die”

And, moving awkwardly in the zero-gee, he started toward me.

Chapter 38

"Dont firel" | snapped, holding awarning hand palm-outward toward Kutzko. Out of the corner
of my eyel saw him hesitate, hisneedler ill trained on Adamss body, the fingers holding it
bone-white a the knuckles. Never in eight years had | seen him asthoroughly rattled as he was
now—and | could hardly blame him. "Don't fire," | repeated, fighting hard to keep down my own
horror at the sght. "What are you going to do, kill him?"



His answer was a hiss between clenched teeth.

"1 know," | agreed. "Just stay cool—I'll handleit.”

"Oh, good,” he breathed. "Mind telling me what's going on that you need to handle?"

| cocked an eyebrow at Adams's dead face. "Y ou want to tell him, thunderhead, or should 17"

"You havelied to us" the alien whisper came again. The body, till dow and clumsy, was
neverthel ess getting too close for comfort, and | found myself moving backwardsin response. "Y ou
have betrayed us. You will die”

"How could | have betrayed you?' | asked. "Haven't | done exactly what | said I'd do?"'

The thunderhead ignored the question, as I'd rather expected him to. Logic and prior agreements
were clearly not in the forefront of hismind at the moment. "Y ou will die" he repested.

| clenched my teeth, fighting to stir up some emotiona energy. The battle was over, and I'd
won—the thunderheads fury wasdl the proof | needed of that—and with the victory al the drive of
the past week had drained into deep fatigue. For the moment | honestly didn't care whether the
thunderheads killed me or not.

But if | died now, Kutzko would die with me. For his sake, | had to see thisthrough to the very
end. "Has what |'ve accomplished made things any worse for you?' | demanded, forcing mysdlf to
look directly at the dead eyes. "Or have you forgotten that your existence asaraceisdirectly
dependent on the Invaders own surviva?'

"Youwill die—"

"Enough of that!" | snapped. "Answer my question—or ese admit that you never meant to
cooperate with mein thefirst place. That you intended al along to sabotage my efforts.”

"There was no sabotage.”

"Not yet, no," | growled. "But there would have been, wouldn't there, just as soon as | asked
youwhat | should say to them?"

Therewas no answer. "Get it moving, Gilead," Kutzko said, hisvoicetight. "If you don't talk him
back to the helm in a couple more minutes well be smashed into powder.”

"Wevegot al thetimein theworld,” | told him evenly. "Thefleet's not behind us
anymore—they're angling away from Solitaire.”

He gtared a me. "They're what?"

"They'vechosentolive” | said, my eyes steedy on Adamssface. "The only question now is
whether or not the thunderheads will be smart enough to do the same."

The thunderhead hissed. "Y ou bargain for your life?!



"Bargain?' | shook my head. "No. The bargain's aready been made and isbeing carried ot. |
amply point out thet killing uswon't gain you anything e dl."

"It will gainrevenge.

"Revenge for what?" | snarled, suddenly tired of thunderhead singlemindedness. "For the failure
of your grand scheme to have us destroy your enemies? It would never have worked—you should
have known that years ago. Human beings aren't brainless insects you can manipul ate without
consequences—we hate and we resent and we fear, and no matter what you did with us, sooner or
|ater we would have wiped Spall clean of you."

| broke off, hearing my voice ringing through the tug and abruptly redizing I'd been shouting. |
took aragged breath, forcing camness over the frustration and anger and weariness. "Y ou have just
two choicesleft," | said quietly. "Y ou can have us as mediators and, perhaps, aswilling dlies if you
can persuade usthat your sdeisin theright... or you can have usjoin the Invaders as your enemies.
There are no other possibilities.”

For along minute Adams's body floated motionlessin the middle of the tug. Totally dead, now,
with evenitsdienlife gonefromit. "What's happening?' Kutzko asked.

"He'sgoneto discussit with the others, I'd guess,” | said. | focused on hisface... "Y ou'vefigured
itout.”

He gave me alopsided smile; and from his sense | could seethat one of my worries, a least,
could belaid to rest: that he didn't resent me for having kept him ignorant of my plans. "I may be dow,
but I'm not totdly stupid,” he said wryly. "Cute—and nicdly devious, in al directions. I'd have thought
that kind of thing beyond your talents.”

| grimaced, fedling a curious sadness growing within me. "We dl have the potentia for deceit,” |
sghed. "Even Weatchers"

He snorted gently. "As Aaron Balaam darMaupine so graphically proved.”

Aaron Balaam darMaupine. "It'sfunny, you know," | said, the words sounding distant in my
ears. "Every Watcher for the past twenty years has had to suffer because of darMaupine—the
parents sns bringing punishment indeed on the children and grandchildren. Hisnamesacurseand an
insult everywhere in the Petri and colonies—for years | despised the sound of it, and even now | can't
hear it without cringing. And yet, it was that name that gave me the key to what we've just done.”

Kutzko's forehead furrowed. "I don't understand.”

"Hishumility name. Balaam." | blinked sudden moisture from my eyes. ™Y ou remember the story
of Balaam, don't you?'

" Sure—he was a prophet sent by someone to curse the Isradlites. The one whose donkey talked
tohim."

| nodded. "The one whose donkey reveded what was waiting for him in the road ahead—"



| broke off as Adams's body subtly reanimated. "Well?' | asked the thunderhead. "What have
you decided?"

There was no answer; but the dead hands groped for position on the celling handholds, turning
Adams's body back toward the helm chair. Visibly stedling himsdlf, Kutzko moved to assigt... and a
couple of minutes later, the stars vanished and gravity returned.

| watched Kutzko lean over Adams's shoulder to study the heading indicators; and even before
he spoke, | could tell from his posture what the thunderheads had decided. "We're heading back to
Solitaire," he announced quietly.

| closed my eyes. God then opened Balaam's eyes and he saw the angel of God standing in
the road with a drawn sword in his hand; and he bowed his head and threw himself on his
face... "l guess" | murmured, mostly to mysdlf, "even thunderheads know the angel of death when it
stands before them.”

Kutzko looked back over his shoulder. "The Invaders?

| shook my head. "Us."

Chapter 39

Thewind had picked up over the past hdf hour, cutting between the Butte City diffslikefrigid
girring spoonsintent on whipping up the snow into as many miniature pinstorms as possible. Sitting a
few meters up the doping ridge Cdandraand | had climbed so long ago, | listened to thewind
whistling past the visor of my insuladls and watched as Lord Kel sey-Ramos gestured Kutzko to
remain below and then crunched hisway up to meet me. "Lord Kelsey-Ramos," | nodded as he came
within earshot. "Thisis a surprise—I would have expected you to cdl.”

"I'd have expected that, too," he grunted, stting down carefully besde me. A few snowflakes
landed on his shoulder and quickly melted; for dl the extracost of hisexpensiveinsuldls, they weren't
quite as good as my plain Pravilo-issue ones. "But then it occurred to me you'd probably have found
the quietest and most private place around, and that | might as well take advantage of that. The
encampment still hasalot of madhouse about it."

| nodded. "I take it you have news of my fate?"

"Actudly, I'm more herejust to talk," he shook his head. "Officidly, the Pravilo's still batting your
case back and forth between departments; though unofficialy, Admiral Y oshida has pretty well
conceded that they really don't have any choice but to turn you loose. Much as héd love to nail you
to awal somewherefor preempting his strike, he's smart enough to know that if he brings you up on
charges, hell have to do the same to Eisenstadt and me.”

"And both of you have too many friendsin high places?’

He nodded without embarrassment. " That, plus the truism that sailfish attract more attention than
guppies. They put us on trial—especidly on charges of treason—and the security cover they've so



carefully woven around Solitaire would be gone within two weeks. The Patri's not ready for dl thisto
become public knowledge; not yet, anyway." He made a sound that was half chuckle, half snort.
"Besides which, the scheme worked. Awfully hard to argue against success, you know."

| grimaced. "So | get off scot-free”
Lord Kelsey-Ramos cocked his head to peer at me. ™Y ou wanted to go to prison?"

Quietly, at my sdes, | clenched my handsinto fists, my eyes drifting to the snow-dusted
thunderheads below. Each of them had developed a crisscrossing of thin black lines acrosstheir
bodiesin the past few days—a seasonal occurrence, |'d been told, that had to do with their hormonal
response to cold weather. For amoment | watched the subtle changesin the tall white shapes asthe
soulswithin them flitted back and forth, and wondered that I'd ever seen them as nothing more than
plants. "Have the thunderheads accepted the Situation yet?' | asked.

Lord Kesey-Ramos threw me another look, and | could sense the underlying concern there.
"Likethe Pravilo, they don't have much choice," he said. "Asyou so eegantly established, their lives
are pretty wel entwined with both ours and the Invaders at the moment. Even if that triangleisno
longer exactly equilaterd,” he added.

The doubt in hisvoice wasimpaossbleto miss. "'l gather the commission till isn't convinced of
that last point?'

He sghed, the blast of warm air momentarily fogging aspot on hisvisor. "Afraid not," he
conceded. "For that matter, I'm not entirely convinced myself. | don't argue your reasoning, but | also
see no guarantee that the Invaders will follow the logic the same way we do.”

"They werelogica enough to understand the implications of arocheoid that kept appearing and
disappearing fromin front of them,” | reminded him.

"It was hardly an implication they could miss;" he returned dryly. "Especidly with you
broadcasting the whole time on pseudograv-generator radio frequencies. Even the most fanatical
admiral would think twice before taking on a defense force whose Mjollnir drive worked where his
wouldn't."

| nodded. "The point remains that they know we could have killed them all—or even just
destroyed a couple of ships as ademonstration—but that we deliberately avoided doing so.”

"True enough,” he shrugged. "On the other hand, though, we did make them abort a campaign
that they've dready invested nearly a century in. That could put a considerable damper on whatever
gratitude they're feding toward us."

"| supposethat'spossble” | admitted. " Still, everything that they've done indicates beings who
take along-term view of things. | redlly think that our balance sheet with them will work out al right
when we'refindly ableto talk with them.”

"Perhaps. Not much we can do at the moment but hope you're right about that, too." He shook
his head. "That was still an awful chance you took out there, Gilead."



| looked down the dope to where Kutzko was standing hisusua casua-looking guard. "1 know.
You'll remember, Sir, that | tried to keep it down to just Shepherd Adams and me.”

He nodded. "Which meansthat you knew right from the start that the thunderheads might leave
you out thereto die.”

The question in his voice was unobtrusive but obvious. "1 deliberately glissed over that point
during the debriefing, ar,” 1 told him. " Our relationship with the thunderheads is strained enough; |
didn't want to add to that tension by explaining why they were so angry with me."

"Because you'd lied to them?'

| shook my head. "Because they had an dternative scheme in mind. One which depended on
them making surel didn't contact the Invaders.”

Hefrowned. "But you'd dready proved to them that the Invadershad to live."

"No, gr," | told him, some of the bitternessin my soul seeping out into my voice. "All I'd proved
wasthat some of them had to live."

For along moment he was silent... and then he swore, quietly. "You'reright,” he said, hisvoice
grim. "Absolutely right. And al they redlly had to do was pretend to cooperate with us; guide dl the
rocheoids out there, right on schedule... and then allow one of them to missitstarget.”

| nodded, the image sending a shiver up my back. "And there wouldn't have been asingle thing
we could have done about it afterwards. Aslong as any of the Invaders were dive wed ill have had
to leave the Cloud in place—otherwise the survivors would escape home on Mjollnir drive with the
news of what had happened.”

"And before we knew it wed have had afull-scale war on our hands." Lord Kelsey-Ramos
swore again, vicioudy thistime. "A war we oursalveswould have effectively sarted.”

Hisanger was like an dmogt physical wave of heet. "I'd gppreciateit, S, if you'd keep dl thisto
yoursdlf,” | said. "There'sno proof, after al, that that'sredly what they had in mind."

He sent me a hard-edged look. "Besideswhich, you don't believe in emotionslike anger and
hatred?' he bit out. "Even honest ones?

If your enemy is hungry, give him something to eat... "We gill haveto work with them,” |
reminded him quietly. "Unless you're prepared to abandon Salitaire. Try to remember, too, that we
gtill don't know what the quarrdl is between the thunderheads and the Invaders... or what the
consequences would have been for the thunderheads if they'd logt.”

Sowly, dmost reluctantly, the anger faded from his sense. Not dl of it, but enough. "Well..." he
sad at last, "'l don't suppose any single example of thunderhead deceit would make the Petri any less
vigilant in their dedingswith them. Besides, it may not hurt to have something we can hold over their
headsagain."

"Thank you, gr."



"Don't thank me," he snorted. "I'm considering it an extremely temporary secret, one |l expect I'll
be using against them somewhere dong the line" Moving carefully on the dippery rock, he got to his
feet. "Anyway; break time'sover. I'd better get back before some blazing fire-eater talks Y oshidainto
bringing you up on charges and never mind the consequences. Y ou want alift back to the
encampment?"

"With your permission, Sr," | said, avoiding hiseyes, "l think I'll stay here alittle longer.”

For asecond he didn't move, and | didn't have to see hisface to know he was frowning down at
me. "If you'd like," he said, hisvoice overly casud. "I'll keep you advised of developments.”

"Thank you, gir," | said again. "'l appreciate dl you're doing.”

"No problem,” he grunted. "All | want isto clear up dl theloose ends and get back to Portdava
Preferably without having to leave my Watcher behind.”

Nodding, he turned and made his way down the ridge. At the bottom he paused and conferred
briefly with Kutzko. A moment later he was waking back across the Butte City toward where held
|eft the car, and Kutzko was heading up toward me. "Aren't you derdlicting your duty or some such?'
| asked as he approached. "L etting him go off by himself that way?"

"Dalv Ifversn'swaiting in the car,” he said equably, sitting down where hisemployer had been a
minute earlier. "Besides, he ordered me up here—thought | might want to talk to you."

"1 had the impression that coming up herewas your ideg," | told him mildly.

He shrugged, unconcerned at my once again being able to read straight through him. "Well, he
concurred with it, anyway," he said easily, glancing around at the sea of thunderheads below. "Nice
view. Y ou just waiting around to seeif Ninevah gets destroyed?’

| blinked. "Excuse me?"

"The story of Jonah," he amplified. "Prophet told to preach doom to Ninevah, ran off and got
swallowed by afish, then did as he'd been told and got mad when the city was let off the hook.”

"I remember the gory, thank you," | said. "'l hardly think it gpplies here—if you'l recal, I'm the
onewho wasready to risk hislife so that the thunderheads wouldn't be destroyed.”

"That wasn't what | was referring to, exactly,” he said. "I was thinking more about the part that
goes, 'Next, when the sun rose, God ordained that there should be a scorching east wind; the sun
beat down so hard on Jonah's head that he was overcome and begged for death, saying, | might as
well be dead as go on living." Sound like anyone you know?"

"] see you've been reacquainting yoursdlf with your persona heritage," | commented sourly.

"A little," he nodded. " So you going to loosen up and tell me why you're sitting out here hoping
the thunderheads will decide to blaze you?'

"That'snot why I'm here," | growled. "Anyway... whatever they think of me, if they were going



to do something like that they would have doneit days ago.”

"Uh-huh,” hesaid, entirdly too knowingly. " So the thought had crossed your mind." His sense
softened. "Because of Caandra?'

My stomach tightened into aknot. "Not realy,” | told him. "I see you know al about it."

"Mogt of it," he admitted, his own discomfort degpening alittle. "1 helped Lord Kesey-Ramos
gft through the transcripts of her first tria. Look... it still wasn't murder, you know—once sheld
fingered the saboteur and gotten his bomb away from him, tossing it out awindow was probably the
only way she could think of to get it out of the building. Just because her throw didn't makeit dl the
way across the street doesn't change that.”

"She said shewasinnocent,” | told him. "No mention of extenuating circumstances, no niceties of
digtinction between mand aughter and murder. Innocent.”

Kutzko took adeep breath. "Let metell you something, Gilead. Two things, really. One: when
shetold you dl that, she thought sheld be dead within two weeks. That would have been the end of
it... except that she'd have had afriend for those last few days." He shrugged. "She didn't exactly
expect you to jump on awhite horse and go charging off into the middle of it likeyou did.”

There was authority in hiswords; in hiswords, and in the way he said them. Not speculation, but
certain knowledge. "I'm glad to see she was willing to talk to someone before leaving for Outbound.”

"Y ou blame her for not wanting to face you?* he asked pointedly. "Especidly feding the way
you areright now?"'

"Do you blame me for wanting honesty instead of lies?' | countered.

He cocked an eyebrow. "Oh, isthat how it goes? All right, then, here's some honesty for you.
One, she thought she'd be dead in two weeks; and, two, you wanted to believe shedidnt do it."

"If you mean | waswilling to give her the benefit of the doubt—"

"Oh, come off it," he snapped. "'l was there, remember? Even | could see how much it bothered
you to think that a Watcher could have fallen off the golden ladder—and if | could seeit, she sure as
blazing could, too. All she did wastdll you what you wanted to hear."

| sighed, the flash of anger fading into heartache. What | wanted to hear. After al of Aikman's
hatred and parancia—after dl the Patri's suspicions and fears—it turned out that | wasjust as capable
of prejudice and willing self-blindness as anyone el se. Somehow, down deep, | suppose I'd wanted to
believe that as Watchers she and | were somehow different from the rest of humanity—I'd been
raised, infact, to believe that, and it was one of the few solid handholds I'd always been able to hold
onto in Lord Kelsey-Ramaos's soul-numbing world.

Only now | knew better. Just one more example of willing self-blindness.

"It'snot just Calandra,” | told Kutzko, shaking my head. "It'sthe way that this..." | waved ahand
helplesdy, trying to find the right words. "Wéll, the way that nothing has worked out the way it should



have"

He gave me an odd look. "We got contact with an aien race, we didn't get into awar, and
Calandras going to get anew trid. How should it have worked out?"

"Y ou don't understand.”
"Soexplanittome”

| took adeep breath. "I started thiswhole thing, Mikha. | lied and stole and betrayed people's
trust right and left—I shredded haf of my ethicd standards, first for Calandraand then for the
Inveders.”

"And, what, you want more of the credit?’

"You'remissing the point,” | said bitterly. "Lord Kelsey-Ramaos and Dr. Eisenstadt are up to
their chinsin trouble with the Pravilo, the Halo of God has been pretty well destroyed asardigious
community, Shepherd Adams died out there, for heaven's sake... and I'm not even going to get adap
onthehand.” Tearsroseto my eyes, angrily, | blinked them back. "In every case, someone else has
had to pay for my actions.”

| expected aquick and possibly glib reply. | got, instead, along silence. ™Y ou know," Kutzko
said a lagt, hisvoice unusudly reflective, "my parents used to talk like that. Used to say that we were
herein lifeto suffer. Oh, not in those words—they talked about it as building character and patience
and stuff likethat. But that'swhat it al came down to in the end: that suffering was how you proved
you were doing what you were supposed to." He nodded toward the thunderheads. "Now, theway |
liketo look at thingsisto count up what got accomplished and then compare it to whatever extrait
cost. And I'll tell you right now, Gilead, that except for Adams, you accomplished ablazing lot for
prectically nothing.”

| glared a him. "Y ou don't consider Lord Kelsey-Ramos and the Halo of God worth dl that
much, do you?'

"l said whatever extra it cost," he reminded me with strained patience. ™Y ou know full well that
Lord Kelsey-Ramos and Eisengtadt are too important for any of thisto stick to them; and if you
weren't so bent on fedling sorry for yourself, you'd admit you didn't do anything to the Halloas the
thunderheads wouldn't have done by themsdlvesin afew months. They had to make contact with us
pretty blazing soon if they wanted usto tackle the Invaders for them—they were probably waiting
until we'd just have enough time to do the job but not enough to stop and think about it.”

| gritted my teeth inirritation. Irritation, and the dightly galling knowledge that he wasin fact
right. "It still doesn't seem fair,” | said, just for something to say.

"It'snot," he agreed eadily. "But since when do you care about fair?'
| blinked in surprise. "Since dways."

"Since never," heretorted. "Y ou don't want fair, Gilead—you've never wanted it. Anyone can
get far—the Patri judiciary can usudly manage that much.”



"Oh, redly," | said sarcadtically. "Well, in that case, perhaps you'd be kind enough to tell me
whatitisl do want."

He shrugged. "Y ou'rethereligiousone. You tdl me what you're supposed to be giving out."

| glared a him again; but it was aglare without any power at al behind it. He had me, and we
both knew it. "Compassion,” | muttered. "Mercy. Forgiveness.”

He spread hishands. "Therewe go," he nodded. "Nothing like alittle heathen argument to
sharpen your focus."

"Oh, thank you," | growled. "Thank you very much."

He grinned, then sobered. ™Y ou know, | think I'vefindly figured it out. Remember that stuff
about being the sdt of the earth?!

You are salt for the earth... "Yes" | said.
"W, you're not salt—you aren't, anyway. Y oure morelike acatays."
| snorted. " 'Y ou are catdystsfor the earth.’ It loses alittle in the trandation.”

"No, I'm serious," Kutzko ingsted. " Sure, you got through thisthing pretty clean; but look at all
the people who wound up doing things for others along the way.” He held up gloved fingers, began
ticking them off. "I mean, there was Adams, there were Lord Kelsey-Ramos and Eisenstadt; there's
the Halloas. Not to even mention what all thisis going to do to the Deadman Switch.”

| sared at him. "What about the Deadman Switch?"

"1 mean the Halloas taking over for the zombis, of course,” he snorted. "Or didn't you think the
Petri would notice that Adams did aswell out there as any zombi could have?!

"They did noticeit, and he didn't do nearly well enough,” | retorted bitterly. It was one of my
own secret hopes, too... or rather, it had been, before I'd seen the commission'sreactiontoiit. "The
commission madeit perfectly clear that no one's going to be interested in hauling ten or fifteen people
on runsinto Solitaire when they can do it with two prisonersinstead.”

"Y eah, but you're assuming Adamssforty-five-minute limitisal you can get,” Kutzko reminded
me. "Don't forget that he had some medica problemsto begin with—and he didn't have al that many
contacts on his scorecard. Y ou may not know it, but Zagorin's already done two hours at a stretch
without getting into trouble, and theré's no reason why that's the end of theline, either.”

| Sghed. "Except that the commisson isn't interested, no maiter where theend of thelineis.
Replacing the Deadman Switch would mean putting Solitaire navigation—or at least the navigator
training—into the hands of people they consider to be rdigious fanatics. They won't accept that; |
know, | saw their faces after my testimony.”

Hegrinned. "Y eah, but you didn't see their faces after my testimony.”



| frowned. "And just what did you testify to?" | asked cautioudly.

"Oh, nothing specid," he said, his sensedl smug innocence. "l just made surethey got a
description—ablazing good description—of how the thunderheads picked up Adams's body and
tried to attack you with it."

And even as the memory sent acold shiver up my back | saw that he wasright. A zombi Stting
peacefully and obediently a the Deadman Switch was one thing; azombi moving about the bridge
was something else entirely. A ghastly horror, straight out of mankind's deepest and darkest fears.
"Yes" | agreed, taking a shuddering breath and trying to force theimage away. "I can understand why
that would... bother them.”

"Bother them?' He snorted. "Try terrified them out of their minds. By thetime | wasthrough
they werefalling al over each other getting study groups set up. It might take ayear or two, but the
Deadman Switch isfinished—count oniit.”

Death, whereisyour victory? "l guessit'snot abad list, at that,” | murmured, aimost
reluctantly.

"Awfully generous of you," Kutzko said dryly. "I'd say not a bad list coversit pretty well. Sort
of giveyou adifferent angle on things, doesn't it?>—unless, that is, you're the type that's stuck on being
acandidate for martyr."

Martyr. | listened to the sound of that word asit echoed through my mind. Martyr. A noble,
honorable way to serve humanity... or a hypocritical and cowardly way to escape from that same
sarvice. Which motivation, | wondered, had been behind my willingnessto give my life aboard the

tug?
| still had no answer for that question... but now, | saw with sudden clarity that | didn't need to.

Kutzko was right: my job was not to concentrate on the suffering or the sacrifices, but on my service
to those around me.

And with Lord Kelsey-Ramos busy pulling strings with the Pravilo to keep me out of prison, it
was pretty clear who those people would be. At least for now. "Martyr, huh?' | commented to
Kutzko as| stood up. "Anyone ever tell you that tact isn't your strong point?”

"Oh, dl thetime," he admitted cheerfully, getting to hisfeet with me. "Why do you think | picked
ajob where | get to carry aweapon around? That was a pretty fast trip out of the doldrums, if | do

say o mysdf.”
"It surewas," | agreed. "Y ou don't make abad catays yoursdlf.”

"Don't gart that," he said, mock-warningly. "I gave up religion along time ago, remember?’

"Sure," | said. And smiled to mysdlf as, together, we headed down the ridge.

Copyright © 1988 by Timothy Zahn



Excerpts from the New Jerusalem Bible, © 1985 by Darton, Longman & Todd, Ltd., and
Doubleday, adivison of Bantam, Doubleday, Dell Publishing Group, Inc.

ISBN: 0-671-69784-6



