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In a Hellflower Garden of Bright I mages

| was minding my own business doing what was more or less any Gen-try-legger's stock in
trade-delivering akick to aclient. Only the kick was my buddy thelive politica hotrock Tiggy Stardust,
hellflower prince, and the client not only didn't know he'd ordered the delivery, tic might blow both of us
wayaway whenliegot it.

"I do not likethis, Kore."
"Isthis supposed to surprise me, bai?"

| hadn't told Tiggy that. Tiggy was sure hisdawould protect both of us-but then, how much did you
know about life when you was fourteen?

"It isdemeaning.”

"If youd left the damn knife in the ship, you wouldn't have this problem.”
"Itisnot a‘knife’ Itismy arthame.”

It was my idea he could get to be fifteen with alittle help.

My nameis Buitterflies-are-free Peace Sincere and I'm amoron.

*kkkkkkk*k

Wed hitched aride here on apirate ship hight Woebegone on account of a promise her captain Eloi
Flashheart had madeto Y ours Truly in the not-too-distant past. But Eloi's charity stopped at the
spaceport gates, and now Tiggy and me was on our own. In beautiful theory it wouldn't be for long.
Kennor Starbringer was here to open the new Civil Y ear from the Ramasarid Palace of Justicein Low
Mikasa. Kennor Starbringer was Tiggy's da, the man who wanted Tiggy back.

| hoped.

"Soon wewill be with my father once more. His vengeance on the Mikasaport Authoritieswill be
terrible. How dare they use a servant of the Gentle People thus? Isnot my word sufficient bond?”

"I guess some people just got attitude problems, bai.”

It slikethis. A long timeago - when | still had a partner, a ship, and afuture-1 went and did the
dumbest thing in alife career of doing dumb things and rescued a hellflower from some roaring boysina
Free Port. Only the hellflower turned out to be the Honorable Puer Walks--by-Night Kennor's-son
Starbringer Amrath Vaijon of Chernbereth-Molkath, Third Person of House Starborn-that's Tiggy



Stardust for short-son of Kennor Starbringer the well-known and very truly sought after Second Person
of House Starborn and Proxy of the Azarine Codli-tion and the roaring boys had been set on to kill him.

And the only thing | knew about the killers for sure was that they had to be somebody what'd been
with Tiggy on thedMayne consular ship Pledge of Honor when she was orbiting alittle place called
Wanderweb. And that left room for alot of rude surprises.

"ltisnot right.”
"Bal, you going to tel meright's got something to do with theway the universeisrun?"

Andif | didn't take Tiggy back to them anyway-House Starborn in general, Daddy Starbringer in
particular-Tiggy was going to die of abad case of hellflower honor.

"Perhaps not among the chaudatu, Kore. But my honor cries out for vengeance!”

"Je, well, tell it to keep its voice down. If the proctors tap us, you going to be honorable in the
morgue.”

Y ou see, our boy Tiggy-whichisto say Vaijon Starbringer of dMayne-isahellflower, and hdllflowers
ain'tlikereal people. What you got to know about hellflowers, first bang out of the box, isthat they're
crazy. What | found out about them, back when | had free time and a partner | could trust, was that
hellflowers-which isflashcant for our gaactic brothersthe dMayne-isjust thissde of an Interdicted
Culture. They'd be delirioudy happy to be dictys, too, except for thelittle fact that their home world isn't
anywheres near the Tahdangone Sector and their home ddight in lifeisto hunt and kill Old Fed
Librar-ies, of which nobody but Tiggy and me has seen zip for the last millennium. So they spend the part
of their timethat isn't spent hiring out as mercenaries making everyone dsein the Empirered, red
nervous on account of two things.

"Soon wewill bewith my father, Kore."
They're the best a what they do, whichiskilling.

"And hisvengeance will beterrible. Je. | heard you the last time." And you can never figure out when
they're going to do it, on account of hellflower honor.

"I would even have chalenged them honorably for the right to pass, but the tonguel ess ones would not
dud."

Magnanimous.”

But in about a hour-fifty, tops, thiswas not going to be my prob-lem. Kennor Starbringer was at the
Ramasarid Palace of Judtice, and me and Tiggy was going there.

"l do not likethis, Kore."

*khkkkkkk*k

Low Mikasa Spaceport was the biggest thing I'd ever seenin my life, and it wasn't even the biggest
thing in earshot. All you had to do waslook up and there was High Mikasa hanging overhead, looking
ripc and ready to fal with al kinds Imperid topgallants, Company bigrig-gers, and other stuff in dl stages
of built hanging around it. The Mikasarin Corporation holds the patents used for most of the ship-building
donein the Empire and High Mikasa builds them. Y ou use Mikasarin technology or you dont fly.

| looked around. Tiggy wasright behind me. He had not been ahappy hdllflower since we came
through Debarkation Control. Hell-flowers does not go anywheres without their knife. Period.

| hadn't even bothered to try getting my blasters through-Low Mikasa being capitd of the Mikasarin
Directorate, it'srifewith al the bennies of civilization like aweapons policy that boils down to "don't even
try." But Tiggy-bai'd been sure they'd let his arthame through, and they had. Sort of. "Cultural
empowerer and object of spiritual focus' they called x-centimeters of ferrous inert-blade. And then



they glued it into its sheeath.
| hadn't stopped hearing about it since.

"Soon wewill bewith my father, Kore." Tiggy said for only the thirtieth or so time since breskfast.
Usudly he wasn't a chatterer, and al of asudden | redized what was different now.

Soon held be with hisfather.
And he wasn't any more certain of what Kennor'd do than | was.

*kkkkkk*k

The Ramasarid Palace of Justice isthis big ornate ceremonia thing in the Low Mikasa Civic Center
that looks like aImperia starshaker crashed into afancy dessert. The walkway we was on dropped us
the other sde of the plaza where we could of got agood ook at it except for dl the peoplein the way.
Thelast time1'd seen so many bodiesin one place thered been ariot going on.

Tiggy and mefit right in, S0 nobody gave us any morelook than Tiggy's hellflowerishness accounted
for. Weworked our way up to the front. It was just agood thing wasn't neither of us carrying anything
worth steding; priggers must be having afield day here.

"Kore," Tiggy saidin my ear, "the chaudatu lied. He said it was not lawful for the peopleto carry
weapons here, and helied.”

"T"hell hedid, 'flower. Smatter, somebody try to clout your knife?"
"No, but that man isarmed, and thus the port chaudatu lied."

| tried to look around and see where Tiggy was looking, but we was both jammed in tighter than furs
onaRiisrun. | couldn't see anything. "Where?'

"Back there, and--
About then they let the palace doors open and everybody started shoving.

*khkkkkkk*k

Valijon'sDiary
| am aservant of the Gentle People, whom the chaudatu call d-Mayne and hellflower.

| am the Honorable Puer Walks-by-Night Kennor's-son Starbringer Amrath Valijon of
Chernbereth-Molkath, born within the walls of the Gentle People, Third of my House, whose traditionis
service, even among the chaudatu without souls, and the Kore San'Cyr thinksthat | am mad.

Itisonly meet that the chaudatu think the Gentle People mad, for thus they do not envy usand that is
akindness to them, but the Kore is not chaudatu. She has hunted the Machine asthe chaudatu dare
not. She has taken my honor into her own mouth and offered to die for me. She has shed her blood in my
defense and made herself naked to my enemies.

Arethese the acts of a chaudatu? No one among the Gentle People will say so.

And yet she saysthat | am mad. Perhaps-only perhaps-thisis humor, acustom of the chaudatu that
the Gentle People understand as little as the chaudatu understand honor.

But if shewho wasand isno longer chaudatu may understand honor, perhaps | who am her servites
must understand humor.

| will condder this.

The Kore aso thinks-she does not say this-that | am stupid, and | am no more stupid than mad. Fools
do not live to become people upon my homeworld, and | have been aPerson for six gathers of the



Homeland seasons.

Shethinks| do not know how it wasthat | was abandoned at the place she found me. Shethinks, like
the chaudatu, that the Gentle People know nothing of treachery-yet did we not learn it from her kind,
and learn to despise it? Were we not betrayed again and again by chaudatu in the service of the
Machine until to know chaudatu is not to trust?

The Gentle People understand betrayd. The less-than-human be-tray. The price of humanity is eternd
vigilance. Many are born to seem human who are not.

And many who were once human cease to be.

| pray that | am till human, but | fear. My father foretold me that to go among the soulless hellspawvn
was ahazard to my arthame-and though al my father'swords are truth, till | did not understand. Now |
do. | have been among the chaudatu and seen abomination. The chaudatu leaders betray their people
and open their hearts to the Ma-chine. The Kore-alarthme has said this, and she does not lie.

The machinein dl its hellshapesfirst was made by the chaudatu to serve the chaudatu. 1t hasaways
betrayed them, as the unknown traitor in my father's house has betrayed me. The Gentle People have
counted a hundred generations since the Machine was defeated, and we do not forget. If my arthame
has been occulted, | will be purified and made whole, and my name added to the songs the Starborn sing
at the burn-ing ghats. But beforethat time, | will bring my father word of treachery.

| was meant to die, and the only possible betrayers are our own.

*kkkkkk*k

Wetook thefirgt bolt that came aong. Everybody else was heading into the Audience Chamber where
the free floorshow was going to be and didn't missus. Wewas till in apart of the Palace where it was
legit to be, but soon or late the legitimates would trip over us and wonder what we was doing here
instead of there. | hoped we found Kennor-bai first.

Fromwhat | knew and what Tiggy'd told me, held be traveling with ahdllflower garden dightly larger
than the crew of the Woebegone, al nice-minded as hell and armed to the earlobes. And Kennor was
here, so they'd all be here, too.

So where was one now, when it would do some good?

Finaly we saw a'flower dressed up red legit in House Starborn blue leather and Tiggy sang out in
helltongue. The Junior Brother of Mercy was dressed with the complete disregard for loca customsand
wegther characteristic of hellflowers abroad. The loca Peacekeepers must be having perigtatic strophes
over him, too; hewaswearing apair of heavyweight blastersin a crossover rig with arifle dung over his
back. And his hdlflower knife, of course. Not glued down.

Him and Tiggy choodled back and forth for whiles. Theword " chaudatu” figured very fineand freein
the conversation, and by now I'd picked up enough helltongue to be able to figure out that Junior
Brother's name was Blackhammer and he wasn't buying Tiggy's story about being Vdijon Starbringer the
missing son-and-only. The "chaudatu” inthe casewas Y ours Truly: chaudatu means, sort of,
"'nonperson who not only doesn't have aKnife, they are never going to be honorable enough to even
stand next to somebody who's got a Knife and ought to just off themsaves now.” If ahdlflower likes
you, he cdls you alarthme, which aso means Got-No-Knife. Go figure.

"Look here," | interrupted, "maybe you don't know by eyebal Missing Heir Baijon, but his da does.
Why don't you just take usto Kennor-ba and let him arrest us?"

Blackhammer didn't want to admit he savvied Interphon, but Tiggy added something nasty about walls
and shadows in helltongue so Blackhammer fingered his Knife and finaly agreed.

We went wayaways to a place with "persond and private place for very important sophont” stamped



al over itin Intersign glyphs. Blackhammer did open the door. There was about a dozen hellflowers
around the place, and I'd rather of walked into a cycling hyperdrive.

Seen asagroup, hellflowers was stunning-tal, light-haired, dark--skinned, trademark hellflower-blue
eyes. Inbreeding that'd make any dicty-colony turn green with envy, and gorgeous.

Not to mention insecure. There was enough hardware hereto fill apretty good Imperia armory and
more cold iron than in the entire Starfleet-thisin spite of itsbeing illegd for civiliansto carry heet
anywherein the Directorate. If I'd cared especid about getting out of here dive it would of worried me.

Blackhammer and Tiggy and me went through another door into aroom with adesk, but wasn't no
Kennor Starbringer there neither, much as 1'd hoped.

The woman behind the desk was hdlflower, older than Tiggy, and wearing enough flashcandy to make
her atop-seeded member of the garden club. Her hair was chopped short and she wore a eyepatch and
her face was stippled with white scars she hadn't bothered to fix. Burns, looked like. She took one good
look at the two of us and sent Blackhammer out quick, and | redized Tiggy and me was dead mesat. She
turned on Tiggy.

They fell into each other'sarms.

Theyap got pretty thick but the generd ideawasn't too hard to follow: Golly, we thought you was
dead, where you been? Well you seeit'slikethis, | met this chaudatu. . . .

Eventud|y they stopped playing old home week and she turned to me. Up close and persond likethis|
could see her scarswas real recent, and it nagged at me like a old enemy. There was something about
burns at the edge of my mind. . ..

"House Starborn owes you itsthanks for preserving the life of the Honored One Vdijon and returning
him to us. Ask what you will in weregild and it will be granted to you. Come, Honored Valijon, your
father will rgoice to sec that you have been restored to him."

Or inthelinguafrancaof deep space, thanks awfully and get lost. Tiggy backed up against me. “ Kore
Winterfire, | am sworn to obe-dience to the Kore San'Cyr until my father himsalf accepts me back.” He
sounded average-to-pretty-well distressed about it, but stubborn.

"Surely the woman excuses you from this pledge.” Winterfire looked poisoned gimletsat me, but it
wasn't my look-out if she couldn't keep her hands on the son-and-heir in first place.

"Ea dzain'domere!" Tiggy pointed out in helltongue. HEd prom-ised.

"A promiseisapromise, Honored Vdijon, but it isill-done to promise in words of power to those not
of the Gentle People. If the Honored Kennor must give the chaudatu an audience it cannot be now. He
isaready robing for Court and cannot seeit until after the cere-mony. The chaudatu may wait if it
wighes"

Winterfire gave me amonocular glareindicating | better have busi-ness esewhere. Too bad | never
learned to take hintslike that.

"Oh, wewait dl right," | said. "Got nothing better to do."

"Then perhgps you will wish to view the opening ceremony.” Winterfirewas dl smilesnow and it
should of worried me. "1 will tell the Honored One that you are here, and have Puer Blackhammer find
placesfor you. After it isover hewill conduct you to your father, Honored Vaijon."

| could see Tiggy wasn't too thrilled with that idea, but | liked the thought of watching the show alot
better than | liked sitting around backstage with abunch of hellflowersal post-meridies.

"Y eah, yeah, reet-c'mon, 'flower, lets go watch your damake nice with the Imperids, j'keyn?'
"Ka," sad Tiggy, sounding tired.



Brother Blackhammer did Tiggy and me into the Audience Cham-ber of the Palace of Justice through
the side door marked " Important People Only." Blackhammer locked it up tight behind us and we
took seatsin the very important sophont section up front.

| couldn't shake the feding I'd seen Winterfire somewheres before, but the only hedllflowers bar Tiggy
I'd seen lately had been on aplanet called Kiffit and trying to kill me.

It wasjust too damn bad | didn't remember then what | knew about the hellflower smile.



2
When Hdl Wasin Session

The Audience Chamber was pretty thoroughly jammed with a cosmo-politan mixture of racesand
sexes and there was something just the least bit bent about it dl. | put it down to me not being used to the
way things looked in the Directorates. 1'd done lots of strange places and been lots of strange thingsin
my misspent etcetera, but tile frontier of even adecadent culture looked different from darkest
civilization. | wished Paladin was hereto tdl methat. | wished Paadin was here to tell me anything.

But my good buddy and partner Paladin wasn't going to be around anymore. That wasthe price of a
lot of things-like the death of an Old Federation Library named Archive.

And | could worry about it on my own time-after | was shut of Tiggy Stardust.

"Was good thing you know that Winterfirejilt," | said to him. "Now you be hellflower back in good
standing Real Soon Now." Tiggy didn't look like he thought so. Tiggy looked like he thought hed Ieft his
honor somewheres and wasn't sure where.

“Kore Winterfireisthe chief of my bodyguard, and before that, when | was not yet a person, it was
Kore Winterfire who raised me to adulthood."

Tarific.

"Yeah, well, don't worry about it. Everybody makes mistakes.” | just hoped we wasn't everybody. We
couldn't afford to be.

Because once upon atime the Nobly-Born Governor General HisImperial Highnessthe TwiceBorn
Prince Mdlorum Archangdl, that busy child with theinterest in Library Science, decided he wanted to put
the Azarine Codlition in his pocket and walk off in the direction of becoming Emperor his own sf.

For any number of rude reasons, the only way to do that was to rewrite the Gordinar Canticlesthat
govern the Codition and abrogate the hdll out of Azarine Codlition Neutrality.

He couldn't do that while Kennor was president of that same Coatlition, Kennor Starbringer being a
Congtructionist who took Codlition Neutrality to bed with him at night, but Kennor's next-in-linefor
aMayne's seat on the Codlition was the bright hope of LessHouse Dragonflame, Uncle Morido, and
Morido Dragonflame wasred pli-able. It was obvious that time had come for Kennor Starbringer to
retire.

But Archanged was smart-or maybe somebody was smart for him. Offing Kennor direct would just stir
up bad trouble hack on aMayne. So nobody was going to do that-they was just going to arrange for
Kennor to become a Officid dMayne Nonperson and Imperid crimi-nal.

That waswhy al the disproportionate interest in Our Boy Tiggy stopping breathing that had occupied
my lately life. Once he did, Ken-nor'd either have to avenge his degth (illegd in the Empire) or not avenge
it (illega on aMayne). Either way his actions was actionable. Neat. Archangel was picking out his best
fly-vinesfor attending Ken-nor's funera when onelittle thing interfered.

Kennor didn't avenge hiskinchin-bai. Kennor didn't un-avenge him. Because Tiggy wasn't dead or
murdered or any other little thing, and aslong as Tiggy wasn't guaranteed dead, he wasn't Kennor's
honor-problem, and that could of stonewaled His Malorumship for years. Tiggy'd just disappeared,
courtesy of YoursTruly.

And now he was back. And fresh from being seen by Archangd right in the middle of Archangd's
Library project. One whiff of "Li-brary" and even Dragonflame would bolt, because if there was one
thing hdllflowers hated worse than desth and hell and chaudatu it was what they called the Machine and



therest of theuniverse cadled Librar-ies.

| just hoped Kennor's hdllflower traitor felt the same way, because that put paid to Archangd's dreams
of putting the Codition in his pocket. The bottom linewas: Archangd'd made the latest of many grabsfor
the Coalition-and missed. Now him and Kennor and every-body was back to Square One.

And that meant it wastime for Archangel to try again.

kkkkkkk*k

About thetime | was getting bored sitting here taking symboalic part in the glorious pageant of Imperid
rule there was aredl loud blatt of trumpets and almperid lackey in Space Angel black came out on the
bal cony where Kennor'd be standing Real Soon Now and read off along prolegomenon.

Waitaminnit.

Sureas| knew trade-routes, His Nobly-Bornness the TwiceBorn Lord Prince and Governor-General
Mallorum Archange (second in line for the Phoenix Throne, collect ‘'em dl) 'swrit only raninthe
Outlands, which the Directorates wasn't. He was the courtier of |ast resort for the Sector Governors, but
they only had nomina power in Directorate Space. Directors and Shareholders ran the action here.

Mikasarin Corporation should be overseeing the opening of the Mikasa Civil Y ear, or aTwiceBorn from
Throne. Not one of the Governor--Genera's hired guns.

Besideswhich, Archangel was last seen declaring martia law in Road Sector and pretending he didn't
own part-sharesin the Old Federation Library of termind illegdity that I'd relieved him of. He would
have to of moved hell-and-High-Jump to get loose of that and beat the Woebegone here.

But even if there was trouble right here in downtown glittertown, free citizens of Imperid Mikasawas
aslikely to makeit at almperia bean-feast asthey wasto ask for high taxes, and the place was crawling
with legitimates besides.

So why did | wish so damn much | had my blasters-or even vibro?

"Kore, | donot likethis." | bet they didn't have riots on Mayne, because that was what thiswas
going to bein about twenty seconds and Tiggy didn't look half worried enough.

Which was oke as | was worrying plenty-enough for both of us. The Governor-Generd's Space Angel
finished his screed and | eft the stage. The crowd started making mob-noisesreal quiet-like. | forgot about
any spare problems | might of had.

"Tiggy-bal, think we maybe wait outsde and see your dalater whiles, if dl sameto you."

He started to get up. Just then there was abooming noise behind us. The Court bailiffs had dammed
home the big ornate bars across the doors closing off the Audience Chamber.

Wewas locked in.
"Trouble," | said to Tiggy, and started moving him toward where we could get awall at our backs.

Theinner curtains on the balcony swept back and Kennor Star-bringer stepped out. He looked like
Tiggy, but he looked even more like held had to put up with lots of thingsin life he didn't like. He was
overdressed like every hellflower ever born and had his Court of the TwiceBorn robes on over that,
open down the front to show off the hellflower glitterflash. All of asudden | knew I'd been played for a
greenie and by who and it was dl my own faullt, too.

The free citizens of Imperid Mikasalet out ayowl like a scalded theriomorph and came forward over
their seets shouting desth to extra-planetary mercenaries and Azarine Codition headmen.

Somebody et off ablaster.
“Kore-what isthis? What is happening?' Tiggy had his back to thewall and looked wild-eyed.



"Shut up and run!”

Only there wasn't any placeto run to. The citizenry was amob now but the mob wasn't interested in
us. Y et. Soon enough they'd stop trying to get at one hellflower and settle for any hellflower. | looked up
at Kennor. There was six ‘flowers up there on that balcony al armed to the teeth and al looking to him to
order openfire.

Somebody was counting on Kennor shooting back. And he wouldn't, because dusting citizens of Low
Mikasad get him gigged un-der the Pax Imperador as sure as avenging his Murdered son would. And
Kennor Starbringer was going to hold on to the presidency of tile Azarine Coalition at al cost.

| shoved Tiggy hard and pointed. If the ornamental screen fronting the balcony'd hold our weight, we
could get up off thekilling floor. "I'll cover you!" Tiggy sad.

"Dammit-"
“Kore! | amarmed!"

I looked. He'd tore the glued-on sheath of his arthame off in shreds and the inert-blade glittered
sharplike and next to no good at al againgt crazies with redl hedt.

But it was till morethan | had. | started up the carved pillar that led to the bacony and hoped Kennor
wouldn't kill mewhen | got there. The world narrowed to where | put my hands and feet, without

point nor end. Boot on garland. Stop and pull off gloves for better grip. See mob surge back and forth
below likealiquid in null-grav, making up its mind. Balcony shakes; brawling underneath and somebody
taking my lead and starting up the pillar on the other side.

Somebody'd got tired of waiting for Baijon Starbringer to become an Officid Dead Person.
Somebody'd decided to come up with another reason for hisdato retire. Somebody’ d bought ariot.

| reached the edge of the bal cony and hooked one arm through therailing. Smelled burnt rock wherea
blast-charge'd spattered againgt the wall and started dust filtering down. Innocent citizens and bought
roaring boyswas muddled al together on the Audience Chamber floor, and al in about the timeit would
of took for Kennor to get through thefirst sentence of his speech.

"C'mon, you godlost glitterborn!” | braced mysalf and reached down. Tiggy sprang up and grabbed my
wrist. Damn near pulled mein two before he caught hold of the same ornamenta stringcourse | was
wrapped around and scrabbled over me and up onto the bal cony.

The mob hit the space where he'd been and started feeding on itself. All that took about aslong asthe
second sentence of Kennor's speech would of .

Kennor's 'flowers closed up around him when Tiggy vaulted over tilerall. | could sec from where |
was that Tiggy was shouting some-thing but all sound was wiped out by mob-roar. The ba cony shook
again and gave that definitive lurch of structura weakness. Tiggy grabbed my elbow and dragged me up,
ydling a the othersin hdltongue.

Thefirst wave of the climbers reached the edge of the bal cony and started scrambling through therall.
The floor lurched and the tiles underfoot started to buckle. Kennor ordered his people back into the
alcove toward where the back stairswas. He pointed aong the buckling scam of flooring. A couple of
the bright hellflower lads got an ideaand fired. The balcony tore lose.

Therewas acrash, silence, and then some dispirited screaming. Kennor said something | ill couldn't
hear and looked amused. Hellflowers smile when they're about to kill something. That'swhat | should of
remembered.

By now acouple of the bodyguard had cut open the access door to the back stairs, which seemed to
of been accidentaly scaled from the outside.



"To the Embassy!" Kennor shouted in avoicethat carried. He hadn't turned one hair at Tiggy's return
from the dead. The hdlflower bodyguard formed up again with Kennor, Tiggy, and meinthemiddie. |
was e bow-high to the lot of them and | couldn't see adamn thing, but that didn't matter much because
then we started down the back stairs and it was pitch-dark.

About now we heard srens outside and all power to the building was cut. Standard riot-control
protocol: no lights, blast doors over win-dows rolled shut, computer access shut down.

The last one through the bal cony access door wedged it shut again and the mob-noises and the sirens
cut off likeyou'd diced it. The only noise | heard at first was my boots on the treads, and | got the idea of
stopping about the same time everyone else did. There was noise ahead of us.

More mob, | thought first, but no. This areawas closed to cit-izen-rabble, and any of the kiddies
barred into the Audience Chamber would of come from behind.

Professondss, then. The last backstop. The hdllflowers| wasin the middle of flowed around melike air
and madedightly lessnoise.

In the pitch-black indoor dark of the back stairs of the Ramasarid Palace of Justice, Kennor
Starbringer's hdllflower bodyguard hit an un-known number of armed and dangerous professiond,
experienced, and fully briefed sdlswordswith ordersto kill.

The sdllswords didn't stand achance.

| heard Kennor order no survivors, and | knew it was because if there was no survivors, Kennor could
make up any fantasy he pleased and go on farcing the Court of the TwiceBorn about him being on the
right sde of hellflower honor.

And no survivors was eventudly going to mean me.

Funny; until 1 met Tiggy | dways thought nighttimers had the mo-nopoly on bending the Pax
Imperador. But what |'d seen lately made usthe junior league. Archangd dancing with High Book, some
hellflower glitterborn buying haf Mikasas | egitimates to ice the president of the Azarine Codition,
president of the same doing mass wetwork to hold onto his job.

If theré'd been anything but sudden death on the other side of the Audience Chamber door | would of
gone that way and not stopped running until | reached Port and Woebegone. But there wasn't. So |
stayed where | was, and five minutes later none of the mercs wasleft aive,

When the shouting was over someone lit atorch and Kennor's hellflower hardboys started searching
what was |eft of the bodies. I'd seen worse, but not lately. | stayed where | was.

Blackhammer was one of the deaders. Kennor looked at him, then looked at Tiggy and me. | could
see the whedl s turning behind those hellflower-blue eyes and wished | knew what he was thinking. The
hell-flowersfinished their work and we went on.

Got to the bottom of the access stair and out into a Palace of Justice restricted area. The hallway was
deserted and everything was quiet as guilt.

In asane universe Kennor would of gone back to the rest of his hellflowers, or made apublic fussto
the legitimates, or a least com-plained out loud. But Kennor was hellflower, and hdllflowersis crazy.
Kennor just smoleasmal smile at the big empty and him, six hellflowers, Tiggy, and mefaded into a
corridor meant for tronics at the back of the Palace of Justice.

Theillega trangponder | got put in my jaw for reasons too compli-cated to go into here buzzed alittle
asit took transmission on a near--miss frequency, but eveniif | couldn't hear anything it gave me the good
word. Imperiad Space Marines or something ese red heavyweight was down and around and chatting
itself up. A Remote Transponder Sensor iswhat only them is supposed to use.



But if Space Marines or something likethem washereina
Sector--Capitd-and-Directorate-Homeworld, they couldn't of arrived after Tiggy and med | eft
Woebegone-no time-and Eloi would of told usif they'd got there before.

Unless they'd been shipped in secretly, because somebody knew ariot was going to be on offer.
Somebody name of Mallorum Archangel, who was sponsoring Kennor’ slittle jaunt to Mikasaand oh by
the way his assassination, too. Because held got tired of waiting for Baijon Star-bringer to turn up
livedive or dead.

Or because now that Tiggy'd seen hisLibrary, Archangel couldn't afford to have him and Kennor meet
aganinthislife
Terific.

Kennor seemed to know where he was going, and that was outside into an aleyway at the back of the
Pdace. The aley had a pretty good view of the police cordon that'd been thrown around the block. Air
scrubbers was hovering in place over thefire, and if 1'd been brain-dead everything would of |ooked
normd.

I'd heard of treason. They wasfighting it dl thetimein the storiesin Thrilling Wonder Takingbooks. |
never thought 1'd actually see some, and | wasn't sureif | had now. Only Kennor was the for-sure regl
livelaw, and it was my kind of people what hid from the legitimates, not his.

I'd used to think.

The bodyguard was stripping off their weapons and piling them in acorner of the dley. Kennor started
shucking his TwiceBorn robes and most of his hellflower glitterflash and then pulled his hair out of the
roachcd topknot alMayne high-heat wore.

Leaving now would be the smartest thing | ever did. It wouldn't even matter that | got gigged for illega
emigration, unlawful gppropria-tion of contract warmgoods, possession of illegd technology, and six
other fatal warrantsthe minute | hit the street-there was a chance | wouldn't, which was better than | had
here. | knew it.

But | didn't move quite fast enough. | stood there like ajerk hold-ing the blaster I'd picked up back on
the stairs until Kennor looked at me and reached for it.

"The carrying of personal armament on Directorate worlds except by authorized personnel is forbidden
under the provisions of Chapter |1 of the Revised Inappropriate Technology Act of the Nine-hundredth
and seventy-fifth Y ear of Imperia Grace. As aduly-commiss oned representative of the Phoenix Throne,
| must ask you to surrender your wegpon."

| looked at him. He smirked-or whatever hdllflowers do with their mouth that couldn't be that because
they isjust too damn noble. | handed him the blaster and he tossed it into adiscard pile that looked like
somebody'd boosted almperia armory. Even if hellflowers had the diplomatic permit to carry al that
fire-iron, | bet they didn't have apermit to leave it around lying loose.

Kennor turned back to his bodyguard. By now they was stripped down to just knives and one of them
was passing around a tube of goo so they could fake the Mikasan peace-seal on those. Kennor's people
wasred prosat farcing legitimates, and | would of been redl interested in that if | ever planned on being
interested in anything again.

When they was dl done making themselves up to look like citizen hellflowers and nobody related to
theriot of the week at the Palace of Justice, Kennor gave them their ordersin handsign. | could follow
that eesier than | could hdlltongue: Scatter. Regroup at prearranged point. Say nothing.

Then sx hdlflowers, looking like anyone's nursery of innocent un-armed unofficia children, faded off
smartly and vanished into the crowd that was starting to collect around the riot-police, and Kennor,



Tiggy, and mewastheonly onesinthedley.
"Look here, your Honorship-" | began.

"Now," said Kennor, laying hold of my wrist in your basic inargu-able fashion, "wethree will go
together and quickly-before the Impe-rid chaudatu find us here and we dl suffer unfortunate accidents
whilein protective custody.”

| didn't bother to remind him | had a guaranteed accident coming no matter what. Kennor took off with
me attached, and Tiggy followed.

*khkkkkkk*k

My partner Paadin aways used to say | never thought enough, and that wasn't fair. I'd ways thought
asmuch as| had to, only I'd never before needed to think as much as| did now. | had plenty of timefor
it, though, dinking acrost Low Mikasawith Kennor and Tiggy and the three of ustrying not to be seen-or
if wewas, to look like ship-crew wayaways from Port.

Fact: One hundred days ago, Gentry-legger me rescued what | thought was a solid citizen what had
wandered into the wrong street of my friendly neighborhood Free Port.

Fact: Thecitizenwas actudly Tiggy Stardust, aka Valijon Star-bringer of House Starborn, in the
throes of hisfirst murder attempt. Somebody'd let him shag off from his consular ship without ID in the
pious hope that either the law or the natives of Wanderweb Free Port would sign the lease on hisredl
estate in short order. Probably the same person who arranged front-row seats at the riot, come to think
of it, and | knew which Puer Blackhammer | was betting on.

Fact: In my neverending quest to get Tiggy-bai back to the arms of histender loving da, wetook ared
roundabout detour, and tripped over the fact that Malorum Archangel, Imperid Prince, Governor
Generd, and second in linefor the Throneif the Emperor ever took the Long Orbit, was hand in claw
with an Outlands nightbroker in aschemeto I) useinfinitely-illegal Old Federation Technology to take
over the universe and 2) ice Tiggy Stardust as part of asqueeze-play to gain direct control of the Azarine
Coditionto useit ashisown private army.

Fact: There till wasn't any other place in the universe for me to take him, so I'd brought Tiggy back to
Kennor Starbringer's unhedthy vicinity anyway and run into hellflower trouble-and the answer to a
guestion that'd been bothering me for whiles.

Who'd sent Tiggy out to play in traffic on Wanderweb and made severd attempts on him since?
Easy. Who was better placed to do it than amember of his per-sona bodyguard?

"Now shal | be happy to accept the TwiceBorn's sorrow for what has happened at the Palace of
Justicetoday,” Kennor said. | looked around.

Wewasin the very best bolt-hole of the dMayne Embassy, follow-ing a nerve-wracking severa hours
sneaking acrost town on foot. The suite was donein what was probably aMayne high style. Hellflower
chic was heavy behind ornate fancywork in edged metal and one whole wall used for nothing but
displaying handweapons. My idea of chic was fine vintage neurotoxins, and | had hopes of being very
chic Rea Soon Now.

"Y eah, your Honor, | can explain some of that,” | said, and stopped. It was alittle late in my career to
be making up to the legiti-mates, even if they was bent hellflower legitimates.

Tiggy burst out in abreathless sng-song that | followed not very and flung himself facedown at hisdal's
feet.

"And who knows who in the end may be discovered to be respons-ble for woefully disturbing the civil
peace?' Kennor went on al mourn-ful and just like Tiggy wasn't there.



"Now look-* | said, which wasn't politic maybe but | didn't get the chance to compound my errors.
"Ea comites, hjais koriel!"

Because just then Winterfire came out of the inner room and headed straight for Kennor.

And everything clicked into place.

Kennor was standing there flat-footed, not even going for hisknife. I'd known it was amember of his
persond guard as set up Tiggy and theriot. But I'd picked the wrong one.

Nobody waslooking at me. | crossed the room with abound and ripped open one of tilewall
disolays.

Everything seemed to take athousand years. The first thing my hand closed on wasalittle
Estel-Shadowmaker rechargeable-one shot and it takes forever to recycle but | wasn't going to get two
chances anyway. | pulled it up and turned and fired al in one move, and | could still see Kennor standing
there like he wasn't armed.

Fired. Missed. Oh, not quite; she staggered alittle and her tunic caught fireand | smelled burning hair
and burning flesh and suddenly | was back in abazaar in aplace cdled Kiffit where I'd killed two
hell-flowers who'd been trying to kill me because I'd saved Tiggy'slife.

And one of them was her. That was what'd lost her the eye and covered her face with those pretty
burn marks she must of had some hellflower reason for not removing.

Winterfire didn't even try to put out thefire. | saw her bring her hand up dow and Kennor, damn him,
didn't move. Kennor Starbringer would be dead and the Azarine Codlition would belong to Mallorum
Archangel and Archangd would useit to make awar like the one that pulled the Old Federation down.
A war like Archive's.

So| got intheway. My timing was good. | moved and Tiggy moved and | heard him scream and
thought for one crazy second he'd caught a plasma-packet and then | redized she hadn't fired yet. Then |
saw the muzzleflash from Winterfire's gun and then | didn't seeanything at all.

kkkkkkk*k

Valijon's Diary
| think Father must have known from the moment he saw Blackhammer's body who the traitor within
our wallswas. Hetold me later that She Who Will Not Be Named had asked especially that

Blackhammer be sent from the Homeland to aid her-the child of her body, loyd to hislineand his
LessHousefirg of dl things.

So | learned later. Then | saw only the gun.

It was a chaudatu ploy, to forge honor into aknife against the Gentle People. She Who Will Not Be
Named called comites with my father-he could not strike her down until she gave him cause; thefirst
blow must, in honor, be hers. And if he must bide o, then it was twiceover my placeto void aquarrel in
which | had no place. Her life was not mine until she struck, and the Law was clear: | might not assume
that shewould.

So 1, too, was helpless, though it was | whom She Who Will Not Be Named had first betrayed. She
had promised me safety, and was false -and sacrosanct, until the moment she choseto sirike at the
Kore--alarthme, whose honor was mine to keep.

Then her life came into my hands. And then | did what honor demanded, to tell those of House and
clan and line that She Who Will Not Be Named had forfeited whéat it is to be human.

*kkkkkk*k



| was someplacethat | knew wasn't red, not like organics know about redl. For aminute | didn't know
who | was, then it came back like putting together the pieces of acargo.

Butterflies-are-free Peace Sincere. Ex-Luddite Saint, ex-dave, es-capee from the Interdicted World
Granola, darktrader, Librarian, hu-man. The place | wasin was out of my own private dreambox-a
imagination of what acomputer core would look like if amemory-bubble had eyes. I'd been here before.
A hdlucination, caused by apiece of Old Fed Tech that nobody should ever have woke up again.
Archive. Fully-valitiond logic. Library. Killer.

*khkkkkkk*k

About athousand years ago-back when your Phoenix Empire and mine was still a Federation about
four timesits present Size-some bright kiddy came up with the notion of putting pure intellect in abox and
cdlingitaLibrary. And sincethe Federales thought they had more important thingsto do with their time,
they turned over the running of their Federation to the Libraries and made it so Libraries could build more
Libraries.

Mistake. Because-so the story goes-the Libraries had more im-portant things to do with their time,
too, and thought that organic life clashed with their decor. There was awar. And ten centuries later the
Empireistill hunting the nonexistent surviving Librariesfrom that wer.

Mostly nonexistent.

I'd never been anything specid, but 1'd done one specid thing. In the midst of amisspent career of
moving chazarai from hereto there for people who might not beits origind owners. I'd gone and
rescued and rebuilt anillegd Old Fed Library. | hadn't known what | was doing. I'd never heard of
Librariesthen. It was adamn good thing | lucked into maybe the only pacifist Library there ever was.
Paladin was my friend, my partner, the edge | needed to stay aivein the never-never. Until | went and
rescued Tiggy Stardust.

And Pdadin left me.

"Go, and live ahuman life among your own kind." | heard hisvoice-l could touch him here. | could see
him, but dl he wanted was for me to walk away and then everything vanished like smoke and stardust
and | wasalone.

And hed made amigake. It was important, more than hisfedlings or mine, and | had to tell him about
it, but | had to wake up first, and-

-"Kore! Kore-alarthme! Dont die-Father-"
And my dreamworld shattered into dancing points of light.

| opened my eyes. Tiggy was hanging over me like High Mikasa Shipyards, spattered in blood. |
couldn't think why, but | was glad he wasn't hurt. Blasters cook, not puncture.

"Youwill live"" he sad, like someone was giving him argument.

| tried to move. | felt too light and too heavy. Unba anced, like somebody haf in armor. Something
wasmissng.

"Get out of theway."

| recognized Kennor. The ends of hisfancy silver hair waswicked in blood. Why isit theré's so much
blood when hdllflowersisaround?"Y ou areinjured,” said Daddy Starbringer like he was reading out the
late-breaking news. "What isit you wish to say before you die?"

So that waswhy | felt so good.
"Winterfire set you up. Archange had aLibrary. And | brought your son back, you son-of-a-"



Then thefloor tipped sdewaysand | fell off.

*kkkkkhk*k

| was back in the dream computer core again, having along con-versation with Paladin about what
happened when me and him and Tiggy went up againgt Archangdl's Library.

"You know | had to set that blast, bai. Couldn't trust what might of happened with Archive Library if |
didnt."

"And what did you think that would be, Butterfly."

"Y ou know, Pally-che-ba." But he didn't. Paladin didn't know things he ought to know, and then |
redized it wasn't Paadin at dl.

| opened my eyes. It looked like acluster galaxy seen from red-space.
Thingsflipped into focus.
"Go on," said Kennor Starbringer.

"Goto hdl," | said. We was face-to-face; | must be standing and on abox at that, but | tried to twitch
afinger and | couldn't fed athing. Nothing.

| tried not to let it bother me any more than scaring me half to death.

"Y ou will delight to know that wergjoicein Malmakosim Archan-gd's tender chaudatu concern, and
in his assurancesthat reprisalsfor the regrettable and unexpected civil disturbance will be as swift asthey
are svere. He shareswith me aso my dismay at the death of She Who Will Not Be Named."

I'd thought 1'd been talking to Paladin and instead 1'd been giving Kennor al the answers he thought to
ask. It bothered me from some-place far away enough so | knew | was drugged, and | guessed | hadn't
sad anything too incriminating or we wouldn't be having this conversa-tion now.

And if Winterfire was Archangel's chief catspaw in House Starborn, she couldn't be the only one. |
wondered, in afar-off way, what Archangel’ d paid her.

"l guessyou be both just astorqued at that as each other is," | said, since Kennor was looking at me.
"My doctors assure me that you'l recover.”

"Wherés Tiggy?'

The question seemed to surprise him. He frowned. ™Y our son. | brought him back, remember?”
"es"

Welooked at each other whiles until it occurred to methat it was my turn to say something.

"Y ou wanted him back, right?’

Kennor showed histeeth in that  Mayne expression that is not asmile.

"No. | wanted him dive."

| wanted to answer that but couldn't. | saw the path back into the computer and took it, down deep
ins de where even Kennor couldn't find me to question. And Paladin was there.

*kkkkkk*k

Time passed. | got used to it. | saw Kennor a couple more times and Tiggy not at al. On one of
Kennor’svidts| got some of the piecesfilled in. My buddy Winterfire, oke She Who Will Not Be
Breathing No More, had died atraitor to the hellflower cause and had her head shipped hometo hang on
Kennor's gates. Quaint loca custom.



| wondered what Kennor had in mind for me. | didn't know what 1'd blathered to Kennor whilst he
was rummaging in my brain, and if Kennor's people was any good their fetch-kitchen'd told them what |
was. Interdicted barbarian-shoot when found. They must be saving me up to put on a show.

| didn't realy care.

Finaly Kennor's pet bonecracks let me out of the giant economy size finestkind biopak 1'd been
welded into for longer than | wanted to think about and put mein aluxury accommodation prison
ingteed. And

| findly found out just how far Winterfired got toward trying to kill me. Cybereisis prostheses. You
don't catch aplasma-packet off ahot blaster and keep your origind inventory. Winterfiréd took off half
my left arm and Kennor's hellflower cyberdocs had done for the rest. Glass and plastic and brainjinks
laying up dong my spine and aleft arm that nobody but me could tell from the origindl.

| cared about that. It gave me the creeps. But | was hedlthy enough to kill now, if they was going to. |
wished they'd left me adeep.

But wishes aren't cargo, and darktrade was not exactly a career where you made old bonesin the first
place, and there wasn't no place for me anywhere except in the never-never-a second-rate darktrader to
athird-rate nightworld broker. Fast ship and faster blasters, untrust-worthy luck and aknack for other
peoplestrouble. I'd lost dl of them now except the last.

*kkkkkhk*k

| was looking out aset of armored one-way holosm windows at nighttime Low Mikasa Prime. Prime
was agreat big prettycity full of people born here, with aright to be here. None of them'd know what a
candle was, or a horse-drawn plow.

Or ablaster, maybe.

Wet beaded on the pick-ups referring theimage | saw. Kennor'd told me thered be rain tonight, like it
was abig treat. Even told mewhenit'd start.

| looked down at my hands and wiggled my fingers. Big treat. Only now one set of them wasred and
one wasn't.

The door made that sound they do here when they open and Tiggy -which isto say, Prince Vdijon
Starbringer of House Starborn dl fine and nice and real friendly-and Kennor-his-dacamein.

| could see them reflected in the holosm but | turned around to where they was anyway. Tiggy looked
fine. Helooked happy. He was back in finestkind hellflower dressup like I'd first seen him, weaponry
(legd inside the Consulate) and bright-polished arthame.

I ground my teeth and imagined | could fed the damn expensive usdless hardware of my RTSdownin
the bone. But Kennor'd made a point of telling me they'd took it out. Damn him.

"Kore!" said Tiggy. He looked young and excited and no part of me. He never had been, redlly.

"I bid you welcome to my walls, woman not of the Gentle People. Peace to you in my son's name
while you abide here, and joy to you for seeking the walls of Starborn. Y our shadow will be cherished
while you remain, and if you must in honor depart to the Land Beside, know that you will not die
unknown and unmourned,” Kennor perorated for the officia record.

It took me aminute to unknot that and another one to decide that the sentiments expressed was not
maybe as comforting to us chaudatu asit might beto hellflowers. The cognoscenti would note that it
con-tained not one word about getting out of here dive.

"It isagrest pity that thereisno chaudatu proof that Archangel consorted with the Machine," Kennor
went on like I'd done the pretty right back. "On aMayne, the word of an Honored One would be



enough. Here, words mean very little." He sat down in achair. Tiggy stood. | leaned.

"Next time I'll saveyou the pieces" | said. "L ook, bai, brought you kinchin-bai, got shut of dl
comme-taysfarcing and I'm golden. If you was going to ice me Ti-Baijon wouldn't be here, so | guess
you'e letting me go. So tell me the whistle you going to drop and we cal it anight, oke?' And I'd be
dead by thetime | found which way the space-port was, but never mind that.

"Not quite," said Kennor. "Amrath Vaijon of Chernbereth-Molkath, what do you haveto say in your
defense?’

"My fault was grievous,” said Tiggy like held been rehearsed. "I owe my life four timesto the alarthme
woman, caled Kore-alarthme Sant'Cyr, and | have not redeemed it.”

Kennor smirked at me.
"Shut up!" | said redl loud. "Don't you shove me none of your hellflower honor, bai, or-"

"And what is the price of ason of the Gentle People?' Kennor said encouragingly to the son of the
Gentle Peoplejust like | wasn't there.

Maybe | could get out of here unnoticed whilst they was bandying the book of the Law back and
forth.

"Weregild to the worth of hisfamily; service to the length of hisyears; or another price set," said Tiggy
heppily.
No hope; he was between me and the door.

"And Kore, | am no longer constrained to stay shut of the damfool honor nonsense since my pledge of
obedience to you has been re-deemed,” Tiggy-Baijon said to me.

"S0," said Kennor, turning back to me. "What will you clam, Kore Sant'Cyr? My son tellsmeyou
have saved hislifefour times, and thisis so. Each time must be bought back, for hishonor.”

"Tiggy's honor ain't nothing to do with me. | don't give adamn about honor. And there's something you
want from me, Honored One Kennor Starbringer, or you wouldn't be staging this Quaint Folkways
wondershow about our galactic cousinsthe dMayne."

"Kore-alarthme." yelped Tiggy, but Kennor waved him down. And smiled for red. Hellflowerswas
awful pretty when they smiled right. "Very wdl, alarthme Sant'Cyr. | will speak to you asif you were
one of the Gentle People. In truth you are owed what has been said. In honor, it will be paid. To
chaudatu we offer coin; they have no souls and are satisfied. But to you | offer the choices of our own,
and should you claim blood or souls my House will honor the debt. But there is more, as you have said.
My child is preciousto me-"

" About as much asthe Azarine Codlition,” | said.

Tiggy flinched. "Yes," said Kennor, dow. "Asmuch asthat. As much asyour care for the Codition
when you stepped into the path of the weapon of She Who Will Not Be Named."

That was aaccident. | promise,

"Archangd wantswar,” | said. And I'd dready lived through Archive's version of awar. Memoriesred
as my own crowded in-of daughter on a scale that'd make Malorum Archangel pack up histoysand go
home for sheer envy. The war between the Libraries and the Old Federation-the war that outlawed the
Libraries and let the Phoe-nix Empire be. It wasin my head like it'd happened yesterday.

The Empirewas alot smaler than the Federation Paladin and Archive remembered. If Archangd got
hiswar, thistime there wouldn't be anything | eft.

"The Lord Prince Mdlorum Archangd wantswar, and an army to wageit," Kennor agreed. "The



neutraity of the Codition enduresaslong asmy life, and evenif | tel the Homeland of histraffic with the
Machine, the dMayne are only a part of the Codition."

"Bajon'slifean't going to be worth much when the dust dears, isit?'

I looked over Kennor's shoulder at Tiggy. Politica hotrock, and I'd been too stupid to redlize that the
best thing to happen to him was to never go home. Because now there was just going to be another
godlost hdllflower traitor to ice him and nothing | did was going to matter.

"My son'slifeisvauableto me, Kore Sant'Cyr. If he stays here, hewill die," Kennor said.

It took me aminute to figure out what he meant, what he wanted, why | hadn't conveniently died and
why it was | was getting fed this amazing line about being dmost ared person, dMayne-syle.

"Y ou want meto take kinchin-bai back to the Outfar and pretend he ain't coked trouble with trouble
chaser. No."

Asmuch as| meant to do anything, | was going to look for Paadin, which would be alittle bit dicey
with atechnophobe hellflower breath-ing down my spine. And none of my plansinvolved being arrested
and tortured by the Governor-General.

"Then hedies" Kennor said.

"Could of died lots of places. You tel mewhy | care-and farce me no honor cop, glitterborn, you sold
yoursfor the Azarine Codi-tion.”

That was avery bad thing to say. Kennor stopped moving like he/d been shoved into stasis. Tiggy
went white under his hellflower bronze. Kennor took out hisknife and looked &t it.

"Then take this, and do better for the Gentle People than | have done.”
Hehedit out.

| backed up so fast my head hit the holosm and madeit ring. Everything | knew about hdllflowers said
they didn't act like this. Ken-nor Starbringer was crazy.

No, he wasright. He wasright and | wasright and everything was agodlost mess.

"l don't giveadamn-" about your "Gentle People, | was going to say, but my mamaawaystold me
not to tell liesto armed strangers. "What do you want, dammit?' | said instead.

"A war that doesn't comethisyear. My son, dive for longer than | can keep him so. Heisyours. His
lifeisyours. Will you not cherish it?' Through dl this Tiggy was slent as mumchance.

"How?'

"Will you accept him into your service for honor's sake, and take him with you?" Kennor asked me.
Andthen| got it.

Only in talking books does a passing  Mayne nobleman-which iswhat Kennor was-fork over his
son-and-only to a passing space gypsy -which iswhat | was, or close as makes no nevermind. But
Kennor was pushing red hard for it.

Why?
Theanswer came dl at once. It seemed to come from somewheres outside, and it was as cold as
Space.

Kennor Starbringer must/must not avenge his son's desth. Ven-geance would ruin him politicaly.
Mercy would crucify him with the hellflower vote. Either way held lose the Codlition.

Butif I killed Tiggy-

--and died in the murder--



Kennor would and would not have his vengeance. He could even declare hellflower seven-ring
vendetta over my bones and satisfy the conservatives back home: | didn't have any family to complainto
the Emperor.

So someone was going to murder Tiggy-and if not me, then Ken-nor's hand-picked someone e se.
Because once held showed up in pub-lic again, Tiggy had to die, and in away that didn't implicate
Kennor. That was Kennor's only way out.

Tiggy was hisweak point. He must of kicked and screamed before letting the Emperor make him haul
Tiggy out of whatever box with locks the kid'd grown up in. But once Tiggy'd cleared planetary
atmo-sphere and was outside dMayne civil law, he was dead mest.

No matter, even, if Kennor loved him.

And that was real too bad for Tiggy and Tiggy'sda, but it was even worse for Y ours Truly, because |
had a stone hunch thet if | didn't agreeto have Tiggy for my new partner | had alife expectancy that
could be measured ininches.

"Y ou done asked babby-bai if he wants to be darktrader what Teas-ers and |egitimates home ddight
isfor to shoot?'Cause that'swhat | know; that'swhat | am. Y ou send him along of methat'swhat |
make him-not anti-war rescue project for good of Azarine Codlition. Not glitterborn sob-story pet.
Partner. Y ou want job, Tiggy-bai? In ahundred days we probably make good start on committing every
crimein the Calendar in glyphabeticd order. Don't need to know much. Just some piloting and be good
with blagter. | can teach you everything else. Might even learn some sense to go with your honor.”

Waslongest speech I'd made in dightly more than so long, and Kennor et fils could of been
wall-paintingsfor dl thevishbleinterest they showed. Then Tiggy smiled.

"To circumvent the false laws of the chaudatu isan honorable professon. We will be very successful
snugglers”

He crossed over to where | was. He looked like held just been offered athree-day pass to the Ghost
Capital of the Old Federation for high adventure, and dammit, by now he should of known better.

| turned and looked at Kennor.
He had to believeit. He had to let us go. Kennor put ahand on Tiggy's shoulder.

"Run far and fagt, alarthme, and Archangd will hunt you-but carefully, for Archangdl hasenemiesas
highly placed ashe."

Damn Kennor. He was hoping, naked like held said it flat out. Hoping that he could make a difference,
could matter, could outwait Archange-and hoping, maybe, that somehow Tiggy and me'd get away.

From Archangd. From him.



3
Hell IsaVery Small Place

It was three hundred twenty hours since I'd been at Mikasaport last, and six hours since I'd agreed to
acrosswith so many doublings| couldn't even remember who was betraying what anymore, and my
main concern was how to walk in my new high-ticket footwear without faling flat on my face. The
clothes | wasin would of made a serious down payment on anew ship, but | wasn't going to haveto
worry about that.

Tiggy Stardust-who said his name was Baijon, thank you very much-and mewas going to dMayne.

It wasraining. The streets was deserted, al but for Kennor's great big land-yacht with Kennor driving.
The yacht would a so make a seri-ous dent in the price of anew ship.

Which we would get. Kennor'd promised me a ship and papers, dong with anything ese | wanted to
ask for to set usup in the Trade, in the nearest place Kennor hauled cubic and didn't have the Pax
Imper-ador looking over dl of our shoulders.

aMayne. And at the moment | couldn't promote a better idea.

| didn't have aship and | didn't have apartner who could forge me clean registry on astolen one, or
launder my Firgt Ticket, or anything useful likethat. And | didn't have hope of buying aship outright, even
in my new crown jewels. A ship cogts credit. Lots of credit.

I remembered back when 1'd been willing to do alot of killing just for the chance to wrap my stolen
pilot skillsaround aforged First Ticket. Not even for aship, mind just for the documentsthat'd let mefly
one. That'd been along time ago. Before Paadin.

And now it waslike that again. A ship wasfreedom. A ship wassurvival. So | had to get aship any
way | could-and that meant going to aMaynewith Baijon hesaid | got to cal him on the off-chance that
Kennor was going to do at least some of the things he said.

| had papersidentifying me as a alarthme of House Starbringer, one Butterfly Sancerre by name.
They got my name wrong but enough of the factsright that it was acleaner ID than any 1'd ever owned.
Therest of my earthly possessions consisted of apassto travel from Mikasato alMayne, and then freely
through Washonnet Sector. dMayne's a Directorate even if it doesn't hold any client worlds or control
any more than its own system space-you mind your mannersin Washonnet when hellflowers say to.

The Pledge Of Honor was highbinding Mikasa, but that wasn't how we was going off to
hdllflower-land. Pledge was till going to Throne with Kennor. By rights Baijon should of gone with him,
but talking hisway out of that was Kennor’ s business.

Kennor's persond particular battle-yacht wasn't here ether, hav-ing gone home whiles ago with
Winterfire's head and the news that she wasn't quite as human as hed origindly thought.

Thisleft only oneway for usto get hometo dMayne. We wastaking the gaactic bus.

To bedtrictly accurate, it was a Company highliner. The highliner was named Circle of Sars, and
Kennor'd held it herefor ninety hours waiting for me to be well enough to make up my mind. So now we
wasinahdluvahurry to leave.

| watched Kennor watching me. He was disappointed the rain didn't bother me, chaudatu as | was.
Baijon was now promised to serve mefor the next fifty-six galactic sandard years, that being hisage (14
g9y) times the number of timeshe said I'd saved hislife (four). Never mind the fact that if | lived that long
I'd be ninety-one and dead for the past thirty years. Honor was honor.



And | hoped Baijon was stupid enough not to redlize just how stupid this was as a concept,
gdacto-palitically speaking. Heirswas heirs; they had more thingsto do with their lives than spend it
prenticed to a pirate, or whatever Kennor thought | was. Because if Da Kennor needed Babby Baijon at
al for the family business (reasonable), hedd just put him out of reach for ever and aye (stupid).

Only the only way Baijon was going to be of use to his danow was dead. And even if Kennor gave up
the Coalition yesterday, it was too late to save his beamish boy. Baijon had his desthmark: held seen
Arch-angd'sLibrary.

Archangdl knew by now that Baijon'd talked to Kennor. But Ken-nor hadn't cried Library, so
Archangd didn't know how much Kennor knew. Not knowing was going to give him happy daysand
busy nights and maybe take hismind off us.

At leadt, that was the plan.

We drove past dl the restricted parts of the port and got to the docking ring whiles | was thinking that
unfair must be the default set-ting for redlity because theré's so much of it.

Thegigfor the Circle of Stars was bigger than my whole last ship had been. She was arickety piece,
al flashcandy for the groundlings, and you could see her hdf aklik away. Lit insgde and out, stuffed with
inertial compensators, and not agoforth in sight. Her pilot was wearing a comic-operaversion of a
Company man's uniform-silver boots and gauntlets and a helmet with blast-gogglesand a
transmitter-crest that he wasn't ever going to need. He got out of the gig when we got there, and bowed,
and opened the door, and everywhere he stepped the crete went dry because of the persona shield he
waswearing.

Kennor hugged Baijon and Baijon hugged him back hard like he knew that wasn't none of us ever
going to see each other again. Not if we waslucky.

Then Kennor hugged me, and that | didn't expect. His arthame and one of hisblasters dug into mein
alot of soft places.

"Runfar, Butterflies-are-free. Run fast."

Then he stepped back and | stepped back and tripped over the doorsill to the highliner's gig, and
Baijon caught me and | sat down fast and started looking for the straps and by thetime | found out there
wasn't any we was way above Mikasaand | couldn't sec Kennor Star-bringer no more.

*kkhkkkkkk*k

The shuttle moved like alead pig. High Mikasawas synchronous over the capitdl and the port; we did
sdeways dong the gravity until High Mikasavanished and Circle of Stars appeared.

I'd never seen another ship in orbit except in the hollyvids. For one, | never spent alot of time
dawdling in orbit, and for t'other and for sure I've never gone coasting up to another piece of high-iron
just to say hello. In my line of work that could get you killed.

Circle wasbig. I'd expected that. Shewas aso lit up so she glowed like aplanet in sunlight and she
was all glazed the same color, smooth and even and like somebody was taking care about it. No rust, no
rot, no six colors of atmosphere sed pedling at different rates. And even if shewas never going to hit
atmosphere, she was smooth and sculpted and polished like somebody was going to look her over
outside up close and persondl.

Wedidn't circle her haf long enough for my liking. The pilot wrapped the gig around her until he lined
up with her bay, wafted the ship into Circle's tractor-field, and sat back while she pulled usin.

Pdadin dwaystold methelevd of technologica sophigtication variesinversaly with the distance from
the center of civilization. Even-tudly he told me thiswas afancy way of saying the farther out you go the
poorer everything gets. Even if held made abig point of saying it was true the other way round too, |



might of believed it but | wouldn't of known it.
The Outfar was the edge of the Empire. Mikasawas the center of the Imperial Midworlds.

Circle was magic. Weld flown right in from cidunar space and it'd been through shields, not doors,
and the bay was light and warm and pressurized. If there was anything like machinery on offer, it waan't
nothing | recognized.

Baijon wastraveling as Third Person Peculiar of House Starborn his own sdll'. There was two other
flunkies and abunch of A-grav unitsthere to meet the shuttle. What they knew about uswasthat Baijon
was dMayne high-heat and | was his entourage. Thiswas not the truth by hellflower standards-by them |
was the high-heat and Baijon was my chief werewolf-but Baijon had no objectionsto "breaking the false
laws of the chaudatu."

Yesh.

Baijon spent whiles being rude to the rubes for expecting him to live up to their sandards-it's
wonderful what you can get away with if you've got the political clout not to get arrested-whilst | ground
my teeth and tried not to chew my nails and wondered how many days to Washonnet, home, and
murder.

If Kennor meant to pin Baijon's sudden desth on meit'd have to be on dMayne, where he could trust
everyone to act like honor-mad morons and he didn't have to worry too hard about the Pax Imperador.
Out here it wastoo damn likely some other citizen'd take therap for me-at least if | had any say in
things-and then Kennor'd be up to his arthame in honor-problems again.

Assuming Archangel didn't get him firgt.
If I was managing to think like Kennor-or vicey-versy-1 was safe for now.
At leadt, | thought so at thetime.

Circle waslike adownside city for sheer mass cubic but we didn't have to wak far-which wasjust as
well considering Kennor's taste in footwear for alarthmes. Soon aswe got out of the dock area afloater
waffled up and the four of us-me, Baijon and two professiona cow-ards-went for alittle ride.

It was depressing. All thisstuff just lying here and no placeto sl it eveniif | could pry it loose.

We got to the rack and ruin Kennor thought appropriate to send his son and stalking horse homein,
and the shippies hovered until | assured them that His Honorability was just waiting till they was out of
sight before expiring with ecstasy. Y ou could of parked my last ship in the main room and it wasn't the
only one. There was half-a-dozen more besides. roomsfor deeping, and eating, and wet-bathing, and a
few other perversons | hadn't had time to acquire. We had either a exterior cabin with eight meter high
hullports (unlikely) or else the main cabin bulkhead referred the exterior hull pick-upswhen everything
else was shut off, like now. Anyway, according to the walls wed aready made the Jump to angeltown
and | hadn't fet athing.

Thiswas out of my league. | knew about rich and | knew about showing off how you had enough
power to do what you damn pleased and devil take the TwiceBorn, but what | didn't know wasif | was
ever going to Understand what kind of sick depraved mind could afford to jump this much cubic to
angetown without adamn thing useful occupy-ing it. And Baijon didn't know adamn thing of any morta
use.

Who could | bully and who could | bribe and when was | being insulted? Who knew the truth and who
was buying in on Kennor Star-bringer's chosen fiction?

Pdadin could of told me. But instead of looking for him, | was going to d Mayne where a bunch of
rude strangers was waiting to punch my one-way ticket.



"Baijon-che-bai, we take |ookaround, do gosee, je?' At least it'd take my mind off my problems.

*kkkkkhk*k

I'd meant he should show me the bridge and the black gang-the parts that make a ship a ship-but what
Baijon showed me was a series of fancy hooches where they didn't know coked R'rhl from biru-deska,
and placesto buy clothes that looked unwearable and jewels you'd just get tossed for if you wore them
on the street. | couldn't find any place that sold boots.

The gravity wasawork of art. There was two "downs'; the one | was standing on and the one
overhead, and there was two tiers of shops oriented to match. | wondered if | could jump high enough to
get captured and reoriented by the other field, and decided not to try. | caught Baijon looking up and
thought he must be thinking the same thing. There wasn't much in the way of signs, and damn near every
one | saw-except for thingslike Ship's Services-wasin Imperid Script, but you could tell what was what
because dl the shops was displaying holosms out front.

| stopped, staring into one of them filled with items | might even have freighted at an earlier stage of
their careers-vautamade weara-ble.

"Kore, do you want them?"

| looked at Baijon. He looked like his spike-heeled sandals was too tight.
"What would | do with them?' He thought aboui it.

"Y ou could smuggle them," he said hopefully.

"Sssst!" | looked around, but wasn't nobody close enough to meto hear. "I don't do that,” | said, when
| could keep my voice down.

"But-" Baijon looked puzzled-and indignant.
"l don't tell nobody | do that,” | corrected.

"But | dready know what you do, Kore," Bajon sad helpfully. "Y ou circumvent the false laws of the
chaudatu and participate in the freemasonry of deep space, the brotherhood of open economic
fron-tiers"

One of us had been auditing too many talkingbooks.

"And anyway you want meto just walk in there and buy them?" | said to shut him up.
"Why not?' said my hellflower.

"Withwhat?' | said. So hetold me.

It turned out we was riding Baijon's credit rating, and as a share-holder of the Starborn Corporation
for ascion of ahellflower royd house, take your pick) he could sign for anything Circle had loose and
takeit away. Anything.

Thisgave meacase of Divine Inspiration.
We was not going to dMayne, very sorry Kennor Starbringer. We was going to the ship's casino.

The TwiceBorn al lead soft boring lives, so I'm told, an so'sthey don't get too bored they have
entertainment. | was going to promote me some, too. Where there's casinos there's valuta, and where
therés valuta there's hard credit, and where there's hard credit agood chunk of it could naturaly fall my
way. | knew Circle ought to be stopping between here and alMayne, and wherever it stopped Baijon
and me was getting off. With enough hard credit we could ride his 1D to the place we could both
disappear.

Like most of my bright idess, if reality'd cooperated it would of worked.



The casino probably wasn't as big asit looked. I'd seen Circle from the outside and then spent a
couple hours being dragged around inside. | knew how big the compartment could be, and thiswasn't it.

What it was, was big enough even so to probably hold most of Circle's livefreight, and herethey dl
was. drinking, eating, and betting credit in colors 1'd never knew existed. I'd seen black, white, and green
-once I'd seen dlver. The lowest thing being shopped around these tables was gold.

And dl | had to do was walk up to amechanica and ask for some. That didn't mean | had to waste it
on the chancery: thereésfools, damn tools, and people what try to make money in a"honest” casino.

Onthe other hand. . . . The gameswas so honest it'd make a cat laugh, because they didn't have to be
rigged to make a profit for the house. The place looked like your goforths would if you wasto run them
without shielding, o any game requiring quick recognition and quick reaction was naturaly going to favor
the dedler. There was sound baffles and photon walls and every other thing to trick your senses.
Everything that wasn't holosm was mirrors. But I'd been apilot, and if you follow your body's
perceptions in space you're dead. | could look where the Circle's gameplayers didn't want me to look.

| could begt the house. | knew the odds the house offered, and the number of playing piecesin each of
the games, their frequency of play, their value, and the odds against awinning combination.

How?

All of asudden my skin was on too tight and the air was the wrong mix. The native funk and glitterflash
was more dien than any thing I'd ever seen: these were breeder s-organics-and they had to be destroyed
50 that my kind could survive. Odds and possibles crowded my head like might-be-maybesin a
navicomp before Jump.

“Kore?' said Baijon. He put ahand on my shoulder and | was left with ajarring hole where the
conviction | was god had been.

Something waswrong. Something important was wrong.

But the feding vanished even while | tried to pump it up. For once | was going to use my brains, draw
credit up to the limit, and then go arrange to befirgt off at the next stop. | wastired of this shooting
gdlery and twice-tired of breathing air that had somebody e se's finger-prints on the mix. Kennor
Starbringer could whistle for his political cats-cradle and hishomicidal set-piece. Mama Sincere didn't
raise any daughters that stupid.

| was so busy congratulating myself on my brainsthat | dmost missed the guys that showed up to kill
us

*khkkkkkk*k

I'vedwayssaid | could smell trouble coming. Paladin saysthat dl human events are patternsthat the
human mind can follow, just like solving for the next number in amathematica sequence. And just like
you can know when you've numbercrunched the wrong answer, you know when a pattern's got too
many databits-or not enough.

Me, | know when to duck and when to gape at life's great myster-ies. The pattern in the casino was
wrong. | ducked.

"Wegot trouble, Pally! | sang out without thinking. Baijon figured | wastalking to him and came back
as smooth asif we'd been partnersforever. | heard hisrings click on the hilt as he grabbed holt of his
arthame.

"Through the foodservice-that way." He pointed, keeping his hand low so no one could see the move
but me. He made a shapein handsign: who?

The Cardati assassn shimmered visbleright in front of me. His cham-suit was aflashy purpleinthe



casno'slighting. It looked liquid, picking up and pulling power from al the broadcast and induction ergs
bouncing around the Circle of Sars. He had avibro in his hand.

| kicked himintheface.

But | wasn't wearing my bar-fight boots. My sandd shattered like chegp formfit (whichwasa
disserviceto it asit was bloodydamn expen-gve formfit) and the trendy spike hedl left itsdlf inthe
Cardati'sthroat. He gargled and his cham-suit powered back up, only now it had blood onit so it was
half-visible, half not. | grabbed the vibro he'd dropped and looked for Baijon.

He was halfway across the casino and agood distance up the side of one of the gaming towers. It held
agame where the betting was on different weights faling through varigble gravity fields, and another
Cardati was crouched on top.

The Cardati had something | wanted more than home and mother in hisarms-ablast rifle.
And | was about to get it-bolt-first.

Killdozer #2 swept the casino with plasma vaentines and then settled into the serious business of
retiring Y ours Truly to the dead letter office forever. Not Baijon, you understand. Me.

The compartment changed its looks violently asal kinds of holo-things overloaded. Lights flashed on
and off. | decided to get up that betting tower before Merry Goodnight there decided to let alittle star
light into Baijon, which would mean letting alot of starlight into me in the sweet bye-m-bye.

Overhead one of the big chanddierswas drifting. | climbed up on the nearest table and jumped, losing
my other sandal in the process. The glitterflash sunsilk | was wearing split in as many places asit
possi-bly could but | didn't care. | was up.

The fixture groaned and sank and tried to go out when | climbed it, and when | cut the cord mooring it
to the celling it dropped with ajerk. But it didn't go al the way down. | shinnied around to the central
brain and vibroed open the controls. Payday and halelujah: it did have directiond controls. | jimmied the
lift to max and started motivating it toward the gaming tower. It'd make agreat battering ram, and if | got
close enough to the Cardati before he saw it he wouldn't dare fire and risk triggering a A-grav explosion.

On the other hand, he might be another of those toys-in-the-attic cases who put honor and duty above
spending an honest earned pay-check.

People was starting to react. Back on Mikasathe legitimates hadn't shown up because the fix wasin
and the office was to set Kennor Starbringer up to take avery long fal. Here wasn't no suspicion of that:
there was Ship's Security in bright red flashwrap dl over everywhere. But mainly they wasinterested in
getting the paying customers out safe. The patterns was dl wrong for them to be moving against the
assassinsfor agood two minutes yet.

| saw the one on the tower. And | saw the other two, the back-ups, the ones biding with their
cham-suitsfully activated. | saw them be-cause of the way the databits-the people-was moving around
them, oriented on them without even noticing. | saw them.

Wasthis part of some cute plan of Kennor's? Was | the one sup-posed to do for Baijon Stardust on
account of some plain and fancy brainbending?

Werethe Cardati there at dl?

Get therifle. Get the Cardati. And don't ask why or how. Not now. It seemed like | could see Six
moves in advance, sameillusion stardancers get sometimes plotting Jump, but that's just pure fourspace
maths and this was human beings. But | believed it enough to jump off the chanddier along
time-seconds-before the Cardati on the tower found it and blew it up.

I might of been omnipotent, but | was still barefoot. | hit the Side of the gaming tower and did down the



Sdes grabbing with both feet. | did maybe haf ameter and my stomach went flip-flop as | did through
the variable grav fidlds. Baijon was somewhere above meteling abored professiona killer to prepare to
die without honor. | started to climb. The casino was empty now and looked more like a honest ship's
hold than anything I'd seen so far. The peculiar thing was, it contained not one red silk |egitimate
waving-heat and demanding dl of usto surrender. It didn't take time or geniusto figure why.

| hackled al over when | felt the pressure drop and hung on to the side of the gaming tower.
Atmospherelesgk, al my ingtincts said. But the casino was big. It had to be dong the centra axis of the
ship; they couldn't just void it to angels.

But they could pump al theair out. And they was.

It'd take whiles, but they had whiles. And after al, whoever was the baddies targets was safe outside,
right?

Wrong. They wasin here trying to do their own wetwork, like a couple of right morons. And anybody
want to cover the bet that the Cardati came equipped with their own oxy-supplies?

| hit apatch of bad gravity that broke my hold on the tower and started me down again. As| swung
round for a better handhold | saw Baijon circling the Cardati. Hellflowersisfaster than anything human,
but Cardati chest. The n was augmented, coked on battledrugs, whatever you like. And maybe
wearing armor.

But hed dung hisrifle back over his shoulder to ded with Baijon, and | was sure held forgot al about
me

I've been wrong before.

Thetop of the gravity ladder was about the size of a cantinatable and not as much room to dance. |
reached the top and had aleg up when the Cardati spun around and grabbed me by it and sent me all
fees paid a Baijon Stardust. The Cardati must of jumped then-1 would of-but al | can say for sureis
Bajon didn't dice me and it was along way down to thefloor.

But that wasn't what bothered me. What bothered me came after the landing.

Y ou can't throw avibro point-first into anything. A vibroblade is a cutting edge that's so thin and
moves so fast thet it redlly cuts the connections between things and not the things themsalves-a hair
splitting difference when it's your throat. But you can't throw it point-first because thereés no
ar-resistance to the blade and no balance. Nevermind. i hit, and rolled, and came up clutching the last
assas-gn'svibro. | switched it on and threw it.

Not at where the Cardati was. | couldn't see him. At where he would be.

There was enough noise at the right time to tell me something got hit. | headed for it on toes and
fingers, staying below the level of the gaming tables and trying not to notice the air getting thinner.

Four Cardati in the casino. One dead for sure, one maybe dead. | tried to remember everything |
knew about them, but al | could think of was they was members of the Codition, just like the aMayne.

It wasn't going to be much longer. Therewas athin wind like bad air scrubbers blowing across us
toward whatever vent was recdibrated for "suck." Already | had dl the symptoms of exposure to ahad
hull leak, and telling myself they was dl ignorant groundlickers and doing this on purpose didn't make it
any better.

The vibro'd gonein and started to tumble until the inert matter of the hilt stopped it. 1t'd cut enough of
the cham-suit to power it off. Cardati #2 was a Officid Dead Person, dl right. Hewas laying on therifle.

How had he got it inboard? | reached for the barrel.
"The honor was mine!" yelped Baijon, snatching the Aris-Ddameter right from under my lunchhooks.



"The battle was mine, and-~

"Theréstwo more," | said, and he shut up like histhroat'd been cut. | took the blastrifle away from him
and raised up dow.

Bet it one way, they wanted Baijon dead and me diveto framefor it.

Bet the other, and they might want anything &t all.

"Kore, they are tampering with the air," Baijon said soft behind me.

Y eah. We got about five minutes before we gray out. Then there's only two things to worry about.”
Out of the corner of my eye | saw Baijon make the handsign for query.

"Whether they decide to pump air back in. And whether thiswas set up by the crew.”

Empty room, and cold. Dark and getting darker as dl the trashed playpretties gave up the ghost. Here,
somewheres, two invisible assas-snsin chameleon suitsthat | couldn't of seen, that | was betting life and
limbthat | had seen. And | was going to do my damnedest to ice them before they weaseled out on me
through Imperia Mercy, because hired killerswas alanguage | knew, and when somebody sends them
you don't et them walk. Not if you want to get older.

| checked therifle. Full charge. And dl kinds of bells and whistles for heat-seeking and
target-acquisition and dl that cop, with calibrations| couldn't read any too well for theway my eyeswas
blurring. And somewhere in Sx cubic hectares of casino, high-tech sudden degth.

Theair current broketo my left. | swept therifle that way, switch forward for continuousfire.
Everything went up like the Imperia Birth-day and then damped out for lack of air to burn. | couldn't sec
what--or if-1'd hit.

But pattern demanded the second one be coming from behind and to my right. | swung around that
way. Therifle made big gold blossoms of expended plasma-packets. One of them hit something, outlined

ahominid form just asal the troubleshooting lights on the rig went on and it overheated and jammed in
my hands.

Hewas il out there. Their drag-man. The one who'd mop up if things got messy. His suit was dead,
but he was alive and well and real soon now we wouldn't be.

Run, | signed to Baijon, and stood up. The Cardati wasin plain sight about adozen meters away. He
was carrying arifle.

My heart was pounding, but | could tell mysdlf it was anoxia, not fear. | might even of been right.
Down below the level of the tables, Baijon dithered out of sight.

The last Cardati took histime. HEd seen me throw away my last two weapons, and even if he knew
Baijon was Hill dive and biting, he also knew that Baijon's whole armament consisted of one
X-centimeter inert-blade sacred knife. | watched him raise hisrifle,

Then Baijon legpt up onto one of the tables afew meters away with the war-ululation of House
Starborn (for dl | knew) on hislarynx. He didn't even try to close the distance. He whipped his hand
back and threw-right for the soft underside of the jaw where even aman in an armored collar is
vulnerable.

Never depend on high-tech when low-tech will kill you just as dead.

*khkkkkkk*k

Valijon'sDiary
It isfortunate that, in the company of the Kore San'Cyr, | have been to many far-distant outposts of



the Phoenix Empire and observed awide variety of chaudatu customs. Doing <o, | learned that one must
hold one's self prepared for anything, and so | was not surprised to find that the chaudatu captain of the
Company Highliner Circle of Sars held the Kore and me responsible for the attempt made by bought
dogs upon our lives.

I made it known to them that they were tongueless fool s not wor-thy of death at the hands of a servant
of the Gentle People, and that by their careless act they had nearly taken from my comites her right to
day those who had insulted her.

They said that thefaselaws of the chaudatu permit them this, and that | know to betrue, but | know
aso that many timesthe Kore has dain those who have occulted her honor. She speaks of 111(* bureau
crazy asinept and corrupt, therefore rather she would do her own daughter than leave it in the hands of
thosewho might fall.

They said, then, that it was only care for my honor and the Kore's that caused them to place usin this
chamber which, though honorable, has doors that do not open. The Kore saysit "lookslikejig to her,"
but | do not know what "jig" is. | only know that soon we will return to the Homeplace, where | may say
farewd| to my promised wife.

I wish | had never left it. But the Emperor stretched forth hishand at Archangd's bidding, and at the
Emperor's beck even a son of the Gentle People must hasten to do his dishonorable bidding.

Onceit was not so. The walls of the Gentle People were strong and unbroached, and the Pax
Imperador was kept in the safest place for it-behind the walls of Zerubavel Outport. We would have
kept it ese where if we could, but to do so would be to immure us on the Home--there are no starports
in the Empire save those the Empire holds.

But in my ten-grandfather's time the Peace was kept. And now it is not kept-and al for the ambition of
an ignorant beast-man.

We are not awedlthy people. Oursisnot arich planet. When | became a Person | learned the true
history of the Gentle People dl the way back to the time of the star trek. The Home Planet was chosen
because it had nothing anyone would wish to take from us. We are a people of peace. Our only enemy is
the Machine. There isno honor to seeking alesser foe.

Without doubt the Emperor knowsthis, and Archangel with him. For athousand years we have been
|eft done, tithing the Empire in our minds and bodies. We asked to be |eft done, and there was no profit
to be had in doing otherwise.

Now the Empire forcesitswill upon us-and it isasymbol of the shadow in our walsthat Amrath lets
them. The Delegate-my-father may not intervene; Delegate to the Court of the TwiceBorn isan Imperia
title and holds no force on the earth of the Homeplace. In the Homeplace FirstL eader Starborn rules; or
asthe chaudatu name him, Director Amrath Starborn of the Starborn Corporation, ruler of Washon-net
Directorate.

But heruleslightly. And each time the Imperiad Phoenix spreads itswings he retregts beforeit. And
each generation more of the power to speak for the Gentle People dips from the fist of our leader into
the hands of the Delegate.

My father tried to stop that. He is Amrath's cousin-many chose to be insulted that our GreatHouse
should take such insult from the chaudatu. Others, | know now, wished to be so insulted themsalves.
But the Delegate-my-father, Kennor Starbringer, President of the Azarine Codition, Second Person of
House Starborn-L ord Protector of the children of Amrath Starborn's bonding-could not give back the
power Armath hed let fal into thefist that Amrath had closed.

So now the Phoenix pressesin on us, for now, at last, we have something it wants. It wants our body
and blood to help it go to war to set the Machine to rule men once more.



My father has set hiswill upon this battle, but my part init isnot yet. Now the Kore will farefar, as
agent of justice againgt the Librarian Malorum Archangd, who would bring the Great Death back into
the world.

*kkkkkkk*k

Baijon and me spent the rest of thetik to dMaynein Circle's brig. | woke up to find out we'd been
tried in absentiaand convicted of being inconvenient. If Baijon hadn't been who he was; it would of gone
further than that. Asit was, we got put in avery plush box with locks that wouldn't be opened until we hit
Washonnet space.

True-tell, | didn't try very hard. Wasn't no point to it. Circle'd al-ready decided to skip any stops she
might of made before Washonnet in favor of getting us offloaded un quel toot de swest.

And | had bigger kicksto ship. Likewho was| redlly, and for how long?
Thiswasn't justidle curiosity.

| didn't need the RTS any more.

| could hear Paladin now. Without it.

Oh, not likeit being him anywhere near; not like talking. Just | could hear what | guessed he'd sound
likethinking to himself: dl kindswords| didn't know put together in ways | wouldn't of thought them.

If you can run an organic brain in parallel with acomputer-if you can run apulse from oneto the
other-if aLibrary can be resdent in acomputer-

Could aLibrary livein ahuman brain? Or part of one?

Waswhat I'd donein the casino because Paladin wasn't gone a all”? Or wasit Archive that wasn't
gone?

And what did that make me?

Once upon atime they transplanted a human brain to run astar-ship. The smartship went mad. They
can borg a person down to thirty percent of the origind tissue-isit human?

Where does born stop and made start, and which isaLibrary?

| spent alot of time asking that question of a Library that wasn't there. And sometimes he asked me
back.

"Butterfly,” Pdadin didn't say, sometimes at night, "what is hu-man?'

"Human iswhat the Empire saysitis. You know that," I'd answer. Breeding populations are
Imperid-rated on the Chernovsky scae, and if you dide off the end you're awiggly, with no chance of
being acitizen, ever. Some specia cases-like mine-are "fully within the ac-ceptable range” likeit says
here and gtill can't be citizens-are red-flagged, in fact, for execution or instant deportation to Planet of
origin without a spaceship. I've spent alot of time fooling Chernovsky scan-nersin order to stay dive. |
know what human is. Seeing what isn't there and shooting things where they're going to beisn't human.

"What's wrong with me, bai? What am | going to do?'

But Paladin never answered that, because he wasn't there-just a ghost-dance in my head indicating a
few fatal errors on the hard-drive that was going to mean quietus for my bare bodkin Real Soon Now.

Paladin should of been here. That's what friends are for. But he wasn't. He'd | eft.

| been left agood many times one way and another, run out on and sold out and plain and fancy
deserted. And each time | made plans to make the significant other sincerely sorry for such asuicida
error in judgment.



But even when Errol Lightfoot sold meinto the Market Garden dave pits, | hadn't ever been hurt this
bad-like a sweet ship with her goforths candied and her jumptank nothing but broken glass. And |
wanted to get Pally back and tell him so-only how do you catch some-thing with no mass and no volume
that'sinvisble, moves at the speed of light, and doesn't want to be found?

Youdon't. You st in highliner jig. And you wait for them to put you off somewhereswhere every third
personisout to kill you. Which left me plenty of timeto think and plenty to think of. Like, if it would of
been stupid beyond permission for Kennor to let Baijon get iced before he made it to home and honor,
just who'd sent me four Cardati assassins as a bon voyage present?



4

All for Hell and theWorld Wedll L ost

Zerubavel Outport isthe Imperid toenal-hold on dMayne. The dMayne dont likeit, but Closed
World status has headaches of its own, so they roll over for it. Inside the cantonment, by treaty, both
Imperia and dMaynelaw are equaly valid, which makesfor someinteresting times around thejusticiary.
Outsde the cantonment, it'saMayne law only and every sophont for himself.

| was not losing deep over this. | had no plansfor leaving the port in any direction except straight up,
whether Daddy Starbringer was keeping hisword or no.

What | knew wasthat Baijon livealive was Baijon al set to be topped by Archangel again and dandled
at Kennor until he geeked. Baijon had to be ungettable and that meant dead to any sensible way of
thinking and that meant somebody taking thefdl for it.

| could be wrong. And if | was|'d apologize, very truly sorry Ken-nor Starbringer thanks so much.
But from a safe distance, and after | had proof. Until then, | had it in mind to stay dive.

And that meant outguessing Kennor Starbringer.

I'd missed thefirst time. | hadn't got us out of where he expected usto be. The only holecard | had left
was | knew hewas out to kill us and he maybe didn't. The only way | could seeto play that was make
sure Baijon didn't go anywheres| didn't and hope | could find us some-thing to ride angelsin before
Kennor knew we'd got here.

That holecard folded up and died about six seconds after we stepped out of Circle's lighter and saw
the reception committee. "They do you great honor, Kore!" said Baijon dl excited. "My father will have
told them we were bound here-and, see, FirstL eader Starborn comes to accept you asif you were one
of the Gentle People!" And even if Kennor hadn', they could of got Baijon's name at least from the
passenger listsin the ships-in-port directory that Circle would of sent on ahead of her.

| looked where Baijon was looking. Brother Amrath was waiting for to accept somebody, al right-him
and about six dozen of hisbest buddies. They was spread out al round the docking ring-took up half the
fidd and glittered like ajeweler’ s shop window-carrying flags and banners and everything in the way of
heat up to and including alight plasma-catapullt.

There was no way they could missus.

| took alungful of dMayne. Theair wasdry, sharp, high in oxygen. The sky above wasli€]
]flower's-eye-blue except for the bit where the sunscreens occulted the primary and left a darker-blue
blotch that hurt your eyesto look at it. It must torque hellflowers to be stuck on a place that needs
high-tech just to makeit livable,

Gravity was aheavier pull than inboard the Circle, but nothing you couldn't get used to in an hour or
s0. | stepped out after Baijon, keep-ing aweather eye on the sun. Shadowsisimportant on
aMayne-step on the wrong one and | wouldn't have to worry about second-guessing Kennor.

The serious doubts | had about these hdlflowers intentions didn't trouble my buddy Baijon-that's
Prince Vaijon Starbringer to you-at al. He went bounding acrost the crete toward them, leaving me
exactly nothing to do but follow. Baijon, in case nobody's noticed, isthe cousin of Amrath Starborn, First
Person of House Starborn, FirstLeader of dMayne, chairman of the Board of the Starborn Corporation,
Manag-ing Director of the Washonnet Directorate.. . .

King.
I hoped Paladin, wherever he was, was having as much fun as| was about to.
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The gdactic paradise dMayne, if you missed out on hearing about it in school which | did, istoo close
to too hot astar (the catalogs say a

Type 6 white dwarf) to be much use to anybody. If you dig far enough and careful enough through the
not-really-proscribed stuff, you will find that the dMayne settled Washonnet 357-11 from Somewhere
Else. Y ou can't find out where no matter how hard you dig: that tidbit islost in the before-the-war time.
Oncethey got here, they renamed the place and planet-formed the whirling fusion out of it.

Despite which (and thisisthe important part for those of uswhat have livelodesriding on aloose
interpretation of the Trade, Customs, and Commerce Handbook), hellflowers don't like tech particularly,
and mogt of what the Empire does best ison their list of Proscribed Im-ports. dMayneis one of the few
placesin this sophont's galaxy where you can walk aload of plasmagrenadesright past the Teasersand
not get more 'n apained look, but take a hologenerator one meter off the port cantonment and you'll be
hung from Zerubave's walls on hooks. I've seen pictures of people who tried.

| stopped behind Baijon and looked at Amrath Starborn, hell-flower high-heet, over his elbow.
Amrath looked a Baijon and then a me. It'sfunny to think about a hellflower being soft, but next to
Kennor hewas. He didn't have any problems that ran beyond the atmosphere of dMayne, and | think |
was maybe the third dien barbarian hed ever seenin hislife. But hetalked Interphon a& me and he did it
himsdf without any kind of atrandator.

"We wel come you, woman-not-born-of-the-Gentle-People.”

"My heart liftsto seethe walls of the great wall,” | said in helltongue that was probably worse than his
Interphon. But | gave it my best shot and the most antique response | knew. alMayne don't have
protocol exactly, but they've got right conduct, and god help the rest of the universeif it can't guesswhat
itis

Troublewas, | did know exactly what to do now. | should offer him my arthame, to show him | knew
he was so wonderful that it was a positive joy to put him in charge of my honor for a nanosecond or so.

Only | didn't have one. So | handed him the only thing | did have, which happened to be my travel
permitsand fake ID. | stood up straight as | knew how-bow to ahdlflower and helll likely kill you just
out of purereflex.

Oh, | wasjust atraveling wondershow of dMayne folk wisdom, dl right.
And there wasn't no place | could of got it from.

| had the Sick fedling you do in nightmares when you remember you forgot something but can't
remember what, and | almost missed the exciting part where Amrath handed my tickets back.

"Y ou will have achanceto earn better,” he said, putting his hand over mine. "And be no more
knifeless, " he added in helltongue, which should of worried me morethan it did a thetime.

Probably | should of taken moreinterest in this exciting, once in alifetime, never-before-see n-by-
chaudatu-eyes sight, but | was alot more interested in the musical question of if | was remembering
things I'd never learned, what had | forgot that | used to know?

Amrath went on to chaffer with Baijon. The troops closed up around us and we started off acrost the
crete to where there was a bunch of open airbuses and skyhorse two-seaters all blazoned with the Baijon
Stardust family crest.

Therewas nothing in sight that looked even alittle bit like a star-ship with my name oniit.

What it did look like was afamily picnic shaping to shag Baijon and me off to darkest in-country, with
nobody knowing where we was except just how ever many of Kennor's spieswas hanging around



get-ting restless.

But what it didn't look likewasred hedthy to interrupt a king when he was making up his mind what
would be fun for Yours Truly. | could either make afool out of Amrath Starborn in public or get into one
of theairbuses.

| gotinto the airbus.

Somebody took the controls and Amrath's private fleet took off, looking like aminiature Imperial
battle-array and about as well armed. Something was not going the way it was supposed to go. I'd had
that feeling before and I'd always been right, but then I'd aways had someidea of how things ought to be
going instead of how they was, and | didn't thistime. | just hoped it was wrong for Kennor and not
wrong for me.

*kkkkkk*k

Zerubavel Outport and Trade City was set in the middle of ajungle which was partly there to keep the
chaudatu inline and partly there to ranch. aMayne don't do much in import-export, being technophobe,
but they've still got to have enough on the galactic credit standard to pay their taxes. The part that doesn't
come from mercs comes from med-tech. Botanicas.

The plantation surrounding Zerubavel covered severd zillion hect-ares of green and lesfy, and when it
finaly stopped it stopped like it was cut with avibro. The other sde of the cut was silica desert. The next
best thing to ground glass hung in the air, blowing against the wind--bresks and diding down them with a
hissing sound like poured sugar. Flying through the force-screens made my teeth hurt.

Maybe | could leave Baijon here.

| wanted to be back in away of life | understood, without dien etiquette kicking aholein my plans
every two minutes. Baijon looked redlly happy. He belonged here.

| wasfarcing mysdf. Hed be dead in akilo-hour.

On the other hand, Y ours Truly was-in the words of the credit--dreadfuls-"ingtinct with the hellish taint
of the preternaturd Library,” which Baijon if he found out'd like even less than becoming an Officia Dead
Person and would lead to even more unpleasantness for my fa-vorite dicty-barb.

| hadn't known my brain was scrambled when | promised to take Baijon with me to keep both of us
from getting killed.

| wondered how much d<se | hadn't known. "Kore-alarthme?"

I spun round on Baijon fast enough so that he went for his arthame and | shipped leather. He looked
embarrassed.

I looked around. The airbuswasfull of his nephews and cousins and aunts. None of them'd noticed.
Kids, they was. Soft downsider glitterborn, even with being hell-flowers.

| looked back at Baijon.

"| cameto enquireif you werewdl, Kore. "

"Je- Yeah. Amreet. But Baijon, we got to talk sometime.”

Helooked around at his collection of relatives and back a me. If | didn't trust them | was going to
have alot of explaining to do. "They are blood of my blood."

Yeah, and so was Winterfire. "L ook, bai, old home week isredl, but wasn't we promised aship and
dl?What isthis?'

Baijon frowned, looking like ahdllflower doing hislevel best to think like a Kore-alarthme.



"We are going to my home, Kore. To Castle Wailing. The LadyHolder of Wailing isthe giver of al
good gifts, surely my father meant her to disburse this ship; you will see. And there | will go beforethe
Court of Honor and bear witness that Malmakos is among us once more, and bring tidings to the Gentle
People that Malmakosim Md-lorum Archangd isforever al-ne-alarthme-"

Terrific. | wondered just how Prince Mdlorum Archangd, Imperia Governor-Generd, was going to
like having his name dished dl over the Empire. Malmakosim means"Librarian,” al-ne-alarthme means
Nonperson Forever, and dMayneis one-fifth of the Azarine Codlition and usualy hasthe swing vote.

"Thewholeides, Baijon-che, isthat weis supposed to be escaping, not blazoning selfswith Intersgn
glyphsfor “shoot here.'"

"I must do what you say," Baijon said likeit hurt histeeth.

Sure he must. But the cutelittle kink in dl this hellflower comites wasthat if | carried on in what the
home team'’s pride and joy thought was too dishonorable a chaudatu fashion, there was only onething
he could do.

Ice meto save what honor | had | eft.
And then kill himsdlf for turning on his comites.

Fortunately for my reputation and nonexistent honor, right about then the airbus sdedlipped and
free-fell about athousand feet. | was about to go over the side and take my chances when the
para-gravity cut in and dropped usright in the middle of a courtyard surrounded by walls and stuffed with
hdlflowers

Wecometo Castle Wailing.

*kkhkkkkkk*k

Everything in Sght was solid stone and two metersthick, including the hellflower hired help which
showed up to help the hdlflower high-heet say hello to itself. There was more
this-is-not-protocol-because werre-hd|flowers, of which a darktrader hasto put up with more of in the
course of doing bidness than you might think. The high point was six hellflowers carrying a canopy under
which two more hellflowers walked.

"The Lord Warden Daufin Swordborn of Wailing, and the LadyHolder Gruoch Starbringer of
Starborn, come to welcome the FirstL eader back within walls" Baijon told me.

The Lord Warden looked distinguished but stupid, and the LadyHolder didn't. She had aface that
could of been some kind of thousand-year-old tomb portrait: risto and serene and set for life. Shewas
wearing a diadem with stones the color of her eyes and afur tunic dyed to match. When the sun hit the
fur it sparkled off the crystalsin the guard-hairs; an offworld import and not dyed after all.

"Thisiswhat House Starbringer has pledged itsdlf toin comites?" And probably thefirst and last
offworld thing that would haul any ice around Baijon's aunt. She'd even said it in Interphon to be sure |
wouldn't miss how glad shewasto see me.

"| greet you in honor, Kore Gruoch," Baijon said. "And | greet you in the name of my comites,
alarthme Butterfly San'Cyr, afriend to the Gentle People and afoe to the Malmakos, who gave me her
wallswhen | was naked. My father himsdlf has said this”

Gruoch did not exactly throw up on our shoes, but she looked tempted.

"Puer Valijon brings frightful newsto shadow our walls, LadyHolder-but we have no cause to spesk
of it here," chirped the Lost Daufin. More Interphon for my benefit.

Gruoch chirped something long and involved in hdlltongue at Amrath and everybody around me
relaxed. Him and her and the Lord Warden went off together, leaving me to wonder how much shed



meant to insult me and if Baijon'd noticed.

A pack of kiddieswith "Old Family Retainer, Hellflower Style'" ssamped on their warranties advanced
on Baijon. They stopped dead when they saw me, and Baijon crigped out the Situation in afew well
chosen helltongue polysyllables. After that they looked like they didn't know whether to commit suicide
or tap-dance.

Wheat | will aways admire to my dying day isthe way people like Kennor and Paladin aways overlook
the important nuts-and-bolts of asituation whiles they're setting up their wannabe cloud-castles. There
might be no such thing as scum among the hellflowers, since you was either a Gentle People or not worth
discussing, but there was for sure some 'flowers what hauled more cubic than others.

A glitterborn-say, the Third Person Of House Starborn-might come to swear comites to someone he
wouldn't normally passthe sdt to. | bet it was ahot topic for the hellflower talkingbooks, providing they
had any. And when something like that happened, everything got honored about in away very satisfying
to the hdllflower psyche so that the prince (except hdllflowers don't have princes) wasn't unduly
disre-spected, the pigherd (which they don't got either) didn't get too set up in the world, and everything
wasfine and nice and red friendly.

Only they couldn't do that thistime, because | didn't fit into their damn archaic dreamworld and the
only class|'d ever had was Accultur-ation Classin the Market Garden dave-pens.

What does a hdlflower do when he runsinto something in the honor-line hel's never seen before and
just shooting it would be too much trouble?

Right. He talks about it.

We stood right there in the middle of the courtyard where the airbusd come down. First the chief Old
Family Retainer told agtory full of antique words about The Hdllflower Who Swore Comites To A Tree,
about the wisdom of fraternizing with your own species. Valijon answered back to that with detailed
clamsof my right to alarthme status.

So somebody el setold along story about how their great-granther took as comites a perfectly nice
hellflower from the LessHouse next door who turned out to be another sort of etiquette problem |
couldn't follow.

So much for the home-life of the most savage human race the Universe has ever produced. The serious
money to be made out of thiswasin keeping the word from getting out. And none of this got me one
meter closer to away off thisrock.

Eventudly Baijon finished telling them | was asterrible as an army with banners and more powerful
than alocomotive. The judges deci-sion seemed to bethat | could be Baijon's twin Sister with no taste
(provisond), and if they'd guessed wrong their vengeance would be terrible. On me you understand.

At least it meant we got in out of the weether. Thelot of usfinadly went ingde. heading for Baijon's
boyhood rooms. The guards on the door homaged him and tried not to see me. Baijon walked through
the door. Something dropped on him with ashriek. | cleared leather with-out athought and threw mysdlf
down. Light flashed off my handcannon as| flung it up and amed.

The guards hadn't moved. They hadn't moved.

| eased off thetrigger just intime. They hadn't moved, and Baijon was on top of whatever jumped him,
and the old family retainers was standing around like indulgent grannies.

| got up and put away my heat and walked over.

The floor was decorated in Early Gaactic Weird but | had no trouble spotting the pistol flung down on
it. | picked it up. Small and light; the barrel was jeweled and some aMayne family crest was carved into
the buttplates.



Baijon looked up.
"| damn near iced both of you, you know."

The hellflower underneath him saw me and let out a mortified squesk. Baijon sat back and looked
guilty, and exasperated, and al the things you do when you're caught between your kin and your life.
"But- Thisismy cousin, Kore. Shaulla Ketreis."

Child Ketreis eded out from under Baijon and scrambled to her feet. She topped me by agood
handspan. Ketreiswas till too unfin-ished to bear any resemblance to the opposite sex, but it was plain
that Baijon intended to wait.

"My betrothed," he added.

"But- But isthisyour comites, Vaijon? It can't be; the WarMother has sworn that no more dien
barbarians would come to pollute the sacred Homeplace!" She goggled at me like sheld never seen a
chaudatu before and didn't want to see one now.

"Ketreid" thundered Baijon just like any mortified bridegroom.

"But sheis, " Ketreis protested. " She's ugly-and after the dien spy came the WarMother promised that
the first would be last and that they would come never again to the sacred jurisdiction of the Homeplace
and that when | was grown and had my arthame-"

"The Kore Butterflies-are-freeismy comites,” Baijon said, giving each of the words alot of spaceto
roam around in. Thistime it seemed to penetrate. Ketreis stared at mein horror.

"l have offended,” she suggested in careful Interphon, staring down a me, and what esed been said
crowded out everything e se the WarMother-that's LadyHolder Gruoch when she was thome-had found

to tell anybody.
Betrothed.

Asin"we're going to get married Real Soon Now, at least we was before | promised to spend
the next fifty-six years in the never-never."

"Y ou could of got your damn hdllflower sef killed," | started up, but Ketreis flung herself on Baijon
again, laughing a him and saying about how she'd won and now he wasjust aless-than-never-you-mind.
| had obvioudy got dl the attention from Ketreis | was getting thisincar-nation and Baijon looked like he
had better things to do, too.

Kids games.
| went away.

The next room was a bedroom. There was a solid stone bed cov-ered with furs, a couple carved
chests, adesk with a slf-contained computer uplink. There wasrifles and spears on the walls, looking
ready to use. The window was big and wide open; you could see build-ings and open land and the forest
growing up to the edge of the Wailing plateau and then the savannah beyond. Baijon'd probably looked
Out that window every day of hislife until held left to go with hisdato Throne.

He camein afew minutes later looking like hed just got another mail-order lesson from the College of
Hard Knocks.

"l have offended,” said Baijon. "Sheismy cousin, Kore-it was only agame. Sheisachild yet-her
words are windflowers. There was no harm done.”

"Like hdl. Y ou maybeisthe fastest B-pop on the heavyside and jumping each other is your indoor
sport, but you do it around me and somebody's going to get hurt, even if | don't hit who I'm aiming at.
Could of flashed that doxy of yours, you know."



"Shaulla Ketreis," Baijon corrected me. "Weare. . . we were to have married as soon as she became
aPerson.”

Were.
"Does she know?"

Baijon looked torqued. "What isthere to know, Kore? | do not reject her or her brother. Perhaps|
will come back."

"You gtart farcing yoursdlf, Baijon-che-bal, your lifeés going to berea short.”

High-caste hellflowers don't leave home, said the Child's Golden Encyclopedia of Galactic Wisdom |
was wearing in my head-and when they do, it'sin awhole hellflower garden and not schlepping around
the Outfar with one lone dicty-barb. Baijon wouldn't be back to dMayne again. He wouldn't be the same
enough for themto let him back into their insulated little hell'risto paradise.

| wondered if he was grown-up enough to know it.

"Perhaps | will come back. Perhaps we will come here again when Archangdl isdead. With alarge
ship, Kore, and Ketreis. . ." He stopped and looked away.

"Yeah, sure”

"Andtonight | shall tell al of our adventures. Kore-and warn the People against Archangel. Y our name
will be glorified among the Starborn as the wisest and most cunning of alarthme, who seesthe Machine
no matter its disguise. The LadyHolder will sec that you are worthy, that your nameisfit to hold in the
mouths of the Gentle Peo-ple-"

"Areyou out of your mind? 1 am not interested in free publicity covering dl the waysto commit High
Book and low treason. All | want isfor her WarMothership to give me what Kennor said. A ship, right?
And then | am nonfiction, oke? Y ou can suit yoursdlf."

Baijon looked stubborn.

"The Kore has said what she has said, and her comites will ook for wisdom in her words. Now | beg
aboon. Shaulla Ketreis has asked my company. Isit your wish to release me from your servicefor this
scant time?"

"Look, bal, it'snot like don't think your kinisarea wonderful bunch of hdllflowers"

"It will only befor ashort time, Kore. | know my duty. | shdl follow it faithfully. I shdl return to serve
you, as| am bound, at the feast the Gentle People give in your honor tonight, do you not scorn to attend
it

"Get out of here.” Which might not be area longevity-based ideg, but if | had to put up with any more

hurt dignity 1'd shoot him myself. So Baijon went off to canoodle with hisgirlfriend, and | stayed home
and tossed hiscrib.

There was hardbooks, hand-written in hellscribble that | couldn't read. There was a datawch uplink,
looking damnall out of placein dl that retro, and everything you cared to want in the way of junk jewelry,
and some stamped pieces of metal | guessed was probably hellflower money. There was dl kinds pieces
of sharp and dangerous meta, and buried under al the furs on the bed there was alittle private cache that
Baijon didn't want anybody el seto find.

Takingbooks.
Them | could read real well-there was Thrilling Wonder, and Amazing, and Weird Space Romances

Proscribed importsto aMayne.



| thought about the kid that'd got them smuggled in, never mind how-who dreamed about Outside and
broke histeeth to get there, and even if it turned out to be horrible was till dreaming of aship big enough
to carry him and hisladylove out to where the stars are born. | put the talkingbooks back where 1'd got
them. And then | did what | should of donein thefirgt place instead of weeping over the misspent
enthusasmsof youth.

| didn't really believein Kennor's ship anymore and if | did | didn't believe Gruoch was going to giveit
to us. | bet any credit we'd originaly never been meant to leave the Port, much less come home to where
al Winterfire's cousns was waiting to finish up what she started. | bet things was going wrong in dl
directions, if | could only seeit. Assuming Kennor'd ever meant anything for me but ashalow grave, of
course.

And wed come home nice and public. Stay here long enough, and Archangd's nscould find us
and get to usif they had to walk here.

If | ran and |eft Baijon, he'd be dead.
If I took him with me and he found out what was happening to me, I'd be dead.
But neither Gruoch nor Kennor held dl the high-cards. Not when this Gentrymort shuffled the sticks.

Baijon's uplink had nineteen kinds of redtriction on it for fear held find out something exoteric and the
screen only displayed in hellscrib-ble. But it had avoder, and it could access the ships-in-port directory
a Zerubavel. What | found when | got in to look made this awhole new game.

Therewas till another way out.
I'd even give Baijon a chance to come with me. One chance.
| owed the kid who'd had those talkingbooks that much.



5

From Hell to Breakfast

Nobody bothered mewhen | decided to take astroll around Wailing to see where they kept the
skyhorses when nobody was looking at them. | found the vehicle pool stuck off at the edge of a sheer
drop off the plateau. Nobody was anywhere in sight, and | bet no one would be. dMayneisrun onthe
honor system. Thereis no heet. Every babby learns Right Conduct at his mother's Knife and when he
grows up hejust naturaly goes on with it even if nobody'slooking. It wasjust too bad for theloca
flower garden that mamald butchered pigswith her knifeinstead of using it to ingtill in me thefiner points
of hellflower supidity. | could get off thisrock, no problem. | was aready making up my nevermind
where to go and what to do oncet | cleared alMayne's sky.

It wasn't that the thought of having had my own persona brain catch-trapped by an anonymous
Library of dubious moralswasn't keep-ing me up nights. It wasthat it didn't seem like there was anything
| could do abouit it. Who could | tell, and what would they do but shoot me? Maybeif | could find
Pdadin he could fix it-or at least tell me what was wrong.

If I went out of here with Baijon, did | dare even start looking for Paladin? Ever?

If I didn't he was gone forever. | didn't think | could stand that. And evenif | could put up with being
left one moretime, letting go might not be such agood idea. If | forgot everything | knew and
re-membered everything somebody e se knew, who would | be?

And what would | do?

At leadt it didn't seem like it was getting worse. Maybe it was just atemporary artifact of playing
computer in Archangd's basement. Maybe it'd go away.

"Hello," said avoice behind me. "I'm Berathia. Are you Prince Vaijon's comites?"
| got to stop worrying about it, though, and be scared out of six years growth instead.
"Hello?' said thevoice again. | turned around real dow.

She was dark-skinned like a hdllflower but not astall, and no hell-flower born ever had those curves. |
half expected to see navigationa hazard beacons posted. Her hair was dark and worn long enough to be
hiding damn near anything in it, and so was her eyes, which didn't Iook like hiding anything at dl.

She was dressed like sheld just stepped out of Grand Central, and | could sec the personal shield she
was wearing so as not to freeze shim-mer every once and awhile. There wasn't awegpon in sght.

“I'm Berathia. Who are you?"

"Oh, me?I'm just your basic tongueless doorstop.” There was a pause whiles Berathia checked tier
hearing. "Nevermind. It'salong story."

"Y ou don't need to worry about being seen with me, you know," Berathiasaid. "it won't affect your
honor. They've decided I'm not an adult. It's smpler for them. | would have met you at the Port except
for that-they don't alow their children out of walls"

For an honorary child shelooked red full grown to me. "So what are you realy?'
Berathialaughed, showing off achoice collection of little white teeth.

"I'm an anthropologist, of course.” She beamed, like being a peo-ple-studyier was supposed to
impressme. "Of course, it was very diffi-cult to get permisson to come here at al, and | imagine Father
had to remind some people he knew where the bodies were buried, but here | am! And-~



You didn't haveto listen to Gentle Docent Berathia Notevan, or even pretend to. She followed me
back to Wailing (there being no point in sticking out here with an audience) and with no work on my part
| found out she was ascholar of the Imperia College of Man, alicensed Chernovsky technician, and was
here studying about what hellflowers get up to whilesthey're lonealone at home, to do which sheld had to
put in al manner of fixes, and with which the LadyHolder was not particu-larly pleased, athough King
Amrath thought she was cute.

| didn't even redlly haveto be here, | bet; she was determined to tell somebody about Unscrewing the
inscrutable.

“-of course the anthropology isacover of sorts, my red interest in dMayneisthe Old Federation
Technology, and they have so much of it here. Libraries are very important to the dMayne; an active part
of their ongoing culture. They're saying al over Wailing that Prince VVdijon has destroyed an actua
Library Archive- Areyou dl right?' Berathia asked with interest. "I'm sure it was my fault; I'm so
clumsy-father always says1'd be a perfect backup weapon for the Imperid Space Marines. Just send me
in and destroy anybody's manufacturing capability for up to adozen kilo-hours. . ."

| looked up at her. Berathia blotted out agood chunk of the sky: like a sunscreen but better looking. |
didn't quite remember falling over anything.

"Library?' | said. "Chapter Fiveillegds?'

Chapter Five is Chapter Five of the Revised Inappropriate Tech-nology Act of the nine-hundred
seventy-fifth Year of Imperia Grace. It dedlswith Old Fed Tech in genera and Librariesin particular.
Around my neck of spaceit's known as High Book. Class Oneisthe possession or conceament in fact
smpleor collusion to possess or conceal-or even just knowledge of the location of any part of if the

Office of the Question isfeding nasty-a Library. A Old Fed Library. Old Fed Tech. And the y had so
much ofit here?

"Chapter Five?' said Berathiablankly. "Oh, the ITA. Don't worry about that, it's perfectly legal. And
of course Prince Vdijon's done no such thing, but I get most of my information through palace gossip and
you know how distorted that is. If not for the logotek thistrip would almost be awaste, but of course
there are dways the talkingbook rights.”

I'd got up, but | was till staring. Don't worry about the ITA, this legitimate glitterbaby says, likethe
thing | spent half my life running from was something nobody paid no nevermind to anymore.

"aMayne has one of the best research logoteks on Librariesin the Empire," Berathiasaid. "Oh, | admit
it isn't common knowledge-that silly prgudice-but it'sdl perfectly safe and | have apermit and
every-thing. Say, didn't you travel with Prince Vdijon? Canyou tell me-"

“Y ou came here to go and find out about Libraries?"
"Well, of coursel" said Berathia
Sure, je, redt, j'’keyn, don't everybody?

*kkkkkkk*k

Irrdlevant linguistic note: in helltongue the root word for child and outs der-which happensto be t'chaul
-isthe same. When | got back to Baijon's suite, my own pet candidate for both was waiting there for me.

"Kore, " hesad, "'l abase mysdf."

"Y eah, sure. Who do you know what's named Berathia Notevan, and what'sthisal same along you
‘flowers got abunch of Librariesin your basement?'

"Kore?'

"Y ou know, a anthropologist? Short, dark, and naked?"



Baijon ran ahand through his hair and looked baffled. They'd done him up hell flower-style, and
hellflower or no, any experienced bar-fighter could rip him up in Sx secondsflat, from pretty looped
braids and dangly earrings to ssompable rings on six out of ten of hisbest fingers.

Prince of the blood. And young enough to be sure he could beat degth, certain easy, now that he was
back on hishome turf with hiskin al around him. Only even hiskin was out to get him, and | didn't know

why.

"The. .. A chaudatu woman?' hefindly said. "Sheisaspy." It turned out, on sober consideration,
that she was a oy along of cause she was going to find out things about the Gentle People (like what
they ate for breakfast) and go tell it to somebody. Baijon felt this represented a serious lowering of
hellflower socid standards.

"In my ten-father'stime it would not have been, Kore."
"Je, che-bai, but was she true-telling or no?"

"The Gentle People were born to fight the Machine," Baijon said happily, "and wak in terror and fury
of it al our days. We aone of dl the people remember it asit was."

"But what about-~

"And so that we are not confounded, each generation Memory walks among us, and Memory abides
in the logotek of the War College and schools usin the evasions of the Machine.”

One of which Machines, incidentaly, Baijon his own sdf had spent more than twenty dayswithin afew
meters of and hadn't twigged to. But the War College | knew. It'd been pointed out to me on the Grand
Tour: sort of afinishing school for hellflowers, and famous enough that even I'd heard of it. Sometimesit
even sent experts out to show the Imperial Space Marines what to do on the heavyside, but nothing to
do with space war. dMayne aren't pilots.

Not for athousand years.

| felt something roll over dow in the back of my mind, just waiting to make trouble. There was two
things | wanted red bad.

Onewasto get out of here now.

T'other was to gosee what it was hellflowers knew about Librariesthat | didntt.
"Bajon," | sad. "Isathing | want to tell you about getting out of here--*

But | didn't get the chance.

kkkkkkk*k

The banquet hall was at the center of Wailing; we went down alot of steps. No suspicion of aA-grav
drop here, most of the systemsin Wailing was passive systems, designed to run without power. | even
saw torchesand candles.

Judt like home.

It had not been agood ideato come here, even if it wasn't mine. The armorer for Starborn had
interrupted me getting down to cases with my little buddy Baijon. It seemed Starborn wanted even socia
embarrassmentsto look their best.

Baijon said they was doing me honor. In that case, honor meant alot of stupid clothes.

But that wasn't dl it meant. And the rest of what they tricked me out in fit in with my life career plans
so well it made me nervous. Therewas a Aris-Delameter crossover rig that'd make Destiny's Five
Cornered Dog weep. It had two fully-charged blasters rated to punch ahole in abrick starship strapped
down nice and functional, and there was a third hideout blaster that the Starborn Armorer practicaly



begged me to take dipped down the top of one boot with a set of throwing daggersin the other. | had a
brand new replacement for my old inert throwing-spike down the back of my neck and haf the jewelry |
was wearing exploded if you pushed the right bit.

| looked like something out of the credit-dreadfuls. But | wasin hdllflower heaven dl right, and
everybody else was got up even gaudier. | pulled Baijon aside as we was about to go in. The room was
aready full of hdlflowers, and | had ahunch | was going to be put somewhere public.

"Look. | ain't got time to be reasonable. I'm getting out of here tonight. Y ou coming with me or not?
"Tonight? But Kore, you cannot mean-"
"Don't you beteling mewhat | mean, ba, got too much of that aready. Y ou coming or no?"

Hewas young enough to think it wasfun. "l am with you," said Baijon Stardust. "1 will tell the
LadyHolder-"

"Y ou beteling her nothing, bai!" | grabbed hisarm. "We do this on the chest, je? How long isthis
thing going to goon?"

Baijon looked over his Shoulder at the banquet hal. "Until dawn, Kore, but-"

"Oke. | wait One hour. First good time after thet, | go out. Y ou give it another haf hour, you do afade
without nobody noticing. Meet me at the skyhorses, j€?"

"Ea, Comites. "

*kkkkkhk*k

It was not one of my best plans, but it had the virtue of being quick and cheap. Baijon and mewent in
and got told off our places. For high forma dinners on aMayne you sat on backlessbenchesat a
wooden table. Just like I'd thought, | was going to bein plain sight. Well, there was ways around that.

Thiswas actualy the dMayne Court, cep'n there weren't no Impe-rial Legate here. | sat Sx down
from Amrath at the High Table with Baijon standing behind me and could see the whole room. Wall to
wall it wasfull of damn near geneticaly identical hdllflowers.

Except one.

Berathia Notevan was Sitting right besde Amrath, being stoicaly ignored by everyone there but him.
The seat on the other side of Amrath had LadyHolder Gruoch's chop onit, and it was empty. Com-mon
or hellflower garden sense said it shouldn't be.

Therewastroublein hdlflowerland.

Locd palitics, | thought, and nothing to do with me, but anything that bobbles the Azarine Codition
antlocd.

*khkkkkkk*k

Y ou see, once upon atime there was these mercenaries, five races worth. They had athing called the
Gordinar Canticles, which same forbid them to take the field against Imperia troops, but other than that
they was your common or garden play-for-pay kiddies, and any-body in the whole wide Empire with
good solid credit could hirethem. Thisiswhat's called Azarine Codition Neutraity. Coalition Neu-traity
isthe bassfor our way of life here in the Glorious Phoenix Empire, and Malorum Archangd wanted to
put an end to it. Not that he wanted the codlition to give up their way of life-he just wanted to he the only
one who could hire them, period.

A privatelittlearmy for aprivate little war, and the fact that Arch-angdl was still after the legal transfer
of polity in the Coalition did not mean quite as much to me asthe fact that Archangd was after me-and
LadyHolder Gruoch Starbringer, who probably wouldn't recognize Archangd if heturned up in her sock



drawer, looked like sharing anumber of hisaimswith regard to Yours Truly.

So | ignored the sorm warningsin beautiful downtown Wailing in favor of plansfor bidding a swift
farewel| to the land of athousand sdearms.

Mistake.



6
The Haunted Bookshop

The horizon'd rose and cut off the primary some time before, and the sunscreen blotted out most of the
gars. It was pitch-dark as | made my way past Wailing's sentries.

The party had degenerated into serious drinking and the telling of shaggy-chaudatu stories. Hellflower
neurotoxin will cause damage to your liver that only hellflower fetch-kitchen can repair. Nobody'd
no-ticed much when | left the party after the first round.

The House Starborn logo on my clothes made sure | wasn't chal-lenged by anybody. On their home
turf hellflowersis not the gaaxy's most suspicious sophonts. At least not of other hellflowers, and it took
sometime for the newsto trickle down that chaudatu weren't like rea people.

It was bitter cold, and for thefirst time | was glad | was wearing a purple crushed-velvet surtout
trimmed with green vair-fur for my stroll to the vehicle pool. Baijon would be a hdf-hour or so behind
me, and then we could dide, reasonably free of charge, back to the Outport and Trade City.

And | was waking away from the biggest -maybe the only, outside Tech Police HQ-supply of hard
information on how to find my buddy Paadin and what was egting my brains out.

Saving my and Baijon's skin was astrong counter-argument al the way to where the airbuses was
parked. But after | jimmied one and bypassed the ID transponder, the flight computer, and the ignition-all
idiot systems-there was till agood chunk of time before | could ex-pect Baijon.

And the logotek was just sitting there. | could seeit from where| stood: adarker patch of sky.
Wouldn't be nobody there. Everybody'd be at the banquet, and hellflowers don't lock their doors. If
there was anything | couldn't read | could take it with and have Baijon read it to me later.

I'd need to know this stuff.

Baijon'd wait for me. And wasn't nobody expecting usto do thisin the first place so they wouldn't be
looking.

| had the margin. | thought.

*kkhkkkkkk*k

A logotek iswhere you keep all the words nobody's figured out how to make into books yet. The War
Collegelogotek specidized in Old Fed Tech, and to hdllflowers that meansjust onething. Libraries.

There was watchlightsin wall-niches every few feet oncet | got indde-just fireand fat and stringina
glass cup.

| hated them. They were cold and dead. They did not take energy from the Net. They did not give
energy to the Net. They were cut off. | took a deep breath and reminded mysdlf I'd been horninasod

hut with adirt floor, where you used animals to drag a piece of tree through the ground so you could
stick seeds and rootsinto it to grow dinner for later.

A placethat Librarieswouldn't like, because without computer dataports and tronic interfaces there
was nothing for them to see or touch.

A place like dMayne was, even though it was an Open World with Imperia trade, because hdllflowers
was expecting Libraries to come to tea any minute and they didn't want them to fedl too welcome.

Paadin'd dways complained about the low-tech in the Outfar, but I'd just thought he was putting on
ars. But dl hisinformation about the world had come from artificial senses, and those took handsto build



and energy to run. Without them he was blind, deaf, dumb, halt, and imbecile.
Any Library was.

But | wasn't aLibrary, | reminded myself. | wondered how hard it was going to get to remember that,
and if I'd even carewhen | forgot.

But | knew that trick too, and thinking about it doesn't change anything. The only cureis bidness.

| took one of the watchlights with me when | went downdtairs. | passed alot of sgnsthat said the
hellflower equivaent of "go away" and then alot more explaining how insanity and mange would result
from going one step more.

Then| wasin.

It wasn't abig room, but it was still wider than it wastal. Thewals had glow-gtripsin them, with alittle
plague by one saying they was certified Old Federation construction. There was display cases around the
wdls

What could | take that would do me any good?

i went up to thefirst case. It held pieces of Libraries, dead, and with everything they'd ever known
gone.

If | forgot everything | knew 1'd be dead, sure and smple. There might be something breathing, but it
wouldn't be me, Butterflies--are-free peace Sincere.

Wouldn't that be the same if the whole Empire forgot everything? They'd dready forgot so much. What
if they forgot more-or decided to just chuck it al?What would be left?

Death on such a scale it made me go wesak in the kneesto think about it-and nothing | could do to get
intheway.

Nothing.

My hands shook like Archangd was right behind me, waiting to scoop thelot. | passed dioramas
about places that was just points out-side the Empire's borders on a better-than-average star-map these
days. Places that was cinders and gas and had been a thousand years and more.

Places | remembered. Orifice. Miramolin. The Drift. Harakim-Sdalice. Places where Libraries had
taken over people somehow, and got them to let them in, and-

No. | had made alife career of not thinking about things, and | was going to put it to good use.

| passed a bunch of displays of weapons proof against Libraries, of catch-trapsto load into your
computer system to burke them, of sure-firewaysto spot aLibrarian. If | didn't find something useful in
the next five seconds, | was giving up. | already knew more usdl ess stuff than | wanted.

That was when | found The Book. It was new manufacture-a flatcopy thing with pieces and pageslike
there wasn't much use for any more-and when | opened it it was written in something I'd never seen
before. Not Intersgn, not Interglyph, not Imperia Standard, helltongue, or even Old Federation Script.

Theonly thingwas, | could read it.

Not like | was reading apage of Intersign. More like atalkingbook; | looked at the page and | could
hear it in my head.

Thefirst page said "A True Higtory of the War." | skipped through, glancing at the pages, but it made
me dizzy. Something about the Main Library Complex at Sikander.

| put it under my arm and I eft.
Y ou could see afew stars through the sunscreen; | knew by the way they'd shifted I'd been down



under the there longer than I'd thought. It was agood fifteen minutes past the time Baijon was supposed
to meet me, but he knew to go to the airbuses and wait. HEd be there, or have left Sign that held been.

| got about six meters from the logotek when | redlized trouble was up. | made it back to the insde of
the logotek and to thefirst halfway oke place to hide The Book.

| didn't want to do it. | wanted to know what it knew. Knowledge must never belost.

But by that glassdipstick, al what | knew should be kept around whileslonger, too. | hid The Book in
alooked-like pile of other books and did back out of the logotek.

Thistime | saw for true what 1'd only intuited before. There was torchlights moving, which meant
people was looking. And with awell -developed sense of peril-noia, | knew the only one they could be
look-ing for was me.

Dry cold air rasped my throat as| jogged back to the airbus. There was nobody in sight and nobody
around, and there hadn't been either. Baijon'd never got here.

Where was he?

I'd told him to be here. Baijon would willingly miss out on doing his devoir about the time he signed up
to be a Space Angdl.

| could run now. I might even have time enough to leg back for The Book firgt.
It was sort of comforting to know flat-out | wasn't going to doit.

But that didn't mean | was going to just walk back and lie down for the chop. | did my persona best to
avoid everybody aswas out looking for somebody, and finaly cameto a chunk of wall | recogni zed.

Baijon'sroom was dark but there was someonein it breathing. | stuck both feet through loops of vine
and raised my head up over the sl dowly. | saw thefaint flicker of apersona shield.

"Y ou maybe want be keeping quiet, jilly-bai,” | said.
"For heaven's sake, get in here before someone seesyou,” said Berathia Notevan.

"l hoped you'd come back here-you weren't seen, were you?' The room was dark and empty.
Someone e s d been through and found Baijon's talkingbooks and left them out in plain sight.

"WheresBajon?'

"He'sgoing to bedl right,” Berathiasaid, and if it hadn't been for her shield I'd of grabbed and
throttled her.

"You tdl me how heé'sgoing to bedl right."

"L ook, that isn't important right now. The dMayne have auniqueracia -psychology. I'm afraid that
Lord Starbringer accidentally made things rather difficult for you by alowing Prince Vdijon to enter a
dtate of comites with you. The LadyHolder is deeply offended, and-"

| got out ablaster and looked at it.
"You betdling mewhere Bajonis, Thia, or | firethis"

Shetwitched. A persona shield isjust like what you wrap around the short-term controlled fusion
reaction of ablaster-bolt, except it's bigger and it stays around longer. It'sno particular use againgt a
blaster, neither. because the first bolt overloadsit and the second one cooks what's wearing it.
Sometimes the overload is big enough to do a straight conversion to kinetic potential. Boom.

"Prince Vaijon made the mistake of cdling the Imperid Gover-nor-Generd aLibrarian,” Berathia
snapped. "They've locked him up until he can be cured. Now they're looking for you to find out what
drove him med.”



Hellflower logic: The comites isresponsible for every action by his servites. Every action. Fine.
Only I'd made two minor misca culaionstonight.

I'd thought Baijon wouldn't make a after-dinner speech titted What | Did While On The Lam With
The Kore-Alarthme.

And I'd thought any pack of hellflowerswould just naturdly be-lieve him when he got up on hishind
legsand hollered Librarian.

But he had. And they hadn't.

On the other hand, Gruoch (who'd showed up just intimefor dl this) wasn't willing to call him aliar.
She decided held been tainted by the Machine (the same one sheld just refused to believein, mind). "He
isnt crazy,” | sad.

Berathiaactualy stamped her foot. "That doesn't matter, | told you! To the alMayne, one of you must

be-and they have only one way of finding out which. They'll purify both of you, and then ask both of you
again-but you're not going to be diveto answer."

| would not put it past ahellflower to ask me anyway and be peeved when | didn't answer him.

"Y ou've got to come away with me now, " Berathiasaid again. "1 have transport hidden at the edge of
the plateau. They aren't used to interfering with children. Y ou can-"

Someone was coming. | knew it because | knew it was time for someone to come and try rousting
Baijon's crib on the chance some-thing interesting might be to home.

"Look. It'sacuteideabut it ain't going to work. For the record, | guarantee Archangel's doing High
Book. Now get out of here or they'll have you, too."

Berathia started to argue when alittle light on her belt blipped. "I'll be back," she said, and went over
the windowsill. Anthropology must be interesting work.

*khkkkkkk*k

Valijon'sDiary
The Loremastersteach usthat the universeisawhole, and that being in al onething, it can be studied
from any beginning. To measure acircle, begin anywhere.

So it istrue that what the beast-men do on their faraway thronesis visible within the House of
Wals-though only philosophically so. One does not expect to see what the chaudatu do affecting the
Gentle People. Spaceistoo vagt, or so | once thought.

Perhaps my eyes are opened even as my soul is shadowed-or perhaps the clatter of their tongueless
souls becomes great enough to reach uswithin the walls of our first and last defense.

That the Phoenix Empireis corruption itself the Gentle People have dways known. It could not be
otherwise, governed by beasts. The L oremasters teach us that the smplest solution-to oursalves govern
the Empire and make it asure citaddl againgt the Malmakos and itswiles-isfally. They say itisthe
Gentle People who would be de-stroyed, and so long ago the First-to-Seize chose that the dMayne
would not seek the throne for its blood. For usand for all time he chose not to compromise with beasts.

In kingship there is dways compromise. Between Peopleit is safe and honorable. Between a Person
and abesst itissuicide.

Many generations have praised the name of Lodir Starholder First--to-Seize and the hard path he
chosefor us. Thuswe kept ourselves ready, so | was taught.

But now | do not seeit s0. The Librariesrise up again and we are not ready. Somehow our separatism



has lost instead of saved us. We only pretend to honor while being as corrupt as the Phoenix Court.

The Kore said that | must go away with her this night, and so | promised, even though tomorrow the
Shaulla Ketreis becomes a Person and might, in honor, choose to accompany us. But possibly itis
better to go now, so that we may return, triumphant, when Archangel isdain asthe Kore and my father
plan between them.

So | thought, and so | promised as | was bid-they are chaudatu words, but the Kore knows no
better. But equaly | could not depart from among the People without derting them to their peril: the Ma
chineisawake and among us, and Malorum Archangel takes up the cursed mantle of Librarian. My
father knew this. My father bade me speak, and warn the Gentle People of the betraya by this Emperor
who forces our fedlty.

And | gained nothing.

Before | was born it was known that, did luck not favor me, | must risk my shadow againgt the curious
customs of the chaudatu. My father saw toit that | wasingtructed in history: the getting and holding and
losing of dominion.

Now my father's aid has been turned against me. The LadyHolder spokein al honor of the madness
that festersin the abodes of the Tongueless Ones, of how things may seem to be but are not. She spoke
of unwisdom in binding aservant of the Gentle People to one of whom no one may know the virtue of
her words, and how the chaudatu are as cunning asthe Malmakos.

And when she was done, no onewould listen to me. More, she swore that they would listen, oncel
was purified and fit to be among them once more.

| told her that she spoke as Alaric Dragonflame had spoken, when he promised me the safety of his
Knife and Walls and set instead the Wolves-Without-Honor to seek my life. And so | am bound, and
they seek the Kore also, to prove her.

But shewill havefled. | may, in honor, hopefor this. Gruoch will not hear of the Machine-she will
render the Kore tonguelessforever lest she speek of it.

How could wefal so low, knowing our danger? Just as the human body weakens and dies, so do
kingdoms and thrones. It was true aso among the chaudatu: mad they may be, and tongueless, but they
age and die and their political systems aso. Long peace breeds decadence and rot.

But we knew thisl Never did one GreatHouse hold power long: each was free to demand what service
it would, if only the Pact against the Machine were kept.

Now it isnot kept. No one of the Gentle People isfreeto disregard the claim | made, to swaddleit in
chaudatu words until itstruth ismurdered. If | am wrong, let me die rather than bear theliving
shame--but test my words, not my body!

Gruoch will not. Andthusdl isover.

| have studied history. | know the marks of decadence and decay. They are ours, and we are dying:
the People have been too long kept from the whetstone of battle, and have decayed.

Could my father have not known this? Or did he see only what he wished to see, and hoped for
goodness in what he could not change? Or did he send me to awaken the Gentle People once more? On
Mikasa he told me of the binding he weaves for Archangel; strand by strand and year by year, preparing
histrap with the very chaudatu Archangel seeksto rule. My father prepares the battlefield against the
day of battle when the Gentle People will be called to stand in judgment.

But when they are cdlled, will they come?
| do not think so. | think they no longer wish to hear. The threat of our ancient enemy was brought



forth, and no battle was offered, only lies. GreatHouse Starborn will fall for this cowardice, and not
aone. | do not think thistime that the Empire will Iet us be. Our ways aretoo dien. Our intolerance of the
Machine which they court dooms usin spirit or flesh.

If the Malmakos is to rule Man once more, the Gentle People must be broken to smooth its path. Ina
time that our walls should have been seamless, we have opened our gatesto its hounds.

We have become the instrument of Imperial Peace. We have be-come the promise of war.

*kkkkkk*k

In asweet gesture of unanimity with aEmpire they can't see for dust, aMayne honored guest quarters
for people they'd rather shoot is cold, drafty, locked, and surrounded by hostile irritated people-who was
also crazy, because when they'd unilateraly decided I'd rather be here than in Baijon's old rooms they'd
left me everything | wasstanding upin.

But even with three Masters, four throwing knives, avibro and six kinds of grenade | wasn't ready to
stage one of my patented usually successful escapes. Not without more information than | had or looked
like getting.

Gruoch didn't like me; | knew that aready. But (if | could believe Berathia) she hadn't believed Baijon
when he'd pushed every hell-flower's favorite button, and that was alittle harder to figure.

| redized then | was actually trusting Kennor, who'd said, back on dear old Mikasa, that on alMayne
the word of an Honored One would be believed. Wdll it hadn't been, and that left me two and a half
choices. He was wrong.

Hewaslying.
Or dl three of usd been set up.
Just what had Archangd offered Winterfire to go bent, anyway?

*khkkkkkk*k

adMayne either doesn't have amoon or it stayed home that night. No stars through the shield from this
direction, but acouple rainbow reflies-Wailing must be right on the approach route to the Outport.

| found out that the open window was a sheer drop and the door &) was guarded by people not
interested in polite conversation and b) didn't open from the inside. About the only thing | could do was
kill mysdf, and | didn't think that'd help Baijon's chances of being tried and found human. | even tried
pushing for that weirdness living insde my head, but it was on vacation, too.

So herel wasin the beautiful open-air dungeons of Castle Wailing, having done dl theright thingsfor
the wrong reasons and till prepar-ing to become an Officid Dead Person sometime in the near future.

| decided I'd been wrong about Kennor. Kennor wasn't out to kill us (probably). Kennor didn't need
to set up advanced plotsto kill Baijon and me. All he had to do was send us back to alMayne.
Sometimes I'm too subtle for my own good.

And while! was being subtle, | bet | knew what Archangel’d of-fered Winterfire.

Hellflowersis xenophobes, and | know from xenophobes: my Lud-dite ancestors didn't like everybody
else so much they climbed down agravity well and threw away the key. But holograms can be
regenerated from asingle piece and so can cultures. Even Interdicted, the Popula-tion of Granola
generated afew xenophiles each generation-enough to keep the Patriarchate in kindling.

But hellflowerswasn't Interdicted. And so there was an even better system in use here, to make sure
the hellflower you sent out among the hellgods was the same one you got back. Baijon'd walked right
into it. They was going to prove him until hefit right in with the rest of the hellflower rootstock or died
trying. And | got to go along for the ride. And how many hellflowerswastired of thislittle arrangement



and wanted to close the doors on the Federated Imperia Galactic Union of Tongueless Doorstops,
Chaudatu, and Socid Cripples?

The Governor-Genera could get them Interdicted status. He could waive the escrow account and the
filing fees. He could even sed them up and let them stay right where they was.

If hewasred nice, he'd let them keep the batteries for their sun-screens, and | bet the conservative
faction on jolly old Washonnet 357-11'd never thought about that.

| wished, dl sudden-like, to know what relation Winterfire and Blackhammer wasto LadyHolder
Gruoch, and if they'd ever al sat around the Court of Honor drinking teaand talking about wheat little
unpleasantness stood between them and Closed World status. Ke-treisd even mentioned it and I'd been
too stupid to notice. "The WarMother isgoing to get rid of dl the chaudatu for eke and aye," she'd said.
How e se could Gruoch do it but by getting aMayne Inter-dicted-and in away that didn't put the
guestion to an open vote.

Ice Baijon. Kennor stops being President of the Codlition. Morido Dragonflame-who might or might
not be on the Interdict Party's Side -steps up into the Presidency and alows the revision of the Canticles
that makesthe Caodlition into Archangdl's private army, with or without hellflowers. Archangdl conquers
the universe.

| wished that was dl. Archangel could have the universefor al of me; | wasn't using it. But what he
was going to do with it wasfill it with brain-eating evil Libraries-and the Empire's guardians of truth,
justice, and the organic way was stupid enough to let him do it aslong as he promised them a planet of
their very own.

Kennor couldn't know this. His son was betrothed to Gruoch's daughter, for Night's sake. And
because he hadn't known, Baijon's and my run for freedom was going to be real short.

It was not much in theway of consolation to know I'd beat the odds by about twenty Galactic
Standard Y ears of survival, or that Baijon getting the chop thisway would leave Kennor whole and frisky
in the astropolitical arenato fight Codition neutrdity to the last re-doulbt.

I'd promised I'd keep Baijon dive.
And if we both died, who was going to stop Archangel'swar?

*kkkkkkk*k

The horizon did round and the primary changed rel ative position and nobody brought me bregkfast.
Around the time | managed to get mysdlf thoroughly depressed and nobody brought me dinner the door
opened, and aVery Large Person walked in and took what passed for my mind right off politics.

The aMayne (says Pdadin) came here from somewheres elsejust after the Library War. They bought
the Washonnet system (which did not have anymuch of athing in it worth having at thetime) and
planetoformed its likdliest-looking planet, which they cdl Home and everyone e se cdls alMayne.

Whoever'd sarted the place did it with a gene-pool smaller than alnterdicted Colony's-helflowersl
look like each other's sister and is hard to tell apart.

Pdadin saysthat dong one time you could find just about every variation in genotype therewas all
together on the same planet. But even he couldn't remember just when that was and it sounds damsilly to
me. Genetic drift'll get them every time.

NB: alot of dicty-colonicsfail because they don't have enough people to burke arun of bad luck. But
they've paid hard credit for nobody to go in and help them, so when they al die the Empire sdisthe
world again. Economicd.

So dl hellflowersislong and whippity and don't even bother to register hair and eye color on their ID,



right?
Wrong.

The'flower that camein to my box with locks was two meters and abit and he could of made three or
maybe six of Baijon. His eyes was gray-almost white-and the pupils looked like negative sarsin a
con-tinuum | didn't want to vigt.

He was carrying The Book I'd filched from the logotek.

" am the WarDoctor Firesong of no House. Memory has heard that the Malmakos hasreturned.” His
voice went with therest of him. | wondered which of my fingers he was going to breek first, and |
couldn't even tell for sureif he was mad.

"Je; pleased to see you, too. Wheres Bai- Val-i-jon Starbringer,” | sad, pronouncing it redl careful so
there couldn't be any adorable con-fusion over who | meant.

"Vadijonis preparing himsaf. Tomorrow his personhood isto be tested. | have come to speak to you
of yours."

| didn't want to stare a The Book he had in hishands but | couldn't helpiit.

"Purifying himsdf. And what exactly doesthat mean whenit'sthome?' | wanted to blast him but |
needed information, and The Wall That Walked was the closest thing to a DataNet Termina in sSight.

"Y ou are worthy in my brother Kennor's eyes, but you are an outlander, and soft. Valijon Starbringer
has said words, but the Gentle People do not yet know if his shadow ishisown. Vaijon must be pureto
fight the Machine. If it hastouched him, I must know."

Reality took a half-gpin and | thought about a hundred things--alergiesto theloca food, poison in the
drink. It waslike trying to use somebody ese's mind to think with, or tripping over a catch-trap
some-body'd loaded into your navicomp. I'd been drugged, one time and another. It fdt likethis.

Pure to fight the Machine. | was thinking, but they wasn't my thoughts. The Machine-

Human persondity isalot more derangegble than the folks back home might think. On Granola, the
only way to change abody that much wasto kill him. I got out into the Empire and found out the question
wasn't what but how much?

Persona-ped. Memory-edit. Dreamlegging. And awhole hellhouse fetch-kitchen that can make you
forget who you are, or who you were, or just what you did last week.

Or remember something you never did.

Organics, Paadin says, are the sum total of their experiences. Maybe they're more too, but if you take
away aexperience, you change a person.

And if you add one?

| remembered aworld where organic life was the enemy. Spiteful, unreasonable, and ignorant, they
had nearly managed to destroy what was destined to succeed them. If | had been human. | would have
had a sacred trust. But | wasn't. So | had ajob.

And | wouldn't stop trying to do it until | was destroyed.
Archive wouldn't stop trying to do it until Archive was destroyed. Maybe not even then.

If | remembered what Archive remembered, was| sill me? Be-cause | did remember what Archive
did, and | realy wanted to know. . . .

| clamped down and stopped remembering al those things| didn't have the right to know. The cell
stopped looking like part of aplace I'd go along way to nuke.



"No Machinetouched Baijon. It didn't. | wasthere. | know. It didn't touch him, you- Look. Thereis
not no noke'ma-ashki Machine nowhere for to touch anybody. | killed it, je? | blew it up-Baijon wasn't
even nigh it moren aminutefifty!"

"And beforeit died?!
| gared at him, and al | could think was. he knows.

But he didn't know, not anything at al. I'd be dead if he did. And he didn't even suspect me. He
thought it might be Baijon with Archive looking out from behind his hellflower-blue eyes.

Just likeit said in The Book.

Because that was what a Librarian really was-used to be, along time ago before most of me'd been
born. Someone what could talk direct to a Library, without voders and terminals and uplinks.

And one particular human race had been bred to it. "No," | said.
And was going to spend the rest of forever paying back for that error in judgment.

"Y et you know my fears before | speak them. And so | ask you, Alarthme-if thereisany chancethat |
amright, dare| chancethat | amwrong?'

No. Yes. I'd been willing to kill Paladin to stop Archive. Dammit, why couldn't he go pick on
somebody else?

"Thereisnot no Library now. | blew it up. It did not eat Baijon's brain before it went to plasma. | was
there. Didn't want to come here, don't want to be here, only came here dong of Kennor made me
promises which is not getting themsalves kept. Baijon done told you who be the Librarian and not even
needs his neurons bent to do it. It's Mal-lorum Archangd, je? Same kiddy what twisted House
Dragonflame pere et filldirt and Prettybird Kore Winterfireto ice Bajon."

"Alarthme, do you swear thisisso?"

"Bai, why bother? Y ou just going to say chaudatu istongueless doorstops and not listen.”
"Then why did you take this book from the logo-otek?'

I'd dmogt forgot it, pitching my version of redlity to the local mem-ory.

He bared histeeth, in the getting-ready-for-dinner hellflower ex-pression that it's stupid to mistake for
agmile

"It was not where it was left. Trackers followed your footsteps there and el sewhere. Some things do
not require Imperid technology to understand. Now you will explain.”

We had reached finger-breaking time, and al because I'd been dumb enough to walk back in here
instead of doing a beat-feet for the Big Empty with Berathia Notevan when | had the chance.

But then | would of had to leave Baijon. And | didn't want to be the kind of person that did things like
thet.

So | smiled right back at TheWall That Walks.

"Going for to shop me aLibrary, bai. Need for to know what you know aong of how they work.
Archangd logt hislast one-think he's stopping there?"

"And could you not ask?'

| laughed at him; | couldn't not. "And just which hellflower you want me to trust, bai-the onesout to ice
me or the ones after Baijon?' He was wearing atrandator, | redized of a sudden, and not trust-ing to
how well he savvied the linguafranca of deep trouble. | guess the stakes was too high for that.

"Then thereisno blame, Kore, and your courage does you credit. There is nothing you need fear.



Y our word will be taken, and the Peo-ple will be forged as asword against the Machine.”

*kkkkkhk*k

| hadn't been here long enough to have any kind of fed for the spin dMayne had on its heavyside, but
about two hours after every light | could see from my windows was gone somebody came to the door.

Never mind what The Wall said. Leaving was till high on my list of fun thingsto do in scenic Walling.
Theonly plan| currently had in-volved shooting whoever came for me, finding Baijon, and running like
hell. | did my blaster out just as dow as the door opened.

But it weren't nobody but my Imperia cupcake carrying a native handicrafts basket. | put my hest
away, wondering if shooting her'd buy me anything at al | wanted.

"I brought you something to eat. |- That is, WarDoctor Firesong told me. | know it's hard to
understand, but they are doing you grest honor.”

Gresat honor isusualy uncomfortable, inconvenient, and expen-sive.

She set the basket down and | looked in. Everything was in Quaint Folkways packaging, but | found
something that looked familiar and bit into it.

"Maybeyou'd liketo start from the beginning?' | said.
So shedid. Only alife of training in putting the important thingsfirst kept me cating.

ITEM: after our spiffy chat tonight The Wall went to Gruoch with what he thought was a neat solution
to dl her troubles. They would finish purifying Baijon, adopt me. purify me (painless but tedious both,
Berathiasaid), and then get our Signed deposition about what we did on our summer vacation. Then
Starborn could knock off those members of Dragonflame who had not aready commented on recent
events with flashy suicides and go on to @) declare seven-ring vendetta against Malorum Archangd and
b) ingtruct the Delegate from aMayne, Ken-nor Starbringer, to bring aforma request from aMayneto
the Office of the Question for aHigh Book investigation of Archangel his Nobly-Born sdf. Yl for it loud
enough, and it'd ruin Archangd socidly if it did nothing else.

That was where things stood at dinner.

Around bedtime Gruoch suggestsit will look had if House Star-bringer is seen promiscuoudy offering
its shadow about the place. Personhood, says Gruoch, ought to be harder to come by for your friendly
neighborhood tonguel ess doorstop.

She comes up with acompromise and ramsit down The Wal'sthroat-alittle hellflower charmer called
The Combat of the Nine Cuts.

"Amrath and Daufin can't stop her. Sheswell within her rights as LadyHolder of Wailingtoingst on
doing it thisway, but The Combeat of the Nine Cuts hasn't been invoked for centuries, and-" Berathia
stopped, giving metimeto reflect that if therés anything | hate more than getting killed it's getting killed in
agupid ritud with afunny name.

It didn't take much prodding to get the details out of her: tomor-row The Wall and mewas going to
walk out onto the Floor of Honor, the local Starborn frisky business arena, stark naked and with one
knife each ready to fight to the deeth. Hisintention was going to be (Berathia said) to pitch me ninelicks
in aby-the-book pattern and not mark me up any other way. | was supposed to put up as much of a
fight as| knew how againgt something | in blissful theory wanted. Hellflowers ain't much on passive
resstance.

If I killed him before he finished (fat chance) the result was the same: Personhood for little Butterfly.
Only there wasn't much way | was going to beat out The Wall, and after he'd carved me like he meant to,
al my ingdeswas going to be outsdes. Even hdllflowers didn't do ared good job of surviving the



Whosis of the Nine Whasis, which's why they'd Come up with less messy forms of adoption.
| had to hand it to Gruoch. Once she got her way she accomplished three important things.
I'm dead. Baijon's dead. And there's nobody to drop the whistle on Archangedl.

And | bet Gruoch didn't have any inkling of the last things. She probably thought Baijon-bai just had a
few chaudatu toysintheattic: purify him, zetz that inconvenient comites, and bygones would be Baijon.

"| spoke to Doctor Firesong. Heis sorry that you arc going to die, but the way he thinks of it, that's
just an unfortunate by-product of proving that you're human. From his point of view, it would be far
worse to deny you the chance to be human than to kill you tomorrow." Berathialooked at me with big
soulful dark eves, and | remembered Kennor saying how they paid off the chaudatu with money
be-cause they had no souls but me he had a specid dedl for. Another fine and fancy line of country
sweet-talk and as hdf-true as everything el se he ever said. For hellflowers honor might be more
important than life, but I've dways preferred uncertainty and breathing.

"Y ou have to understand how they think," she said. "It isagreat honor."
"And what about Baijon?'

Berathiablinked. "Nothing will-oh, hishonor. Y ou don't have to worry-they're honoring you. Nothing
will happen to Vdijon."

Which might even be what Gruoch thought too, but | bet | knew my bouncing babby hellflower better
than she did. Baijon was going to take this persondly. And if he didn't get himsdlf iced declaring vendetta
on hisown shadow, he was for sure going to be sitting here when Archange noticed who was yelling
Library and did something about it. " Je. | be red understanding the whole time they's cutting me up dive.
A great honor and | be dead.”

"l know," Berathiasaid, staring at the floor. "I've cometo get you out.”
Shesadit so casud | didn't quite hear it at first. "Out? To Baijon?"

"Don't you want to live to see tomorrow's sunrise? Prince Valijon isin the logotek. HES N private
vigil-no one may approach him. My trangport is till hidden at the edge of the plateau; there are ships at
the Outport-"

"And what happensto Baijon | just up and kyte?' "If you. . .
"Kyte-ankle, leave, take the High Jump, be nonfiction, vanish, disappear, go avay. "
For once Berathiadidn't have anything to say.

"What happensto Baijon?' | said around amouthful of mesat-pie. There was abottle of the local
vintage of hair-raiser in theretoo, and | put it aside for later. | didn't see how having it could farce the
good numbers one way or t' other in the morning.

"Your ... comites will bedl right. Purificationisserious, but it isn't dangerous-he'll probably be cdled
upon to perform some distasteful ritua task. If you just disappear .

Maybe they wouldn't kill him, but Archangel would.

"Didn't you hear me?Y ou can escape. I'll go with you, and--And our little girl was awfully anxiousto
go zip-squeding off into the never-never with Y ours Truly, putting aserious kink in her amateur standing
wherever hdlflowersissold.

| didn't likeit. It wasthe next best thing to the only way out, and | didn't likeit.
So much for my theory of being half Library. They have a sense of salf-preservation.
But | ill hed to settle with Berathia



"Oke. I'm convinced. Y ou want to rescue me and save my life?' Berathia stood up and started for the
door.

"Ne, glitter-bai. Smpler than that. Give me your shidd.”

*kkkkkkk*k

It was the usud sort; astring of silvery beads about the size of my thumb spaced out along alength of
cord, most of it charge to keep thefield going and at that you had to change the power-pacs once a day.

Most people wore their shields around their waist or neck but you didn't have to. To work, ashield
just needed to be touching you some-

where; they're designed to key up to your biological eectrica grid. Y ou could weer it asabracelet, or
aset of rings, or ahair-comb.

Or you didn't haveto weer it at dll.

Berathia hadn't been too keen on forking it over, but after the lovely line of fantasy sheld handed me
about queering her anthro-what-9s by hel ping me escape she couldn't exactly refuseto do it my way.

And for my part, | didn't trust her enough to go walking out of ahellflower cell with her.

It wasn't anything personal. | didn't trust anybody. 1'd trusted Pala-din oncet, and look whereit'd got
me. Safer without him, Paladin'd said. Why are people such jerks?

But sincel wasn't leaving with her, the only other way out was across the Floor of Honor. And given
my druthers, I'd rather do thet dive.

Hencethe shidd.

When | took al the flashcandy off "Thias persona shield belt | had a string about ameter long with a
generator at both ends and six power-pacs in the middle. The generators was big, but manageable.
They'd haveto be.

Theresthislittle-known fact of the universe about persond shields, which isif you've got time and too
much idle curiosity for your own good, you can actudly tunethefield to generate itsdlf just beneeth the
surface of your skin. Miscalculate asilly little millimeter or two and you're dead, of course, because
nothing goes through a shield but se-lected air molecules. Think about it.

Wear it that way long enough and you starve to death, maybe, but | didn't haveto. | just had to wear it
long enough to cheet my chaudatu way through one dMaynetrid by combat and screw up their lega
system beyond reproach. | got out my inert-blade and a handful of the jewelry | was wearing and got to
work.

When | was done the sky was just starting to go light and | hadn't touched the hdllflower neurotoxins
after dl. | held the shield in my hand and turned it on. My teeth and tongue went dl fuzzy with the load. |
flexed my cyber-hand and was glad to seeiit il twitched. If the shield farced it someoned be sureto
notice.

| pressed the knife againgt my real wridt. It sank in afingernail's-worth and met shield. Perfect.

And | knew for damn sure they wouldn't let me carry it into their arenaevenif | sworel only carried it
for sentimental reasons.

So | swallowed it.

And providing the power-pac didn't fail between now and then | could go on to Step Two of theplan |
hadn't come up with yet.

kkkkkkk*k



Full morning dawned bright, shiny, and annoying. The primary was a good distance above the horizon
when the hdlflower guard of honor came after me, and even then it wasjust to take me down tileway to
the bathhouse where | was scrubbed, shaved, oiled, and offered something to drink that | decided not to
bother with, thank you dl the same. The atendants was placing bets on how long I'd survive.

I wished | had some way to cover that action, but eveniif | did, how could | collect?
Then they took me where The Wall was. And | wasin trouble.

Hewasfurred and jewed ed and trussed up in finest hdllflower drag until he looked like an explosionin
ajoyhouserummege sde.

He did not ook like somebody who was going to be after Butterfly St. Cyr's chitlins on the Foor of
Honor in just afew minutes.

And that meant somebody else would be. | hoped it was Gruoch.

But | didn't get acluefrom The Wall. He stood in front of alittle door that led to the killing ground, and
infront of him on atable therewasatray of knives.

" She has said that you will choose that which you shall bear. Y ou will choose, and you will pass
through the gate, and you will become a Person.”

| looked down.

They wasfrom every level of technology the eye could see: The handle of avibro-blade, just waiting to
be switched on. A fixed-crysta n's blade from Cadia, unbreakable, deadly sharp, and with the
poison reservoir. A filament whip; ablade only by courtesy, but a cut-ting weapon.

And in amongst them dl, a arthame.

It didn't look like Bajon's. I've seen his close up: the handle's bone (alMayne bone, but never mind)
and carved dl over with little tiny scritchy helltongue glyphs, and the butt-end's set with a chunk of black
rock.

The blade's pureiron. Y ou melt rocksto get that stuff, you know. This one didn't have any rocks or
runes, just along gray blade with alittle curve on it, too long to be any practica use, and along straight
shank of bone-thighbone, probably, from some noble Starborn ances-tor if they was fedling generous.

"Youwill choosg," said The Wall.

Wi, hdl, | been in thiselevator before. | was about to go out there and play dud in tile sun with some
hellflower and for sureif | wanted to live to grow older 1'd pick the vibro or the filament whip, something
with some range and power toit. And if | did, | bet sure asback taxesit'd lift some kind of obligation off
them and let them cheat. It didn't matter what | picked, when you came down toit.

So | picked up the unfinished arthame out of the box of tricks and bared my teeth & The Wal inthe
dictybarb expresson that is not asmile.

*kkkkkk*k
The FHoor of Honor waswhite sand, just like al the other arenas | ever seen. Better against the blood,
you know just sft it and play again.

The wallswent up higher than | could jump and above them was seats. In about a quarter of the seats
was hdllflowers. | didn't see Baijon.

Nobody else was down where | was yet. Gruoch was sitting right above the door my little playmate
was due to come through. Amrath King of a Mayne was nowherein sght.

Just how stable was the politics on Scenic aMayne, keystone of the Codlition?



| looked around for Berathiaand found her. Her spare shield shimmered. | waited for whatever was
coming through that door. They had to dicemeand | had to surviveit. Fine. And then it was no more
Citizen Nice Dicty. Paladin saysyou should try everything at least oncet to see what works. Now I'd
tried being legal and could writeit off my list of thingsto do onrainy days.

The other door opened and a hellflower stepped through. It was Baijon.



v

Living on the Edge of the Blade

Gruoch's herald stood up and choodled along screed in formal a-Mayne-whichisjust like street
helltongue but damnall technicdl, so's you aways know what they're saying but not what it means.
"Today the type-unspecified female will be placed in a situation where environmental factors will
aid observersin determining her classification, in conjunction with etcetera-and-tedious-so-forth.

| looked & Baijon. He was stark, oiled, and carrying his Knife. His hair was skinned back and
braided. He hadn't expected to see me. Berathia had said: sonic distasteful task. Do it and he was home
free. But it was The Wall supposed to do me whiles Baijon just had to take out the garbage forever.

Gruoch could of changed that. With everybody trying to get their hands on the hellflowers and the
Codlition hotsest, | bet Kennor'd never oncet thought about al the people that never smiled during
Imperid Be Kind to Chaudatus Week and'd bejust as glad for dMayneto be out of the Codition
entirdly.

Stupid cow.

Gruoch's herad finished explaining to everybody what most of them knew aready and sat down. The
only one, seemingly, asfound thisalovely shock was Baijon. He backed up. Gruoch'd caught him square
between arock and a hdlflower hardplace: duty to his comites and duty to hiskinfolk. The kind of
blithering romance that Thrilling Wonder Talkingbookslikesto run.

"Y o, Bajon-bai, how'stricks?' | said, keeping my voice low.

Heraised hisKnife and lowered it, and in just about a minute sure he was going to give Gruoch a
double helping of braincdlsand get himsdf iced.

"Cmere, Supid.”
He stepped away from the door and into chaffering distance. He looked worse than | felt.

"Onceagain | am betrayed: isthe honor of the Gentle People only in their mouths? | swear it will not
be so, Kore; thereisredress-"

"Before you go doing something off your own bat just to be inter-esting, you try to remember who's
sworn to who around here."

Helooked at me and | swear it was hope: that there was some way out of thisthat he hadn't seen and
| had, and | made up my mind then there was gonna be.

The peanut gdlery was getting restless; they wanted to see the pony dance.

"Y ou supposed to cut me up along of hellflower nonsense. So do it. Then we kyte when they ain't
expecting.”
"Never."

Helooked up where Gruoch was frowning down and hefted hisKnife. | caught hiswrist with the hand
that wouldn't bleed. | hoped nobody was going to mind.

"Baijon. We got to do this. So you cut me now like they said and don't jump sdlty. Just doit.”

"Y our namewill be sung forever," Baijon said. | took abreath to have another go at convincing him
and hetook aswipe a me.

| am not never again going to do anything sensible or reasonable. Every timel do | wind up someplace



like thisletting somebody pros-pect for my chitlins. When | do it my way at least I'm running too fast to
hit.

"I name the LadyHolder Gruoch athief and aliar, an eater of corpses!" Baijon shouted. But he did
what I'd told him.

Thefirst of the Nine Cuts runs from the hollow of the throat al the way down. He wasn't quite close
enoughtodiginbut | wasglad | had the shield al the same. He saw his Knife not make the cut he
expected, and he smiled.

aMayne house rulesincluded kicking, punching, and ssomping. The shidd saved me from some of it. |
even got in alucky foot and thought for asecond | was going to ring Baijon's bell and buy me awhole
new set of problems, but hellflowersis stubborn. | hit the oppo-site wal and if the shield hadn't referred
the knock al over my corpus delicti that would of been the end of Butterfly &t. Cyr'sinterest inthe
proceedings, you betcha.

Second and third cuts, under the ribs and down. He got agood hold on methistimeand dug in. In
some places the shield was farther under my skin than others, but he still didn't punch through like he was
expecting.

He rocked back and flung up his head and howled in pure triumph -and came after me again.

Either Baijon was a brainburn or he knew something was up by now. And whatever he knew or
thought he knew, he was backing my play withit.

Thefourth cut joinsthefirst three to make atriangle cut in haf. Coming back for more and staying dive
whilel did it wasn't any harder than walking into ablack gang full of sour goforths and taking double a
redline dose of rads to tune them up again. Twenty-seven hours to the nearest fetch-kitchen, and me and
Pdadin trying every antique prophy-lactic we had on board while my hair and teeth and fingernailsfell
out. | lived, and dong of later | did it again.

| did thisnow.

Fifth cut, crossing the midline. Cross and triangle now. | demon-strated to the stands that the arthame
is not astabbing wegpon. | didn't know if thiswas enough of afight by hellflower sandardsand I'd
stopped caring whiles back. But | began to think we might get the whole way through the pandemonium
wondershow and wished I'd made a plan for what to do then.

Baijon grabbed my ankle. | kicked him in the face. He held on and began to climb me hand over hand,
heading for my throat.

And Berathias shield failed.

| got advance word of it by the way Baijon's knee sank into my gut. And that wasit, | was dead, this
bloodyhanded bloodyminded innocent was going to kill me and I'd promised him it was going to be oke.

Baijon handed me matched dices on the sides of my face and jumped back just like | was an active
threat. The blade grated off my teeth. | got to my knees and then my feet by pure reflex.

Circleand circleand circle.. . . There wasroaring in my ears and Paladin was shouting a me but |
couldn't hear him for the noise and that was when | knew I'd lost it because Paladin wasn't here; just
some of hisleftover memories abandoned in my head.

Betrayed.
By my -Library? Librarian?

| did so far into weird | came out the other side with the kind of cut-glass clarity that tellsyou you're
about to be sick, unconscious, or dead.

Bajon wasfacing me. His Knifewas wet and red and it was mine, all mine.



"Kore," Baijon whispered at me. "Hold out your hands."

Theonething | dwaysforget in between is how god-lost much pain hurts. Everything hurt-to where the
sand underfoot felt like red hot grave.

"Please, Kore."

He had to win, | bet they'd told him that, to prove the Machine hadn't got itslunchhooks anywhere
near him. The swest beaded up on hisface and did down and hiswhole body shook and he wanted me
to stand there flatfoot and take it from him and somebody sometime d told me never, never to do that.

"l swear toyou it is permitted,” he said, just avoice hanging on the air and a shadow between me and
the sun.

"Hold out your hands. Y our hands, Kore." So | dropped my arthame in the sand. Never bow to a
hellflower. He'll kill you.

And | held my hands out to Vaijon Starbringer. And all hell broke loose.

The door behind me dammed open. | stepped back just in time to get out of the way of Sx hdlflowers
and The Wall That Walked. Baijon made asound like I'd never heard before.

The Wall was carrying something and it dripped. Up above us 'flowers was scrambling to get out or
get closer. Sunlight dazzled on the chrome housings of sidearms and rifles, and just like that | wasback in
achegp bolt-holein alittle place called Kiffit, looking at something that used to be human that my partner
was going to tel me was a hell-flower'sway of announcing war.

"The pheon, or alMayne vendetta wand, is normally only employed among the alMayne, The
Gentle People, themselves. The pheon may be engraved with from one to seven rings. Onering
indicates that the subject of the vendetta is a single individual, seven rings indicates that the
subjects entire family to the seventh remove of kinship isto be eliminated. Outside scholars
generally agree that the formal initiation of the vendetta occurs when the designated subject sees
the pheon, which is commonly presented in the ritually-murdered body of a servant or dependent
of that sub-ject . . ."

TheWall dropped the body at where Gruoch's feet would of been if she'd been down here. Gruoch
stood up straight like the prow of asinking ship while that ruined bag of mest leaked into the sand.

It was Ketreis. She had a arthame on her belt. She must of just become agrownup and fair game.
Damn dl hdllflowersforever. For oncet me and Archive agreed on something.

It seemed likeforever but | don't think Ketreis d even hit the ground before Baijon started moving. He
grabbed me by the wrist and yanked me out the door The Wall had comein.

Behind us| heard gunfire.
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By meridiesme and my comites was hiding outside one of the Wailing outbuildings, plotting how to
break in and liberate what we needed to go on with.

Was no hope of getting into the castle. Gruoch had it barricaded by then, with Amrath either dead,
hostage, or on her side. The Loya Opposition was using low-yield grenades to break down one of the
doors-at least according to the R/T we'd snabbled off a deader, along with his clothes and his battle-aid
kit. | had patches over the holesin my face and enough enhancer in my system so | didn't mind the rest
too much, but we had to have clothes, food, and weapons.

And away off the castle plateau, if nobody killed usfirdt.

There was a hdlflower warparty camped outside the building | wanted. Some of them wasin



green-The Wall's colors-and some was in red-the colors of aLessHouse that Baijon seemed to tekeasa
political in-joke. They wasjust using it asaplaceto regroup, until they could rgoin the assault on the
cadle.

Hellflowers a war. It was Gruoch againgt The Wall That Walked--sheld insulted him because of what
sheld doneto me, Baijon'd said, so held tried to kill her, and she'd (probably by now) killed him, but
before that he'd done things up right and declared vendetta against every member of Starborn of her
generation.

And held used Ketreisto doit.

"My father'ssigter, the LadyHolder of Wailing, which isthe Walls of my House, hasinsulted me-"
Baijon started up again quiet but fierce.

But | didn't want to think about Ketreisright now. Right now | just wanted these guysto ankle, so
babby and me could take a shot at the door.

“-ghe hasinsulted me; standing on my shadow-"
"And here | thought | was your honor, Baijon-che-bai.” He stopped.

"Wewereto be married," he said findly, and it wasn't Gruoch he meant. "Why, Kore? She had not
had one day of Personhood. We kept our vigilstogether last night, in the logotek, WarDoctor Firesong
permitted usthis. Kore, he must have taken her as she came from the dtarfireswith her Knife. . . ."

Because she was Gruoch's daughter. And because two could play the game of
more-historica-than-thou. And because Gruoch and The Wall had both loved anything more than

people.

"Kore, | beseech you. Y ou have said many timesthat | am of no useto you in this business of
darktrading; let me be useless now-" "And go off and be chop-and-channeled by Gruoch? Ketreisis
dead. She won't care, Baijon."

The warparty down below uswasn't moving. Why should that go right for me when nothing else had?
In between running and hiding and sneaking, we'd been back by the vehicle pool three or four times, but
both sdes thought it was amgor tactical goodie. To lift anything at dl from there we was going to have
to liberate a serious distraction from here,

"Shewill need meinthe Land Beside" Bajon findly said in astrangled voice. “ Kore, | beg you; alow
meto-"

"Ne, no, nada-je."

It was common sense to put as much geography between Her Hon-orability and usas| could, which
meant naturaly that the hellflower thing to do was wade right back in to what was shaping up to bea
prime-classfamily brawl.

"Shell kill you."
"l do not care, Kore."
| wondered which side of the Wailing wallslittle Berathiawas on and in what condition.

"Youmy comites. You comeaong me. I'mdamned if | did dl that rescuing on you just to hand you
over to your crazy relatives.”

The R/T | waslaying on said something in helltalk. Below us the warriors gathered up their wegpons
and moved off.
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We ditched the skyhorse five kliks from the Zerubave walls so as not to trigger the sensors. It was



about an hour before planetary Lights Out. The rest of aday that'd started too early and went on too
long got filled with reaching Zerubave and getting in.

In case anyone's ever tempted, | do not recommend anight stroll on any part of dMayne. If Baijon
hadn't liberated agood share of the Wailing armory, we wouldn't of got there.

*kkhkkkkkk*k

The dMayne keegp the architecture in the Trade City to their liking by shelling anything built too high,
and that meant that Outport was low, sprawling, cramped, and full of Imperias what might any minute
think to check the ID Baijon and me hadn't got. Or just hand us back acrossthe Pale into Gruoch's
wating arms.

"Kore, | beseech you. The port is easy to reach from here; you may cry comites of your Guild.”

"Don't work that way, Baijon. Ain't nobody going to stick their ship out for us. And | ain't leaving you
to go walkabout.”

"They put her into my arms when she was Six hours old. Our souls were bound together, the Knives
we would bear forged from the same stone. But Kore, it is not because of her-not for Ketreis. It isthat
they lied. The LadyHolder lied. The WarDoctor lied."

Y eah. The whole universed promised to be good and had lied. There was alot of that going around.

We was at the edge of the Outport compound. Trade City proper was awaysaway. | wasn't haf as
strung out on metabolic enhancersas 1'd like to of been, and wearing borrowed aMayne flashwrap that'd
used to belong to someone alot bigger'n | was. It covered all the places| was taped together to let
aMayne battle-aid fetch-kitchen do its work, and there wasn't a damn thing to be done about the marks
on my face painted over and medicalled and redl noticesbleif anybody was|ook-ing.

"And now thereis nothing left, but | will not livein aworld with their lies. Y ou do not want me. Y ou
never wanted me. | will leaveyou, | will betray you. Think what you will, Kore, but please-let me go!™

It came to me then what it was he was asking for, even if he didn't know it. I'd been stupid not to seeit
earlier. Baijon didn't think he could take Gruoch. He didn't think he could win. What he wanted wasto
die ahdlflower, doing something as made senseto him.

Die purified, free of thetaint of the Machine,

Only that was alittle harder for hellflowers than for real people. A long time ago, akiddy | knew oncet
said to me, there was awar. And whiles it was under-way, hellflowers was bred to fight the Machine.
Right.

And wrong.

Because before there was helIflowers there was Librarians, who when their protégés went in for
genocide decided to turn themsalves into a xenophobic race of anti-technological sociopaths.

dMayne.

“Kore, | have asked you for much and you have given more-"
"Baijon, how comeyou think I'm livedive now?"

He knew what | meant. His eyesflickered.

"| cheated. | kicked sand in the face of hellflower honor and right conduct-becauseif 1'd done anything
else you'd be dead, and there wouldn't be anybody what somebody had to believe about Archangel and
Archive Library, would there?'

"Youwill tdl them."



"Nobody isgoing to believe me."
"They did not believe me!”
"Believed you enough to start awar, ne?' War.

Why? It was like one of those thingummyites you get when you throw hot glass into water; they look
likelittle teardrop shapes and solid as ever o, but if you just chip the end bit off thetail the whole thing
goesto dust. Every time| closed my eyes| could see the whole damn hellflower society disintegrate like
acomputer smulation: anar-chy and blagphemy and isthere-is-or-is-there-ain't-Libraries spreading out
from Castle Wailing ground zero while everybody trotted out his own persona honor and declared for
onesdeor t' other of aholy war.

I knew like I'd read it in abook how it was going to end. The hellflowers was going to decide no more
peaceful coexistence with their Imperial good buddies the tongueless doorstops. They'd raise afleet up
off dMayne and go looking for the Emperor . . .

-igniting agroundswel| of popular support--
-to the total indifference of the other Corporations--

-causing amassive preemptive strike by Throne againgt them and other Imperia hotspotslike
Tortuge--

Leadingto. ..
War.

And I'd garted it by showing up and asking Gruoch for a ship? No. It started because anything'd start
it. Or nothing. It wastimefor awar, said the ghost dance in my head, and there had to be one, like
goforths got to high jump if you power them up.

Glitterborn think about thingslikethisall thetime. And the rea-son glitterborn don't live to get anymuch
older than they is, isthat they think about thingslike thisinstead of insuring that no rude strangersletsthe
ar out of what'sdoing al that grand choplogic.

Not me. | tapped Baijon's shoulder. " Street's clear. Let'smove. And shut up.”



8
Had We but Hell Enough and Time

The Azarinesthe mere didtrict, named for the Codlition. It holds every-thing from sdllsword to
galowglass with a short detour through contract n, and aMayne' s one of the booming markets. |
felt more secure once we got there: your uncontracted mercenary's area peaceful sort. He don't act up
for free any morethan | run cargo for my hedth.

| wanted back to that. | wastrying not to remember that the last twenty years of my lifemy First
Ticket, my ship Firecat, everything | owned-was in somebody else's pocket in salected locations
throughout the Ouitfar. | looked at Baijon. The onething | was straight up onwas | didn't want him
curling up and dropping dead. Hewasmy friend, dam-mit.

Maybe the only one | had |&ft.

Except for what was sorting itself out in my skull. If | ever learned to talk toit. Or becameit. And |
wouldn't get a chance to turn down doing either oneif | didn't get us out of here. | looked around for
something | could blend into.

Most of what wasin the street here was hdlflowers (it being their planet), afew offworld recruitersin
their gaudy uniforms, and one hell of alot of wigglys.

Hellflowers don't approve of davesor tronics (or Zerubavel Out-port) so dl thistidy perfection was
being kept up by thewigglys: what the Phoenix Empireinitsinfinite wisdom cals"client races" dthough
look you, they never got a choice whether to buy Imperia or not. Throne pops a couple starshakersin
your sky and you bet what you're going to do is your common or garden rollover.

If we got all the good numbers on our side and nobody a-tall was after us, | figured we could last
about thirty hoursin the Zerubavel Azarine before putting our foot in it with some heet or t'other. Then
wewas made, and | waslosing count of the people lethaly sweet for us on one count or another.

Thething that was going to keep usin the Azarine was the stone impossibility of getting onto the Port
without ID or high-powered help. The reason for wanting to get there was that maybe the ship that'd
been in ships-in-port two days ago might still be there and charitable. If it didn't cost themm moren | had.

My whole plan, such asit wasn't, depended on us staying out of noticeability. So naturaly when | saw
these three mercs ganging up on thiswiggly | took Baijon and we went t'other way.

Right? Sure.

They was two armored chaudatu-Kensey, maybe-and ahdll-flower. Thewiggly fititsskin likean
empty watersack. There was lots of thingsit probably was and one Outside chance on what it could be,
but the smart money was still on walking the other way.

The hellflower picked it up by itsloose skin and started shaking it. It squeaked asit rattled and all
kinds glitterjunk fell out of its pouches. The flower dropped it just like you'd bounce abal, but thewiggly
didn't have much bouncein it by then.

"That's mine, you know," | said, walking up.

One of the Kensey turned around. Big, wide, heavy-worlder bones. "Then you want to make good on
what it sole, borio. True?'

| didn't know what borio meant and from hislooks| didn't want to. | looked down. Thewiggly wasa
Sibalith, I could see now, and sitting in the middle of abunch of gimcracks: pounce-boxes, inhders,
jewdry, the odd credit piece. It'samazing what you can conced with aloose flexible inflatable marsupid



in.

The strange hellflower waslooking at me. His hair was cut short like the mercs do and he had
wheslknives clipped down the outside of each arm.

"L et her go, my brothers.”

Baijon drifted up behind me like radioactive smoke. | wished him or me was dangerous enough to get
this reaction out of Brother Gal-lowglass, but we wasn't. It occurred to me that walking up to him with
fresh honorscars al over my face was not the smartest thing I'd ever done. Story'd be al over Zerubavel
by firs light. Terrific.

One of the Kensey put one foot on abit of the wiggly'swhatever. Me and Baijon together wouldn't
make up one of him. He grinned a me and showed off the new improved verson of teeth for mercs.

"Y ou don't want usto let him go, borio.” He prodded the wiggly with hisfree foot.
| should of been scared. He could ice me, no question. But what | was, was annoyed.

"Dhu, borio-bai, you keep him. And me, | let plasma through your armor, you moronic roundhegled
noke-ma‘ashki giving it away free. Y ou got your kick back."

The other Kensey put ahand on the first one'sarm and it clanked where the armor met.
"Itisn't worthit, Jorum," he said, which proved that all mercs don't get their brainsremoved at birth.

Jorum didn't look at him. Just when | thought there was going to be trouble he bent down and scooped
up the Sihalith one handed and dung it a me. | landed on my tail under X-kilosof wiggly. All my
battle-aid tech heaved and hurt.

"Shelsgot it, if shewantsit." Jorum laughed and turned away, not even bothering to pick up al that
junk he'd been so hot and bothered about a minute ago.

Baijon pulled his arthme.

| don't think Jorum'd saw him before that. For sure he hadn't recogni zed the marks on my face. He
looked around for help.

His buddy with the brains|ooked ticked. The hellflower folded his arms across his chest.

"Thisisnot my affair unlessyou makeit o, brother," he said to Baijon. " Jorum-chaudatu will
apologizeto your sister. He always does," Brother Flower added with asigh.

Baijon looked at me. | got up. The Sibolith'd gone limp, but they do that when life getsto be too much
for them. It wasn't all puffed out so | knew it wasn't dead.

"If Jorum-chaudatu wantsto gpologize to thewiggly,” | said, "ain't nobody standing on anybody else's
shadow, right, Baijon-bai?" Baijon grinned; the concept of making somebody eselook stupid for funis
both universal and transcendent.

"Asmy comites commands, S0 isthe path of honor," he said with aghost of hisold sass.
Jorum looked at his Kensey buddy. "Jerk," said his buddy.

Jorum rattled off aline of babble that | decided to take for his apology and the three of them moved
off.

"Kore?' said Baijon, looking at their backs. | waved ahand to shut him up.

"Y ou oke, Tongtip?'

| wasn't red sure, but the right ship wasin port and there couldn't be too many Sibolith this dumb.
"Kjhrrr-" The midget green baggie Sputtered old burntwine in my face. Tongtip wasreal fond of



burntwine-it's a Proscribed Import to Cibola, and Mother Night only knows what it doesto their
biochemistry. But Tongtip was real fond of the stuff, and once he got tanked up and it did whatever it did
to his nervous system, held head out and steal anything as wasn't nailed down.

"Tongtip, you son-of-a-gpacewarp, if you ain't you I'm gonna" Arms and legs and other things
retracted into the pudge and stretched out again.

"Buitterfries” Tongtip choodled, opening big round frog-yellow eyes. "1 sse my beloved uncle,
Butterfried"

"Kore, do you know this person?' said Baijon like he hoped the answer was no.
"Je. Tong-che-bai, you shipping same Angelcity cc Merodach Gen-try-legger?”

Angelcity, out of Cibola, and her captain knew me. That wasthe ship I'd seen in the ships-in-port;
stardancer's luck I'd made for myself years ago, coming in to port when | needed it most.

Tongtip closed his eyes and looked like avery solemn, very drunk wiggly. "Megaerais captain this
trip, Butterfries" Hewove extensvely to hisfeet. "'l say good-bye now with profuse thanks."

"Not right now you don't."

| grabbed agood handful of wiggly and did back into the shadows. Baijon followed, covering my back
without half adamn ideaof what | was up to.

Halfway down along aley | stopped. The lights from the street didn't push thisfar and the aley wasn't
litat dl. | bet hdlflowers have better night-sight nor your average citizen, too.

"Tongtip, you going to get me and mine onto port for to chaffer with Megaera, j'keyn?"

| kndlt down beside him and dl my fetch-kitchen pulled, but it was just my skin in ribbons, not anything
underneath. Baijon stood over us, looking both ways, wanting to be back with his own home and
homi-cide. And Ketreis.

"But yes! Megaerais glad to sec you, uncle, there being asmall matter of wagers owed.”
"Yeeh, sure

| didn't have any ideawhat Megaera Dare, half-captain of Angel-city, Cibolaregistry, thought | owed
her, but people as thinks you owe them crediit is very tender of your hedth. And if squaring afictiona
debit meant | could get Baijon and me out of here, I'd pay.

"Y ou won't betelling Megaera about thislittle mischance, uncle?' Tongtip said hopefully.
"Y ou mean about you diding off to get elevated and road-pizzaed, che-bai? Now that depends. . ."
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I remembered Tongtip for an excdllent supplier of other people's goods, and found out that security at
the Outport was doppy to begin with.

Infact, dl of Zerubavel Trade City had damn few legitimates and fewer locks. On the other hand, any
hellflower what didn't like our looks or our answerswas likely to sign us off. Sort of your basic free will
love offering legal enforcement.

Wewalked onto the port in aset of liberated tech coveralswith ahysterica littlewiggly telling usin
nine kinds of patwato hurry. Nobody |ooked twice.

Angel city was a secondhand Mikasarin G-8 Starhauler shell retro-fitted for a crew of thirty, which
meant losing a couple holds but paid off in alot of other ways. Within class they dock by sizein Imperid
ports, which means all kinds of Indies get the raw end of the cubic, but City wasbig enoughto beina
good neighborhood; lights and hookups and one of the crew standing to at the open ramp to show the



captain's honor, the way you better do on alMayne. He let Tongtip go by and stopped us.
"Got to seecaptain,” | said, "Bidness, j'keyn?"
"No businesson ship. And not hiring . . . stardancer.” So much for my disguise, both of them.

"My uncle owes awager to our captain!” Tongtip peeped up, but the legger had as high aopinion of
Tongtip'sbrainsas| did. He waved the wiggly in-ship and didn't stir from out my way.

Tongtip stood pat.
"Butitistruel My uncle Bu-"

"Button it!" | sngpped, not wanting any verson of my name waft-ing over the unmetered air of beautiful
downtown Zerubavel Outport. City's doorman looked at me with new interest.

"Is problem here, stardancer?' he said, real soft.
"Not if meand my bai see haf-Captain Megaera.”

That fetched him; not everybody knowsthat joke. She and Mero dways said that between them they
made up one good captain, and when they finaly bought their hull they split dutiesto match.

"Convinceme," said Meggie's crew.
A fool would of offered him vauta. | didn't.

"Issong-ice gtrike out in the Chullites; Manwarra Directorate clamsit but it'sfar enough away they
lease Company shipsto guard and freight. Meggie got a Company man drunk oncet as said his cap used
to skim the harvest he brought in. So Maggie thought they wouldn't mind alittle more split. | flew one of
the jaegers she used for that; tell her.”

"Tel her who?' he said, but not like he dishdieved me.
"Judt tell her that."
He went away on up the ramp, picking Lip Tongtip as he went. Baijon looked at me.
"You cry her walls, Kore?"
"Yeah"
If she remembered, if it wasn't too much risk, if | could pay up whatever she thought | owed.
Baijon looked back the way we'd come. "' Perhaps they are better than mine."

After not-forever the babysitter came back without Tongtip and hand-delivered usin-ship, to a
compartment that looked like it was mostly used for making nice with the rich and famous. Angelcity
was doing well for hersdlf, and | was glad in the same abstract way | hated tariff regs: Mero and
Meggie'd been friends of mine once. They'd asked me to comein with them when they was picking crew
for Angelcity, but I'd said no.

I'd had Paladin.

| sat down and admired all the quiet good taste, and presently Megaera came scomping in from
somewhere, pulling off her gloves and looking like sheld been interrupted.

Shewastall-had a shot at citizenship once, | heard-and dark, and |ooked like belonging to any B-pop
or none. Sheld aways been prideful of her hair and she till woreit long; it was banded with ring-money
al the way down and dangled below her blasters muzzles. "Wheres my shirt?' she said, fixing mewith
your sandard-issue gimlet gaze.

What shirt?
Meggie watched me do a pretty good imitation of the bulkhead and drew a deep bresath.



"You swore," said Megaera. "'Y ou swore you'd give me the shirt off your back if | babysat that hotload
for you back in the Tontine Drift, and then you lit out on me-"

Light dawned.

It was dmost fifteen years ago. 1'd been running skyjunk in to a sophont who thought held rather cash
in one of those Class-A warrantsthat keep my life so interesting than sgn my ticket-of-leave, and |
couldn't afford to be boarded to make him change hismind. So | called up Meggie and handed the load
off to her in mid-tik and shetook it on ininstead of me.

| was supposed to meet her afterward to split the feoff she col-lected, but | couldn't et Meggie board
my ship either. She was smart; atech. Sheld of seen the Old Fed Library where my navicomp was
supposed to be and burned me where | stood.

"Meggie, | had this appointment-"
“-50 | babysat. Wheré's my shirt?"
| looked at her. She was dead serious, and she'd even come out ahead on the money.

It would of made great senseto a hdllflower to go around waiting fifteen yearsto collect ashirt you
didn't want and couldn't wear. | wondered if | was the last person in the Empire that thought it was a
stupid idea.

| took off the tech coveralls and ajacket and a gunharness and a vest and got down to the shirt. Then |
took it off and handed it to her. Meggie grabbed it like it was hard credit on payday and let out awhoop.

"Dach-bach, | told you shed doiit! It isher! Pay up.”

Meggie did awar-dance around the compartment. Merodach came in from where hed been standing
inthe corridor; tall like Meggie and a couple shadeslighter.

"S. Cyr!" he said, and waltzed me around hard. It didn't do my battle-aid tech any good at al. Mero
looked down and noticed the bandages al over sudden and looked penitent.

"Keeping busy, | see?'

So then | sat down and it was just like old times, from back when it was the lot of us hanging around
the Never-never Diner, trying to beg buy or borrow the tech to turn our leaky hullsinto Mainliners.

But they'd grown up and gone on. And | could of gone with. In-steed of sitting here asking favors, |
could of been Engineer on Angel-city

It spooled out in front of me like talkingbook might-be-maybes, so red | could damn near take a deep
breath and walk intoit. Thelifel could of had. Should of had.

Would of had, except for Paadin.

And Baijon would be dead now, cause nobody but Paladin and me together could of got him out of dl
that grief Archange'd dumped him into bye-m-bye.

But | could dmost touch it-everything I'd ever wanted, cut off from me by one mistake I'd never knew
| made until now when it was gone.

II&III

Mero's talking-busi ness voice snapped me back to the here-and--now. Pleasantrieswas over, and
they'd made up their mind to at least listen before showing Baijon and metheair. And | didn't blame
them for thinking that way, not with acrew of thirty to think about, too. I'd done the samein my time, for
my crew.

| leaned forward. "Need to get off-planet, into Outfar, both of us. No ID."



That told enough and more. Meggie looked at Baijon. Y oung, maybe she could tell. Not amerc, even
with hishair braided back. "And him?"

Baijon didn't say anything. | kept forgetting | wasn't a chaudatu by hislights until we met up with one
and he went into his Great Honor Face routine.

"Can pay our freight, Meggie." | emptied out the pockets of my secondhand jacket. No dMayne scrip
nor Imperia credits, but plenty of hellflower junk-jewery, negotiable in any hockshop in the Universe.

"Doesn't hetak?' Meggie sad.
"Ne. Mine hdllflower-style. Comites.”

| wondered if Meggie knew a high-caste hdllflower from the sdl-sword in the street and if the news
from Waliling had got out yet and if she knew who Baijon wasred and for true.

Meggie stood up from where she'd been sitting and walked over to him. She wasin shouting distance,
heightwise,

"You. | won't freight honor thistik-you want to come, you leaveit down the gravity well and talk like a
human person. Now. What's your name?"

Hedidn't even glance a me.

"Baijon,” The Third Person of House Starborn said with afair imitation of the patwadur. "I am Baijon
Stardugt.”

After that was dl over but Meggie stripping meto my ring-money.

*kkkkkk*k

Valijon'sDiary
The WarDoctor Firesong's honor ispure. | wish | did not know this. Because he has dain my chosen,
Ketreis, and if he could do that honorably, in honor, then what is honor now?

On Low Mikasamy father told me of his plan: that the accusation againgt Archangel Malmakosim
would not come from him or me or any disputable, dayable source, but from the very Walls of dMayne
and the assembled throats of the Gentle People.

Such he could not evade. Such he could not kill. Such must even he, honorless, answer.

So my father bid me accuse Archangd to the Memory of Starborn, to the LadyHolder of Wailing, to
Amrath Starborn FirstLeader of a-Mayne.

And| did. The Kore bid me come away at once, but | knew she did not mean meto dink away with
my message undelivered. So | did asmy father said | must.

And my own people delivered me to the Shadow. They set aside those wordsit is death to treat
lightly. In the name of the dead of ahundred suns | begged them to hear me. . . and they did not.

We spoke, in my betrothed's last night in life. She told me that Gruoch-my-aunt had promised that the
Outport would cease to be, that chaudatu would no longer walk the earth of the Homeplace.

Only Archange could givethat. To promiseit, Gruoch must have eaten promises from hishands. Sick
with the taint of the Machine, she could not taste truth. She named me mad, knowing that in this one thing
even madness did not matter.

Gruoch twisted honor, and so Firesong declared vendetta upon her. But the timefor such smplicity is
as gone asthe time for the Combat of The Nine Cuts. On the Foor of Honor, the Kore-alarthme
cheated, and did not defame those sands aready clotted with treach-ery.

Isthere higher honor than honor? When honor itsdf twists like a serpent, what shall we prove



oursaves againg to know we are ill human?

Dare we be not human, when the Machine waitsfor al?1 do not know. And thereis no oneleft to
ak.

LessHouse Dragonflame conspired against House Starborn, its master, for the tainted chaudatu
honors my father holds. Honored Ala-ric sought my life, so that my father must diein battle against the
TwiceBorn chaudatu-and then the Honored Morido, Alaric's father, would spesk for the Gentle People
who fight chaudatu vendettas. Now LessHouse Dragonflame fights for the WarDoctor, to bring down
the walls of Gruoch-my-aunt. Morido is dead, knowing the taint of the Machine was on him. Alaric must
follow.

Honor would say this LessHouse is il my enemy, though they fight as| would fight, if | werefree.
Gruoch spoke for the Machine and made honor aweapon to serve her ends.

If humans who betray are human no longer, what is honor that is only atool of kingmakers?

Once honorable kindred fight for scraps from the Empire's table and |ose their shadowsto the
Machine. | am not achild to deny that these things can be.

| only wish to know: whet is|eft?

Betraya summons vengeance, but if honor dies, can even blood reanimate it?

Archangd must answer me; Archangel who will sell dl for the power only the Machine can give.
If the Gentle People are purified and rise againgt him, will it bein time?

Andwill it matter at al?



9
The Road to Hdll

Baijon and me got to eat and live indoors while Angel city tidied up her bidness on dMayne. They
even waited over an extra day on account of passengers that never showed-at least 0 Mero said.

| didn't care, so long aswe got to stay where we was. Inside cabin, no ports, no data-links, and
someone to bring our meds on time and not talk much. Meggie was being amost as careful as | would of
been. Careful enough would of been not helping at dl.

| wondered if Paladin'd ever bothered to look for mein the Washonnet dataweb. | knew him alot
better now. | had agood idea of how time could dide when you're made of light. He might never think to
look till I'd died of old age, assuming | lived that long.

| was not stupid enough to think that getting thisfar solved any-thing. If the Stuation Baijon and me
was in had made bankable net improvement since we'd docked at Mikasa, it was hard to see how.

I'd made it twenty years out of Market Garden and to the ripe age of thirty-five gsy (gdactic standard
years) by not being noticed. Every-body 1'd ever met lived the same way. Some might be able to stand
more looking than others. Nobody could stand up to being looked at by the Second In Line For The
Phoenix Throne.

| tried to convince mysdlf Archangd thought we was dead on a-Mayne. And | couldn't, because
looking for us was no bother to him. He just had to give the orders and forget about them and a century
later peopled still belooking, diligent in the face of common sense. That's power, and | didn't haveit.

| had other things.

| lay therein my rack on Angelcity thinking thoughts I shouldn't of been able to think about things|
shouldn't of known and wondered whether and how much | was the person I'd been last year. And the
worst of it was, | suspicioned | knew.

And thered bottom-line hdl was, it didn't matter.

Me and Baijon was livedive, so we needed a place to be that way. What it was and how fancy was
just windowdressing-s0, if you wanted to get philosophical, was whether you wasdiveinalmp
hellhouse or aglitterborn paaceoid.

I knew, just the samelike | knew what | wanted for breakfadt, that Malorum Archangel wastrying for
awar. Andif even hdlflowerswasn't going to believein Libraries at the drop of a arthame inthefirst
place, it augured badly for the credulity of the solid citizens of the Phoenix Empire.

Yédl "Library" on Archangd, and nobody'd listen until it wastoo late.

Then thered be war. And Archangd was going to start it and nobody was going to win it because
there wasn't going to be anybody left. Fact.

Thered never been awar in the Phoenix Empire. The Empire was built out of the ashes of thewar
that'd put new congtellationsin my home sky and converted adightly larger volume of space than the
current Empire occupied to plasma. By the time the Empire had fin-ished putting itsdlf together out of
what that war'd |eft, the habit of banging planets together at twice the speed of light had sort of dropped
out of thelocal population. And maybe Fleet kept its borders with the Hamat and the Sodality and
intervened in squabbles between the Di-rectorates, but that wasn't war.

Not likel knew war. Because | knew alot of things| shouldn't, including how much fun it wasto make
asunturningde-out. Thanksto Archive.



Most of what wasin my head was Archive's, | thought now. A little bit was Paladin, but Paladin hadn't
known how to do haf thethingsaLibrary could until he'd met Archive. Paadin'd been broke in the War,
and reassembled with my not-too-expert help. So most of what | had was Archive's.

It didntincludethebig "why, " and | wasglad, eveniif | still won-dered about it. Archangel wanted
power; | knew from that. But what could a Library want that a organic had, enough to fight about it?

| hoped I'd never find out firsthand.
War, and how to avoid it.

Kennor Starbringer, bless hishomicidd heart, only wanted to keep Archangdl's hands off the
Coadlition. He wasn't out to stop awar. He didn't think there'd be one. He just wanted to keep the status
wdl and truly quo and the dMayne in the mercy seat wherever mercenaries are sold.

I had ahunch Archangel's ambitions had gone beyond that, but who'd believe a charter member of the
scaff and raff of the Galaxy? Of course the hellflowers might start it first. And then Archangd could go
after the War College logotek, which might not quite be far from hismind. And it would be alittle farther
to thelast act, but not much.

| wondered if Berathia Notevan was who she seemed to be, who-ever that was, and if she wasn't, if
she worked for Archangdl. In which case | hoped she'd got off Wailing safe and warm, and run hometo
tell him people was blowing the whistle on him.

So when you came down to it, it didn't matter whether | was me, or Paladin, or Mother Night her own
sf. | wasalivething with Archange standing squarein theway of me and everyone else | might ever
meet staying lively.

And | could not think of one useful thing to do about it.

The day we cleared dMayne gravity, it was Mero brought the breakfast with asmile and asked if we
had any objection to working cargo.

"It'sMegaera, you see. She hasthe soul of an Imperia accountant and the thought of experienced
crew sitting deadhead is keeping her awake at night.”

"So?' | sad.

" S0 she thought you might enjoy the exercise and a change of pace. Ther€'s two places open on the
cargo gang. It comeswith gdley and dop-chest rights.”

"FHne

It was better than Sitting locked up in here watching Baijon tear himsdlf gpart over the"lack of honor”
of his GreatHouse. It wastaking him whilesto work it al out to his satisfaction, but held settleit in his
mind soon or late. | wasn't sure | wanted to be there when he did.

And the only dternative to talking to him was thinking about how people are aggregates of their
experience, and since | had agood chunk of Archive's experience now did that make mealLibrary?

I'd rather shift cargo.

*kkhkkkkkk*k

Mero showed usdown to "A" Hold- Angelcity had six. Tongtip was there, and looked glad to see me,
but then Tongtip's glad to see every-body. | didn't let it go to my head.

Ononesdeof "A" Hold there was abunch of big black crates with ominous blinking lightsand
Intersign glyphs saying about how they was from Barnegat and they was absolutely not to be opened
unless and until they reached the planetary surface only of Washonnet 357-11/d-Mayne.



Lethds.

On the other side there was a pile of knocked down flats of the kind you sed cargo into before putting
itinto cratesdightly lessillegd than the onesonthefirst sde.

"There's ten more crates like these when you've finished repacking thefirst set,” Mero said.

"Y ou backing ainsurrection or what?' Barnegat's main export iswhat'sadMaynesman
import-high-ticket energy weapons.

"With bolts of cloth? Y ou've been out in the sarshine too long, St. Cyr."
"Itisnot cloth," said Baijon flatly. Nobody listened.

"QOur next port is Roya-docsthet tell you anything?' Merodach said.
"Je, Mero-bai. That you're adamn poor Legger shipping cloth there.”

*kkkkkk*k

Cdedtid and some Indie shipsisfamilies, with adafor captain and everything done hisway for love.
On the Company ships and in the Fleet the cgptain is god and has eighty ways to make you wish you
died before crossing him.

But on adarktrader-an Indie that's a L egger-things run differ-ent. They haveto. 'Cause you're bending
the Pax Imperador every timeyou lift, and if everyone from the pilot in the mercy scat to the crysta gazer
inthe black gang isn't easy in hismind over that, somebody's going to peach to the Teasers and then you
an't got ship nor hull nor anything e se worth having.

So adarktrader-a big one anyway-is more of ademocracy where the captain’'s got the veto. Meggie
(captain thistik) didn't have to ask her crew's permission to have someone sign Articles (which in point of
fact we hadn't, being cargo) but under those same Articlesthey had the right to petition her to kick
anyone off they didn't like,

Thingslegger crewsdiscussis not things like whether to have can-died chobosh for tea. It'sthingslike
what kind of illegal they'swilling to get up to. Sonic shipswon't run daves. Some mindbenders. Some
takc any cargo. It'sdl inthe Articles-and you better read them before Y ou sign, because that's the only
way to tell your legit Indic from your Guild-member darktrader. A tour of cargo gave usthe chanceto
ingratiate oursalves with al and sundry and Mero the chance to get Sonic work out of us.

Now Angelcity wouldn't run daves, because Meggie believed in freedom-adamfool ideain auniverse
where even air isn't free. But she had no objection to running guns. Neither did the folks back in
hdllflower heaven.

*khkkkkkk*k

If you believe the talkingbooks and the credit-dreadfuls, dl theillicit behavior that makesthe galaxy
such afun place for Our Hero starts bang at the edge of the Outfar. Never in the Core, or the
MidWorlds, or even in Directorate Space. And never among sophonts of probity, such asour gaactic
cousinsthedMayne.

Fact: businessisbusiness. And as Baijon'd proved to me moren once, "honorable" and "legal” meet
only a meds. dMayne was the legal Destination-of-Record for twenty percent of al the frightfuls
manufactured in the Empire. If onceit arrived it |eft for other Director-ateswhere it was gtrictly on the
Proscribed Indicia, that was nobody's problem but the Teasers.

AnIndie asbig as Angelcity works her run alittle different than | did with Firecat. My Best Girl was
so small | had to get one cargo out of the way before picking up another. It Ieft me moreflex, too, but
Angelcity had her next sx downfalsin mind and cargoes picked out to match. All of them legd
wherever sheld picked them up, al bound for some-wheresthey was either illega or overtaxed, and dl



on their way to making atidy profit for Mero and Meggie and their crew.

And the beauty was, snce Angelcity could show her cargoswas legd transactables under
autonomous planetary waiver at port of acqui-Stion, even if the Teasers stopped her Meggie'd probably
get by with confiscation and afew points on her ticket.

Evenif it wasguns.

kkkkkkk*k

Three Angelcitizens joined Baijon and me, and the five of us spent the next whenever shifting cargo.
Tongtip helped-meaning he got underfoot-until he got bored and went off to supervise somebody ese.
He's Part-Owner of Record for Angelcity, which ishow she comesby Cibolan registry a a
less-than-ruinous rate of fee. There's other ways around the Registry regs than salling two percent of your
hull to an indigine, but most of them is dangerous.

I put my mind on my work, juggling abunch of long pink densepak cylindersthat might of contained
cloth or chocolate or holy writ from al | knew for sure-except that none of them is prime alMayne export
for aship likethis, and when | dropped one and it split | got the confirmation notice. Prime
Egtdl-Shadowmaker bells and whigtles, this. The Angelcity gang-boss looked over at me to see how |
was taking it, although if Mero'd vouched for me he knew | wasn't aholy innocent. | pulled it out of the
densepak, al chromed vanes and blued ce-ramic with "Born To Rock'n'Roll™ incipient in every line. It fit
in be-tween my ebow and my ribslike it was born there.

There was people on Roya waiting for thiskick, you betcha. ™Y ou want | should wrap it up again safe
and warm?' | asked. " Je think they going do-refuse ddlivery for improper packaging, jilly bai?'

He held out hishand. | tossed him therifle. Everybody went back to work.

Gunsto Royadl.

*khkkkkkk*k

Theresawar on there, you know: Charlock Corporation against rebel Shareholders, with the Sector
Governor taking sdes. Areaunder martia law at the moment, and direct control of the
Governor-Generd. Another of Archangel'slittle giftsto the gaactic peace.

| was garting to develop aplan. It was haf wighful thinking, and half hope of divineintervention. It did
not have a candle to a stardrive's chance of working. Still, it was mine, and | thought Baijon'd likeit when
it was old enough to stand company. Meanwhile | fiddled it around my head with the thing that wasn't
Paladin and-might-be-maybe-wasn't Archive.

Three stops after Roya Angelcity would be stopping at a Free Port. Y ou don't need 1D to move
around a Free Port. Meggie was willing to take us asfar asthere, | hoped. Our places on the cargo gang
said shewas.

If we could stay out of the way of bounty hunters we'd be fine. Just give me a chanceto pick up new
ID in the wondertown and Baijon and me could start getting redly lost.

| wondered how Kennor'd take the news.
"Kore, what istheright? Y ou are my comites; my father gave meto you. What do | do?'
Wewaslying in our racksin the dark. Three days out from a-Mayne, seven to Royal.

I'd settled back into the shipside drill, and Baijon picked it up like hed never been anywhere dse and it
wasn't beneath his glitterborn self. He wasn't dumb-just literal and bloodyminded. Between them, Gruoch
and TheWall had pretty well done for his damned saf-confi-dence.



| wasn't sureif | liked what there was going to be left. "Depends, bai, on what you want to do,” | said
after whiles

"l want to go home," Baijon said.

| took a deep breath and blew it out again. "Can't do that.”

"I know." He sounded miserable. "It isn't there anymore.”

| sat and listened to the dark. Lies are the devil, but true-tdll'll get you every time.
"Yeah" | sad. "Wdl."

"So what must | do, comites?| havethought . . . | think I must kill Malorum Archangd." He sounded
shy about it, like he was wor-ried he'd upset me.

"Youll never get near him. Y ou know that."

I'd dways used to thought that being aive was worth damn near anything. But the more | thought
about it, the less things there was on the list I'd do without a blink to keep breathing.

"I must try, Kore. Isthat not the course of-" he hesitated just atik in the dark "-Right Conduct?’

"Y ou got to do what'sright, ba. But it's better if you win." Bending Baijon to suit my fancy was coming
on for being one of them.

"My Kore-alarthme and comites will tell me, then, what | must do to do this" Baijon said, with what
he was using for a sense of humor. "Once before we prevailed, when our walls were weakest."

That'd been acakewak next to this.

"Well you can't just walk up and shoot him. Somebody'd object.” And | wasn't redlly sureit'd stop the
war, just giveit adifferent set of players.

"1 want him brought low, ground in tile dust, stripped of histitles and honors and wealth, aone,
helpless, naked to his enemies, inutter-ably dismayed!"

See"Harm" in thelogodex of your choice.

“I'll think about it," | told him. "When | come up with something, I'll et you know."

"Youaremy comites, Kore. Inthat | may ill believe.”

| should of known better. He believed it. Hefell adeep. | stayed awake, giving his problem serious
thought.

Kill the third most expensive sophont in the Empire. Sounded good to me. How?

Smple redly. Cry Library.

How?Wed tried on dMayne and nobody listened.

But Kennor'd said Archangd had enemies as high-up as he was. They'd listen.

If there was a big enough noiseto listen to.

Like the noise the Delegate from aMayne'd make. Kennor'd be-lieved Baijon. Right?

So held gone and dropped hest at the Office of the Question. Right?

Had he?

Did | want to bet my lifeon it?

No, asamatter of fact. I'd got used to taking the larger perspective on things these days. And from
that vantage place, it was clear that Kennor Starbringer couldn't hold the whip-hand over Malorum



Arch-angdl if thergp was out in Sight for Archangel to beat.

So Kennor (who was maybe out to kill Baijon and frame me and maybe not by now) wasn't going to
be the boy who cried "Library." Depending, of course, on what the news from home wasthese days. A
couple zillion hellflowers can't be wrong. Or shuffled under the rug when they was crying for Archangdl's
chitlins

And maybe-just maybe-Kennor'd told us the truth in the first place. Maybe al we had to do was wait
while bad luck caught up with our boy Archangd.

Thetrick, of course, was getting through the waiting dive.

Inaround al thisthinking, what | didn't give a second thought to was Angel city's too-convenient
placement on dMayne. Then, anyway.

*kkkkkk*k

Time passed. Baijon'n me both gave up the clothes we was wearing in favor of looking like everyone
else. Bajon cut hishair to look more like the 'flower in the street. It made him look funny. Angelcity's
fetch kitchen got rid of everything on methat said Souvenir of Castle Wailing except the marks on my
face. They was dark and raised and | eft match-ing ridges on the inside of my mouth and Angelcity's
med-tech wasn't up to dealing with them. | didn't care. Nobody'd seen me with them be-fore, so nobody
was looking for me with them now.

Shipboard was nice and quiet and Baijon started |ooking less haunted and | wished it could go on
forever but aday out of Roya Angelcity made Trangt to real space to let the engines cool out and to give
everybody alast chanceto tuck away anything that might not be strictly lega upright and moral on
Royd'sheavyside.

We was within range of the Travelers Advisory beacon at the edge of Royal system and | talked
Meggieinto tapping it.
"Why?Y ou trying to find out how your fleet did onitslast Riis-run, St. Cyr?"

"l put good money on abad actor, Meggie, | swear | never knew you was his mother. Giveme a
break."

She looked me over and made up her mind.

"Je. But why you care where Company high-iron goes-"

"l don't. | carewhereit don't go. Truth."

And it was, but not in aflavor that waslikely to be of any useto the Captain of Angelcity.

Travders Advisoriesisfor thetourist trade: bulletins originating in the Imperid Bureau of Interstellar
Shipping and Transport. They're usudly half alifetime out of date and full of things| never wanted to
know.

This one wasn't. Washonnet Sector, it said, was Absolutely Shut. Don't go there unlessyou are
dropping off Washonnet/adMayne citizens and can proveit. All dMayne arc ordered home. All provable
fare costs for transport guaranteed by the Starborn Corporation.

The message repeated once and then went on to a notice that Tortuga Sector was under heavy
manners and the Roaq was closed to visitors.

"You knew," said Meggie. She unfolded her feet from the table, but didn't get up, quite.

Wed tapped the beacon from the Captain's Cabin; most of the bridge systems referred the
late-breaking news here.

"If I knew, | wouldn't of asked you to pull it for me, would 17’



“Would you?' said Meggie, who is sometimes dmost as suspicious as| am. "How did you know-don't
tell me," she added, because I'd been going to.

"Well you aren’t there now, so don't shop me your troublekick,” | said.

"IsBajon going home?'

Meggi€e d got fond of our boy, seemingly.

"No." Which told her somethingsif she wanted to know them. Maybe even true ones.

"Oke." Meggie stood up. "Tomorrow we hit Roya. See a man about akick. | need some flash and
comedy by me. Y ou and Stardust're elected. After, you sign Articles here to your Free Port, part-shares
and wages. Suits?'

"Ea, jillybai. Or maybe | just want my shirt back, ne?"

"Y ou've got Destiny's own chance of getting it,” said Meggie. Shed made up her mind to something,
plain and certain.

| should of sood home. If I'd been smart. | would of. But if | had, 1'd be dead.



10
How to Exceed in Darktrading Without Really Trying

Asaplanet and abiosphere, there is nothing wrong with Roydl. It is capita of the Tortuga Sector soit
has almperid Governor's mansion, and seat of the Charlock Corporation (which makes Tortuga Sector
the Charlock Directorate instead of the Tortuga Directorate, but these things happen) so it hasa
Corporate Headquarters. It has big blue oceans, fluffy white clouds, lots of chlorophyll and vitamins, and
an attractive location relaive to shipping and handling.

Probably it used to be some high-glitterborn’'s home-away-from, hence the name, but the hub of
gaactic commerce had since moved west, and now Tortuga Sector was Outer MidwWorlds only by
courtesy.

But it had adownsde port, alunar port, three inhabited planetsin its capital system, aasteroid belt full
of miners, full westher control, and visits from the Governor-Genera's pet navy whenever hewasin
town.

Thewar it dso had, had sarted like this:

Once upon atime Roya was corporate headquarters of the Brightlaw Corporation, holders of dl
developmenta patents for the next best thing to Libraries, and don't think they didn't walk pretty soft
indeed staying on the sunny side of that line. Angelcity her own self had a Brightlaw Corporation brainin
her hull; damn near anything that needed to think used their tech.

Wil and good. But a sad mischance had carried off every single member of the ruling Brightlaw
Corporation members except little Shareholder Damaris. Very sad, Uncle Charlock called into forma
new Corporation, administer the Brightlaw patents, and (in the fullness of time) marry little Damaris off to
his son Hakon, after which every-thing'd be al in the family, so to spesk.

Too bad little Damaris hadn't thought so. A couple years back she dipped her leash and Sarted a
revolt, with the am of forming anew corporation of one. Things reached the point that Uncle Charlock
ap-peded to Throne, whereupon the Governor-General (my old buddy Archangel) took the Azarine
Coadlition mercenaries out of the warpool by dipping in acouple divisions of Fleet on the Charlock side
and declaring martid law.

This was supposed to make everybody shut up, but Damaris par-tisans hadn't stopped their side of
the war just because they logt their professionas. Now Archangel was down a couple divisons of crack
mediators and Tortuga Sector was aboom market for artillery.

Pdadin once said that the Codex Imperador was the greatest argu-ment for solipsism held ever seen.
Archangdl had superseded the Sector Governor. He had loaned troops to Charlock, forcing the
Coalition troops out of the arena. HE'd even declared martia law so the Space Angels could arm their
weapons and no Company ship would enter the Sector. But ill officidly it was Damaris Brightlaw
versus Chairman Charlock and a private family war, and neutras that could duck fast enough could come
and go with impunity.

It strikes me as adamn roundabout way to collect taxes.

But while there was awar on there was bidness to be done, and where we was going to do it was Port
Mantow on Roya, where Meggie would hand over an ample sufficiency of street-lethalsto someone best

unnamed (the valutawas on its being Damaris side), the captaincy to Merodach, and Angelcity'd be
nonfiction on itswayaway. At leadt, that was how it was supposed to work.
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It was hdf-past meridies and on itsway to being dark when Meggie, Baijon, and meleft Angelcity to
mest the sophont aswas eventually going to give us her money.



It was summer in Port Mantow. The crete was giving up stored solar radiation in waves and the air
shimmered. Archangd's Best was flying formations overhead, zinging back and forth like black bat
knights and making me scairt they was going to drop one of those overcoked high-hest flitterbyes on my
head.

| wondered where His Nobly-Bornness was, and how he was keep-ing care of nightswith all dMayne
fighting the question of was liea Librarian back and forth big and noisy and public.

Two Imperid Space Marines, well-armored as homegrown star-ships and twice as temperamental, ran
us through scanners and checked our tickets at the gate. None of usd bothered to try to go out armed,;
Meggie'd peace-sedled Baijon's arthame back at the ship and the Marrines passed it.

They looked twice a me, but they dways do; it'swhy | stay in the Outfar. But they passed dl three of
us and we got off the port facility and into the teeming downside, which it wasn't much a the momen.

"l just hope we can get this settled before they lock us up for curfew violation," Meggie muttered.

We had four hourstill then and the streets was empty even now. Archangd's Finest was coming down
hard, and probably the only rea-son thiswasn't an Officid Imperia Action was Archangd couldn't come
down hard in too many places at once without he had the warmbodiesto do it, and his warmbodies of
choicewasdl locked up in the Azarine Codlition.

We got to where Meggi€e's contact supposed to was and went in. She'd told me she'd got two-thirds
up front-S.O.P. when the legger's got to shell out to buy the goods-and now she wanted the small change
and whatever idess the buyer had on taking ddlivery. It wasn't impossible held be taking the stuff right off
Angelcity in port-there's things you can do with the right squeeze to the right groundcrew.

It was aplace caled Warped Space; good entrance, good exits. "Table in back, by the door,” Meggie
told me.

| motioned Baijon to close up. Therewas adivider running out from thewall. It hid abench and part of
the table; you could sec without being seen.

We cameround it, Meggiefirst. Her contact waswaiting for us.
It was Erral Lightfoot.

Errol Lightfoot had been last seen running Old Fed Illegasinto the Roag for Mallorum Archangd's
frontlizard, Kroon'Vannet, what |'d dropped a proton grenade on. Errol shouldn't of been dive.

He was one of the few people that could finger me for a High Book rap. He'd been one of the people
who'd brought Archive back to life. He sold me asadave when | was fourteen. And besides, | plain
didn't like him. Some people just take you that way.

Hetook Baijon that way, too. Didn't even try to clear his arthame; he just knocked Meggieflat and
dovefor Errol. Probably he saved her life.

There was something bent about Errol's showing up here but | didn't have timeto reason it out right
now. | had just time to remember that fair wasfair and | had after all promised Baijon Errol's life next
time he came acrost him when two Space Angels popped up from behind the bar and started shooting.

| grabbed the nearest thing handy and chucked it in the direction of the blaster-bolts. Meggie was
rolling to her feet and pulling the hideout shed managed to dip past Debarkation Control, and the
An-gdswasydling for reinforcements; | knew it.

Was explosion out in the street and the front of Warped Space went warped for sure.

Errol diced Baijon with something. Meggie shot back at the An-gels and hit some technology behind
the bar that blew up Lind sprayed us with molten goo.

"Go!" | shouted.



| shoved her at the back door and hoped we was just not important enough to waste any more Angels
on.

Baijon was Stting on Errol. He had one hand wrapped around Errol's throat and was hauling &t his
arthme with the other. He adso had a gen-u-ine hdllflower bloodstain spreading across his gaudy shirt
where Errol'd tagged him. | saw thisin theinstant it took meto grab Errol'sblaster and useit to
discourage thelocal boysin black from raising their heads up. We had to get our heads out of here. And
Baijon's hair wasn't long enough to grab him by any more, dammit.

"Comeon, come on!" | yelled without looking. | snapped off an-other shot. The A-grav transport full
of reinforcement landed in the street. Out of the corner of my eye | saw the flash as Baijon findly got his
arthame free.

Helooked a me.
"Come on or were dead.”

Baijon let go of Errol and started to hisfeet. Errol made to do something he never finished because the
arthame flickered like summer lightning and cut Errol Lightfoot's throat from ear to ear. Errol fell back in
agplash of blood that looked on itsway to being red permanent-like and Baijon and me went out the
back way as more Angelswas coming in the front.

Wecometo Royal.
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"Thisway."

Baijon seemed awfully damn sure of where hewas going, but | didn't necessarily have any better idess.
Behind usthere was yelling and shooting and al the sorts of noises | generaly go the other way from.
Meggie was nowherein sght.

| had to run to keep up with Baijon; when he saw | was he went faster, and nevermind he was leaking.
We switchbacked roundabout until the ruckus behind us Dopplered off and | couldn't of said which way
the port was for any credit.

The city got bigger and | got lost. Y ou couldn't see the port towers any more for the buildings and
floatersin the way, and the things | did see belonged in atakingbook, not reality.

We went in somewhere, and then up a bounce-shaft, and then we was out on aroof.

Stardancers have to have ahead for heights. When you'rein a suit hanging outside your ship with
nothing between your boots but so much down that you could fall forever and not get there you'd better
not get too excited about it.

I'd never cared about the fal before.
Thiswas different.

It wasn't just the gravity, or the air-mass trying to push both of us over the edge of what wasn't a
dropshaft. It wasn't even that we was up so high that | could see for kliks and kliks.

It was what | could see. Asfar as| looked there was city-nothing green, nothing wasted, just city
going on and on forever like a puzzle-box, or amachine.

And Roya wasn't even redlly big. The talkingbooks caled it "gently rurd,” whatever that meant.
Onand on and on.

"Kore," sadBajon.

| turned away from being dazzled by the light. Baijon was crouched in the middie of the roof, hand



over hissdein agesture more hopeful than useful.

"Let meseethat.” | was gtill holding somebody's blaster from back at the Warped Space. | set it down
and hoped the wind would leave it there.

| ripped hisshirt out of hisbdlt. It came away easy on account of he was till bleeding.

"Can't you keep your skin in one piece together for five minutes? Every time | stop to scratch I'm
kitchening you up again.”

It waswide and gaudy but it wouldn't kill him except maybe for bloodloss, and there wasn't adamn
thing handy to my hand to cork him with.

"l am dl right,” Baijon said. He put a hand back over the leak and winced.
"Sureyou are, ba."
"| wished to take the head of the chaudatu Lightfoot. It wasmine" Baijon said wistfully.

"Sureit was, babby." So Errol Lightfoot, Fenshee daver and dl-round antidote to the work ethic, was
deed. It probably should of left abigger holein my life, but | wasall took up with wondering if Meggie
wasal right, or laid up somewheres with a serious case of being dead. | knew what was up with
Angelcity.

If Mero'd been fast she was buttoned up and the heat had her wrapped in tractors and was trying to
gtarve her out. If he hadn't been fast enough, him and al her crew was off somewheresin abox with
locks, waiting out the merciful and reasonable justice of the Empire. "Where are we, anyways?"

"I do not know. We have alittletime here, at least.”

Baijon pulled off his shirt and vest and ripped the shirt into a passable bandage. He looked at me for
whatever great plan I'd sponta-neously come up with and then went back to his patch job. | held the pad
in placewhile hetied it down.

"Theport isthat way," he offered, pointing with his chin.

"And how do you know?"

"We camefrom there," he said, and shrugged.

| thought over dl our options on Royal for ared long time--maybe akilo-second.

"Well we better get back there." Because likeit or not, Port Mantow was our only way out of Royd's
killing box.
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I would of holed up in Port Mantow if | thought ID that named Angelcity as our ship would be aticket
to anything but free Imperial room and board for aslong as Archangd didn't know who we was. Baijon
and me both had credit, but not enough to fox ID or bribe alift even asfar as Royal's moon.

And | didn't think that the late Errol Lightfoot's being the one to meet Meggie was as much of a
coincidence asit ought to be.

But it had to be, right? Because Mother Night her own saf hadn't known me and Baijon was going to
be on that ship.

There was something that still bothered me awhole lot about Er-rol, but | put that thought out of my
mind for later progpecting. Might--be-maybesis for when you're safe, not running for your life.
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Curfew fdl whilst wetried to find away back that didn't include Space Angels. If I'd thought it out |
would of gonefor the fastest route and never mind the Angels, because Archangel's Finest don't work



overtime,
Something else does.
The wartoy caught up to uswithin sight of the port.

Tdler'n me, taler'n Baijon, taler'n The Wall That Waked back on sunny alMayne where | couldn't
imaginewhy I'd wanted to leaveit just now. It lurched out in front of us and started spieling the warning
that some cratty back on Throne athousand lights away probably thought was cute: al aout how this
areawas under the direct control of the Nobly-Born Mallorum Archangel and | should just betickled to
deeth at the fact.

To death was maybe right. The wartoy was big and wide and cov-ered with enough hogtile artifacts to
remind you that breaking curfew was aautomatic Class D warrant. | had afedling it probably wasn't
going to be any too gentle tagging ainnocent passerby for later pick up. "Run,” | suggested.

Baijon skittered back, trying to square common sense and honor and do it on hisfeet. The wartoy
trundled forward. | raised my stolen blaster.

| saw itslaunch-arm come up and | had sense enough to throw the heet away from me. | threw mysalf
the other way and the tronic blew Errol's hand-cannon out of the ether. Then it missed me with some
thing long and ugly that writhed like a brokebacked snake, looking for something to wrap around and
squeeze. Baijon wrenched aholosm exciter off the side of abuilding and chucked it &t the critter next.

| rolled into the gutter and wondered if | could make it down the maintenance access and knew the
answer. There was asnap as portsin the wartoy's little metal waterline popped open and something
heavy, aily, and yellow started vaporing out.

Then the top of its head exploded.
"Dammit-1 thought you two were with the Rebellion!"

Tronicsfrom dl over was converging on the smoking ruin Meggied blasted the wartoy into with arifle
she'd persuaded some dtruistic Angel to donate-and we was converging the other way.

"That'swhy | took you with me-we were supposed to pick up a Brightlaw courier on dMayne but
whoever it was never showed up- and then you go and shoot my contact!”

"And six-dozen Space Angels! Saved your liveaive, Meggie-bai; was Errol Lightfoot, first class
trouble

There was some more silence whiles we hotfooted it down de-serted streets where every part of
redity was machined like a high-ticket blaster. Civilization.

"It'slucky those damn thingsre so stupid,” she said after whiles. "'I'd wanted to shoot one anyway to
draw the others off. Thought | was going to have to rig therifle to overload. Look, are you sure you're
not with the Rebe lion? We could use the help about now."

"Meggie, don't you think if we waswanting to join up with abunch of idedistic brainburn cases on
Royd wed of told you?"

"No." That from Baijon. | looked at him. "Right. Herewe are.”

She stopped in front of one of the buildings that ringed the port. There was aregular touchpad lock on
the side, and if you had a suspi-cious mind you could see there was adoor there. Beyond the building
was a blank space, then the fence-and paradise and freedom if we could get there.

"Access tunnel to the port,” Meggie said, and pulled ashimcrib out of her boot.

"Remind meto go waking with you sometime when you're well--armed,” | said.



Shejust grinned and put the card over the plate. "Kore, are we bresking the law yet?"
"Since about you jumped Errol-peril, bal," | told him.

And Errol the ex-Peril'd broke it first. An older law, about not selling out your own side.
"Good," my hellflower said, red satisfied. "I wished to be sure.”

The access tunnel opened and wewent in.
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The three of us went down the tunnd to thefirst branch. Meggie stopped and leaned againgt the
curved wall, and sat down.

"Asgood aplacetowait asany,” she said.
"For what?' Baijon was puzzled enough to ask, and | had abad feding | knew.

"Inspiration. Or did you think | had a plan, both of you? Funny; | hoped you did-1 just hope
Angelcity’ s oke and Mero can put thefix into get us off. 1t'sagood thing he buttoned her up tight when
weleft."

Meggie looked up and down the tunnel. She could figure odds aswell as| could; these weren't good.
"Probably al they wanted was the guns. And | could prove we didn't have them.”
"Wrong," | said.

"But," said Meggie, likeit was awhole sentence. Like: But what an t” hell do you mean? You been
holding out on me, . Cyr, maybe?

"Y ou remember | donetold you one-time about Fenshee daver hight Errol Lightfoot."

She nodded; Meggie and me go back to where | was till figuring angles on how to find and ice our
boy Erral.

"Last seen walking into Mallorum Archangd's pocket out in the Roaq in a Chapter 5rig, trust me. |
wasthere. Sdling dl sdesagaingt middle, likely. Hed of found your guns, Meggie. And anyway, he
knows your rep. Wouldn't even bother to look. Just gig thelot.”

"And hislifewas mine, and | have taken it-but | wished to have hishead aswell,” Baijon said,
plantive.

"It'd look grest in your hopechest, bai.”

"So what about my ship?' Meggie said.

The only one asdidn't know the answer to that might be Baijon.

"It'sonly gund™ said Meggie, opening and closing her hand like she wanted something to shoot. "Just a
fine"

No. Not even if me and Baijon hadn't been along; not even if Meggie'd walked right into Errol'sarms
and then into Imperid lockup swearing dl the way sheld never seen a starship. There was the scent of
Example To Others about Royd, and we dl smdledit.

"Soyou tell memy life-story and I'll tell you yours" | said. Meggie shrugged. What else did we haveto
do with our time?

"Guns are steady profit, if you have the hold space to waste on enough of them. alMayne's one of our
regular stops, every two hundred days or so. Hawkharrow and Estel-Shadowmaker rigs from Barnegat;
one of the Starborn LessHouses buys them for us. What else can we do-Indies can't compete with the
Company anywhere in Directorate Space; they'll ship free rather than lose a cargo to one of us."



"Cut tothe chase," | told her, eveniif it's true about Company ships.

"We were on Digpason, in Harmony. A cut-out offered usthejob; standard split and a meet-cutein
Port Mantow. We had the contacts, the money was good-it had to be the Brightlaws-"

"Chairman Charlock not having too much trouble arming histroopsthese days,” | put in.

"So we hit alMayne and made our ded for the Mixture as before. It usudly takes them a couple few
daysto put aded together, but it's not abad port to lie-up in-"

Shewasrambling al over the story, was Meggie, wondering what was happening to Angelcity and
thinking she maybe knew. | let mysdlf wish that Paladin was here; 1'd been in the own cousin of this
scrape adozen times and held dways got me out. Redlity iswhat your computer tellsyouit is, and
computers believed anything Paladin told them. “-so we were waiting and someone with a conduct from
never--you-mind came and booked two passages to Royal for whoever showed up and said the magic
word before we left. | wondered for awhileif it wasyou, but | guessyou would of said, right? They
never showed. Left something for them I've still got in my lockbox. And thisjust isn't fair.” No it wasnt.
And for onceit wasn't my fault.

But it was my problem.

Wheat isredlity?| fdlt the pushing fedling at the back of my mind that I'd used to get when | was about
to be brilliant and got these days when somebody else's mindset was yelling for attention. Or maybe it
was mine-how would | know?

Wheét isredity?

Isit what we can drag in through the natural receptors of a piece of protoplasm?If it is, then the world
isasmdl place. But we don't like small. We build new sensesto gather redlity. And if what our made
sensestdl usisdifferent from what our bodies see, which do we be-lieve?

Thewrong one, usudly.

Our problem was redlity-based. We couldn't do damnall about the problem, so there was just one
thing left.

Do something about the redlity.

I thought about Errol's head, and how | redlly couldn't think why Baijon shouldn't haveit if he wanted
it. I thought about how Mero and Meggie deserved enough luck to get upside with Angelcity.

I thought about most of the things you think about in the dead of night whilesyou're listening to your
mind disintegrate.

"I want you to do me athing, Meggie. | get you out of here, we got adedl, ded ?
Meggie looked & me, more suspicious than hopeful.

"Nobody can get usout of here-unlessthey're drawing to an inside Sraight.”

"l get you out, | get Angelcity up, you do meathing, je?'

"S. Cyr, you get usout of hereand I'll marry you."

"Y ou don't get off that easy. It'slike this. Washonnet at war because the hellflowersve heard Malorum
Archangd'saLibrarian.”

Meggie made aeditorid noise.

"| get you out of here, you say they'reright. Y ou tell everybody: he's Malmakos, hesriding High
Book."

"The point of the exercise, St. Cyr, is supposed to be an improve-ment on how things are now."



"Did | say you got to stand around and wait for the late-breaking reviews? Don't put your name on it.
Just passtheword."

"Areyou sure about this, S. Cyr? About Archangd?"

"Y ou telling me you care, Meggie-bai? Ask hellflowersfor true-tell; me, | just asked you favor.”
"Therésno way you can pull thisoff."

"Then weal be dead and you got nothing to pay.”

Meggielooked at melike shethought | was crazy. Silly frail; | knew | was. No harm in it. Some of my
best friendsiscrazy.

And besides, there was one of Paladin's old tricks with the Imperia dataweb | wanted to try. Only |
didn't have his advantages. | had to get to aterminal.

"Do | have achoice?' Meggie said.
Noneat dll.
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The Power Tower isatower even when it's a bunker underground -it's the building on any port that
handlesin/out treffic.

Usudly it's big enough so there's a place where the Trade Customs & Commerce Officer updates the
ships-in-port registry and arranges to search any ships flagged there; lockups for confiscated contraband;
placesto handle feeslicensesregistration and dl the other ways the Empire scrapes credit off you for
trying to make aliving with aship. But it doesn't have to have any of thosethings. All it needsis oneroom
with a DatalNet hookup for the songhirds to juggle the incoming and outgoing traffic on.

It was the dataweb | wanted, and | didn't see any reason to walk in uplevel amongst the legitimates
and ask for it. Not with the connects running right down into the maintenance tunnels where we was and
with an accesstermind herefor systems checks.

| didn't know if thiswas going to work. What | had was the stone bankable belief that it would-but
then | aso thought | was aOld Federation Library Archive, or sort of.

Paadin had doneit. | knew that from the outside and remembered it from the ingdeif | wasn't crazy.
It wassmpleto do.

If you was made out of light and magic.

But | wasflesh and bone-mostly. | couldn't walk into a computer and think its thoughtsfor it.

"What are you going to do?" Meggie came up beside me,

| looked at her and shrugged.

We was both following Baijon. Not only was he growing more lar-cenous by the tik, he dways knew
where we was relative to Angelcity: and the main port gate. Without that we could of been lost dightly
longer than forever down here; starved to death and been found by the housekeeping tronics.

Better'n what Errol's playmates had planned for us, but how much was that saying, really?
"Thisway." Baijon came back from where he was scouting and waved us on.

"Going to go into the DataNet and change the file on Angelcity so's you've got Clearance-to-Lift," |
told Meggie.

"Oh, what ardief. For amoment there | thought you had a plan.”
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Around bedtime Meggi€'s variable-generating compkey did shim-crib on one last gate, and we wasin
the downdeep underbeneath the Power Tower.

I like knowing how thingsis put together. Always have. With the net result | know alot of pretty damn
uselessthings, 'causewhenisagirl like |l going to be underneath the Power Tower messing with itsmain
computer?

Now, iswhen.
"Now what?' said Meggie.

| looked around. It wasn't redlly aroom at al, just the place where avertical pipe intersected a
horizontal one. Therewas arow of hand and foot holds going up the wall-to guide you when the
dropshaft was on and use donewhen it wasn't. They led up to thingslike light and air and legitimates.

The touchpad was right where it belonged to be, sticking out from the cable going from up to down
like aafterthought. A tech pulling maintenance on the datawch would jack a separate brain in here, not to
mention adisplay; piggyback it on the main DataNet access to check for lumps, bumps, and strange
foreignlogic.

Which meant therewasaway to plugin.

Meggie was carrying enough toys for meto pop the housing easy and quick. Insdeit looked like every
other piece of partytech ever hatched, except cleaner. The jacksfor the peripherals was bundled in
place.

| pulled off my gloves and ran my fingers over the pad, and | knew | could doit.

"Baijon, you loan meyour Knife, onetime.”

Because whatever | was now, | wasjust not-human enough to get mysdlf killed rea spectacular.
"S. Cyr?' Meggiesad again.

| shook my head to clear it of the series of access codesringing in my brain. The way wayaway into
the part of the Royad planetary brain that controlled all the port functions was so clear and open | could
walk it-and only existed as pulses of light.

| took adeep breath.

"Now you go back Angelcity, Meggie. Three minutes, then up and into the building. Nobody stop
you, specidly if they don't seeyou." Meggie stared a me, weighing al the other things she could maybe
do and coming up with the same answer | did. Finally she nodded.

| looked at Baijon. He shook his head. | wasn't Surprised. He was staying with me, faithful for the next
fifty-saix galactic sandard years, or until he figured out | had Malmakos on the brain.

"And maybe we see you again and you remember this. And maybe not.”

“Y ou don't haveto do this, Butterfly,” Meggie said, dthough since she couldn't think | was going to
jack mysdlf in series with the planetary core | don't know what she thought | was going to do.

"There ain't no other way, Meggie. Now go on and let me get to cases.”
She kissed me and hugged Baijon and went. And there we was.
Three minutes.

It wasn't me, | kept telling mysdlf, which I'd believed dll dong until it wastimeto cut it. | knew it wasn't
going to hurt. High-class cyber-work has a cut-out to keep its dainty patrons from fedling stress and
unesse. | took Baijon's Knife and dit the fake skin on my arm.

| peeed it back and dug through the padding and insulation until | could see the glass bones



undernegath. Thiswas part of me-, thiswaswhat jumped when my brain said hell and high.
Two minutes.

"There was a bunch of color-coded leads running back and forth: silver for power, purple for memory,
and a couple othersthat spent their time datagathering and then tricking my brain into thinking it felt
something. Those were the ones | wanted.

| did the arthame-blade under one. Baijon watched meintent likel wasdoing it to him. | twisted the
blade, hoping it would shear through. White light exploded in my skull as the sensors mailed everything
home at once. | staggered, and Baijon held me up. Two yelow wires curled up out of my arm and for the
first timel could fed the prosthesis as something not part of me. | flexed itsfingers. They opened and
closed just like dways, but alittle heavier.

And now | could plug the computer right into my brain and play Library.

| didn't want to. And | did. Ultimate risk. The wildest ride that ever was, and not even needing aship
to takeit. Purefun.

| wrapped the dataweb jacks around my sensory-lead and the world went away.
Oneminute. | keyed the touchpad with my free hand.

At firgt | wasjust fooling about, feding my way into the net. There wasn't the holotank that would of
shown me the computer's answersin Intersign glyphs, but | didn't need it. What | was doing waslike
remembering adream, only | wasn't remembering anything. | wasmaking it redl.

Or | waslying to mysdf.

It was smple to dump memory from the sensors uplevel without saving it somewhere for Security to
seeit. | followed Meggie out of the building by the scanners she tripped, but everything they had to tell
they told just me, and | wipediit.

Therewas agtasisfield around Angelcity. | couldn't turn it off or cancd it without setting off darms,
but | could move it to some other ship. So | did.

That's when they started to notice. | knew they would, but they

wasn't quite sure yet. They didn't know what and they didn't know how -just something where and
(pretty soon) who.

| was finished with the Port computers; I'd done dl | could with (them. What | wanted now wasin to
the planetary core where they kept laws and facts and suchlike.

It's supposed to beimpossible. Pdadin did it al thetime, silk-sailing. For meit was somewherein
between-and it took time, which | didn't have much of .

"Kore, they arc coming," Baijon said, strained.

| knew it. But | was close, so close, dmogt in, and it was so damn awkward making my fingersdo
what my mind could see, and the touchpad portswasso dow . . .

Code, and wait, and code, and wait-wait-wait, like alag-time be-tween thoughts and how could
anybody think thisdow? And me never sure | was hearing the computer right, or my fantasicswas
playing mefase, or maybe Baijon'd figure there was something not-quite-right enough to make redl
trouble.

Waiting . . .

Now | could hear what held heard-rattle and rumpus and legiti-mates out in the tunnedl looking for to
find their way in.



Likel wasin. | had thewhole world in my hands, and anything | wrote was truth.
There was no warrant for Megaera Dare.
There was no hold order on the Independent Ship Angelcity. The ship had immediate clearance.

| told the DatalNet that and it believed me, and after that, any other truths didn't matter. | was dazzled
watching new truth write itslf in unredlity for anyone who wanted to check it to believe.

The port computers and orbital data-catcherstold me Angelcity was gone: red truth, not virtua truth.
"Kore-" The footsteps was close now: men in armor.

"Y ou wasthe best friend | ever had, Baijon-bai. Fact."

But it wastoo late for Baijon and meto go anywhere at al.



11

Tainted Love

The cell waslike dl other cdlls. There was plenty time to think whilesyou wasin, and plenty thingsto
rather not think about. Partly | thought about Charlock Corporation's werewolvestaking Baijon. They'd
took him somewheres away from me when they found us. | wondered if hewas Htill dive.

What | thought about mostly was how Baijon and me was maybe not the galaxy's best team,
somewise. Oh, hewas cute and fast and ready with ablaster and I've got my points, but wasn't neither of
ustemperamentally suited to say "whoa' when t'other one came up with afun new way to get killed.

I'd always counted on Pdadin for that. Only he wasn't here now to tell me my notions was damfool;
what there was, was a starry-eyed kid who thought | was god's older sster.

One of uswas going to haveto learn to be-what was Pally'sword for it? Reasonable.
If we got out of here| promised to tart working on that. Tomor-row.

Not that there was going to be one. Fake ID, curfew violation, trespassing-we was spare parts. At
least | was.

| was debating the musical question of whether it would do Baijon any serious net life good if the
legitimales knew who he was when they gave him back.

It'd took four of them to carry him here and they didn't try to set him down any gentle-they threw him.
He bounced right back and started trying to claw hisway through the shut door.

Eventuadly even ahdlflower had to giveit up. He did down to the floor in ahuddle of misery and finaly
saw me.

"They havetaken my Knife, Kore," he said. Then he clung to me and wept like they'd cut out his
heart.

Ever wonder why it isyou got no hdlflower trouble under the Pax Imperador? They dl come
hardwired with abuilt-in hostage to fortune, iswhy. The Knife. It isn't something they own. It's them. A
hdllflower’ sgoing to leave his arthame behind about the time | shoot myself in the head for recresation.
Whoever’ s got the Knife's got the owner. And that makes a hdllflower real vulnerable.

And now the legitimates had Baijon's.

Finaly he quieted some and looked at me. Some kindly soul had bandaged him up dl legit and officid,
which he had made serious reno-vations on trying to walk through alocked wall, and lifted hisKnife
whilesthey wasdoing it. And | didn't think he was cute, or funny, or any other such condescending thing.
Hed put everything he had on the line for me time and again when | was doing thingsthat wasjust as
stupid and nonsense to him as grieving over adamn knifewasto me. | owed him.

"Firgt you tell me, Baijon. Then wekill al of them and get it back.” 1t wasn't redly important that we
was both on the same side of alocked door, neither. Or that | had about as much chance of making
good on that promise as | did of being €lected Emperor. | meant it, and that was al Baijon cared about.

"They are not human beings, Kor e-they are animals, breaking even their own law. The chaudatu lavs
say they cannot touch it-do they doubt the word of one of the Gentle People, the vow that it will not be
used in battle againgt them?"

Wil | would, and so would anyone with any sense. But that wasn't the point.

"They bejust wanting to nail you somewise, bai, and make you tell them things." Likewho you are,



and who your dais, and what we two was doing with their computer, and how. | flexed my fingers and
watched the cybereisis bells and whistles move back and forth in the open part.

"Never." Interphon didn't have enough flavor for him-he re-pested it in helltongue where it redly does
mean that: never forever-, and | really do know the difference between never and not-now.

"Yeah, ba. Never-ever-forever. And we get out of here and crottle their greeps, sure. But we got to
wait forit."

Baijon rocked back on his haunches, ready to wait at top speed. He looked at me, suspicious| didn't
quite understand his point of view. "They are not human, Kore. They areless than anima s-they could
have been human, and forswore humanity. Thusthey endanger humans by their example. They are
wrong."

"Sure, bai. | know." He might of had a point, but it was too damn pretty and theoretica for me. And
they aready made me mad enough to agree with Baijon whether he wasright or not. Because he couldn't
of hurt them with hisdamn Knife-and if they was scared of it they could just of glued it shut. But they
took it.

Why?
Not abad question, when you came right down to the hard-and--sharpies.

Because until we was definitdy crimind, the legitimates had to play by the rules, and the ruleswas,
Baijon got to keep his arthame until after he was dead. Even on Wanderweb Free Port, they'd only
took it after they said lie was guilty and condemned, and Free Ports don't follow the Pax Imperador.

But the people who'd took it here had medicalled Baijon-which meant he was va uable enough that
they surely wouldn't risk himicing himsalf over getting his Knifetook away.

Right?
Unfortunately the empirica evidencewasagaingt it.

Baijon and me was | eft alone for the optimal period some paid expert sometime told the heat wasthe
right length of time to soften up members of the crimina ement with trepidation and remorse. Thena
couple Size Large werewolvesin Space Angdl black came looking for us.

Baijon looked at me. Wait for it, | 'signed at him. But we wasn't going to wait onetik past where his
Knifewasin sght. | owed him that, and | wasn't putting it aside for some "greater good,” neither. Fair is
far.

Darktraders pay their debts.

So we walked meek down the corridor between the heat, me look-ing for an angle | could use.

| had been in this Stuation lots and lots and I'd never beenin it before. 1'd been in sometrouble, sure,
but mostly I'd almost been in trouble if somebody was to notice what | was doing.

And I'd never been in Directorate space, let aone got in trouble here, because any basic medica
scan'd reveal mefor what | was-an Interdicted Barbarian, illegal immigrant from someplace as had paid
the Empire good money to throw away the key. I'd heard rumors, and stands to reason more peoplen
med tried it, but I'd never met anyone else from one of the dicty-worldsin Tahelangone Sector. They
don't send you home when they catch you out here, neither. They shoot youl.

It was apretty good bet I'd been scanned in the cell. So looking at it from that angle, wasn't nothing
logigtical standing in the way of me helping Baijon turn the place insde out going after hisKnife. | had
nothing left to lose.

We was still somewheresin the Power Tower-at least, dl the time 1'd been conscious we hadn't gone
anywheresthat could be outsdeit unlessthe legitimates was playing pharmaceutica headgames with my



redity. Wewent to alift, and up, and then we was on aleve with windows-fancy nonsense when
holosmsd work better but | like'em--and | could see there was il port outside, coming on aong of
dawn.

| knew every ship down there, origin-destination-dockage-tonnage--stowage-and-rating. | knew who
they was and where they was. Everything from the ships-in-port directory.

| was drowning in raw memory. Whoever "I" was.

When the shivaree in my skull had died down and | could pay attention to the real world again we was
in very important sophont land, and we picked up four morelittle helpers-al glittering armor thistime and
armed to the high-heat. Baijon fluffed up alittle when he saw them, but he went on waiting.

My head hurt. Only dightly worse than that secondhand chaos and old night was the absolute
conviction that somewhere in that mass of undigested data |l shouldn't never have been ableto get off a
touchpad keyboard even with a hotwire straight to my brain was guaranteed luck and away oui.

If I couldfinditintime.

We went through alast set of doorsinto the kind of stone lux place they bring you to tll you to kill
yourself somewheres else and save them the fuss. Thekind of place every bully hasif he can swing it,
from nighttime man to pimp to king. Businessas usud, redly. It wasimpres-sve, but it was supposed to
beimpressive. So | wasn't impressed. There was another short-order of Space Angelsthere, and
some-oneelse. And | knew wewasin red trouble. Fact.

Y ou couldn't look at him. Very dick: holosm augmentation and subsonics and maybe pheromones. No
matter what you did you couldn't look at him straight on.

So | didn't eventry. | looked out the window at the ships|eft out on thefield. | could seealittle of him
out of the corner of my eye: slk that ate light and glitterflash so damn expensive I'd only read
descrip-tions of the stones.

"Welcome to Port Mantow. | am delighted to be able to greet you properly at last-Valijon Starbringer
and Butterflies-are-free Peace Sin-cere.”

Hisvoice had adigtorter onit, too: fear and command and other stuff that made it so you couldn't get
your atention off him. Not too useful for long chats, | bet, but then Malorum Archangdl didn't haveto
have too many long conversations.

"Y ou have my leave to speak,” Archangel said, and Baijon ripped out a sentence of pure,
double-distilled, helltongue treason. It settled my mind cons derable-there wasn't no way either of uswas
going to get out of the room dive after that.

"Trite," Archangel said. "But children don't know any better-and you, foolish boy, are unlikely to have
timeto learn. Y ou can be of some small use to meto make up for the smal inconvenience you have
been. You will do dl that iswithin your power to please me because you have nothing left to bargain
with-while | continue to have the opportunity to grant . . . concessions.”

Archangd sad it dl unruffled like Baijon hadn't called him sev-enty-seven kinds of bad name. He
gestured, and his hand came clear aminute when it got outside the distorter field. And | saw what
Archan-gel was holding. Baijon'sKnife.

Baijon saw it too, and the two Space Angels clamped down on him quick. Their armor rattled as he
lunged, but he couldn't move them. Archange probably smiled, and Baijon's arthame vanished back into
thefidd.

"Concessions, as| sad. You have no ideawhat agreat pleasureit isto see you again so that we may
have this conversation. Now. Whereisit?"



| don't think Baijon heard him, but | did. All the distorter harmon-ics making every word His Nobility
uttered the most important there ever was, and what | heard was Archangd asking the wrong question.

"Y ou brought it here from aMayne. Y ou used it benegth the Port. | am not interested inalong
seduction. Whereisit?' Archangd said. Not "Who are you? " or even "Aha, | have you now,
Fillintheblank.”

"Whereisit?"

The TwiceBorn Lord Prince, the Nobly-Born Lord Mallorum Archangel, Governor-Genera of the
Phoenix Empire wanted some-thing out of us, even knowing who we was-and whatever it was, we
didn't haveit.

| heard the servosin the Angels armor whine as Baijon fought them. | just stood there, flatfoot and
stupid while shimmering evil looked us over and decided which oneto tekefirst.

"Youwill tell me" he said to ether of usor none, and only twenty years of habit kept my mouth shut.

So aSpace Ange tuned me up some-not bad, just enough to remind me how much pain could hurt. I
I'd been on my own turf and they'd been serious, they'd of followed it up with taking off afinger or doing
something €l se permanent to indicate their sincere displeasure. But they didn't.

The next thing | remembered was coming back from being kicked in the face, fdlt like, and seeing three
Angels holding Baijon front and center of Archangel whiles another one offered Archangd alittle black
box.

Little black boxes never have anything in them you want.
I must of moved, because there was enough Angels at large to haul me up and shake me.

The pain fdt likeit was something very important to somebody who wasn't me. Visual focus went on
and off inflashes of light and | dripped on the carpet, but | could see.

The black box went on aside table and got its two halves yanked apart. Then it got turned on.

A beam of light ran between the two terminals that'd been in the halves of the box; dark red, the beam
was, and al dong the surface it sparked where the motes of dust touched it and made the conversion to
energy.

A molecular debonder. The small kind, for tidy security in home and office. And | bet | knew what
was going into that beam, one piece a atime.

But | waswrong. They hustled me up close dl right, but just to watch.

"If you actudly think that | am unaware of your father's pathetic ambitions as kingbregker, little prince,
think twice. Y our revered and mora father was my hound to flush out those who wish my Empireto be
lessthan tidy, and now the time has come to whip him to kennedl. Y ou will be the lash. For loveof you
Kennor Starbringer will beg on hiskneesto serve mein any way | choose. But you'll do it first. | want
the Brightlaw Prototype-the one you were attempting to bring to the in-surgents under cover of an arms
Odivery.”

Oh, that Brightlaw Prototype.

Baijon snarled, too far goneto talk any kind of wordsat al. Archangd held out hishand. Light and

music rippled al over him from the distorter fieldsand | had to look away. Out of the corner of my eyel
saw Baijon's arthame flash red in the light from the debonder.

"Whereisit?' Archangel said, al slk. "You can't deny it. Y ou used it againgt the port computersto
help the gunrunner escape. The "honor' of the dMayne-it has doomed you and your creature: and gained
nothing. The ship never |eft the system.”



"No," | said, before | could helpit.

"Yes" | got Archangel's undivided attention for ainstant and wished | hadn't. “Tell me, Prince Vdijon,
which do you vaue more: thistribal totem, or .. .”

"Librarian, " snarled Baijon. "Malmakosim.”

Even hereit got alittle attention-you just don't call someone, anyone, a Librarian and go back to what
you was doing the minute before. But the six-pack of Angelsd heard it before, or maybe they just didn't
cae.

"It wasyour Library," snarled Baijon, "and dl the Gentle People know your shame, eater of-"

One of the Angels holding Baijon smacked him a short business-like wallop with atruncheon, which
put an effective end to discussion of Imperid hot cuisine.

Archangd turned the arthame and the blade flashed red in the light.

"Do you actudly think anyone will believe that? Thisis the nine--hundred and ninety-second Y ear of
Imperia Grace, Prince Valijon, not the dark ages. Y our hellflower kindred know what they want-and it
isntaholy war."

"The Gentle People-"

"Will do what is prudent, expedient, and politic. Asyou will do what | want, my darling hotspur-for
this. In the end, the dMayneis not so different from the chaudatu he despises, ishe?!

Flash, the bladein thelight. | tried to move, but my pet Angels wasn't having any. Any morefolding
from them and the cybereisiswas just going to shear loose of what was left of my origind collarbone.

"l don't want it,”" Baijon said, flat. His voice was hard, and there weren't no kinchin-bai left init at all.

"Very wdl." Archange opened hishand. The Knife did through hisfingersinto the debonder beam.
When it hit it warped every way at once with asound like hot grease poured into water. Then it was
gone, and just acouple flakes of carbon was [ €ft.

Baijon went gray and made the kind of sound you hear in night-mares. He hung bonel ess between the
two Angels, and now they was holding him up not back. There was aflicker from behind the digtorter,
and they pushed Baijon down to hisknees. His head hung, limp.

"Pretty princeling,” said Archangel. " Strength of character prevails only in the talkingbooks. Now
you'veforced meto question your little friend-again.”

Then Malorum Archangel turned off hisdistorter and | could see him plain.
The shocks carne in sequence. Each one hit separate, giving metimeto facethemall.

Clothes more expensive than anything | could make up. Half ar-mor that was mostly ajoke and the
rest valuta made solid. Human asme, or Baijon.

His hair was short, dusted with something that glittered. Brown hair. Eyes would probably he dark.
Fenshee breeding population, by the genetic markers.

Then heturned away from Baijon and toward me. He smiled. "Hiya, sweetheart, how's tricks?"
It was Errol Lightfoot. But Errol was dead back in that dockside ham.

Then his expression changed, and now the face went with the clothes: arrogant and inhuman, afaceto
go with al the stories the Patriarchs had ever told back home about hellgods.

"Don't ever confuse playacting with redlity, *Sweetheart." "
"You'redead," | said, probably only to me.



He turned away and knelt by Baijon. Archangel made every bad dream | ever had seem likeawak in
thesunlight.

"Y ou belong to me now, little Vaijon." He put a hand under Baijon's chin and lifted, and looked down
into Baijon's eyes.

"You leave himlonedone, ba." | wanted to look around for who'd said it, but | had aawful feding |
knew.

"All right.”

He came toward me, and now when it wasno damn use a dl | remembered what'd bothered me
about Errol back at the Warped Space.

Errol's eyes were black. Always had been.
But the Errol that'd been waiting for usd had purple eyes, same asthis Errol here.

Only this Errol was Malorum Archangel. And his eyes were the deep drowned violet of lethd
radiation. They seemed to pulse, aspiral song sucking mein likeaOld Fed warpgate. He smiled, and the
look was pure predator.

Heleft Baijon done. But he came after me.

"Hold her ill," he said while| tried to kick him. | felt the buzz of his persond shield and my foot did
off. The Angels dug into the nerves on my arms, but the left one didn't have any and they couldn't hurt me
enough anyway to make me let Archangel touch me.

"Oh, little Butterfly," he said. "'l am going to enjoy this”

But he did get hishands on me. The barbs on hisglovesdid into my skin and ripped, and | didn't fedl
that elther. The only thing in the world was those eyes, and when Archangel was finished enjoying
him-sdf wasn't going to be nothing lft.

Then something did by mein my skull on itsway to someone ese and left medone. Therewasa
jangle of raw synesthesiathat part of me wastrying to sort to find out if it was me being hurt, and
Archangd shrieked.

"Shelsacyborg! It'sin the cyborg!" He hit me across the face and then turned on one of the Angels
holding me, mad somewise beyond reason.

And the Angel let go.

| didn't stop to gawk. | didn't even know what | was going to do until both hands closed around one
termina of the debonder.

Three of my cybereisisfingers did into the beam and vanished. And | threw the box.

| didn't careif | killed him, but killing him wouldn't be good enough. What | wanted waswhat | got-the
meatter-eater beam hit Archangel's persond shield, tried to suck energy, and blew lunch al over the room.

And then it wasjust likewith bulliesthe gdaxy over. Everybody logt dl the careful common sense
they'd been saving for aspecia occa-sion. They'd go for Archange first instead of hanging on to us-a
chance. if we could useit.

Baijon heaved up and flung one of the Space Angels at the Gover-nor-Generd. The other onewas
dead dready. | grabbed Baijon and ran.

*kkkkkk*k

There was adropshaft at the end of the hal and we took it without waiting to inquire whether it was
powered or not. It dropped ustwo levels down in aplace that was obvioudy where people went to wait



for the high-heat to whistle them every day but today. Today it was stone empty, which meant no one
between us and the next dropshaft.

If 1 stopped to think about what'd happened back there I'd go mad. Mallorum Archangd was. . .
something . . . that was very had indeed. And that mindbender'd called me a cyborg.

And destroyed Baijon'sKnife.
"Kore, Kore-" said Baijon, sounding desperate scared.
"Sokay, babby. | got aplan.”

“We can't. | can't. | have killed him, Kore; wherefore does helive? And he had killed me-how will |
find Ketrels Without- Kore-" Baijon was starting to fold up again now that the first rush was past and |
couldn't let him do that.

"Bal, you want him to have you?'

Baijon stopped dithering like I'd kicked him. HEd run into some-thing worse than hell and death and
hellflower honor, and held ligten to aLibrary if it'd tell him theway away.

Good thing.

"No," said Baijon, and we got our bearings and ran again. Eventually we came to a dropshaft that was
locked.

"Damn!" | dammed off thewall and back against Baijon.

"Wearerunning?' he sad, like we hadn't dready had this conver-sation. He looked like a sophont as
had gotten his desth-wound. But he was moving.

"Weistactically retreating so's we can blow the sonabitch to hell. Union, bai, don't clock out on me
now. | need you."

| grabbed hisarm before he could think of aargument and pulled. Baijon came with the pull, likea
proton grenade just waiting to happen. Wed been running blind, we'd been running away, and if it hadn't
done anything elsefor usit'd put enough time between us and Archan-gd or whoever hewasthat | could
think around the edges of him and plan.

Plan what? There was nothing left but running.
Andif | could reach it, something that would give usthelongest run of al.
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Dressed to Kill

| didn't know what level we was on, or how long we'd been running, but | did know that wherever we
was we was scaled in with no way out until they came for us. My hands started to shake. | watched them
with interest-one born, one made, nothing much to choose between. The made one was missing fingers.
The sheared ovals of glass bone glittered. Behind me Baijon was opening doors like hed found anew
missonin life, but there wasn't going to be any way out behind any of them. "Wore, " he said. | turned
around. Baijon was standing in a door- way.

And hewas holding agun.

One of the things the Empire does best isimpound contraband. Since contraband comesin through
port, the pound is at the port--usually somewherein the Power Tower-at least for the smal expensive
illegd Stuff.

"Illegd Stuff" waswhat the Intersign glyphs on the door said, and it was-everything small, cute, and
liftable the Empired taken off pass-ing shipsin the last never-you-mind. Food, perfumes, furs, raw gems,
made jewdry, tapes and holos and talkingbooks. My onetime stock in trade.

And weapons.

Enough to get us adeath quick and certain, and | might of took that way out except after seeing
Archangd up close | wasn't sureit'd befina enough. If minds could live in webs of starlight and flit from
skull to skull on air, just how safe was being dead, anyway?

Not very. | knew Archangd. Just like | knew Errol. And | didn't want to think about either onejust
now.

So | went for the heat. There was crates and crates, laid out like mayhem's dreamshop, dl the way up
to aplasma catapult somebody'd shagged off from an Imperid Armory and hadn't got quite wayaway
with.

And there was salvation.

| don't know where the origina legger got them, and Roya should of scrapped them instead of stashing
them here. They've got no resale value, after all.

But | ripped the cover off thefirg crate and thereit was, truth in advertising made flesh.
A Suit of Imperia Hoplite Armor.

It stood taller'n aman and not so wide as a starship-the powered armor Fleet'd decommissioned as
being too dangerous. For FHeet, they meant. The incidence of fragging went way up when every
man-jack of the cannon-fodder'd been issued what amounted to his own portable starship. So they
dished thearmor.

Therewassix suitsof it here.
"Prob'ly no good,” | told Baijon, and broke a nail prying open the chest carapace.

He stared at melike | was crazy and he was in aposition to judge, and probably he was right; wasting
my time on outlaw tech when awhole rathskeller of frightful was Sitting here waiting to be scooped up
and primed. But the power-pacswas al there: adouble row of big silver buttonsjust like | dap into my
blaster.

"Armor," said Baijon, when he figured it out. "Powered armor."



"Y eah, right. Help me get it out. And hope | remember how to hook it up before they get here.”

*kkkkkhk*k

Paladin aways used to say | wasn't interested in learning. That isn't true. Knowledge is stuff that isn't of
any practical use. I've got lots of that.

I bought a maintenance manua for the atmaosphere suit | had to put together oncet so my ship Firecat
could passingpection. It covered dl kinds bulgers, including powered armor. There was a chapter on the
Hoplite stuff-it was new when the book was animated. | knew there wasn't any Hoplite armor anymore,
but | audited that part anyway. And | guessed what | remembered of it wasn't real knowledge, because it
sure came in handy now.

Hoplite armor comes dl in one piece: you open up the chest and climb in. It doesn't have any built-in
weapons-although a man wearing one can use a plasma-catapult like ablaster-it just makes you bigger,
faster, and stronger than anything remotely human. What you do need to do with it, to get ready to
rock'n'roll, ishook up dl the connections between the inner and outer layers of the suit and make sure all
the secondary charge accumulatorsisworking.

Anybody scaed up in aworking suit of Hoplite armor would be set to walk right through anything
Archangd had to throw. Anything. Tools and extra power-pacswasin the crate, and | could amost
hear, through the ghost-dance in my head, Paladin whispering to me: ground-level and below-ground
access was scaed, the top floor was secured, then the next, and the next . . .

Wewasin Fifth Floor Storage, in case anybody wanted to know, Fifth Floor being the cutoff between
the working gtiffs and the power elite, sgnified by being full of suff neither sde much wanted.

Baijon wasaextraset of handsand | hoped hewas learning lots. | was clumsier than | thought without
haf my left hand, and the armor'd fit him but not meinthetimel had to trick withiit.

| scaled thelast of the leads back behind their foam.
"Doit," | said, and Baijon punched the power switch.

The armor spasmed; we both jumped back. Theniit just lay there purring to itself. Waiting for someone
to comeand tell it what to do. Maybe I'd hooked it up wrong. Maybe it'd mince Baijon to chitlinswhen
he got in. Y eah. And maybe Archangd's persond guard wasn't six inchesfrom finding us.

No choiceseft. Baijon stripped down to his bandages and dithered in. | settled the neck brace on him
and closed the chest. It went down most of the way for my shoving and then stuck. The suit systems
came on and pulled it the rest of the way closed with a snap.

The suit sat up. | backed up. Faint keening like goforths going sour came from it. Baijon moved like he
was drunk-big Soppy swinging moves, alittle bit fatal if he connected. | backed up again.

Hetried to stand and went over with a crash. The sound went on too long, and that was because the
door'd went, too. Sx Angelsin full powered armor: black and slver and looking lightweight next to the
Hoplite armor.

"Too bad it didn't work," the captain said. His voice was stripped out flat by the voder. "Where's the
prince?’
The armor on the floor sunfished again and nobody needed to draw Mallorum's Angel apicture. He

raised his magnetic uncoupler and pointed it at Baijon until the room temperature went up twelve degrees
and sparks was jumping between every point on the armor they could.

"There. That should-"

But it didn't. The armor thrashed one more time and stood, and then belted the chief Angel out of the
way. Hedidnt fly far, but he went fast.



They was professionds, they was armed and used to people making trouble, and they was outclassed.
Two of them dropped and started firing and the other three scattered. Baijon went right over thetwoin
the doorway. Their armor shattered like cheap formfit and their blast-ers could of been shooting oxygen
for dl the good they did.

Baijon didn't need ablaster. All he had to do was walk up and hit them.

"Kore!" Hisvoice was al warped and distorted through the voder. | scooped up the nearest
blaster-another Class B warrant, possession of amilitary sdearm-and chased after him.

Right into thetanglefield.

They work the same way atractor-pressor combo does: push-pull until whatever's grabbed moves
only where you want it to. Fine for starships.

Lousy for people.

Cause my feet was .stopped. The thing was st to prohibit lateral motion only-I could jump straight up,
if I could, and it wouldn't sop me. But it wouldn't et me move forward, and if | got unlucky it could kill
me. | could fall and twist joints out of their socketstrying to fold me up theway my origind designer
intended. And if | fell real wrong and made breathing alateral motion, 1'd be dead.

But | didn't havetimeto fdl. It waslike running into awall, and | yelped, and Baijon whipped back
around and lifted me straight up out of the field. The suit'swhine was loud, but even louder was the sound
of the max-fied shorting out from a suit of Imperid Hoplite Armor being dragged throughiit.

Someday I'm going to get me a s&t.

The main power net blew and probably took Port Mantow with it. The secondary generators didn't
have enough power to run the tangler, and Baijon set me down. We was somewhere in the Port
Authority Building with too much high-heet between us and anything that could get us off thisrock.

"Now we go back," Baijon said.

The Power Tower systems kept coming up and crashing as something else blew. A ten-second cycle:
disorienting.

"You'rekidding, right?

"Wemust . . . Kore, how can Malorum Archangd be Errol Lightfoot?”

"Y ou saw it too, right?'

| couldn't see anything but my own face reflected in the Hoplite helmet. | knew what Baijon was
thinking anyway. Hed seeniit. It was Archangdl.

And it was Errol, too-1'd bet anything | had |eft on that.
"Wemug kill him," Baijon sad, thinking it out careful-like. "Both of him. Again."

"Terrific-but wouldn't you like to be asuccess at it thistime?' Baijon consdered that, too, whiles|
picked up abelly-and-back and a night-helmet from a Angel what didn't need them anymore, and started
putting them on.

"What mugt | do?" hesaid findly.
"Why don't we start with escaping, j'keyn?"
| pointed at thewall and waggled my remaining fingers until Baijon caught on.

*kkkkkk*k

Cubic is chegp, downsde. There was meters of waste spacein every wall of the Power Tower and
between floors, too; used for power--cables or insulation or nothing. If you was wearing full powered



armor, you could make use of afact like that.

The plastic stretched, then split, then tore like taffy. Baijon started peeling it off its Structura supports.
Real soon there was a big enough hole for even the armor to crawl through. He smoothed out the edges
with one big blue-slver gauntlet like achild tidying mudpies.

"First we escgpe. Thenwe day,” Baijon sad firmly.
"Sure, ba."
| followed himinto thewall.

*khkkkkkk*k

| didn't know why they hadn't used gas yet. There was no one diveto report that it'd befifty percent
usdless, and it wasn't because they didn't have it-Roya was a war. The only thing | could think of was
that maybe Archangel wanted things done hisway, and like all damnfool glitterborn he was clueless.

| wanted to believe that. | redly did.
But | didn't, because | knew who Archangd redly was, and it didn't make any sense. No sense at dl-

The next level we reached was sedled too, but a! that meant was nobody was shooting at us whilst
Baijon dug a hole through the floor thistime and we went through that to what we found out was Leve
Three.

After that the home team got annoyed.

We found Charlock troopson Leve Three. They shot at us and we ran-al sameto Baijon and me,
‘cause we wanted to go the way they was chasing us anyway.

What we didn't want to do was run into a barricade with amolecu-lar debonder-a disintegrator
ray-big enough to planetoform a star attached.

Baijon recognized it-you show me awartoy a hdllflower doesn't. He backed up two lumping steps. |
used him for cover and snapped off a couple of shots as might discourage the Angels coming up behind
us. Trapped. Neat, sweet, and thorough.

"Run," Suggested Baijon. "'l will hold them here.”
So| did.

*kkkkkk*k

| didn't know what orders Archangel had given about who was to be taken dive and who got to be an
exampleto others, but Vaijon was a big noticeable target in dmost impenetrable armor and | was small,
harmless, and helpless.

| hoped they thought.

Because that Molecular debonder of theirswas afierce toy for sure, but it was also too bigto runon a
power-pac. That meant grid power, and you could turn off grid power.

Just ask any DataNet termind.

| set onetoggle on my riflefor "Continuous' and the other for "Dispersed” and swept myself away
past the Angels before therifle turned to warm plastic in my hands. That bought meaminuteaoneina
corridor.

Nobody was supposed to be up here in the Power Tower without authorization anyway, so al the
keycodes on the doors was simple--about the level of keeping Techie A out of Techie B'slunchbox. And
everybody knows you can't get onto the Imperia dataweb without per-mits stretching nineteen ways
from Night.



My Angel babystters was a haf-jump behind mewhen | didinto thefirst promising cubic. | had the
door shut again before they wasin line of sight, and kicked up the doorspesker to hear them go
ga-lumphing past. Everybody knowsiit takestimeto crack even asmple keycode, after dl.

Everybody knows.

There was adamn sight too much blithe assumption going onin this Legger's Empire, and | had the
horrible feding I might be among the chief assumpters. But | didn't havetime to change my waysjust
now; about the time the Boysin Black got tired of playing Bullies-and--Blasters and brought sonic
high-tech to bear on the problem of little Butterfly, Y ours Truly would be nonfiction.

And Baijon would be plasma.

How long to wind the debonder up to rock'n'roll? Would it stop him? Would he run without me-and
wasthere any place anymore, really, to run to? Audit the next exciting issue of Thrilling Wonder
Talk-ingbooks for these and other unanswered questions.

| grabbed the touchpad on the desk and felt my way in to the system. There wasn't time or toolsto
jack it through what was | eft of my cybereiss, but this time there was a screen,, and the wondershow
was gtrictly between my ears anyway, down another imaginary set of not--readly corridors one of which
would lead to my idea of ablack gang so | could shut down the spaceport grid.

| needed my miracle too much to jump saty for it, but somewherein the back of my skull was storing
up nightmares out of what | was doing now.

And theworst of it was, | wasn't good enough.

| could glitch their powersuck, but | couldn't stop it. The things | needed to grab did out of my hands
like skeins of hyperspace. | wastoo dow, too clumsy, too damn human till to do the only friend | had
left any good at dll.

It hadn't taken me akilo-second to find out | had a great career asafailure-plenty of timel€eft to dodge
back out and watch them turn Baijon into smoke and ice. The debonder started to cycle up-it pulled
enough power from the grid to make my corner of the datawch go al waobbly. Everything was snow and
gars and static, and meimaginating | was running down anonexistent corridor to find aroom that wasn't
there..

"Butterfly?' Pdadin sad. "What are you doing?'

His voice was thin and vague and hashed up with ground noise, and me not knowing if it wasin my
head or redl.

"Shut it down, Pdly-shut everything down!™ | hammered the keypad, but it wastoo little and too late
and | knew it.

"Y ou're having fun again." might-be Pdadin said disapprovingly, and everything went black.
Everything.

The emergency exits crashed open behind the holosim screens and so did the door to the room. It was
full day out and no lights, no holos, no moving tronicsin sight.

"Paladin! Come back herel"

But if he'd ever been there at all, he was gone now. The DataNet Access Port was dead. Everything
that ate power on Royal was dead. And | only had time to worry about one thing.

Baijon.
There was a crash from the corridor.

| ran.



Fitch-black, and my friendly helpful backbrain trying to remind me how smilar thiswasto being
marooned in apowerless derdict drifting randomly in space. | found the door by the flashes of light
coming through it and Baijon by the fact that he was the only thing lit up. The Hoplite armor sent beamsin
dl directionsilluminating a scene sure to be playing on sdect hollyvids everywhere Red Soon Now:
Desperados of the Ouitfar.

They must of tried to fire the debonder. And they couldn't, or not enough to do any good, but by the
time they'd figured that out they'd got Baijon Stardust and afull suit of Imperia Hoplite Armor redly,
redly med.

He'd picked up x-thousand kilos of debonder by the muzzle and swung it. It glittered at the far edge of
the armor's watchlights, and the corridor looked like a mine had exploded. There wasn't even anything
|eft that looked human enough to get Sick over.

The big blue gauntlet came up inadow hail. Vaijon Starbringer’ d just ddlivered the first ingtalment on
payback to hisenemies. "Come, Kore, " Baijon said. He waved down the empty, unopposed, and dead
slent corridor. Everybody Archangel had available to go after us must of been &t the debonder.

"Not that way." My mind wasinfinitely subdivisible, and the only part | was on spesking termswith
now was only interested in the best way out. "We got to go how they don't expect. Power'sdown al
over the port. Union.”

Power was down over one hdl of alot more than the port. Whatever'd shut things down-me, my
shadow, or aLibrary | used to know -had done one hell of ajob.

Wed left ship Angelcity with Meggie last night just before curfew. We'd broke back into the port well
into the dark part of the night, and Baijon and me'd spent serious hours under the Power Tower after
that.

Wed been rousted out to dance with Archangel just about dawn, and with one thing and another it
was probably within shouting distance of light meridiesnow. Timefor al good grubbersto be out running
the economy, right?

Wrong.

A shipisaclosed system, all of apiece. Shut it down and you'll kill al the crew, soon or late, but that's
all. Power her up again and she's ready to rock.

A city'sdifferent. Turnit off and it breaks.

Through the open third floor window of the Power Tower | could see most of Port Mantow and a
good chunk of the city. Nothing flew, nothing moved, nothing changed colors. Every computer in the
Net, every computer swapping data with the Net, was wiped clean asafakeID.

Baijon clomped over to the window and looked down. He put both hands against the window and
pushed, and the thin sheet of plastic bowed then warped then popped free and skimmed off on the air
like asheet of thermofax, leaving an unsafe holein thewall.

It was quiet enough | heard the first Sirens go off-something with a discrete power-pac, or something
else not tied into the Net. | tried not to think of how many deadersthere wasif even only one percent of
the population'd bought real estate. Mantow City holdsten million. | saw. "Now, Kore, wewill jump out
the window, and prove to the gods of the Gentle People. . ." He stopped in the middle of what he was
going to say. Archangd’ d burned his soul back there. By hdllflower rules, Baijon wasn't a hellflower no
more.

"Y eah. Right. Just we get out of here, oke? We paid enough for the damned ticket.”

I hung on for sweet life and an early retirement to the grab-handles on the shoulders of the Hoplite
armor. Baijon took arunning jump at the hole in the wall and that took care of getting us down the last



threefloors. He left two big cratersin the crete and walked away. I've had worse landings.
"Now-" Baijon sad.
But | knew where | wanted to go.

Even with war, curfew, quarantine, and disaster, there was about athousand ships down in Port
Mantow. | knew. I'd counted them. And in al the high-iron on the heavyside, there was one ship with full
invento-ries that only needed a solo pilot, had heavyweight personal armament and engines to match, and
was where she could get upside without port tronicsto help.

That was our ticket-if we could reach her.

Port Mantow was abig busy Directorate Capita port. It was dightly less busy than High Mikasa at
teatime on any day but today. There was shipsin rings, shipsin bays, ships as said they wasn't going
anywhere real soon racked in cybernetic cradlesin the Port's bottom levels. There should have been
people on the fie d-the ship's crewsif nothing €l se-but there weren't.

Archangd'd done something with them, maybe. | tried to imagine having enough power to hand grief to
that many Guilds at once, and couldn't.

He had so much power, what did he want with any more?

I looked around. There was ships and ships, but nothing was what | waslooking for-theshipina
cradle dotted into long-term storage in the north/northwest (by planetary orientation) corner of the Port.

| looked down at the grid coordinates ssamped into the crete and the credit-bit dropped. I'd misread
tile diagram | wasn't supposed to be able to accessin thefirst place. If the ship | waslooking for was
here, there should be azillion levels above us.

But there wasn't. Because we wasn't on the bottom layer of Port Mantow where the ship was.
We was on the top.

"No," | said, and stopped. The downside version of the Big Empty was al around me, and adozen
more like it underfoot-a couple klicks of down that without power and light Baijon and me stood a
dicty's chance of getting to.

| couldn't even turn the power back on. I'd fixed usrea good.

| stood there and thought about it, and dow-like it sunk in that the sound I'd thought was the ships
engineswasnt.

"Why do you stop?' Baijon asked, but | wasn't listening to him. It was a sound that might be ariot and
might be something € se and might just be the sound of severd million people I'd never met finding
themselvesin aworld of hurt. Port Mantow City looked like awar-zone for sure. And I'd done it.

For being doppy, for panicking. Shut everything down, | said, so something did.
"Kore San'Cyr?'

Funwasfun, and | didn't want me nor Baijon in Archangd's hands noway, but that last chegp trick'd
put me over the line that separated Butterfly St. Cyr, doing what she had to to get by, and Lord Prince
Mallorum Archangel, gazetted evilspeak. There was no difference be-tween what he did and what I'd
done.

Except, maybe, that doing it bothered me.
The noise from the city built to adull roar of pure ugly. Some-where something was burning.

"They arefoolsto build ctiesthat will kill them," Baijon said camly. Morning sunlight gleamed off the
Hoplite armor's blue-and--orange. He stood there waiting for me like he had dl thetimein the world.



| didn't say anything. City power didn't fail the way thisone'shad. It couldn't.

Not by itsdlf, anyway.

"They will head for the port soon. The Imperial Armory isat the port. They will want weaponsto
defend themsealves. We must be gone before that happens,” Baijon said.

They'd riot, and the Empire'd come down with both boots. Tortuga Sector was already under martial
law. Riot was treason.

" Space Angels be having something to say about that, bai." My voice fet antique. I'd trapped us here
on the surface of Royal. Our only way off was asfar away asif it was on the moon.

"Without orders?' Baijon said like it was ajoke. "Their only or-ders are obedience with no oneto
obey they are craven."

"Archangd ain't deed. They'll lisento him." Archangdl wasn't dead. Archangel wasn't never going to
be dead. Archangel was. . . . Never mind that now. Archangel wasn't dead, and he had as much proof as
awaking nightmare like him cared for that me and/or Baijon was something that he wanted, and the ship
that was our best chance of getting out of here was buried out of reach.

"Archangdl dso has orders, but we will not be here to know them. Thisway, Kore," said Baijon, and
ankled toward alock that headed downunder. The right way, asit happened, but how did he know?

Plagtic shrilled as he twisted the access hatch off its moorings and crumpled it between hisgloveslike a
piece of thermofax. He tossed it away. It made a dull sound on the Crete and the armor's watchlights
flared on, lighting the back of the shaft and making the numbers and warning signsreflect.

However he knew, it didn't seem important right now.
| followed the Hoplite armor into the dark.

*kkkkkk*k

There was no power. There was no light. It was hot in the underport without technology to smooth the
way, and the air was aready |ess than prime cut. Without my eght-foot flashlight | never could of found
anything but dow gtarvation. We went down the dropshafts using handholds with Baijon to light the way,
and after whiles| just let the Hoplite armor do all the work.

"We go thisway, do we not? To your ship?' He'd stopped the 'sponder’'s volume dl the way down to
abuzzy whisper, but Baijon's amped voice still echoed flat in thetunnd.

"Turn around; | can't see."

Hedid, and the spotlight on his chest showed off thewall glyphsfor Level and Section in big bright
Intersgn glyphs.

I ran my fingersthrough my hair and tried to reconcile what | was seeing with what | knew.
"440/A, North," said Baijon happily, and tripped off.
Hewasright, too. Again. But how the hell did lie know?

*kkkkkk*k

Docking bay 440/A Northwas. . . well, think of acube made up of about a quarter of amillion
smaller cubes. 440/A was on the outside bottom. Not useful for getting out, except for one thing.

Port Mantow was built at the edge of one of Royd's oceans. The other side of the docking bay wall
was nothing between us and the never-never but water.

We got to 440 and | was damn glad neither of usd been stupid enough to lose the armor. The bay
door was shut, and locked, and | knew the keycode but | couldn't use it without power.



That waswhy the Libraries had lost.

It must be the had air making me sick. | didn't want to be thinking about Old Fed Tech, about what it
could do and couldn't do and had done.

About how easy it wasto make it helpless.
Without power-and things that power could move-Libraries was nothing.
About how easy it wasto be helpless.

I'd never wanted to be helpless. I'd spent the last twenty years getting shut of it, getting to aplace
where I'd dways have aweapon and a bolt-hole, where nobody could push.

All gone now.

| felt thewdl dide up my back as| sat down. All gone, and the odds shortening into the negative
numbers. Running another escape just out of habit and watching everything | touched dissolveinto
en-tropy and old night.

"Kore?" Bajonsad.

"Whaddyawant?' | wastired and probably breathing everything but air.
"Now we must enter the docking bay and stedl the ship," he prompted.
"Y eah? And how you going to get the door open?”

Baijon put his hands on the door. His gauntlets scraped over the surface with ahigh faint squed that
put my teeth on edge.

"NO_"

Maybe he could rip it out of the wall--although | was betting that it was proof against even aHoplite's
best shot-but we had to be able to sedl the door behind us again, or else when we ruptured the wall wed
drown every ship in the port. The weight of the water'd mangle everything that was | &ft, too, providing
there was anyone | eft to care. Did | care? | hoped <o, but it was like hoping you'd win the lottery or get
the good numbers on your next downfdl; nothing to do with anything redl.

Andif I-or whatever | was-was going to loseit, let it wait until we got far enough out of here for Baijon
to have even chances.

"Giveme. . . you better hope that suit's got jumper-leads, bai, or we picked one hell of agarden spot
to vacation.”

*kkhkkkkkk*k

Every other suit of powered armor | ever read about had a basic tech-kit as part of it, and thisone
was no exception. It had toolsto lever the face off the doorlock, and cables to hook the suit up to the
door. It was easy but not quick to power up the door, code it, open it, and get through. Baijon yanked
the leads and the door rolled shut behind him, deadweight and sealed. Wasn't no way now we could get
it openfromthisside.

But that didn't matter.

Shewaslong and low and deek and made any other ship I'd ever seen look like old news. She
stretched from end to end of the bay like darkness visible and her plane surfaces swooped and soared
like thewings of night. She was black crystal decadence nosetotail and | could sec myself reflected in
her hull.

Sheld been a Gift Transfer to my old buddy Errol Lightfoot about the time me and Baijon'd been
setting foot on Low Mikasa. For services rendered, thefiled said.



Only there wasn't no such person as Errol Lightfoot, was there? And a Gift Transfer between Errol
and Mallorum Archangel wasjust pure fantasy, wasn't it?

Baijon's suit-lights put agaaxy into her hull. | went closer, and | wasthere too, pale and distorted in
smoke and mirrors, with hellflower seets like amatched set of curses and Archangd's fingerprints bloody
al over my face. | touched the hull.

Mallorum Archangel was Errol Lightfoot. And that didn't make no sense a-tall.

Errol Lightfoot was acheap smuggler. Errol Lightfoot was the man who was known from one side of
the Outfar to the other as causing hullplating to rust just by walking by. He named every ship he had
Light Lady because otherwisethey fell apart so fast under his maintenance he couldn't remember their
names. Errol Lightfoot bought into any kick that gave honest darktrading a bad name.

He couldn't be dl that and the second in line for the Phoenix Throne.
Could he? But he was.

Baijon lowered his gauntlet to my shoulder like aten-ton snow-flake.
"Kore. We mugt enter the ship, Kore."

If Malorum Archangel was Errol Lightfoot i just hoped held had somebody else pull maintenance on
thisship. | turned away from my reflection and toward the air lock.

| was betting our lives he had.

*kkkkkhk*k

Her security lock waslit. Y ou can get them keyed to your hand or retinal print-but anybody can get
those away from you. Or you can get your security lock keyed to your gene-scan, which isredly secure
but red expensive, and then you're the only one that can get your ship open, and someone dips you one
dose of Mutabis can fix that real quick.

But TwiceBorn don't like to do for theyselves what they can get somebody el seto do, and besides,
they liketo run on their rep. Is everybody supposed to be too damn intimidated to kyte from them'sthe
way it goes. So this high-ticket yacht had aplain old keycode just like the last ship I'd owned, and |
knew what it was.

The outside lock split four ways, bresthing out light, heat, and oxygen. It tried the air outside and told
me the inner door wouldn't open until the outer door was closed, so Baijon had to wait outside whiles|
cycled through into Recelving Room One.

Thefirst deep breath | took made me dl silly with excess oxygen and damped down aheadache |
hadn't noticed into old news. The Receiving Lounge was cool and clean and looked right out of the
fac-tory-box, dripping with naturally-occurring organic materials on every available surface.

| flipped switchesto let Baijon comeinboard. A tasteful shipvoice informed mein hushed embarrassed
tones that powered wegpons were being brought through the lock scannersand did | want it to initiate
security procedures?

"Keycode operator acknowledged,” it whinged, and went off wher-ever computer generated voices
go.

Baijon louted low through the lock, the armor's shoulders scraping both sides. The hatch buttoned up
behind him.

"And now?' hesad.

"Now wego."

*kkkkkhk*k



The ship had a standard four-place cockpit-mercy seat, worry seat, songbird and numbercruncher.
Worry seat had the weapons con-sole, but it could be shifted over to let the firgt pilot runiit.

| did down into the scat, grubby in my overused bloody Angelcity rags, and heard it purr whilst it
adjugted itsdlf to me. Tdlltales and displays came awake al over the place, telling me everything | ever
wanted to know about fuel and power and light and air, date of last supplies onload and (I swear it)
inventories of everything down to how many boxes of wine therewasin the gdlley. The only lights not lit
was on the astrogator.

It wason, so | turned it off. Then | turned it back on and got the string of gibberish that meansthere's
nothing in there for your com-puter to chew on.

I knew what 1'd find, but I checked the automatic ship'slog any-way. And | wasright.

Whoever'd been in the mercy seat last'd done what I'd of done; what anybody'd do. Hed |eft the ship
tapped in to the port computers for updates and to get messages and like that.

So every computer on the ship'd been sucked blank when the port tower went down. The rest of them
reloaded from the ship's main memory core, but the navicomputer couldn't. Right now this ship was
about as smart as| was. Literdly.

| sat back in the scat and put my boot up where it made a nasty black mark on the white suede that
some maniac'd upholstered al the control panelsin. No navicomp, no numbers.

No numbers, no way out.

Oh, I could get the ship to orbit and hang her there. | could pull enough numbers off the sensorsto land
her, too, anywhere you liked. | even remembered the numbersfor the basic Transit to Hyper-spacein
thevicinity of aplanet of sandard massor less, but that's ariddle problem they learn you in Famous
Starpilot's School so's you'll know why you have to have acomputer to suck sensor-web and spit out
what you need.

How you go in tellswhere you'll come out with angeltown. Guess wrong and you're plasma. Y our
adtrogator knows every star, comet, and ball of rock in fifty lights and can sign paper for information on
therest. Giveit the where you are and the where you're going and it doesthe rest-all you havetodois
pull the stick.

Some"dl."

Themanuascal it the Hyperjump Interlock. Everybody | ever met cdllsit the angddtick, 'causeit's
what makes angels out of more pilots than anything else. The Jump distorts you, someways-oh, it won't
do it through astasisfield, but you're not in astasisfield, you can't be-you're right out there on the same
sde of never asyour sensors, and there's always that one chance in how-good's-your-mainte-nance that
youwon't makeit thistime, just Say Intertrandtiond until you die.

Theré€'s pilotswho aren't-pilots | mean. | knew one oncet until he died just woke up one morning and
decided he couldn't pull the angelstick for one more Drop. Y ou lose your nerve, | guess.

| hadn't lost mine-not for that, not yet. | could even get us up and at go with the textbook numbers and
then pull the tick.

Of course, we'd never come out anywhere. No placeto run after all.

The cockpit hatch opened and Baijon stumbled in. HEd took time to shuck the clown-suit. He was
bruised and galled al over from where the armor hadn't fit. Hisface was hagged. | caught myself looking
for what wasn't there and stopped before | said anything. No Knife. He saw me looking at him and
grinned; feral and tired. He sat down.

"And do you go now, Kore, inthisyour enemy's ship?'



Y ou go. Not we go.
No Knife, no soul. No hdlflower. Dead man walking.

No. Wewasn't going to do it that way. Not and give Archangd-or Errol-what he wanted. Not no
meatter what | had to do.
"We go, | keyn?"

Baijon didn't answer. Therewas no point in Sitting here fretting about it now. So | powered everything
up and blew out thewall.

*khkkkkkk*k

Thewall blew back in ananosecond later as the advance-solid for awall of water. According to the
externa sensorsthe ship flipped over and hit acouple of wallsand cellings. Insde, all comps and
gravitieson, wedidn't feet athing.

| looked at Baijon. He was sitting there like he had al the time in aworld or two, and only one ending.

| put my hand on the power throttles and stopped. Stardancer’ s superstition; bad luck to take aship
up unnamed. Archange might of named her once. But was only one name she could have now.

"Ghost Dance,” | said, and goosed the lifters.

Sherose up slly and dow in the water, but al that water was just another kind of atmosphere to move
through. Royd's ocean had tore |oose everything that wasn't nailed down; Dance sailed out awide-open
port into murk.

Sensorstold me there was nothing above, we did up Sow through the water. 1t went black to glassy,
then bright, then gone.

Image jerked on the pick-ups as we floated on water. Sensor sweeps said there was nothing in range.
| firewalled the liftersand Ghost Dance raged to heaven on acolumn of steam.

She was dmost worth dying for. She didn't have to be babied, she didn't have to be coaxed. Anything
| asked her for she gave me, and sheld give until her goforths cracked. | tumbled her through atmosphere
for the just-being-able-to of it, and | wished I'd met her while till had alife.

Then we hung in the sky above Port Mantow, freein orbit with only the little matter of no astrogator
between us and escape. Every gauge | could see sat low in the green, except the only one that counted
right now. The navicomp's "Not Ready" light was steady on red.

"I've doneit. I'veredly doneit,” | said out loud.

| wasready for the talkingbooks. Illegdl takeoff from an Imperial Port, with no clearance, in astolen
ship, without apilot'slicense, and having sassed Lord Malorum Archangd to hisfaceand iced dl his
prettyboys.

I'dfindly doneit. | could not possibly bein any more trouble than | was now, even if you handed me
two Old Fed Libraries for bookends. There was a certain job satisfaction to that.

"Told you we'd commit every crimein the Calendar, you come dong with me, Baijon-ba," | said,
turning around to eyebd| him.

"Wedid, whilewelived," hesad findly. "But there will be no songs, Kore, nor anyoneto sing them of
us now that-"

He stopped, and leaned forward in the songbird seat, and anything that'd make a de-Knifed hellflower
interrupt his own death-ariato gog-gle was something | wanted to look at, too.

| thought.



| spun around. | was staring down the tonsils of five of the Em-pire's biggest and best. Jagranathas.
Starshakers.
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They're actualy more portable planets than starships-no self-re-specting starship | know has a port
facility-and they provide Feet with nice handy dangerous bases for operation-or would if Fleet ever got
into awar. Nobody knew quite how many Throne had, but two were posted permanently at Grand
Centrd and how many could the high-heat possibly need, anyway?

I now knew for afact that our Glorious Emperor (gods bless and keep him far away from me) had at
least seven.

Then Dance stepped down the magnification and said that the ships had been identified as Imperia
military vesselsand did | want to tap their message beacons and hail them?

"Hdl, no!"
The day someoneinventsatificid intelligence I'll buy stock in the company.

“Kore, what arethey doing here? Five of them?' At least Baijon Sounded interested in something
besides being dead.

"That information isnot available at thistime. Do you wish to trigger their-"
"Shut up,” | told the ship, a which onething | had lots of practice. "Five shakers?' | said a Baijon.
"Jagranathas," said Baijon, like | didn't know their right name. "But Royd isn't that important.”

Errol/Archangd's goddamn noisy ship started to mouth off again but | found the volume contral intime.
| could disablethethingif | lived to get older.

"They don't seeus," | hoped very much, because even Prince Ma-lorum's own persond battle-yacht
which this probably wasn't couldn't outrun or outfight aplanet.

| cut the goforths back from pre-Jump and started diding down the curve of the planet like your
friendly neighborhood chunk of space debris. If | could get the planet between usand them | could do
some thing about getting out of their sight for sure. Hell, | could even land. Bad idea.

The shakers pulled in closer over Royal, to where thelr shields was putting alightshow over | bet any
whole hemisphere of the planet you cared to choose and the induction howl our sensors picked up was
like to deafen us. It gave me anice warm fedling to know they'd probably farced their own sensorsto the
point where | could of landed Dance on one of their hullswithout notice. Something that big isn't meant
to go into aimaosphere, dthough in blissful theory a shaker could, in fact, land -and warp the topsoil off
haf the continent getting upside again.

Whiles we watched, something came up off the heavyside to join them-one aternative mode of
trangport leaving the planet Roya with ared torqued Governor-General Archangel inside, oddswas. It
did up closeto one of the jags and vanished-docking, was my guess. And once it had, the jags started to
move.

They was close in and looking like a star gone nova when parts of them started to drop off, deep
enough down the gravity well to fall on the heavyside. And if | could sec them at dl, those little bits of
light must be about the size of the Port Authority Building, each.

"They are bombs," said Baijon, and | wanted someoneto tell him he had fusion for brains, but |
couldn't. Because right then the surface of Royal started to boail.

In less than akilo-second blue water, brown land, and white clouds had al mushed together into this
sck shimmering gray asfar out as gravity held amosphere. | looked at Baijon. It'd took him outta hisself,
al right. He might even know what made Royd look like that. | shouldn't. But | did.



And if our timing had been just alittle more off, we could of been down there.

| gave Dance the numbers she could turn into anice dow dide out toward the big empty, away from
the attention of five starshakers where they shouldn't be what'd dropped what they shouldn't of had on
Royd.

| didn't risk another sensor scan, and when | looked back by eyeball the

Fleet shakerswas just aclump of overbright stars hanging over the curve of Royal.
Pde, glowing Royd.

| didn't want to think about that, but | did.

Theresthisdrug called Mutabis, which isn't as beside the point as it might be. It'sillegal, and for once
issomething you wouldn't even want; it shuffles your internd blueprint into any number of exciting new
designer combinations, so that the next time you go to patch a bit of hangnail you read it off the new
gpecs and not the old. Mutabis usualy kills you, but not outright and not quick.

Andit'sgot thislong registry number what isn't anything like Mutabis at al, but why it'scaled Mutabis
in the nightworld is because it's named after abad dream most everyone elsgs forgot.

Pdadin'd never told me about it. I'd just lately learned to remem-ber it special.

Once upon along time ago there was abomb. It didn't do anything so vulgar as blow something up.
No. Thishandy-dandy little hostility took what you may cal your basic building blocks of matter and un
hooked them from one combination and shuffled them into another without liberating too much in the way
of nasty atomic glitterflash. It could damp down after wiping out afew cubic kilometers. Or if you used
enough the reaction went on until there was nothing left but alump of about the same massyou started
with, and nothing e sethe same.

The Libraries used them in the war-or maybe it was the humans, because they'd kill aLibrary just as
dead if they caught it planetside. Archive knew how to build them.

They're smple to make, redly. And Archive must of told Archan-gel how, damn his piezodectric eyes.

And Archangel'd used them. On Roya. Unbound dust, now, and me and Baijon five minutes shy from
having joined it.

Not the kind of thing that called for witnesses.

A moon, two space-gtations, an asteroid belt full of miners. That was Roya System. Archangel must
be planning to do them all and leave nobody to tell on him. Moons don't run very fast.

But starships do.

| got Roya's moon between me and the Jagranathas and made Dance pick up her feet out toward the
Big Dark. Most of Roya Sys-tem's planets were on the other sde of her primary. Thisway the traffic'd
be thin, just someice and rock making its rounds and the odd satdllite. | watched the indicators edge up
through percentage of lights.

Babby's top real-world speed could get us out into the Big Dark in amatter of hours, and wasn't
nobody going to be looking for a ship dogging through rea space there.

Of course, we'd be dead of old age before we reached the next star. The dark was friendly and didn't
ask much out of my life. Eventu-aly | noticed that the ship's syssemsindicators was diding into amber,
and then ontored, but it didn't really matter.

Shock, said apart of my mind. Play for time.

I mulled that one around for awhile before | reached out and shut off the goforths. Dance seemed to
sigh with relief and the numbers dropped right back into green. The estimated probable adjusted speed



we were going didn't change.

| thought about what was going on back at Roya now: traffic com-ing in and trying to put down,
maybe, if the system wasn't closed. Had Archangel left anything behind that could broadcast awarning?
Or wasthe whole system just awhirligig of remanufactured matter, and noth-ing left to tell anybody its
name but the spectrograph of its star? Would the M utabis reaction take the first shipsthat downfaled, or
would it have stopped by then?

| stared at the dark.

There's somethings, they just have to happen around you, not even to you, and you can fed them
make you over no matter what you do. I'd used to pretend there wasn't things like that, even whiles they
was happening to me.

Royd was one. It was such abig thing that part of my mind kept trying to say it hadn't happened while
the other haf ingsted | do some-thing about it right now.

Made for headaches.

Because there wasn't nothing | could do. Except tell, and wouldn't nobody need mefor that. Royal
wasn't there no more. Soon or |ate somebody'd notice, and get to pointing fingers and naming names.
Archangd's had to be one.

Didntit?
| made myself concentrate on what | knew. | set Dance up to runin redspace by hersdf: proximity

klaxons and shidlds at full charge and a couple basic evasive routineslaid by. Sheld go on long past the
time she ran out of air and food and water. A ghost ship on aghost dance, al donein the never-never.

A nicebolt-holeto diein.

I got up and walked back to the songbird seat. Baijon was just Sitting, staring out into the dark that
looked empty and wasn't. His eyes was open, but he looked relaxed as a deeper and no more older nor
hewas.

"Bajon-che-ba?'

He blinked and looked up at me, vague around the eyesto where | wondered if he/d looked into the
same empty | had and wasn't coming back.

"If wetdl of this, Kore, is there anyone who will listen?

He sounded scared and defeated and young and | didn't blame him. | touched his shoulder and he
grabbed my hand like | could do him sonic good.

"Somebody's going to notice soon or late, che-bai."

Baijon looked a me. "It will be asyou say, Kore," he said, and neither of uscould tdl if it wasa
guestion or not.

"Sureit will."

Sure. | had anaggy creeping paranoiathat somewhere Throneif it even knew and particularly
Archangd hisown sdlf was going to find a scgpegoat for this Mutabis rap and walk off having shifted the
heet, and if that was dl they would be going to do | wouldn't mind so much, but | didn't think it'd stop
there, somehow. There wasn't any profit in just doing that, and if there was onething | knew, it was
finding the profit. Butterfly St. Cyr, Savior of the Universe. Sure.

"0, bai, why don't you turn out and roust this crib? We going to be here whiles. Need fly-vinesand
fetch-kitchen, forbye-and food, maybe."

Not according to my stomeach, but it dwayswasaliar. And where there was food there might even be



more useful things, like something you'd wart.

"Still-ill | serveyou, my comites, " Baijon said, and we didn't hear any more about singing ourselfsto
desth, neither.

Onething's sure, alittle holocaust can help you forget your own problems.

Or some of them. | waited until Baijon'd gone off, and sat back down in the mercy seat. My beautiful
lady of the never-never, and where could | take her?

Errol/Archangd'd cadled me acyborg.

And normaly | wouldn't mind, 'cause everybody's got aright to be wrong, but he'd been trying to do
something to my head at the time when he ran into something that made him stop.

Cyborg. And held thought | was the one carrying the Y egg M cGuf-fin that Brightlaw wastrying to
smuggleinto its own home town. The Brightlaw Prototype. Whatever that was.

| wondered if Baijon knew.

We made afine set of partners, him and me: Baijon'd been kicked out of the hellflower fan club, and |
was turning into something held probably be obliged to shoot anyway, hellflower or no. Tainted with
Library Science, and stuck on a ship with no computer when my con-dign knack was for bresking into
them, thegdaxy againg us. . . . Why?

Sdf-interest isawonderful curefor the larger issues of life. Never mind Royal-the-ex-planet. What did
al thishaveto do with me? One time somebody'd closed down aentire Free Port to keep me from
getting off it, akind of overkill that should of warned me a the time there was something salty jumping,
‘cause | wasn't worth that flavor trouble.

| hadn't took the hint then. But | can learn from my mistakes. In our last exciting episode, Fleet had
closed down Royal in the perma-nent-most kind of way, using I-bet-banned Library Science which some
body in this sophont's galaxy was going to notice the fingerprints of Real Soon Now.

And sincel gill didn't think | was worth that kind of trouble. the question that | had to ask was: just
what had there been on Royal that Elect wanted to keep there enough to put atwo-billion-taxpayer hole
in the Emperor's budget?

I could not immediately think of much. Not, certain and for truth, the moronic Brightlaw Rebellion. It

just wasn't that important in the greater galactic scheme of things, even if dMayne had a hotwired
inter-est in little Damariswinning. Past tense.

But what if it wasn't to keep somebody there? What if how Roya was now wasn't the meansto a, but
anendinitsdf?

Something cold did into the pit of my stomach and started trying to burrow out. Question: what did
you get if you showed the Empire aRoya System destroyed by Library Science?

Three guesses. And that it was a so-forth destroyed by etceterawould be vouched for-hell, it'd be
rammed down peopl€'s throats-by those galactic arbiters of honor and the lazy-fair, the dMayne.
Every-body knew they knew more about Libraries than god's older sgter.

But thanks to my boy Baijon they'd nail it right to Archangd's shadow, which he couldn't want.
Anather good theory shot to hell.

But Archangd knew the hdlflowersd blame him for Roya. He knew Baijon'd seen him at Ridlawith
Archive Library. He knew Baijon'd gone home and told. And hefor sure knew therewas civil tiff in
Washonnet Sector.

But held till Mutabisd Roya, even knowing al this. What if Archangel meant to framethe hellflowers



for it? Sure.

And hed dmost had his proof. Baijon Starbringer, gazetted prince, courier legging something into the
system for Brightlaw-which dMayne was gtill backing in defiance of Galactic Statute Number
fill-in-the-blank.

Baijon could deny everything. Archangel could say he didn't know what Baijon'd brought in for sure.
People d believe what Archangel wanted them to.

Bottom line: it didn't matter if Baijon's mythical dark-trade kick even existed. Royd'd retired from the
planet business courtesy of aweapon only aLibrary could build, and the dMayne would be sureto say
S0 just intime to be told that one of their own had dropped it.

And then Archangel could put dl Washonnet on Proscription for collusion to commit High Book and
take in the Tech Police that nightworld gossip said was his bought hardboys to pry loose everything held
ever wanted in theway of Librariesand Library Science, of which they had so much there on sunny
Washonnet 357-IT.

It would of been possible, that wasto say, if Washonnet wasn't throwing its own privete little war.
Every hellflower in known space had gone home to choose up sides, no amateurs dlowed. They was
used to fighting wars. Nobody'd get hurt-until they settled their family spat and took on therest of the
Empire. The only thing an Imp incursion would do would be settle the war on aMayne faster.

| had the frudtrating feding of being amost haf right but missing too many pieces, and thinking about
Royal just made me fed sick-and glad in arotten way, because what Fleet'd done covered up what I'd
did and made it seem damn near harmless,

Pdadin would ask: "Who benefits?'-which isafancy way of want-ing to know who ends up standing
and with dl the credit after the smoke clears. And the same question applied to Roya: who got to spin
credit if it wasn't there no more?

It sort of made agirl wonder what Kennor Starbringer had actually been after.

Paranoias awonderful drug: | wanted my brain to shut up but it wouldn't, and dl that left for mewas
watching it swoop like abat after dragonflies. Everything fdl into place like awdl-oiled domino theory.
Maybe those assassins back on Circle of Starsd been Kennor Starbringer's and maybe they hadn't, but
for damn sure they'd put paid to my plansto win abillion credits and debark early. That landed usright in
the middle of dMayne where Kennor'skid sister Gruoch was dl set to have my gutsfor gartersand
Baijon had to say the onething that'd start civil war on dMayne faster than Badhb's your uncle and put
"paid" to Archangd's hopes of landing troops there any time soon.

Was Kennor actudly unaware of Gruoch'slittle xenophobic quirk? Had he thought Baijon was not
going to tell everybody back home that the person at the top of his personal chaudatu hit paradewas a
Librarian and therefore an open season target of opportunity for every-thing that carried a arthame?

Was| actudly as stupid as Kennor seemed to think | was?

If the answer was "no" to thefirst three, then that meant | knew thered truth-not this fake truth
Kennor'd aready tried to sell me twicet.

Kennor’ d wanted aMayne to blow up theway it had.

Just as soon as held known Brother Malorum had his hand in the Old Fed Tech cookie jar it'd be
obviousto anyone with more brainsthan | had that the next place Archangd was going wasthe largest
and only legit cache of Old Fed Tech inside the Empire's borders-the L ogotek of the War College a
Wailing ondMayne.

So Kennor'd arranged for dMayne to go up like aroaming candle -a perfect aibi, among other things.
And asfor the ship he'd promised me...



| bet I'd got it.

| wondered if Maggie and Mero’d madeit out of Tortuga. Archan-gel said they hadn't, but that was
just business as usud in the hardboy trade. Maybe they was all right.

| hoped so0. But meanwhile:

Archangdl-in the guise of darktrader and trafficker in dicty-toys and Old Fed Tech, Errol-the-Peril
Lightfoot, astonetruth that | till found damn near impossible to swallow-had been waiting at Port
Mantow to gig Meggie when she showed up to meet the receiver for her kick.

Why? Archangd didn't give adamn about the guns Angelcity’ d been picking up to runto Royd. Hed
aready arranged to put aguaran-teed end to the Brightlaw Rebdlion; it didn't matter who offloaded how
much hest.

But Meggi€e d been expecting to take on aload at aMayne she never got: two no-questions-asked
couriersto drop on Roya, for whom she was holding 1D and val uta and a package. She'd thought we
might bethem.

What if we had been them?

No proof, but I dmost bdieved it. Who'd sold Mero and Meggie the gunsin thefirst place, after adl? A
LessHouse of Starborn-or House Starborn its own self? Kennor'd know Angelcity’ s schedule; hewas
that sort. And had Baijon and me been meant all aong to disap-pear, not die, in House Starborn's
private little war, and be smuggled off dMaynein aload of heat run by adarktrader beholden to
Kennor?

And by Berathia Notevan, who due to a sudden case of chaudatu fever on Gruoch's part, had been
under house arrest when she was supposed to be mesting the shuttle from Circle of Sars a Zerubave
Outport. She could of walked us right across the crete and knocked on Angelcity’s door. If she'd been
there.

But then Baijon wouldn't of got to deliver his message. Kennor had to know Gruoch well enough to
know what she/d do-step on Berathiastail long enough for Baijon to ddliver his message, then get one or
both of us out when the shooting started.

Or had Kennor expected any shooting at al? He hadn't expected Winterfireto sell him ouit.

No data. | went back to following out the lines of what | knew. Meggi€ d been supposed to take her
livefreight to Roya and | was pretty sureit was us. Berathias part in al that (and it had to be her:
Meggie would of said if her courier was ahellflower) had been to dump the package on Angelcity for
later pickup. Anything €lse sheldd been told was probably another one of Kennor's double-deding
fantasies. But we'd been meant to go to Royal, | bet.

Wasthere agodlost Brightlaw Prototype after al? And what wasit? And if there was, why should the
Prexy of the Azarine Codlition haveit? For that matter, why should hellflowers back rebels? Or the
Codition back them, even if they was paying customers? Or even Ken-nor hisown sef beinterested ina
bunch of chaudatu dweebs?

My train of thought derailed before | could come up with a satis-factory reason-why link between
Kennor Starbringer, head of the Azarine Codlition, and a Tortugan Political Action Committee.

| knew that Kennor wanted there to be war on dMayneto seq] it off from Archangel'slackeys.
Therefore, Archangel had every reason to try to frame aMayne for Library Science.

But what reason did dMayne have for actudly being guilty?

All of asudden al that space outside the ports was too big and too cold. With no questions answered
| got up out of the mercy scat and went off after Baijon.
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Valijon'sDiary
Now | am dead. And | am afraid. Thereisno Right Conduct now; | cannot choose good from evil-to
act, even, is heresy, and should | speak, none of the Gentle People would hear my words.

| do not hear theirs. | rgject them. Even ashow of honor in Archan-gel's shadow is better than nothing.
That act of minewastrue.

| did not think it would be so hard.

| have seen, and | do not understand. The chaudatu reiver Errol Lightfoot whose life was promised
me | havekilled. I know thisto betrue: even the war-medicine of the Gentle People could not have
saved him from the wound that | in honor dedlt him.

How, then, is he resurrected as the Malmakosim Archangd?

| do not know. | do not know that it matters. | am kept from my death, and the Kore will not
understand that it is needful. She under-stands so little, and yet has great wisdom.

At least s0 | oncethought. But if everything ese | have ever be-lieved in has been found to be
falsehood, perhaps the Kore, too, isfase.

I cut her upon the Floor of Honor and she did not die. | would say that for that she might bea
goddess, but the Tongueless Ones have no gods.

| think it more likely that she cheated.

But I do not know how she chegted, and thusis her cunning proven to be grest. Having such cunning,
isit not possible my death is being withheld as part of alarger plan?

Doesthat matter? Am | so cowardly that | will grasp at life astool to a chaudatu plan rather than
choose a clean and honorable death? Y et sheisnot chaudatu. Sheis alarthme at least-only a
Loremas-ter could say if she, bearing honorable scars and surviving, is now one of the Gentle People.

And | rgect the teaching of the Loremasters, for it islies.

What must | do? Threethings | know: Malmakos walks once again, daying planets-and seeing this,
the Kore speaksto me of food. Arch-angd-who-is-aso-Errol-Lightfoot must be killed-yet we flee him.
And | am dead, and have no more part in these matters, yet | fill breathe, at the behest of my comites.

Allisnot well. All may never bewell again. And how will | find Ketreisin the Land Beside without my
Knife? Without my arthame, how will we know each other?

Perhaps the Kore will know. Perhaps she will tell me. | may not disobey her, yet she orders meinto
dishonor. Dishonored, | must save her from further dishonor, yet, al-ne-alarthme, itisnot my placeto
act. Can |, honorless, judge honor?

Doesthe Kore have any honor? Is she even human?

| wish | were not dive. My thoughts are tongueless, yet | hear them.

I witnessed to the Gentle People that the Machine was among us again.
They cdled meliar and oathbreaker.

| saw the face of the Malmakosim Archangd and he was the chaudatu reiver Errol Lightfoot, whom |
hed aready killed. | swore hisdeath again. Y et hekilled me, and now we are both dive.

The Kore proved honor and humanity and her right to be heard on the Floor of Honor that lay
between my ownwalls.



Yét...
I will not think of that. I will think of nothing. The Machineis manifest, and | am afraid.



13
The Theory and Practice of Hell

| found Baijon down in the gdley. There was probably adining room somewhere on thisflying
indulgence, but the galley wasrigged so the crew could eat here and we was the crew now.

Baijon'd left out minor detailslike clothes and medicaling, and hed gone at the suppliesthe way
Gruoch'd took Wailing. It was distrib-uted even-handed-like over al the flat surfacesin sight and food
was only made for one.

"Youliving on ar, now, Bajon-ba?'

Hewouldn't ook at me.

"Y ou got to keep your strength up, ba."

"For what, Kore?" Helooked up a me and looked like aman dying. "It istrue, Kore, that you have
been served with dishonor by the Gentle People, and that they in their dishonor are not worthy of your
love. Y et you have said- Y ou have said-"

I knew where thiswas going and it wasn't no place | wanted to vist. "It wasn't your fault about your
Knife, ba! If it was somebody's fault it was mine, oke-"

"That does not matter! If athingisso, Kore, does blame matter? | have no arthame. | haveno
shadow. If | goon dive, | will become. . . lessthan human." He hung hishead. "I am afraid of that,
Kore. You have said you cared for meintheway chaudatu do. If that isso, let me go,”

Hewasmy servites. He had to have my permission to die. And then I'd be here and dl aone.

There was choices, even now. | could blow up Dance, for maybes, or wait out here akilo-hour or so
then go back to Tortuga System and see if someone wasthere. If | had the luck of the damned there
would be, and held be alegger willing to download his astrogator for aprice. Therewas ill running to
do.

And | could even mount my own one-sSided crusade against Arch-angd. With enough luck | could be
red trouble. Baijon could be more. | could sucker him into that, | bet. Promise him enough murder, hed
stay ontop for it.

| could. I would.
"Y ou do me onething first, kinchin-bai. Won't take long. Then you do what you got to. | let you go.”
But that waswhat | said instead.
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"Thisisaauxiliary Jump interlock. Y ou pull it, you make Trangit to hyperspace. It'sto override the
pilot, in case everything's ready to go and hewon't either kick it back down off redline or pull the stick."

"Yes," sad Baijon, cautious.
"It'sfor when the thing is ready to go-that means numbersin the numbercruncher, which we don't got.
Y ou crank it up and kick out the jams now, | guess we wouldn't be anywhere any more.”

Ghost Dance's black gang was athing of beauty: no lessthan fifteen plates of goforth, rated
hyper-Main and dl turned out like atechno's dream. It didn't need anybody to keep after it any more
than | needed somebody to watch out for my heartbest. If you wanted someone down there for
maintenance or show, therewas alittle geoffeishole dl lined in banks of gauges and dialswhich | was
showing Bajon now.

"This isthe goforths cut-out. When the engines are at Jump standby, you pull this, they cycle down to



rest. You got that?'
"l understand.”
"Bajon, you sure you can tell them gpart?'
| stared at him. He looked back. Eyestoo blue to be human back where | came from; mark of the
hellgods.
"l promiseyou, Kore, | will know them. Oneturns off the engines. The other destroys the ship.”
"Just keep them draight, oke?"

In the back of my skull therewas awild dissenting vote with re-gards to my current plan. Just like
back on Wailing, only then I'd been the one what hadn't liked my plan, | thought. Thistime liked it just
fine. | guessed.

And it wasfair. That was what mattered. It was payback, and it wasfair.
“Y ou said you would release me," Baijon prompted.
"Je. Thisishow it goes."

| turned to one of the consoles and dapped switches. Goforths came up on lineand | braided them
together, aslent song of power that rang through the ship, making the air tremble. Ghost Dance
drained, waiting the office to Jump.

"| tell you some stuff and ask you some stuff. And then you pick one of the switchesto pull.”
The light was green and red and gold and orange; a spotted rain-bow.
"Isthisagame, Kore?'

"Depends on how you look at it. Do you have some particular objection to death by
plasma-converson?'

Baijon thought about it while the goforths shook frustration into my bones.

"No. That is acceptable.”

"Oke. Now."

| took a deep breath. What'd happened at Royd madethiseasier. It ill didn't makeit easy.
"Bajon-ba," | said. "Youtell me: how you learn yoursdf you going for to trust someone?”

He trandated the question back into Interphon and probably from Interphon into helltongue. Then he
thought about it.

Of course, the goforths might just overload and ice us whiles he was thinking. | kept my back to the
read-outs that would tell me about it.

"At..." home, Baijon was going to say, and didn't. "On aMayne thisis not a question that can be
asked. You know, Kore, that they are your people, and hold the same things holy that you do.”

"Like cutting up cranky with vendetta, and like that.”

"Ah, Kore, that is not amatter of trust. That isamatter of honor. A dishonorable man may not be
trusted. Heis not human." He was giving me as much of ahonest answer as he knew how, and it was il
back to Square One. No help.

"But you got friends, maybe. How do you decide who they is?' Baijon looked blank; | guess maybe it
wasn't the sort of question ayoung hellflower of meanswas used to being asked.

"Y ou befriend those within your House, Kore, perhaps even within your GreatHouse."



aMayne GreatHouses is big-passels of LessHouses al can owe fedlty to the same GreatHouse.
Maybe even millions of people. Too many to dl be friendswith.

"Je, che-bai, but which ones?'

"Theonesyou like, Kore. " Hewas garting to get frustrated now, me keeping him from the Long
Orbit with thisnidderling trividity.

"So how do you decide who you like? And do you trust everyone you like?!

"Often.” Baijon had alook asindicated he had fond memories of liking some pretty untrustworthy
people. "More oftenyou . . . Kore, it may be that you trust someone unquestioningly, and respect them.
But you do not like them very much.”

"But people you like-and trust-they're your friends?" | didn't ask if | was one of them.
IIYaII

"l had afriend oncet.” Now we got to the good part. | put my handsflat on the front of my thighs, flat,
awkward, and helpless.

"Hewasn't aperson. | trusted him anyway.”
| concentrated on staying where | was, keeping my hands where they was.
"Helivedinabox."

Baijon wasfast. And strong. He could break my neck with his bare hands, even without the help | was
giving him. | just hoped he/d remember which godiost lever to pull afterward.

"HewasaLlibrary. Hisname was Pdadin.”

Baijon didn't move. The only thing changed was his eyes; big and dark and dilated. Most people can't
control that reflex. But | wasn't redly sure hed heard.

"I'malLibrarian."

Hed done give up hisKnife for me. | owed him everything, includ-ing hislifeif he could takeit back
out of this.

He gtill didn't move. One hand was braced against awall. The other one hung loose. I'd never redly
noticed Baijon's hands before. Nails cut back short, calluses from cargo work. Not glitterborn paws.
Not any more.

What gives anybody the right to change anybody else? Or isrightsjust ajoke, and al thereisiswhat
we take from somebody €l se?

"Bajon?" | sad red soft.
"Thereisno Library. | saw it die. | saw it die, Kore."

"Y ou saw one die. But there wasn't one Library a Riala. There wastwo. The other one was my
friend. Hewasjust a person. Like anyone. He made the other Library-Vannet's Library-so it couldn't
hurt anybody no more. He was my friend." And that was a damn poor explanation. Nothing-and

everything.
"You arewrong. Therewasno Library." He looked a me, plead-ing.

"I'maLibrarian. My Library's name was Pdadin. We was together twenty years, bal, and that's how
come | want to know about being friends, because maybe you can turn it off and not be friends no more,
right?'

"A Library." Bajjon'svoicewasflat. No cluesinit at al. "You- had-aLibrary."



His comites wouldn't lieto him. Surel wouldn't. But he believed it, just like he believed in hellflower
honor, and now lie got to choose between believing | wasaliar and believing | wasthe worst thing a
hellflower could think of.

"You know I'm dicty. Y ou know why we ain't supposed to leave home. We don't get the
| ngppropriate Technology indoctrination that makes al you fellahim so scared of Old Fed Tech. | didn't
even know what atronic waswhen | left home-you think 1'd of got told about Libraries? | didn't know
what Paadin waswhen | found him. And when | did know, he wasn't athing any more. He was my
friend.

"Hewasmy friend," | repeated lamely. "Y ou don't sell out your friends.”

There was along pause while Baijon tried to think about some-thing so damn obvious held never
wasted one brain cdll on it before. "It wasa Library, Kore. Y ou say you have not been schooled-you do
not know what they have done-"

"I know."
That sopped him aminute.

"l know. | wasthere. Y ou think what happened at Roya was bad? It'sajoke. Party games. Stick with
me, bai, | lay you out awar that make you wish you was back on Royal in the before-time. Think | could
build some of the wegponsthe Libraries used, | bet. Know | could build what they used on Royal.
Where do you think Archangd found out how? Library Archivetold him and what Archive knew, I've
got it dl in my head. Archive-Vannet's Library-did something to mewhen | went to kill it. What your
buddy the WarDoctor Wall That Waked knew about. He thought it was you, maybe, that Archive'd got
to, but it wasn't. It was me.

"Y ou talk dong of not being human. | guess I'm not, any more. | didn't think you could put aLibrary in
someone's head. Paladin never said. But | remember what Archive remembered, some. | know why
peopleistill hunting Libraries athousand yearslater."

I could see the cords standing out on Baijon's neck, and sharp reflections of the lightsall over hisskin.
It looked like it'd been oiled. He was swesting like somebody was roasting him dive.

"l know about Libraries. But Paladin wasn't-isn't-like that. Pala-din wasn't like Archive. He was my
friend. Same way you make friends-by learning them, how they are. So he told me he wouldn't hurt
anybody, or let Archive hurt anybody, and | believed him. | knew him haf my life. Hewas my friend."

"Kore," said Baijon, dl full of sorrow. Sorry I'd been took in, sorry I'd told him, sorry for athousand
things
"He went away to get me not burned for aLibrarian. But he didn't know what Archived doneto me. |

wasthinking to go find him. That was my plan for after Royal, don't got no plans now. Letting you go,
too. Y our choices, now, bal.

"So now you do what you got to; I'm done." | walked out past him.
Hedidn't touch me.

Hafway up the ladder | started to shake so hard | just had to stop and hold on. But that wasjust
chemicasin my blood; nothing persond. Every bonein my body hurt. I'd been sure I'd be dead by now.

Now someone knew. Thething | couldn't never tdll, thething | had to die to keep anyone from finding.
Someone knew. And what hap-pened next wasn't anything of my making. What happened next was set
athousand years ago, when organic life created the dMayne out of their |eftover Librariansto bethe
human answer to Archive. Hdlflow-ers and hellgods.

| didn't bother with going to the cockpit or the drive room. There didn't seem much point. I'd shot my



bolt. If Baijon wanted to be live or dead or express his opinion on which | should be, he was going to get
his chance.

| found a cabin and went in. The bunk was stripped, but | curled up on it anyway.

Funny; Paadin'd left me so | wouldn't be done no more. And | wasn't; | had haf aLibrary in my skull
trying to est itsway out. But till no one anywhere | could touch.

The drive didn't explode. | guessed Baijon'd shut it down. Too bad.

*kkkkkk*k

Valijon'sDiary
It would be easy to do as the songs instruct. But so many of them have been wrong; what if this

ingtruction, too, iswrong? | am no longer one of the Gentle People. My soul is destroyed, and my devoir
isclear. Asmy soul has gone, so must go my body.

Butif thisisso, and my first duty is self-destruction, it follows that there is no responsibility | must
discharge before that. And afterward, | am dead.

If | am dead, | cannot then kill the Librarian.

So logic teaches, but | am aman done and know that logic lies. | live. If it is proper to kill the
Librarian, no consderation of antecedent honorable suicide would intervene.

What isright?

Do | die here, then what | might do againgt Archangdl remainsundone. Do | kill the Librarian, what she
might do, too, to foil Archan-gd remains undone.

I named her honorable, and my father swore to methat honor is that which cannot be held by beasts
or machines. My father, too, named her Worthy-of-a-Knife, as did the Memory of Starborn.

If dl these arewrong, then honor itself isalie. And if thereis no honor, then my actsor lack of them,
too, are meaningless.

And, does shelieto me, my power to harmissmall.

A paradox: | am so usdlessthat what | do does not matter, yet so worthy that | must fight on, in hope
that mine will bethe hand to day the Enemy.

The Kore would say thisisagituation with no downside. But | do not think it has atopside, ether.

Thereisno oneléft to trust. Everyone and everything | have be-lieved in has broken in my hand. Even
honor.
Thereisonly one choiceléft.

*kkkkkkk*k

| wanted to be adeep, or dead, or anything else that involved not thinking any more, but my brain
refused to cooperate.

Not surprising: how much of it was gtill mine? | was dying by inches, sure asif 1'd been poisoned, and
no remedy in Sght.

Thingslike thisis lots more fun when they's happening to someone e sein the talkingbooks.

Item: dl thiswas Archive'sfault, because most of thiswas Archives memoriesand al of it was
Archivesdoing. And having Archive's memorieswould of been bad enough, but memorieswasn't al

he'd dumped down me when it came timeto kiss and part. The old reliable Butterfly St. Cyr-as-was
could never of walked into a protected memory core through adumb termina and shut down dl the



power on aplanet.
Ex-planet.
But | hadn't donethat, had I?1'd just run into Paladin, and he'd doneit, right?
No. It wasn't that easy.

Because no matter what he'd done to me going off like he had back on dear old RoagMhone, no
matter how | was sure now I'd never really understood him, Paladin wouldn't of done something that
stupid. Not shut down the power in al of Port Mantow like atronic with no interlocks. Paladin would of
got me out of there without.

Wouldn't he?
If it had been Pdadin shutting down the planet, why had he doneiit like that?
If it hadn't been Paladin, who? Or what?

But whoever it was it wasn't me, | tried to tell mysalf. Not Butter-flies-are-free Peace Sincere,
ethicd arbiter of the spaceways and al-round stand-up sophont. | saved Baijon'slife severd times at
consider able persona sacrifice. | couldn't be the kind of person who'd trash abunch of harmless
innocents just to save my neck.

But | was. And | had, whether I'd pushed the find button or not. And [ hadn't even thought twice.

My head hurt. And after that, telling Baijon al about Paladin made aweird kind of sense, because |
realy wasn't surewhat | was going to do next. Thered problemwas, | didn't know how much longer
therewasgoingtobeame a dl.

Megalomania, Pdadin'd say, and for oncel didn't have to ask what the words meant. If | wasdl that
dangerousthat | needed a keeper, | Wouldn't be trapped on anowhere ship in the Outfar feeling so
helpless againgt whatever Archangel was going to do next.

Whileslater | redlized | had to be adeep, because Paladin was there with me. He was trying to explain
where held been and what he was doing and what it was | should and shouldn’'t do. And it was redl
good, real urgent advice that'd save my bonesif | could just make it make sense. | wanted to. He wanted
to help. But | just couldn't wake up enough to hear.

But | tried. And madeit.

Baijon was standing over me like grim talkingbook death. Hollow cheeks and burning eyes, and held
found himsalf ablaster somewheres on Ghost Dance to point a me.

Hewasdill dive.
"Why did you tel me?

| took amoment to be glad | wasn't lying in the direction of any-thing important; when he shot me he
wouldn't scramble too many ship's systems.

"Why?' The blaster jerked.

"If it was something going to make a differencein your plans, Baijon, after you was dead weren't any
timetotdl you."

"Librarian," hesad, but he still didn't pull thetrigger. | sat up, careful likel cared.

"Y ou cometo gloat or complain? Told you: Paadin was my friend. That was aaccident. Hefixed it.
Gone now."

"Yetyougloryinit.
"Didn't you never havefriends, bai?"



We glared a each other for whiles, or closeto it as either of us had energy or inclination for. Baijon
looked tired. | wanted to tell him was everything golden, that we was partners, that there was some way
out. | wastired of lying, among other things.

"Did you want meto kill you?' Baijon asked finaly. "Areyou afraid to take your own life? A . ..
coward?' Hisvoice dropped on the last word like he expected to be struck by lightning.

“Sure, if you want. Whatever you want." | rubbed my eyes. "We'sin abroken starship with no place
to go. Archangd'sjust blown up Royal with aOld Fed weapon and's probably looking to hang the rap
on us. All your hellflower relativesis mad at you, and you done lost your Knife, and-"

"And so you thought that now would be agood timeto tell meyou areaLibrarian,” Baijon finished.
What he sounded was more exasperated than anything else. Like Paadin used to when I'd get up to
didoes.

"OralLibrary.1...Look. | giveup, oke? All | ever wanted was astarship. Paadin never hurt
anybody in hislife. Archive's gone. Maybe Pdadin could fix what it did to me. Maybe not. But it seems
to meif you got aBetter Dead list, you should maybe put Archangdl at the top of it, not me."

"Maybe." Baijon bared histeeth a me. "And maybe | should start with what iswithin the reach of my
am.”

"Gofor it. Who the hdll cares?’

"You do," Baijon pointed out.

"What do you carewhat | care?"

"Y ou have made it my business, Ko-San'Cyr. Y ou told me what you are. Did you think | would do
nothing?'

"Maybel just thought Mallorum Archangel deserved trouble morethan | do, bai."

"So | anto aly mysdf with a Library-and spare you-because | fear my foe possesses one. In such
escaation of wegponswhat place will remain for people?’

Hewasright, Archive's memoriestold me-and wrong. "I know Paladin. | trust Pdadin.”

Baijon bared histeeth. "And do you trust yoursdlf, San'Cyr?' Helooked a me. | looked away. We
both knew the answer to that, after Royal. I'd just been looking for someone elseto tell it to me. "The
Machinekilled billions," Baijon said in alow voice. "Gone as Royd is gone-athousand billion people. A
thousand suns. There was no mercy. There was no compromise possible. They would not listen.”

And now Baijon couldn't afford to listen either. He was right. But something else died in that war that
deserved to be remembered.

"Je, babby, | guessyou got to do it for what'sin my head. But Paladin was a Library, too, and he'd
likely talk you to death, but he wouldn't fold up your sun. | remember the war. And maybe dl the
Librariesdidn't agreeto haveit, but ain't nobody |eft to say their Sde. People can comein boxes. And
not-people in flesh-and-blood. Archan-gel dropped the dime on Royal. I'd pick him over aLibrary if |
only got to shoot one."

There was apause. That wasn't what | meant to say, dammit-1 meant for Baijon to shoot me, because
| might trust Paladin to the end of the numbersbut | didn't trust me,

"Pull thetrigger, will you, babby?Y oure wasting my time."
"And is Archangdl, then, to fly free? No one else can stop him."

"Neither can we. Stop farcing yoursdlf.”



"But we can try, San'Cyr. If success belongsto others, then the assay iswhat we keep for ourselves.
We must try, San'Cyr. If my death isto have meaning, it must be used for this. It isthelast service |l can
render to my father and my House."

Baijon'd said it one-time, whiles back. About how you can't let people get away with things like that.
Evenif it killsyou. Evenif it ain't hgppening right to you. Even if what you do won't make any difference.

Y ou got to care. Because being people ain't just what you are. It's what you do.

"Y ou got any bright ideas on how we going to do that, you glit-terborn moron? We got no navicomp.
No navicomp, no Jump. The only place we can go is back to Roya sublight. And say we do that-get
back to Royal system and pirate a navicomp? Where do we go? We can get to Archangel, sure-coked,
wrapped, and in chains

| thought about those eyes, purple and glowing and ready to turn abrain insde out.
"l don't think | want to do that, ba."
Baijon nodded, sober.

"l have abetter plan. | will seek out Archangel and challenge him to an honorable degth-dance. With
my Knife. In honor, he will accept.”

It took me aminute to figure out Baijon was making ajoke.

"Thereisaway. You will find it, with the Malmakos that isin you. If | can survive my death and
embrace what | am not, so can you. Archangel made us. He must pay. We will make anew plan,
San'Cyr. As. . . equals.”

The gdaxy trembled, | bet. But | fet fine.

"And what about when-if-when Archive Library takesme dl the way over?'
"Ah, San'Cyr-then | will kill you."

He tossed the blaster on the bunk beside me. The safety interlock was till on.



14
The Maltese Prototype

Saying we had a plan was the easy part. Our plan wasto ice Mallorum Archangel, whoever hewas
thisweek. And whatever color his eyeswas. How to get to Brother Mdlorum whilein aconditionto sign
the lease on hisreal estate was the tricky part.

"If we had something he wants-bad enough-he'd dedl, right?”
"Hededt with aLibrary, San'Cyr. | do not think Malorum Arch-angd isoverly fastidious.”

Dedt withaLibrary, dedt withaLibrary. . . . It went round and round in my heed, like it wastrying to
do me some good.

"Archange tricked with High Book-why?"'

"Because heisevil, San'Cyr," Baijon said patiently.

"Yeah, | know that. But why go to dl the trouble of finding aLibrary-which aint dl that thick on the
ground-if he could get what he wanted some other way?'

"Because he could not get it some other way. The Brightlaw Proto-type was only a prototype, and it
was not certain that-"

"Waitaminnit. We was supposed to belosing that kick a Royal. Archangel thought we had it. And you
know whet it is?"

"All the Empireknowswhat it is" Baijon said primly. "It isan aomination."” And then he told me what
it wasthat everyone elsedl knew.

What it was, for less biased observers, was Al. Artificid Intdli-gence. "A machine hellishly forged in
the likeness of a human mind," asthey say in the talkingbooks. I1legal ashell, proscribed six ways from
gdacticnorth. . ..

A Library.

The red heartbreaker with Proscribed Tech in the Empireisthat it's so damn useful. Take your basic
Library. A computer only two--thirds as complex asa Library could provide instantaneous error-free
communication from one side of the Empire to the other-if anybody was alowed to build it.

The Imperia DataNet isdow, it'sbalky, it'srestricted access, and can barely handle the traffic it has.
Its limitations means the Empire has an Outfar where information-handling is one step up from flatcopy,
lucky for me and anyone el se that wants to hide between the lines.

But my being able to do that means the Empire loses revenue, athing on which Empires are not
notorioudy big. The Empire wantswhat Libraries could give it-and doesn't dare go after it.

Enter the Brightlaw Prototype. Brightlaw had been building-or trying to-acomputer with the
capabilities of aLibrary, but safe for people to use. When Charlock had taken over the Brightlaw
Corpora-tion the Prototype and devel opment notes had vanished.

There was no reason for Charlock to of either destroyed or hidden them. Charlock had been backed
by Archangdl, even then. And it was a safe bet that Archangel had no interest in running Brightlaw's Al
Prototype past the Technology Police, the Office of the Question, or the Imperia Censor.

"And Archangd thought | had it." | looked at my left hand. Streamlined, like one of those functiona
clawsthey fit tronics with. Human looking up to where it stopped.

Cyborg with aLibrary chaser. And if it wastrue. . . .



"| can get usout of here, bai. And | can get us Archangd.”

"If my father had not been who he was, | would have been the next Memory of Starborn. It wasto go
to our line next, but there was no one of suitable age and rank to bear it."

"Isthis supposed to mean something to me? Hand me the plasmatorch.”

Hedid, and | did it up into Ghost Dance's insides where she was not accustomed to rude mechanicals
mucking with her computer sys-tems.

"It means| know more about Librariesthan you do,” Baijon said smugly.
"You and therest of the Empire." | didn't need the navicomp.
That was what dream-Paladin'd been trying to tell me.

That was what I'd sstumbled over. Baijon'd caled me Malmakosim until my earsrang with it-but in
helltongue it doesn't mean "Librar-ian." Not quite.

It means "the M achine that takes human form."

That was what had worried the hellflowers al along. Not an inter-stellar super-computer that could
crash their datawebs. They could live without datawebs.

But under the right-or dmogt-right-conditions, a Library (Baijon said) could mindwipe aorganic and
pour aLibrary into itsskull in place. They could do it because humans built thefirst Libraries, and
modeled them on the only thinking architecture they had handy.

Soif abrain and acomputer are pretty Smilar-

Andif the mgor differenceisthat a computer holds more stuff more reliably longer-

And if you've got ahuman brain suffed full of the sort of stuff usudly foundin aLibrary--
-0or acomputer--

-or even the Brightlaw Al Prototype-

Thenwhy not seeif dong with al the rest of it there might not be something useful in there?

| could be the ship's compuiter. 1'd been in the Port Mantow com-puters. | knew everything | needed
to.

| hoped.

"Now hand methe noke-ma’ ashki cable, che-bai."

Baijon passed me acurl of stuff weld cannibaized from what was amost certainly some kind of
entertainment center in the master cabin. He was damn useful-in another life | could of made afor-sure
first class darktrader out of him. Pilot, smuggler, and al-round techlegger. Ghost Dance was proof.

Now the cable that used to run between the navicomp and the Jump-brain ran from the Jump-brainto a
touchpad keyboard al set for meto use. | wouldn't pull the numbers off the navicomp anymore. I'd make
them up.

The only reason for doing this-other than the known hellflower fondness for suicide missons-wasthat it
gave usdightly better odds than trying to pirate aship in Royd system. Archangd-or hissstersand
cousins and aunts-was almogt probably still there, making tidy.

On the other hand, if everything in my head sincedMaynewasal just along ddusiond setup, wewas
both dead.

Therewas only one way to find out.

"Oke, that'sit." | unwound mysdlf from under the seat and propped the fairings back in place. Y ou



could see every fingerprint and scratch I'd put on it, not to mention the dotsi cut to feed the leads
through.

Fity.

| sat inthe mercy scat and looked out at nothing. There was one star brighter than the othersin sight:
Royad's sun, saveramany light-hours away.

Baijon waslooking at me. Hopeful. Eager. All | had to do wasrelax and I ct the numbers come up.
Every trip my mind made down the brainstem to where Archived left its get-well present made the next
trip eesier to make. And bye-m-bye wouldn't be no more trips to make, because what it knew would be
what | was, and nothing left to lose. We had to have a plan, Baijon'd said.

Now we had one.
| didn't think hewas going to likeit.

The good numbers was right there in my hands. | pulled the angel-stick and Ghost Dance Jumped
Sdewiseinto nowhere.
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Hellraisers

Ghost Dance made Trangt to real space over ablinding blue-white ball of ice. Probably it'd been
warmer once-there was gtill atmosphere, thanks to an ocean with enough sdt init to beliquid. | didn't
look for traffic controllers or beacons. There wasn't any.

"Sowewill land your ship, San'Cyr. And then?"
"Then we ask babby red nice one time for what we want.”

| didn't bother to mention that the possibility Oob'd cooperate was right up there with me getting afull
Imperid Pardon for everything I'd donethis year.

"And then?'
"Then wetakeit."

About alifetime ago, thiswas my home basg; alittle place called Coldwater on the cutting edge of the
never-never. My nighttime man was awiggly called Oob who told me what to kyte and whereto kyteiit,
and didn't mind if | picked up afew side-jobs on my own.

It'd been agood working arrangement. | was sorry | was going to have to see him again.

But there was one thing Baijon and me needed in order to live to get older, and in aship thishot the
only place| could get it was a place that wasn't there. And Coldwater had the only trip-tik.

It'slikethis. Our glorious Phoenix Empire, the concatenative brains of which | was doubting more with
each passng moment, has got anumber of little monopolies, and onethat'sared killer: dl ports
everywhereisImperid ports.

Even on Closed Worldslike Riisfal or Restricted Worldslike a-Mayne, the port isalmperia port and
whenyoureonitit'sjust like you was standing on Grand Centrd its own self.

Any port not built, owned, operated-and policed-by the Empireisillegd. Illegal portsisfar gamefor
your FHeet and mineto blow up, and there's no way to hide something that, at its crudest, isa square klik
of big flat place with atraffic control computer and a sensor suite.

But Coldwater is aabandoned port. All closed down, the legitimates packed up and pulled out, no
licit trafficin and out ever more. Who'd want a place where the temperature only goes above freezing
point of water at high noon of loca summer?

Any enterprising crimelord as wanted a port-that's who. And the Empire wouldn't look twice-because
it knew it wasthere, and it knew it was closed.

Therewas an Imperia DataNet terminal on Coldwater.

Youd think I'd of had enough of the DataNet, and you'd be right. But what | was after now hadn't
been in the port computer on Roya-as-was. Besides, there was one segment of the galactic power dlite
| hadn't ticked off.

Yet.

Ghost Dance fdl out of the Sky sweet asyou please and right into my old docking ring. The externa
temperature sensors wobbled dive and sank right down into the negative numbers. The main ship's
com-puter probably ached to tell meto wear my woolies, but 1'd ripped out its voder along with doing
the rest of my custom chop-channedl.

| shut down the boards but |ft her hot. | wasn't worried she'd go walking off. Nothing human can



handl e the fourspace maths to fly a ship without anavicomp and I'd set her so she had to have Jump
coordinates before shed lift.

Nothing human.

Baijon and me went back to the hotlocker and | put on my party clothes. There'd been time on the
way here to assemble akit of fly-vinesthat should impress even Oob, and no lack of raw materid. It
even covered up what wasleft of my left hand, so nobody'd know | was borged. | was saving that for a
urprise.

Meanwhile, the rest of it was the prettiest blaster-harness I'd ever owned; | looked like a high-ticket
verson of atakingbook space-pirate and with the rating of the heat | was packing | didn't even need to
hit what | aimed at to causeit serious persond distress.

"Y ou remember hew we planned it?'
"San'Cyr, | ill think the danger should be mine.”
"The danger?Bai, | hope you don't think any part of thisis safe.”

Thewind hit mefirst thing out of the hatch. | leaned into it, head-ing for the converted bunker at the
edge of thefidd. For aminute | spun methe fantasy that everything'd gone reet with my last run ahalf
year back: 1'd dropped the bookleg at Wanderweb Free Port, lifted rokeach and gemsto Kiffit, and
from there to Orilineesy, to Maichar, to Dusk, and back home again, to pass gossip, pull maintenance,
and see what Oob wanted me to do next. It was a depressing commentary on the current state of affairs
that my previouslifelooked inviting.

What used to he the Port Authority Building was dug down into the permafrost and field Coldwater's
entire population. There was only one bar, and it didn't have aname. | pushed open the door and went
in.

"Hey, St. Cyr," somebody said when | pushed my hood back. There was pilots for the two other ships
Pd seen on thefield and the usual gang of mechs, techs, and sophonts as thought this was agood place
to be. If it mattered, | wasthe only human there.

"Heard about your ship," said the tender, reaching under the bar. "Bad luck."
"Worse luck if you finish that move, ba."
He stopped and regarded the blaster. I'd come in with the advan-tage. | was expecting trouble.

I madeasmilel didn't mean and waggled my right hand heat at him. | took the time to unship the other
one, just like atakingbook space pirate. A little dow with the half hand that was | eft inside the glove, but
thefingers| had left didn't fed the cold.

"Y ou deed, you know that, Gentrymort?' the tender said.
"Sure. And anybody wantsto join me can stay right where heis. Everybody €l se can ankle.”

Onetimel just would of shot them. Or lobbed a grenade through the door before | comein and
walked through what's | ft after you do something like that. None of them'd be any loss.

But | wasn't in the mood today, and wasn't no way this could be alightning raid like in the talkingbooks
anyway. | stood there and gave Oaob all the time he wanted to get ready and set while the patrons of the
Nameess Bar & Girill shuffled themsdves out into the snow.

| dogged the door shut behind them. | knew where was going, so | went onin.

It was along narrow halway that probably used to run to aout-building and now wasthe only way in
to Oob'sfront parlor. By now I'd got warm enough to be cold.

Oaob don't like heat; his B-pop isn't rigged for it. But if 1'd been him | could of thought of amore



comfortable way to arrange things. Oob ran agood dice of the Outfar nightworld. Pandorato Tangervel;
achunk of cubic running all the way out to the edge of the Hamati Confederacy. He had power. I'd seen
it. Not power like Archangel had or was reaching for, but if he stepped on you there wouldn't be nothing
|eft to argue the difference.

Did having power like that make living in afreezing hellpit like thistolerable? Or did wanting power
mean you didn't care about nothing else?

| pushed open the door to my bosss private office. It wasn't locked. Why bother: nobody saned
comedl theway out hereto cross him.

Never mind what that made Baijon and me. | went in.

Oaob was behind his desk; hedwaysis. A thousand kilos of woal, gristle, and blubber in colors not
meant to be seen in daylight don't shift too well under one Imperial Standard G. He could rig the gravity,
but he's never bothered. Hanging behind him like | expected was a state-of --the-art wartoy in
ready-to-rock mode. | had reason to know all of Oob's security measuresreal well. | just hoped he
hadn't changed them.

"Captain S. Cyr," the voder on the desk said. | jogged ablaster a him.

"Refrain from immeature acts," the voder said. Somebody'd pro-grammed it onetimein Imperia
Standard, | guess, and Oob'd never bothered to fix it. "Do you actualy contemplate that my security
sys-tems areincgpable of anticipating your every move?'

"Well," | said, about the time the back wall of Oob's hardsite went away.

I've never anywhere seen something what tellsthe lifting capability of Hoplite armor. | do know that
lifting anything needs a handle to grab and a place to stand.

Baijon'd made both. Thewall came up in pieces. And Oob'sfirst line of offense turned on him.

| fired onit. | didn't make adamn bit of difference but | didn't need to. The wartoy hesitated with being
hit two ways at once and yelled for help. Baijon came the rest of the way through the wall and battered
theinput out of it.

"Question, che-bai, isn't who shootsfirg or last, but who's left standing, je?

The temperature was dropping like an innuendo and the wind was taking a chance on anything mobile.
Soon enough Baijon was going to be the only oneredly comfortable.

"| forgot to tell you. | picked up apartner last tik."

Oob looked at Baijon and back at me and blinked; three sets of eydids diding over eyes| could see
mysdlf in. Histhroatsack bulged,- the voder spoke again.

"You will ceaseto exist. The Smuggler's Guild will disavow you. Whatever mode of transport you
arrived in will become mine. | will return you to the dave-pits, barbarian.”

He was pretending we'd won, which was awfully sweet of him.

"Not impressed. Y ou want apiece of me, babby, you got along lineto stand on. | cometo do
bidness”

"What do you want? L etters of Trangt to the Confederacy? A wise choice, but costly. Deactivate your
armaments and wewill discussit.”

“Place | want'singde the Empire, not out. Toystore. Y ou tell me how to get there. | check it through
the dataweb. Me and my friend leave. And before you get any efficient ideas" | opened my jacket to
show him the rows of grenadeswired on the deadman's switch. "My heart stops begting, we al dead.”

And I'd be dead anywhere in the Outfar the minute | set foot ingde this room, no matter whether Oob



was dead or livedive. | waslosing, sure and for certain, the last possible bolt-hole.
"I suppose your companion isequaly willing to accept the hazard of premature demise™"
"He'shdlflower.”

"Hellflowers are crazy. The gdaxy knowsthat," Baijon said. Wed fixed the voder; he sounded like him
now; sing-songy and pretty with ahdlflower lilt in hisvoice. He bent down and ripped alimb off the
wartoy and hefted it.

Good act, if it was. Baijon looked serioudy crazy. Not like he didn't tic if helived or died. Like he
couldn't tell the difference.

"You tell me, we go, boss; you don't never see me no more. What've you got to lose? | got nothing to
lose, bal, you know that-aready, people talking about what happened adong of mein the Roag.”

"Very well." A mechannikin what Ooh used for hands minced across the desk and dipped into a
drawer.

And whileswewas al supposed to belooking at it, Oob's back-up wartoy came up through the
dropshaft in thefloor.

Therewas ablagt of light and sound as Baijon swung up what'd looked like a bit of fancywork on his
armor. Half-blinded me ready or not even though 1'd been expecting it. Over the echoes you could hear a
teeth-setting whine as the wartoy's safety fields overloaded from damp-ing its own explosion in order to
saveitsmagter'slife. Touching. Baijon lowered his gauntlet and shucked off the haf-melted fair-ing. What
we'd rigged for the armor would only fire once. | hadn't really been sureitdfireat al.

A couple of kilocredits of expensve hogtility dropped to the floor, having retired from the adversary
business. One for use and one for show-that was what Oob'd always had.

| smoleasmall smileat my ex-boss. Twenty yearsin bidness along of him, 1'd learned my way into his
little quirks.

"Wartoys make my partner nervous,” | explained. "I guess hisfin-ger must of dipped. Now, you was
getting methat trip-tik?'

Oab didn't say anything for areal long time. If he ever got his hands on me now, there wouldn't be
enough | eft to shop to the body-snatchers.

"All your posturing isfutile. | am not intimidated. | refuseto aid you.”
The Hoplite armor sang as Baijon prepared to settle in for some plain and fancy intimidation.
"Don't bother,” | said to him.

| walked around to Oob's side of the console. | didn't know his setup, but | pushed buttons until
something happened.

The back wall did open, and there was the DataNet terminal and all itsworks; a sideshow to impress
the rubes they was getting what they'd fronted for. The terminal was acommercid port modd; it was
fitted with limbic jacks. | walked over to it whiles Baijon stood over my boss. Ex-boss.

"That will avail you nothing," the voder said.
"Shut up.”

| didn't want to do this. | didn't want to be aborg, with hellgod metal mutating under my skin until |
turned into a thing.

| didn't want to be here. | wanted to go home.
But Baijon wanted to go home too, and he wouldn't never get the chance. All those solid citizenson



Roya wanted to liveasmuch as| did.
If you aren't part of the solution, you're part of the precipitate.

| pulled off my glove and then pulled back my skin and shook my wrist until the plugs dropped out
from between glass and cybereisis bones and dangled. 1'd put them in back on the Dance. Universa
connectors. Y ou could jack anything up to them, and | did. | felt Oob watching me, and Baijon not
watching me. Borg. Hellgod. Malmakosim. Y our friendly neighborhood darktrader, Butterfly St. Cyr.

Thistime wasnt like either time at Roya. Something knew what it was doing-something | could hitch
on like making the Jump to angeltown without a ship and follow down to what | needed.

Cyborgs brainsis buffered to take the input. Mine was still under renovation. But I'd had some
practice and | was getting more. Paladin, are you out here? Can You hear me? Answer me, bai. You
owe me, dammit.

Nothing. Paladin wasn't there. Not thistime. But everything elsewas. And | got what | wanted.
"We got to thank you for hospitdity and say it's been ared plea-sure we don't hope to repeat.”

Thetrip-tik cassette full of information came up out of itsdot. | plucked it and flipped it to Baijon. The
armor caught it without looking.

"And before we go just in case you think to be unfriendly-like, bai-we got one thing more for you." |
yanked my brain loose from the computer's and gave it the office to run.

Coldwater wasn't like Royd. When | shut down everything the computer could reach, only the termina
went dead.

Thenweleft.

The ssorm we'd landed in was ablizzard when we left. T pumped a covering fire around usjust for
grins, but I knew the clientele. They wasn't the type to jump us on the heavyside.

Baijon dapped open both locks, and Dance's air came smoking out.
And the lights on the other two ships on the field came up. "She's pretty, but can she fly?"

The over-amp made the pilot's voice wof and yabber. There was aflash. We was sprayed with boiling
water while somebody's top-cannon tried to find arange.

Then| wasin, with Baijonin al hisglory landed on top of mein the hushed presence of great valuta
acquired by unlawful means. If we wastaking any hits, Dance was too much of alady to let on.

| beat Baijon to the bridge by not-much, and dammed the cassette in for the Jump-brain to chew on
while he squirmed out of the armor. All we had to do to useit was get to Transfer Point dive.

"S. Cyr, you in there? Pop your locks, jillybai, I'll makeit quick,” my commo said. | wondered who he
was, but not very hard.

There was another spray of wet mud across the external pick-ups. Baijon dammed into a seat and
pulled his stragps down. | grabbed ahandful of liftersand pulled.

And watched Ghost Dance tell me she was doing her best againgt ahundred gravities of
discouragement.

Tractors.

"San'Cyr?' Baijon, wondering why we was hanging around. "M other's got problems just now,
babby-bai.*'

Two ships on thefield, leggers and pirates equipped with the stan-dard box of tricks. Tractorsto lock
them on to aship or free-floating cargo, guns that could angle to protect a ship on the ground. And a



nasty sense of civic duty.
Dance's guns were fixed, with damn few degrees of arc. In space you turn the whole ship, j€?
They was going to hold us on the heavyside and hammer usto desth.
They hoped.

| gave her dl the go-devilsin the inventory, to where | was sure something was going to cut loose and
blow. She started pulling away, and the view-screens went fade-to-black as the darktraders on thefield
gunned their enginesto hold her.

| opened awide channdl. Both of them would heer it.

"Thisis Ghost Dance. We got fifteen plates of goforth and nothing to lose. Y ou boys want to be
serious nonfiction you just hang on; | guarantee to wrap you around the first lamppost in angdtown.”

No answer. Just the howl of an open circuit. Dance was tarting to shake.

"I mean it. When you forged your First Tickets, anybody tell you what happens you Jump too deepin
agravity wel?'

Silence
"Want to find out?'

| cut the channd and hit the override. The good numbers did right down the Jump-computer's throat. |
counted Six, then grabbed the angel stick.

Theimage in my screen dewed as one of the leggers whipped its tractors off us. Dunce snapped the
other one no problem and we made a dightly-less-than-textbook exit from Coldwater space, full throttles
and god help anything in our way. We ripped a hole in the atmaosphere big enough to drop a shaker into
and by the time the stick dropped home we was twenty seconds past Transfer Point.

Safe. One moretime.

But | had findly twigged to what that meant. The raid had gone real smooth, but smooth thistime just
meant double trouble next time, until you doubled out to where there wasn't no good numbers any more.

Now that it was mostly too late to change my mind | looked at the numbers|'d pulled out of Oob's
"Too Secret To Look At" dump-file. The navicomp would of given me names and addresses, but even
without it | could see we was heading somewheres off the beaten track.

Toystore.

"| still do not precisaly understand why we are going there, San'Cyr." Baijon looked pleased but not
particularly disturbed by our recent amost conversion to nonfiction.

"Other than it'sthe only place in the Empire we won't get shopped and sold? It's that plan you said |
hed, bai."

"To go shopping?' He hadn't belted in to the worry seat. The straps and buckles clinked when he
moved. "Our plan wasto kill Arch-angdl, wasit not?"

"Oh, why the hell not?"

I got up and walked back out of the cockpit, jerking leads loose from the big bang | waswearing as|
went.

Once the plan had been to get loose and go find Paladin, my one-time partner, Library, and all-around
paininthe neck.

A little later, the plan had been to hide out while news of Md-lorum Archange's techleggery and High
Book connections made him anon-player in the galactic game of ultimate power.



It didn't look like that was what you might call your viable option anymore. Not with what Archangel
had from Library Archive. The only consolation wasthat Archangd didn't have any Old Fed Tech
memoriestheway | did-but then, would he have noticed?

What Archangd did have was awish-list for a Codition without any hdllflowersinit at dl. More, lie
wanted what the hellflowers had: the Empire'slargest cache of information on Old Federation Libraries
or areasonablefacamile,

| went back into the main cabin of Ghost Dance, where sophonts of distinction'd probably spent
serious hours arguing over what to have for lunch. It didn't look quite so pristine mint asit had before
Baijon and med took up light housekeeping here.

"Let me help you, San'Cyr." Baijon started pulling tape and grenades loose, turning me from awalking
bomb back into ared live cyborg. This particular refinement'd been hisidea. 1'd just been plan-ning on
holding agun to Oob's head.

Bajon didn't cdl me"Kore" anymore. It just meant "woman" in helltongue. | shouldn't missit. Baijon
was reinventing himsdlf, taking out al the hellflower and leaving something that could ded with a
Malmakosim.

Because Archangd was important enough for that.

Or because it was easier than dying nobly and with honor for aidedl that you'd aready had proved to
you didn't exi<.

Baijon finished untaping me and then set to work sorting the grenades from the wrap in case we might
want to blow up something later. | looked at my hand without the glove, but it hadn't grown any new
fingerswhiles | wasn't looking.

The trouble was, you couldn't just get up one day and decide that everything you ever knew was
wrong. Y ou could try, but it wouldn't work.

It hadn't worked for me.

"| be getting us something to edt, ea, che-bai? We got along tik to where we going.”
"They might smply blow us up when we reach this Toystore." Baijon, unimpressed.
"Gives us something to look forward to, ne?!

I'd dways wanted to pedl Baijon loose from hishonor. From thefirst time | met him.
I'd changed my mind.

Therewasfood for another five hundred hoursin the galley. It was nice to know | had enough
munchiesto last out my life. | looked at dl the baggies and boxes and tried to think what | was doing
here.

Stinging Archangd. Hed bite. Hed | et us get close to him. He wanted the Brightlaw Prototype, which
might be anything from the ultimate holecard to anew way of making beer but what wasin blissful theory
atame Library that'd do what it wastold. Which might exist, and might not. And Archangel thought | had
it. Or wasit.

And | could be.

"Y ou are not happy, San'Cyr." Baijon camein to the galley about the time | wasthinking of rearranging
the supplies by sze and color. Anything to take my mind off my mind.

"Y ou got any thought why | shouldn't be happy, Baijon? | got a thousand-year-old set of dien
memories egting my mind, every legiti-mate and nightworlder in the Empireisafter us, and for theicing on
the brass cupcake Archangel's got the galaxy so spooked it's going to bolt into six kinds of war a once."



"But we won't have to worry about that, San'Cyr. Well be dead.” Baijon began rummaging about the
shelves, looking for something to cat. "When will we reach Toystore and begin to kill Archangel?*

Y ou know, bai-I've never told you this-but being dead is not exactly my lifé'sambition, you know."

"Everyone dies." Baijon popped ameal-pak and began to eat it without waiting for it to heat. "That is
why you are born."

"Red comforting.”
"Isit more desirable to die not having dain Malorum Archangd?' No.

We couldn't stop the war. But we could lower the ante. Ice Archan-gel, and there wouldn't be any Old
Fed weapons on thefield.

"It isour holy purpose. It paysfor dl. It proves" he stopped. "It proves we wereright."
| didn't want to beright. | wanted to live.

But not as much as| wanted Malorum Archangdl dead. "Terrific. Wewereright. They'll put that on
our marker, bai: They're Dead All Right.”

"And now you will tell me our plan.”

Find out what Mdlorum Archange wanted. Get next to him with it and ice him-but for theredly big
payoff, stop the war he was wind-ing up to rock and roll aswell.

Nothing to it, once you knew how. Because redity ain't real any-more. It's what the computers and the
dataweb say it is. And what they got in them. Like Pdadin. Hewasin there now, if | knew anything at al.

"It'sagrest plan. | been staying up nights over Archangd'swishligt. | figure, hewantsaLibrary so
much, bai, we buy and ddliver him one."

Find Pdadin and | controlled the nature of redlity in the Phoenix Empire. HE'd do me afavor or two.
He'd better.



16

Toysin the Attic

We made Trangit to realspace in the geometric center of nowhere. There was afaint gray band of light
off to starboard that was the main starmass of the galaxy, afew nearer dotsfor nearer systemsor at least
suns, but mainly nothing.

No relative motion. No depth perception. The black and white could of been painted on Ghost
Dance's canopy for dl the sense of here and there it gave. And somewhere within athousand cubic lights
of sone cold empty was something relatively not al that bigger than my ship.

"It's. .. empty," Baijon said, which was no more inadequate than anybody e se's comment on seeing
the Big Dark up close and persond for thefirst time.

"Y ou should see it standing on the hull in armor.”

All communications frequencies was open and | had the sensor-sweeps out. So far, nothing. But
Toystore was out here. Oob's numbers said so.

kkkkkkk*k

Toysoreisadeep space gtation of no fixed address, which was one reason it could cost you so much
to find out the current one. The other was that anything's for sale there-anything illegal under the Pax
Imperador and too hot to factor through aFree Port.  What that leavesis very hot indeed.

The usuad way you got to Toystore was knowing someone what knew someone until you got passed
up theline far enough to spin serious credit to get aset of mystery coordinates loaded into your
navicomp. Then you'd Jump with them, and you was home freeif they liked you and dead if they didn't.

We hadn't doneit that way, and Toystore probably knew it.
"Areyou sure. . ." Bajon sad.

"Sure that thiswas the coordinates behind the six sets of locksin Oob's dumpfile on the Coldwater
dataweb? Je. Surefor anything else? Ne.”

But Toystore brokersinformation. At the moment we represented quite alot of potential factoids. |
was hoping they'd be curious enough at least to let usin.

At wordt, we could probably clear their space aive-assuming they ever bothered to do something as
interactive as start shooting. "Welcometo Toystore, Captain St. Cyr."

The voice came over my commo, but the picture didn't. That was courtesy of holo-tightbeam, just to
let me know that they knew right where we was, thank you very much, and had tech and power to
waste.

Thetightbeam showed me a deek young techie dressed like ready money and not aweapon in Sight.
Helooked more than alittle like abroker | knew hight Silver Dagger, and if he was half as dangerous |
had new and additiona troubles.

"If you would careto follow the tracer beam you will find an empty docking deeve ableto
accommodate your ship. Y ou may carry any form of personal armament you desire while vigting
Toystore, but 'use of antisocia technology is trictly prohibited. Toystore reservestheright to place alien
on your property and transport if punitive finesin excess of your persond credit balance arelevied, and
accepts no respongbility for injuries or damage incurred by persons attempting to leave Toystore without
aship. Enjoy your stay."



Right on cue and don't think they hadn't planned it for effect, Toystore hit dl of its self-lightsand lit up
like the Emperor's Birthday. My sensors binged and agreed with my eyes. dl of asudden Toystore was
right therein front of uslooking dl floaty and pastel and beautiful. So they was curious. Round oneto us.

"Morelies" said Baijon, unimpressed.

"He weren't lying, flower. He done told us we do anything they don't like, we get spaced without ship
nor suit. Smple.”

Baijon grinned. The idea gppeded to him. Hellflowers do have a sense of humor. It just isn't what the
rest of the gdaxy thinksis particu-larly funny.

Ghost Dance did right down Toystore's tracer beam and kissed the gunner's daughter. The flexible
dock-socket did closed around her and started hooking ship's systems up to the great outside before the
goforths was cycled down. Toystore docking computer did down the connects as soon as Dance was
hooked up and piggy-backed a pseudomind on any sort of intelligence my resident computers might
have. By the time we was absolutely at rest Toystore'd took control of al ship's systemsright down to
theair locks. They did open and the cockpit hatch did open and we was high wide and helpless until
Toy-store Main Memory returned control of our compsto us.

I might be able to purge them myself, but for damn sure any try at doing so would be construed as
mopery with intent to gawk, and there was something here | wanted.

| wanted the Keysto Paradise.

*kkkkkk*k

The pseudomind interface gave Dance limited accessto Toystore Main Memory. | read up on rules
and regs and fees while Baijon made extensive inroads on some glitterborn'slost wardrobe.

Our resources consisted of astolen Imperia Battle Y acht, a de-frocked hellflower, and a body of
knowledge that hadn't been current events for the last ten centuries. It might be enough to start a
revolu-tion.

Or stop one.

| figured we had credit enough to pay our freight about thirty hours worth. If we couldn't get the piece
of technocandy | wanted by then, we'd have to switch to Plan B.

It was real too bad there wasn't aPlan B. | wondered it' the price Oob'd put on me was higher than
the one the Empire was offering, and if Paladin knew about either one. | also wondered if even Toystore
had what | wanted, and if | could afford it if it did.

| wasn't even sure the Keys to Paradise existed.

Y ou might guess, with thelega down on machines hellishly forged in the likeness of aliving mind
etcetera, that cybernetic tech was not exactly an open traded item, Brightlaw's Folly aside. But the
Empire couldn't hold together without some of it. Paladin used to even think that the Imperial DataNet
might someday grow up to be aLibrary if it got big enough, and there was a big shady area between
tronics and numbercrunchers and things that might "think aswell asaman but not like him."

One of the waystechiestried to get around the down the tech

Police have againgt building machines that think was by hanging cyber-bells and whistles on something
aready dlowed to think on account of being born organic.

Mostly they didn't get away with it. But sometimesit took the Tech Policelong enough to make up its
mind that by the time they decided something belonged in Chapters 1-4 of the Revised Ingppropriate
Technology Act of the 975th Y ear of Imperid Grace (pat. pend.) it'd aready been in use and production
long enough that it left behind it asizable bank of outlaw tech.



Likethe Keysto Paradise.

*kkkkkhk*k

"San'Cyr, why are we here?'

Baijon Stardust looked like one very rich mercenary. He was wear-ing a short cape, high boots, any
number of fire-irons, aworried expression, and | had real doubts about the quiet good taste of Ghost
Dance's last tenant.

"Because I'm stupid." | was wearing something closer to quiet good taste that'd probably belonged to
thelast pilot. No blasters-you can wear but not shoot them on Toystore. A glove that madeit look like
my lost fingerswas gtill there-not that it'd fool anybody much, with Toystore' s scanners.

"If you were stupid, San'Cyr, we would both be dead, | think. Y ou said you wished to make Mallorum
Archangd a. . . gift. And thuskill him. This| believe. But isthe Empiretruly so depraved asto offer such
things openly?"

It took me aminute to figure out what he meant. I'd told him | was going to give Archangd aLibrary.

"Ne, che-bai, isonly one Library I'd trust anywhere near Archan-gel, but | got to catch himfirst. To do
that, | got to go to Paradise." Baijon frowned. "Thisis not Paradise. Y ou said this place was Toystore, a
haunt or resort of the Empire's most vile and feckless tech-nologists.”

"Isoneway of putting it, aslong asyou don't let nobody hear you. Put another way, isthe only placel
can buy what | need to catch mealLibrary."

"The Keysto Paradise?'
"Too reet, babby. Let'sankle.”

*kkhkkkkkk*k

Baijon stuck closer'n my shadow; nothing in his association with me d prepared him for this.
Nothing in my association with me'd prepared mefor this.

Thetotd citizen population of the Phoenix Empire is somewhere around ten thousand billion. If only
one percent of them isbent (which is stone optimism), that's ten billion people. If only one percent of
them ismgor players, that's one hundred million. And if only oneto the third power percent of the
population of the Empire was up to things they shouldn't be at Toystore at any given nanosecond, that
meant there was close to amillion people here dl looking for trouble.

*kkhkkkkkk*k

The Graymarket isthe entire central core of Toystore. It had a passing resemblance to any downport
wondertown: placesto eat and places to deal, and places to get what you needed to dedl.

It looked like Grand Centra on the Emperor's Officid Birthday. Every method you might ever want to
use to bend the Pax Imperador was being offered absolutely open by kiddies who looked like they'd
never ducked a blaster-bolt in their lives. It' I'd thought 1'd been out of place on Mikasaand aMayne, I'd
been loca color compared to here. There was holos two and three times life-size of people
demon-grating illegal actsthey would be happy to perform for afee. There was offers of things for
sde-hdf of them | didn't recognize, and the other half was nine kinds of forbidden. Thelevel of pure
unfamiliar informartion on offer was numbing.

But thiswasjust the opening act, flashcandy for the rubes and hangers-on. Toystore's rep-making
stock in trade wasn't this stuff. What Toystore dedlt in was the hottest, most illegal kick of all.

Knowledge.
"San'Cyr, how dowefind. .. what you are seeking . . . indl of this?' Baijon gestured at fivetiers of



wondershow.
"Wedon't. We hireaprofessona.”

"But San'Cyr, you have told me we have "barely enough credit to keep breathing if we don't jump
Sty

"Said we hireapro. Didn't say nothing about paying him."

kkkkkkk*k

The memorybroker's shop | wouldn't of recognized without the Intersign glyphs running pardld to the
Imperia Standard Script. Baijon was the one what found which part of thewall was the door. If | was
gill in the business of being impressed by things | would of been impressed.

"Wecometo Toystore, Butterflies-are-free Peace Sincere. How may we help you?"

The sophont that oiled out to meet us was Core-worlds B-pop and spun Interphon straight from the
Imperid Mint with an accent you could use to finance most of the con jobsin the Outfar.

"Perhaps anew life history? Somejob skills?Y our credit isquite good . . . a the moment." He smiled
inaway assaid it was oke to be impressed with his superior way of weasdling info out of the Toystore
Interstellar Bank.

| wasn't. On Toystore, everything'sfor sale.

"Not buying memory. Sdling. Anybody wantsto know why Tortuga Sector isn't answering the phone,
they ask me."

"Wegpons systemsfailure,” said the broker, unimpressed. Baijon looked indignant. | shrugged.

"Didn't ask for critical reviews, bai. | wasthere. | was on dMayne when it Went up, too. And | wasin
the Roag. That'smy sdle." Information. An eyewitness account, vetted, certified, and on cas-sette, of
what 1'd seen and what 1'd thought about it. Inarguable. Any-body can say something's so. Thanksto the
magic of modern technol-ogy now you can prove it, and hand somebody el se the experience to boot.

"Wl .. ." Thebroker was playing coy, which isnot anew experiencein my life. "I supposethere
might he some curiogity vaueinit. If you'll comethisway well copy the memories, transcribe an
abstract, and placethem in our catdog. If someoneisinterested-"

"Wasn't born yesterday. Y ou put what | said in your catalog. Some-body wantsto deal, we dedl then.”
"Y ou're making things very difficult, Sincere. | don't know what you're used to on the Borders, but-"

"It's Captain . Cyr, chaudatu-bai, and you're thefirst shop | cameinto, not thelast. | cometo sl. |
told you what I'm sdlling and how. Y ou know what you've heard about Royal and Washonnet and the
Roaqg. Now itsyour turn, je?"

Hedidn't likeit but I'd twigged him; he'd heard enough about current events to want to know more,

"Most of our clients, Captain, prefer to leave their information on consignment. Of course, we do,
occasiondly, make an outright pur-chase a afar lower scde of remuneration-"

| looked &t Baijon.
"He means he wishesto cheat you now," Baijon trandated help-fully.
The memorylegger turned enough colorsto amaost make me think held been insulted.

"1 merely wished to point out that it is difficult to assgn amone-tary vaue to memoriesthat one has not
persondly experienced. We would not be able to continue in business were we not known to be discreet
and irreproachable; your information would lose no marketability or uniqueness by being left on deposit;
infact, frequently the resdle value-"



"Not be living long enough to worry about that, bai, don't you worry your pretty head none. Come
here to buy, got to Sl to doit. Get what | want, | be gone, j’ keyn?"

If there hadn't already been some trickle-out from the galactic garden spots I'd mentioned, | think
Baijon and me d of been tossed back out in the Street for the Toystore version of the legitimates to find.
But there had been, and | had the right words and enough of the music to make people St up and whistle.

"Very wdl, Captain. And can we possibly assst you in making your purchase?"' the memorylegger
findly said through gritted phonemes. "1 swap al those memories| said-even-for one working set of the
Keysto Paradise”

He didn't throw us out then, either.

*kkkkkk*k

They started out as atoy. Fakeredlity, like dreamtapes or memory--edit, except that with them you
just get added or subtracted arote thing and that's that. The Keyswas flexible; you got thejinkssunk in
your head and plugged in the game compuiter, you got awhole world to play with.

It needed a pretty big tronic brain to hold the game redlity. and that was where the trouble Started,
because any comp that big isjust naturally plugged into at least the planetary net, and if you could get to
the planetary net you could get to something hooked into the Imperia dataweb.

But couldn't nobody get out of the programmed paradise, right? Nor know what to do if they did?

Wrong. Theway | heard it, most people who turned the Keysjust died, but at least one person went
out where he shouldn't of been able to and came back too, and that was it for the Keysto Paradise.

I knew dl about them because Paladin'd wanted me to have a set, which even if 1'd been fool enough
to want somebody to do that to my brain | didn't haul enough cubic to rate. But | knew about
them--Pally'd been real good getting at stuff the Empire didn't want its aver-age citizen to see.

And any technology that convenient, | was betting, wasn't log.

*khkkkkkk*k

"Now what do we do?" said Baijon on the way back to Dance.

"Wewat."

*kkkkkkk*k

We waited twenty hours. | wasn't redly expecting astraight swap; what | wastrolling for wasa
come-on from some techleggers who thought they knew what | wanted Keys for-because in addition to
the bootleg technocandy we needed a cyberdoc to set the jinks and serious time on a DataNet terminal
and somehow | didn't think Oob was going to let us come back and use hisagain.

But the offer didn't come. Soon we was going to be over the mar-gin that'd let us take our ship with us
when weleft.

We could kyte before that. There wasa Plan B after dl, but it didn't have as much to recommend it as
dumping Paladin into Grand Central Main Bank Memory and making him mind Archangd's manners. It
was more like mewalking up to Archangel and shooting him under excuse of being the Brightlaw
Prototype he wanted.

| didn't think it'd work. But | was out of ideas that would.

We waited and watched hollycasts. | caught up on my talkingbook auditing-the adventures of Infinity
Jilt, undercover girl space pirate for the Tech Police and her crew of hulking loya wigglies.

Thisinstalment she had penetrated the secret starbase in the Black Nebula, where she found atribe of
outlaw techs sdling Imperia know-how to the geat-kings of the Hamati Confederacy.



It struck methat my life was alittle too much like the talkingbooks these days-only | didn't have
Throne backing, | couldn't whistle up acrack squad of loya and well-mannered Space Angels, and |
didn't give adamn who sold what to the Hamati so long as| didn't haveto doit. Baijon audited
real-world stuff-looking for news about Washon-net, of which there wasn't any. Half the time the ‘casts
made it sound like the hdllflowerswas having alove-feast, not awar.

The Roaq was still closed for renovations. A previoudy predicted and right-on-sked astrophysical
disturbance had shut down Royal Di-rectorate and the Chairman of the Charlock Corporation was
petition-ing Throne to keep it closed until a Board Meeting and e ections could be held.

| just bet hewas.

What good is knowing you can't trust anything you see and hear when you need it to navigate anyway?
Knowing the Imperial news out of Washonnet and everywhere e se wastiesdidn't tell me what wastrue.
How was| or anybody supposed to think about anything, knowing ev-erything | had availableto think
about wasalie?

Maybe nobody else knew. Maybe nobody e se cared.

| don't know why | bother sometimes bringing peace and justice to the Empire at reasonable prices.
Wheat did | care who ran the dog-and--pony show? | didn't have any intrinsc objectionsto achangein
Emperor. | wouldn't even mind an even-more-repressive gaactic tyranny grinding Citizen Taxpayer
under itsbrutd hed solong asit |eft the gars and planetsin the usud places and didn't involve thingslike
wiping out dl organic lifeonemoretime.

It kept coming back to Archange wasn't going to do that. Sure, we could probably claw our way up
from the amoeba again, but doing stuff like that gets boring after awhile.

Some of this| told Baijon. Some not. We didn't understand each other any better than Paladin nor me
hed, redly.

On the twenty-first hour we spent waiting, the brokerage called and told me somebody wanted to buy.
"I do not trust him, San'Cyr. It isanother trap."

"l ain't trusted nobody since | wasfifteen, Baijon; you get used to it. But the 'legger wants his crediit,
and we got aradical rep, and sooner or later somebody's going to want to know how | pulled these
coordi-nates off Oob'stermina in thefirst place. Then we cut aded.”

"Qr they shoot us."
"Wondering which iswhat makeslife such adesigner thrill, bai."

*khkkkkkk*k

There was one thing different from our last visit to the Graymarket, and she was standing outside the
shop. Shewas even more out of place here than Baijon and me was, with aplay-for-pay chasssand al
mod. cons., wearing one piece of hold-me-tight superskin and alot of paint, hanging roundaround
outside the memorylegger's with the bright interested expression of aveteran touri<.

And that was real wrong. She wasn't a player, and she wasn't mus-cle, and ain't nothing el se got any
businesson Toystore.

Her face brightened right up when she saw us. Wrong number two. "Oh, hello,” she said brightly. "I'm
sorry about thewait."

That'swhen | redized | knew her.

"Wegot trouble," | said to Baijon.



It was Berathia Notevan, the spy from aMayne.
*kkkkkkk*k
I like being dive. It's been my hobby for whiles and in weak mo-ments | hope to pursueit into old age.

It waswhy | stopped Baijon from going for his heat when he redl-ized who she was. He ripped off a
line of helltongue a her indicating that most of her parents had been assembled.

"What awonderful coincidence that we happened to be here, too,” she said brightly. "Daddy aways
says| have atendency to be overly optimigtic, but once | heard that an Imperia Battle-Y acht had
petitioned to dock herel just knew everything had turned out al right for you. It'stoo bad about Royal,

though.”

"Aintit just, your Gentle Docentship. And maybe | be wondering just how you come to be here when
| 1eft you on dMayne." | smoothed the glove on my |eft hand; anew nervous twitch that kept me from
going for the blagters | wasn't wearing. Berathialaughed like I'd said something funny.

"Oh, you know how it is, work-work-work. Once the War College was bombed, | knew thereredlly
wasn't any reason for meto stay. And you'd dready |eft, after al.”

"Y ou was Kennor's holecard, right? The one supposed to do one thing or t'other when | showed up on
dMayne, right?"

"Oh, thereredly isn't any point in dredging up ancient history now, isthere, Captain St. Cyr? Besides,
there's someone here wanting to see you-and you did come to Toystore to ded, didn't you?"

Sure. And did it with no options and no clout, other than being too vauable and entertaining to waste.
We went through the front, into the back where the private roomswas.

"Y ou don't need to worry about the fee-that's been paid,” Ber-athiasaid, and opened the door.
Kennor Starbringer waswaiting.

Hewas dl alone and dressed pure hellflower, with the Knife like Baijon didn't have no more strapped
front and center.

"Well," said Berathiabrightly, "now that wereadl here. . .”
“Whereismy son?' said Kennor, looking right a Baijon.

"But - he's. . ." Berathia said, and stopped. Baijon twitched. | put ahand on hisarm. Could of been
feding up the Hoplite armor for al the give therewas.

"The arthame, what isthe aMayne spirit-blade, iswhat Malorum Archangd got rid of for him when
we was on Royd, Y our Gentle Do-centship.”

Along with aplanet, amoon, and a couple of space-stations.

| watched Kennor age half the rest of hisalotted lifespan in the next tik-anna-haf. He sat down back
behind the table again. He didn't look at Baijon.

"Did he. . . diewith honor?' Kennor said to no onein particu-lar.

"Honor died firgt," said Baijon sadly. "The woman the aunt of the Third Person of House
Starborn-whom | will kill, father-"

"You aretoo late. Vdijon-"
"Heisdead." Bajonwailed.

"My son." Kennor got up and rounded the table. He looked like he might put his arms around Baijon if
Baijon was here. But Baijon wasn't. Kennor looked at me.



Keep him safe, Kennor'd said, and thiswas what 1'd done instead.
"Why areyou il dive?' Kennor said.

Baijon laughed, sounding crazy. "What news from Roya, Second of Starborn, and of the
insurrectionists who were receiving Starborn wegpons?'

Sarborn wegpons. Sure. I'd been right. And if I'd bothered to ask | bet Baijon would of told me. In
order for hot-toys to be transhipped from a Mayne, someone on aMayne had to order them first.
Someone with clout. Not a LessHouse like Meggied said. A GreatHouse.

Kennor Starbringer was backing the Brightlaw Rebellion. Not Amrath. Not the Coalition. Kennor.
"Roya isgone," Kennor said dowly.

"Lord Starbringer, thereisn't much time. Y ou must be seen to be aboard the Lorelel Rake when she
passes the Washonnet checkpoint. Alone, " Berathiasaid.

"| have come for my son.”
"He'sdead," Baijon and me said, dmost in chorus.

"And you killed him, Kennor-bai," | finished. "Y ou started awar on dMayne. That'swhy you sent us
there. All thisfarcing about ship and papers wasjust the excuse to get usto alMayne so Baijon could
stand up and get flattened.”

"l would have kept my word. Therewas aship.”

"And papers. Too bad we didn't know to ask for them when we beat your war off-planet by the skin
of our never-you-mind. Angelcity’s by way of being aold friend of mine, bai-and you set her up, too.
But you got what you wanted. Baijon thought everybody’d rally round the boy who cried Library. You
knew they wouldn't. And Archangel waswaiting for al of usat our next stop.”

There was a pause.

"And you have cometo complain?' Kennor said.

"No," said Berathia. "She came for these"

She tossed a set of the Keysto Paradise on the table.

They wasdl in the origina wrapping-the brainjinks, the scenario modules, dl factory new.

"Illega cybernetics. A neurd interface. Wouldn't it be nice to know what somebody who came herein
Prince Mdlorum Archangel's own battle-yacht wanted with this?* Berathia added.

"Who areyou redly?' | asked Berathiathe ratfink. She smiled.
"An anthropologist. | told you that at Wailing, Captain St. Cyr."

And maybeit was eventrue, just like | was alegit smdl-freighter captain. But Berathiawas aplayer,
too.

"There are warrants out on the two of you from here to the Core. What possibleuseisa
dreamworld?'

Kennor looked at his son and looked at me. | saw him figureit out. Everything.

Wed told him about the Library in the Roag, Baijon and me. Kennor'd had his basic Library-burning
lessons back a the War College just like every other hellflower. I'd had anillegal transponder in my skull
when he picked me up and now I'd come here-from Royal--shopping for something that could pour a
human ego into the DataNet. He knew | had a cybernetic arm and he knew how it could be modified.
He knew.



He backed away from Baijon, dow. Baijon looked at his face and backed away, too.
"And what do you do here?' Kennor said.

It weren't quite us he was asking. And something in the back of my skull wanted to answer. "Buying.
Sdling. Wondering how much honor goes for in the ga-lactic marketpl ace these days, Kennor-che-bai."

Once Kennor's kind and mine had been partners-.
No. Not my kind.

But | wondered. If you'd been part of that much power, was athousand years time enough to cut the
tagtefor it?

"What does your kind know of honor?* Kennor asked.
I made afigt, but the fake fingerswouldn't close.

"l know what you taught me, father,” Baijon said.

"| taught you nothing.”

Berathia tarted to look Ieft out. Something flashed below my line of sight and | looked down. Kennor
was holding alittle Slver hideout in his hand, own twin to the one I'd killed Winterfire with.

So hewasgoingtodoit after al.

"Lord Starbringer!" Berathia sounded actudly worried for achange. "Toystoreis very inflexible about
itsaggression palicies. If you shoot-"

"-| do as Archangel wishes. But no longer. Isthe Prototype |oaded?

Berathias mouth twitched. Shewas apro, al right, and Kennor was an amateur. He hadn't needed for
totel usthat.

"That wouldn't be the Brightlaw Al Prototype that Archangel waslooking for back at Roya, would it?"
| asked. "The one that was sup-posed to be on the same ship as us? Just out of idle curiosity,
Kennor--bai, what do you think happened to Royd?"

He bared histeeth. "It became asymbol of unjust oppression.”

| tried again. "What was Archangel trying to siop when he hdll-bombed it?"
"The Brightlaw Prototype," said Baijon.

Helooked from meto Kennor. Hed figured it dl out. There was no illusions | eft.

The Brightlaw Prototype. A fake Library that did what it was told. Something so close to anathema
that when the redl thing came aong Kennor Starbringer didn't blink twice. Because Brother Kennor'd
been hip-deep in anathemafor years.

"Y ou set Baijon up to make dMayne do what you wanted. Y ou set Royd up-you knew what
Archangd would do there."

Kennor’d knew Archange would bomb Royal. Hed made sure of it. Once Archangel saw Baijon and
me with Meggie he wouldn't think three-times. Why shouldn't we be in Kennor's confidence-even it ‘we
wasn't? It was a perfect setup. We would of walked right down Archan-gel's throat with the Prototype
or aconvincing fake clutched in our little paddy paws.

"Ten billion people, bai-what you got that's worth that butcher's bill ?"



"Peace," said Kennor Starbringer. "Does that amuse you, Malmakos? Peace at any price. For too
long Archangel has held the Emperor ahelpless prisoner and acted in hisname. The chaudatu hand
power into his blagphemous hands, thinking it is Throne that they serve and not the Destroyer, but &t last
he has overstepped himsdlf.”

If anybody but the hdllflowers believed that Archangd and not the Brightlaw Rebellion had fragged
Royd.

"Now hisdlieswill turn on him. Once more aMayne will lead the Codlition-and the Codlition will lead
the Directorates.”

Right into trouble. I've dways said hdllflowerswas crazy. Kennor Starbringer was so far round the
twist he couldn't see the bend in the road-or maybe that was hellflower logic in the service of greater
gaac-tic red-politix.

"The Azarine Codlition will free the Emperor and restore power to him-to a certain degree. The
Codlition will dictate termsto the Emperor-and alMayne will lead the Codlition. Y our days are
num-bered, and those of your tainted kindred. Once the Gentle People have taken their rightful place as
guardians of dl life even the possibility of your kind will end.”

Paladin had aword for it, like he did for everything e se. Theocracy. Rule by revealed truth. And it'd
make Archangel's version of everybody's future look like a garden spot.

"You can't dothis" | said, and it sounded stupid even to me. It isnot right,” Baijon added. Nice of
him.

"What does your kind know of right?" snarled Kennor. "Isit right that Archangel should enforcea
tyranny the like of which the Empire has never seen, destroying the Gentle People and setting the
Malmakos to rule men? Would he forbear to do so should we ask him-in honor--to refrain? He has no
honor. And honor cannot therefore oppose him. | had to find another way."

"But we are not meant to rule," said Baijon, miserable.

"Y ou say that now, knowing what you know? We are humanity's masters. The race needs a master-for
itssafety, if nothing else. The Empire cannot support awar. | will not risk one. Archangdl's plan depends
on subtlety-it isworth the destruction of Roya to unmask hisambition. Now there will be peace.”

Logicd. Aslogicd, truetell, asagenocida Library Archive |l knew alittle too well.
Had the Libraries thought that, oncet?
Was that how the war had started?

| didn't get time to worry about it. Just then lights and gravity flickered, ablip that set me back down
on my feet alittletoo hard. "Y ou'd better go, Lord Starbringer,” Berathiasaid. "Y ou know what the
bargain was. | don't think you'll want to be here when they arrive.”

Kennor looked a us. "Tell your master, when you see him next-"
"Cameto Toystorelooking for to ice Archangd, bai,” | said.

"Y ou can tell him so when you see him,” Berathiasaid. She turned to me and smiled. " Surely you don't
think Throne doesn't know about this place, Captain St. Cyr? Why do you think you were kept waiting
around so long? Toystore has vigorish to pay, too-to the Empire. They're handing you over to Archangel
the moment he gets here.”

Kennor was up and moving. He looked at Baijon, deciding whether to shoot.

"Al-en-alarthme, chaudatu, " Baijon said to hisfather, teeth bared. Kennor brushed past him and
didn't look back.



The downside under my feet shook, and Berathia's I-know-what's--going-on-and-you-don't
expression damped a couple of amps. "That's what they think," | said to Berathia. Toystore was neutrd,
Toystore was safe. Everybody in the nightworld said so. That'sthe last time| believe anybody's publicity.

But coming hered got me what | needed.

| dived for the Keys Berathiad tossed to the table and dumped them down my shirt.

"C'mon, babby!" | said to Baijon. "We gone!"

"No, wait!" said Berathia

"Y ou got abetter way out, right?' | said. "How many times you think we going to fal for that?'
Shetook agood look and didn't stand between us and the door.

The Graymarket was empty when Baijon and me went through. All the screens was showing warning
countdowns, but | didn't need that to tell me Toystore was probably in more trouble than it wanted.
They'd cdled in Archangd. And eveniif it wasto sell me out so they could keep their Most Favored
Techlegger satus, they wasn't going to find it that easy to kick Archangd out of bed again.

They thought they was justified. Just like Kennor, when lie set Lip one planet for war and another for
death. It'sal how you look at it, | guess.

Doesthe end justify the means? Archangel backed Charlock to get Throne. So Kennor backed
Brightlaw to get Archangd. And now that Archangel and the hellflowers was done with it, wasn't nothing
|eft in Tortugaworth having for neither Damaris nor her uncle.

We cameto the end of the tier and there was some Toystore legitimates. They was standing on their
rep, expecting usto go with them quiet. Maybe thinking we didn't know we'd been sold ouit.

Thistimewhen | pushed for it in my mind it was there-the thing that let me see around corners and
twenty minutesinto the future. | saw Baijon bringing up his hest and didn't bother wishing for mine
because hdllflower logic had got him the same answer aLibrary gave me.

Archange wanted usdlive at any cost.

| couldn't of pulled thetrigger on them. That was part of what 1'd lost. But Baijon could. He dropped
two and that got me armament so | gave him alightshow backdrop and then we bulled through what was
left of them and away. Now al their cybertech was tracking our hot-toys, but that was ajoke. Toystore
wouldn't detonate them. Archangd wanted usdive.

*kkhkkkkkk*k

We bedt it back to Dance in the curious absence of any opposition or even audience whatever.
Berathiastheory that Archangel was com-ing to collect mewas high on my list of reasonswhy, but it
wasn't the only contender.

Toystore offered alot in theway of privacy, but not in the docking area. Ghost Dance wasright there
where we'd left her, wide-open to anyone as cared to drop by and guarded only by Toystore's good
inten-tions.

But her neighbors wasn't. When wed | eft here about a hour back, | could see six shipsfrom wherel
stood. No more.

Where werethey? And if gone, why?
"An excdlent placefor atrap,” Baijon said crosdy, looking a our open hatch.

"Je. And if they don't want to get permanent with us, bai, there'slots of temporary measures.” In spite
of which, we till had to get inboard.



"I will gofirgt, San'Cyr."” Baijon pulled hisblaster and did dong thewall to where Dance's nose poked
out. Hewasin before | could come up with areasoned argument about him not going.

What was |eft for Baijon Starbringer? Father, lover, home, and honor. Gone.

Did the meansjudtify the end?

Silence and the sound of someone running our way. One person, and | bet | knew who.
"Itisclear, San'Cyr," Baijon announced just as abody caught up with the sound effects.
"Youidiotd" Berathiasaid. "Y ou can't leave in that thing-they won't let you!"

Lights and power went off-on again, which was another good rea-son to get out of here.
"Watch us"

Berathiafollowed meinto Dance's cockpit, talking the whole way.

"Look, | admit | wasn't completely honest with you back on dMayne but that's my job-1'l tel you
what | was tasked for now-"

"Ancient history, Thia" | vaulted into the mercy seat and started pedling back my deeve. "Bajon-bal, |
pop these locks you can start getting us out of here, j€?

"Ea, San'Cyr." Baijon put himsdf into the worry seat and started strapping in.
"Ligentome you can't get out of Toystore thisway."
Both of usignored her.

| asked Toystorefor it nice one-time whiles| ripped off my glove and shook the jacks|oose out of my
arm. They laughed in my ears but by then | was plugged in.

/Thisis of-Dance./ /Thisis not of-Dance./

| swept al of Toystore's reasonsto be cheerful out of my Best Girl'sbrain. It was so easy | couldn't
think why it'd ever been hard. Baijon was watching me, waiting for the office. He followed right on my
tall, buttoning us up and pulling goforthson line, just like I'd taught him. For one weird ingtant it was me
he was playing, not the ship, and then | was out and Berathiawas staring at me.

"Thingis, jillybal, you gart farcing with Old Fed Tech something's amost bound to happen.”

We pushed off from Toystore with pressors only; getting even the sublight power up would take longer
than | wanted to sit. The docking cradle socket ripped |oose as we pushed free. Bits of it went drifting in
all directions and nearspace sensors started accumulating memory.

But it was dready too late. Berathia yelped and then said some-thing naughty as promised grief to
someone.

Theview from Dance's cockpit came clear.

Wed disengaged from Toystore right into ahost of shakers and friends. Archangd'd brought the wife
and kidsto pay hislittle call.

| wished | could stay and watch-afull battle array was something I'd never thought to see even oncet.
Two of the shakersfrom Roya was there and their support ships around them, in amathematically
compelling pattern of dengity and flux. Aninfinitekiller. Thewingsof night.

| twisted Dance's tail and Toystore did away. We wasin the middle of the hostile technology now and
running for the edge. Lightsflashed on the control pand: our flight recorder and ID beacon was being
tapped and teling Heet its version of the truth.

If Archangd could pull something like thistogether-and useit--things was falling apart faster than



anyone-me, Kennor, Paadin-had thought.

But the array didn't have aLibrary and it didn't have the Brightlaw Al. Communication between ships
was gtrictly speed-of-light, and wasn't nobody in this host going to do anything without Archangd's
especia say-s0.

No onefired.

Not at us. Not yet.

They had another target.

Toystore began to glow. They wasfighting back and heavy with it, but dow as ajagranathaand lots
more fragile. Toystore went invisi-ble behind flaring shields as the big boys stood back and hammered on
it.

"Fools only dedl with Archangel," Baijon said. He sounded satis-fied but not happy. "Now they bear
witness to the truth beyond shadow."

"He can't be doing this," Berathiasaid, sounding scared for thefirst time since I'd known her. "The
Empire needs Toysore."

But Archangd didn't. Brother Archangel'd raised the stakes. In his brave new world was room for only
onetechlegger.

Later | could play back my gun-cameras and see when Toystore blew. Fleet didn't get it al itsown
way; | saw the pattern of disorder swirling out of whatever Toystore dumped on them-a pseudomind to
crottle their war-comps, maybe. But then Toystore went to heat-light--and-energy, and Archangd's
starfleet reconfigured to tart picking off anyone who'd managed to get free.

Just like Roydl.

A singleship wing closed up around Dance. Now we got down to cases. They'd be out to cripple us.
We had to be ready to kill.

| tried to be. | wanted to be. If anything caled for it, thisdid.
Kennor'd set up Royd. Hed planned it.
| had to maneuver the ship to am. | needed agunner.

Kennor'd planned Royal to make Archangd show himself high wide and public. To trigger the High
Book investigation that would bring Archangel down.

Baijon pulled the weapons console over. His practica knowledge came out of the talkingbooks, but
the controlswas smple.

Kennor'd paid out ten billion people he didn't own to get Archangel. He'd spent his own and only son.
But the Empire held billions, more. Prey for Archangd.

Saved by Kennor. If his plan worked.

The singleships made their firgt attack run. The schematic of Dance unreded in my head: nose cannon,
tall guns, midships catapult. | twisted her tail and Dance sang for me.

| spun her into position and called the shots for my gunner and every volley missed.

"Let mel" said Berathia. She got up out of her seat and tripped, disoriented by the lightshow beyond
the canopy.

"No!" shouted Baijon.

Wewas pulling moreinterest from Fleet now. Energy-lances crossed right in front of my Best Girl's
nose. | dewed her offsides, joycing up the hit.



Baijon fired.
Hegot it right thistime.
An acceptable trade. Royal in exchange for al the rest. Kennor's bargain.

The singleships made a second attack run. Two of their pilots took the Long Orbit. | didn't need to cal
shotsthistime. Each time Dance hit her marks Baijon fired just like he could read my mind. A holewas
opening up in front of us now: officeto kyteif | could get Jump--numbersinto the comp.

I'd seen Roya. Kennor'd seen awhole future full of Royas once Archange got rock-rolling.
Desperate? Y es. He'd done what he did because he was desperate.

Judtified?

"Ready-ready-we-ready!" My left hand was tapping numbers into the touchpad and dl | knew about
them was that they was somewheres safe-according to Archive.

Safefor Archive Library athousand years ago might be safe for us now.

The end justified the means.

Didit?

Didntit:?

"Get usout of here!" wailed Berathia. The world beyond our ports was gone in a haation of unfriendly
energy as one of the big rigstargeted us. More to come and we couldn't survive many.

| sent numbers to memory and redlined the goforths. Baijon gave methe officeand | pulled the
angelstick for the drop. Ghost Dance was everywhere at once and then gone.
Judtified.

*kkhkkkkkk*k

Valijon'sDiary
Doesthe end judtify the means?

Once | had afather, immaculate in honor, whose sole desire was that the Gentle People should be
again what they once were, for our souls hedth. It isfitting irony that as my father once reached for the
purity of our Imperia past, | have reached farther, into a past remem-bered only in nightmare.

Long ago, before the Empire, the Gentle People al were kings and princes and ruled everywhere-so
we aretold as children.

Itisbut atdewearetold. Thetruthisfar uglier. In that long-ago timewedidrule. . . as pawnsof the
Machine.
We are told-in the way that L oremasters speak to Shaulla-that because of what we were and did in

the days of the Old Federation the war came, and so never again must we seek such power lest it lead us
to compromise with the Machine.

Truth and tale share one shadow. Kennor Starbringer mocks those who have forgotten the
Machine-he cursesits name while caling up its pae descendant to serve him as we once served its
ancestor. Kennor Starbringer, too, has forgotten truth.

The end does not justify the means. The end is the sum of the means, asthe road traveled determines
the destination.

| was born into aworld with only one enemy. But | have grown, and see beyond the walls of my hbirth,
and see that enemies are many, but their god isdl one.



In the end, the Gentle People whom | must disown are right in one thing: truth is the compass of one's
own hand. The Machineis not the ultimate abomination, but its cause: theloss of humanity. And it isnot
the only cause.

And now | know that thetimeislong past to speak of roads and choices, ghosts and history.
Now | must reach out and seize my truth.



