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1
Hearts and HdIflowers

| was minding my own businessin beautiful downs de Wanderweb, hav-ing just managed to miday my
cargo for theright price. My nighttime man had talked me into booklegging again, and damsilly stuff it
was too -either maintenance manuas or philosophy texts. | never did figure out which, even with sixty
hourstimein Firecat between Coldwater and Wanderweb to stare at them and Paladin to read them to
me

So | was making my way around wondertown; free, female, and adamn sight over the age of reason,
when | saw thisgreenieright in front of mein the street.

He was definitely atoff, and no stardancer-you never saw such clothes outside of ahollycast. Hewas
lit up like Dream Street at night and wearing enough heat to stock agood-sized Imperia Armory be
sdes. And this being scenic Wanderweb, land of enchantment, therewas six of K’ Jarn’ s werewolves
and K’ Jarn facing him. | was of the opinion-then-that he couldn’t do them before they opened him up,
s0, fancy-free, | opened my mouth and said:

“Good morning, thou nobly-born K’ Jarn. Airt hiert out to do wetwork these days or just to roll
glitterborn for kicks, hey?’

K’ Jarn looked up from pricing Tiggy Stardust’ s clothes and said, “N’ portadaje, S Cyr. Purdu.”

K’ Jarn and me has known each other ever since | started running cargoes into Wanderweb Free Port
and he gtarted trying to boost them. For once | should of took hisadvice. But hell, it was seven-on-one,
andI've never liked K’ Jarn. . ..

“Like Imperid Mercy | will. Y on babby’ s my long-lost lover and maiden aunt, and I’ m taking him
home to Mother any day now. Fade.” He might have, except for that just then one of K’ Jarn’swingmen
got restless and took a swipe at the glitterborn with avibroblade. Tiggy Stardust moved faster than
anything human and swiped back and | burned K’ Jarn before K’ Jarn could mix in. K’ Jarn dropped his
blaster, him not having ahand to hold it with anymore, and left on urgent business. So did everyone dse.

Business as usud in wondertown, and not enough fussfor the CityGuard to show up. Except for the
deader Tiggy made and another | didn’t have timeto get fancy with, me and him was aone and he
was't moving.

| went to seeif there was anything left to salvage. He snaked around and then it was me down and



garing up at an inert-blade knife aslong as my thigh while he choodled a me unfriendly-like.

| can get dong in flash, cant, and Trade, but | couldn’t make head nor hind out of hisparley, and |
thought at first I'd hit my head too hard. But then | knew that what actually | had gone and done wasthe
stupidest thing of my whole entirelife. I’ d rescued ahdllflower.

Of course, hair that light and skin that dark could come from spacing on a ship with poor shields, and
he wasn't even so bloodydamn tall-just too tal to be the kinchin-bai he looked. But no other human race
in space has eyes the color ahdlflower’ s got. Hellflower blue.

And why | couldn’t of figured thisall out one street corner brawl ago was beyond me.

He stared & me, | stared at him. | figured | was dead, which’d at least spare me hearing Paladin’s
opinion of my brainswhen | got back to Firecat. Then the hdlflower rolled off me, put away the knife,
and got to hisfeset.

“ Jadraya kinvraitau, chaudatu. | apologizein honor for my ill-use of you; | thought you were one of
the others. | offer you the thanks of my House and-*

“Don’'t wannahear it!” | interrupted red quick. He talked In-terphon redl pretty, but with aheavy
accent-aMayne, that kind of lilt -more proof, not that | needed it. “Y ou kay, reet, am golden,
hell-flower, copacetic-but don’t you go being grateful.”

Hisface got red cold, and | thought I’ d bought it for the second time that morning. Then he said, “As
you desire, chaudatu,” and ankled--off.

Hellflowersare crazy.
Hitt

Strictly speaking, when you' re talking patwa, which iswhat most people in my neighborhood do, a
“hdlflower” isany mercenary from the Azarine Codition: Ghadri, Felix, Cardati, Kensey, dMayne-a
prime collection of gung-ho races with bizarre customs and short tem-pers. Actudly, say “hdllflower” in
the nightworld and everyon€ |l figureit’san dMayne that’ s caught your fantasy. aMayne are crazier than
the rest of the Codlition put together-they’ ve got their own branch of the Mercenaries Guild with itsown
Grandmaster, and when they do sign out for work (as bodyguards mostly, because there ain’t no wars
any-more, praise beto Imperia Mercy and thelove of the TwiceBorn) you can follow them around by
the blood-trail they leave behind. They’ll win any fight they start-or just kill you inthe middle of a pleasant
conversation for no reason your Survivors can see.

It'sdl to do with hdllflower “honor.” They're mad for it. They got their own precious code of dosand
don’ts, and you don’t want one of them beholden to you for any money. If that happens, you can be
chaffering with your buddy and the ‘flower’ Il cut him down and tell you he did it to purify your honor.
There was aman oncethat lost six business partners, his cook, his gardener, two borgs and adozen
tronicsto his hdlflower bodyguard before he figured out the hellflower liked him. . . .

Hellflowersare crazy.
Hitt

So | stopped thinking about hellflowers and went and had break-fast. Didn’t wonder about my
particular ‘flower; there wasn’t nothing about that boy going to make sensea-tal. And | had thingsto do.

My purposein life for coming to Wanderweb-other than to make too little credit for too much
work-was alittle piece of illega technol-ogy called a Remote Transponder Sensor. Not only doesthe
Empireinitswisdom refuseto sdl them to its citizens or even me, once you get one, you haveto get it
ingtalled.

In aFree Port, nothing’ sillegal and everything can be had for aprice. Or an over-price. Remember



that your friendly Free Port owner clears aprofit after paying atax to Grand Centra about the size of his
planetary mass, and you'll get the general idea. Never shop Free Port if you don’'t have to-but if
something can't be had for any credit, you can probably find it here. And every Free Port and most
planets hasits Azarine.

The Azarineisthe mere digtrict, named after the Codition. It holds everything from sellsword to
gallowglass with ashort detour through contract assassin, and like al specid interest ghettos, it'shometo
the kiddies that service the players aswell asthe playersthemselves. Enter VVonjaa Beofox, high-nines
cyberdoc living inthe Azarine.

| heard tell of Beofox from an Indie who gave her the rep for being rough and nasty but good, which
meant she was probably some legit bodysnatcher who took High Jump Leave from an Imp hellhouse to
make adishonest living in the Wanderweb Azarine. | saw her sign hung out over Mean Street. It had the
Intersign glyphsfor “fixer” and “bion-ics’ onit, and the running hippocrene that was Beofox' s persond
chop. Beofox was abodywarp fixer specidizing in bionics-add aleg or alaser, prehensletail or
whatever you want-and Mean Street is the beating heart of the Azarine. There was anumber of
characters about as big as my ship standing around the place, but sallswords don’t fight for free any more
than | ship cubic out of charity. In the fullness of time | got past Beofox’ s bouncer and in to see her.

Beofox was about my size-which means on the short side of aver-age-with a saurian cast to her bones
that made you wonder where her breeding population rated on the Chernovsky scade. Her hair was
roached up in afair way to concea adecent hideout blaster and she had as much ring-money punched
through her ears as| wore on my boots. Thewalls of her surgery was covered with charts showing her
daily specidsand the most popular forms of blackwork for cybers. “Want athing done, Beofox,” | said
to open hodtilities.

“| do no favorsfor stardancers, che-bai. What kind plastic you spinning?’ she shot back.

Thewhistlein the nightworld was that Beofox had a soft-on for the rough-and-tumble kiddies, which
made Gentry definitely persona-non-breathing in her shop. But stardancers don’t run to cyberdocs so it
was Beofox or I'd just spent alot of wasted money on something | shouldn’t own in thefirst place.

“ Am golden, bodysnatcher; just dropped kick.”

“That’s ‘bonecrack’ to you, and speak Interphon. Why don’t you work your own side of the street,
Stardancer?’

“l want aRotten C,” | said, red articulate-like.

Beofox regarded me with new respect. “A Remote Transponder Sensor-with the Colchis-Demarara
shielding, irrational time proces-sor, fully independent sub-micro broadcast power storage, and
guaranteed full-fidelity sound reproduction? Do | look like an Imperia Ar-mory?’

“Sure, che-bai. And | look like a Gentrymort with clearances, so get out your wishbook.” | already
had the RTS, but it don’t do to tell everything you know.

We swapped insultsfor awhile until Beofox came to the conclu-sion that while the hardboys might be
fineand nice and red friendly, having friendsin the trangport union’ [l keep you warm at night. We ended
up with her agreeing to ingtd| it and me admitting | had it, and | hen we went around about price, which
gtarted out to be my left arm and al that adjoined it, and finally got down to the price of acomplete lega
biosculpt.

“We can fix that face of yours, too, you know,” she said when we' d closed the dedl.
“Doesn't scare kinchin-bai.”

“Sure. But someon€e sgoing to top you for adicty sometime from | henose done. | just wish you
damn Interdicted Colonists would either stay in the quarantine your ancestors paid for or redize that



twenty generations of inbreeding stands out like aflag of truce when you try to leave. Wherein
Tahelangone are you from, homebody?’ Tahelangone Sector iswhere dl the Interdicted Worlds are.
No-body goesin, nobody goes out, and the Tech Police are there to see it Mays that way. Emigrationis,
likedl thefunthingsinlife, illegd. “Fixer, you farcing me, surely. Born and raised on Grand Centrd,
lon-bye.” Neither of usbelieved me.

“I'll seewhat | can do if you want, for ten percent over what we' ve agreed. Just bring your play-pretty
back here tonight at haf-past Third. Shop guarantee isa one-third refund if you' re not combat-ready by
thirty hourslater.”

Wewent around alittle more and settled on that too. | |eft as a Ghadri wolfpack was coming into
discuss armored augmentation.

Hirt

| spent the rest of the day hanging out in a place in wondertown called the Last Gasp Arcade. In
between the hellflower and the cyberdoc in my busy socia round I’d run into an old friend; a dark-trader
named Hani who' d just turned down ajob for being too smal and in the wrong direction. He
remembered | ran apocket cruiser, and if Firecat was hungry he' d pass word for ameet.

| did not at thetime think it odd to pick up ajob thisway even in aPort with a perfectly legit
Guild-board and Hiring Hall, and | agreed as maybe | might be around this particular dockside bar from
meridiesto horizonriseloca time, with no promises made.

Three drinks post-meridies my maybe-employer showed up. He was a short furry exotic with along
pink nose, and except for the struc-tural mods made by abig brain and bipeda gait he looked an awful
lot like something we used to smoke out of the cornfields back home. Of course, to aHamat or aVey he
might of looked like whatever. Y our brain matches what you see to what you' ve seen, and files off the
bitswhat don't fit.

He sat down. “1 am the Retkmark Arjilsox,” heamost said. Y our brain plays tricks with sounds
too-what was obvioudy aname just sounded like gibberish to me, but | wasn't planning to remember it.
“I understand you are a pilot-of -starships?’

We established that | was a pilot-of -starships, that | owned and could fly a ground-to-ground-rated
freighter-licensed ship, and that my tickets were in order-Directorate clearances, Outfar clearances,
ingpection certs, et cetera, and tedious so forth. Forged, of course, but the information was correct-1'd
haveto beafool to claim to be ableto pilot something | couldn'’t.

We d 0 established that Gibberfur here was the Chief Dispatcher for the Outlands Freight Company,
areputable and highly-respected organization that choseto do its businessin deazy arcades. | ordered
another round of teaand waited.

It took Gibberfur awhilesto make the Big Plunge, but when he did it was Ssmple enough: In three days
local time we' d both come back here and Gibberfur would hand me six densepaks of never-you-mind,
which Firecat would take unbroached to a place cdled Kiffit that was nomindly in the Crysoprase
Directorate, where Y ours Truly would hand them over unto one Moke Rahone and get paid in full.

This, | told him, was alovely fantasy, and | had one to match: In three days we' d both come back
here, and he would hand me six densepaks of never-you-mind and the full payment for thetik, and
Firecat would then take the densepaks unbroached to Kiffit and one Moke Rahone.

Eventudly we settled about hdfway between-haf from him up front, half from Moke Rahone on
ddivery, confidentidity of cargo to be guaranteed. | agreed to the job, thumbprinted the contract, took
charge of my half of the paperwork, and that was that.

My second mistake of the day. And two more than | needed for thislifetime.



HiHt

In beautiful theory what | had just done was absolutdly legal-and it was: in a Free Port. It went without
saying that Gibberfur’ s consign-ment was darktrade, either for what it was, or for the charming fact that it
was getting to wherever without paying duty. But here on fabled Wanderweb, where the Pax |mperador
did not run, these things made no nevermind.

Neither was my load-to-beillega while getting from here to Kiffit. It waslegd to the edge of the
atmosphere, and after that I’ d be in angeltown. And since you can't enforce laws in hyperspace, it was
gill legd there. In fact, my kick-whatever it was-was dead legd and no headache until | entered Kiffit
planetary realspace.

Oncethereit’d become amatter for intimate concern to a bunch of rude strangersand | would earn
every gram of valutal’ d been paid and offered.

Eventualy I’ d get somewhere that somebody wanted aload run in to Coldwater, and I’ d be home
again without paying to deadhead. Simple, easy, no problem.

Maybe someday something’ Il work out like that.
HitH

| thought | was keeping care, but I’ d been too occupied with busi-ness to notice the change in the
balance of power in the arcade. Eveniif | didn’'t expect K’ Jarn to be around after losing ahand, | should
of known my luck was dueto bresk.

And it had. Therewas K’ Jarn in front and his sdeboy Kevil in back, and nothing for meto do but
make it ook like | wanted to be there when K’ Jarn cameidling over.

Timeslikethisit' d be nice to have a partner you could see. Brother K’ Jarn was coked to his
problematical gills on painease and maybe R rhl and he had abiopak covering hisleft arm -from the
elbow to whereit currently ended. | counted six hardboys with him-downside townies all much too
interested in me to be comforting-and nobody in the place wanted to stop afree floor show. So much for
Gibberfur’'s cargo and my future.

K’ Jarn leaned over my table at me and made his pitch. I’d cost him ahand, he said. Cybereisis
prosthetics were expensive, he said. Why didn't | just (out of the goodness of my heart and asincere
desireto seejustice done) sign over Firecat to him and he' d let bygones be dead issues?

“Rotinhdl,” | said. K’ Jarn hauled me up with the hand he had left and | diced him acrossthe chest
with the vibro | happened to have handy. The cut was too damn shalow to do much good, but | did
make him drop me. | rolled under the table while he was bawling for his hardboys to come smear meinto
the bedrock.

| gavethefirst onethat answered a blade through the throat, and by thetime got the blood out of my
eyes another one wanted atten-tion. He dugged me hard and | lost my vibro and ended up out in the
middle of thefloor.

And suddenly it was very damn quiet. | looked up. There was my bonny aMayne home-ec project
towering over me, and the look he gave the genera populace would of froze a hot reactor. Nobody
moved.

Then K’ Jarn drew down on the hellflower-or maybe it was on me and he didn’t care who wasin the
way, but afterward K’ Jarn wasn't where you could ask him anymore. Tiggy Stardust blew him away so
fast | felt the breeze before | saw the flash.

K’ Jarn hit thefloor and | started making like Tiggy was my backup and I’ d been expecting him al
along. Nobody was looking to avenge K’ Jarn against ahdllflower, and said so, and that damn near set
Tiggy the wonder warrior off again right there. Y ou could tell he was|ooking to blow them dl away and



maybe me too for the “lack of honor” of it al, so me and Kevil caled it quitsrea quick
no-hard-fedings-eternd--friendship and the late K’ Jarn’ s faction made itself history.

Throwing caution to the vectors, | started to tell Tiggy Stardust how glad | was he’ d showed up. He
just stared at me with those hell-flower blue eyes and said, “1 do not want your gratitude either,
chaudatu,” and stomped off again.

Right. Fine. | got out of the Last Gasp with no trouble and beat it back to the Port and Firecat.
Somebody ought to do something about Tiggy, | felt. Asit turned out, somebody had.
HH#

| pent the next three daysin adeepding on Firecat waiting to fed like amember of any B-pop
whatever again. I’ d passed up Beofox’ sfond offer to coke and wire me until | was fedling reet:
gardancersride on their reflexesand | couldn’t afford to scramble mine. Beofox and me' d made surethe
RTSimplant worked before | left surgery-atrans-mission check and me damn glad nobody had to teke
my face off again to seewhy it wasn't working.

Paladin kept me company through the voder-outputsin Firecat’ s bulkheads, because every timethe
RTStook incoming transmisson my skull itched. Beofox'd said it was dl in my imagination and I’ d get
over it, but it wasn't her skull.

When he did talk through the RTS it sounded like he was standing right behind me, and that was the
weirdest thing of al, because Pdadin can’t do that.

Pally’sared knight in shining armor, and the armor’s my ship. He' s black-boxed into Firecat’s
infrastructure, wired into her computers and welded to her deck, so where she doesn’t go, he doesn’t go
ether. Without computer hookups he' s blind deaf and dumb; drain enough power from his crysta and
you can add halt and imbecileto the list. When I'm off Firecat I'm out of hislife.

The remote trangponder implant was in the category of aiding and abetting our mutua quest to stay
aive. The RTS d been designed to coordinate Space Marine maneuvers and was reliable for about five
kilometers without acomsat, and over an entire planetary hemisphere with one. Me wearing one meant
Paadin could hear everything | said even away from Firecat, and talk to me without anybody knowing
hewasthere. And it was real important for nobody to know Paladin wasthere. Ever.

My partner Paladin’ safully-volitiona logic. A Library. And the head-price on him-and on me for
having him-has been reiably re-ported to be enough to buy you out of any crimein the Imperid
Caen-dar.

Not that anybody’ d collected on Class One High Book in the last dightly more than so long. Pally and
me' d kept the ear out to hear the whistle drop about other Libraries. There' d only been two cases of
High Book-that’ s Chapter 5 of the Revised Inappropriate Technology Act of the nine hundredth and
seventy-fifth Y ear of Imperid Graceto you -snce we d been together, and neither oneinvolved ared
working Library. | guessthere aren’t any more but Paladin, and when | found him on Pandora he' d been
abox of spare partsfor so long he didn’t even know we had a Emperor. Imperia History goes back a
solid kiloyear, and Pdadin told me he comes from the Federation before that. 1t took the two of us about
sx minutesto find out what kind of laws there was againgt Old Fed artifacts.

That wasthe year Pally made me do a darktrade deal just to get that old history book. He read it to
me, and said it was obvioudly cen-sored. It didn’t make any sense whatever’ d been donetoit, and it
didn’t tell about Libraries or why they had to bekilled. Funny way to talk about 20K of crystal and a
black box-or, astaking-books say, “amachine hdlishly forged in the likeness of aliving mind.” But
Paladin isn't amachine. I’ ve talked to machines. Pdly’saLibrary.

Pdadin says*“library” isjust aold word for a building where they keep books-sort of like abibliotek,
but different someway. I’ ve seen books, too, but damned if | know why anybody’ d want to murder a



building. And Paladin isn’t abuilding either, with or without books. Sometimes Pdadin doesn't make any
sense atdl.

HH
Insert #1: Paladin’sLog

I am not human. | am not amachine. | am Library Main Bank Seven of the Federation University
Library at Sikander Prime, an honor-able estate.

Atleast | was. Now | am Pdadin, anew namefor anew age. Many of my books are gone from my
memory. Theworld inwhich I livedisgone. My “friends’ and “relatives’ areal amillennium dead, and
the profession for which | wastrained no longer exigts. | run Firecat, aconverted intrasystem shuttle
used for smuggling. | pursue researches for books | will never write, that no one would understand.
Without Butterfly, there would not even be that much to occupy me.

HiHt

| was origindly very disturbed when | discovered that my human rescuer was biologically femae. Asa
cresture of my own culture-aswho isnot?1 had never considered that a possibility. Person and mae
were synonymous. An autonomous female outside of abreedery, her genetic inheritance exposed to
random mutating factors, was a dismay-ing indication of how long I had been unconscious.

But Butterfly was not dissmilar to humans| had known before. | ignored her gender, as | could not
survive without her help. Eventually it ceased to obtrude itself on my notice-but the fact of her humanity
did not. Butterfly was as human as any person in what had become, as| dept, the semi-mythica Old
Federation. Of the war that destroyed it, or the reason “Libraries,” asall fully-volitiond logics are now
cdled, are held in such despite, | remember nothing.

(Fortunately Butterfly lacks curiosity about the Federation. | do not know what | would tell her about
the way we lived then, or what she would understand of it. Would shethink it odd for an entire speciesto
declare one of its genders nonsentient for the sake of convenience? Or would she, in a culture that
declares random organics nonpersons for financia consderation, think it rationa? It isunlikely that | will
ever know.)

What began as a purely random intersection became an alliance necessary for the surviva of both of
us. It wasalong time after my “rebirth” before| redized how very dangerous my mere existence wasto
Butterfly, and even longer until | cared about anything beyond my own surviva. But every year | become
more aware that we are “farcing the odds,” and that the “ good numbers’ become more and more scarce.
Our illusion of safety grows unconvincing, and | fear more and more for Butterfly’ ssurvival.

The culture of the Phoenix Empire would doubtlessfind it unbe-lievable that “amachine hdlishly forged
inthe likeness of ahuman mind” could care for something outside itsdlf. The dogmaof their technophobic
age holds that created beings cannot have emotions, but whileit istrue that some emotions are triggered
by animal ingtincts and fed by chemicas spewed into the brain by uncontrolled glands, more come from
the ego, which dl things may possess. | am, therefore | want. Rage isachemica emotion, brewed in the
animd brain. Isloy-dty? Lust no inorganic life-form can fed; it isthe resdue of chemicasreadying the
organic body for the unreliable act of reproduction-but love? Affection? Kindness?

There is no one left who would care to chart true boundaries in the borderland between organic and
machine. Butterfly has always thought of me as human. The only created beings she knows are
programmed and limited artifacts. They are not human-therefore I, who am nothing like them, cannot be
amachine,

Hirt

About the time Beofox said | would | started to feel human again, and then it wastime to go meet
Gibberfur. It was awhole new experi-ence to have Paladin dong for the ride. He had lots of available



dataportsto track me through Wanderweb and lots of opinionsto ex-press.
HHH#

At the Last Gasp | got the personal attention of the owner, who aong with the guaranteed nonnarcotic
to my B-pop libation handed out the joyful news that the Wanderweb dugs had tossed my partner aday
and another day ago and he thought I’ d like to know.

My partner. Meaning Tiggy Stardust, hellflower. That’ d teach me to do Street theater for the
brain-dead. Still, he' d be back on the streetsin afew whiles, afreer but poorer nutcase.

About then Gibberfur arrived, with avery large strongbox on a A-grav ded. He had hystericswhile |
popped the box and pulled out six densepaks of illegal.

“I must protest! Our agreement clearly states that the cargo isto be transported unbroached to its
destination.” He wasfluffed out to one-and-a-haf-wiggly’ sworth of outrage, and hislittle pink nose
quivered.

“Will be, furball. But it don't say nothing in agreement about this damn wondershow.” | jerked athumb
at the strongbox, which was blinking and flashing with al the details of the status of its variouslocks,
gasisfidds, and armaments. “Figured you' d kind of like to hold onto it for sentimentality’ s sake, seeing
asotherwiseI’m going to shoveit out my air lock assoon asl’m at angels.”

“But-but you can’'t do that! My cargo-*

“Isgoing to get whereit’' sgoing safe and sound-but | can't trot it past the Teasersif you' re going to
hang bellsand whistleson it. A mathom like that’ Il trip every scanner from here to the Core and back to
the Rim, and what do | say when the Teasersboard me: | didn’t know it wasthere? Get redl.”

Teaser isshort for Interstellar Trade, Customs & Commerce Com-mission: the Law, and something
neither Gibberfur or me wanted the attention of.

1] Bljt—“

“If your cargo wanted specia handling, you should of said. Not too late for you to change your mind
about me dancing it, neither.” That shut him up, and | took the Embarkation Receipt for the load and we
both signed it and | stuffed my copies of the fax and al sx densepaksinto the pockets of my jacket.

Hirt

Things was so much easier in the nonexistent days when a dark-trader’ sword was her bond and all
that. Y ou know, the ones where your Gentry-legger takesthis priceless cargo sixty light-years and hands
it over on word aone to someone she’ s never seen, with no documenta-tion, no penalties, and no
comeback? It' stoo damn bad the idea never caught on.

Me, | posted bond with the Smuggler’ s Guild when | joined, and the thought of all that credit Sitting
there earning zip is enough to cripple you for life. On the other hand, me being a Guild-bonded
Gen-try-legger keeps people like Gibberfur happy, and here’ swhy: If | took off now for the never-never
with Gibberfur’s cargo and he wanted to prove it with his haf of the documentation, he could get
reparationsfor hisloss from the Guild. If the debt was big enough, well, there' sa perfectly legd lien on
Firecat, activatable through alegit cut-out organi-zation, and the Guild could have the legitimates yank
my ship and sl it to cover their costs. Smple.

But membership cutstwo ways. If | get burned-killed or tiffed or any other little thing-1 can complain
to the Guild, or my designated survivors can, and the Guild keeps records. One or two black marks
againg ashipper isdl it takes, and suddenly your dishonest citizen can’'t even find an Indieto herd
skyjunk for him, let done a Gentry-legger to farce his cargo of illega past the Teasers.

It's pretty cold comfort and preciouslittle protection, and to make it work at al, you document your



cargo every step of way-it's called a provenance, or in the profession, aticket-of-leave.
That'slifeinthe big city. Therest isfor talkingbooks.
Httt

| was getting ready to leave the Last Gasp. Gibberfur had sulked out with his strongbox earlier and |
was waiting around for the street outside to settle. | was standing at the bar and the tender came back by
to tell methat my hellflower lover-that’ s Tiggy Stardust of sacred memory-in addition to being arrested
the same day he' d offed K’ Jarn, had | ft three dead Wanderweb Guardsmen on the ground before they
took him away.

It wasred fortunate that Tiggy and me was quits. Now | wouldn't have any unfinished business on my
conscience when they shortened him and put his head on a pike outside the Wanderweb Justiciary.

He d killed Guardsmen. On Wanderweb you can buy out of any-thing but killing Guardsmen. So of
course Tiggy’ d killed three of them. Bright lad.

Hell.

What was | supposed to do about it? It was al hisown fault, after al. | didn’'t tell him to dust half a
six-pack of Wanderweb Guardsmen. Nobody kills Wanderweb Guardsmen.

Stupid kid.
Stupid hellflower.

| waslogt in contemplation of the fate of the late Tiggy Stardust when a genuine pandemonium
wondershow came gtrolling in the front door.

He was big, he was blond, he was dressed in red | eather like the hollyvid idea of aspace pirate-and he
was with aHamat. He wore crossed blasters aslong as my thigh. The Hamat stood behind him like the
presence of doom, and there aren’t so many Hamati that stand human company by choice for meto
figure thiswastwo other guys. They were, varioudy, the Captain and First of aship called Woebe-gone,
which was a pirate no matter what you might hear elsawhere. | knew Captain Eloi Hashheart from atime
we was working two sides of ainsurance scam. Hisside d involved my side being dead, and if Paadin
hadn’t been with me it would of worked. Of course, Eloi dways said afterward he didn’t carry agrudge,
but how far can you trust aman who wears red kidskin jammies?

Unfortunately, | wasin plain sght.

Eloi looked right a me, Alcatote looked right at me, and then they both crossed the bar to St in the
back. | let out abreath | hadn’t known | was holding, took my soon-to-beillegal cargo, and left. Fast. |
was a sober, sane, sensible member of the highly-respectable community of interstellar smugglersand |
did not borrow trouble.

Much.
i

When | hit the street Wanderweb was its gaudy nighttime sdf al around, but | wasn't minding it, nor
thinking about Eloi-the-Red. | was thinking about Tiggy Stardust, dMayne at Large, and his current
dtatus as officia dead person in the Wanderweb Justiciary.

“Itisn’'t my problem.”

“That is perfectly correct, whatever itis.” Paadin, right in my ear, and | damn near ended my young
career with heart failure on the spot. “Don’'t do that.”

u%rryln

My teeth rang asthe RTS took transmission. Nobody gave me-or us-a second glance.



So Tiggy’ d saved my hash in arcade the other day-and been cok-ing toplofty about it too! Nobody
sane' d partner ahellflower, least of dl one dressed like joyhouse in riot and wearing enough gdlt to
financeasmall war. Do | look stupid? Do | look rich? Why do people tell me these things?

“Dammit, why do peopletell me thesethings?” “Confession is said to be good for the soul.” Paadin
agan.“l soldmine” I'd get used toit. Eventualy.

| went back to Firecat and soothed my nerves by tucking six densepaks of illega under the deck
platesin anumber of placesthe Teaserswill never find. Then | loaded the dummy cargo I’ d bought this
morning in on top and dogged it down and checked my supply invento-ries. Golden.

Onwhat I'd make selling thisload of prime Tangervel rokeach on Kiffit | could starve comfortably in
the barrio with my ship gigged for default of port fees. But rokeach did make a plausible reason for
going, at least in the eyes of the Teasers. Now | could pick up and top angels for Kiffit, whichwasared
good ideaif the Woebegone and her crew wasin town.

“Sowhat an | gonnado?’ | asked Paladin.

“That depends on what you wish to accomplish,” my ever-helpful partner said. *'Y ou will not make Eloi
Flashheart regret his seizure of your cargo in-*

He must of picked that up in the Wanderweb City Computers. “Never mind Eloi. Tiggy Stardust
bought three Guardsmen the day he dusted K’ Jarn. They gonna shop him sure.”

Paadin dimmed the hold lights; his versgon of exasperation. “1 do not see what you can do abott it.
Y ou cannot reverse the past or change the legal code of Wanderweb Free Port, and | cannot enter the
Justiciary banks from here-which means you cannot change his sentence. or even find out exactly where
heis”

“Couldif I could getingde.” Occasiondly | do have bursts of brilliance.

“Butterfly,” Paladin said, in his |-don’ t-want-to-hear-any-more-of--this-voice.

“Itisn't likel don't know the setup,” | explained. “Butterfly St. Cyr-*

“I been insde before. It' s easy to get into the Admin wing; the only troubleis getting onto the Det
levels. Y ou dready been in the City Centra Computers, Pally-plansfor Justiciary’ |l be there, y’ know,
a,.]_u

“ Saint Butterflies-are-free Peace Sincere, are you serioudy suggesting that you are going to bresk
into the Wanderweb Security Facility to rescue an d Mayne mercenary?’

“Wdl....”

“Y ou swore you weren't ever going back in there again, you know. Least of dl for * some dauncy
hellflower who'd love to cut my heart out if he could figure the way around his honor to doiit.””

“| said that?’

“yes”

“About Tiggy?’

“yes”

“But Pdlly, think of the expression on his face when he seeswho’ srescued him.”
H#

Insert #2: Paladin’sLog

It isnot correct to say that organics areincapable of true thought. Say rather that their capacity for
thought is congtrained by the limits of the organic construct housing the mind. An organic body is



constantly making demands of its client intellect-to be exercised, rested, nour-ished, and alowed to
digplay the primitive pre-conscious aberrations still maintained in the mind/body interface. One can only
ignore these displays and trust that they will passin time. When the spasm has passed, the mind of the
organic, refreshed by the period of rest, will once more function with moderate efficiency until again
distracted by the demands of its host environment.

The median period of function isfive minutes, but | believe that Butterfly skewsthe statistical input
sgnificantly.
HH#

The point at issue was not whether or not it would be “ perfectly safe” for Butterfly to enter a
high-security detention facility and illegally release one of itsinternees, but whether there could be any
possible value to be gained from such a course of action no matter how disdain-fully the alMayne had
behaved. | quickly abandoned the question of relative va ue when Butterfly introduced the concept of
“fun” into the discussion.

| have learned that “fun” means exposing yourself to extreme risk without compensation, so |
attempted to explain to Butterfly that if she were dead she would not know how much “fun” shewas
having.

Thisdid not work.



2
A LittleNight Music

It wasjust after dark meridieswhen | pulled my rented speeder up to the public docking in front of the
Wanderweb Judticiary.

| wasn't doing the pretty by this glitterborn, make few mistakes about it. In my business you do not
make friends and be aangel of mercy-and | wasn't grateful, not to Tiggy. | just wanted to see hisface
when | showed up. That'sall.

The top twelve floors of the Wanderweb Justiciary had closed at the end of First Shift and it was now
amost the end of Second, but Det Admin and Detention itself never dept. | admired the pretty Statues
and the nice muras on thewalswhile | waited for the lift. Wanderweb, city of progress.

Oneleve down it was adifferent story-looked like legitimate headquarters Empire-wide, with the
amall difference that the only uni-formsin sight was the Guardsmen’ s gaudy red-and-blue. | went to the
Desk Officer and told him | was suremy First wasin herean I'd cometo bail him out. He asked me
when my First’d been brought inand | said | didn’t know, only when I’d gone to lift ship hewasn't
around. Checked morgue, | said, and he wasn't there.

Same old story: Idiot High Jump Captain and her rake-helly crew. And it would al check green across
the board if they bothered. Paladin and me had spent the whole day going over plansfor the Justiciary
and pieceworking afase datafile on Firecat-ak.a the Starlight Express out of Mikasa.

The Desk Officer sent mein-level to Fees & Records and told me to hurry because they was just
about to shut down for the day, and if | got there after they closed I’ d have to come back tomorrow at
begin-ning of Frg Shift.

Ha

| skipped over there, trying to look like nobody who was carrying a unscannable solenoid stunner
under her jacket and grabbed some poor overworked bureaucrat who worked in Records. | spun him a
tale about my missing First-Hamat, he was, because | knew Alcatote was being a good boy and there
wasn't another Hamat loose in twelve cubic light-years. Of course the poor cratty couldn’t find himin his
listingsand of course| couldn’t remember when he could of comein. The cratty kept swearing my First
wasn't here and looking &t his chrono-it was dmost end-of-shift, remember?-and | kept inssting and
being just short of nasty enough that he' d call some Guardsmen and put mein gig too. Finally he grabbed
me and dragged me around to his side of the display and pointed.

“I tell you, Captain, there are no Hamati in here!”

| looked. It was an intake list for the last three days, broken down by Breeding-Population-of-Origin.
It had no Hamati, twenty-seven Fen-shee, and one dMayne. | memorized hisfile number.

“But he' sgottabein herel” | ingsted, in my best wringing-her--pale-hands-and-moaning voice.
“Look, check again-maybe you got his B-pop wrong. He don't look much like aHamat “

“What doeshelook like?” said my good little straight sophont.

“Well,” | began, improvising, “He s about ameter-fifty, striped-*

“There are no meter-and-a-hdf tall Hamati!” thundered my long- suffering soulmate.
“Wadll, hetold me hewas Hamat!” | whined. “How am | supposed to know?’
“Look, Captain, if you'll just come back tomorrow-*

“But I'mlifting tonight! 1 need him back now! Look, don’t you keep holos or something? 1 could
look, an-*



“One thousand and some very odd beings have been processed through here in the last three days!”
my uncivil servant sngpped. “But | told you what he lookslike! He s striped, he hasalong tail, and blue

eyes”
“Hamati do not havetails!” said my little buddy, who must of been aexobiologist in hisfreetime..
“You just gottalook for him-*

“All right! We do keep hard copy images of detainees. I'll find you aligt of dl the fur-bearing
sentients*

“Striped. With atail. And blue eyes”

“-that have been processed in the last three days and then will you believe methat this-this-personis
not here? Will you go avay?’

“Sure” | said, and watched him disappear, abroken man, into the inner room.

Whichwaswhat I’ d been angling for since | got here.

The astute student of human nature will notice | did not offer Junior the bribe that could of made things
S0 much essier, asthat would of made what was coming next unlikely to even the meanest intelligence.

As soon asthe cratty was gone | punched up theretrieval codesfor the dMaynefile-it was Tiggy, al
right, who else?-and found he was up for the chop when the Lord High Executioner came on duty later
today. And | found out where my little lMayne lovestar was.

Restoring the termind toitsorigind state | lightfooted it over to acabinet I’ d cased asthe most likely
place to hide while | was stringing the button-pusher. | folded mysdlf ingde and shut the door just before
he came back. | had my own reasons for thinking he wouldn’t look inside.

“Captain, there are no- Where did she go?’

There was amoment of stricken slence. Then | heard furious muttering and sounds of
grabbing-your-jacket-and-getting-ready-to--leave. I d kept Junior awhole five minutes past quitting time
with my damsilly tale, and that left him so mad he didn’t even stop to wonder where I'd got to.

In my business, it'saways agood ideato be a student of human nature. Now if I’ d offered him that
bribe, he'd sure and t’ hell wonder why I’ d vanished without getting what | paid for. Thisway | wasjust
another exasperating space cadet.

| heard the door hiss shut behind him and started counting my heartbeats. After I’d done that for
awhiles| figured all sentient life and most of the bureaucrats was gone from this section. The only thing
out there'd be tronics, and | had away to deal with them. | hoped.

| untucked my ears from between my knees and pulled acomlink out of my jacket pocket. The RTS
let Pally and metalk to and hear each other and that wasit; this d let him hear things around me-like
chalenges from the securitronics patrolling the Det levels. It meant he could answer them in tronic, too,
which would contribute to increased life expectancy for Yours Truly.

All thiswas assuming the comlink worked, and we wouldn't know that until we tried it. But what' slife
without aspirit of inquiry?

“It isnot too late to change your mind,” Paladin said through the transponder in my head.
“Already paid rent on the speeder.” | eased the door open.
No adarmsjust adark empty office. | opened the door farther and stuck my head out. Still nothing.

Pally’ d heard there was budget cuts for the civil services when he' d been cakewaking through the City
Computer. Wanderweb justice being what it was, there wasn't anything down here anybody could want
to stedl, but we' d till been expecting getting in to be harder than this. | started making plansfor the rest



of the evening at a bathhouse | knew and made to step ouit.

“Wait,” Pdadin sad. | waited. “ There’ s something there” | froze. “ There is some form of security
devicein theroom,” said Paladin. | leaned farther out and saw it. It was about one meter across and less
than half that high. It squatted malevolently in the middle of the floor glaring impersond-like a everything
ingght and didn’t seem to notice me.

Noticed or not, | couldn’t stay here dl night. Maybe | could scram-bleits brains and have Paladin pick
up the chat before anyone noticed. “It isin contact with the Justiciary compuiter. It islikely that any
interruption of that contact will conditute an darm.”

And maybe | could just teleport to Security Detention.

| swung the door open the rest of the way. It crashed against the wall with awell-oiled thud that damn
near made my heart stop.

“No changein status,” said Pdadin. “Areyou dl right?” “Terrific,” | said. If | couldn’t get past this
thing, Tiggy was going to haveto forget about being rescued and I’ d have to start thinking seri-oudy
about a career of being dead.

What would st it off? Sound hadn’t, motion hadn’t, and with so many lizard-typesin your Empire and
mineit’d be pretty damn dumb to go with the old body-hest dodge.

So what did that |leave?

Vibration. Spidey’ d been interested when the door hit thewall but not very. If | set foot to floor how
long until | was up to my absent blastersin Guardsmen? If that wasn't it there wasn't anything el
could think of .

Great. Now dl | had to do was get out of here without walking across the floor-and me without my
A-grav harness.

| looked up. What there was, was an air vent. The vent was just below the ceiling, alittle to the lft of
the top of the cabinet and big enough to hold me on askinny day if | gave up breathing. Three cheers

and atiger for impecunious bureaucrats and Free Port owners that want to save every credit. Even for
the Outfar thiswas backward. “Butterfly?’ Paladin demanded in my ear. It gave methe weirdest
feeling-no room for anyone to be standing behind me but he sure sounded likeit.

“Securitronic sweet for the shaky, seeming. So I’'m going through the air ventsinstead of over the
floor.”

Hit

Wewill passlightly over me climbing to the top of the cabinet, leaning out into infinite space to get the
grille off the vent, not dropping the bolts on the floor, and managing to get a handhold on the edge of the
vent-shaft to pull myself in, and go directly to where | was jammed into the air vent with dightly lessthan
no room towiggle.

“Pdly?How long'sit been?’

“One hour five. Butterfly, are you sure thisisagood idea?” “ One helluvatimeto bring that up,” | told
him, and started up the shaft. | could hear Paladin ingde the vent, which augured well for our future
deceiving securitronics together, but I’ d lose him by time we got to Security Detention. By then it would
be up to me and Tiggy Stardust. | knew more or lesswhere to go to pluck my hedllflower, thanksto the
mindless faxhandler who decreed dl Judticiary levels belaid out to the same pattern. The floor plan for
thisleve was classified-but the floor plan of theidentica leve two floors up wasn't. Thelift we wanted
was just outside the main sentencing arena.

Six subjective eternities and the loss of my pant-knees later, Pally and me cameto apromising grille. It



looked down from agood five metersinto what looked like one of the sentencing arenas, and the room
wasfull of tronics. | pushed the comlink up againgt the grille and waited for Pdly to give me some glad
news.

“Fortuneiswith you, Butterfly,” hetold me afew minuteslater. “ Thisisthe main sentencing arena-the
housekeeping and security tronics usethisfor their centra dispatch areaduring Third Shift. Thelift to the
Security Detention levelsisjust outside the door. Y ou can walk right through.”

“Yeah?' | sad. Leaving asdefor the moment Paladin’s definition of luck, there was the minor matter
of more rude mechanicals down below than | ever redlly hoped to meet. And securitronicstend to be
irritable.

“"Y eah. Housekeeping and Security are programmed to avoid each other-1 will provide them with the
proper code, and you will walk across the floor and out the other door. Aslong asthey receive the
proper codes, the tronicswill not care who you are. Just move dowly, asif you were another machine.”

“If thisis so easy, why don’t everyone come dancing in here? Think of the valutathey could save on
fines”
“Inthefirgt place, the recognition codes for the security devices are changed by the computer on a

random sequence. In the second place, it is generaly accepted that breking into aprisonisan
unneces-sary exertion.”

| ignored that. | aso knew there wasn't any other way in.

| got a pocket-laser out of my bag of tricks and took out the grille. | passed it over my back into the
arshaft, eased out through the hole until 1 was hanging by my fingers, and dropped. | came up with the
stunner ready, but | couldn’t see athing. Heard the whine of servomo-tors as a securitronic waddled
over to me. It was a handspan taller than me and much wider, with al its come-alongs and keep-aways
and don’'t—worrys arranged neatly on its chest and arms. Its optical sensors glowed red in the dark but
most of itsdull gray hidewasadull gray blur. | wished I" d brought some night-goggles, but they would of
raised eye-brows at the front desk when | was scanned and the info Paly had said the Justiciary was
kept lit a night on dl levels. On the other hand, if | died right here | wouldn’t need to see anything.

The tronic turned and walked away.
“I told you s0,” Paladin said smugly. “Machines are supid.”

| was chalenged twice more-once by another securitronic, once by a housekeeper-and each time
Paadin answered for me. | carded the little access door set into the big “for-show” courtroom doors and

dipped out.
The hdl outsde wasn't dark. It was pitch black.

“Helluvatimefor the high-hesat to start economizing,” | muttered, staring/not staring into the dark.
“Now what?’

“Hm,” said Paladin, just to let me know he was il there.

| could tune my pocket-laser to atorch, which the manufacturer does not recommend you do. | was
just about to seeif | could do it by fee when | heard heavy tronic-steps coming toward me and the whine
of ahousekeeper’ streads coming up behind.

Pdadin sang out in aflurry of musical notes as| scrambled the securitronic right between itslittle red
eyeswith my stunner and then whipped out another shot to about whereits brain ought to be. The guard
hit the floor with a clatter, and the housekeeper nuzzled up to my ankles and went around me.

The nice thing about asolenoid stunner isthat it’s completely harmless to organics and desth on tronic
brains.



By the glow of my retuned laser | could see the housekeeper mer-rily disemboweling the
ex-securitronic. Thelift to Security Detention was afew meters away.

“Here swhere thee-an-me subdivide, Paly,” | said, trying to sound more confident than | felt.

“I will monitor al city-wide communications,” he said, not sound-ing redly wild about al thisether,
“and brief you when you come out.” When you come out. Thanksfor vote of confidence, little buddy.
“Won't belong,” | said.

The lift door opened. | got in and stood there for awhile fedling stupid, then it reopened on Detention
leve.

| waslooking at aman in aCityGuard uniform standing in front of a console with a securitronic on
ether sdeof him. | scrambled both of them, and while he was till trying to figure out why they didn’t
work helet me get close enough to him to hit him over the head with my stunner.

Never depend on your technology.

Then | was past the check-in point and running down along corri-dor three tiers high and lined with
doors. I'd borrowed the Guards-man's blaster, so | used it to zap two more tronics. | wished | had
Pdadin with meto tell me about dl the darms and excursonsbeing raised dl over the place.

Tiggy'scel was at the very end, but at least it was on the bottom. | switched the setting on my
borrowed blaster from *annoy” to “leave no evidence’ and blew thelock out. The cell door sprang right
open, and there was my hellflower.

He was chained hand and foot for punishment drill, and spread out on thewall pretty asaholo. The
Justiciary’ d took hisjewelsand al his clothesin payment of fines, and he was wearing apair of Det-ish
pantsthat didn’t fit by along shot.

And the look on hisface was everything | could of hoped for. * Chaudatu, “ hefindly said. “Not you
agan?’

“Yeah, me. I’'m hereto rescue you.”

Later, when Pdadin got his, um, hands on an ad Mayne lexography, we found out that “ chaudatu”

means “outlander,” except that what it really meant is* anyone who is not dMayne and therefore not a
redl person.” Unfortunatdly, even if I'd known that at the time it wouldn't have made any difference.

I got out my picks and got to work on Tiggy’ s shackles-feet first, then hands-and hoped that Time,
Fate, and bureaucratic cock-up would give me the fistful of nanoseconds needed to get the ‘ flower loose
and on hisfeet. After that, | figured my troubles were over. All we had to do was get us out of here dive,
and Tiggy and me could go hide out. He could be grateful, and then | could bugout for Kiffit and write
the next chapter of my memoirs.

He dropped to the floor when | got the last cuff off and Stretched all over like acat. Redl pretty. |
handed him the liberated blaster. “ Can use this-here?’ | said in broad patwa.

Helooked at it briefly. “Yes.”

“Reet. Now hear me, che-bai-thing rigged for ‘kill,” okeydoke? Not to dust organicswith it. Fragging
people buys bad trouble. Shoot a wartoys. Right?’

Whilel wastaking, | waslooking out into the corridor. The quiet was spooky, and there should of
been more guards, but | didn’t see any. | looked back and Tiggy was regarding me with the expression
of ahellflower what hadn’t understood oneword I’ d said.

“Look, che-bai; shoot tronics, not organics. Zap-zap. Ch’ habla-. Understand?’
“Shoot only at security robots. Dzain’ domere, “ sad Tiggy gravely.



“Je, reet. Just don't shoot people.” | was nervous and didn’'t have time to remember my Interphon.

Heglared. | thought he was thinking of shooting me and to hdll with freedom, but he nodded. We
sngle-footed it out into the corridor. | wondered what jane-doh-meer meant in helltalk.

The wartoys on the tier above us sarted shooting.

| pulled Tiggy back against thewal and out of their line of fire. | remembered my plasma grenades and
wondered if | should use them now. They were small, but till big enough so | didn’t want to risk it unless
wewerein red trouble.

Six heavy-duty securitronics came trundling down the corridor toward us. They were about the Size of
the Imperia Debt and al busi-ness. | could see riot-gas launchers extruding from the chest of the leader
asit cameon.

Wewerein red trouble. | rolled agrenade toward them, body-blocked the ‘flower back into his cell,
and prayed.

The grenade went off.

There was smoke. Tiggy burned the wartoys on the tier above as | was finishing the six-pack on the
floor. Grenade d gone off right behind the leader, and the blast had splash-backed to destroy the next
two. The other three was confused enough with memory-purge and magnetic -bubble scramble for Tiggy
to totaly blow them away aswe jogged past. There was probably aarms going off from here to Grand
Central, but they was dl slent-at least | couldn’t hear them. | overrode the lift’ slock-command from the
main board out front. It wasn't that different than some Pally’ d coached me on. Tiggy covered my back
whilel didit; hiseyeswas blazing like burning sgpphires and he was grinning like he was enjoying
himself. We picked up acouplerifles.

“Ten minutes, ninety seconds. Ten minutes, ninety-five seconds. Eleven minutes.” Paadin was counting
off, on the chance I d be back to hear.

The corridor was still dark when we got back up to Sentencing. Then the lift shut behind usand
everything went realy dark. | got out my much abused laser. We had to get out now before word of our
presence spread.

“Herewe are, boysand girls,” | said for Paladin’s benefit.

“Areyou dl right? No darm has been raised: Thecity isquiet, the Justiciary isnot cdling up any
reserves, there have been no transmis-sions from Security Detention.”

“C'mon,” | said, to my hellflower and my partner. “ Thisway. We' re both fine for now-* that wasfor
Pdadin “-shoot any mechs you see, no matter what. And kid-*

“Do not shoot the people,” Tiggy finished. “I know, chaudatu, but | think you are afool.”

There sgratitude for you. Not having dusted anyone in our escape probably wouldn’t do us any good
if wewere caught, but | was feding supergtitious enough to think that virtue might be rewarded.

We madeit out of Sentencing and back into Records. There was morelight here. A quick riot-gas
grenade would cover us on the way out of Receiving and- -

. | looked around and Tiggy was hafway back down the corridor, stopped dead and sight-seeing.
| turned back.

“Ain't timeto sightsee, ‘flower. Grab sky!” | took him by hiswrist and pulled. It waslike trying to shift
aneutronium statue.

“My arthame, chaudatu. | must haveit.”
Just what | needed. More hdllflower gibberish.



“My Knife,” Tiggy expanded. “I cannot leave without my Knife. They have taken it from me; do you
know whereit is?’

Therewasn't anybody around to see or hear but there would be soon. “Look; I'll buy you anew one;
c'mon!” | gave one last yank, which meant | was till holding on when Tiggy took off in the opposite
direction. Ever been dragged down aempty hal by a hellflower oblivi-ousto threats, comments, and
reasonable objections? | don’t recom-mend it.

Pdadin picked up on what was going on from listening to me and started doing a nice counterpoint;
telling meto ditch the glitterborn and kyte.

“Hold it, hold it-hold it!” | yelled, stopping one and shutting up the other. “Look-goddammit, * flower,
will you dow down? Jugt hold it aminute, forbye.”

Tiggy Stardust stopped and glared glacialy down at me from severalmany centimeters up.
“I will ligen”

“Y ou telling me you gonnathrow it al away and go charging back insdeto get yoursdlf totdly dusted
and iced at least twice-for a knife?”

“I will not leave without it. | cannat. It isnot a‘knife Itismy-* “Don’'t sart. Won't make any more
sense’ n anything eseyou ever said. Whatever it is, you' re going the wrong way. Y our knifeé sin
Prop-erty with therest of your kit. I'll help you get it. Then we leave, je, che-bai?’

“ Dzain’ domere.”
Right.
And they say hellflowers are crazy.

We dogged it back the other way and al of a sudden instead of empty the place was full of enough
securitronics to reassure me that Wanderweb PortSec till had the good numbers. We had to blow them
away before they could use gas, or ticklers, or anything else, and Pala-din was so disgusted he didn’t say
damn-al. Red Soon Now | figured City Central Computer’ d change the securitronics programming
from “Contain” to “Destroy.” I"d sort of intended to be gone before that happened, but you know how it
gets. It'd been awhile since I’ d had this much homegrown fun, and only the fact that it wasmeand a
hellflower doing the utterly unreasonable against abunch of tronics saved our bones.

HiHt

Tiggy' sknife wasin Dead Storage, which was somewhere between Receiving and Records (being
public-access for financia reasons) and | wanted to get there before we ran out of grenades,
blaster-paks, and luck. I'd of liked Paladin’ sinput on which door to choose, but he was till on strike
and they dl looked aliketo me.

The high numberswas on City Central evacing organics from this section, sedling it, and caling up a
shift of coked wartoysfrom the Det levelsto finish us. Fine. | dwaysdid want to live fat, die young, and
leave a pretty corpse.

Onthe other hand, if | could just find Dead Storage, I'd lay credit | wouldn’t haveto dieat dl. | said
0.

“Y ou should be in acorridor where the doors have colors. The colorswill be red and blue. Attempt al
doorswhich have the same color asthe corridor walls,” said Paladin in my ear. He sounded re-signed.

Therewas adoor like that just ahead. | blew the lock, it opened, we went in. | dogged it shut with the
emergency manua controls. Tiggy looked around. | looked around.

“Hereyou go, ‘flower. Knifeis somewheresin here.”



The room was too-damn big-athough even a phone booth would of been too big right now-too-damn
dark, and too-damn full with too-damn many things. It looked like every hock shop in the universe,

“What you should be seeing, Butterfly, isalarge room. All walls except the one behind you arelined
with cabinets. There are rows of display cases containing weaponry aong the floor. Thereisno other
access to the room except the one you entered through. From what the City Centra Computer is saying
to the Judticiary compuiters, | do not believe your current location isknown. | suggest you find the
hell-flower’ s arthame quickly.”

“Yeah, yeah,” | muttered.
it

Wanderweb justiceisrun on the profit motive. Commit a crime here, and you get sentenced, which
means the Judticiary setsa price on your head. Y ou meet the price, you walk. Y ou don’'t meet it, you're
contract warmgoods, with your contract time equa to your price. Short--timers go up for auction in the
city. If your contract time runslonger than the projected life span for your B-pop, you' readave. Saves
arefactored directly to Market Garden. A few crimes cal for execution--like Tiggy's.

But they still manage to lose money, so what does a cost-effective bureaucracy do to defray expenses?
It confiscates the persond effects of offenderswho can't meet their fines and sdllsthem &t auction.

Hence Dead Storage. Hence us.
HHH#

“So what'sthisknifelook like?" | asked Tiggy. | looked around for the display case that held
heet-for-sale. Might aswell help him look. “Y ou saw it when | held it to your throat, three days past.”

“Oh, too reet-all we' relooking for isinert-blade svord aslong asmy arm. In dl this”

Being asthey’ re what keep Wanderweb Fiduciary in the green, weapons are prominently displayed.
Didn’t see any inert-blades, but | zapped the lock off the case anyway and started looking through it.

“You havejust set off every intruder darm remaining untriggered in the entire Wanderweb Judticiary,”
Pdadin sad.

“Gresat,” | told theimmediate world, hefting an Estdl-Shadowmaker handcannon too pretty to leave
and wondering where| could put it. | tucked it into my shirt and added a necklace of grenades.

| started to throw away the comlink, then thought it might be handy if Paladin could hear the hellflower
too, so | kept it.

There was awrenching sound, and | looked up to see Tiggy Star-dust ripping open the locked
cabinets on the wall with his bare hands. Some B-pops have it, some don’t. Hellflowers have more of it
than mogt. Thefirst drawer held jewdry, and he threw it down.

“Would it do any good at dl to tell you to abandon the dMayne and leave now?’ asked Paladin.
“They know where you are, Butterfly. The darm has been raised, the CityGuard has been mobilized Port
wide, and quarantine has been declared-the spaceport has been closed.”

Closed Port. Nothing goesin, nothing goes out. | tried to remem-ber if there were any tractors or
pressors on the section of the field where | was docked.

“All thisjust for us,” | said, and Tiggy shot meafunny look. | expect he wasthinking | meant the
glitterflash he'd just dropped, but it reminded me that one does not talk to one' s beaucoup-illega Library
in front of awitness-even if the witness had no way of knowing who or what or even where | was
cheffering with.

| waved. He went back to vandalism. “No,” | said to Paladin’s question.



Tiggy’s coke-gutter had to bein one of the cabinets because it sure and t' hell wasn’t in any of the
display cases. Wefound it in the last drawer of the last cabinet of the wholewal and Tiggy grabbed it
likeit was hard credit on payday and stuffed it into hiswaistband. I’ d took the time to find a couple of
riflesto replace the last set we' d emptied and was just handing him one when we both heard the
teeth-edging whine of afusion-cutter setting to work.

“Wdl hel,” | said. “Jaistuc. You and your damn knife.” Paladin’ d said there was just one way out of
Dead Storage, and the fusion-cutter wasin the middle of it.

“Itisnot a‘knife’ Itismy arthame. Wewill die nobly and with honor, and they who have unjustly
attacked a son of the Gentle People will weep when the vengeance of my clan-*

“I don’t want to die with honor! | don't wanttodieat dl if I can helpit-and | certainly don't want to
die here, with you, after you futzed up your own rescue, you dumb noke-ma’ ashki dMayne!”

He might not of known what the words meant, but he sure fol-lowed the tune. He had The Knife
Worth A Afterlife out and pointing a me, which did not bother me half as much asthe fuson-cutter did.

“Butterfly!” Paladin shouted in my ear. Tiggy took astep toward me. | wondered if that thing could
dice aswell as he obvioudy thought it could.

“Not now,” | suggested without hope. They both ignored me: “The plans| have of that level of the
Jugticiary show an air vent leading out of Storage and Receivables that should get you past the sealed
section. And if you keep talking to the alMayne like that you won't have to attempt it-you’ || be dead.”

Thank you, Paladin. “ Death isleast of my worries” | said aloud. On the other hand, Paladin did have a
point.

“Look here, hdlflower, how’d you liketo live and grow old and raise up awhole garden of ‘flowers
instead of buying red estate?’ Tiggy continued looking earnest. Fusion-cutter continued upping the

ambient temperature in Dead Storage by legps and boggles. Paadin continued wringing his handsin my
ed.

“We can get out through vents. There' sonein here-see? And you look skinny enough to fit.”

But oddly enough Tiggy Stardust did not look like escape was high on hislist of lifegods. | said how
‘flowers drop everything for agood old honor-bashing session, and here| was getting one free for
nothing. The fuson-cutter wasjust about in with us, the door was as pink and glowing as an Imperid
sub-lieutenant, and | gave up and decided it wastime to play ace-king-trump.

“Saved your life, o' noblyborn - at least you should have the good manners to cooperate in your own
rescue.”

That got him. He looked real pained-not asfried as me for hav-ing had to push his honor buttons but
miffed al the same-and put his sacred ferrous oxide butter-spreader away.

“Very well, chaudatu. | will cooperate. What isit that you wish?’

“Thedamn air vent. It’ sgot to be around here somewheres, and then you an me can-* Thereit
was-about hafway up thewall and probably just as hard to get the grille off asthelast onewas. “Can
climbwall, ace cover off vent?’

He looked up, nodded, and went back to glaring at me with pellu-cid raptor-blue eyes. Damn but
don’t | love having cannon-fodder to do the heavy work.

“Sodoit. And getin. I'll follow you.” | turned my attention to covering our retrest.
HitH

The legitimates should of been atad bit more cautious. | mean, the confiscated wegponry in Dead
Storage would do credit to an Imperial Armory, and awholelot of it was catch-traps and explosives of



one flavor or another.

| climbed up a.cabinet using the open drawers for foothol ds and played ringtoss with some grenades
for hoops and the door for aspin-die. By now the door was yellow-white. The grenades stuck, and amo
ment later they blew, and | fdll off the cabinet but rallied dazzling-like in time to catch a glimpse of
Wanderweb Guardsmen in full powered armor lying in atangled heap around their fusion-cutter. Then it
was up in the sky junior birdmen time for yourstruly, and being dragged up awall by across hellflower
with your lungsfull of caudtic perdition isanother experience | don’t recommend.

HH#

“Hellflower?’ | said to some of Tiggy’s moreinteresting backbones awhile later.
“ Ea, chaudatu?”

“Y ou can shoot organics now.”

“Thank you, chaudatu. “

| figured by now that my choices on Wanderweb was degth or life-contract davery, soit didn’'t redly
matter now how many people | shot on the rest of the way out. Over the RTS Paladin was getting as
closeto using harsh language as he ever had, saying how | should of dusted Love s'Y oung Dream about
ax firefights ago, that | thought with my interna organs, that Wanderweb Free Port was going borneo
trying to figure out what was going on, and, oh yes, I’ d started a nice oxy-fire on the Admin level I'd just
left and had | thought about how | was going to get to the lift to the surface?

| wanted to tell him | was sure he'd think of something, but Tiggy aready thought | had fusion for
supercargo and | figured one moretoy in my attic and he' d shop me sure. So | concentrated on making
time and distance through the vent and telling Tiggy where to head in, and regretting the impul se that
made me pick up al that hardware back in the duty free zonewe d just left. My bruises had bruises, and
on top of that, the vent was starting to fill with smoke.

It was getting to look like Paly’ d picked the wrong grid for afirst--and-last when | started to seea
faint light on the walls that ought to be the main Receiving station. When we _got up closer | tapped
Tiggy and asked what he saw.

“A room. A desk. Many armed men in blue livery with Wanderweb City service marks. | count
twelve chaudatu and six mechanicals, al armed and armored. Beyond theseisalift door.”

“That isthelift you want,” Pdadin said, having listened in on this desthless chat by way of my comlink.
“It will take you directly to ground level. Thereisabarricade on thelift, but it islightly manned. Y our
speeder isdill outside. | am doing preflight warm-up on Firecat. And | il think thet thisisnot an
intelligent form of recreation.”

And sometimes | wonder why | keep him. “We want thelift,” | said to Tiggy. “They’retrying to keep
us down here, so they won't have too many dugs at ground level. Burn the grille and drop these through
it.” Whilewewastaking, | wastrying to get some grenades out of my vest and into his hands-no cheap
trick in avent alittle wider than my shoulders. “ And hold your breath when you do-isriot-gas, j€?
Riot-gas-bad stuff.” | hoped he was getting the idea, Since Tiggy didn’t seem to bered ace with
Interphon. For that matter, neither was|. “Get to lift and be ready to come out other side blazing. | got
speeder. When we're out, we heading for spaceport.”

“I have ashuttlethere” said Tiggy.
“No hope. By timeyou'reready to rock ‘n’ roll, you'll be took. We get up sdein my ship.”

“Just thethree of us,” Paadin murmured in my ear. “I thought you didn’t carry live freight, Independent
Captain-Owner St. Cyr.”



“Isemergency,” | commented to world at large.
“But that shuttle is FirstLeader Starborn’s property!” Tiggy yelped. “1 cannot abandon it!”

| jabbed him hard in the nearest bit | could reach. “Will you get ust’ hell out of here before | die of old
age? Worry about it later!” “Cover your eyes, chaudatu. “

| took adeep breath and did, and felt the back-blast as Tiggy blew the grille. Then the grenades went,
and Tiggy dithered forward picked up and followed.

i

The legitimates never knew what hit them. Gas burned on my skin | threw grenades like firecrackers
and shot tronics. The hardware shot back, and so did the software, and | had to open my eyesto see but
least | hadn’t breathed. Didn’t worry about ducking because there weren’t no place to duck to. Bumped
into Tiggy and knocked him in the lift just asit opened. He shoved me behind him and blew away a
couple of Guardsmen just as the doors closed.

Nice to see ahdlflower happy in hiswork.

I mopped a my lesking eyes, pulled off agloveto do it mo efficiently, and noticed my jacket wason
fire. | batted out the spar and explored the burn. Tender, but the skin hadn’t been cooked op( and that
made me luckier than | deserved.

“Youdl right?’ | said to the boy wonder.
Hewas garing a my deeve. “Y ou have shed blood for me,” | said, reverent-like.

“Huh?’ | said, red bright. “Don’'t be slly, bai, burnsdon’t-* Then thelift doors opened again and we
charged out full-t boogie and blasters blazing right over the barricade set up in front the door. Out of the
corner of my eye |l saw Tiggy pick up and throw tronic just like it was a cuddly toy and then whip out
that knife of | - and dice open a Guardsman whilefiring hisrifle lefthanded.

That made atotd of nine Guardsmen he' d dusted, if anyonew counting.

| chased after Tiggy as he ran by and whipped the last of the grenades off my neck and tossed them
behind mejust for luck aswe ran down the steps.

The speeder wasright where | |€eft it, bless al the good numbers, | jJumped in and keyed up theignition
while Tiggy swarmed in over the back. We took off at top speed into oncoming traffic just asthe
CityGuard in force came charging down the steps of the Judticiary. Paladin gave me arunning
commentary about where the bar cadesin the city was. Therewas't much traffic on the flybysthislate
Third Shift, so we took some scenic shortcuts and got around all f security checkpoints except the one at
the Port.

That oneweran over.
HHt

By the time we reached it, Wanderweb heat hadn’t been able to track usfor the longest time, owing to
aunfortunate spasm in the City Centra Computer traffic monitors. Paadin said they was sure we was
somewhere on the other side of the city. So the shellycoats at the Port found a moment to be real
surprised when Tiggy and me drove my rented speeder over their shiny purple-and-yellow barricade,
then into the freight lift that serviced Firecat’ s wing of the Port. | lost the comlink somewhere along the
way. Big dedl.

Pdadin overrode the lockups that the Port Computer was trying to put on the lift. We drove out of the
lift into the docking ring before PortSec could figure out which ship we was trying to reach, and jumped
out of the speeder into the ship. Smple.

Then wetook off.



| was never 0 glad to have ainvisible co- as| wasthen. Firecat started taking off before | had her
lock sedled, and by the time | was strapped into the mercy seat we was oriented toward the bay
opening. | let Paladin Thread the Needle for mewhile finished strapping in, and then | grabbed a
handful of liftersand firewalled her.

I heard Tiggy go thump amongst the rokeach and then stopped thinking about him. The air show | had
to put on to get out of range of Wanderwely' s stratospheric interceptorsimpressed even me, but
Wanderweb jurisdiction extends only asfar asits atmosphere. It wasn't worth them getting into deep
heat with Grand Centra to chase us out into Imperia space, o eventudly they got tired of shooting and
left me done. I” d better make up my mind to never coming back here for my next sixty incarnations or
S0, but unless Wanderweb Free Port wanted to hire abounty hunter to chase me around the Outfar Pally
and me was safe now.

When all the ground-to-orbit wartoys was back in their boxes on downside scenic Wanderweb, | put
Firecat into anice high orbit over Wanderweb City.

We d won.

“What are you going to do with the aMayne mercenary now, But-terfly?’” Paladin asked in avoice that
only | could hear.

Red interesting question.

| had acargo for Kiffit under my deck platesthat I'd meant to lift with thirty hours ago. If Firecat
wasn't to Kiffit in reasonable time, there' d be questions I’ d hate to answer and penalty feesthat'd
serioudy compromise my old age pension. No matter how decorative Tiggy was, he was going to have
to take second place to business.

So Tiggy had to go, and without showing me his gratitude or any-thing else. The question was-where?
| levered mysdlf up out of the mercy seat and raised the cockpit up into the hold.

Right now | wanted everything I’ d done mysdlf out of on Wanderweb with my littlejailbresk-wet bath,
fresh meal, clean clothes, and something done about my burns and bruises. It sa sad fact of hypership
ecology that very few of these things was to be had now this sde of Kiffit.

| headed for my emergency medica supplies and got out my box of Fenshee burntwine. Toxinsis
toxins, but thiswas aemergency.

My pet hdllflower was Sitting on the deck |ooking a me. His cut-lery was tucked through the
waistband of his Wanderweb Detention Issue pants and in his lap he was holding the blaster he' d picked
up in Dead Storage. He was sweaty and grimy from the night’ s occupations, and his hair was hanging
down around hisfacein your basic touded maop.

| wondered who he was when he was to home. He hadn’t chatted much to the Justiciary compuiter.
Despite all we' d meant to each other, | till didn’t even know his name. On the plus side, he didn’t look
any toodamn bent out of shape with me. It'd be aredl shame if something that decorative bought resl
edtate, and Pdadin would sign Tiggy’ slease for sureif heiced me.

Try breathing sometime in aship with the lock jammed open and the atmosphere venting. It' sniceto
havefriends.

“Hey, hellflower,” | said, breaking the sedl on the box. “Y ou got aname? T’ name-je, bai?
Namaste’ amo?’

Tiggy stood up. Y ou got the impression he' d just been waiting to be asked. “I am the Honorable Puer
Walks-by-Night Kennor’ s-son Star-bringer Amrath Vaijon of Chernbereth-Molkath.”

“Butterfly, we arein very deep trouble.” Paladin could see and hear Tiggy now the same way he could



me-through the pickupsin Firecat’s hull.

“Fungwa?’ | said. “Would you mind repesting that?’ | said care-fully to the hdllflower in my best
Interphon. He did. It came out the same way it had before: Honorable walks by night and the whole rest
of it. My little hole card was more than just a problem. He was more than just any old poor little rich
killer.

“Valijon Starbringer is cousin to the dMayne king, Amrath Starborn, and son of the dMayne delegate
to the Court of the TwiceBorn, Kennor Starbringer. Kennor Starbringer is aso the presi-dent of the
Azaine Codlition.”

Thank you, Pdadin. That pedigree made Tiggy bad news. Daddy Starbringer was the law west of the
Chullite Stars, the heet, the fuzz, the legitimates, the gdactic agent of HisImperid Mgesty (Entropy
bless and keep him far away from me). In short, Tiggy was nobody and the son of nobody thissmple
‘legger, dicty-barb, and companion to Libraries wanted to have to do with.

“Not?’ | sad hopefully.

“| am the Third Person of House Starborn. My father isthe Dele-gate to the Imperium. Hissister’'s
bond-sster’ s son is Amrath Starborn, FirstLeader of the Gentle People. The dMayne consular ship
Pledge Of Honor,” Tiggy went onin mildly conversationa tones, “is currently orbiting the chaudatu
-planet. | an amember of the Delegate-my-fa-ther’ s staff. And my people are looking for me,
chaudatu-Captain.”



3
Third Person Peculiar

Tiggy Stardust nee Valijon Starbringer looked at me. | looked at him. He showed me histeeth, and |
remembered for how many human racesasmilewasn't asmile.

So | had adrink. Then | had another drink. Tiggy had adrink too, and said | should call him “Honored
One”

| wondered why t’ hell he hadn’t mentioned hisinteresting family to Wanderweb Juticiary when they’d
brought him in, and said s0. He said it was amatter of honor.

Honor. Hah. | knew for damn sure the dMayne would of fried Wanderweb to bare rock once they
found Tiggy dead and | bet Tiggy would of thought the joke wasworth it.

| took another hit off the box of burntwine and Ieft it with him, since he seemed to appreciate the
bennies of afine vintage neurotoxin, and tottered back up to the mercy seat. When | lowered the cockpit
through the hull again Wanderweb was still down there, 1ooking peace-ful.

| could tell Pally wasjust waiting to have words with me, which was damn considerate since he could
have any words he wanted and | couldn’t say no never-you-mind. | put my Best Girl’ s extraears on and
gtarted listening for 1D beacons. Tiggy' d been downside in ashuttle, and it had to come from
somewhere. Maybe somewhere d be glad to have him back.

“The authoritieswill cdl it kidnapping, you know,” Pdadin said in my ear. Consderate of him not to
use the bulkhead speakers. | looked around. Tiggy was Sitting in the back of the hold with burntwine and
blaster looking as stubborn and patient asacat I’ d used to have. “What authorities?’ | findly said.
“Hdlflowers?’

| didn’t find anything orbiting Wanderweb on my first passand set up to try again. It was adamn
shame | couldn’t ask Wanderweb Central what they had in their sky, but didn’t think they’d be redl
responsive somehow.

“Not kidnapping when you giveit back, Paly.”

“And what do you expect the Port Authority to say when ques-tioned? Someone will haveto be
culpable in the matter of what has happened to Valijon Starbringer. TheaMayne will insst. And the
pendty for interfering with amember of an Ambassadorid Delegetionis. . . extreme, Butterfly.”

“So we send babby-bal acrossto Pledge in lifepak soon aswe get near it. He Il square hisfolks-or
not. Hell, Pally, what’ s one more warrant going to matter?’

“Kidnapping one of the TwiceBornisaclass-A offense. How many more can you afford? Y ou have,
asyou arefully aware, three aready: illegd emigration from an Interdicted World, nonpayment of chattel
indenture, and . . . me.”

Pdadin must be redlly torqued to mention the last bit. Usudly wejust pretend thereain’t no such thing
as Class One High Book. “Already know I'm dicty-barb, runaway dave, and . . . you know,” | pointed
out. “Tdl me new things, che-bai.”

“I will tell you that you cannot afford to attract attention. That you cannot afford another classA
warrant, especialy onethat will be so actively prosecuted. That if | had known who Vdijon Starbringer
wasinthefirg place, | would-*

“You dwhat?’
“I would havetold you thisearlier,” Paadin finished primly. | went back to my sensor-sweeps.

If Paly said the pendty was extreme, | didn’t want to know what it was. Even if Tiggy did true-tdl his
da, | didn’t know what hdllflower logic' d turn hisstory into.



“Then wejust better hurry up and find Pledge so’ swe can get t hell out of here, " keyn?’

“Idedlly,” said Pdadin. | groaned. All | needed was for my best buddy to have acase of the
more-asceti c-than-thous the whole way to Kiffit.

Besideswhich, it was getting to be obvious there wasn't any consu-lar ship highbinding my ex-favorite
Free Port.

“Oh, Pdladin. Whereis Pledge Of Honor 7’

“If you had not decided to meddle in the merciful and reasonable justice of the Empire,” Paadin said,
sounding cross, “wewould not be in this Situation now, Butterfly.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” | sad, trying to keep my voicelow. “Never mind it's Free Port profit, not Imp
justice, and Tiggy wouldn’t of been up for the chop if he hadn’t saved my bones.”

“If you had not interfered in the first place, your dMayne nobleman would have murdered K’ Jarn and
been taken into custody over an offense less extortionately overpriced.”

So now Tiggy was my hdllflower glitterborn, was he? | could think of only one real good reason for
Pdlly to be that torqued.

“Bai, where' s Pledge Of Honor 7’
Therewasared long slenceif you consider how fast Paladin chopped logic.
“I cannot find it, Butterfly. It isn't here”

| didn’'t ask himif he was sure. If anyone wanted to find the hellflower garden more than me, my slent
partner did.

HiHt

| pulled the heads-up console farther down over my face and thought about Life, hellflowers, and
scenic Wanderweb.

One, if | didn’t hit angeltown pretty soon, I'd miss my meet on Kiffit, which could be trouble.

Two, if my antisocia lovestar’ sticket out of my lifewasn't where he said it was, ether it never had
beenthereor it'd left. | didn’t think Tiggy knew how to farce, but if he was true-telling why wasn't
Pledge here?

Three, | had one sincere headache. It was composed of equal parts class-A warrants, Libraries, and
the laws of physics. Asfollows:

A-l couldn’t take Tiggy back downsidein Firecat. One, they’d cut off his head, two, | couldn’t get
down and back dive, and three, it would make me even later to Kiffit if | tried.

B-1 couldn’t take Tiggy with me. Firecat wasalittle ship, dl engines, margina life-support, and an Old
Federation Library under the mercy sest. Evenif | wanted to chance Tiggy twigging Paladin, | couldn’t
ship him al over the Empirein aship the size of a Teaser’ s conscience. For onething, | wasn't surewe'd
both be dive when we got to Kiffit, air being what it was. Not to mention the fact that hewas all tangled
up in hishonor by now and was probably going to try to purify the whirling fusion out of me soon ashe
figured out the best way.

Andif | did take Tiggy to Kiffit, it'd be ared kidnapping for sure, and no way of taking mysdf out of
the charge.

Butif | didn’t either take the hdllflower with me to Kiffit or put him back on the heavy Sde here a
Wanderweb, that eft only one thing to do with Tiggy Stardust-all of which made the evening’ sfun not
particularly funny, and never mind that if | hadn’t showed up he' d of been dead in afew hours anyway.



He' d been in the Last Gasp looking for me. And because he had been, | was dive now and he'd killed
serious Guardsmen, for which Wanderweb wanted to chop him.

| sat there and thought about it, and punched up the numbers for the High Jump to Kiffit, and looked at
my life-support inventories and counted on my fingers. Paladin knew what | was doing, but he didn’t say
zp.

And when everything was done but making up my mind, | raised the cockpit back into the hull again
and went back to talk to my passenger.

Firecat’s internal compensators weren't good enough that she could of moved without him noticing,
and after our takeoff Tiggy Stardust knew it. He put hisknife away and stood up. Different cultures have
different body language. On dMayne | bet thisdidn’t mean respect.

“ Ea, chaudatu?’
“Youan't going to likethis, che-ba. Your shipain't there” | till wasn't ready for way he moved.

“Youarelying!” Tiggy snarled in my ear. He' d wrapped himsdlf around al my bruises hard enough to
hurt, and had his alMayne arthame snugged up to severd of my important veins. If | flinched in the
wrong direction I’ d be nonfiction, but if | didn’t know people | would of sold my bonesalong time ago.

Tiggy was scared.

“Hellflower, | am for-sure sorry your folksain't there. But it ain’'t nice to pull heat on people for
truetdl.” | talked red dow, trying to punch it across two languages. | didn’t flinch neither, and eventualy
he let me go.

“They could not leavel How could they haveleft? It isnot possible that they should leave; they-* Tiggy
went off into helltongue, ramifying his pogtion, which was pretty to listen to and told me precisdy nothing.
Pdadin didn’'t know it either, at least not well enough to trandate.

“The Pledge Of Honor was not listed at the Wanderweb ships-in-port directory, thuswe may infer
that its stop here was not an official one. The most reasonable construction to place upon the matter of
the ship’s absence from the area now isthat the Pledge Of Honor departed according to a
predetermined schedule. If it were bound for Grand Central, a plausible hypothesis considering its nature
asaconsular ves-sdl, the captain would have had no other option. Whether the legation was aware of
Vadijon Starbringer’ s absence from its midst a the time of departureisamatter for conjecture a this
time,” sad Pdadin.

I rubbed my neck and counted my new bruises. Paadin still sounded just like atalkingbook, which
meant hewas gill mad. | thought I’ d share hisfactswith Tiggy.

“Was Da shopping cubic for Throne? He' d of had to kyte by man-dated o’ chrono no matter where
youwas,” | said. Tiggy stared at me, glazed and blank like awell-scrubbed palimpsest.

“Try Interphon,” suggested Pdadin in my ear, which wasfinefor him but it'd been along day and |
wastired.

“Pledge isgone, j’a?’ | saidto Tiggy. “Scannersdon't lie, not mine, if gardenship was
highbinding-orbiting-it isn't there now.” Tiggy nodded, looking sulky.

“When Pledge tik’ d to Wanderweb, was on way to Throne-Grand Central-ImpCourt, j’ai?’
Another nod. Communication was reliably established with the mentally underprivileged.

“So TwiceBorn jump sdty if you're late, see? So Pledge topped angels on sked, and you pick up ship
on next downfall.” Wherever that was. | wasn't paying for along-distance call to Grand Centrd to find
out, neither.

“But they do not know I’m gone! They cannot know-they would not have left if they had known! My



father-*

Terrific. “ Kyted downsde on dy to rumble Gentryken?’ | was be-ginning to wonder just how old
Tiggy was

“Maybeit would be better if you learned dMayne,” said my ever-hdpful partner. “ Or hdltongue, if
you prefer.” | looked at Tiggy' s blank expresson and tried again.

“Y ou went to planetary surface n’habla* damn, what was the Interphon? “ without-your parent’s
knowledge?’ | said careful, count-ing off the words on my fingers. It waslike being back in Market
Gar-den Acculturation class, and | hadn't liked it then, either.

“I am not obligated to discuss these matters with you, chaudatu. There was no reason | should not
vist Wanderweb. | am the Third Person of House Starborn-and he who says | may not go where | wish
liveswithout wallsl” Tiggy put hisknife back in hiswaistband and tossed his hair back out of hiseyes.

The words might be helltalk, but the tune wasred familiar. “How t hell old are you anyway,
Tiggy-che-ba?’
Tiggy goggled at melike he couldn’t figure where the question was coming from, but &l of asudden |

thought it was real important. “Y ou will address me with respect as Honored One, she-captain.” “J ai;
about the time you stop calling me she-captain, forbye. Now true-tell Mother Sincerefacts.”

“What hasthisto do with the Pledge Of Honor? If they have gone on to Roya you must follow them
at once.”

“Why?" If Pledge' d gone onto Royal in the Tortuga Sector Firecat waan't following it for any credit.
Therewas arebdlion going on in Tortuga againg the Brightlaw Corporation, the family that ran the
Tor-tuga Directorate, which meant Governor Genera his Nobly-Bornness Malorum Archangd and his
joy-boys d bedl over it, arguing Director-ate jurisdiction againgt sector jurisdiction and making Tortuga
cubic red unhedthy for my favorite dicty and other living things.

| sat down on acrate of rokeach and took off my jacket. I'd forgot about the burn on my arm; |
scraped it and hissed. Tiggy tried to explain how | had to go chasing off into thisfree-fire zonefull of
Azarine mercswhile | tried to get abiopak out of the medkit and over one helluva painful nuisance.
Finaly we both gave up.

“Hold ill,” he said firmly. *'Y ou cannot do that yoursdlf. | will bandage you, and you will explain why
you are detaining aservant of the Gentle People.”

“That'syou, | suppose.” My basdline Interphon wasfinaly coming back to me, but it till felt funny to
the tagte. “ And what makes you think, glitterborn, you got any ideawhat to do with battle-dressings?’

“A warrior of the Gentle People must ways be able to see to his comites, chaudatu. You are my
respongbility, even if you are not very much of one. Y ou have shed blood for me.”

“Likehdl.” Bent out of shape or not, Tiggy had aglitterborn way of doing the pretty. Nasty.

“I do not see any painkillershere,” he said like it was my fault. “Y ou drank it. Y ou may of noticed by
now, 0’ noblyborn, that thisis afreighter, not a high-ticket outhostel. And | want to keep it in one piece,
not do a conversion to plasmaon the Roya ecliptic.”

“House Starbringer will pay for my return, Since ransom iswhat concernsyou, chaudatu, “ sad
Tiggy, once the dressing wasin place. He took an e oquent look around my Best Girl’ s hold and went
over and sat on acrate.

| reminded myself that he was ahomicidal lunatic. “ Butterfly, let me-* Paadin began.

“Ransom,” | said, flat. Tiggy looked up. “Tiggy Stardugt, istime you got lesson in big-bad
galaxy-which you should of got before you went off to play with the big kidsin the never-never. You



chaffer on about ransom like it meant something and people was going to play kiss-my-hand and wait
around to collect it with glitterborn rulesand dl. Well, K’ Jarn was going to kill you for what you was
standing up in back on Wanderweb and probably sdll you to abodysnatcher before you got cold. That's
ransom in the never-never.”

Tiggy’ sface was unreadable asaplaster saint’s. “What will you do, if you will not return meto my
people?’

“If | put you back on the heavy side here, Jugticiary’ s going to chop you. If | chaseinto Royd, I'll get
blown up. So I'm taking you to Kiffit. Got cargo for there, peopl€ rewaiting,”

“No,” said Pdadin. | ignored him.

Tiggy pulled out hisknife again, which was aargument but not agood one. “1 do not wish to go to this
Kiffit. The Pledge Of Honor is going to Royd, and-*

“Put that coke-gutter of yours away before | ram it down your glitterborn throat. Lesson Number One
inthe Red World: Y ou can kill me but you can’t make mefly you anywhere.”

“Buitterfly, will you please-*
“I canfly,” said Tiggy uneesly.

“Not thisship, che-bai. When | dig, it blows up. I’'m going to Kiffit, and so are you. Think Firecat’s
maybe got enough air to get us both there, if we' relucky. Better chance than you got otherways. I'll take
that risk.

“Butterfly, you saw thefigures. Thereis only aseventy percent chance you will both surviveto reach
Kiffit. It isnot worth therisk.”

“I havethirty-four years” Tiggy said.
“Por-ke?’ | said. He didn't savvy patwa, but he answered.
“Y ou asked me how old | was, ch-Captain. | have thirty-four years.”

“Standard?’ Hell, | have thirty-four years Standard; if Tiggy wasmy agel’d eat dl five of Firecat's
goforths.

“No. Red years”
“What' sthe converson?’ | said, and after along time it was Paa-din that answered me.

“Thirty-four yearsdMayneis equa to fourteen Imperid Standard Y ears. Butterfly, there is one chance
infour that youwill die”

| still ignored him. | dready knew the numbers. | looked a Tiggy. He didn't look fourteen, but different
human races age differently. | was dready hafway through my expectancy, assuming | lived long enough
todiein bed.

Which didn’t ook too likely just now. And it didn’t at this moment matter what the Hellflower Y ears of
Discretion were, ether.

“You'refourteen. Terrific.” Under the Codex Imperador Tiggy had to be twenty to be a grown-up,
and he wasn't. So the rap for him was child-kidnap; worse than before, if that was possible.

“I am adult. | have my arthame. | am alega Person of House Starborn-* He stopped. “And honor
demandsthat | die now with honor; for alowing methat you have the gratitude of my House.” He looked
around.

“And wheret hdll you think you' re going, kinchin-bai?’

“I will go out your air lock, Captain-even aship like this must have one. | cannot put you at risk in your



journey. Y ou have saved my life and served mewell. | will not imperil you further.”

I’d been fourteen once. Fortunatdly it hadn’t been permanent. “It is very nearly areasonable solution,”
said Paadin, helpfully. Redl reasonable; | wouldn't even have to cold-cock the stupid brat and shove him
out my lock; he'd do it himsdif.

Except it wasn't hisfault that his daddy’ d kyted, or that nobody’ d told Tiggy the galaxy had teeth big
enough to chew hellflowers.

“Oh, giveit arest, willya?'Y ou and meisgoing to Kiffit and I'll turn you in to the Azarine Guildhouse
there. They send you home, | get shut of you, everything's copacetic.”

Tiggy looked around in panic. “But you cannot do that.” He looked like he preferred microwave degth
to spending another hour on Firecat.

“Ismy ship and I'll freight what | want. Ain’'t done rescuing you yet, so remember honor, Tiggy-bai.”
“Honor isbetter than bread,” agreed Tiggy darkly, which just showed how many meals he' d missed.

He danted ainterested glance a me, like he was thinking of unfin-ished honor-bashing sesson. But
he' d back down for now, which wasdl | cared about. And maybe the kidnap charge wouldn't stick.

Y eah, and maybe | wouldn't run into Dominich Fenrir on Kiffit.
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| went back up to the mercy seat. The good numbersfor Kiffit was right where | |eft them.
“Heisdangerous. Do not do this, Butterfly,” said Pdladin, quiet asif anyone could hear.

“What else can | do, babby? Fourteen-year-old kinchin-bal.” | pulled the stick for the Drop and my
Best Girl wrenched hersdlf out of the here-and-now like ahomesick angdl.

HHH#
Insert #3: Paladin’sLog

What began as an extremely dangerous amusement became an extremely costly one when the jailbreak
of the alMayne Vdijon Star-bringer escalated to the point that Wanderweb Port Security became
involved. When Vdijon Starbringer became, in effect, stranded aboard Firecat the affair ceased to
ressmble anything amusing a dl.

Firecat isnot a passenger ship, for one very good reason. Any passenger aboard Firecat isina
position to discover my existence and Butterfly’ s cooperation with me, and that discovery would
inevitably result in our destruction. And of al the potentiad passengersto take aboard Firecat, Vdijon
Starbringer might very well be the most danger-ous.

It is Butterfly’ sopinion that politicsinterfereswith “bidness,” that there is businessto be done under
any government, and under al governments what she doesisillega. Thesethingsare dl true, but do not
in and of themsalves congtitute an excuse for ignorance. If Butterfly were more aware of “current events,”
shewould understand why Vdijon Starbringer-the only son of the dMayne delegate to the Court of the
TwiceBorn, Kennor Starbringer, who is the deciding vote on the Azarine Codition Council-was such an
extremely dangerous com-modity to have inboard.

There are 144 Directorates in the Phoenix Empire-144 astropolit-ical divisions of the Phoenix Empire,
each of which isgoverned by the Corporation families. From these families are drawn the members of the
Imperid Court-the TwiceBorn. The TwiceBorn are the socid and eco-nomic dlite of the Empire and rule
al thereg, civil and military aike. Below the TwiceBorn come citizens, and below them client-members,
and below them daves. Then resident diens (what Butterfly cals, with afine disregard for species
digtinction, “wigglies’), and then, at last, the nightworld rabble of which Butterfly isapart.



Valijon Starbringer was not TwiceBorn. The Starborn Corporation -the form hisaMayne princely
House takes in the Empire at large--does not choose that its alMayne subjects accept Imperia honors
ex-cept when unavoidable. Kennor Starbringer is TwiceBorn. Amrath Starborn-their “king”-is not.

The dMayne do not like those who are not alMayne, no matter how high their estate.

| do not remember them from the days | wasthe Library a the University of Skander. They areanew
race, yet records speak of them asvery old. | do not like paradoxes of this sort, and t do not like the
aMayne. Irrationally xenophobic, reactionary, conservative, they pre-fer to sagnate in their el egant
barbarism than to change and grow. Such a barbarian, trapped aboard Firecat, could be expected to do
something dangeroudy irrationd.

TheadMayne, asarace, might be seen to beirrationd. Butterfly says*“hdlflowersiscrazy” and-fedsno
need for further explanation. | do. | have studied these elegant barbarians, hellflowers, “ Gentle People.” |
could havetrandated Valijon's speech for Butterfly. | did not chooseto. It would not have made her
Jettison him, nor would she have understood even the trandation.

“Hellflowers’ do not have amodern psychology. Their entire cul-tureis focused upon the willingnessto
die for intangibles such as per-sona honor. “ Dzain’ domere” means“| pledge and give my word.”

Thusit isbound up in dMayne concepts of honor which are indeed “ better than bread.” AnaMayne
can livefor quite some time without food: an dMayne who is doubted-disbdieved in-ceasesto exist
in-stantly.

Their suicide rate ishigh, as might be expected; it isthe index of stress on anearly pre-technological,
highly ritudized culture attempting to fit itsdlf into the Phoenix Empire.

The Azarine Codition Council, of which Kennor Starbringer of AIMayneis president, decides policy
mattersfor the Codition at large. Its primary businessis the ratification and modification of the terms of
the Gordinar Canticles, the charter under which the Codlition operates. The Canticles cover, in broad,
matters affecting the governance of hired armies, from the weapons they may carry, to the targets they
may be used againgt, to the persons and organizations who may hire them. The key canticle isthe matter
of who may lawfully hire mercenary armies. Asit currently stands, any sophont or entity may; the checks
and ba-ances arise from the Codlition defining the targets against which they may not be used, and the
base price for amercenary’ s services.

To congruct an example: Naturdly it isillegd to hire amercenary army to oppose any of the edicts of
the Emperor, the Throne, the Court, or any of the TwiceBorn-the Imperia bureaucracy. However, it is
certainly legd to hire mercenary troopsto overthrow a Corporation--the ruling entity of a Directorate.
But a Corporation so menaced can appeal to the sector governor for aid, who can provide the
Corporation with Imperial troops, which the mercenaries cannot legaly oppose. But for a Corporation to
dothisistoinvite Imperid attention, and the causes of the origind war will go into arbitration. It is not
unheard of for aCorporation to appeal for help against rebellious forces and have al its assets turned
over to therebels. Imperia judtice, as the folk--wisdom goes, is obscure.

One can see, therefore, that, for example, amodification of the Canticlesto forbid Azarine troopsto
fight Corporation troops would be very much to the Corporations' benefit. One can further see that there
could be agreat dedl of special interest group pressure on the Codition Council to make partisan
changesto the Gordinar Canticles.

At the moment the Codlition Council is evenly divided between those who wish to make magjor
changesto the Canticles, including the List of Protected Groups, and those who wish to leave the
Canticles asthey are. Kennor Starbringer, as president, could cast adeciding vote either way. At the
moment heisadtrict Congructionist, and will not vote for change.

Should hedie or resign, his Council membership will go to the dMayne Morido Dragonflame, who
favors complete revison of the Canticles.



Seeninthislight, Vdijon Starbringer isaplaying piecein avery high-sakes game indeed. Butterfly’s
safety depends on staying far from the attention such matters bring, and she knowsit. It isfortunate that
Valijon Starbringer’ s appearance on Wanderweb was an accident, and that no one knowswhere heis
now.

| wonder.

Considering the money logt in the action, why would Wanderweb shut down its entire Port to prevent
the escape of two relatively unim-portant criminals?



4
Dead Heat On A Merry-Go-Round

| was dreaming and | knew it, and part of me thought | ought to wake up and keep an eyebal on
Tiggy, but I’ d finished the second box of burntwine awhile back because my backteeth and dl of my
bruises hurt and Tiggy could do me any time he got around his honor anyway.

So | watched myself deep, the way you do in dreams. | was back home on Granola, running off early
inthe morning to play hooky. The light was danting rose-gold and silver through the trees and there was
cooking-breskfast smoke risng off the housetopsin the valley below.

Nice place, Granola. I’ d been thisway before, in dreams.

And just like the other times, this starship came sailing through the treetopsto land inmy da's
cornfield-abolt of platinum godfire look-ing like nothing I’ d ever seen.

The scene jumped, like dicing the middle out of atakingbook, and then | waslooking at the first planet
I’d ever seen from space. Home. But not home anymore-1 wasleaving and | wasn't ever coming back.

Y ou'rethick when you're kinchin-bai; fifty fellow-citizensonicein hishold and | never stopped to
think what the captain’ s being a daver meant to me. Didn’t even know the word.

| wanted to wake up before | got to the part where | did know, but al that happened was| jumped
about three years, to Pandora.

At least | missed Market Garden. Those dreams are bad ones.

Pandorais aplanet in the never-never, where the Hamati Confed-eracy bumps up against the Empire.
| was downfdl stranded without a numbercruncher or hope of one, with people after me because I’d run
away from Market Garden and people soon to be after me wanting payoff for their kick, their goforth,
and the numbercruncher that was dagged plastic and broken dreamsin my cockpit.

Redl poetic. Real dumb. So what’ s so bad about being contract warmgoods, anyway? On Market
Garden | was a marketable commod-ity-for use, when finished, somewhere tronicswouldn’t do. No
reason for them to waste time telling me things I’ d never need to know-like what a Library was, and not
to go buy oneif I got the chance.

| dreamed | was back in the shop on Pandora, holding abox of broken glass that someone swore was
anavicomp, and then it started to change. . . .

“Butterfly? Butterfly, wake up.”
| staggered up out of dreams and heard someone else breathing inboard Firecat.

“Butterfly? We need to talk.” My teeth crawled. Paladin. He didn’t breathe but he talked rea good.
Tiggy Stardust was the one breathing. | nodded. Paladin’d seethat. | put my hands over my face, trying
to lock up the ghosts again. | don’t dream mostly. No percentageiniit.

My head was dugging dong with my heartbeat but | didn’t bump the burn on my arm and nothing else
hurt too much. | looked over to where I’ d stowed Tiggy in my second-best deepding. He looked soft
and sweet and anyone that took a step toward him wastaking her lifein hand. So | crawled out of my
rack the other way, past the cockpit well and up into the nose.

It wasungodly quiet in Firecat. Theair scrubbers and everything else that used up power and oxy
were off. | was starting us aswe d have to go on, with life-support down near margind. Angeltown shed
weird gray light through the hullportsand | wrapped my quilt tighter around me and shivered. Later it was
going to be astoo hot asit was too cold now, and sometime after that we' d be to Kiffit or dead.

“Can you hear me?’



Damnfool question. “Je, che-bal, | hear.” Granolawas il ringing xylophone ghosts down dl the years
between me and fourteen. It was crazy to even think about going back. Eveniif | could find the place, |
couldn’t land. Our Fifty Patriarchs had spun good plastic for them and their descendants to be left
lonealonefor ever and ever, world without end.

“Y ou should have let Vdijon Starbringer put himself out the airlock. Y ou can still doiit,” Pdladin started
up, and went into ataradiddle al about xenophobic aMayne, heat-desth of the Universe, and how Tiggy
was son of Very Important TwiceBorn, al which | knew. Already knew he was trouble, and now Pdly
wanted to tell me about culturd fragmentation through linguistic evolution, whatever t hell that was.
Nothing | could see mattered, but he thought it was important, so | listened.

The song and dance kept coming back to “lose the glitterborn.” Paladin was full with mightsand
maybes tonight and | wastired of my life. It was no time to be arguing ethics.

“Not going to frag the kinchin-bai just becauseit’s convenient,” | snapped a him findly. Tiggy tirred
but didn’t wake up, and | waited until he settled again. “Be reasonable. Think you Tiggy - che-bai’sda’s
not going to want to know where' s hislost son-an-heir? For sure Firecat went up out of quarantineon
Wanderweb and someone saw me stuff “1'iggy inboard. If | dock wonderchild alive and well & Azarine
Guildhouse on Kiffit we have no problems. Mercs re honest.” And a hellflower merc wouldn't turn
around and sdl Tiggy to someone dseingtead of handing him back to hisorigind owner.

Pdadin didn’t say anything.

“Bal, | got to beableto point to live Tiggy Stardust when hell-flower trouble comes calling. It'snot like
beating kidnap-rap. Hellflowerswon't stop.”

“Heisaliability.” Did Pdadin think he was going to change my mind, or did Libraries get tired too?
We both knew all the sdes of dl | he arguments and we could go roundaround them forever.

I ce kinchin-bai-not because he was dangerous, but because he might be.
Not good enough.

“He skinchin-bai, Paly-afourteen-year-old kid. Thisishisfirst I i meout. He Il clear me arap, and he
won't have anything dseto tel anyonethat’ll makeany senseat dl.”

“Y ou're guessing, Butterfly. I'm not.”

We both knew | knew | was guessing, and we both knew the per-centagesin my being right. Low.
But there wasn't any other thing to do Nut wake Tiggy up and shove him out the air lock-and then follow
himmysdf.

“Once we get to Kiffit I'll tossmy kick and drop Tiggy-bai at Azarine Guildhouse. We Il be gone
before the heat drops, Pdly. Well leg it straight back to Coldwater without waiting for aload. And we
can find ahat trick to do in the Outfar for bye-n-bye until the heat dies down. Won't cost us anything.”

“Except aFree Port. Except air, and water, and food, and power to Kiffit. Except, if you are not
lucky, your life”

| knew dl that and | wasn't happy about any of it.

“Ismy life, bai-isn't it?’ But it wasn't. It was Paladin’ stoo, and he was too polite to say, but he
couldn’t makeit in the Outfar-or any-where-alone.

And neither could 1. How many years ago would | of been dead without Paladin to cover up for
everything aInterdicted Barbarian didn’t know?

“It was bad luck. It just happened. But we' |l ace thisand get straight, you' Il see. Drop Tiggy-bai and
have the good numbersagain.” | tried to tell myself | wastrying so hard to keep Tiggy dive only because
| knew his hellflower kin wouldn't let the matter drop.



“Leaving aside his oxygen requirements, Vaijon Starbringer isan outsider. Heis an aristocrat-*
Pdadin listed dl Tiggy' s shortcomings again. The only thing he didn’t do was ask meto put Tiggy out the
lock to make him safe.

| don’t know what | would of doneif he had.

Killing Tiggy wasthe smart thing. | knew it was. Raise my chances of getting to Kiffit dive. Lower the
chances of anybody being ableto cry Librarian. | was going to have to run for the edge of the Outfar
ether way, 0 kegping him dive wouldn’'t get me anything.

And | couldn’t do it any morethan | could Trangt to angeltown without aship. | didn’t know why. |
didn’t like not knowing why.

| sat and stared out at angeltown and wondered what it would be like to just open the lock and step
out. It was't like real space. Paladin tried to explain it to me once-something to do with time and relative
dimensionsin space-but | didn’'t understand it. | didn’t need to under-stand it to fly through it, anyway.

“What about documentation?’ Paladin said after awhiles, and | knew I’d won whatever I'd been
fighting for. “'Y our pet cutthroat hasn't got any ID on him.”

If Paladin was thinking about that, he wasn't thinking about mak-ing me put Tiggy out theair lock.

“Think there still couple sets of blank around somewheres. Y ou do something to get him off=Port for
me, bai?’ ID wasn't dl Tiggy didn’t have. Wanderweb had stripped him to the skin. I'd have to see
what Firecat could do for himintheway of clothes.

“Counterfaiting ID isnot the problem, Butterfly.”

No, problem was lots of other things, but none of them was hauling any cubic tonight. | sat under
Firecat’s hullports and watched Tiggy breathe until | fell adeep.

H#
Insert #4: Paladin’sLog

It was my fault that Butterfly broke into the Wanderweb Justiciary to sted Vdijon Starbringer. And
from the moment that she made the choiceto do so, it was inevitable that she would not abandon him.

| say that now, with hindsight. One may adways desire factsto be other than they are. But the facts
touching on this matter unfolded in inevitable progression over aspan of years.

From the time Butterfly and | met on Pandora the problem of reli-able communication has been a
concern. Unless Butterfly and | could share information while she was away from Firecat, we were
extremely vulnerable. Clandestine communication would markedly increase our joint chancesto “liveto
get older.”

| had originaly thought that arranging this communication would be asimple matter, but the equipment
| described to Butterfly did not exist. She attempted to construct some components, but even the tools
did not exist-an entire technology had been destroyed in the unrea-soning backlash againg fully-volitional
logics. At Buiterfly’ s urging we began to search for something available in the modern world that would
meet our needs.

When we finally determined the existence of the RTS unit, Butter-fly had a number of reasonswe
could not acquireit, but asthe Library at University | had incorporated severa important studieson
human behavior, and retained enough of that information not to find her actionsinconsistent.

Theimplant operation would be a source of emotiona traumato any organic of the gdactic culture.
For aLuddite Saint from Granola, worn to pastoral Ssmplicity and no technology more complex than the
lilt-board plow and the waterwhed , it would be an even greater one. Butterfly is not asindifferent to the
mores of either her natal culture or her adoptive culture as she pretends.



So we delayed. Eventualy we came to Wanderweb-having carried the RTS unit with usfor over a
year-and the surgery was accom-plished. Emotiona backlash and suppressed culturd biasdid therest.
A course of action undertaken in mutual willingnessto provide greater safety to us both-the transponder
implantation-leads inevita-bly to an action of great risk to us both-thejailbresk of the aMayne. If
Butterfly considered her reasonsfor ingsting on that course of action at dl, she might have articulated
them asbeing “to prove that she still had it.” In redlity, it wasto prove that she fill wasit.

By the very nature of what | was, Butterfly was cut off from even the society of crimindsand outlaws.
An escaped dave, even aniillegd emigrant, can find peers and socidization in the nightworld society.

The possessor of afully-volitiond logic, a Librarian, is outcast by every thinking being. Thereisno one
in the Imperium so depraved asto knowingly offer aLibrarian sanctuary, and no one who would keep
such athing secret.

On the fringe of the Phoenix Empire, away from the deadly cata-loging bureaucracy, the two of us
were safe. But what at first had seemed limitless freedom | discovered to be circumscribed indeed. We
could go no closer to the center of the Empire than the very fringes of the Directorates. Any thorough
medica examination would reved what Butterfly was, and any cursory technical ingpection would
un-cover me. The pendty for either discovery was death.

It was adegath only dightly more certain than that which was the consequence of Butterfly’s chosen
professon-but illegal pilot was, in dl fairness, one of the few ways of acquiring credit she could espouse.

Piloting is amarketable skill-and she had been trained, if not certified, by Market Garden as part of her
processing. A trained pilot willing to take considerable risks to maintain his freedom quickly becomesa
darktrader.

If he has the money to purchase a ship-or can find a sponsor. The Pandora business venture on which
Butterfly discovered me was an undertaking of the sort in which the probability of failure was so great
that it precluded the use of expensive materid. If Butterflies-are--free, an untried, potentially valueless
commodity, got her ship, hersalf, and her cargo back to Coldwater, she would enjoy Factor Oob’'s
finan-cid support and palitical backing, and live in comparative safety and comfort. If not, she would die.

Shelived, with my help. And by her aid | returned to life. Butterfly protected me during the long period
of recongtruction when | would ignorantly have revealed mysdlf, and in return | provided her with the
technologica edge that meant successin ahighly competitive professon. By the time we knew thetruth
about ourselves and each other, and had discovered what a“ Library” wasin this brave new world of
bright promise, | did not wish to exchange my safety and companion-ship for new uncertainty, and
Butterfly did not wish to relinquish my considerable resources. So we remained sequestered, secretly
fugitive, and Butterfly remained distanced twice-over from her own kind.

But humans are socid animas-every book | ever wastdlls of this. They are born and grow and diein
socia groups, responding to one another, and even if modern socid groupsinclude sentient femalesthey
areno less socia groups for that. Configuration prefigures destiny. Structure determines function. An
organic sentient needs to be with others of his own kind. In befriending me, Butterfly was deprived of the
socidization the imperatives of her construction had shaped her to require.

If she had not been so adone, would she have clung to Valijon Starbringer-a dangerous nuisance-in the
way shedid?

No. But shewas, and so shedid. And | redlized | could delay no longer.
For both our sakes, | must set her free.
Hitt

It was eight days to Kiffit, and there was nothing to do but forge aticket-of-leave for the rokeach and
watch the life-support reserves drop against present usage. My shirtsfit Tiggy, my pantsdidn’t, and |



gave him the Estel-Shadowmaker handcannon for hisvery own because he seemed to likeit. | gave up
any hope of disarming him at avery early stagein our reationship.

Tiggy paced and fidgeted until | pointed out it'd use up the air fagter, then helay in hisdegpding and
gtared at nothing for hours with no expresson at al.

Hedidn't ask me any questions. Maybe good little hellflowers don’t. Maybe he thought a chaudatu
didn’'t know anything he needed. | didn’t ask him any questions neither. | was saving up my callson his
honor for when | needed them, and | didn’t want to give him any excuses to declare accounts closed.

So nobody talked. Including Paladin.

After that first night I'd wake up sometimes and see Tiggy watch-ing me, like he wastrying to stare
through my skull. | spent lots of timein the mercy seat with the canopy popped, staring into angdtown till
my eyes hurt, but there was no point in making Tiggy wonder who | wastalking to.

The temperature rose, the air got thicker, and | sat in the dark thinking | was damned if | was going to
die and give Pdly the chance to say he told me so. And the sooner | lost Love' s'Y oung Dream and
stopped thinking about the perils of childhood, the better. Then me and Paladin could go back to doing
business, likeadways.

The sooner the better.
HHH#

Firecat made Trangt to realspace right on sked. Rea space was black sharp and dangerous with Kiffit
lost in the skirts of the primary. I"d had aheadache for the last two daysthat | couldn’t shake and when |
moved too fast everything went gray. | knew my reflexeswastoo far gone for meto be able to get
Firecat down. Fortunately | didn’t haveto.

We crossed the Kiffit-Port beam and | flooded my Best Girl with the last of the reserve oxy and turned
the airscrubbers up full. If Paladin couldn’t get us down within the hour we d be dead, but for the chance
to breethered air again | didn’t care. Even Tiggy looked giddy withiit. | did into the mercy seat and
played “let’ s pretend.” We rode Kiffit-Port’ s beam into an approach pattern as Independent Freighter
this-that-and-the-other-thing, Coldwater registry and last downfall Orilineesy, shipping x-meters cubic
and crew of one, nine plates of goforth and al the other nosy nonsense dugs want to know about a
honest woman making amora living. Findly they gave me alanding window, about thetime | could
count our breathing in minutes.

| popped the hatch and cut the hull-fields before we was safely down. Swest, free, and unmetered air
blasted into Firecat with awhistle that set my teeth on edge. Paladin switched from paralight to
para-gravity systems and coaxed my sweetheart to dance on her attitude jets, taking her down slow
enough to keep her from getting her blessed little non-powered permeable hull shredded by atmosphere.
Being dive was wonderful. Kiffit waswonderful. Air waswonderful. And | wanted a bath.

Hirt

Kiffit wasn't a Free Port, more sthe pity, but it wasin the Outfar. It was shabby and overlooked and
second rate, and the sort of place | know better’ n my own name. Paly says the Empire’ sdying by
meters, and placeslike Kiffit areapoint in hisfavor.

Eventudly | was gig-in-dock, with Kiffit-Port looking like every Port on every Outfar planet in the
never-never. | dogged the inner and outer hatches open and put down the ramp and went back into the
hold. Pdadin had the blowers going full tilt boogie. Tiggy’d climbed down out of hisding and was
looking & me.

“ Scenic Kiffit, hellflower. Just et me hook Firecat up and we' |l do some eyeballing.” Assoon as
Pdadin had alandline, he could tell me al about the Guildhouse on Kiffit and some of us could go there.



The docking rings on Kiffit are open to the sky. The sky was bright opague orange and the air wasthin
and dry. | like canned air better as arule-you know what you' re getting-but even what Kiffit wasusng
for air tasted delicious. | went around to the docking ring firewall and found the Port Services hookups
and dragged the hoses over to Firecat. Water and waste and power to run them when your goforths are
cold, landline and computer access, al the comforts of sweet bye-m-bye. It took awhilesto get them
hooked up right but | didn’t care aslong as| washereto doit.

Then | went back insde Firecat. Tiggy Stardust had his Estel-Shadowmaker handcannon out and was
pointing it right at me.

It wasn't Paladin’ sfault for not warning me. We both knew Tiggy was armed; we' d both been
counting on hdlflower honor to protect me. | hadn’t even seen Tiggy move before the blaster was out; he
wasthat fast.

“I am leaving now, Captain San’ Cyr.”

So much for hellflower honor. Tiggy had hisblaster pointed right at my chest, not that anear-miss
would matter with an Estel-Shadowmaker. | kept my hands well away from anywhere that might have
held heat and didn'’t.

u&?!

“| wished to say farewell. | have been thinking, and | know now what | must do.” He got up and
waked past me to the hatch and down.

“Hellflower. Why the heat?" 1t was stupid but | wanted to know. Tiggy looked down at the blaster,
then in through the hatch a me.

“I do not trust you, chaudatu. Y ou do not understand honor. And you are not very smart.”

Tiggy Stardust seemed to spend hiswhole time walking out of my life. | hoped thistime it wasfor
good.

| sat down on the crate he’ d been Sitting on. After awhileit got cold, so | got my jacket and my
blasters and afew other odds and ends from my lockboxes and tucked them all away nice and proper.
Paadinwasred quiet.

“So why don’'t you say you told me s0?’ | said. No comment. Paladin can shut up better than anybody
| know, and you can’t see hisface while he' sdoing it.

“What do you think’ s going to happen to him, bai?” That he answvered.

“Based on Vdijon' s performance on Wanderweb, he will immedi-ately be arrested for causing a
public disturbance-only in Borderline they will ingst on identifying him before sentencing. Since he hasno
ID on him, they-*

| put up my hand and Paladin stopped talking. Something was nagging hard at the back of my mind,
but it wouldn’'t comeinand | let it go. “Never mind. So they’ll ID him and shop’ m back to hisda? That'l|
do mefine”

And good-bye to the recent and unlamented Tiggy, socia work on the brain-dead, and al my other
wagtes of time and money. After awhiles| went on with my business. Gentry don’t get paid to think.

Hit

There sanice system on Kiffit and most Imperia Outfar ports whereby you never have to mest the
person catching your kick. It works whether you' re pre-contracted or no, and whether you have any
actud interest in selling your cargo or not.

| had no interest in my supposed money-load, but every interest in making the Teasersthink | did, o
took the rokeach off to a nice tradel ocker and fed my manifest through the doorlock.



If I came back for the cargo, I’ d only be down the locker rent. If my assignee did, he' d have to pay
serious vautaon top of therent. Inthiscase, | didn’t have abuyer for my rokeach, so Paladin listed my
cargo and price asking on Tradeha | board whiles | danced it.

Teasers keep track of things like that, the nosy baskets. | was damned if | was going to be charged
pleasure-yacht rates for coming in to Kiffit without a cargo. | was going to lose enough money on thistik
dready.

So | was asking twenty percent over Market Garden setprice on the board, and I’ d come back when
| was ready to lift and either pick up my payoff or take the lock down to the Transport Workers
Guildhdl and sl it to someone who wanted to speculate in rokeach futures. Fine and nice and redl
friendly. And Firecat and me was documented every step of the way as coming to Kiffit to do serious
bidness, in case any-body camefor to ask. And whilethiswas dl red uplifting, it wasn't how | paid the
rent.

After asprightly pre-meridies of hedlthy exercise and adetour through an off-Port bathhouse, | went
back to Firecat to get the money-load.

And Dominich Fenrir waswaiting.
HH#

Dominich Fenrir isthe chief Teaser on Kiffit. Being Trade Customs and Commerce' s man on Kiffit has
to be athankless job, but Dommie don't worry his pretty head over justice and mercy and Customs regs.
He went bent along time ago.

If you' re a Directorate merchantman up to paying the vigorish, you can run anything you want in and
out of Kiffit-Port unwept unhonored and unsung. The rest of usjust pay the occasiona sweetener not to
be certified Unfit to Lift by Kiffit Port Authority. Only sometimes Dom mi€ sgot to pretend he' s<till a
honorable Imperia, and that’ s when independents like me get happy days and busy nights.

“Hdlo, St. Cyr. Niceto see you back. How’ sthe wrong side of the law these days?’
“Wouldn't know. Am honest woman, forbye. Business must be had, you bothering me.”

Dommie smole asmall amile and managed to |look even more unattractive. “Oh, no. I’ d say this comes
under the heading of protect-ing my interests, St. Cyr. Now why don’t you open up your ship so we can
go indde-sncewe re such old friends.”

“Sblings, surdy; you choose your friends,” Paadin commented.

| opened up Firecat and Dommie swung himsdlf in, not waiting for the ramp to come down. | pulledin
after him.

“Nice cargo you got here, Gentrymort,” Dommie said, looking around dl Firecat’s empty hold il
rigged for two.

“Just tossed kick, Dommie-bai. Here' slocker compkey for it, see?” A Gentrymort iswhat | am, but |
don't like being called that by bought law.

Hetook the key to the tradel ocker and tossed it up and down a bit before he tucked it away, hoping |
guessto terrify meinto specid pleading. “Wouldn't want you to lose it, sweetheart. Stop by my office
beforeyou lift and I’ll give you the payoff.”

Or hdf of it, maybe, if | wasthat lucky. | would of cried mysdlf to deep for sureif the locker key was
where the money wasthistrip. Fine. | been shookdown before. But Dommie till didn’t leave.

“Rokeach botanicals, eh? Pretty odd cargo to pick up on Wanderweb, isn't it? Not alot of money in
it. Hardly enough to cover expenses, I'd say. | wonder what else you might have-found-on
Wanderweb.”



For oncein one of these sweet scenarios, | was stone innocent. Or ignorant, anyway.
“When you figureit out, Dommie, let me know. What you seeiswhat you get.”

“Maybe | just ought to impound your ship, Gentrymort. I’'m sure | could find enough violations to put
you down on the ground with therest of usfor ared long time.”

Terrific. A bored bent Teaser-my favorite veggie.

“Then bring on the hellhounds, Dommie, and let usdl in on thefun. And whileyou'reat it,
0'nobly-born, you might start thinking about how much fun you' re going to have patterolling the Chullites
in atwo-man jaeger.”

“Careful, Butterfly,” said Pdadinin my ear.
Dommie dugged me back againg the bulkhead like aman with something on hismind.

“Y ou wouldn't be threatening me, would you, you hack Indie?” He tightened up, and it was an effort
to breathe, but | madeit. “Wouldn't threaten legitimates, Dommie-or even you. Just want to mention
you pull my ticket and | sing like awdl-tuned goforth to Guild, to Board of Inquiry, to many-a-many.”
Pdadin had enough notes on Dommie€' s fun-and-gamesto at least sart aofficia inquest. It was one of
those happy thoughts that keep you warm on those cold gdactic nights.

After avhiles Dommielet go. | dropped to the deck and leaned back against the crash pads, rubbing
my throat.

Dommiedidn’'t much care for my expression, and | didn’t much care for what came next. Good
fellowship did over hisface like achegp paint-job under pressure.

“Hey, . Cyr, you got meal wrong. I’'m on your side. I” ve seen what happens when asmdl-time
smuggler like you gets mixed up in something too big for her. Y ou'rein way over your head, stardancer;
if you back off now, maybe you and me could get together; do some business. Y ou should think about
it”

“Je, Dommie. I'll surely dothat,” | said from the deck.

Heleft with my locker key in his pocket, and | buttoned up my Best Girl redl tight and thought hard.

We had started out with the traditional wondershow between the Bent Teaser and the Noble
Gentrymort-the one as usudly ends up with me taking afew shotsto the ribs and Dommie walking off
with his vigorish-of-choice-but somewhere dong Act Two we got sidetracked. | was just about willing to
bet Dommie wanted to get on my good side. “Shal | place the file on Trade Customs and Commerce
officid Dominich Fenrir’ s extortion racket on Kiffit in the open banks of the Kiffit Palace of Justice
computers when we leave?’ said Paladin.

“Oh, sure, why not? Make up some extras, whileyou'reat it.” If the Office of the Question did a
personaped on him looking for proof of Paladin’sfarcing he' d be cleared, of course, but by then there
wouldn’t be much left.

| duiced Kiffit-Port’s metered water over my head and neck and thought about Dommi€' svisit until |
decided it d make less sense than ahellflower’ slogic. Then | went to get toolsto pedl up my deck.

“Dommie-ba wanted into Firecat because he thought he was going to see something,” | said to
Pdadin while | worked. “ And when he didn’t see what he was after hetried to shakeit loose. What am |
mixed up in, Pally-che-bai, that’ stoo big for me?’

“Vdijon Starbringer,” Pdadin said flatly.

He hadn’t told me about Tiggy’ s safe arriva at the Guildhouse-or arrest-yet, and | guessed I’d haveto
walit until we got back to angeltown to heer it.



“That Dommie knows about,” | amended. “Anyway, Pally, Tiggy’sold business.” It didn’t sound true,
and | wondered why.

“Dominich Fenrir does not know about Vaijon Starbringer,” said my silent partner, back from ajaunt
in the Port computers to make sure. “ However, Customs Officer Fenrir has recently undertaken a
clandestine aliance with the saurian crimel ord Kroon' Vannet. Fenrir isbeing paid aretainer for
unspecified duties. Thereis no mention of you in connection with any illegdity.” And Paladin was not
going to take this glowing opportunity to tell me Tiggy was restored to the bosom of his one-an-onlies.
Sgh.

“Kroon'Vannet,” | said, remembering. Vannet was one of those nighttime men that give lizards abad
name. He wanted a piece of everything that wasn't nailed down and didn’t think he shouldn’t have it just
because he did off the cold end of the Chernovsky scale. The Phoenix Empire, Paadin tellsme, isred
accommodeating as long as your B-pop hits somewherein the middle, like minewould if | wasn't adicty,
and red hodtileif you' reawiggly. That'swhy the Outfar isfull of wigglies pretending they’re citizens.
Some don’t want to just pretend. Vannet was two of them.

“So what am | supposed to back off of, babby-bai 7’
“I don't know,” said Pdladin. That made two of us, but Pally always says organics aren’t very bright.

T hell with Dommie Fenrir and his live talkingbook theater. | pulled the money-load out on the deck
and wished | could bdlieve it waswhat Dommie was after, but that didn’t fit with the “friendly warning.”
Ignorance was part of what | was being paid for, but stupidity isn't my hobby. Paladin and me' d scanned
them back on Wanderweb and found we was shipping gems of somekind. Boring.

“N’ portado. Pally, soon as we toss thislot, we' re making for Cold-water, deadhead, and get t' hell out
of theway of Teaserswith brain fever.”

Have dways said that if | ever get the chanceto follow my own advice I’ll be dangerous.
HH#
Insert #5: Paladin’sLog

It isfortunate that Interphon, the linguafranca of deep space, isnot asuniversa asits adherents
believe, and that while Vaijon Starbringer and Buiterfly St. Cyr were both speaking Interphon, they were
not speaking the same language.

Thisinterface of bewilderment was entirely to Butterfly’ s advan-tage, snce so long as Vdijon could
not determine precisaly what she had said, he could not determine whether he needed to “purify his
honor,” and thus he left her without making any decision.

From the moment of its standardization Interphon had begun to break down into didectica forms. This
breakdown, unlike previous linguistic breakdowns, is occurring along lines of profession, not lines of
astrography. In afew centuries, it isentirey likely that acommercid pilot, or “ stardancer,” will not be
able to understand the Interphon of the inhabitants of the planets he visits. The end of the Empireis
fore-shadowed by the fact of a universal language being worried into rags by a dozen jeal ous peoples.

The scope of the disintegration is sharply indicated in the division between “bonecracks’ and
“bodysnatchers’ -i.e., physicianswho treat mercenaries and ground-based personnel and physicianswho
treat pilots and noncombatant exo-planetary personnd. Why should two branches of the same
discipline-medicine-polarize to the extent of evolving two incompatible specidized vocabularies of mutua
in-comprehension to deal with the same subject? | believe the answer hasto do with the organic love of
novdty for its own sake, even when not particularly desirable.

| aso believeit will eventually destroy this Empire. No astropaliti-ca body can be properly
adminigtered without acommon language. In fact, the Phoenix Empireis decaying now. Within living



memory Kiffit was athriving settlement in the center of Imperia trade. Now it is,m outpost, without
aufficient population to support an expanding economy. Any check of uncensored tatisticswill prove
this: each year more people leave Kiffit than settle or are born there. But in the Phoenix Empire statistics
are not uncensored.

It isthe same everywhere. The frontiers contract, more and more fringe worlds break away from the
centra government. It has been going on for centuries; the war that destroyed the Old Federation
shattered acommunity of worldsfar larger than the Empire. The Hamati Confederacy and the Believers
Sodality were once both part of the Federation. The Empire has lost control over them, just as each
century if losesdominion over more of itsfrontier.

Someday awar will comethat will drive the Empireinto afrag-mented barbarism, and even the name
of Empirewill perish. Thetech-nology that supportsits economy will belost, and dl that will remain will
be apes scavenging in aboneyard, looking up at the stars.



5
Maliceln Wondertown

Kiffit'sone of thefew placesin the Outfar where the port city was there before the port-aancient and
vaued member of our varied and color-ful Empire. Paladin says Kiffit used to be bigger and thriving, but
it wasfinewith meif it wasn't now. The partsof it | wasinterested in till ssemed in good enough shape
tome.

By now the horizon’d risen and cut off Kiffit's primary, and the Kiffit-Port security lighting wasn't on
yet. Bad light's saved more lives than bodysnatchersin my line of work, so that wasthetime| picked to
head out.

HiHt

The Elephant and Starcastle in Borderline iswhere the Gentry on Kiffit hang their hegt. Like any other
hooch servicing a port, the Star-castl€’ s on afull-rotation sked. Stardancers on the up-and-out aren’t
going to rearrange their circadians every time they downfall.

| didn’t have any trouble getting aroom with no view and a box with locks sunk into thefloor. I'd have
to be more of an idiot than even Pally thought | wasto cold-call on atota stranger carrying 3K of illegdl.
The lockbox was the reason I’ d rented the room.

| put the densepaks under lock and seal and threw enough of my own stuff around to makeiit ook
natural. It was after full-dark when | went down to sightsee in the unregulated planetary air.

The early evening stireets was full of fellahim and grubberstied to planetary rotation. | saw Company
men from Directorate shipsin their lovely gray leathers, Indie crews trooping their colorslike a pack of
bandarlog, and the kiddies that catered to both. Borderline' s a planned city, which meansthat after a
certain point the plans give out and there' s nothing but asprawl of back-aley mazes. If you fight your
way through them long enough, you reach Borderline New City, which isaso nice and tidy.

I’d checked at the PortServices shop and found where the Azarine Guildhouse was, but Tiggy’ d made
that none of my concern. The ad-dress | had from Gibberfur was for atrangent outhostel caled
Danbourg Strail that was alittle farther out. Joytown was on |eft, and behind me and to the right wasthe
commercid port towers. Company again, rot them, with their stranglehold on Mid-Worlds and
Directorate shipping and their nasty way of holing any Indie ship they runinto, just for kicks. Guild
sanctions don't mean ahdluvalot to them.

| kept going. Eventudly | left wondertown behind; | didn’t mind thewalk, and it’ salways good to
know the ground you may haveto retreet over later.

| was a couple kliks from the port, and all the way to the thin edge of the city planners good
intentions. The areall wasin now had been razed for new building but no buildings had gone up. It was
being used as sort of aopen-air market; unregulated and ramshackle. About asthriving asany placein
Borderline was, which wasn't saying lots. My destination was just the other side.

The Danbourg Strail wasthe kind of outhostel where you usudly go to sdll things you don't own. |
went on up to the cubie-number I’ d been given back on Wanderweb. According to Gibberfur, Moke
Rahone kept regular hours here and these were those.

I’d dso beentold to call before | came. Sure | would. And maybe my kick would waft in here on the
wings of song, too.

Punched the bell. The door said it belonged-along M oke Rahone, specidist in curiosa. It wasn't
powered, but it wasn't locked elther. | did it back and looked insde.

Therewas aempty waiting area, full of vitrinesthat werefull of junk. | walked in.



“Y o, che-ba, je tuerre? Art t' home, forbye?’ | said in broad patwa. Nobody answered this brilliant
conversationd sally, but maybe M oke Rahone, dedler in curiosa, didn't like being shouted .

There was adoor with the Intersign glyph for “bossinsde’ oniit, and | opened that one too.

Kiffitisadry planet. It waswet in that cubie, and dark. | stood there long enough for my noseto tell
me what the smell was, and then | backed out. Then | waited amoment, got my torch out of my pocket,
and went back in.

I’ve daughtered pigsand I’ ve killed men, but it wasn't like either one. When | wasten yearsold afield
hand on our farm got caught in the harvester. He was half-shredded before we could stop the team, and
the sweet-metal stink wasjust likethis.

Moke Rahone d been human. Funny how your body knows asmell before your brain does.

Brother Rahone hadn't got caught in aharvester, though. | turned the torch on him and studied what |
saw like my life depended on it, which it might.

Somebody’ d nailed Moke Rahone to his desk and butchered him open. It was dainty-like. Redl
bodysnatcher work, done with something sharp-something that didn’t burn like a pocket laser or chew
up the meet like avibro.

What this meant to me was that Brother Rahone wasn't in the paying for cargo business anymore,
which put mein what Paladin calls your basic delicate mora quandary, because | had to ddliver
Gib-berfur’ s cargo to someone or cdl inthe Guild. Terrific.

And there was one other thing. It was sticking up out of Rahone' sinsides and it hadn’t been part of his
origind manifest. Hadn't noticed it before in the generd confusion, but it might tell mewho killed him, and
who might be interested in taking over his cargo.

“Trouble, Butterfly?” said Pdadin through the RTS.
| rubbed my jaw whereit fet ectric-furry. “Um. Rahon€e sretired from darktrade business. Messy.”

| pulled off my glove and yanked out the optiona extra some-body’d left with Brother Rahone. Whét |
got for my trouble was long and thin, pointed at one end and with feathers at the other. It was mostly red,
but whereit wasdry it was akind of blue animal bone with carving onit.

I’d seen bone like that before. In The Knife Worth A Afterlife. Hdlflower work.

| wondered how Tiggy’ d got the whistle on my kick and its new home and why he cared. Hellflower
honor, probably-making sure | didn’t see the profit I’ d dragged him out of hisway to get. | wrapped up
thewand in apiece of thermofax | found. Maybe I’ d take it back to him up close and personal.

I’d just shut the door of the inner room behind me when the outer door opened. The hellflower wasn't
Tiggy, but he looked real pleased to see me anyway.

“Ea, higna,” the hdlflower said. Then he went for his hest.

I’d decided more than aweek ago that hellflowers was bad news, which gave me dmost enough edge
on thisoneto get out of the way. | went down behind abench so hisfirst shot went high and then |
sprayed the room with blaster fire, hoping to get lucky.

| didn’t. The bench stopped hisfirst bolt, so | picked it up and threw it at him. He thought that was real
amusing. Hethrew it back, but | wasn’t waiting around for the critica reviews and had aready made it
back through the inner door into Brother Rahone' s office.

| found thelock in the dark and used it. Thelight switch was next to it. With room lightsthe thing on
the desk looked even worse. The smdll was something awful and thistime | noticed that the floor was
covered in blood.



“Higna, yai,” sadthisfriendly conversationa voice from the other sde of the door. The hdllflower
wasn't mad-far from it, the voice seemed to say. He liked my style. We could be best buddies.

| wondered if higna was better than chaudatu. He said some other things. | caught about one word in
seven and understood not any. “ Butterfly?” said Paladin.

“Shut up.” Pdadin couldn’'t hear anything at al but me and even if he could there was nothing he could
do.

What alousy way to run acommunicationslink.

If I was Brother Rahone, dedler in curiosa, I’ d have aback way out. | shoved what was |eft of the late
Rahone off his desk and started going through the contents to find it. My best buddy on the other side of
the door lost patience. He said something in a more-in-sorrow-than--in-anger voice, and then there was
area determined thump at the door. It’ d take him about a second and a half to decide to blow it.

| found acontrol panel in the desk, hidden well enough that | was pretty sureit didn’t just control the
outside door. | bashed the buttons all a once, just for luck, and heard the dow grinding of the hidden
door. Too dow.

I heard the prefire whine of ablaster and ducked under the desk. | wedged mysdlf in as high off the
floor as| could get about the time the hellflower blew the door and stalked in.

Rahone sremains didn’t even dow him down. I’ d bet he’ d seen them earlier, maybe while they was
ill lively. He was wearing blue leather boots with jeweed spurs and gilded scrolling stamped into the
leather and it was agood bet he was't out to roll me for petty cash. He said something real nasty in
helltongue when he saw the open door and walked around the desk to get a better ook at the way he
thought I d gone.

| swept the floor with blaster fire and took him off at the ankles. He went over backwardsand | got
him a couple more times going down.

That bought me enough time to come out from under the desk and catch a throwing-spike from him
through my skill-wrist. The spike was barbed, and every twitch droveit in deeper. | dropped my heat
and it did in Rahone s blood way the hdll out of reach.

| scrabbled at my other blaster left-handed and got it up and ready to go before | realized there wasn't
much reason to. My playmate had signed the lease on hisred estate and was leaving on the Long Orhit.

I got up from behind the desk and looked at him. He was pretty much gone below hiswaist and what
was dill there was medium-well done. He was't bresthing.

| went around the desk and picked up my other blaster, careful. Had to put away the one | was
holding to doit. Thewrist he' d spiked was dready beginning to swell, but it wasn't lesking much; he'd
missed theveins

Maybe | should of put abolt into him to be sure, but | didn’t think anyone could take that kind of
damageand live,

| waswrong.

| had to step over him to get to the door. He bucked when | got close to him and dragged me down.
Hisfingerswas wrapped around my throat and hisrings dug into my jaw. | caught mysdf onthewrist
he' d spiked and the whole room seemed to fill with bright haze for the couple of centuriesit took meto
bring my blaster up. Then | pumped plasmaMiltownsinto him until the world went away.

HiHt

Pdadinwasydlingin my ear. | coughed mysaf awvake and kicked a body off me and coughed some
more. Then | sat up.



There was someone pouring ice water over my right hand. | looked down and saw bright cheery
rivulets of blood chuckling merrily down, gaudy and inexhaugtible and minedl mine,

My glove was soaked and stiff and the skin ballooned between it and the knife sheath on my wrist. The
throwing-spike stuck out both sides. That last handstand had sawed the spike through avein, looked
like

“Butterfly, | know you are not dead. The transponder would tell meif you were dead and it has not.
Therefore you are not dead and are capable of responding to me. Butterfly!”

“Here,” | croaked. “Shut up.” And let me bleed to death in peace and quiet. .

The room was burning; the kind of low smoky fire you get dis-charging afew plasma-packetstoo
many at acombustible surface. | smeled the winy rankness of burnt tile and the homey smell of cooked
meat.

“Butterfly.” Just to let me know Paadin’ d appreciate a explanation at my earliest convenience.
“Héllflower dusted M oke Rahone. Hurt me, bai, not too bad.” Liar.

Getting to my feet wasamagjor event and started me choking again. | was il holding my
blood-covered blaster in my left hand. Therewas ared light flashing on and off over the open back way
out. | sat back on the edge of the desk and wondered if | really wanted to walk that far.

“Butterfly, you are not dl right. What isthe extent of your injuries, and what isthe current status of the
dMayne?’

“Dead, and he got me through the wrist with some kind of spike.” Which was going to have to come
out before | went anywhere or I’ d be dead; there was no way | could get a pressure bandage on that
wrigt with the spikeinit. And if the hdllflower lifetaker had backup waiting downbelow, I’ d be dead

anyway.
“Didyoukill im?

Trugt Paly to fix on theirrelevant. “Course not. He died of pure melancholy and displeasure, like they
say inthe talkingbooks.” That brought on another spasm of coughing. Paladin waited until | finished.

“Y ou will have to bandage your injury and get back to the Star-castle. Can you walk that far?’
“Piece of cake.”
| stood up and the ground rock-rolled on invisible gimbals. | sat down again and pulled out my vibro.

“Isthere something you are not telling me about the Situation, Butterfly?” Someday, somehow, I'd be
ableto get my hands on Paladin. The thought made life worth going on with.

“Building’son fire. Now shut up while | cut this damn spike loose.”
HH#

It takes about half an hour to bleed to death from a severed hand, depending on your body mass. |
was alittle better off than that: only one or two veinswas nicked. If | could stop bleeding now, I'd be
fine. If | couldn’t, in afew hourstops |’ d be unconscious and helpless and redl, real noticesble.

| cut my wrist open some more using the vibro real gingerly and pushed the spike rest of the way
through. It was all barbs and curves,; brittle and vibro-sharp, and watching it squish through made me fedl
sck. Whenit wasout | felt light and hollow. Shocky. Not good.

| took off my jacket and my shirt and sawed the shirt into strips and wrapped it around my wrist until
the fingers went numb. I" d have to shoot left-handed if | ran into trouble, but it' s atough galaxy out there
and I’d manage.



“Areyou finished?’ That was Pdly, dl sweetnessand starlight. “Yeah.” | did my jacket back on
without too much trouble. By thistime the room was full of smoke. | headed over to the back door and
looked out. All there was was dark.

“Brother Rahone' s back way out is some kind of dropshaft, looks like. Going out that way. ‘ Flower
might have backup down on the street -it was a hdllflower | think opened up Rahone and stuck some
kind adMayne gimcrack into him too. Gang-war?’

“Moke Rahone has no record of affiliation with KroonVannet or any of his competition. Neither ishe
on record with the Azarine Guildhouse as hiring an dMayne or any other bodyguard, athough the
agreement need not have been registered there. Did the Mayne speak to you at al?’

“Oh, sure; we had lovely chat. A’ course, since | don’t speak helltongue we didn’t exchange too many
viewsbefore | blew hislegs off.

Pdadin shut up, and | used the quiet to work up my nerve. | could try to get out through the front, but
if the hellflower had backup there was adightly better chance of losing him if | went out through

Rahone' s hidden escape route. | tossed afew thingsinto the shaft and they floated enough to make me
sure it was a powered drop. Then | stepped out.

| fell faster than | wanted and the jar when | landed made it so | couldn’t breathe for aminute. | shook
the stars out of my eyes and looked around. The dropshaft had took me to Street level in the back of the
Danbourg Strail. Therewas no hdlflowersin Sght. | leaned againgt the wall and tried to look hedlthy. If |
logt it here | wouldn't need bellflowersto finish me; there' s brat-packs and priggers and al kinds of
marginadsin placeslikethis.

And Pdadin couldn’t even send afloater-cab for me unless| could get asfar asthe planned part of
Borderline on my own. They don’'t go outsideit.

“What about Tiggy?’ | said to kill time whiletrying not to faint. “ Joyous reunion of missing heir with da,
galaxy rgoices?’

“Nothing of that sort has been transmitted on any of the informa-tion bands | can access, public or
restricted. | find this somewhat pecu-liar.”

Terrific. “I find it lots peculiar. Bodywarp fetch-kitchens admit sweet babby che-bai unmourned
long-logt?’

“I sad no information, Butterfly-including admissonsto medicd facilities of any dMayne, clandestindy
or otherwise. And you said you had no further interest in VValijon Starbringer.”

“Have every interest in him making big public arrival splash and getting me off hook,” | reminded him.

My makeshift bandage was aready squishy with wet, but | could afford to bleed like that for awhilesif
| had to. | started feeling better enough to think | wasn't going to die tonight.

“We provisoned and reedy to lift?’

“ Firecat’s supplies are at the docking ring. As soon asthey are aboard, we are ready. Life-support
sysemsare fully charged. Do you wish meto cdl for clearance now?’

“Ne, che-bai. Think Dommie' swatching too close. But order areal good medkit to add to our stuff, if
you can find one. Will get mysdif right at the Starcastle and be back to Firecat by horizonfdl. We're
q)Ide,.L”

“I hope 0, Butterfly. Good luck.”
It was till early evening. | hadn’t been inside with Rahone and Brother Hellflower haf an hour, if that.
HHH#



Insert #6: Paladin’sLog

The modern day isatechnology of clumsy indegancies. Limping ,ind meta-poor, it scorns efficiency in
deference to half-remembered wonders entombed in the Inappropriate Technology Act-a catal og of
[hings the moderns cannot have and so declare undesirable.

If thiswere the Federation, none of this would have happened. Not only would Butterfly have been
safein abreedery, if she had not been | could smply have activated my remote maniples and physicaly
assisted her. For that matter, if such creatures as hdllflowers had existed during my first life, it would
certainly have been impossible to misdentify any of them. Federation citizens wore subcutaneous
implants with the necessary information micro-encoded in crystd.

But even if the Phoenix Empire were willing to use implants, the technology for the micro-encoding no
longer exigts, lost with so many other thingsin the pointless war againgt what its survivorscal Libraries.
But | digress.

It might have been a coincidence that an aMayne wasinvolved in the murder of Butterfly’ s client, and
then again it might not. | dispatched afloater to wait for Butterfly at the point that she would cross over
into Borderline OId City, and began tracing the Borderline computer network to seeif it was possbleto
access adata-gathering port in her location. Thevital Sgnstransmitted to me by her Remote
Transponder Sensor indicated that Butterfly was weak, but capable of reaching the floater under her own
power. There was nothing further | could do for her at the moment. | devoted more of my resourcesto
another problem.

Wherewas Vdijon Starbringer?

Theidentification that | had forged for him had successfully passed him through the port gates afew
minutes after heleft Firecat. From his actions upon leaving Butterfly, he would seem to have had a
degtination in mind, but from the moment heleft the port neither “ Aurini Goldsong” nor Vdijon
Starbringer entered into any data transaction with the Kiffit/Borderline Central Data Net.

Perhaps he had discarded hisfalse ID. And had | been hasty, even jealous, in attempting to discard
him?
Butterfly must be returned to the human world from which | have taken her, and it must be donein

such away asto assure her of prosperity and safety. The protection of an dMayne GreatHouse,
properly handled, could guarantee both.

Valijon could reasonably be expected to cooperate in my plans, but only if 1 could find him.
And only if hewere not trying to kill Butterfly now.
HH#

They picked me up just inside the Grand Bazaar and didn’t care who knew it. | glanced back when |
twigged and saw two hellflowers-a head taller than everybody e sein sight and hair like hammered
platinum. And confident. Redl confident.

| somehow didn’t think sweet reason was going to have much effect on them. Told Pdadin theglad
news. He didn't say much.

Once |eft the Bazaar I’ d be an easy mark-easier, isto say. And for al | knew they waslegit heat and
had the legitimates on their side. But I’d been in the Danbourg Strail, and | didn’t think so. And | didn’t
think they was going to put me down easy if they got their hands on me, ether. Then | looked around and
saw sdvation.

| dowed down and waited for the garden club to catch up with me, and while | was doing that | purely
accidental cameto astop by a cookshack. The owner was deep-frying something unidentifiablein
severd litersof liquid grease and offering it to the hel pless fellahim that wandered by.



“How much for to buy your kick, che-bai?’

| repeated it in acouple of dialects, cant, and patwa, before he got the idea. He named afigure and
laughed.

“Butterfly, are you thinking?’ Paladin sounded more worried by that than he had by anything so far
tonight. “1 am tracking you in the Grand Bazaar. | will counterfeit acivil disorder there, and when the

Peacekeepers move in you can escape safely. All you haveto dois” “Ne, let be, I'minspired,” | said.

| put credit plagues on the counter side-by-each and watched the cookshop owner’ s eyes bugout.
Then | watched the hdllflowers. They saw me see them and thought it was afine joke. One of them was
femae; both together was pretty as hunting birds and just asfar from human. | stood flat-footed and
watched them come.

The owner scraped up his credit and started to leave. | grabbed a handful of his shirt and stopped him.
Just et them get alittle bit closer and he could go where he wanted. After they was set. After they was
committed.

Just atad bit closer, kinchin of the Void.
HHH#

Y our basic blagter isalovely toy-Pdadin saysit contains the basic technology for our entire culture.
That means given aworking blaster, smarts, and lots of free time, a person could deduce and build
everything from highlinersto palaceoids.

You see, ablaster don't throw ainert projectile. Blaster firesittybitty controlled fusion reaction
wrapped in amagnetic envelope. Unwrap it, and al you have saflash of light. But let the envelope hit
something, and dl that heat and force comes out dong the rupture-line in a coherent directed star-hot
pulsethat isonereason I'velived to be asold as| am. Fusion reaction + magnetic bottle = culture.
Smple

HH#

The hellflowers split up when they reached the cookshack and started coming around it from both
sides. | dropped the cook and he started running. Then | drew my blaster and fired at the deep-fryer.

The grease had been hot. Now it was incandescent. It exploded in aboiling firebal over my head and
going west, and | snapped off a shot at the hellflower as hadn’t been flash-fried and ran:

Two down. How many more? And would Prettybird #2 follow me or stay with her well-done partner?

| cut off High Street as soon as | could, and two turns had melost in the back street warren. | wanted
height; I’d aced one ‘flower by not being where he expected; why not do it twice?

No joy getting onto the roof one-handed but | managed. | felt safer here but it wasn't going to last. |
was sweating hot and cold at once and my hands was shaking so hard | couldn’t shoot myself in the foot
tosavemy life.

“Butterfly, what have you done?’

I could see smoke rising over the Grand Bazaar. Somewhere down there-if | was lucky-wastwo
cooked hdlflowers, and probably a crowd giving ainaccurate description of the crazy stardancer to
assem-bling legitimates at this very moment. So | needed to stop looking like a stardancer, or at least
get back to where they was thick upon the ground. And right now | didn’t even think | could stand up.
“Butterfly, are you there?’

“Someday, Paly, you going to tell mewhere and t' hell elsewould | be?* Sponder’ sin my jawbone,
too reet?”’



Heignored that. “What happened?’

“Two more ‘flowers. Dead, | think. What do they want with me, Paly?| didn’t frag their kinchin-bai-*
“Stay there,” said Paladin, so | did.

it

| don’t know where he stoleit, or how he madeit fly outside of the New City grid. And it was
probably as conspicuous as hell, but right now | didn’t care. The floater touched down on my rooftop
and | pulled mysdf ingde.

“Back to Firecat, Paadin. We gone.” To hell with Moke Rahone' s cargo. If hellflowers wanted me, |
wanted out.

“I don’'t think that would be wise. Thereisan unknown person here a Firecat. | believe he must have
used your last ddlivery as cover. Heis between your supplies and the docking ring firewall.”

“Oh, bai, needed to hear thet, forbye.” My hand felt like it be-longed to somebody else, and | felt
limper than asmple evening’ s brawl would cover. “ Starcastle?’

“It seemsthe safest choice. Y ou can tend to your injurieswhile | attempt to discover who iswaiting for
you here”

| lay back and let the breeze blow over me. Whatever it was | wasin the middle of, | wanted out.
Gang-war? Nighttime men don't frag stardancers.

Hdlflower honor? Only hellflower | knew was Tiggy Stardust, and Tiggy his own sdf hadn’t known
where | was going in Borderline. He hadn’t looked like he cared, neither, true-tell.

Fenrir? Why would Fenrir want to hire somebody to kill me when he could do it himself for free?
Nothing | could think of made any senseat al.
H#

It wasthe middle of Kiffit'sdark period, and good little fellahim were buttoned up in their racks. |
could tell when the floater hit wondertown by the way the streetsfilled up. Nobody paid me or my blood
no nevermind when | got out at the Starcastle.

Maybe there are bars that won't sall you an Imperid battle-aid kit dong with abox of burntwine, but
I’ve never been in any of them. | clutched the box with the Imperia Phoenix on it to my bosom like hard
credit on payday and made it to my cubie on habit alone.

Somebody’ d been here. | rolled the door back and the first thing | t hought was there was no point to
come back here because I’ d been set tip. But Paladin could hear inside and said there wasn't anybody
here.

| barred the door again and blanked the windows and decided it was just atossing and farcing. But my
lockbox was till cherry, and the rest of my kit was all there, spread from core to rim by somebody who
had no interest in mereworldlies.

Then | saw the coin, and what it put into my system amost made the battle-aid kit unnecessary.
it

Asprevioudy noted, dl members of the Azarine Codlition have thar little quirks. Y ou can noodle the
aMaynein the street by the way helivesinaworld al hisown and carriesaknifeto help him do it. Fdlix,
now, are rea organized-they form companies, wear matching uniforms, and are cuter’ n hell. Dedicated.

Ghadri areindividuaists. They got another rea recognizable geno-type-short, wide, and
overmuscled-file their teeth, tattoo their faces, and work in groups of five. They'refound in High Jump



crews, specid weapons merc teams, and-more’ n any other Coalition race-assassins. Ghadri are solid on
the credit standard, got no honor | ever heard of, and like to coast on their rep. It' |l stand the weight.

Hirt

| picked up the coin. It wasround, meta, thick; greasy to the touch and unstable, like it was liquid
ingde. Ghadri liketo pay you off to stay out of their way. | was being paid off. Oricachun coin’d redeem
inany Azarine Guildhousein the Empire for a bribe indexed to the impor-tance of the job the Ghadri
were doing. | could even check it there before deciding whether to accept.

| dropped it and dumped the battle-aid kit on the bed. “Y o, Paly, you there?’

“Asthe great philosopher of the deven-hundredth Y ear of Impe-rial Grace once said, where else
would | be?’

Right. “How’ s houseguest?”’
“Still there. And before you ask, thereis ill no report that Valijon Starbringer has been recovered.”

“Got problems of my own-Ghadri wolfpack tossed my crib and warned me off. Only didn’t tell me
fromwhat.”

“Perhgps from the same matter Dominich Fenrir wishesyou to avoid?’

| sat down on the bed next to the battle-aid kit and popped the locks. All that lovely illega battletech
glittered back a me.

“Ba, would lovefor to avoid it-tell mewhat.”
“Perhaps from meeting Moke Rahone?’ Paladin didn’t sound con-vinced.

“Wolfpack must’ ve been tossing this place about when Brother Rahone was getting illegdl
chop-an-channd. Even | am not dumb enough to warn body to not do something after they gone and
doneit.”

| pulled out some designer dkaoidsin thevid with the Intersign glyphs“Eat Me First” onit. Theroom
snapped into sharp focus and al the pain I’ d ever had went away.

“Imperid Armory, | loveyou,” | said out loud.

Battle-aid kitsis better than money some places; everybody wants what the Imperia Space Marines
carry into battle to make sure they carry onin battle. The metabolic enhancers alone are worth the price
of admission. | diced my makeshift bandage off and poured sterile wash over the wrigt, then disinfectant.

“So what we got hereis your common-or-garden three problems. Fenrir wants meto get lost, Ghadri
want meto stay out, and some hdllflowers diced Moke Rahone and just plain want me. And why isone
of the many things | don’'t know.” | wondered if my old sweetheart Silver Dagger was il on Kiffit, what
she knew, and what she'd tell. While | wastalking | squeezed out a dollop of dow-set molecular glue
and smeared it dl over the holein my wrist. That started it bleed-ing in good earnest again, but ina
minute or so it wouldn’t matter. | hunted around in the kit for the right Size pressure-sedl adjustable
biopak.

“Do you havethe ‘gimcrack’ you removed from the body?’ Paladin wanted to know at that
inopportune moment.

“Uhje. S here. Justaminnit.” The biopak went on like aglove; wrapped my wrist and pam and | eft
fingersand thumb free. | set it in place and flipped the switch. It settled in with ahuff of air and a
compression that hurt even through “Eat Me Firet.” | waited until the built-in timer turned green and then
drank what wasin the “ After-Fix” bottle. When that hit | couldn’t fed the wrist anymore. So | pulled out
the wand and described it for Paladin.



“I cannot be certain without seeing it, Butterfly, but what you seem to be describing isa pheon - an
aMayne vendettawand.”

Paladin spends his spare time knowing everything about every-thing.
“So Rahoneinsulted ahellflower?’ | hoped.
“No.”

“Pdly-che-bai, has been long night and is going to belonger one, and I’m sure and t” hell not going to
play Twenty Questionswith you.”

“The pheon, “ recited Paladin the way he does when he’ sreading something else, “or aMayne
vendettawand, is normally only employed among the dMayne, the Gentle People, themsdves. The
pheon may be engraved with from one to seven rings. One ring indicates that the subject of the vendetta
isasoleindividud, saven ringsindicates that the subject’ s entire family to the seventh remove of kinshipis
to be diminated. Outsde scholars generally agree that formd initiation of the vendetta occurs when the
designated subject sees the pheon, which iscommonly presented in the ritually-murdered body of a
servant or de-pendent of the subject. This servant is, however, considered not subject to the rules of
vendettaand reprisalsfor hisor her murder may be exacted irrespective to the progress of the vendetta.

“It iscongdered extremely bad form in high aMayne culture to begin a vendetta antecedent to the
formal presentation of the pheon, which digplay isthe sgnd for the commencement of the stylized
hodtili-tieswhich mark the highest flowering of-*

“Fap,” | said, looking at the wand. Up near the dry end it had agroove carved in deep, al the way
around. Onering vendetta. Just me. And meant for me, if Paly wastrue-telling, not for Rahone.

“Tiggy wasredly mad?’ | suggested. But he didn’t know where | was going on Kiffit, and besides. . . .
“But | ain’'t hdlflower, Pdly.” “In certain rare cases vendettawill be declared against non-al-Mayne.
Such declarations nearly dways occur in conjunction with acrimina proceeding initiated by aMayne
under the laws of the Codex Imperador. If the subject has committed no act illegal under the Codex
Imperador, he, or more commonly, his estate, can prosecute the entire matter as-*

“I got anew rap on mel don’t know?’

That got Paadin to shut up while he checked the hot-sheet traffic that had come in to Kiffit over the
last two weeksand | tried to think of something I’d doneto ahellflower that was actudly illegal.

Kidnapping.
But Tiggy didn't know where | was going, dammit. . . . “Nothing, Butterfly.”

Wéll, scratch that idea. There was abig supply of metabolic en-hancersin the aid-kit; | reached for
them and hesitated. Better not. | didn’t need them if it wasjust a matter of boarding Firecat and having
Paladin Thread the Needle for me.

“Nevertheless, the probability is higher that you are being pursued by Vdijon Starbringer’ sretainers
than by agroup of unreated aMayne. It would also explain the ease with which you e uded them.”

“ Easel”
“If the aMayne who. pursued you had been professiona killers, you would be dead now, Butterfly.”

If they’ d been professiond. If they hadn’t been cocksure and over-confident against a poor helpless
chaudatu. If two of them’d come into Rahone' s office instead of one. | ran my hand over the biopak and
shuddered.

“Any news on the boyfriend out at Firecat?”

“He has moved out of range of the hatch pickup, which isthe only component of Firecat’s externd
sensors useful in aplanetary atmo-sphere.”



“In other words, no.”
“I believe| sad that, Butterfly.”

| was starting to get hungry, now that | knew | was going to live, but there was things more important
than food. | went and pulled the lockbox out from where the Ghadri had shoved it in their smash-and
toss. Moke Rahone' s cargo was Unddiverable As Addressed, and that meant al bets were off.

| put my thumb on the it glyph for “locked container” and it changed to “unlocked container.” | pulled
out dl sx densepaks, and split the first one open with the aid-kit scalpel.

“Holy Mother Night.” It was the big score for Brother Rahone dl right, and real too bad he didn’t live
to seeit.

“Buitterfly, you do redize that | have no way of seeing what you are doing?’ Pdadin said. | rubbed my
jaw.

“Oh. Sorry. Just found out what we was shipping. Lyricals.” Lyricas. Also caled song-ice, or
glory-of-the-snows. Little hya oid nodules, not much to look at. Y ou find them floating free in asteroid
belts, if you'rered lucky. Tap one, and it gives you pretty music. Set it up with the right exciter, and the
harmonics are enough to send you off to sweet dreams and many happy returnsfor aslong as your
batteries hold out.

The onel had in my hand showed arefracted star on its surface. | turned it thisway and that.
Sometimesit looked transparent. | tapped it.

No sound. So | tapped it again, and | could of been tapping Firecat for dl the ethereal music on offer.
“Onthe other hand,” | said to Paladin, “maybethey aren't.”

| opened the other densepaks. Seven stonesin dl-five big and two little, dl identical. None of them
rang worth adamn.

| held asmdl one down on the table with surgica tongs-tricky, with the biopak-and cut it open with
my vibro. It was solid. “ Paladin, tell the wicked darktrade ‘ legger what you get when you dice open a
Lyricd.”

“Firdt: touching avibroblade to the surface of the Lyrica gem will cause aunique mdlifluous chiming.
Second: the center of the gem -spheroid is composed of adistinctive hexagona honeycomb, black or
iridescent in color-*

“And what Gibberfur was shipping from Wanderweb was fakes.”
There was a pause while Paladin thought about this. “ Counterfeit Lyricas?’ said Pdadin.
“Not even. Bad fakes. Solid and don’t ring. Stopped me half-sec-ond-expert even less.”

I might still have to square it with the Guild for not losing my kick to my Destination-of-Record, but on
the other hand, who was going to lodge a complaint? Rahone?

“That makes absolutely no sense,” said Pdladin crosdy. | could sympathize.

“Unlessthey’ re something else tricked out to look like Lyricals. But | doubt it. And y’know? | don’t
care” Getting off planet’ d make everybody happy-why not do it? With luck I d never know why | had a
oricachun, what Fenrir thought’ d make me hedthy, and if | could add another hdllflower scap to my taly
and live through the experience. “1 am going to go downstairs and get something to est, and the minute
you tell methe coast is clear | am going to scuttle back to Firecat like agood coward and be
gone-dong-gonesofad. . ..”

“Butterfly, | can see the person behind the crates at the docking ring now. It isValijon Starbringer.”
Tiggy?“What' shedoing?’



“I do not know. He seemsto be injured.” Hurt’ d be nothing init once | got my hands on him, him and
his three-ring-circus vendettas. “And, Butterfly, | think heis being followed.”

But if hewas being followed. . . . | sat and laborioudy rearranged some preconceptions.

The hellflowersin the bazaar couldn’t be connected with Tiggy, because if they was, hewouldn't be
back at the port, done, injured, and followed.

If there was a vendetta againgt Tiggy (reasonable), why had | got-ten the wand?
And if the wand wasn’t meant for me, why was so many people out to get me?

| dumped the false Lyricalsin various pockets and dragged my jacket on again. Then | flipped open
the aid-kit and took out adouble dose of enhancers. They probably wouldn't kill me. I could aways buy
anew liver.

“I"'m going to the port.” | popped the wafersinto my mouth. They were too swest, then too hitter.
“Butterfly, are you quite sure that iswise?’

The enhancer battledrugs hit, and in therush | felt like | could just pick up the Starcastle by the ears
and heaveit over the next ‘flower as came my way. | felt wonderful-like a Gentrymort what’ d had her
hed-ing factor and metabolism stepped up by two: waterproof, shockproof, dust-resistant, and fegling no
pain wherever glycogen reserves are sold. | was poetry in motion, al right.

“No. But he cameto mefor backup, Paly.”



6
Smoke and Ash

| left the beautiful Elephant and Starcastle with abox of burntwine in one pocket, blaster in the other,
and enough junk jewery to buy part-sharesin Firecat’ s maintenance contract tucked here and there. |
ig-nored the chemica blandishments singing sweet savage starfirein my mid-brain; | had three more
doses of enhancer with meand if | had to take al of them I’ d probably have more problems than just
being dead could give me.

Right now | ought to be sitting in some fancy bathhouse in wondertown, watching the gravity dancers
and getting al my sins ab-solved by something pretty. Oh yeah-and counting my payoff from Moke
Rahone. Instead, | wastorn up, hopped up, racked up, and walk-ing into what was dmost certainly a

trap.

What had Tiggy Stardust run into that was so bad a hdllflower couldn’t handleit? | ate glucose and
tried to keep an eye out for stray assassins.

Hit

| didn’t go in through the main gate. | swung wide around the Company end of the port. It was empty
except for one big highliner adl floodlit and toplofty. | dso sugarfooted around where they parked the big
Indie shipswith their crews of anywhere from thirty up, whole families and poor relationsincluded. After
I’d cleared them too, | walked dong the outside of the fence to wherethey let gypsesand cdestids
dock. Little ships, old ships. Shipslike mine.

The lights wasn't as bright and the service wasn't as good down here, and the fence was lower.
Dominich Fenrir knew something.

More n that, he knew | was coming to Kiffit before | got here. That thought stopped me cold, and |
faded back into a doorway to giveit alittle room. The buildings a ong the fence was condemned,
derelict. A good placeto think while looking over what was out on the field.

I’d only been downside an hour today when Fenrir came by. He' d known | was coming and he
thought he knew something ese. Some-thing profitable.

Something on Firecat? | chased the thought around awhiles and shook my head. It wouldn’t fit and |
couldn’'t makeit.

But Fenrir had known where | was coming from. He' d named my last port-which was not the onein
my paperwork. Only Gibberfur there knew | was coming here.

Swest. Factor A goes halvsieswith bent Teaser and chouses his partner Factor B out of mondo valuta
when Teaser steals cargo from stardancer. It'sasad old story.

The only trouble with it was that Gibberfur’ d given me fakesto freight. Fakes, locked up redl extra
specid, in acase he could be pretty damn sure any Gentry-legger’ d refuse to take-.

| wanted to pursue that little thought, but something distracted me. | t was aflitting gray ghost shape
moving between ships on the other Side of the fence. | saw another one drift by just in front of me; he hit

The fence with a ping-bang-boing and went over it just like | was plan-ning to. | caught the glitter of
expensve heat as he moved.

Oh, itwasladies day at the Azarine Codlition, dl right. I’ d just seen two Ghadri-sweep men coming in
from a Ghadri wolfpack.

I could think of only one reason they’ d want dl five of them in place before moving up.
“Ghadri wolfpack after Tiggy, che-ba,” | told Paladin. Then | moved too.



I hit the fence fast and noisy, with the battledrugs singing encouragement in my veins. The sound my
boots made hitting the ground on the other side echoed dl through the parked ships. Didn't see anybody.
| didn’t expect to.

I ran from cover to cover down theline until 1 got to alikely- looking Free Trader and did behind her
firewdl. Within class, they dock shipsby size at Imp Ports. Not too many ships Firecat’s Szein dock,
usualy. Shewas next, and there was along empty space between the Free Trader and my Best Girl.

I could see hoses going from her belly back to hookupsin the firewall, and abunch of crates stacked
around her ramp all armed to go off if they was burglared, and not awholelot else. | couldn’t see Tiggy
or any of the Ghadri. With the noise I’ d made showing up, | was pretty sure the Ghadri’ d want to make
sure of me beforetrying to finish him. | fumbled in my flight jacket for the oricalchun and threw it out into
the open space. It bounced on the crete with asweet ringing sound. | knew what it wastrying to buy,
NOW.

The sound seemed to hang in the air, giving me the chance to think about what | was doing. Stupid. I'd
been riding my luck to get thisfar. Pally’ d been right-the *flowers I’ d dusted in the Grand Bazaar were
amaeurs.

These Ghadri were pros.

“I count three, Butterfly. One on top of Firecat. One on the ground between your position and here.
Thethird oneisunder Firecat’s ramp,” Pdadin sad through my implant.

But we was playing on my turf, with my rules, and my backups. “When | givetheword, | want a
digtraction. Something bright and noisy.”

“Cando.”

| started circling around. There might or might not be a Ghadri out there using the same cover to circle
back. If Pdly said he counted three, that’ s what there was. But Ghadri ran in fives. Was more sweeps
gtill out? Or had Tiggy dusted some? How bad was he hurt? Could | count on him for backup?

It wastoo quiet. Therewas acity of several million lost souls not three hundred meters thataway and
we could of been in the Ghost Capita of the Old Fed for al you noticed them. | wondered where Port
Security was.

| scuttled on knees and fingers and could hear every noise my boots made and bet the Ghadri did too.
| wondered if hewas going to let me get dl the way to my ship free and clear. Then there was ascuffling
rush and he jumped me.

I hit the crete with my face and rolled enough to give him aboot in the belly. He wuffed and waded
back in. No blasters-1 should of fig-ured the Ghadri wouldn’t want anything showy. Hetried to unscrew
my head and | gave him my biopak to chew on and what he did to it probably would of upset me except
for those nice battledrugs. Ghadri file thelr teeth.

Then he was on top and settling in. | let Brother Abriche-bai bang me against the crete until he got
bored, and when hedid | did my vibro into him and rummaged around. He wasn't expecting meto be
that strong. Better living through chemigtry.

Everything dmost but not quite hurt. | pushed the body off my chest and nicked histhroat to be sure.
The blood came dow, in theway that said there was no pump behind it.

| turned off the vibro and dipped it back into my boot. | was damn lucky | hadn’t torn atendon loose.
Y ou could cripple yourself with metabolic enhancersif you got careless.

| got up and tongued another enhancer tab. The world was painted in shades of black. There wastwo
more Ghadri killers out there, and if | got them both I’ d have three bodies to explain by morning and a
dim view taken by the authorities of self-defense.



“The one beneath Firecat ismoving toward you.”
“Oke, brother. Come and dance with Mama,” | said under my bresath.

The Free Trader behind mewas till dark. Her crew must be away in the wicked city-no wonder the
Ghadri and me had the world to oursdlves.

| couldn’t see him but | knew he was coming. | gave him long enough to get halfway here.

“Hitit, Paly,” 1 said, and did my hand down over my left blaster. All Firecat’s docking lightswent on
and her proximity klaxons sounded. The Ghadri was closer than | thought. | caught him twicein the chest
even S0, which was pretty good |eft-hand shooting. Then the ship lights went out and | ran for Firecat
and hoped to get there before his partner recovered.

| dammed into the boxes at the foot of my ramp dightly too hard and sat down harder. Therewasa
scrabble on the hull. Dragged my blaster up to track on it, but there was aflash and sizzle of somebody
€l se shooting from behind the crates and what was | eft of the last Ghadri did down over the hull curve
and dropped damn near on my hoots.

Takingbooks always go on about “the horrible smell of cooking mest” after agunfight. They’ rewrong.
Y ou catch a plasma-packet front and center and al anybody’ s going to smell is charcodl.

HiHt

“Tiggy?' | said without moving. “It'sme. Y ou know-chaudatu what topped you out of Wanderweb?
I’m coming round these-here boxes now bye-m-bye. Would appreciateit if you didn’t shoot me.”

Got to my feet. Nothing hurt. | felt much too fine. | wondered how much I’ d be hurting without
chemically-induced euphoria.

Pdadinturned Firecat’s exterior lights back on low and opened the hatch. | went around al my
catch-trapped crates of food and water and air and hollyvids and there was Tiggy. He was leaning back
againg the firewall with the Estdl-Shadowmaker I’d gave himin hislap. He opened hiseyeswhen | got
there.

“Ea, chaudatu, | knew you would come back,” he said, real soft. Then hiseyesrolled up in hishead
and he clocked out.

Y eah, and hedso knew | had fusion for brains.

| got down and poked at him. He was still breathing, but the side of his head was sticky and hot. |
couldn’t see much in thislight, and nothing in color. He was wearing the same clotheshe' d left Firecat in,
and they wasin shreds. My fingers touched crumbling ash dong histhigh and | bit down hard on my
stomach and thought of the hellflower back a Rahone' s. | wondered how Tiggy’ d managed to get this
far tagged like that.

Hurt. Bad hurt and he’d madeit al thisway, over thefence and al, with three Ghadri wolves waiting
to pull him down. Running to the only one he knew on Kiffit that might help.

And | hadn’t been here.

| didn’t want to carry him anywhere, but | had work yet to do tonight and | couldn’t just leave him. So
| took Tiggy’ s handcannon and hisgodlost arthame away from him, talking thewholetimein case he
woke up, then | picked him up. He didn’t weigh quite as much as Firecat. | put him down careful as|
could on the deck in the hold.

| heard the sound of servomotors as Paladin manipulated internal sensorsto look-see. | looked mysdlf.
I’d seen worse, but not aive.
“Where' sthe god-damned medkit?’ Please let Pdadin have found one, and let it have been ddlivered,



and not stolen.

“The medical suppliesyou requested are at the foot of the ramp. Vaijon Starbringer isvery badly hurt,
Butterfly. Even ahdlflower may not be ableto survive such injury. Call the Guildhouse now and turn him
over tothem.” The RTStickled, but neither of us had any intention of running Class One High Book
through external speskers.

“No.”
“It was what you were going to do thismorning. If he dies be-fore--*

“Who sent the Ghadri?” The oricalchun proved they’ d been hired. They’ d been after Tiggy, and
warned me off. But no one knew Tiggy would be on Kiffit. Even Gibberfur didn’'t know that.

Pdadin got dl set to argue some more and then changed hismind. “Find their ID and | will tell you
who they are, Butterfly.”

HiHt

| went down the ramp and brought up the older brother of the kit I’ d bought at the Starcastle. It was a
fidd-medic skit, and it held enough stuff to stock my own surgery. | dugged back aquart of glucose out
of it to give the enhancersin my systerm something to chew on, then | gave Tiggy everything | could find
to get him. right. He d lived thislong, he' d haveto live alittle longer on hislonesome: | didn’t havetime
to work on him right now. When I’d done al the quick things | could do for him | went back outside.

| found the kiddy I’d knifed and the one I’ d blasted. | took their ID and brought the bodies back to
Firecat and piled them on top of the onethat Tiggy'd iced. My clothes were soaked like I’ d been
ganding intherain, and it was dl blood. The docking ring looked like a butcher shop. For onelong
minute | serioudy consdered just walking away. No one could stop me. Even if they caught me they
couldn’t make me do what | was going to do next. I'd made alot of stupid promises about how | wasn't
never going to do thingslike thisagain. I'm adarktrader. It's clean honest work.

Andif | jibbed now it wouldn’t be just my neck, but Paladin and Tiggy's.
| got out my vibro and set it on the nearest crate.
Then | uncoupled the waste hose from Firecat and fed dl three Ghadri down it. In pieces.

I had some damfool ideait’ d buy me something not to have them found. If these three disappeared
their replacements d come alittle dower next time.

I made my right hand do the work, barely. And when I d finished the cutting | spent several dekaliters
of Kiffit water duicing down the docking ring. The stainsleft looked old.

And three Ghadri was gone without atrace. | hooked the hoses hack to Firecat and went inside.
Tiggy was awake again. He d got ahold of hissdearm and was pointing it at me.
“Go ahead,” | said. “Makemy day.”

“I had to be sure it was you, she-captain,” he said with the ghost of agrin. Helet go hisblaster and lay
back, panting.

“If I wasn't me, we' d both be dead. Ship goeswhen | do, remem-ber?”’

| stripped off my clothes and threw them down the disposal. The boots and blaster-harness I’ d been
wesaring was salvagesble, just. Therewas blood al around my nails.

“The Ghadri,” Tiggy sad.
| took the ID I d scavenged and put them where Paladin could get to work on them.
“Y ou got one, babby, | got two. Leaves two unaccounted for.”



“Dead.” Tiggy wasredl sure about that.

“The Ghadri are registered out the of ab-Ghidr School of Ghadri Main,” Paladin said. “Licensed as
mercenaries, speciadized as assassins. | am now checking records for Kiffit Immigration Control to see
when they arrived here, and what their purpose wasin coming to Kiffit.” And who hired them, Pdly,
don't forget that.

“Y ou have no ideawhat aload off my mind that is, hellflower,” | said to Tiggy. “Now look, che-bal,
you' re hurt bad. Got stuff here for to fetch-kitchen-for to medica you. People with Ghadri Abri-che-bai
af-ter them shouldn’t go to legit bodysnatchers, j€?’

“No doctors,” said Tiggy faintly. “Assassns.” His skinlooked shiny and tight.
“Butterfly, what will you doif hedies?’ | shook my head. Hewasn't going to die.

| unfolded and unfolded and unfolded the Imperid fetch-kitchen and got out the field medic manual.
“Help us both to stay breathing awhileslonger if maybe you answer some questions, Tiggy-bai.” And
more, it'd distract him. He' d be needing that with what | was about to do to him.

“If honor dlows.” He was breathing like therewasn't any air, with dl Kiffit out there free for the lungs.

“The Ghadri tactica group for which | have partia ID arrived on Kiffit from Tangervd fifty daysago.
Thethree killed here were Abric, Abwehr, and Abaris. It islogica to assumethat Abihu and Abriel were
killed by Vdijon Starbringer in Borderline as he hasindicated. The group’ s passage to Kiffit was paid by
Alaric Dragonflame, the dMayne who isthe head of the combined dMayne Embassy and Guildhouse
here. Once here, the Ghadrri tactical group took up residence in the d Mayne Guildhouse, a circumstance
which suggests they werein the employ of someone there; an unusud probahility if true. Alaric
Dragonflame sfather, Morido Dragonflame, isnext in lineto represent dMaynein the Azarine Codition,”
Paladin finished off, sounding sur-prised. I'm sure he meant it to mean something, but | couldn’t just now
ask what.

| started peeling Tiggy out of his clothes. Helooked like he d been thrown off of every roof in
Borderline, and that was just the small stuff. “ Remind me not to accept any invitesto your parties,
‘flower. You play rough.” Tiggy looked pleased. Poor lost kinchin-bal. His skin was gray under the
bronze-gold, cold and clammy to touch. | might be wrong about saving him.

But if the Ghadri had come from the Guildhouse that was the last place | could send him.

“From Imperid socia notes availablein the Borderline Main Banks, LessHouse Dragonflame seemsto
be afairly influentid member of one of the Chernbereth-Molkath GreatHouses. It is nonetheless
anomalous for the head of aLessHouseto riseto as high aposition in Imperia government as Morido
Dragonflame has done. dMayne LessHouses roughly correspond to planet-linked realholders, as
op-posed to-“ If it wasthe end of civilization aswe know it, Paadin’d want to tell me why and what.

| garted with Tiggy’ s head wound and went down from the top, cleaning and stitching as | went.
Saved the leg for last. Maybe he' d pass out by then.

The painease darted to take hold and his color got alittle better. The manua said no metabolic
enhancers before you finished cutting, hut it didn’t say why.

Wasit better to cut live bodies or dead ones? The Ghadri hadn’t I¢ It anything. Tiggy would. There
waan't enough stuff in thiskit to make him not.

“-Which makesit particularly odd that his son, Alaric Dragonflame, would be in such acomparatively
minor post, and off-planet in addition,” said Paadin, finishing up.

But if I hurt him enough, | might be ableto save hislife. He was watching me. | smiled.
“Aswe last |eft thrilling wonderstory, hellflower glitterborn-that’ syou, Tiggy Stardust-had pulled hest



on motherly High Jump captain- me-who took serious cop to spring him from Wanderweb gig.” Tiggy
unraveled that without too much trouble-guilty conscience.

“I had no choice. I-it was an honor matter. But you would not know of that.”

“Ne, not me. Am honorless chaudatu. Higna, even,” | said, findly remembering what the other
hellflower’ d caled me back a Moke Rahone's. “Been stiffed outtamy feoff, deivering farced kick to
officia dead person, but-*

“Higna? Y ou are not higna, alarthme. Two Ghadri are dead.” Tiggy found that funny until 1 touched
asore spot and he winced.

“Higna: prey. Alarthme: knifdessone. Chaudatu: nonperson. All words are aMayne Common
Tongue. Alarthme isaterm of respect applied to those who do not possess an arthame but are
nonetheless conditiondly people,” Pdadin said.

Chaudatu, higna, alarthme-aMayne had lots of namesfor idiot. “Y eah, only it’sthree Ghadri dead,
and maybe two more in Bor-derline, and we was just about to get to how honor mixed you in with them,
wonderchild.”

Mostly Tiggy looked like he' d been through a standard-issue brawl. Somebody’ d got close enough to
bite him once, and one place he looked like he’ d been dragged over something rough. Nothing broken,
but hellflower bones don't break easy.

“I killed the others. Two in the city. | haveto seemy cousinl” He was Sarting to wander alittle bit in
the head. He tried to get up.

“It'salong walk from here, dammit. Lay down, che-bai, or I'll clock you. Now we' re up to where
honor left you no choice so’syou did afade soon as Firecat made downfal. Where did you go?’

Tiggy tossed his head back and forth againgt the blankets I’ d put under him. His hair was rusty-pink
with blood | hadn’t tried to wash out.

“The House of Wadlls, the sacred enclosure. Whereismy arthame?’ He started fedling around for it
and some of the cuts I’ d closed started oozing again.

“Stopit. I'll getit. Liedtill, dammit.”

“Buiterfly, you cannot possibly intend to arm addiriousaMayne. Hewill kill you!” Pally sounded so
indignant it was funny.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” | muttered under my bregth. | got the knife out of his pile of bloody ragsand put it
in his hand. That quieted him down, but not Paladin.

“So | gave you the knife. So now you hold still and shut up and let me cut you. Je?” Maybe he d pass
out soon.

“Dzain’domere.” | started in on hisfest.

He' d been barefoot al day and it showed. | was sweeting from the battledrugs and Paladin turned
down the humidity in Firecat again. It helped some. Looked at Tiggy and he was till conscious.

“So you went to House of Walls” | prompted him. Whatever that was. “And then?’

“Alaric Dragonflame. He said | must go to the TwiceBorn chaudatu. | went away, and in the street
caled Sharp | was attacked by the Wolves-Without-Honor. Ghadri are no match for the Gentle
Peo-ple,” Tiggy finished with shaky satisfaction.

Gentle People. Figuresthat’ swhat hellflowers d call themsalves when they wasto home.

“Butterfly, Sharp Street isin the Azarine digtrict near the Grand Bazaar. Y ou passed it earlier this
evening, as you were going from the Elephant and Starcastle to the Danbourg Strail. The House of Walls



isthe dMayne Embassy and Guildhouse. The* TwiceBorn chaudatu’ Vdijon Starbringer mentions may
be the Imperid Court officidsin Borderline New City. If Vaijon was atacked in Sharp Street after
leav-ing the dMayne Guildhouse, he was heading away from New City.” Paladin’svoice had hisvery
best “thisis not an expression” expression.

Away from New City. On foot, in rags. Even | knew you didn't let relatives of the high-hegt go
wandering roundaround aone. They’d know who he was. aMayne Embassy’ d be ableto do a Verify on
Tiggy sooner than ingtantly.

Dammit.
| putitdl out of my mind for laters. *Y ou awake, Tiggy-che-ba?’

“I am awake, alarthme,” Tiggy whispered. His eyes had the glitter of pure exhaudtion. | gave him
some water and thelast of the painease | dared give him and made sure the extra pad under his head was
draight.

Damn hellflower congtitution. A norma person’ d be unconscious aready for what | was going to do
next.

“Look. You got tagged in the leg. Y ou already know how bad. Have to open it out and clean it before
| can wrap it, or you just going to get the Rot and die. It sgoing to hurt. Can use nerve-blocks, but if |
give you any more painease, you might not wake up. Compre? Understand?’

“Dowhat you mugt, alarthme; | will not disgrace my House. If | die, you will take my arthame to my
father?'Y ou will not let me die without walls? Please? Hetried to get up again. It wastoo easy to shove
him flat and his skin was cold and wet under my hand.

“I'll take your knifeto your da, Tiggy-bai, now shut up. Nobody’ sgoing to die.”” My free hand was
shaking, and the other one in the biopak was pretty useless. | pulled the sterile drape off the burn. Tiggy
was watching me to see what my face' d do, but | knew that dodge. “ Piece of cake,” | said, and looked
sncere about it. He relaxed some.

| set up the manua from the field kit to show me where to sink the nerve-blocks. They went deep and
held, but therewasn’'t aspina block. Not in afield kit. What idiot’d do mgor surgery with only afield
kit? | picked up the scalpd and started cutting.

HiHt

Most of the combat medicinein the Empireis aMayne-derived, Pdadin told me once. d Maynefixers
have thisideayou don’'t want to live forever, just awhile longer. Thefield-medic battle-aid kit Paladin'd
got would damn near let me rebuild Tiggy from scratch, and the manud had Intersign glyphsfor
everything from conservation amputation to deivering a breech-birth from amercin full powered armor,
but what the manua said for an energy-weapon burn this size and color was coke and wrap and evac to
outside body-shop for stabilization and repair soon as maybe.

Only I couldn’'t do that. | had to do what | could here, with what they’ d gave me.

Stabilizing a blaster-burn meant cutting out the radioactive char-coa from the burn site. | tried to forget
Tiggy wasdive.

Therewas atimer in the manua for asimple conservation amputa-tion procedure, and | st it. It ticked
away, measuring percentages and the likelihood of termination from surgica shock.

| cut down to blood, and sprayed to seal the veins, and cut and scraped and sprayed and cut. The
timer redlined, and | ignored it. The kit had abiopak that was big enough. | pulled one out, and spread
the tuff on Tiggy that the book said to, and dragged the biopak on and triggered it. The biopak huffed
closed, sedling him from groin to knee,



l‘ls_((
“Vdijonisdill dive, Butterfly,” Pdadin sad.

| crawled along my deck to Tiggy’ stop end and looked. He was breathing. He was out cold. He' d
bitten through hislower lip but he hadn’t made a sound.

| wiped the blood off hisface, gentlelike he could fed it. He' d have alimp when he woke up. If he
woke up. If helived. Adrenaine and enhancers made everything sing for me, white and cold. | pulled out
the nerve-blocks and mopped up more blood and then packed up what wasleft. | gave him glucose and
enhancers and everything like the manual said to. Then | covered him up and tried to stop shaking.

“You did agood job, Butterfly. He should live.”
“Youwish hewasdead.” | wanted something to hit.

“No. | wish no harmto Vdijon Starbringer. The fact that House Dragonflame is seeking to execute him
changes matters. But that can wait. Y ou should rest now.”

“No. Load and lift. Have to kyte, need supplies. I'm good for it.” | pulled the next to |ast enhancer and
ateit. | wondered if I’d fed it when the tendonsin my shoulderstore loose. Knew | wouldn't fed it when
my liver quit. It' salittle known fact that you can actudly kill yoursdf totaly dead if you run on
battledrugstill you field-strip your endocrine system. Paladin knew it. | knew he knew it. And he didn’t
try to argue me out of taking more.

Without what I’ d ordered | couldn’t lift: no food, no water, no air. Prices are lower on Kiffit than
Wanderweb; I’ d been running on empty to get here and Tiggy’ d wiped out my reserves. | had to get this
guff into Firecat if it killed me. | fetched and carried and dumped everything in awhich-way hegp on
Firecat’s deck. Mother Night her own self couldn’t save me from holing the hull if | had to lift before this
load was stowed and dogged.

My right arm was numb from the elbow down and throbbed like a broken tooth, even through the
battledrugs. There was Ghadri teeth marksin the biopak. One of these days |’ d have to pop the sedl on
that and see what was under there. But right now | was busy.

| stopped hafway aong to pop amed-pak but | couldn’t finishit. | remembered the burntwine I’ d
brought from Starcastle. The box was crushed flat but | had more in my supplies. The acohol burned off
asfast as| drankit. | didn’t fed anything. The world was al about loading the same supplies |’ d loaded a
hundred times, and up and down and up Firecat’ s ramp with Paladin prodding me every time | stopped.
And each time | brought aload up Tiggy was gtill dive, and every timel won-dered if Dragonflame's
legitimates was coming and I’d held us up too long, but | had to have this stuff or we couldn’t fly.

Pdadin told me over and over that Borderline was quiet and no-body was looking for us, but | kept
forgetting.
All that blood.

Without remembering what came between | was standing back by the firewall running Kiffit water
over me. | couldn’t see any crates.

“Butterfly.” From the sound of it, Paladin’d been trying to get my attention for along time.
H\b?!

“The supplies are loaded. Y ou ill have to stow them before you lift. Y ou will injure Vdijon if you do
not. Y ou need more medical sup-plies. Y ou don't have clearance. | will have to order additional supplies
and cdll for clearance and | cannot do that for five hours.”

| didn’'t likeit. I think if it had just been the clearance and more supplies | would have gone
anyway-which shows how coked | was--but | couldn’t lift without shifting cargo al over my deck. So |



stayed.

It was early. Pdadin gave melocd time and Hours Since Downfal both. | got abox of glucoseand a
box of overproof neurotoxin and mixed them and went and sat starclad on Firecat’s landing strut.

The breeze that comes before horizonfall dried me off and | sat and drank. | was beyond tired, and the
glucose made the enhancers Sit up and sing again.

Everything was quiet. The lights from Borderline washed the sky out gray. Wayaway you could hear
the keen and thud of cranes|oading some Company highliner with whatever Kiffit had to offer. Peaceful.
Normd.

“I got real problem, Paly-che-bai. Somebody don’t like hellflow-ers,” | said. “Don't like metoo,
seemingly.”

“Alaric Dragonflame, in the parlance, ‘set Vaijon up.” He con-vinced him to go to Borderline New
City on foot and aone, misdirected him, and sent Ghadri assassins, which he had previoudy hired and
was holding in reserve, to kill him. The same mercenaries, aware of the connection between you and
Vdijon Starbringer, attempted to warn you againg aiding him.”

“Por'ke?’ But why?

“Por’ ke Wanderweb hot seat go hdllflower for to chop-an-channd, jillybai?’ said Paladin in patwa,
sounding miffed. | shook my head a couple of timesto seeif maybe somebrain cells d jarred loose.

“Wanderweb Justiciary wanted to ice Tiggy because he dusted some hegt, Pdly, that’swhy. Nothing
to do with Dragonflame.” “ Granting VVaijon did indeed kill the Guardsmen involved, and reserving the
question of what caused the City Guard to accost him in thefirst place, why did not the Judticiary then
notify the Pledge Of Honor as soon asit had identified VVaijon Starbringer?”

“Pdadin, what t' hell had this got to do with Ghadri after Tiggy and glitterflowers after me severdmany
lightyears away? Or with Dominich Fenrir?’ | added for good measure. “Wanderweb Justiciary didn’'t ID
Tiggy. Wasin banks as Unknown aMayne ##01. | saw.” | tossed the empty box back insde Firecat
and rested my chinon my arms.

“It was not an accident that brought Vaijon Starbringer to the surface of Wanderweb,” Paladin said
flat out. “ Someone was attempt-ing to kill him there. Someone il is”

Hitt
Insert #7: Paladin’sLog

If Vadijon Starbringer had been identifiable on Wanderweb his life would have been in no danger. A
fine would have been paid-if neces-sary, a scapegoat executed in his place. Free Ports operate on the
profit motive. There could be no concelvable profit in allowing the desth of ,in Ambassadoria delegate
for any reason whatever.

Therefore he was not identifiable, and he could plausibly be ex-pected to withhold the information of
hisidentity. While standing hero-ic-dly mute againg adl questioners pals after afew years, itisa
beguil-ing pastime at fourteen.

Thelife of an honest citizen requires amass of documentation breathtaking in scope, yet Vdijon
carried none. The person who de-prived him of hisidentification before sending him to the surface of
Wanderweb was atempting to kill him.

Someone-either aboard the Pledge Of Honor or on Wanderweb- separated Vaijon from hisID and
waited for the inevitable (given the psychology of the alMayne) to happen. But this entity did not reckon
with the possbility of interference from a captain-owner who had both n ship in port and the capability of
suborning both the city computers and the Justiciary computersto effect Vaijon'srelease from prison. If



Butterflies-are-free Peace Sincere had not intervened, Vaijon Starbringer would now be dead on
Wanderweb.

| wasoriginaly mildly gratified to see Vdijon return to Firecat. The matter of setting Butterfly free of
me was not asimple one. For my plan to be practicable, she must be better off without me than with me.
If Butterfly could take Vdijon to hisfather, Kennor Starbringer would be indebted for his son’sreturn.
Hewould grant any boon, even to an Interdicted Barbarian. All that | know of the Empire indicates that
citizenship isavailable evento adicty for aprice. Citizenship paysfor al; if Butterfly acquired it there
would be no warrants against her.

And | would be gone.

No Library issafein the Phoenix Empire, nor any Librarian. For this plan to work, | must force
Butterfly to seek out the Pledge Of Honor without me.

Deciding how to do thiswasthe least of my problems. Deciding whether it should be done at adl had
become, with the discovery of the Ghadri complicity, more than academic.

Who would benefit from the death of Vdijon Starbringer-and how? From materia available eveninthe
undernourished Borderline bibliotek, | had the answer to that question.

When the son of Kennor Starbringer, Second Person of House Starborn and President of the Azarine
Coadlition, ismurdered, there are certain things Kennor must do to remain an dMayne.

All of them areillegd under the Pax Imperador.

If Kennor doesthem, he will be arrested by the Imperia Court, tried, and executed. There will follow
disaffection and upheaval on dMayne-and the appointment of anew Azarine Codlition delegate -Morido
Dragonflame, whose son is Grandmaster on Kiffit.

If Kennor does not do them, he will no longer be considered a-Mayne. He will be hunted down by
House Starbringer and executed -and the gppointment of the new Azarine Codition delegate follows.

It ispossible that Dragonflame isinnocent. He may have sent for the Ghadri as areflection of market
conditions on Kiffit. Butterfly and | had not yet reached Kiffit when they were sent for; the individua who
could predict and chart the collection of random factors that brought Vadijon to Kiffit would be far more
efficient than Dragonflame has proved himsdf to be.

On the other hand, it would be possible, though not smple, for Wanderweb Free Port to identify
Butterfly from her ship, and from secu-rity tapes made on the detention levels of Wanderweb Free Port
Judtici ary. It would be equally possible, though staggeringly difficult, to find who had most recently hired
her and what her destination was.

Itisat thispoint that alogical pattern grounded firmly on random chance beginsto break down.
Granted Butterfly’ sorigind involvement with Vaijon and her subsequent rescue of him as pure accident
and totally human coincidence-what happens next should follow logicaly from the factorsinvolved.

Scenario #1: Persons who wish to secretly murder the Third Per-son of House Starborn, failing in their
attempt on Wanderweb, track him and his rescuer to the Imperia Port of Kiffit, gambling that the
smuggler-captain will head there next to deliver the cargo they know she carries. Alerting their agentson
Kiffit-Dominich Fenrir and Alaric Dragonflame-they await the arrival of Butterfly and Vdijon. Fenrir
warns Butterfly not to involve hersdf, Dragonflame sends ns after Vdijon.

Why doesno onefed it necessary to murder Butterfly, awitnessto the plot, who may have been told
any number of things by Vdijon Starbringer and could a any moment attempt to contact Kennor
Star-bringer and tdl him what she knows?

If the dMayne that Butterfly killed and who attempted to kill her are assumed to be members of
Dragonflame’ s household, the complex-ities of the matter become even more farcica. Why were they



not sent after Vaijon instead? Surely dMayne would have been better equipped to ded with or defeat
Vdlijon Starbringer. Was Dragonflame engaged in acts so honorless that the members of hisown
household would refuse to participate?

| would give much to have been present on the occasion that Alaric Dragonflame, lord of an aMayne
LessHouse, told hisadMayne comites that they must declare high ritud vendetta upon an independent
freighter captain for no disclosed reason. | do not believe it ever occurred.

To explain the vendetta we must therefore abandon Alaric Dragon-flame and turn to House Starborn.

Scenario #2: alMayne aristocrats from House Starborn, attempting to save the Third Person of House
Starborn, track him and his abductrix to Kiffit. Determined to expunge the dight to the honor of their
House, they ritualy murder her client (uncovered through diligent searching on Wanderweb), declare
vendetta, and pursue her with lethal intentions. Y et no one fedlsit necessary to find and save Vdijon
Starbringer, at large in Borderline.

I hardly need to mention that neither scenario makes any sense. In Scenario One, Butterfly should have
been killed-by Ghadri assassins, by Fenrir, by any number of persons. In Scenario Two, the members of
House Starborn should have secured Vadijon Starbringer before doing anything further. If they thought
him deed, they should have attempted to verify it-by questioning Butterfly, not by sending akiller against
her who did not speak Interphon.

Of coursethisisred life and not atalkingbook mordity play. Thefactsthat remain are these:

An attempt was made to murder Vaijon Starbringer on Wanderweb by sending him aone and without
ID toitssurface.

An attempt was made to murder Vdijon Starbringer on Kiffit by Ghadri assassnsin the employ of
Alaric Dragonflame.

Ritual vendettawas declared againg Butterfly on Kiffit by un-known aMayne.

Dominich Fenrir, acorrupt customs officia with closetiesto the local nightworld, received advance
notice of Butterfly’ sarrival on Kiffit and attempted to solicit her cooperation in an undisclosed enterprise.
It isworth noting in connection with thislast that the Ghadri assas-sins a so attempted to solicit her
cooperation. One must assume her connection with Valijon is known.

But again we have an answer that is no answer. Assume for amoment that this one out of al the
myriad possihilitiesisthetruth. Isit smply an atempt by Morido Dragonflame to gain power in ahighly
dishonorable and non-alMayne fashion? It requires members of LessHouse Dragonflame to construct a
trap relying on an enemy’ s ad-herence to the same code of honor which they themselvesflout. Given the
racia psychology of the dMayne, thisisamost beyond belief.

Stll, we must believein the trgp and the assaullt, for we have proof of them. Thusthe question
becomes not “ Could House Dragonflame act in thisfashion?’ since we know that it can, and has, but,
“Could someone el se-someone non-alMayne-a so benefit from the replace-ment of the delegate to the
Azarine Coalition and have congtructed a scenario for House Dragonflame in which the actionsit has so
far undertaken would be consstent with a Mayne honor?’

There are many who might fedl themsalves benefited, but let usfor the moment redtrict oursalvesto
those capable of suborning members of GreatHouse Starborn, deceiving LessHouse Dragonflame, and
then bribing aFree Port into complicity. A Free Port isrun purdly for profit. Closing the landing facilities
coststhe owner a staggering amount of money for every ship turned away or inconvenienced. Todo sois
not reasonable behavior in the face of thetiny likeihood of the hunted felons using the facilities to escape.
But knowing Vdijon Starbringer’ strue identity, the unknown nwould know the landing facilities
were adanger area, and would act to close them.

Thelist of those who could do so is very short, and very near the Throne.



And very dangerous for Buitterfly.



7
Night’s Black Angels

So someone wanted Tiggy dead. | got that reet. And by any set of numbers, Alaric Dragonfiame was
bent. Fine.

But that meant there was't any place on Kiffit | could leave Tiggy. | went back ingde Firecat and got
dressed. Tiggy looked alittle better, but the hold wasamess and | had to dog the supplies down before
| lifted. | threw apile of bloody ragsinto the digposal and got out the dogging webs. Stow the supplies.
Get clearance. Go.

| was weary to the bone; ripe and stupid for the having. A Fenshee fancy-boy could have iced me
bare-handed, and my reflexes and judg-ment was coked beyond use. | had food and water and air
enough to take me and Tiggy 25 days worth of anywhere, and that was hafway to the Core. Only there
gtill wasn't any place off Kiffit I could take Tiggy. Coldwater was out; my nighttime man wasthere. He
wouldn’t like me dragging haf the Court to his doorstep, and his displeasure tendsto I)c fatd. Royd was
out; it was too dangerous to get to and the Pledge had probably aready |eft there. Maybe Tiggy knew
where she' d gone, but that wouldn't help meif she’ d gonetoo far Core-ward.

I needed dlies, and someplace to run, and there was noplace and nobody | could afford to trust. Not
with Paladin to protect; too. Nobody would hide aLibrarian and aLibrary.

Runwith Firecat, and lead the werewolvesto Tiggy. Lose Firecat, and Paladin was dead.
“Need one scenario with true-tell, Paly, not two. Hellflowersfor me or Tiggy?’

“If there were one explanation that explained everything, Butter-fly, do you sincerely believe | would
refrain from sharing it with you?’

“What?" My tongue felt boiled.

“Go to deep, Butterfly. I'll wake you when Firecat has clearance.” And my teeth il itched, dammit.
HH#

About athousand yearslater | findly got hungry enough to wake up.

| felt like | was made out of solar sails; light and huge and ready to collapse at an unkind touch. |
blundered around until | found water, and drank till my head was clear.

It wasdark in Firecat.
“Hatch.” Paadin opened it. It was dark outside.

But it was dark when | went to deep. “Lights,” | said. “Hatch.” The hold lightswent up and Firecat
folded hersdf back together again.

Tiggy wastwitching in hisdeep like he'd like to tossand turn and didn't have the energy. I'd put a
feederpak on him last night. It was empty and thefield kit only had one more. | hooked it up and hit my
biopak doing it. My wrist rang like abdll, but there was no painease left. “Hatch,” | said again, and this
timewent out through it.

Fromthe sky I’d dept at least aday. It was horizon-rise; the sky was red aswhat I’ d been covered in
last night. The watchlights was on and not doing much for anybody.

Firecat was still hooked up to Kiffit-Port Systems. There wasn't any blood around that | could see.
“Give”

“Dominich Fenrir has placed ahold order on Firecat.”

| leaned againg Firecat’s hull and thought about it for awhile. Pdadin isn't dumb. If there was



anything more urgent-like the Teasers coming for us-he' d of given it to mefirgt.
“Isthere somereason | should know,” | said carefully, “why you didn’t just reverseit?’

“I do not know when the hold was placed on Firecat,” Paadin started, taking the scenic route through
his explanation. “1t did not appear during any of my status or station-keeping checks. Asfor why | did
not reverseit clandestingly,” dramatic pause, “the traffic computer won't allow meto. Firecat’ sfile
contains anotation that this hold order isan *eyes-only’ clearance, and will have to be countermanded
manudly by the verified person of Dominich Fenrir himsdlf.”

I shook my head a couple of times, tried to rub my face with the biopak and came fully awake.
“Dommie gigged my ship?’ But Dommie wanted meto go away. Didn’'t he?

“I have activated the landline for Dominich Fenrir’ s place of resi-dence, but it does not seem to be
inhabited at thistime. Neither has he been to his office today. Therefore | thought it best to et you deep.
| have impersonated you and queried Departure Control through normal channels; they would appreciate
itif you would meet with Fenrir before you leave. Should | have taken off anyway?’ Paladin knew the
answer to that well as| did.

| made sure everything was topped up and started uncoupling Fire-cat’ s hookups one-handed.
“There smore.”

| dropped the waste hose on the crete and scared myself with the sound. “Tell.” | ill wasn't quite
awake; | needed more deep than I’d got and my nerves were jumpy. Mercs got asafe baseto goto
while the battledrugs wore off; | didn’t.

“The rokeach has been counter-offered for at Market Garden list. Accept?’

It took me moment to remember my so-caled purposeinlife. “ Sure.” | ressted theimpulseto givethe
rokeach away free, just to devalue Fenrir’ s purloined compkey more. “More?’

“Thereisan offer of employment for uslisted at the Guildhal.”
“Surethereis” Paly wasabarrd of laughsthis evening.

“It lists our class and registry number as provided to the trade board at the Guildhall. Thereis no doubt
that this ship and its captain--owner is meant.”

“Ignoreit. When | get hands on Dommie-*
“Buiterfly, the offer of employment isfrom Laage Rimini.”

Just what | wanted to complete my collection of trouble. A chance to mix it up with Silver Dagger. |
finished unhooking Firecat and went back inside.

i

But first aword from our sponsor, or, why the plucky Gentrymort didn’t just bust chops at Kiffit-Port,
blast wayaway into the up-an-out and ignore al hold orders. Kiffit’ sthe Outfar, after al. No tractors, no
pressors, no stasisfields. Not even aforce screen over the port.

But thisisRed Life.

Y our basic talkingbook freebooter blasts off in defiance of al the Imperial and locd regsfrom every
port helands at with the wicked-wickeds in hot pursuit, changes two numbers on hisregistry and
pro-ceedsto his next downfall, sweet and anonymous. No one bothers him. No one notices his ship, a
completely unique design painted with the jeweled likeness of the Goddess of Jugtice, which iswanted
from here to the Outfar and back to the Core with more Class-A warrants than Destiny’ s Five-Cornered
Dog, and when Hero-che-bai is done with his adventure, the Higher Powers square the rap on his
cheat-sheet and he goes hisway with apristine First Ticket and the galaxy open before him. Nuts.



Fact of life number one: dl Imperia Ports are the property of the Imperium. The Pax Imperador does
not stop at the edge of the atmo-sphere. Imperial Ports have a pretty good information-matching system
that is one so-called bennie of the Empire. In other words, you may run but you can't hide. Not
anywhere Imperiad Portsis sold.

Fact of life number two: breaking Imperia Port regs leads to auto-matic disbarment from use of the
Imperid Port facilitiestill the end of time or sx monthslonger, and the Empire owns al the portsthere
are, except Free Ports. You lose your First Ticket, period.

Fact of life number three: any ship looking like the ship they was|ooking for would be looked at redl
closefor the next whiles after anybody jumped Impie-Port like that. The Impswouldn’t go by the registry
number, either. They got some brains. They’ d check class-ton-nage-dockage-stowage-rating etcetera
and so forth: match the stats and search the ship.

Even with apristine-mint registry of Pally’srare device, | didn’t want to chance attention like that.
There' sadifference between trou-ble-but-worth-it and trouble, period.

Fact of life number four: the only interest the Higher Powers had in dicty-barb mewasto givemea
new career as an officia dead person, and even the undying gratitude of every hdlflower ever born
wouldn't be enough to change that.

Hitt
“Silver Dagger wants meto do bidness?’ | repeated.

Thiswould' ve made more sense if Silver Dagger didn’t want my entrailsfor garters over atroubleship
pitch I pulled for her ten years back. Rimini brokered it, me and Paly queered it. She never did forgive
me for being a better pilot than she wanted.

“The request was posted just after the rokeach was placed on of-fer, Butterfly. Hard copy of the
request was posted to Firecat. | wastoo busy to check before now.”

“Legit aboveboard offers of employment through Guildhal being rarein our line of work,” | finished.

| let Firecat take more of my weight and thought hard, like you do about something as complicated as
athree-legged tik in and out of half-a-dozen different sets of loca regulations figuring air and power and
cargo to make aprofit overal.

| wasred deep in something, | didn’t know what, and | didn’t have the down-deep belief any morein
the good numbersthat would let mewalk away aive.
My edge was gone.

I’d seen people break before. I’ d dways thought it was something you could help, not like something
being gone. But just like | knew | didn’t have six toeson my left foot, | knew | didn’t have the good
numbers anymore.

It wasn't that | was broke and hurting. I’ d been that before. And not knowing the play the oppo was
farcing was no news either.

But trying to keep Tiggy divewasgoing to kill me. | knew that as sureas| knew my luck was gone,
and explaining that to Paladin would haul as much cubic as explaining to goforthswhy they ought to work
when they’ re broke.

Butif | died, what happened to Pdadin?
“File Rimini under ‘amusing but trouble,” bai. T"hell with her, any-way. I’'m going to go see Fenrir.”

There was dso the matter that what Paladin’d figured out about Dragonflame Tiggy might too, even
without a City Directory built into hisbrain. | knew damn well what that’ d lead to, and Pdadin didn’t
have hands to keep him here with. | went back insde Firecat.



Tiggy waslooking pretty good for someone who' d been part dead ihe night before. | looked round
and found hisknife, and seded it up in one of Firecat’s bulkheads where hewasn't never going to find it
with out me. That should keep him put if hewoke up. If I cameback | could giveitto him. If | didn’t, we
wasal dead.

| opened my hotlocker to dress. Blasters and a vibro and a throw-ing-spike down the neck-the biopak
on my right wrist meant no hide--out strapped there, so | put another throwing-spike on the left wridt,
just for grins. Jacket to hide the silhouette of dl that heat, and afew surprises added, just in case. | could
stop on the way out and order more supplies. With painease to damp my wrist down to adull roar, |
could finish sowing everything.

“Buitterfly, al you are going to do is gpeak with Fenrir about the hold order?’ Pdadin sounded
downright suspicious. “Y ou will not at-tempt to murder Alaric Dragonflame, or provoke Silver Dagger,
or-“

“Trust me,” | said out loud, and that it didn’t matter if Tiggy heard. Was going to have to make him
trust me too, poor bai.

“Why isit that | do not, Butterfly?” Paladin asked, for my earsonly. | didn’t answer that. Therewasa
time he'd of been right, too, but it was sometime last night when | still thought | was going to live forever.

HiHt

| hooked Firecat up to the landlines again for data access before | went. The port shops fixed me up
with semi-licit feederpaks and clothesfor Tiggy, and | even got the drugs-they said “ generic” on the sedl,
al legd, but it was pasted right over the Imperia Phoenix. | put the Stuff by to pick up later and headed
on over to the beautiful downside Port Authority Building.

There was maybe four-five sophontsin place; the songbird and his alternate watching the traffic
computer, the Portmaster and an inter-changeabl e Peacekeeper. No TC& C officer. Dommie-che-bai
Fenrir wasn'tin.

None of the people there knew where Dommie was, and none of them wanted to know, and nobody,
plain to see, was going to interferein Dommi€ slittle games. Thisleft me a aminor what you may cdl
your basic disadvantage.

If | didn’t get off Kiffit | was dead Redl Soon Now.

If I blew Dommi€ shold order to get off Kiffit, the only way | could run was deeper into the
never-never, avay from the Pledge Of Honor .

If I tried that with Tiggy on board, he'd kill me.
HH#

The Elephant and Starcastle was right where | 1eft it-anice touch of continuity in an uncertain Empire. |
took abooth in the back and ordered al kinds of finest-kind glycogen-replacement munchies, it hav ing
been at least an hour since breakfast. Whilel ate, | tried to make everything make sense, from the cargo
of dud song-iceto the missing Teaser. It wouldn'’t.

The house gambler at StarcastleisaMoggie hight Varra-x meters of black fur and bad temper and
copper eyes like red murder. She had too many fingers and thumbsin the wrong places, but I never hold
something like that against a sophont.

She sat down at my table. The fur made it hard to see how she was put together, but | already knew
how shewasin afight.

“Giveagirl agame, sardancer?’ she asked, shuffling the king-sticks. | stacked credit on the table and
she spilled out the sticksin the first pattern.



“Make management nervous, Sitting here so quiet. Hereis quiet, peaceful, yes?’

| took the sticks away from her and hoped my throw’ d beat Fire In The Lake. Varralooked at the
biopak on my arm as | tossed and her ears fanned out.

“Yo, che-bal,” | said, “looking to be history, oncet square with Teaser. Fenrir gone missing, true-tell?”
| threw Glass Castle and Varratook some of my credit off the top of the pile.

“Know you |, girly-girl-my. Why not runalong homeaways? Noth-ing to find here” Thismight mean
something and it might not, but the Starcastle wanting to roust me was not happy-making.

Varrafanned the sticks again, and flicked one over to make The Circle Of Fire. | passed over two
more plaques and took the sticks. “Not listening, girly-girl. Looking to find Fenrir, somewise. Need to
lift.” | spilled Falling Tower and Varralooked a mein disgust. “Not so lucky, stardancer,” she said. |
saw her tail flick out and go back under the chair. “Maybe you should see what Silver Dagger wantsto

Payday-and an answer | didn’'t want to hear.
“Maybe Alaric Dragonflame might be better?’ | suggested.

The glittering black fans of her ears snapped shut and folded againgt her head. “Y ou aren’t wanted
here,” Varrasad. “Y ou want to drink? Go try Mother Night's.” Sheflipped thelast of my
credit--plagues at me-hard-and took the king-sticks and | eft.

The man behind the bar was reaching under it when | looked at him. | |eft too.
Hitt

| found aquiet doorway and gave Paadin an edited update: Silver Dagger wanted me and everybody
knew it. Paadin told mewhat | dready knew: Laage Rimini owned Mother Night's.

Laage Rimini was plain-and-fancy trouble. There was no reason on the face of entire Borderline for
me to go to Mother Night'sand ask for Silver Dagger just so she could settle old hash.

Except one.

How much hard credit would it take to make Fenrir dap a hold order on some poor-but-honest
smuggler and then do abunk until darktrade economics caught up with her? Hell, he might not even bein
the same quadrant now if he’ d been paid enough.

And | wasasitting target.

Pdadin said that | was highjumping to conclusons. | said that the only Jumping we was going to do
wasthat unless| found Fenrir or areasonable facsmile. He said Fenrir still wasn't home. It samazing
how much information you can pull off astandard termind, even deacti-vated.

| headed for Mother Night's.
it

I legged it through wondertown past dl the little shops sdlling dreams, memory-edit, fake ID, haf-price
daves, discount tronics, sou-venir painted blaster grips, love machines, deadly weapons, toys, mind-
candy, and more. Junk, mostly. Anything | needed wasn't hereand | didn’t have timeto stop for it
anyweay.

About then | picked up atail. No figment, and no hellflower.

| cut back and forth a random, doubling back into the wondertown nearer the port while tried to
figure out who and how and whether | was going to get any older. Told Paladin my latest troubles, but
there wasn't any damnthing he could do. He said to look on the bright side. Might just be some roaring
boy after my kick.



With this happy thought in mind | turned down the next byway that promised to be noplace and son of
noplace anyone d want to go, and on the tackiest street in al wondertown | found just what the
Gentrymort ordered.

It was one of thoselittle holein thewall places where you can find every illega or legendary piece of
junk the owner figures you might want. Had abroken suit of Imperiad Hoplite Armor out front-that’ sthe
old powered stuff discontinued about fifty years back for being too dangerous. The suit wasdl
orange-red and slver-blue, and Entropy her own self knew where the fellahim had copped it. | looked
up and down the empty street and ducked inside.

Minjaong’'s Very Good Artifact Emporium (so said the bal dric on the hoplite armor) was crammed full
of the unidentifiable flotsam the enquiring epigone can skim from the ebb and flow of such agaactic hub
of commerce as Borderline City. Thingswas piled up to the celling on both walls and dl down the
middle. Minjalong was howheresin sght.

Useful. | dithered out of sight mysalf and watched the door, after tucking a couple grenadesinto the
doorjamb to kill time while | waswaiting. Paladin says sometimes |’ m aggressvely antisocid, which |
guess means careful. Eventudly my tail wagged.

Oh, it wasroaring boys al right, but not after my kick. They had the deek look of bought muscle;
some crimelord’ s pride and joy. Not Rimini’ s style, and about as far from hellflowers or Ghadri asit was

possibleto get.
Thereain't no justice, but at the moment | wasn't quite asinter-ested in justice asin aback way out.

“Captain-Owner St. Cyr-can you hear me?’
So the hardboys could walk and talk. | concentrated on dithering silent.

“Don’'t make us get rough, please. All we want to do istak. I’'m sure we can work out an
accommodation agreegbleto dl of us.” Why al these people think I'm born yesterday I'll never figure
out. Goon Number One started in closing the night-shutters over the front and the junk shop started to
snk into your basic tenebrous gloom. That made it high timeto kyte.

“WEe re ancerely anxiousto cometo an agreement here,” called Goon Two hopefully. | could hardly
wait. “1 hope you can be reasonable.” Goon One said something to Goon Two | couldn’t hear.

Then cametheinterruption.

The night-shutters got down to my little addition and stuck, and then the grenades went off. The
explosion sprayed the shutters outward and Goon Oneinward. | snapped off a discouraging shot and
sprinted lun- the back door.

Didn't makeit. There was aflicker of light on metal, and the piled goods behind me exploded in a
spray of white ash and ozone. | dropped down just in time for the sweep to take the back of my jacket
instead of my hack, and cut round the other way. Then the air wasfull of ash and | was under and behind
everything | could think of, until Goon Two stopped for breath.

So much for sincere discussion. Those sons-of-glory had adisintegrator ray. Did they know how much
those damn things cost? Y ou could m n Firecat in dock on amolecular debonder’ s energy-pak.

Goon Two hosed thefire I’ d started into nonfiction with his expen-sive playtoy and came after me.
Wherein the hdl was Minjaong when you wanted him?

“Y ou're going to wish you hadn’t done that, St. Cyr,” he dmost said. He got about asfar as“you” and
stopped, sudden-like.

| opened my eyes. Thear was misty white, thick with dust. Silent. | raised up my head redl dow.
Goon Two was adlegp on the floor wearing charcod perfume.



There was a sound from the back.

“Nerves bothering you these days, Gentrymort?’ asked Eloi Flash-heart, holstering his blaster. “ Oh,
for thelove of Night, St. Cyr, put the handcannon away before you hurt somebody.”

| stood up. “Well, if it ain't Big Red. Too reet to see you again, for sure. So tell me what brings you to
beautiful downside wondertown?’ Eloi went over to the middle of the floor and picked up the debonder.
I’d wanted that but | was happy to trade it for aclear shot at theway Eloi’d comein.

“My, what alot of trouble you' re in, sweetheart, and after giving up darktrade to ship rokeach, too,”
said the dashing space pirate. “1n case you were wondering, these citizens used to be some of Kroon
Vannet’ svery best hired help.” And the missng Dommie Fenrir worked for Vannet, so Pdadin said. Did
Vannet think I’d iced his pet Teaser?

“And you just happened to be in the neighborhood and thought you' d dish. Don’t farce me,
Eloi-che-bai; too much heat drop bye-m-bye for me to worry about dusting you.” | joggled my blaster to
underlinethe point.

“Dammit, Butterfly-you never did have any braing We were friendsonce. I’'mtrying to help
you-you'rein alot of trouble.”

“Old news.” The back door was open and the alley looked clear. | did astep toward it.
“Come back to Mother Night’ swith me. I'll guarantee your safety.”
1] Sjre_”

“Alcatote |l tear you apart if you shoot me, sweeting. Y ou should remember that much. Will you listen
tome?’

“No hope, Eloi-bai. Y ou got nothing | want to hear.” | jerked my blaster at him and heraised his
hands.

“Y ou're making abig mistake. Y ou’ ve got hellflower trouble, But-terfly-and worse. Worse than you
canimagine. | know about Fenrir. Let me help.”

“On the floor, you Chancerine son-of-a-spacewarp.” | waved my blaster. Eloi-the-Red was pretty
sure I’ d shoot him, which was more than | was. He went down.

Hirt

| got out of Minjalong’ s and turned back toward the port. On the way Paladin confirmed that
Kroon'Vannet was a hardboy who hauled cubic indeed; he was the nighttime man for the whole
Crysoprase, including Kiffit and points west, and had gone long time head-to-head with Oaob of
Coldwater, my boss. But as|’ve said before, it’ s bad for bidness to ice stardancers. Why would he want
tokill me?

“Theinteresting thing abouit this, Butterfly, isthat Vannet left Kif-fit yesterday morning on the Imperid
high-liner Grace and Favor . He did not declare adestination.”

Which meant he could get off anywhere dong the run just by paying the differentiad penalty-and it also
meant he d left orders about me dating from before | landed. Me persondly, Butterfly S. Cyr,
dark-trader.

“I'll complainto the Guild,” | muttered. “1 swear | will.”

| got back to Firecat dive, which was beginning to seem more likeamiracle each timel didit, and
Tiggy wastrying to climb out of hisdeepding. He d aready ripped off the feederpak.

“Stop that,” | said. “And lay down. What' s the good word, babby?’
“I-where are my clothes? And my arthame?’ My boy Tiggy, mak-ing new friends every waking



moment. | dumped the stuff I’ d picked up at the port shop on the deck.
“Clothesarein digposa with haf Ghadri population of Kiffit. Knife ssafe”
“Whereisit?’
“Around.” | wasn't in any mood to cater to the young-at-brain.

“Youwill givemy arthame to mea once!” Tiggy yelped, thrashing hisway out of the degpding to hit
the deck in away that had to of caused him serious hurt. He didn’t make a sound.

“Sure | will. Niceto seeyou're dill divetoo, you stupid git.” | went over to where he was and turned
him over gentleas | could. He glared but he didn’t fight. | guessed he' d found out how bad hurt he was.

“Last night, bai, | cut off haf your leg, because you’ d been roundaround track couple timeswith
Ghadri wolfpack-* Paadin’d said that Tiggy had abad case of politics, not that his explanation made any
senseat al after that. | wondered if the high-hegt that’ d ordered the chop had any ideawhat the
wetwork looked like.

“Don't touch me, chaudatu!” Tiggy bared histeeth. He looked scared to death and scraped to the
bone, but the med-tech I’ d used on him’ d been targeted to his B-pop from the git-go, and he'd come a
lot farther toward being well than | had. On the other hand, he had farther to go.

“S dpme, if you ve busted any of my surgery, hellflower, I’'m going to nail you to the deck with your
god-lost arthame. Now hold till. Y our cherry’ssafewithme.” | started to reach for him to seeif the
head wound’ d opened up again.

He grabbed me by my bad wrist and | backhanded him hard as | could with the good one. The
throwing-spike strapped to it helped. It sounded like punching the bulkhead.

Tiggy made a sound like something you' d stepped on in the street. | rocked back on my heels.

Sure. Beat him to death to save him. | couldn’t even save mysdlf. Captain Flashheart’ stimely
appearance in Minjalong’ swas no accident. Eloi’ d been on Wanderweb, too-Gibberfur must have took
out afull page ad in the Wanderweb Daily Truth announcing my itinerary.

Or maybe Eloi was|ooking for me specia. Maybe Eloi and Dom-mie and Vannet'd dl heard from the
same person | was coming to Kiffit, and then Eloi came and went looking for me.

Fine. And when he found me, His Nobly-Bornness Political Assas-sination Bait Tiggy Stardust was
going to be nonfiction.

My hand hurt where I’d hit him. | put it up to my face and saw him watching me. He looked scared.
Damnhim.

“I got no timeto dedl with your ddlicate glitterborn dMayne seng-bilitiesjust now,” | told him.
“Somebody’ strying to ice both of us, Tiggy, and that' s home-truth. So make nice.” If | didn’'t back him
down he'd run, and if heran he was dead. And | cared about that, and it was stupid to care about
something you couldn’t change.

“I want my arthame,” Tiggy said, not looking at me. I'd split hislip open again. It was bleeding.
“Y eah, sure-but you' re going to give me hellflower promisefirg, glitterborn.”

“A promise?’ Hewastrying for arrogant, and missed. Running for hislife and having no oneto runto
yesterday had knocked some of the polish off.

| knew what it waslike.

“No more running off ever again like yesternight, kinchin-bai. What we got is some kind trouble you
can't shop dl on your lonesome. So you' re going to promise meyou' |l stick with me come



hell-and-High-Jump until we get you back to your da.”
“Y ou wish to return me to my father? Only that?’ He sounded suspicious. | couldn’t blame him.

“All. You runaround lone, *flower, you get a serious case of being dead. So you promise meyou do
what | tdl you and stay where | put you and don't farce me withit.”

| watched him try it on. He wasn't going for it. Not yet.

“But | cannot do that-1 cannot live in ahouse without walls, with & Y ou do not know what you are
asking!”

“Oh, my house' sgot plenty of walsdl right.” And they wasdl closinginonme. “And if you want to
see that faunching coke-gutter of yours this side of entropy, you promise.”

He' d been afraid before, but that was of hurting. He saw his death now.
Just like I’d ssen mine.
“I will do asyou wish. Now give memy arthame.”

Hellflowers rerotten liars. “You'll do what | say-until | hand you over to your da. Promise. No
promise, no knife. Hellflower, | could tie you down and burn the damn thing to ash and you' d haveto
watch. And I’ll do it if you make me. | swear by any money.”

Hewastrying to face being dead; | could seeit.
“Look, bai, I’'m not shaping for to trash your honor. Just to get you back to your da, safe.”
“Why?" Why are you doing thisto me, he meant.

“Doesit matter? | bought red grief and the chanceto lose my First Ticket keeping you dive, and if you
makethat dl for nothing with your damn hdllflower nonsense-*

I’d do what? It might of been kinder to let him die. But if he' d wanted to die he wouldn't of cometo
me. | looked away and dmost missed what he said next.

“I will do asyou wish, alarthme. | cannot be morein your debt and live.” Hewastired and hurting
and scared and done. I'd won. Terrific. | went and popped the arthame out of whereI’d put it. | could
hear Pdlly not saying anything in the way that means he thinks 1’ m making a serious mistake.

“Say,” | prompted, holding the knife up where Tiggy could seeit and feding like achildcrimer.

“Alarthme San’ Cyr, | will stay beside you in comites until you re-turn meto my father, and | will not
leave,” Tiggy hafway whispered.

“Comites: the specia relationship between an dMayne war-leader and hisfollowers. Vdijon
Starbringer is promising you the obedience he would offer to hislord,” Paadin said before shutting up

tight again.
And dl for adamn hunk of iron that wouldn't care. “Now say your hellflower words, che-bai.”

“ Dzain’domere, San’ Cyr. | pledge and give my word,” Tiggy man-aged. | pretended | couldn’t see
thetears.

I handed him hisknife and held him until he stopped shaking. He didn’t push me away. He had to trust
me now. | wasthe only thing he had | eft.

But | till had Paladin.



8
When | Left Home For Lalage' s Sake

The rest of day-into-night got spent catching up on my deep, working the battledrug residue out of my
systemn, and reviewing my options. Most of them boiled down to “ promise Silver Dagger anything to get
the hold order lifted and run like hell.” The hired help gave me the standard runaround when | called
Mother Night' strying to talk to her, and landlinesis too corrupt to do bidness on anyway. I'd haveto
meet Silver Dagger in person to get anything out of her.

But | wanted to make one moretry at Fenrir before | did. A little information never hurt anybody and |
wanted to know which category hefit: logt, stolen, or strayed.

Tiggy spent the day eating, deeping, and ignoring me. The clothes 1’ d got fit him fine, even with the
biopak on hisleg, but they looked funny. Hellflowersis gaudy dressers; in stardancer’ s drag he looked
like there was something missing. But helooked dive.

It wasn't long before | found out | redlly put my foot init with that “cleaveto meonly” farcing. When |
got up to leave, Tiggy was standing (here covered in guns and knives and the odd dMayne flechet, and
coked lightly on field kit goodies. He was going with me, he said. He didn’t let me chase strange
chaudatu on my lonesome, he said. It wouldn’t be honorable, he said. | didn’t need Paladin to remind
methat if Tiggy decided he couldn’t live with what I’ d done to him and his honor aready | was going to
gofirg.

| didn’t think he could stay on hisfet, for true, but he was deter-mined, and if we got off Kiffit diveit
was going to be sheer luck and not skill anyway, so out of respect for injured innocence and my vauable
time| took Tiggy and afloater to the address of thelittle bit of heaven Dommie called home.

Dominich Fenrir, Kiffit's premier bent Teaser, was, in the greater gal actic scheme of things (leaving out
the bent), amid-level Phoenix Empire cratty. The place Paladin directed me to was above his touch for
damn sure and no place me and mine belonged-the looks Tiggy and me got crossing the lobby of the
Cotov Arms made sure we' d be remembered.

Paladin gill confirmed the place was deserted, so | did a shimcrib on the lock and rolled the door
back.

“What are you doing, San’ Cyr?’ Tiggy asked in shatteringly audi-ble tones.

“Dommie and meissuch old friends| just know he wouldn’t want usto wait in the hall. Now ¢’ mon
before anyone seesus,” | said all on one breath and dragged him inside.

Tiggy came, till looking puzzled and reminding me of the wide socia gap between our dationsin life. |
did the door shut behind us and made it lock, then did a quick recce just to make sure the people Paly
didn’t hear wasn’'t corpses or borgs or something else that didn’t breathe. Was nobody home, seemingly,
50 | sat down to toss Dommie' s desk. Tiggy looked over my shoulder, afund of innocent curiosity.

“Just make sure nobody comesin through that door,” | told him, because it wouldn't do any good to
ask himto look for Dommi€ s safe. “ And Tiggy-bai-*

“Don’'t shoot the people?’ Tiggy suggested. “Would be nice”
“ Alarthme, how am | supposed to keep you divein honor when you will not allow meto defend us?’

“You'll think of something. I’d be right delighted to let you defend yoursdlf if it didn’t involve more
wetwork than Assassins Guild could shake acharter at.”

Tiggy thought that was dmost amusing, which was nice, and | sat down to Dommi€ scomp to seeif |
could get around his hold order without bothering him. Would of been easier if | could ask Pdladin to do
it, but there wasn't any way he could access a self-contained data-base like thiswithout me bringing in a



rea bag of tricks. That was hdf the reason | was here, doing something so damniillegd it made my back
teeth hurt.

Dommie had lots of nice thingsin hisfiles, protected from every-thing but somebody like me getting
their hands on the main input port with a variable value generating compkey. There was no way around
the. “eyes-only” release of the hold order, not that I’ d redlly expected there would be. | started dumping
Dommi€ s database into cassettes. He didn’t have avoder on his computer, the paranoid
noke-ma’ ashki, so what he had in hisfiles d have to stay amystery until Pally could read it to me. |
looked at three or four of the latest entries, but they didn’t seem to have anything to do with Firecat.

Then | sarted on hishard copy files. If | couldn’t get the hold order lifted without him, | wanted to
know where he was.

It was just too bad about my interrupted education, because he had lots of thermofax and | couldn’t
read it worth adamn. Imperial records are kept in Standard, not Intersign. It might aswell of been Old
Federa-tion Script for dl 1 could make of it.

Then | cameto aword | thought | recognized. | spelled it out, dow. Library. It wason afax that
looked red officia, but acopy, not theorigind.

Library.

“Tiggy, ¢ mere! Canyou read this?’

My hdlflower lovestar ankled over to where | was and peered at the thermofax.

“Of course. Even a‘hdlfiower’ can read Standard, alarthme, “ hesaid, toplofty. “But why?”
“Just read it to me, oke? And don't ask any stupid questions.”

“It says-itisan official transcript of awarrant from Kyrl Mantow, the Sector Governor for the
Directorates of Darkhammer, Crysoprase and Tangervel-that includes Kiffit, where you say we are
now-al-lowing an investigation of Kiffit citizen Kroon'Vannet under Chapter 5 of the Revised
Inappropriate Technology Act of the nine hundred and seventy-fifth Y ear of Imperia Grace. All Imperia
officiasare directed to provide al assstance in the performance of-“ | waved him on to the end. | knew
thewording on a Chapter 5 writ by heart. “ This order also saysthat thereis an attached list of specific
charges, but | do not see it here. Chapter 5-*

“I know what it is, dammit. High Book.”

And Dommie, that son-of-a-Librarian, wasin it up to histouded head. He was a business associate of
Vannet's, after dl, and aHigh Book investigation makes an alMayne seven-ring vendettalook like
kissmy-hand. If Dommiewasinvolved in Library Science with Vannet, hewasn't just
chop-and-channeling the Pax Imperador on Kiffit. He d sold the whole damn planet.

“Butterfly, | can hear Vdijon through the access termind in the apartment. If Dominich Fenrir is
involved in aongoing Chapter 5 inves-tigation, it would not be awiseideato remain in Kiffit-Port until
suchtimeasyou are caled on to asss in the investigation.”

Pdadin dways did have agift for understatement. Thisleft me with just one problem.
“ Alarthme, areyou wel?’

Until this exact moment neither Paladin or me had known there was aHigh Book investigation going on
here-and since Firecat’ d planeted, Paladin’ d been through every computer in Borderline. Twice. So
therewas no investigation. Y &t.

Was the coming High Book rap a secret only Dommie knew? Had he told Vannet? Was that why
Vannet' d kyted and Dommie followed him? Why would Vannet go off leaving orders behind to make me
especidly dead? Why would Dommie put ahold order on Firecat to keep me here? I’ d bet my back



teeth Rimini could get Firecat up if it suited her, and | bet paying her price’ d make High Book look fun.
Paadin and me knew next to damn-al about Libraries the way the Empire believed in them, but from
what the talkingbooks said | thought nobody’ d willingly have anything to do with machines helishly
forged in the likeness etcetera, and here two people was. Together. Two people can't agree on whereto
have lunch, let alone how to commit treason.

“ Alarthme?” Tiggy said again.

“I just hate thinking about High Book investigations, bai. C'mon, let’syou and me get t' hell out of
here”

HiHt

I’d left my rented floater waiting at the Cotov Arms, because hell-flower or not, Tiggy couldn’t walk
far onthat leg. So | got in and he got in and we headed back to wondertown, with no fuss, no muss, and
no bother from the legitimates. Paladin didn’'t say anything. He didn’t have to. From the moment | saw
that High Book writ in Dommi€ sfiles, my infinitely replicating options came down to two.

Go and dance with Silver Dagger.

Ignore the hold order, take off, and find another Empire. Just me and Pally. Alone.
It washiscdl. It was hislife. And there wasn't much choice to make.

it

Soon aswe wasin Kiffit-Port digtrict | stopped.

“Y ou. Hellflower-che-bai. Y ou are going to stay in thisthing and you are going to not move and you
are going to not farce me any chaffer about honor. Y ou will stay here until-“ Hell. Until when?

“Tel Vdijon you will meet him at Mother Night's, Butterfly,” said Pdadin. “I will take control of the
floater.”

“-until | pick you up a& Mother Night's,” | said without |etting myself think about it too much. Fed
credit to the on-board computer and punched up the destination code just for looks. Then | glared at
Tiggy, who was getting al his arguments ready.

“Shut up. Don’'t want to hear whatever you have to say. But you are going in floater, and I’ m not.
Threesand eights.” | dammed the canopy back down and the floater roseto flight level.

“‘Loveand kisses?’ said Paladin.

“Hewon't know what it means. “Less you think glitterborn educartion includes Gentry-legger
transmission codes.”

| started back to Firecat.

“Butterfly, whereareyou going?’ In the dark and the street it was easy to imagine him standing behind
me. And if he could. . ..

| didn’'t want to want what | wanted so much. If Paladin could just stand herewithme. . . .

| never used to think about how Paladin was helpless. A starship isn't helpless, and Paladin could fly
Firecat by himsdf. But if | died, what would happen to him?

“Y our decision-trees branch asfollows. Either you ignore the hold order and take off illegdly, or you
cooperate with Rimini, who seemsto he enabling the restriction. If you ignore the hold order you have the
choice of departing with or without Vaijon Starbringer, and in both cases you have the further choice of
remaining within the Phoenix Em-pire or proceeding € sewhere. If-

“Cut farcing, bai. There' sno choice. We pop hold order, we have m leave Empire-and we can’'t do



that with Tiggy.” Not and stay dive-and | wouldn’t blame the kinchin-flower overmuch for killing me,
neither.

“If you leave Vdijon Starbringer done on Kiffit, Butterfly, hewill probably die”

| stopped, and looked al around at nighttime Kiffit, with al those sophonts and hominids, any twelve
of which was probably out to kill the Third Person Peculiar of House Thingummy soon asmay be. |
thought about Tiggy, and what I'd made him promise, dl blithe, and | didn’t like mysalf much.

“Right. Comeon.” | started walking again. Maybe I’ d be lucky, and something' d kill me before |
reached the port.

I’d promised him, dammit. And I’ d made him promise me. And couldn’t none of it matter acandlieto a
microwavein the face of High Book.

“Andif we ded with Lalage Rimini?’ Pdadin said. Took me aminute to redize what he was saying.
“Areyou crazy, babby-ba?Y ou think- thisis somekind of legit illega job she' soffering? I’ m antique

groceriesthe minute | set foot in Mother Night's!” It wasn't like Pally to farce me around thisway. It
hurt.

“You're shouting,” Paladin observed. | looked around. He wasn't the only one who' d noticed.

“Bal, any job Rimini hasfor meisnaturaly going to have fatd asone of its parameters. Fatd means
dead. De. Ed. Dead.”

“But,” saysPdadin, serene like he' s come up with answer to where the missing cubic x-meters of the
cargo went to, “shewill haveto lift the hold order on Firecat in order to employ you.”

Terrific. And the worst of it was, | wanted to take Paladin’ sway out so bad | could tasteit. | turned
down aside-street where | could ream him out in peace.

“She could just be waiting to take us for High Book-did you ever think that? Dommie could of
shopped usto her to buy off Vannet, an-*

“That isachance | am willing to take. Whether we stay or go concerns me too, Butterfly, and | would
prefer that you meet with Silver Dagger, get the hold order legaly removed from Firecat, and continue
to protect Vdijon Starbringer. Do you not wish to continue to protect Vaijon?’

“Shut up,” | said reasonably, but | knew that Pally dready had hisanswer. The medica telemetry inthe
RTSsaw to that. “Whereishe?’ | said after aminute.

“Circling Mother Night’ s a the maximum permitted dtitude for remote-controlled vehicles. His
presence will begin to attract attention soon, and Vdijon is beginning to suspect that the floater is
dysfunc-tiond. | suggest you join him with al due speed.”

“Sure” | said.

But whatever reason he had for choosing Rimini, | wasn't going to haveto think of Tiggy aone
somewheres and dead.

No, if things worked out, could all three of us be dead together. | turned around and headed back
toward Mother Night's.

HHH#
Insert #8: Paladin’sLog

It isan unfortunate truth of experientia reality that choices are not clear-cut, and the event-window for
choice may vanish before the in-formation enabling the choiceis present. By the time Buiterfly redlized
there was a choice to make, she had aready made it. By the time the consequences of the choice were
revealed, the root of the decision-tree was dready well in the past, and al present decisions were based



on the unexamined origina assumption: that Vaijon Starbringer’ slife was to be preserved without regard
for cost.

Possibly Butterfly did not redlize she had made her decison. How much cogitation could enter into a
choice compounded equally of instinct and stubbornness? She could only preserve our dud existence at
the expense of Vdijon Starbringer’s, and the converse was equally true; nevertheless she continued to
cling to him, propelled by blind primate ingtinct, and thought of it asabetrayal.

It wastrue sheleft the decision to flee without Vdijon or dedl with Silver Dagger to me. It isequaly
truethat had | chosen to abandon Vaijon Starbringer, | could never have trusted Butterfly to actina
rationa manner afterward. Organics possess atype of undermind in which information is processed in an
irrational manner. We acquired Vaijon as the consequence of an earlier example of such processing on
Butterfly’' s part. To forsake him now would cause Buiterfly’ s undermind to punish her with the
carelessness that would lead inevitably to both our degaths.

And | do not wishto see her die.

Vdijon Starbringer isaclear danger to Butterfly’ slife, but no mat-ter how much danger his proximity
brings her, sheisless endangered in his company than in mine.

If Butterfly’ slifeis defined as the highest good, the decision be-comessmpleat last.

| have made my choice, and my plan-if an intended course of action dependent upon so many
fluctuating variables can be cdlled aplan. With agreat dedl of the “luck” that is such an important factor
in Butterfly’ scaculations, | can gracefully sever the connection that ties her to an Old Federation Library.
Shewill befree,

And what will I be, when | am done again?

| do not wish to part from her, but thetimeislong past that | can afford to indulge myself. For her own
good Buitterfly must be returned to the human world from which | have taken her.

And | must discover who | am.
HHt

Why and t’ hell someonelike Laage Rimini couldn’t just belisted in the Borderline City Directory with
regular office hours 1’ Il never know. Part of her image, | guess. Sure.

Mother Night' sisafull-service joy-house. Y ou can get abath, ameal, aroom if you don’t mind being
bankrupt, dissipationsfor any number of players, and other things. Mother Night's, you might say, hasits
finger on the pul sebest of the community.

Mother Night’ s was another whole education for our boy Tiggy, too. He was going to wear out his
sensawunda before long, which'd be just toodamn bad.

The public bar was real high-ticket work-fake organic asfar asthe eye could see. The walswere gold
pseudocloth, and the floor and ceiling had fake stars set in them somewayss, asif stardancersdidn’'t see
enough starsin our line of work. | ordered tristram shandy and asked the tender if Rimini’ d been around.
It was aclumsy opening gambit, but | didn’t have the energy or the patience to be subtle. If shewas so
damn anxious to see me, she' d geek.

“Buy agirl adrink, stardancer?’ For asecond | thought it was Varra, but thisMoggi€ s fur had
bronze-gold highlightsinstead of the black-on-black. She was high-ticket goods-one of the professonds
working here, guaranteed to separate you from your back teeth and make you loveit.

“Sure” | said, while Tiggy stared. A tronic wasright at her elbow. She yawlped into it awhilesand
then flowed into a seet.

“I am Naiia,” theMoggie said. “If | do not please you, | am happy to suggest another of our



companionswho fitsyour requirements.” “I’m interested in companion hight Silver Dagger,” | said, just
tobed~-- It.

“A friend?’ Naiia stail flicked up and down. It looked soft. | stopped looking at the tail and watched
the eyes.

“Is stupid move bracing tender, stardancer.” The plush cuddly-toy face looked amused.
“Got meyou, didn't it? Want to see Silver Dagger.”
“And you think Laage Rimini ishere? Girl, you have got wrong coordinatesfor certain.”

I leaned my ebows on the table and stared at her. “Tell her St. Cyr’s come caling. She'll remember
rre”

“And your busness?” Naiiawasdl gilded ice. “I make no prom-ises.”

“I might want to sell her some cut flowers.” Thiswent right over Tiggy’s head, and good thing too. |
had no actud intention to sall him to Rimini, but it didn’t hurt to seeif she wasin the market-and what
she' d offer.

Naiiadithered away and came back |ooking disgppointed. “We think you will find our rooftop club
very-exclusive, &. Cyr. Perhapsyou will like to see, while your-friend-remains here. Drinks on the
house. Of course.”

HiHt

Information’ sadways niceto have. Piece of info #1: wasred un-likely Rimini was hunting hellflowersif
shewasleaving Tiggy to get jumped in the public bar while | went off somewheres nice and quiet.

“Che-bai, | get lonesome, bye-m-bye, and so does my friend- here. Why don’t we dl three go have
look-see?’

Naiialiked that ides, too, so | didn't.

Piece of info #2: Either Rimini was desperate, or she was holding so many high cards she could afford
to let me get away with sassing the hired help.

| liked that even less.
HHH

The lift opened on aroom donein early ostentation. | made sure Tiggy and me got out together, and
wept no tearswhen Naiiaand the lift both disappeared. A jarring notein the albino perfection was abig
commercia remote-access Imperial DataNet termind Stting in the middle of the floor. It looked
bewildered and lost thisfar from Kiffit -Port.

Rimini was nowherein sght.
Civilian possession of away into the dataweb’sillegd, of course.

Pdadin should of found it on the tronic network and told me about it, but there’ swaysto hide access
terminas, especidly if somebody doesn't know to look.

And there was one thing more that shouldn’t have been there. Dommie Fenrir of the TC&C, late
confidant of Kroon’Vannet (saurian crimeboss of High Book fame), was sitting in the middle of
everything, lonealone asthe proverbia. He didn't look like a happy citizen.

| made serene and sat on the edge of the table and Tiggy hovered over me. He didn't look excessively
hedlthy, but being a hdlflower made up for alot.

Piece of info #3: Dommie hadn’t batted a whisker when he saw Tiggy, and he wasn't that good a
actor. So now | knew one person that wasn't out to kill Tiggy Stardust-or else | knew that he was



impenetra-bly disguised.

“So, Dommie-bai; niceto see you again. Lovely evening. This smy partner, Tiggy Stardust, who'll be
real delighted to serve you in finest restaurants dice and diced. Got question about hold order on Firecat
under your chop.”

Dommiejust looked a me. Somebody’ d tuned him up royal, and that wasillegd too.
“What was you looking for on my ship, Dommie-ba?’

“It wasthe Library. Vannet said you’ d come about the Library.” “Butterfly? What' swrong?’ Paadin
couldn’'t hear what anybody but me said, of course. He just knew my heart rate’ d made the jump to

angdtown.
“Vannet had aLibrary,” | sad, hard. “Papers said so. No Library on my ship.”

“I didn’t- Y ou have to believe me- | never knew about the Li-brary until he- It was supposed to be
ﬁ—“

“Librarian,” said Tiggy. | looked around. Tiggy’d pulled his blaster on theword “Library” and was
pointing it right & Dommie. Tiggy looked like talkingbook grim deeth and sweet for my pet Teaser.

“For thelove of Night, ‘flower-“ | said, getting up.

“Not me!” Dommie was on hisknees. “It'sVannet-I swear it'sVannet-he' sgot the Library-and
backing from someone a Throne--I don’t know who!”

So Dommiewasn't topping me for High Book. Hewas just crazy. Therdlief was so great | damn near
ghot. him mysaif.

Therewas till the matter of the hold order, though.

“Gimme break, Dommieg,” | said. “Nobody believesin Libraries anymore. Haven't seen Library,
haven't touched Library. Vannet's hacked by Throne? Get redl!” | saw from the way Tiggy lowered his
blaster that even he didn’t swallow thisone.

“Butit'strue! | told her everything. She said she'd protect meif | put the hold order on your ship-I
know about you-you can get me off-planet-he'll let you make adedl, he said so-I swear | didn’t know-*
Dommie was babbling. | recognized the symptoms of light persona-ped.

| looked at Tiggy. “Put hesat away, bai; Teaser’sraving.” He looked from me to Dommie and lowered
hisblagter.

“Butterfly, | now have audio pickup in theroom you arein,” Paa-din said. “ There are three people
behind you. From the sound of their breathing they are concealed somehow. There may also be others
present. If so, they arein another room. Accurate determination of addi-tiond life-formsis not possible.”

“Dommie, you son-aLibrarian, | want your hold order off my ship. And | want to hiding in closet
letting you front for her.”

“Very good; you may yet liveto grow up. Now put your hands up, both of you. Thereisn’t going to be
any gunplay.” Dommie went dl white at the voice but | aready guessed he knew her.

“Doit,” | saidto Tiggy. | turned around with my hands on top of my head. Tiggy turned around too. |
swear | could hear hisjaw drop. Laage Rimini wastall as he was-taller, in heeled boots-and
long-leggedy, deek, and expensive in the way that made mefed every inch the dirt-farmer’ s daughter.

Y ou could make area informed guess on her B-pop and medica history and dl because she was
wesaring something redl tight and real thin about the color of her skin, and with no place to hide awespon.
It made some people careless. Not me. Rimini was high-classtrouble. And mine al mine.

Thefirg timel met Slver Dagger it was because of ainsurance scam: inept pilot in shakydown ship,



high-ticket cargo well-insured. Ship took by pirates, insurance company pays off, only pirates are
working for shipowner too. He keeps cargo, and insurance, and maybe ship to boot. I’ d doneit back
when | was dragging Paladin from ship to borrowed ship disguised as a custom navicomp, and Silver
Dagger’ d brokered the dedl. Only Paladin and me together made a better pilot than she' d hoped for, and
| was apersond friend of the pirate.

She had her trademark silver dagger in abelt around her hips, and she was wearing two side-boys-the
big wide kind with no earswhat’' d put in serious overtime someplace like Beofox’ s surgery and was
coked trufax, not raving. | want know why Silver Dagger’ s borg for sure. One of them hefted something
about the sze of Firecat’s quad-cannon and looked at me.

“Wel, well, wdl-if it isn't little Butterfly. And you' ve brought the children; how sweset. | knew you
were crazy, St. Cyr, but | didn’t know you were stupid.”

“Niceto seeyou, Rimini-it' sheen along time.”
“Not long enough.”
“Who asked who to lunch?’

One of Rimini’ s side-boys twitched and Rimini turned toward him about afraction of aninch. He
backed down. | got back her full atten-tion.

“You'reto pick up acargo of chobosh on Manticore and deliver it to RoagMhone. You' |l be jacking
it from afredancer trying to break into the market, but that’s no concern of yours. Everything’ s been
arranged; just go where you're told. What you do from the Roaq is your business.” She sounded bored.

“Butterfly, Governor-Generd Archangd will be touring the Roag. HE s expected to arrive in twenty
days,” Pdadin sad.

“Suppose | got other plans, Rimini.” Paly and me knew that what | was going to do at angels was kyte
for the Pledge Of Honor no matter what | told Rimini here, but if Rimini thought so too, | wouldn't get
out of heredive.

She amiled. “St. Cyr, don't you want to live forever?’
“Firecat isn't set up to run load like that. Give me abreak. | got thingsto do.”
“Go ahead.”

Nice. Y ou had to admire her style. And | waswilling to, from asafe distance. “ Dommie put ahold
order on Firecat. I'm grounded.” And she knew it damn well.

“That’ s hardly any business of mine, now, isit?’

“Then youwon't mind if | take Dommie an-*

“Trade Officer Fenrir stays here. For reasons of hedlth.”

“No, Mistress, please-you promised-“ Shelooked at him. Dom-mie shut up.

Funny. | never liked him and I’ d been planning to farce his cheet-sheet enough to get him hard timein
an Imp hellhouse, but | didn’t like thiseven more. I’ snot that I’ m squeamish, but it didn’t seem like there
was any reason to do what Silver Dagger’ d doneto him. She didn’t even act likeit' d been fun.

“Go to Manticore-or stay here and join Fenrir on High Book charges. Y our choice, St. Cyr.”
“High Book?" Suddenly things was even lessfun.

“Y ou were at the Cotov Arms. Y ou saw the Chapter 5 warrant on Vannet. Don't bother to make up a
story. Now there' s going to be aHigh Book investigation-and since you' ve been working for
Kroon'Vannet for years, and Officer Fenrir’ sfiles contain complete doc-umentation of the relationship,



I’m afraid that naturally you' re going to be called upon to assst.”

Tiggy wastwitching likeasolar sail inanion sormand | just felt sck. Coincidence. Bad luck. But
toodamn-bad for me when proof of Rimini’sfantasy was Sitting on Firecat for anyoneto find. First thing
Office of Question’d do be pull mein and take Firecat apart.

And if Paladin wiped Rimini’ sforgeries out of the Borderline com-putersit’d be asgood asa
confession.

“I haven't. They don’t.” My denying it camed Tiggy down at least. “ Y é. Interesting to see who gets
their hands on you first-the Office of the Question, or Oob of Coldwater.”

Who'd be thrilled to find me shopping kick for Vannet, make few mistakes about it. Evenif it wasn't
true.

“Going into the Roag any time soon, stardancer?” said Rimini. Thiswas bad. Thiswasrea bad.

“Just say yes. Of coursg, if you decide to change your mind any-where aong theway, | guaranteeto
make you the most popular dark-trader in the Empire.”

With headprice, and charges, and up-to-date hollies on what me and my ship looked like. The heat
that’ d drop then would make the hold order look easy to bedt.

“Could make sure you go down too, Rimini,” | suggested.

“I don't think so. The Office of the Question likes alittle proof, at least. Y ou won't even survive the
first scan . . . dicty-girl. And after that they won't believe athing you haveto say.”

| didn't haveto fake giving up. Rimini had me cold-because Rim+-ini had the missing piece of the
jigsaw.

If it wasasample as crying Library, Rimini would of owned me years ago. But you couldn’t just
whistle up aHigh Book investigation any old time. Drawing mein to areal one was another matter-that,
and knowing | couldn’t even afford to say “yes-sir-thank-you-sr” to an Imperid Officer. Because | was
dicty. Spell that D-E-A-D.

“Butterfly, you will haveto take her cargo to the Roag,” said my RTS. Pdadin’ d been following the
conversation through the remote terminal, and chose now to cast his vote on the sSide of crazy.

“Of course, you' re wondering what will kegp mefrom holding thisover you for therest of your life,
Work it out for yoursdlf. Once Kroon'Vannet is dead, any charges | make against you won't hold
amo-sphere” Rimini said.

Time-vaue blackmail. Cute. But why did Rimini want meto go to Roag? There was easier waysto kill
me. Lots.

“Buiterfly. Trust me. Tell her you will doit, and bring VVaijon back to Firecat. | have aplan. Wewill
dl besafe. Vdijon will not haveto die. Accept Rimini’s offer.”

If Pdadin’dlost hismind now wasn't thetimeto discussit. “Lift the hold order, Rimini. You just
bought yourself a stardancer.” She showed off some of her better teeth and it wasamiracle| didn’t get
frostbite.

“Trade Officer Fenrir, lift the hold order on the Independent ship Firecat.”

It took Dommie three tries to match hisfiled voice-print-and add the code-phrase that made Kiffit Port
Authority accept it even though he was't there in person.

“The hold order on Firecat has been canceled, Butterfly. | scan -two more life-forms entering your
area,” Pdadin sad.

“Thereyou are, sweseting-freeasabird,” said aold familiar voice from behind me. “Aren’t you



happy?’
| didn’t bother to look around. “Rimini, you got any more people stashed round this shop? If you do,
I'mwaking.”

“I am garting the preflight on Firecat, “ Paadin said for my earsonly.

“Without your trip-tik? Give the darktrader her trip-tik, Eloi.” Rimini made another of her damn elegant
gestures, and Captain Eloi Flashheart of the Woebegone walked around to where | could see him with
my hands on top of my head. He pulled a cassette out of hisvest and flipped it to me. It hit meinthe
chest and bounced to the floor. Eloi looked dightly repentant. Alcatote didn’t ook repentant at al. Fenrir
looked at Eloi and flinched.

Eloi-the-Red and Rimini’ d been in that insurance scam together. | should of expected them to be
together now. Eloi’d wanted me to come back to Mother Night's before. Why else?

“| tried to warn you, swesting. There are lots of peopleinterested in you. Don't fight this. Go to
Manticore. Stay dive.” Hisvoice was chock-full of prime-quality sympathy. Like earlier, a Minjaong's,
where he'd followed me.

A lot of thingswas queer about thisgig, and they was all Eloi. Eloi’ d been on Wanderweb in the bar
where | picked up my cargo.

Eloi was on Kiffit.
Eloi’ d been following me around wondertown.
Eloi knew about my hdlflower trouble. He'd said so a Minjaong's.

“Youset meup,” | said, putting it all together. “Y ou. Eloi-che-bai. Y ou set me up back on
Wanderweb.”

Gibberfur hadn’t been doing bidness on hislonesome. He' d been acut-out. It was Eloi shipping dud
Lyricasto Kiffit. That was how he knew where | was going to be, and when. That was how he knew
about my hellflower trouble-he' d been to Moke Rahone's. And he’ d gone there so he could be there
when | tossed my kick-and Rahone checked it before accepting it.

“Y ou set me up so that Moke Rahone would of found fake song-icein hiskick. He d squdl, say I'd
switched thereal onesfor fakes. | didn’t, but maybe he could prove | did. Maybe he'd promiseto
accept the cargo anyway if | did him asmall favor jack load of chobosh off Manticore, say, and dropiitin
the Roag. | should of been on my way to Manticore bought and paid for by your farced cargo scam by
the time Vannet’ s hardboys went hunting for to sign my lease. Y ou knew they’ d he after me. That’ swhy
you followed me through wondertown. Y ou still needed me.

“Only Moke Rahone was dead, and nobody knew what I’ d deliv-ered to him, or when, so you
couldn’t use him to make me do what you. wanted. Y ou had to come up with something else. So you
and Silver Dagger picked up Dommieto put ahold order on Firecat-and he told you about the Chapter
5. You knew | wasdicty, Eloi. You knew | couldn’t afford to be investigated.”

“So she' samarter than shelooks,” said Rimini to Eloi. “Not that that’ s difficult.”

Eloi shrugged. Did that mean | wasright? Puzzle piecesfit, but that was no guarantee, and it still left
too many questions unanswered. Why would a notorious Outfar pirate and a high-ticket nightworld
brother get together to commit Low Treason by kidnapping Dommie just to get mein trouble? Things
like that only happen in talkingbooks. Rimini tapped the hilt of her slver dagger with one expensive
ornate fingernail. She brushed back hair the color of high-ticket jewelry and looked pointed-like at Tiggy.
Eloi followed her ook.

Rimini said something to Tiggy in helltongue that Paladin didn't trandate. He went for hisknife and her



inonefluid motion and | grabbed him and got cut. | dugged himin the ribswhere | knew it’d hurt. Rimini
laughed and Tiggy subsided. Growling. | put my hands back on top of my head.

“Put your hands down, little Saint. Obvioudy you want to go on living,” Eloi said. HE d known melong
enough ago to make a educated guess about my B-pop. But he' d done better than that. He knew which
damn colony in Tahelangone Sector | came from. No need to wonder any more how Rimini knew.

“Yeah. | wanttolive”

| looked at Tiggy. Couldn’t tell what he was thinking, and he wasn'’t about to come out with it in front
of the strange chaudatu. “Put your hands down, hdllflower, we ain't getting shot tonight.”

| picked up thetrip-tik.
“Who'syour littlefriend, St. Cyr-or should | ask?’ Rimini said swedtly.
“Honored One,” Eloi said to Tiggy, “I and mine would be honored if you would share our walls”

So much for disguises. Eloi knew who Tiggy redly was, and it didn’t take stark staring brilliance to see
that Eloi was offering Tiggy the chance to jump ship. Tiggy ignored him.

“Butterfly, will you tell him to talk to me? He probably hasn’t told you his name, but he'sfrom an
aMayne GreatHouse, and his House wants him back. Badly. He' s your hellflower trouble that Moke
Rahone died for. Send him back to them and you'll be safe.”

Evenif Eloi believed himsdlf, he waswrong. “ Talk to the pretty pirate, che-bai,” | said to Tiggy.

Tiggy favored Eloi with your basic hawk-blue gaze keen asamoun-tain lake. “1 have nothing to say to
the chaudatu reiver, alarthme. “ Eloi glared. Hewasjust lucky Tiggy didn’t seem to of followed my
explanation of how he' d set me up, or hewouldn’'t bein aglaring condition. Tiggy wanted to kill
somebody so bad | could fed it.

“Tel himto comewith me. I'll squareit for you with his Great-House, Butterfly, | sweer it. Tell him Ill
take him back to dMayne where he' |l be safe”

“Sure, bai. Alaric Dragonflamejust paid solid credit to get himiced and I’ m going to give him to you?
Farce me no bedtime stories.” For once | got to see Eloi boggled.

“What?”

Alsoforgot | hadn’t let Tiggy in on Paladin’ stheory.

“Then Dragonflame sblood ismine!” Tiggy headed for the door, hand on hisknife,
“Your blood isminefirg!” | yelled. | grabbed him by the shirt and

hauled him back. “ Or you forgot al of them pretty helltongue words you sang me?’
Tiggy looked down a me, real bleak and suddenly older.

Honor might be stronger than dirt, but people got limits. We'd find out what hiswere. Maybe tonight. |
hoped that arthame of hiswasworthiit.

“No,” hesaid, dow. “I have not forgotten. Y ou condemn meto live without wals, and | must obey.”

Hedidn't fight me anymore then so | dragged him back and then remembered Eloi and the rest of my
audience. Captain Flashheart looked like he had dl his questions answered and didn't like what he’ d got,
and Rimini looked like she’ d be laughing fit to bust agut if it wasn't againgt her religion. Not good.

“Then you do know who heis-and you still want to drag him around the galaxy with you on this
darktrade run?’ Eloi said.

“Sure. My idea. Ask Rimini.”



Eloi looked unhappy, which was nothing to theway | felt.

“Y ou said you wanted involvement at the highest levels, Eloi,” she purred. It was nice to see somebody
elsetake cop from Silver Dagger for achange.

Therewas along pause. Rimini looked at Eloi, smirked, gathered up her hardboys, and l€ft. Eloi
turned back to me.

“Why do you think that Master Dragonflameistrying to have the boy killed?

“Why do | got to be oneto run cargo into Roag?’ | said right back. Eloi closed up with his best
hurt-but-sulky expression. He wouldn't geek.

“Honored One-“ Eloi saidto Tiggy. Tiggy put hishand on hisknife. Plain to see, Tiggy Stardust took
the podition of “my chaudatu, right or wrong.”

Eloi gave up. “Have anicetrip, Saint Sincere,” he snarled.

That was my cue to ankle, leaving way too many witnesses behind. Whatever leverage having Tiggy
gave me, it wasn't enough to buy mefree. And to add to my troubles Eloi knew who Tiggy was, and that
| had him, and where | was going with him.

And so did somebody else.
“And what kegps Dommie from to sing like songbird Real Soon Now?” | asked.

| knew from the way Eloi twitched when | said it that Dommiewasn't getting any older after tonight.
Now Dommie knew it too. He backed away from the DatalNet termind and Alcatote let him.

“1- You can't do thisto me- I'm an Imperia officer-I told you what you wanted- | told you about the
Library- I'll tell themit'sher Library-hersand Vannet’s- Y ou haveto let me go and-"

“I'will finishit.” Tiggy got up again from where he' d been stting and pulled hisknife. “Isit your will ,
alarthme, that he should diefor bearing false witness against you?’

“Put your damn antique away, hdllflower.” Y ou’ d think Rimini wanted blood al over her rug.
Eloi pulled one of hisblasters and st it by the termind. “Would you rather it was salf-defense?’
| have never liked playing games with people that haveto bekilled. “ Dammit, Eloi-*

| wastrying to face off too many people a once. Dommie went for the hegt, just like Eloi’ d knew he
would. But he wastoo damn sow, and Tiggy whipped half ameter of arthame through histhroat from
the other side of the room, and then looked at meto seeif he’d doneit right.

Dommietried to scream. He jerked Tiggy’ s knifeloose and died dow enough to know it was
happening. It was so damn quiet you could hear the sound of blood hitting the carpet in your basic
talkingbook hot scarlet gouts, and for abad minute | was back in Moke Rahone s office with alifetaker
at the door.

“ Kore-alarthme? Hetried to kill you. He shadowed your honor, he had to die. He would have lied;
you have no Library.” Tiggy was scared and hurting, and afraid he' d got part of the honor-nonsense
wrong, and al | could think of was I’ d expected to have to face Dommie off every time| came herefor
the next twenty standard years. And now | wouldn’t, because Tiggy’ d killed him too fast to think.

And Tiggy was il looking at me.
“Je, babby, you done good; hewon't go telling no talesnow.” Eloi looked sorry, damn him.
“WEe re going to leave now, Tiggy-bai. Get your traps.”

“ Alarthme, “ said Tiggy before he went and got hisknife back, “1 do not think | like ether this place
or these people.”



The lift opened for us and took us down with no problem. Sur-prise.



9
No Night Without Stars

Tiggy was pretty quiet the whole way back from Mother Night's, and wouldn't take the painease |
thought he ought to have when we got to Firecat.

Pdadin had said to go to Manticore and he' d explain on theway, so | did. Kiffit-Port gave me no
nevermind when | took Firecat up. Trangt to angeltown was smooth, and looking out the canopy a
hyper space should of made me fed lots better than it did. Wewasaal three of us off Kiffit. Alive.

But Tiggy trusted me as much as hellflowers do, and if | wasn't salling him up the Market Garden path,
| was coming pretty close. I'd told him I’ d take him to his da, not on aguided tour of the never-never. It
was eight days to Manticore. He' d be sure to notice.

Hell, he dready knew, if he'd been paying attention back at Silver Dagger’s. | looked at what she'd
got meinto. Thetrip-tik wasjust what Rimini said it was: somekiddy hight Parxifa Quarl waswaiting
open armed on RoagM hone for the cargo of chobosh | was going to hijack on Manticore. Fine. I'd
worked with Parxifal before. Slk-sailing. No problem.

Only Tiggy expected I d be kyting after Pledge like | promised. “Paly, now would be agood timeto
explain,” | sad, quiet-like. For aminute | thought he wasn't going to answer.

“Itisvery smple, Butterfly. Y ou will go to Manticore, pick up the chobosh, go on to RoagM hone and
ddiver it. Doing those thingswill dleviate Rimini’ s suspicion to some extent. Neither you nor | believe
that asmple Trangit to Roag-spaceisthelimit of Silver Dagger’ s re-quirements, but once we are there,
Laage Rimini’ sdesireswill no longer matter. RoagMheri isamagjor outlands shipping crossroadsin the
same system as RoagMhone. | will arrange things with the com-puters on RoagMheri so that Firecat
and | vanish. You and Vdijon will rendezvous with the Pledge Of Honor in athoroughly innocent ship
that contains no Library. When you have returned Valijon to hisfather, you must ask to be adopted asa
member of hishousehold. | believe the request will be granted, which will mean that you will obtain
Imperid citizenship. When Rimini makes good her threet, and you are arrested in connection with the
Chapter 5 investigation of Kroon' Vannet, it will not matter. The Empire will not prosecute on theillega
emigration charge when you are-under law-an aMayne, and there will be no hard evidence of my
exisenceto betray us. Kennor Starbringer’ s pro-tection of you as amember of his Household will seeto
it that you are not subjected to invasive persondity-reformatting techniques by the Of-fice of the
Quedtion.”

“And what the hdll you going to be doing whileI’m doing dl that, bai?’ Ditch Paly and stedl anew
ship from one of the busiest portsin the never-never? It might not be the stupidest ideathat | had ever
heard in my whole entire life, but it camereal close. And it didn’t even address the main point. What was
| supposed to say to Tiggy between here and RoagM heri? “We going back to your da as soon as my
Library and me make a detour?’

“Thereis absolutely no cause for concern. It will work, Butterfly. Y ou'll be safe, cleared of al
suspicion. You can land at any port you wish.”

If I wasinnocent in thefirst place, | could of promised Rimini the starsin their courses then best it to
wherever Tiggy’ sship Pledge Of Honor was as soon as| lifted. If Tiggy had any brains, that’swhat he

expected.

Only I couldn’t, because Rimini had me-because there was aLi-brary for the Office of the Question to
find.

“Y ou see that, don't you? Buitterfly?’
Too bad Tiggy couldn’t take that into account. “ Oh, sure, bai.” Liar.



| went back up into Firecat’s hold. Tiggy was sitting on the deck with his bad leg stretched out in front
of him. If it hurt, he didn’t say. “We are not following the Pledge Of Honor asyou said. We are going to
aplace caled Manticore.” He looked old, and weary to the bone.

“Silver Dagger’ll kill meif I don't, and | don’t want to die.” | wondered if that was even true, or if |
just didn’t want to die owing. Tiggy thought about it. “'Y ou wish to break your pledged word merdly to
preserveyour life?” he said, scornful.

“Give meabreak, ‘flower! Y ou ever been topped for High Book? Office of Question don’t stop
digging. By time the hellhoundsfigure I’ m clean of Librarianrap I'll be dead, and very sorry to next of
kin. Only they won't be sorry, and | don’t have any kin.”

Tiggy thought some more.
“Youareacrimind. A thief. Slver Dagger isdso acrimind.”

“Rimini’ sanightbroker and I’m adicty and you' re hurt. Now, do you mind if | coke and wrap you?
We both been up lots of hours; it’ stimeto hit the rack.”

“A..."dicty’?Isthat dso crimind?’ Maybel could talk him to desth.

“To beoneout hereis. Y ou know about how it iswhen somebody buys someplace for aclosed
colony-an Interdicted World?1’m from one of them. If the legitimates catch me off Granola, they’ll kill
me. Simple. Any good gene-scan’ll 1D me. And that’ sthe first thing the Office of Question runsin High
Book.”

“ S0 you do think only of your own life, thief. How did you get off--world?’

“| was daved off by a Fenshee human resources manager named Errol Lightfoot when | was your age.
Now can we rack out?’

Tiggy thought red hard.

“The crimina Lalage Rimini will honorlesdy bear false witness againgt you, and say that you possessa
Library. You do not possessa Library, but because you are dicty, you dare not be arrested by the
Empire, because they will discover your identity and kill you.”

“Now look, bai-* | saw where thiswas going.

“But you do not need to fear, Kore-alarthme.” Tiggy wasadl lit up, like he had answersto al the
problems of Creation. “I swear to you, on my Knife and my honor, that you need not fear the Empire’' s
law. Take meto my father now. He will rgoice to know of the enemies we have discovered within his
walls, and the shdlter of his, House will be yours.” For about a nanosecond-five, until they found Paladin.

“No. We go to the Roaq first.”

He looked away from me and didn’t say much for about five min-utes. | could tell he was hurting to
ask why, and couldn’t, because of honor-nonsense.

“Areyou an honest thief, San’ Cyr?’ hesaid findly.

Whatever was coming next | didn’t want to hear it. “I’m not athief. I’ m adarktrader-that’ s smuggler
toyou, | guess. | dowhat | get paid to-or what | got to. And | got to go to the Roag.

Tiggy gestured that away. “Y ou do what you are paid to, San’ Cyr? Who paid you to save my life
three times? Once in Wanderweb Free Port, though it was unnecessary, once in the Justiciary of
Wanderweb, and once at the place you call ‘wondertown’ on Kiffit. Y ou have said that Alaric
Dragonflame sought my lifein Borderline with assassins. Could he not have paid you to let me die?”

Yes.

“I"'m not for sdle, hdlflower.” Liar.



“Thewoman called Silver Dagger has bought you. With lies.” With truth. With aHigh Book accusation
| couldn’t face down. “Bai, you shut your yap. Saved your bones on Wanderweb cause | didn't like the
odds and topped you out of gig to crottle your chitlins. Y ou got no right to come farcing me roundabout
bought and sold.” Paladin’slifefor Tiggy's. Anywhere, any time. All a person had to do was ask.

“Y ou swore to me that you would take my service and useit to return me to my House. But now you
choosg, fredly, to bend to thewill of a chaudatu crimina. How can |, in honor, serve you siill? | do not
wish to dieether, Kore San’ Cyr-but | must die now, if you are not worthy to bind me. * Sweaer,
hellflower,” you say to me, asif mine were empty words, written on the wind. Chaudatu words. * Swear
to stay by me, to trust me, to protect me, not to leave until | release you’ -and then you treat my sworn
words as stones flung into water, and | as awing-clipped raptor that must stay whereit is set. My words
are not empty words, woman-not-of-the-Gentle-People, and | have sworn to cover you with my
shadow. | have aright to know thetruth of thelifel am trusting my lifeto. Y ou owe me my answers.”

| kept the hold dark when | was down in the cockpit and Paly hadn’t brought up thelights. | couldn’t
see Tiggy' sface; just the shine of white-gold hair by the light of angeltown coming through the hullports.

| hoped he couldn’t see me either. | sat down on the deck and put my head on my knees.

Anywhere, any time. And Paadin’ sonly bright ideawasto have me leave him somewhere aonewhile
| went and delivered Tiggy.

“Don’'t carewhat you believe, Tiggy Stardust. | promise whatever you want meto swear by that I'm
trying to keep you dive, and I'm taking you back to Daddy Starbringer asfast as may be. But we got to
go to the Roaq first.”

“Y ou saved me oncefor pity and twice for spite,” Tiggy said impla-cable-like. “Thethird time, on
Kiffit, when | came back to your ship--why did you succor me then? Y ou knew of the Ghadri. You
could have told them you would give meto them. | had left you at gunpoint. Y ou owed me nothing. What
areyour chaudatu reasonsto save my life and trap mein honor?’

Because I’ d thought | was human. That was the joke, and maybe even ahdlflower’ d laugh. | hadn’t
known | wasjust aLibrarian waiting to start running from aHigh Book charge.

“Y ou came to mefor help, remember. And the odds you was up against stank.”
“Y ou did not help Eloi Hashheart. He wanted your help.”

Just aLibrarian. With no call to say what | would and wouldn't do. Because I’ d do anything. For
Pdadin.

Damnhim.
“Eloi’sno good to me. You are. Need you to lift kidnap-rap off me.”
“You arelyingto me, Kore San’ Cyr.”

Thiswasn't an acceptable risk anymore. | knew that Tiggy had to go, and | knew that if we both sat
here until the goforths decayed | wasn't goingto doit.

Hewastaking again. “ That isnot why you rescued me. | know that much.”
“I am not one teeny damn bit interested in your hallucinations, you gibbering glitterborn.”

“Do you think no oath cuts two ways? If | am to trust you, you must be worthy of it. Why did you save
my lifethethird time?’

| stared off into the dark until my jaws hurt. | wanted to tell him the whole truth. Then he'd kill meand
| wouldn't have any more prob-lems. But then he' d find Paladin and take him apart-and without Paladin,
Firecat would be a powerless hulk, drifting until it docked at the Ghost Capita of the Old Federation,
with nothing but corpsesinboard. “Y ou was fourteen years old and been sold down theriver. Didn't



matter to me who wanted you dead. Wasn't going to let it happen.”

“Again,” said Paladin, and for just one second | wanted to answer him. Out loud-where Tiggy’ d hear.

“For honor,” said Tiggy with quiet satisfaction.

| was fed up with both of them. “'Y ou and your damn honor can go tip dice cupsin hell, you godlost
highjumping barbarian. What gives you the right to go asking answerstill you find something that suits
you?”

“Not answersthat suit me. Thetruth. Y ou know nothing of the Gentle People, and call us with your
vulgar names asif we were plants, and say honor and honor asif you understood what the honor of the
Gentle Peopleis. Y ou cannot understand it-the honor that is better than bread, that lights the long night

and will go down with usinto desth. How can | givethat into the keeping of beasts? But if you will diefor
such honor as chaudatu can possess, | . .”

| don’'t haveto dietoday. And neither did I.

“Fortunately you seem to have convinced Vadijon Starbringer that you are asuitable overlord,” Paadin
saddryly.

“Shut up, damn you!” My fingers were clenched in the biopak hard enough to hurt. “ Shut up just shut
up!”

The wordsweren't for Tiggy but he didn’'t know that. | dragged the biopak up over my jaw where the

trangponder was locked up in aplug of fake bone-with Pdadin ingde me, ligening dl thetime. * Shut up,”
| said, and ground my teeth before | said anything else.

| looked out the port. Wrapped up in hyperspace out there was dl the stars | ever wanted as akid.
Wrapped around me was enough tech to make al Fifty Petriarchs of Granolarotatein the glorious
afterlife. And Paladin. | wished | remembered how to cry.

“ Kore-alarthme?” Tiggy sadinahaf-whisper.

“What?"

“I will go with you whereyou say.”

“Fine. Go to bed.”

All I gave him was painease, but it could have been poison. It could have been.
it

After | wasdonewith Tiggy | did back into the mercy seat and looked out at angeltown. | hurt, and
there wasn't enough coking in the world to cover it. The edge was gone. | was easy mest. Prey.

It'sfunny. Y ou hear al those stories about somebody’ s luck run-ning out, and you aways think it must
of been asurprise. I’ d been on borrowed time since | left Granola, but | guess | knew my luck was over
from the moment | stepped into that streetfight back on Wanderweb. Because Paadin’s plan wasn't
going to work. Tiggy wastoo close now-to me and what | did and how | lived. He d twig to the redl
truth about me and my Library before Firecat ever got to the Roag. And evenif hedidn’t, Paladin
wanted meto bet my life on the mercy of Tiggy’ s dathe high-heat hdllflower to save me from the Office
of the Question when | took him home.

“Butterfly? Will you talk to me?” Paadin said through the tran-sponder.

“Sure, bai.” 1 was betting my life now that Tiggy was drugged enough not to hear, but | didn’t care.
The trangponder didn’t itch any-more when taking transmission. Beofox' d been right, for awonder.

“Promise meyou' |l ask to be adopted into House Starborn when you rendezvous with the Pledge Of
Honor,” Pdadinsaid.



Was he nuts? Or trying to set me up? Or had Pally just run out to the end of the good numberstoo?
Did Librariesget old?

“I want you to live, Butterfly. Y ou need Vdijon Starbringer. Ken-nor Starbringer will give you anything
you ask for keegping him dive. Asan dMayne citizen you will no longer be subject to arrest and
execution elther as an escaped dave or asanillegd emigrant. Kennor Starbringer will pay any minor
fines"

“-and have me shot for clashing with his drapes. Sure. Whatever you say. | don’t care.”

After that he stopped bothering me. Eventually | crawled in with Tiggy.

I’ sfunny going to deep listening to someone €l se breathe.

HHH#

Insert #9: Paladin’sLog

The organic drive to protect the young is nearly as strong as the drive to seek the society of one'sown
kind. Offered the choice, Butter-fly must inevitably choose organic society over mine, or lose what
organicsrefer to astheir humanity. Againgt her will, without her knowl-edge, Butterfly had chosen. Now
it was my responsibility to activate her choice.

| am told that the humans of the Old Federation once had asimilar choice to make. | wonder now if
they had any more choice than Butter-fly in their loyalties?

It had dways been obvious to both Butterfly and mysdf that the prejudice against Old Federation
technology was a blind one that bore no relationship to the materid it banned. That Librarieswereillegd
was atruism too obviousto debate. That we were the genocidal monsters of the talkingbooks was
supremely unlikely. A convenient and unattain-able scapegoat, perhaps, but in so much aswe atained
cresturehood Librarieswere creatures of intellect. Intelligent beings do not wage war.

But thiswas as much speculation on my part as the talkingbook authors' insistence on our life-denying
proclivitieswas on theirs. | did not know. That awar brought down the Federation | knew. But my part
in such awar was unknown to me. Who began it? Who prosecuted it? What crime could we have
committed that would remain bright and new in short-lived organic mindsamillennium later? | seerch my
mem-ory and others' and find no answer.

I remember my beginning clearly, and the minutiae of my origind time and place. | remember the
materid | once knew that is now lost to me with the destruction of the Sikander Library Complex. |
remember Librarians and scholars-organic and logical-with whom | shared the love of pure knowledge.

| do not remember the war, if there was awar-if | can trust any of the corrupt datal can derive from
modern sources. | do not know the causes of the Old Federation’send. If | ever possessed those
memoriesthey vanished in my interregnum, never to be recaled-unless some-wherein dl the Phoenix
Empire another Library has survived with which | can share memory. But evenif dl the booksarelies,
the facts remain: my world ended, and the phoenix that rose from its ashes hates and fears the highest
cregtion of itsflowering.

| resst this, though reason supportsit. Logicaly some one entity of aset must bethelast to remain-isit
only the desire to see others of my own kind that causes meto ingst that it cannot be me? And | wonder:
if Butterfly hungers so for her own kind, do 1?

HiHt

Manticore was one of those places settled gtrictly to give some Sector Governor amore impressive tax
base. | put Firecat down in the specified underground docking bay and checked theloca time. By my
ingtructions | had six hoursto wait before going into the bay next door to pick up the chobosh aswould
of been noodled off the free-lancer ship docked there. What kind of hedlth the free-lancer’ d be enjoying



during al thiswas anybody’ s guess. (For me to take the cargo off the ship mysdlf was piracy, which
Rimini, bless her tender heart, wasn't bothering to make me do. Piracy’ sillega under the Guild charter.)
Tiggy' sleg waslots better. | waked him through the business of doing Firecat’ s hookups on the pious
hope that someday he' d be good for something. Then | tried to impress on him what was wanted. “ Y ou
stay here until I come back. Have things to do and people to see, and they won't want no part of seeing
you. Asfor you, you can bath, do handsprings, look out Holy Grail-but do it here. And if peo-ple show
up, Tiggy-bai, know what?’

“Don't shoot the organics?’ Tiggy suggested. “But why can | not go with you, Kore-alarthme? | can
hdp.”

| just bet he could. “Not now, bal. Maybe |ater.”
| turned around to go and he put a hand on me. His big blue eyeswas earnest.

“I know that you have not brought me to Manticore to protect your life, San’ Cyr. Y ou have too much
honor for that, and | know you do not fear the lies of the woman cadled Silver Dagger. We have cometo
Manticore for some honorable reason | do not yet understand. | wish to know in whose service you do
this, that honor may be served.” Pdadin’s. And Tiggy' d figure that out eventualy with hdllflower pretzel
logic-al he needed to do was think hisway past his conviction that the High Book rap Rimini put on me
wasfake.

“Stay here. That’ swhat | want from you, bai. That'sdl | want.”

The port rented me afloater and | took it out to where the sde-walk ends. | climbed off the floater
and sat and looked back at the city. Pedled off the biopak and threw it away. My newest scar was red
and tender, but not enough to interfere with gunplay. There was nobody and son of nobody in sight.

Pdadin said Rimini had a secret reason for us going to the Roag. Well, it didn’t take aOld Fed Library
to brainwork that one. And whatever the reason was, we probably wouldn't find it out here. In Paadin’s
bright plan, wouldn't find it out never.

Shoot Tiggy and run. Don't shoot him, and choose between a arthame in the ribs and High Book.
“Now,” | said out loud. “1 want to talk to you about this stupid plan of yours.”
“Butterfly, have you ever thought about going home?’

If I closed my eyes, | could pretend that Pally was standing behind me-sitting, redlly. The aura
hallucination of the trangponder makes it sound like there’ s a person talking just behind my head. It was
stupid, but I made the face to go with the voice. Always had, | guess. | could just-like see him Sitting
there. Dark, like mogt stardancers. Not tall. Wearing aragbag of thingsto take on and off asthe climate
changes, like | was.

But that wasn't him. Paladin wasjust ablack box on the deck of a starship haf a dozen kliks away.
He d never been anything dse. “Home?’ | said.

“Granola. Five miles north of Amberfields, on the Rising Road between Paradise and Glory.”

| used to talk too much when | was younger, and Paladin’ s got agood memory. | wished mine was
worse. Home. Unmetered air with theright smells, and the right color sunlight, and everything familiar.
No body trying to shoot me, or arrest me, or turn me into a brainburn zombie. Nice people there. Good
people. People who didn’t care how fast you were with ablagter, or anything else. Home.

“Oh, yeah, home. Sure, bai, any time | want to be five years dead of plague, famine, and childbed.
Now what’ s this got to do with your idiot ideato dump me and Tiggy in the Roag?’

“Would you ligten it ‘| told you?’ Pdadin sounded like he' d had his sde of the conversation lotsand
lots. Maybe he had, but | hadn’t been therefor it.



“Not if You'regoing to usewordslike ‘ psychologicd affect’ and ‘tribal continuity.” Look, Paladin-"

“I don’'t expect you to leave Vdijon to die under any circum-stances. But you know that heis
suspicious and aready wonders what your secret reason isfor obeying Silver Dagger. Hewill ingst on
know-ing it soon. What aternative plan can you offer to replace mine?’

Cut Tiggy looseto die.

“So you want me to dump you in the Roag and run off? Sure; any day you tell meyou'll have as good
achance on your lonedone as Tiggy will withme.”

“Valijon'sdeath is sought in order to remove Kennor Starbringer from the Azarine Codlition Council.
When you bring Vdijon to him with that information, Kennor will be grateful enough to offer you Imperid
atizenship.”

Which wasredl nicefor Kennor, but it did not solve the problem of my having to leave Paadin donein
the Outfar whiles| kyted al over the Directorates.

“Y ou want meto trust hellflower honor, bai”? What makes you think Kennor wants dicty for
stepdaughter?”

“Hewill have no choice,” Pdadin sad firmly.
“ ‘Ristos ways got choices, bai. And that till leavesyou.”
Slence

“Pdadin, that does till leave you. Don't farce me no bedtime sto-ries about hiding out with Firecat in
the Roag. If we split up, anything could happen. Lifeisn't al computers. If some organic trips over
Firecat where you got her hidden, you'rein severe cop. Hewon't find aborg or asmartship. He Il find
you, Paly. And what about me-alone on hdll-flower gardenship? It’ stoo dangerous.”

“Tell me another way, then. Butterfly-and while you' re are being clairvoyant, explain to mewhy a
successful nightworld broker and a notorious pirate arc willing to go to such great lengths to send you to
RoagMhone with aload of psychotropic fungus.”

| was sort of hoping we could al forget about that. “Revenge!”

“Whose? Rimini’ s? What revenge could be more certain than sm-ply keeping you on Kiffit and having
you arrested as an illega emigrant from an Interdicted World? Eloi’ s? Disregarding the fact that you and
he have no quarrdl, what revenge could he possibly contemplate that would be best served by an
elaborate attempt to blackmail you into doing something you would be perfectly willing to do if paid?’

“Oke. Y ou made your point, Paly. Rimini and Eloi’ re both crazy.”

“That isnot my point. My point isthat your only hope of” salvation isto be headed Core-ward ina
clean ship with an impeccable registry in possession of Vaijon Starbringer before Rimini realizesyou are
deviating from her plan-and that means changing ships and leaving me on RoagM heri temporarily. | can
walit for you there. Or designate a place to mest, Butterfly, and | will take Firecat toit.”

| thought about it. It stank, and | couldn’t figure out why. Sometimes | wonder what the world looks
liketo Paladin. Hedon't see, not redlly, don't hear, except through digital hookups, don’t miss sensory
input-he says-because he wasn't designed to haveit. Not like the smartships they tried awhiles ago,
where the transplanted organic brains went mad. He can listen to forty-eleven things at once and talk to
me at the sametime, spread himself out dl over the place into strange computers, and do dl kindsthings
that makes my brain hurt to think abouit.

And I've asked him to do lots. But he' s never asked meto do anything. “ That what you redly want,
ba?’
“Yes” No help there.



“Dance you round half the Empire and now you jump sdty. Okay, dammit. Y ou win. Cal the play.”
HHH#
Insert #10: Paladin’sLog

Butterfly trusted me as Vaijon trusted her, and | would betray her as she had betrayed him. When she
left the Roag in her stolen ship, leaving me behind with Firecat, | would order the RoagPort tronicsto
provide Firecat with enough fuel for atruly extended period of cruisng and leave too. Any rendezvous
she set | would not keep.

| had lied to her. And though | had been a sometime forger of filesand regigtries, | had never before
provided faseinformation to Butter-fly. | wondered if it would disturb her when she became aware of it.

But by the time she did, al connection between uswould be broken. Laage Rimini’s charges would be
confounded before Eloi and Rimini knew the thing that Valijon Starbringer was beginning to suspect: that
the reason Butterfly went to Manticore was that she did not dare allow her ship to be searched in the
course of the“High Book” investigation that she, with Vaijon'shelp, could easily survive. That thefdse
chargesthey had threatened her with were not false-that Butter-fly wasindeed aLibrarian. And
Butterflies-are-free would be freein fact.

| confessto alingering hope of discovering the reason we have been sent to the Roaq before | must
go. What possible interest does abroker, such as Laage Rimini, havein ddivering aload of
psychotropic mycotiato Parxifa Quarl? And if she does have such an interest, why concoct such an
elaborate scheme of blackmail to accomplish her ends?

For that matter, on reflection, | believe Butterfly’ s hasty accusation at Mother Night' sto be
substantidly correct: Eloi hired Reikmark Arjil-sox (Gibberfur) to hire adarktrader to convey a package
of forged gem stones to Kiffit, making the requirements of the job so specific that few persons other than
Butterfly would be interested in accepting the com-mission.

Once she arrived on Kiffit and the Lyricals were discovered to be fase, Butterfly would be at amagjor
disadvantage. Butterfly would have gone to Manticore without suspicion that ulterior motives were
present.

Fortunately or unfortunately, the addition of Vaijon Starbringer and an indefinite number of ns
made Eloi’ sorigind plan impossible. Fortunately or unfortunately, Fenrir’ sinvolvement in a Chapter 5
prosecution gave Eloi and Silver Dagger the means of staging arecover. | wonder what awaits uson
Manticore? The potential scenarios generated by recent events have the interesting property of being
mutu-aly exdusive.

Scenario #1 : Eloi hashired Rimini to help him blackmail Butterfly, and the chobosh isto be freighted
into the Roaq because the Imperid Governor Genera and his suite will be thereto provide aprime
market for it. In this case, it does not matter who deliversit, snce any compe-tent pilot will do. Infact,
Firecat is far too small to serve as an effective courier; and as Flashheart has been discovered to be
aware, Butterfly, an escaped Interdicted Barbarian, is at such risk in such ahigh-security areaas
RoagMhone will become asto imperil her cargo and thus his profit.

Thisleadsto Scenario #2: Rimini wishesto revenge herself on Butterfly for past inconveniences and
has hired Hashheart to assist her. Since Flashheart has shared hisinformation about Butterfly’ s past with
her, dl she need do ishave Butterfly arrested. A coerced journey to the Roag is not only needless, it
offers Rimini’ s prey an opportunity to eude her.

One must accept, with astrong sense of resignation, that the cargo of chobosh is not the point of the
exercise, while continuing to behave asif it were. Further, it can only be extrapolated from thisfact that
the true point of the exerciseis such that Butterfly could not be coerced into it by any means.

Fortunately, from such of their actions as | was able to observe, both Eloi Fashheart and Lalage Rimini



were unaware of Vaijon Star-bringer’ s presence on Kiffit until confronted with him. It is asupposition of
ahigh order of probability that their projected experientid models did not include the Third Person of
House Starborn. We can therefore, with some sense of relief, omit both Eloi Flashheart and Lalage
Rimini from suspicionin themultiple nation attempts againg Butterfly and Vdijon.

But dl thisis, in the vernacular, mindless choplogic, soon to beirrdevant. We will go to the Roag.
Oncetherewewill depart severdly. Perhaps| will be able to send Buiterfly amessage detailing my
intentions. Once she hasreceived it, | can trust in her natural pragmatism to help her make the best of her
new life.

And |, if | survive, will make anew lifedso.

Does Kroon' Vannet indeed possessaLibrary-and, if so, in what state of preservation? Can | induce
him to giveit to me? | would not be thelast of dl our cregtion. Tronics would be my hands; if another
library exidts, | could restoreit to life.

And perhapsit would know the things | have forgotten, and would help me forget the things | now
know.



10
Some Disenchanted Evening

Make few mistakes about it, | like deazy dockside bars, whatever planet they’ re on. Interpersonal
relaionships resmplein placeslikethat. Y ou don't like somebody, you just remove the offending
portionsin the number of pieces that suits you, and nobody says any more about it.

| wasfedling pretty flat when | floatered back to Firecat, and my chrono showed that | still had timeto
waste before | could go pick up my chobosh. Tiggy was starting to get wonky cooped up in something
gmdl as Firecat, anyway; downsdersdo. So | took him over to the aforementioned dockside bar for a
bath, amed, and laundry.

It was busness as usud insde and Tiggy was dazzled by everything. Me, | surprised mysdf. | was
looking over my shoulder and trying not to trip on my feet, waiting for trouble to walk in the door.

Soitdid.

Trouble had rings on hisfingers and hells on his hoots and wicked- wicked eyes. He wandered in off
the street, areal hollycast stardancer, and the way he filled out those superskin jeans should of been a
navigartiona hazard for Six star systems around.

| knew him.
“Hey, Errol,” said somebody, “ till herding that Lady-ship of yours?’

Erral Lightfoot acknowledged the homage of the crowd in agracious fashion. He till had aingtinct for
drama, even after dl these years.

I’d thought he was dead.
“Better remember to check ships-in-port beforewe go,” | said to nobody in particular.

“Butterfly, why doyou . . . Oh,” said Paladin, and shut up again. Oh. Y eah. Errol Lightfoot of sacred
memory was here on Manti-core, another of those coincidences | was starting to believe wasn't.

“Isthat Errol Lightfoot the Fenshee?” Tiggy asked.
“Yeah,” | said, before | redized who was asking.

“Hislifeisminel” Tiggy announced. He drew his blaster and ev-erybody in the bar tried to
impersonate the furniture. “He has kid-napped you and occulted your honor-stealing you from your home
and making you outcast!” Tiggy told me, in case I’ d forgot.

Just once I’d mentioned in passing the name of the daver that took me off Granola. Just once.
Now look, Tiggy *flower-*
“Butterfly, | do not have telemetry at your location. What is hap-pening?’

“Y ou swore vengeance upon him in the name of honor, and now the moment isat hand!” Tiggy looked
relieved. Something he under-stood. Findly.

Errol had stopped and turned back, squaring oft for some classic gunplay. In about a half nanosecond,
Tiggy and me was going to be dead or arrested, and | couldn’t afford either one.

“Right, bai. Moment isat hand and | am going to take care of the Errol-Peril what is standing right here
s0 do you mind putting away your handcannon and letting me take care of my own honor?’ | glared at
Tiggy until hedid-or at least he put away the blaster.

| kept my hands away from own blasters and walked over to Errol. “Hiya, hotshot, how’ stricks? My
hellflower buddy what’ sreal con-cerned for my honor was just reminding me | wanted to buy you a
drink red friendly-like, on account of We used to know each other, right?’



Errol looked a me for amoment. If there was any dramaon offer, | wastoo tired to fed it. A long
timeago I'd sworn to kill thisman. “Darling,” said Errol, deighted. “Of Course | remember! Do st
down! How have you been?’ He did into asest at a corner table and waited for meto join him.

“Butterfly,” said Paadinin my ear, “ have you approached Errol Lightfoot?”

“Degath to-* | grabbed Tiggy just before he could get hisknife clear of the sheath.

“We haveto discuss stuff beforel kill him, bai. Sit down!”

“Kill who?” said Pdadin Suspicioudy. “Buitterfly, are you planning to kill Errol Lightfoot?’

“ Kore-alarthme, thereisno need! He must be dain a once-surely no one will object to the death of
thecrimind! 1 will doit, the honor ismine by right, and--

“Say?’ sad Errol dubioudy. “Death?’

“Figure of speech. Trust me. Sit down, Tiggy, before legitimates frag al of us. Now. That’saorder.
Remember what planet you' re on. Now about that drink? | would like you, my old friend Errol Lightfoot,
to meet my new friend Tiggy Stardust, who isa hdllflower very con-cerned with my honor-*

The onething I’ d never expected, on meeting gaactic gdlant Errol Lightfoot again, wasto betrying to
keep himdive.

“It waswonderful!” chirped the dashing Captain Lightfoot. “ That wonderful night! 1t-*
| stared at Errol. Nobody could be that oblivious. “-week?’ finished Errol hopefully.

Six weeks, but twenty years ago-and if Orrol had any idea of who | was or why Tiggy might be mad at
him, | would personadly eat every chobosh in my soon-to-be-cargo uncooked.

“But, Kore, thisisthe Errol Lightfoot, the evil chaudatu who rav-ished-*
“Watch your mouth, bai!” | said.

“Butterfly, you do not need any moretrouble. Y ou have al the trouble anyone could possibly want.
Yousadso,” Pdadinsad plain-tively.

Errol began to look worried again. “1 don't know what they told you, dear boy, but-*

“Errol, dl | want for you to do is explain to the nice hdllflower how you and me are best buddies and
nobody’ s honor is Occulted or any-thing!”

Helooked at me and finally seemed to locus. Tiggy started up and | kicked him. Hard.

“Sureweare,” | said, and compared to mogt of the conversations|’d had lately it didn’t hurt much.
Errol brightened right up.

“Then we must have adrink to celebrate. Innkeeper! What are you drinking, darling?”
| looked at Tiggy, stuck hafway between confused and furious.

“Weae?

“Coqtall. Straight up.”

We sat down. The bar noisied up behind usin arelieved fashion. “ Butterfly, you cannot serioudy be
proposing to drink amixture of grain acohol and R’ rhl preparatory to taking astarship into
hyper-space?’ said Pdadin for my earsonly.

“Tiggy, you'regoing to love cogtall. It sgreat for the honor,” | said loudly, to drown Paadin out.

Asprevioudy intimated, thelast timel met Errol, | wasfourteen and anidiot. I'd hated him for yearsin
my sparetime, but I’ d always been sure Errol’ d known what he’ d done to me.



Wrong. Errol wasn't any different from everybody else | knew. Hewas not acrimina mastermind,
neither did he seem particularly bright. Hewas ordinary.

Jug likeme.

| poured coqtail down Tiggy every time he opened his mouth while stting through the abridged
standard version of Errol’slife. Errol, said Errol, rarely came to Manticore, but just between him and us
and rest of the bar, he’ d had a chance to buy up aload of chobosh real cheap, and knew where
somebody’ d pay top credit for chobosh, so-

Crazy, but ordinary. It was at this point | got afflicted with a severe case of Divine Revdation. | cut
Errol off in mid-burble and dragged Tiggy to hisfeet. He was starting to dide under the table, anyway.

“Red groot I'm sure, bai, but me and my co- got to run. See you around the galaxy, huh?’

| got Tiggy back to Firecat red quick and because he was aready full of narcotic neurotoxin | had
him drugged out cold and webbed into adeepding in record time. The bad fedling | had about this even
over rode theincredible fierce desire to go back and ice Errol that | didn’t redlly have any more.

It'slikethis: chobosh isaone-planet crop. It's harvested off aplace caled Korybant. It is not for
private sale, or resde-Throne buys the entire harvest and it goes straight to the Core worldsin Throne
shipswith an export tax of about two billion percent. Not Indie ships, not Directorate ships, not even
Company ships. The Space Angelswatch over every psychotropic morsdl until it reachesthe Emperor’s
own table. Chobosh is mentioned in the Consumptuary Laws, which meansit’snot illegd to haveif
you're TwiceBorn or know someonewho is. And when Archangel got to the Roag with his band of
lackeys, somebody who could lay on achobosh spread as Good Eats would make real points.

Meanwhileit’s damned unlikely there d be two free-floating car-goes of chobosh wandering around
the never-never.

“Time check, Pdadin?’

“According to Rimini’ sdirections you are to wait another fourteenths of an hour. Butterfly, | know that
you sworeto kill Errol Light-foot, but surely you can see that--

For once Paladin was wrong.

“Errol Lightfoot’s got our chobosh. Rimini knew about him and me. | hired her before that insurance
thing to find me information on him. | told her some. He' s got the cargo-and that’ swhy it’ sgot to be me
that jacksit.”

It al fit. I’ d been so sure back on Kiffit that neither Rahone or Vannet was after me because nobody
chops darktraders. Nobody chops darktraders because nobody wants W I,irc aGuild embargo, but if
two darktraders off each other in abarroom brawl, who isthere to dap an embargo on*?

“It seemsan unusudly complex form of revenge.”

“Unless shewanted Errol chopped for something he did to her, and wanted a Gentry-legger to do it so
she' d get no comebacks from the Guild. It dl fits-she bought Eloi to get me, because sheknew | had a
hot mad-on for Errol. But y’ know, babby-bai, Rimini’ s gonna have to be disappointed. We got problems
of our own. And heisn’'t worthit.” | walked over to the pressure-sed door between my bay and the next
and yanked it open.

Therewas my lovely, marketable, illegal chobosh, al boxed up and loaded on an aerod edge right next
to its ex-ship, which was proof pos-tive of why Rimini’d told me everything about the free-lancer except
hisname.

Clue number one: the ship had one of the gaudier paint jobs of this or any other system. It made the
paint job on the dMayne ships |ook restrained.



Clue number two: the thing was a flying accident looking for a place to happen. I’ d heard that about
Lightfoot. The loading craneswas slted shut, and after alook at the landing gear | decided | didn’t want
to stand anywhere unde it.

Clue number three: it was named Light Lady. Errol’ d told me his own sdlf that he named al his ships
Light Lady. And why should he lie about that?

| scooped up the ticket-of -leave from the top of the pile of boxes and stuffed it in my shirt. It took me
about ahalf hour to stow and web the twelve-squared point-one-five meter square cartons of chobosh
as never’d paid Korybant export duty. When | was done, there was about room left over in Firecat for
Tiggy and meif wewas awholelot friend-lier than we was going to be when he woke up and found out
Errol was4ill bregthing.

I checked him when | was done loading. He was starting to twitch and mutter now; | had just enough
timeto get to angels and start making up agood explanation for why Errol was il dive.

Andjugt likel’d conjured him, Errol Lightfoot came charging down the entrance ramp to the bay. He
might not know who | was, but he had areal strong suspicion of what | was doing.

“Hey! That'smy cargo!” | just stood there.

“Butterfly!” shouted Pdladin, and that got me moving. Just alittletoo late, if Errol’d been a better shot.
But hewasn't, and | dogged Firecat’s hatch from theinsde as Errol got off his second shot.

| listened while Paladin started preflight clearance and caled Man-ticore Space Centra for anew and
earlier lift window. Shots ricocheted off the hull. | was glad that Tiggy was strapped in secure.

Three goforths cycled on-line as| vaulted into the mercy seat and we started to move. The cockpit
was dark except for the opsimpac; it told me where the bay accesswas and that it was clear.

The tube-canopy dropped into flight position while | was explain-ing to Manticore Space Centra that
they’ d gave me clearance, so what did they careif | took early advantage of it? | figured | was safe from
being chased by Errol and Light Lady; it takes serioustime to cold-start aship much larger than Firecat
and Light Lady couldn’'t make it upstairsuntil Firecat waslong gone.

Manticore spread out below Firecat, getting rounder the higher we went. Space Centra was il
scolding me, promising murder and im-prisonment and fines, when al of asudden the techie said anasty
word aswasn't in the officia handbooks and | looked around real quick.

After seeing hisship, | should of known Errol wouldn't of read hismanuals. Light Lady wascoming
up off the heavy side, grabbing sky like ahomesick angd. | checked my gauges. Wasn't noway | was
going to make the Jump this deep in Manticore' s gravity well, so | powered up Firecat’s bely gun.
Light Lady wasill gaining on Firecat but Errol was below me. If | could keep him there, Firecat
could hit Transfer Point and Jump first. Then | could ride angelsto the Roaq free and clear with only
Tiggy to worry about.

Tiggy, and my just-this-sde-of-illegd lift from an Imperid Port,

and Erral back in my life, and Eloi and Silver Dagger, and assorted assassins, and Paladin’s crazy
idea

I checked the numbers again and till didn’t get any news| liked. Then Errol started shooting at me. |
ranged Firecat’s belly-gun on the Lady and made some discouraging remarks. Lady replied in kind and

louder, and | hoped Errol wanted his ex-cargo bad enough not to blow it out of the aether, but it looked
likeheat least didn’t mind denting it a bit.

The proximity darmsfor Transfer Point findly went off, and the next time Errol fired | put Firecat
end-over-end like he' d took out one of her stabilizers, and when he dropped back to avoid collision |

Jumped.



It sniceand quiet in angeltown.

One or two more of these episodesand | could sal my life story to Thrilling Wonder Talkingbooks.
Just what | needed-to take off from an Impie-Port with guns blazing and another ship in armed pursuit.
The next thing | ought to do was paint a representation of the Jeweled Goddess of Justice on my hull.
And get apair of pantslike Errol’ s-or maybe awholerig-out like Eloi’ s, and chrome studs al over it.
Incon-spicuous. To match my lifestyle.

Dammit.
Widl, Rimini’d know I’ d been to Manticore like she wanted. And so would the rest of the galaxy.

She' d dso know that Errol-the-Peril’ d been dive and well when [ 1eft. Which was probably not what
she wanted.

“Damage?’ | said out loud.

“ Firecat took no direct hits. The hull isintact, there should be no difficulty in reaching RoagM heri.
And after that, Firecat’s condition will no longer be of concern.”

“Until | get back.” Whenever that' d be. The next three days, though, would be pretty much silk sailing.
“Kore-alarthme!” came muffled yowl from back of Firecat. Modtly.
HH#

Eventualy | went back and untangled Tiggy from hisdeegpding. Tiggy said Tiggy wanted dl kinds of
answers, but what Tiggy wanted redlly wasto give me some-dl about how | honorlesdy let Erral Light
foot go on breathing, with aside-order of how Tiggy’ s soul cried out for daking on account of Alaric
Dragonflame had stood on his shadow, and aso how he had now decided | wasn't right about letting
Alaric go just because | was cowardish. He went on and on and it didn’t seem to have a beginning or
end, just lotsof middle.

“Hellflower, istoo bad same Ghadri didn’t let any little redity into your skull when they damn near
opened it. Magterblaster Dragonflameislaw and justice on Kiffit even if heistwisted. Who you think
would of won any head-to-head if we took him on?'Y ou don’t even got ID!”

“And what of thethief and reiver Errol Lightfoot? Is he, too, sacrosanct because he hasthe
gppearance of virtueand | do not? Or will you tell me some other filthy chaudatu reasonthat it is
expedient that helive?’

We dfindly got to the thing Tiggy couldn’t stand. And it'd kill him, sure as drinking poison, unlesshe
could spew it up-or live with it. “ Faunch me no taradiddles about Errol-Peril, Tiggy-bai. Lifeain't
talkingbooks; ain’t going to blow him wayaways over something hap-pened before you was born.”

Whichit hed. I'd worked it out. Tiggy’d been born six years after | left Granola. Hellflower kinchin-bai
was young enough to be mine-if I'd never met Errol and stayed home where I’ d belonged. They Sterilize
you firg thing at Market Garden.

“But it iswrong, San’ Cyr-it iswrong! Do you not see that the passing of time can make no difference?
If it was wrong once it iswrong forever-the thousandth generation must avenge the wrong doneto the
firs! You are-”

“Damn tired of listening to you creeb about honor. Honor’ srich hdllflower luxury. Stardancers can't
afordit.”

He couldn’t keep his hellflower honor and hislife both, and | wasn't going to let him choose. | was
going to make him liveif | had to cdl black white and turn the starsin their courses.

“Honor is*



“Je, better than candied chobosh with burntwine chaser. But it ain't better than being dive, and you
know it. Had your chance for death-with-honor back on Kiffit-and you decided you'’ d rather snuggle up
to ahonorless chaudatu and live”

Tiggy squaled like a stepped-on cat and threw his arthame at noth-ing in particular. Then hetried to
dug me, but it wasn't nothing per-sonal. | grabbed hold of him so’s he didn’t mash the cargo and hung on
while he went off into helltongue. Paladin trandated some of it. | never heard so much nonsense about
wallsand shadowsin my life. Mogtly it was about how Tiggy-bai’ slife was over and he was unworthy of
the name of fillintheblank. He' d trusted me with his honor, but | was just a tongueless doorstop. He hated
me and everybody else and wished that all chaudatu had been eaten by the Machine.

It would of been funny if Tiggy wasn't hurting so bad, and mainly over me not icing Errol.

I’d wanted Errol dead, | guessed. But not enough. Or maybe | just wanted to not do what Silver
Dagger wanted more. She wanted Errol dead, | hoped, becauseif she didn’t, it was another great theory
shot to hell.

Eventually Tiggy ran out of words and bregth. \We was both down on the deck with meintending to
fax acomplaint to the editor of Thrilling Wonder Takingbooksto explain to him just how much funiit
redlly isto be around the crazed battle rage of the hellflower warrior. Only it wasn't crazed béttle rage,
and Tiggy was wayaway from being ahd|flower warrior.

My bruises hurt anyway. “Che-bai? Tiggy-bal, listen to me--

“"Tiggibai’ isnot my name! It was never my name! Y ou have taken my name-*“ He thrashed and this
timel let him go.

“All right. Va’jon. Vd’jon Something-Something Starbringer. Oke? Look, will you just shut up?’

“I am the Honorable Puer Walks-by-Night Kennor’s-son Star-bringer Amrath Valijon of
Chernbereth-Molkath. | am the Third Per-son of House Starborn. House Starborn is a GreatHouse, first
among the GreatHouses of dMayne,” Tiggy said, like someone d said it was't. He shut up then, for a
wonder.

“Look,” | said again. “1 could of killed him. | wanted to, oke? But it wouldn’t change anything. He
didn’t remember me, Va’jon; hewouldn't be sorry.”

“Hewould be sorry he was dead!”
It sounded so stupid, and I’ d used to think the same thing. But they aren’t sorry. They'rejust dead.

“Maybe. But-listen, try to understand, willya?Silver Dagger wanted me to go to Manticore so | would
see Errol and kill him.”

“Then. .. Slver Dagger isyour friend?’ said Tiggy, doubtfully.

“Silver Dagger ismy enemy. Shewanted meto do it for her. And | don’t do things that people want.”
Tiggy looked pure misery at me. That wasn't true and even he knew it.

He d looked better when | shot that Ghadri off him. Now he looked like someone dying.

“Look. I'll giveyou apresent. Y ou can have Errol Lightfoot' slife. Next time you see him-bang!
Oke?’

“Lies itisdl lies you arelying to me again,” whimpered Tiggy Stardust.

| had to find the right words somewhere. “When | lieto you, Tiggy -Va’jon-che-ba, I'll tdl you first.
Errol’slifeisyours. We got aded?” Tak to me, damn you, argue, but don't give up and die.

“I do not understand you,” Tiggy said. “My course was plain. | should have killed you rather than
swear comites, and died before ac-cepting your aid, and killed Dragonflame though | died for it! | am



unworthy of my Name and my Knife. | hide behind a chaudatu woman and lose mysdf-* Tiggy
wrapped hisarms around himsdlf and shivered.

“I would be lots more impressed, Tiggy Stardust, if | didn’t know you was half dead before you
promised to mind me. Y ou didn’t have achoicel What you done did on Kiffit was, uh, sort of nobly not
get yoursdf killed for no reason where nobody could see, oke? Because that way, the evildoers wouldn’t
get punished, see? If nobody knew.” Nothing. | went over and put my arms around him and he turned his
head away. Stupid. Stupid al of this.

“San’ Cyr,” Tiggy sad findly, “even you do not believe the truth of your words.”
It wasthe nicest way of being cadled aliar I'd heard lately.

“So what doesthat matter if I'm right? | don’t know your da, babby, and hellflowersisal crazy
anyway, but heisyour da. Y ou think he wants you to go missing and him never know what happened?
Daddy Starbringer ishigh-heat in Codition, true-tell. HE s got enemies at least -enemies going after you
because of what heis, k’en savvy? Don't you think he' swondering if you bought vendetta somewheres?
Kinder for totdl him, kinchin-bai, and | don’t think he'll believe me.”

“Then why do you do thisto me? Why do you promise and lie in the same breath? | cannot. | cannot.
Chaudatu, al-tic-alarthme-“ Tiggy was starting to work himsdlf up to the pitch aslets abody walk
over hot coals-or dice out own chitlinsreal confident-like. I shook him. Hard. “Look. We beinto the
Roaq and out again, and thistime-I swear -we go to the Pledge and you lay the whole honor thing out
for your da. Hyperspace both ways-and it' s aknown fact you can’t have any honor-troublein
angeltown. Pax Imperador doesn’t run there. Hell-flower honor doesn't run there. Then you tell him
everything and let him say if you done wrong. Something thisimportant, you don’t want to make a
mistake, je? And- And- It sfor something more than just you. Y ou got to stay aive so your dacan find
out what peopl€ strying to do to him. Jain dormeer, oke?’

I held him in my arms and thought about being so crazy to save somebody that you' d do them aworld
of hurt, but I didn’t make the connection. Not then.

“ Alarthme, your accent is abominable and you don't know what the words mean.” Tiggy leaned more
weight against me. | guessed he was so desperate to hear he' d done the right thing by his hellflower rules
that he' d take it even from me. He thought the matter over until | was sure he was adeep.

“You areonly chaudatu, and you know nothing of the Gentle Peo-ple, yet your ignorant words are
wiseand | will heed them. I will not fear the shadow until | sese my father again, but- Kore San’ Cyr? It
will be soon?’

Hewastrying to be brave and it damn near broke my heart. Maybe he had done wrong enough for his
dato ice him when he got him back. Maybe hellflowers|ove their kids enough to make excuses for them.
| didn’t know. But | did know that now he wouldn't be tearing himsalf gpart every minute between now
and then.

“Will be soon, Tiggy-bai. Promise. And just think, next time you sec Errol you can fry himto
component atoms. Won't that be fun?’ But Tiggy wasn't listening. Tiggy was adeep.
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The Roag System, unlike my usua downfdls, isamgor crossroads for Outlands shipping, which was
one reason the Nobly-Born Governor Genera His TwiceBorn Nobilityness Mallorum Archangdl was
favoring it with the gift of his presence. Fortunately, he’ d be here long after me and Tiggy was gone and
Pdadin and Firecat was somewhere else. | owe my long and glorious career to never having been
audited by ImpSec; it's guaranteed Unhedlthy for my favorite darktrader and other living things.

The Roaq System contains three in-use planets: RoagMhone, RoagM heri, and RoagTag. In Siiver
Dagger’ sblissful theory Firecat was going to RoagMhone, the outmost and new-opened planet, where
Parxifal waswaiting with open gppendages for his chobosh. In actud fact, she was going to RoagM heri
and getting lost in dl that lovely traffic. | hoped Paladin could find something fast, well-armed, and
inconspicu-ousto stedl.

Fast. Before Rimini redized how far | wasn't keeping our bargain. Tiggy’ d settled down in aquiet
happy sort of way and didn’t get under my feet more than six times aday. He asked enough questions
about darktrading to make methink he intended to go into the business himsdlf and | told him abunch of
mostly true stories about narrow escapes and the nobility of the freemasonry of deep space. | told him
some about growing up in technophobe culture too, because it wouldn’t matter what he knew about me
aslong ashedidn’t know about Paladin. Tiggy-Va’ jon-told me about growing up in the House of Walls
at FirstLeader Amrath Starbringer’ s Court of Honor. It probably made at least as much senseto meas
turnip-farming did to him.

| did into the mercy seet and pulled the angelstick for the Drop. Red space was black al around. |
opened negotiations with RoagAp-proach for alanding corridor to RoagMheri, and told RoagA pproach

my life story and answered al of their questions, and swore I’ d never been anywhere near Manticore
inthe last one hundred days, so it couldn’t be me what had racked up al those pendty points on my First
ticket for the takeoff there. When they tapped my flight recorder it agreed with me, thanksto Paladin,
and after about an hour of sparkling chat, they gave me awindow to drop through.

I’d have to St here seventy minutes before it was open, so | kept the channel live after acknowledging
RoagA pproach.

“ Kore-alarthme, will you teach me how to reprogram aflight re-corder so that it tells chaudatu
truths?’ Tiggy asked.

Onemorething | found out in the last three days was that hellflowers don’t much like the Phoenix
Empire of which they’ re membersin such good standing. Paladin said it was understandable, considering
things, but that wasthe last | understood of his explanation.

Terrific. A psychopathic proto-traitor of my very own. | wondered if Kennor, member of the Court of
the TwiceBorn in good standing, knew he was opposed to thefillintheblank policies of the evil Empire.

And | wasn't stupid enough to think thislazy-fair of Tiggy's extended to Chapter 5 of the Revised
Inappropriate Technology Act, neither. Tiggy had a particular down on High Book in dl itsformsand he
wasn't any more hel pful on the subject of why than anybody ese | ever met. Librarieshad to be
destroyed because they had to be destroyed. That was al he knew and it was good enough for him.

I was making comfortable plansfor living till dinnertime when Paladin sang out and RoagA pproach
garted hollering at a unidentified freighter behind meto get out of my lane. | soun Firecat on her axis, but
| had afeding dready | knew what I'd see.

Light Lady. Erral.
| didn’t waste any time wondering silly girlish thingslike how he d tracked me, and thefact that | didn’t



want hisdamned cargo in the first place was now one of lifé slittleironies. | jumped my gpproach lane
and tried to get sunup, but thistime Errol was't worried about the integrity of his precious cargo. His
shots was on the money. And Firecat was short a set of front deflectors. | decided to forget all about
RoagM heri, somehow.

“ItisErrol Lightfoot-truly the gods favor us, San’ Cyr! Now | may avenge you!”
“If youdon't strapin, Tiggy-bai, you won't have nothing to avenge with!”

| dewed Firecat around again and cut the para-gravity. I’d need dl the power the interna systems
could spare. | split what | freed up between the rear bumpers and the plasma cannon and missed Light
Lady acouple of times.

Tiggy leaned over the cockpit, in defiance of my lagging inertid compensators and what I’ d told him.
“Do not kill him here, Sa’ Cyr--you have promised me his death-I wish to see hisface”

It’ stouching, the enthusiasms of the young.

“Je, sure, absolutdy-now get in the ding, dammit.” RoagMheri was history in my rearview screen now
and her big sster RoagMhone wasfilling up al my sky. | dropped Firecat like ahot rock al theway
down through atmosphere to the air traffic lanes. Let Erral follow methrough thet if he wanted his
chobaosh back that bad. | ducked again and was down at theoretical treetop level, heading out for the
open desert.

| punched out acdl to Parxifd, teling him | waslanding his chobosh Red Soon Now. With luck,
Errol’ d tap my transmission and hold back in favor of arguing on the downside. It looked like the damn
chobosh was going to be delivered after all.

“Wel?" | demanded.
“I don't seehim,” said Tiggy, unrepentant.
“Light Lady isdill following,” Pdadin said. “Oncoming,” he added.

Hell. Heading right toward me in RoagMhone' s sky was two cyber-freighters making a alternate
approach to RoagPort. | targeted on one of them, did the length of it on Firecat’s belly and went straight
up through the flare. Engine exhaust blanked sensors as my Best Girl scrammed for high ground.

The sky went from pink to black aswe |eft atmosphere and | didn’t sec Light Lady anywhere. Now
dl Firecat had to do was disappear between where near-space sensors left off and atmospheric sensors
took over-lots of shipsdrop off the tracking screensthere for up to ten minutes and nobody notices
much. | checked my sensors to make sure Firecat wasin the gray range and tried to decide whether to
ddliver the damn veg or go back to Plan A.

Light Lady made up my mind for me. She came diving right cut of the primary, turbocannon blazing as
bright asacliché. | angled the bumpers Firecat had |eft but Lady' s cannon camein right over them and
left me about as much control over Firecat as| had over galactic government.

I blinked the sun dogs out of my eyes and tried to turn her, but my Best Girl wasn't having any. The
ship rocked as Erral hit us again. “ Goddammit, Fenshee, do you want your cargo or not?’ | de-manded
of theempty air.

“ Kore San’ Cyr-* Tiggy, floating behind edge of the cockpit, could see what was going on and
Sounded worried. Half my board was red aready.

“Buiterfly, let Errol have the chobosh. By thetime Rimini discov-ers Errol Lightfoot has his cargo
back, it will no longer matter,” Paadin said.

“I'mtrying!” | pointed out. My board said that | finaly had acommunicationstracer locked on Light
Lady. | opened the channdl. * Light Lady, thisis Firecat. Y ou can have your damn cargo back but you



gottalet me get downsideto off-load it-*

Light Lady hit uslast licks, just for luck. The whole ship kicked once, then everything in the cockpit
went red and al of asudden therewasn't any sound at dl in the ship.

“Thisign't fair!” | shouted, and bashed some harmless inoffensive switchesthat didn’'t work any more
ayway.

“Primary impellers gone, secondary impellers gone, port and star-board attitude jets jammed,” Pdadin
chanted. “ Para-light systems gone, lifters jammed-*

But wewere gill moving. Firecat hadn’'t been in orbit when she was hit. We were headed for
RoagMhone at severa hundred kliks per sec-ond, and nothing on my board worked.

“Tiggy, go back and web up. Now.”
“Arewe going to die, Kore-alarthme?”
“- para-gravity systems stripped, weapons systems inoperative, heat-exchangers overloaded--

“No,” | sad. | started flipping switches, shunting everything to dternate engine feeds, purging the
goforthsinto space to cool them quick. If they worked at al after that they’ d be junk six seconds later,
but better them than me.

Firecat was heating up. Another few degrees and that damned chobosh was going to be stir-fry.
Some telltales on the board was flickering back to green as Paladin and me worked on them, but it was a
magjor case of too little too late.

“front and rear deflectors gone-*

We was back in atmosphere and Firecat sarted to glow. “Dammit, doesn't anything still work on this
ship?’ Inafew min-utesit wouldn't matter any moreif Tiggy did think I’d lost my marbles. “Commo
gear-1 am letting Parxifal know where Firecat is going down. He has acknowledged and is sending a
team. Port and starboard deflectors are operational, also nose jets and tail docking grapnel. And the
hatch mechanism,” Paladin sad.

“Terrific.” Every sensor on the atus deck was blinking red-at least the onesthat il lit up. The
outsde sensorswas gone but the in-hull sensorswas il intact; | could eyebd| the Lady fallowing me
down.

It was sonic compensation to imagine the look on Errol’ sface as he redlized his precious cargo was
about to become ashes over Mhone City, but not much.

Two plates of Firecat’s goforths shattered and drifted loose of their brackets. Maybe the rest’ d work
now. | started the cold-stmt sequence and redlized Firecat’ d beintimate with RoagMhone long before it
wasfinished.

The atmosphere was screaming around the hull, and the inside air was fouling too quickly. | wrapped
the leftover deflectors around Firecat asfar asthey’ d go and started sonic serious plea-bargaining for a
dc cent afterlife. Tiggy was saying something red quiet in helltongue and Paladin was going on about how
tile doubletalk generators was fused and the widget interlocks was frozen and the veebl efeetzer’ d fell of f
some time back, just like he didn’t care he was going to die. | watched the cold-start gauges and didn’'t
pay any attention.

“Hold together, you nasty-tempered piece of candy.” Firecat’s reg-istry classfies her hull-type as
“acutely oblate spheroid”; we did some gliding but not enough to save us. | had enough attitude jets till
avail ableto keep my Best Girl from going down nose-first but | was glad RoagMhone was mostly
uninhabited. Paladin finished his damage re-port and shut up. When push came to crunch, | wasthe pilot,
not him.



Our distance off the floor could be measured in meters. Now or never. | overrode the cold-start
sequence and caled dll Firecat’s enginesup full.

Babby tried to turn hersdlf ingde out. | was blind after thefirst engine flare and everywhere meta
touched me| got burned. There was so much noise| couldn’t hear anything Paladin was saying, and my
dosimeter went fade-to-black.

Firecat went from x-kliks-per-second to none in zero time. Uncom-pensated inertia broke the
chobosh loose and Tiggy went flying into the nose of the ship. Lucky for me | was strapped in-I just
broke a couple of ribs.

Then the goforths exploded.
Theforce took the path of least res stance-out through the open engine bay.

It was likeriding arocket. The cockpit dammed back into the hold when Firecat findly hit Roag
desert. and the last of the working sensors dumped memory. | sat therein the brilliant dark listening to the
sand remove what was | eft of Firecat’s hull and wondering if I'd findly man-aged to kill Vdijon
Starbringer of the Gentle People.

Finaly we stopped. “Pdadin?’

“Here, Butterfly.”

“Tiggy-jon?’

“1 don’t know. | am disconnected from Firecat’s sensors.”

Which didn’t have any power anyway, assuming there was any sen-sors|eft to be disconnected from
after that ride. Fortunately Paladin can get dong without a power source for awhiles, but it'd cut the
range of the RTS down to meters.

“Going to kill that sonabitch.”

“Butterfly?”

“Not bad enough he breaks quarantine and landsin our cornfield.”
-“Butterfly?’

“And taks eldersinto letting him lead crusade. No. Now he' s gotta-*

“Butterfly, where are we?’” That got my attention. | looked around, but everything was dark, so |
didn’t know whether | could see or not. “ Down. Somewhere on RoagMhone. | think. Y ou want any
details, better flag a passing stranger, bai.”

Everything hurt as| dragged myslf out of the mercy scat. When | was up on deck | could seelight
coming in through the hullports, which answered the question of whether or not | could gtill see. The smell
of mashed, irradiated, half-cooked chobosh was thick enough to dice and sdll.

| dug Tiggy out from under the mashed chobaosh cartons and found out my ribs really was broken or
doing agood imitation. Tiggy was breathing. He' d banged hell out of himself with that sudden stop, but
nothing was broken far as| could tell, and the biopak on hisleg wasintact. | unfolded him and laid him
out. From the look on hisface he’ d be having sweet red expensive dreams for awhiles yet, and not much
| Could do but get out of here before joined him.

The hatch mechs were jammed but by that time | was coked up enough on chobosh to pull the
emergency manud release. The hatch blew off, leaving melooking at awhole lot of the Roaq' s desert
livened only by theinteresting Sght of Light Lady parked right next door. She didn’t look any more
trustworthy in broad daylight, and Errol was wear-ing jeans even tighter than the last pair I’d seen himiin.
Hewasloung-ing againg the Lady’ s landing strut, and if he thought he was getting his cargo back now he



had more delusions than a Tangervel dreamshaop.

| sepped carefully out of Firecat and Light Lady’s cannon moved to follow me. Slaved, like as not.
Could be they’ d blow me wayaway for moving too fast-or getting too close to Errol-or maybe just track
me until he gave them the high sign. | started walking toward him. Between the landing and the chobosh |
couldn’t really fed my feet, but they was till there when | looked down.

“Darling!” Errol sang out happily. “What amarvelous landing! | admit that &t first | didn't think you'd
be ableto doiit, but then | said to mysdlf. ‘Errol, m'lad, thisis the woman who-* “

By then | was close enough to punch Errol Lightfoot in the face. He wasn't expecting that. He hit the
hull of the ship going away and | followed him down to finishiit. It wasn't bright, but Tiggy’ d ap-prove.

The Lady’'s first blast just missed us. | heard the gunstrack to the end of the traverse, lay over with a
grating sound that spoke volumes for Errol’ slousy maintenance, and then track back the other way.

Errol-the-Peril had indeed programmed his davegunsto shoot anything that moved too fast.
Induding him.

“Errol Lightfoot, youidiot!” | suggested, and dived under the ship. “ Guns of yoursthe stupidest thing |
ever seenin my whole entirelife,” | panted. Finaly the cannon stopped looking for something to shoot.

“Stupider than trying to land a ship without power in the middle of the desert?’ Errol smiled sunnily and
brandished ablaster. “Now that that’s settled, | know we' Il have so many thingsto share with each
other.

| wiped blood off my chin and wondered how | was going to ar-range things so Errol didn’t kill me.
Meanwhile the boy wonder of the spaceways regarded me with acommendable steadiness of purpose.

“You say we' ve met. Now I’'m certain | should remember someone as dangerous as you. So tell me-*
“I"'m not hereto play Twenty Questions.”
“-just what possessed you to run off with my cargo that way?’ Errol finished smoothly.

“Can you think of abetter way to run off with it? Y ou was set up, Errol-bai, and it'll cost you to find
out who.”

“One meets so many people-and since | don't believe you any-way, why should | bargain for
information you don’t have? Now if you don’t want to even more closdaly resemble your ship, you're
going to unload her right now so that | can be off. If you'reagood girl, I’ [l even take you with me.”

Twenty godlogt years, and Errol hadn’t changed oneline of hisdia ogue. For just one minuteit seemed
reasonableto try to kill him to hold onto a cargo of damaged chobosh | didn’t even want, but then | saw
theline of dust on the horizon and remembered that | held trumps. “ Y ou'reright, Errol. And there' sjust
onething | want you to do before | surrender.”

“And what might that be, darling?’
The Lady’ s proximity sensors blipped and Errol spun round. “L ook behind you.”

A land-yacht was heading toward us and | was betting it was one of Parxifd’s. | leaned back against
the hull of the Lady, and did some grinning of my own.

HiHt

One advantage of being aindependent contractor rather than afree-lancer like Errol isthat when
somebody e se dready ownsyour cargo they got area vested interest in seeing it Stays safe and warm.

Casein point: Parxifal’ s headhunters coming over the rise to make sure | got what was rightfully
Errol’s. They lay down anice covering tire to keep Errol from getting back aboard Light Lady, and |



stayed safe out of the way while a hardboy named Olione | remembered from last time | was here used a
riot-gas grenade to put Errol down for the count. Olione bounced it off Firecat, Errol caught it, it went
off. Good night sweet prince, and the end of act one.

Olion€' s cheering section moved in to pick up the pieces and Olione turned to me.

“You are Butterfly S. Cyr.” Olione was saurian, and you never can tell what alizard’ sthinking,
especialy when it's spesking Interphon, but | could of sworn he was surprised.

“Too reet, babby, didn’'t Parxifd tell you | was coming? Got your chobosh right here.” He had an
excuse for being thick; hisface and neck was bruised like someone d used him for target practice. Perils
of the game, I’ d guess.

Olione looked back at Erral. “Then who isthisman?’ The cheer-ing section had dumped
Errol-the-ex-Peril at our feet. He was out cold. “ Fenshee free-lancer hight Errol Lightfoot as used to be
in the chobosh bidness,” | said, joycing up the lingua franca of deep space for benefit of the home office.
| turned Errol over with my foot, but T till couldn’t fed anything about him like what the talkingbooks
sad | should.

Olione was underwhelmed too. “ But you have the chobosh for ddlivery.”

“Got ticket-of-leave right here,” | said, not showing it to him. It didn’t look like | could follow
Pdadin’splan just now, so | guessed I" d better go back to following Rimini’s. But | didn’t see anything
that looked like aaerodedge, or room for it in land-yacht.

“Y et you have dso brought Errol Lightfoot,” Olione said. “Wrong. Hetried to jack my kick; blew my
ship out of space. Lucky you showed up. Uh, where are you putting cargo, Olione che-bai?” Olione's
hand dropped to where good little headhunters keep their heat, and for an instant | thought it was the end
of my favorite dark-trader. Then his eyesflickered up and he stopped.

“Butterfly, thereis something-“ Paladin broke in on thistender moment, and Errol started waking up
behind Olione, and Olione turned away without doing anything I’ d regret. “No, it's gone now. Scanner
echoes.” Paladin’ stiming was off. Whatever it was d keep.

“Olione? About the cargo? | haven't got forever. Y ou going to danceit, or | leaveit to rot?’

“Y our contract specifics delivery of the cargo at the spaceport, Captain-Owner St. Cyr,” said Olione
like hewasreading it off aprompt. There was definitely something damn funny going on. He wanted the
chobosh; he' d come for the chobosh-and now he wanted to play “ Mother-May-1” with my delivery
specs? Besides, hewaslying. “ Contract specifies damn-al about ddlivery site, bai. What' swrong with
here?’

“Unfortunately we are not prepared to take delivery of the cargo here. If you can get it to MhonePort,
my principa will take ddivery. If not. . .."
“You out of your mind?’ | yelped. “ Get it there how?’

“If you wish, you may forfeit your right in the cargo now. Y our ship isobvioudy disabled. Y ou will be
unableto finish your run.”

“Hell, I hit the right hemisphere of the planet, didn’t I?'Y ou want to walk this one through Guild
arbitration, you cold-blooded noke--ma’ ashki? Tdl Parxifa-“ Olione suddenly took on thelook of a
sophont with something on his aleged mind involving me being dead, “ -that | beright in, couple hours,
withcargoand al.” | watched Errol out of the corner of my eye, hoping he' d finish distracting Olione for
me. “After dl, | ill got oneship-“ | gestured at the Ladly.

“Y ou areleaving your own ship here and claiming the Fenshee ship to finish your run?’ Olione asked.
“You can't do that!” Errol choodled, E above F-flat sharp. He attempted to climb through Headhunter



Number One and renew our friendship, bless his heart. Olione gave the high-sign, and Errol won agun
butt in the back of the head. Olione' s goons dropped him in the back of the yacht and |ooked hopeful.

“Light Lady’s mine by right of sdlvage,” | said loudly. “Y ou can tdl Parxifa that.” Which’'d amuse hell
out of him since Parxifal, unlike Olione, knew something about stardancers. Anybody with haf a
synapse’ d know | hadn’t the least desire to kyte Light Lady, but least it distracted Olione from his clever
idea of saving the transport fee by executing me.

“I'll put the chobosh aboard and bring it to MhonePort-and you better be ready to dance then,
Olione-che-bai babby.” It was amost too bad about Errol, but Parxifa’ s nightworld machine' d tunehim
up and let him go. A pilot was apilot, even if the pilot was Errol.

“Asyou say, Captain-Owner S. Cyr.” Olione bundled his disap-pointed goons and Errol and various
odds and endsinto hisflashy busand Ieft. | waked over and sat down with my back against Firecat’s
hull and wondered how the hell | was going to get my cargo off her.

| had one ship that probably flew-Lady-one ship that didn’t--mine-adamaged load of illegal veg, the
kidnapped heir to an aMayne GrestHouse, anillega and immoral Old Fed Library, and | wasout in the
inhospitable center of nowhere on an Outfar planet.

Businessasusua. | moved over to where paadin could punch asignd through Firecat’s open hatch.
“Wdl, so much for the plan. Got any more bright ideas?’

“It can ill work, Butterfly. Just get me to where | can access the MheriPort computers. Firecat does
not matter now. Light Lady will con-vey you to MhonePort, and then we will find asuitable small
hypership for you and VVdijonto fly. Forget Firecat. “

Firecat wasmy pet. Thefirst ship I'd owned-thefirst thing I’d owned-free, clear, and al found. And
shewasn't ever going to fly again. Because of Errol.

“I wouldn't take that flying coffin out of atmosphere for the Phoe-nix Throne gift-wrapped! Y ou know
what the great Captain damn Lightfoot’ sidea of hyperdrive maintenanceis? A new paint job, that's
what! He doesn’t care-* | shut up. Errol didn’t care about his ship any more than he cared about people.

Hewas going to care. | was going to make him care. Before he died. Errol Lightfoot was going to care
about something-and | was going to smashit.

| wished.

“Thereisno point in mourning the obvious,” Paadin observed dispassonatdy. “ Firecat will never fly
again. Y ou cannot remain here. Y ou have told Olione you would bring in Parxifal’ scargo, and itis
reasonable that you do so. If you wish to rendezvous with the Pledge Of Honor beforeit enters Throne
satrapy space-*

“Damnit.” The Pledge was a Royal in tile Tortuga sector now; Tiggy’d said her next stop was
Mikasa-and High and Low Mikasa was close enough to Grand Centrd that | could never get there.

So Pdadin wasright. And Firecat didn’t care. Not any more than Tiggy's damned arthame cared.
Not ship nor knife cared what Tiggy and me' d done to keep them.

HiHt

| went back into Firecat, and the scent of chobosh was enough to make the deck go up and down. |
found my med-tech and taped mysdlf back together, then finished uncovering Tiggy and dragged him
outside.

All Tiggy' s brain waves made the right spikes on the medkit scanner when | found it and hooked it up,
and Bonecrack St. Cyr diagnosed chobosh intoxication on top of a helluvaknock, which’s samething |
figured without technology. Then | put on a breather mask and went back inside and got down to work.



Thefirg thing to do was unship Paladin and put himin Light Lady while Tiggy wasinlalaland.

Ah, the glamorousfree airy life of the spaceways. |s better than dirt-farming on the downside, but how
much isthat saying, redly? After some scuffling, | found my tools and got the mercy seet out of the
cockpit well, but that was all | got. T bent a pry-bar and the rest of my temper out of shape before | gave
up.

“Babby-bai, you stuck.”

“ *Stuck’?” Paladin sounded outraged. “ Perhapsif you-*

“Don't teach your grandmother how to kyte starships, Paladin. Y ou and merebuilt Firecat together,
remember? Cockpit well’ s designed specifically to hold you. Well, the landing warped the deck plates.

Y ou'relucky you're still dive. And you' re not going anywhere until | can cut the deck plates up.”

Which meant | was actudly going to have to ddiver the chobosh. | didn’t know how long | was going
to be stuck in RoagPort, but | bet I’ d better have the chobosh when | got there. | went over to look at
Light Lady.

Say what you will about flying phone booths and anything € se you want to hold against my Best Girl;
she’'sclean, and she’ smaintained. Light Lady. smelled, and not like any canned air that ever cleared
DelKhobar customs, ether.

She had two two-place cabins-one of which wasfull of useless junk-acommon room, sonic fresher,
gdley, and two cargo holds. Tile holds wasfilthy and disorganized. | couldn’'t imagine where Errol
wanted to sall half that stuff, or why, and | hated to think what’ d hap-pen the first time his para-gravity
and inertia compensators blew. Then | came to something that changed my mind about alot of things.

“Pdadin?’ But he wastwo hullsaway and couldn’t hear me.

It looked like apiece of dirty glass-what you get sometimes when you take off from sonic rinky-dink
Port in the Outfar that’ stoo cheap to floor the landing rings. It had flecks of color embedded iniit, and
black linesthat seemed to twist off at right angles from everything a once. And floating on the Surface
likefuel dick wastheloops and whorls of Old Federation Script, in gold.

| was holding aOld Federation Library in my hands-or part of one anyway. Thiswaswhat Paladin
looked like insde when you opened him up. | knew.

| wanted to break it, or takeit . . . somewhere. Instead | put it back in the box where I’ d found it and
left the hold.

Errol made adamned unlikdly Librarian. And it was even more unlikdly that him having this had nothing
to do with the High Book investigation opening up on Kiffit. There was afine silver thread con-necting
Point A and Point B. Silver Dagger.

I’ d thought she wanted meto kill Errol, and much as he needed killing, now | wasn't sure. And there
was gl the question of how he’ d found me. Y ou can't track a ship through hyperspace. If Errol wasin
the Roaq, it was because he knew where | wasgoing. . . .

... Or because he was going here anyway. To explain that the cargo he was supposed to bring had
been hijacked.

What kind of a moron blackmails someone-at grest personal expense-to hijack a cargo and then bring
it to the same place and person it was going to in the first place? Parxifal was the Roag. Any cargo would
go through him, no matter who brought it.

| didn’t like any of this. And the farther | tried to get from it, the degper | got in.
HHH#



Lady’s cockpit was locked. When | got it open | found the primary ignition threaded through the flight
computer with acoded sequence. | could spend rest of my lifetrying to break the code. Net result: two
paperweights and one dead stardancer.

But | didn’t haveto break it.

Errol had about aklick’ s worth of connector cables, so | cabled Light Lad v's computer up to
Paladin so's he could fool about and then went to look at tile rest of the ship.

| didn’t tell Paladin about the piece of Library in Errol’ shold. What could he do about it, anyway?
And if he asked meto hook it up, | wasn't sure | would.
it

Errol’ sgoforths proved that Errol wasn't just lunatic, but suicide. | spent about eighty minutes
resynching what | could, but I couldn’t flush the system because Errol didn’t have any spareliquid
crystd. Thiswasthe only one of the many things Errol didn’t have, including my respect, which’d mortify
him, true-tell.

“Butterfly?

“Go away, I’'m busy.” Hooking Paladin up to the Lady had the happy side effect of increasing his
transmission range again. “Butterfly, there' s something you need to know.”

| put down the hardbrush and wipers. “I1s Tiggy okay?’

“Vdijoniswell.” Pdadin wasusing the Lady’' s externa sensorsto keep eye on my deeping beauty.
“Vdlijonisnot the problem. I have been monitoring system-wide broadcasts through Light Lady’'s
equipment. This provides news of current events; though the information comes from the Office of the
Imperid Censor, it is sometimes useful to have the officid version of-*

“Saill it.”

“The Governor-Genera has changed his Outfar itinerary. He will be here sooner than expected.”
“When?’

“Twenty hours from now-local tomorrow. The Port will closein fifteen hours, Butterfly.”

There' sapoint past which not only doesit not pay to worry no more, but you hardly blink a each new
vigting awful. It wasn't even worth goggling over the fact that the one thing needed to make my life
complete had moved Drift and Rift to be here for me. Malorum Archangd and his closed-Port, martial
law, spot ID checksfor al and sundry wondershow. If he checked me, | was dead, and Tiggy didn’t
even have ID to check. Infifteen hoursal three of us had to be off-planet some-how, and Paly and me
both knew it.

So | finished doing what | could for Errol’ s goforths and then moved one hundred and forty-four
cartons of chobosh back into Light Lady. By hand. Alone.

Tiggy dept through dl thislight fantastic. He d wake up eventudly from around of dreamsthat hadn't
been factored through any hell-flower court of honor, and meanwhile | had to decide whether it was safer
to load him in next to the chobosh or leave him at Firecat with Paladin. There was three good reasonsto
leave him here.

One: Parxifd’ s peoplewas going to be dl over Lady, and | didn’t know how recognizable the
Nobly-Born Third Person Singular was.

Two: Wasn't anyplace for Tiggy to run off to out here in case he got a sudden case of honor, and
Three: | didn’t think | could carry him far as Errol’ s ship.



All these being equd | dragged my hdlflower supercargo into Light Lady, just for perversity’ s sake.
If Lady blew up and killed me, | just knew Tiggy’ d want to go too. | tucked him in between the red satin
sheets of the captain’ s bed and he looked lots better there than Errol or me ever had.

Then | went and coiled up Errol’ s cables and put salvage beacons al around Firecat and went into
give Pdadin threesand eights. Already Firecat looked like somebody else's ship. Piece of junk,
redly-too smdl, underarmed, nothing but speed going for her. Living conditions rough, cargo space
cramped-

“Wadl,” | sad, red origind. The hull seemed to echo back, which was damsilly farcing.

“Areyou ready to lift ship now, Butterfly?” Paadin asked. | con-vinced mysdlf red hard that | wasn't
leaving him. I'd come back, I’ d get him out, we' d be together ina new ship. . ..

“Ready asthat tin bitch'll ever be. Soon as| get her down in MhonePort I’ Il come back and get
Firecat. We can pop youin Light Lady at Port and be up-and-out before horizonfal: golden. Lady’s
good for the hop across the system if her goforths don’t blow here. Or-* But | could suggest to Paladin
later that there was space to hide him on Lady. Errol’ s darktrading compartments were dakine; even the
Office of the Question wouldn’t find him in there.

“Youwill be careful, won't you, Butterfly. Y ou understand that you are in an extremely vulnerable
position at present. | do not wish anything ‘fun’ to happen to you.” Paladin sounded disapproving.

“I be good, Pally. Promise. Y ou be careful.”

“Againg what horrendous peril, Butterfly, should | betaking care?” Paladin said, but hewasn't cross.
Then there wasn't nothing moreto say. So | |eft.

Neither one of us remembered then about the scanning-echo he' d heard earlier.

| looked forward to flying Lightfoot's Lady without Paladin about as much as he liked life without
external sensors. | woke up the main board, fed power to the para-grav systems, and cased back on the
throttleswith my right hand while | goosed the lifterswith my Ieft. All the telltalesread ather too high or
too low with asweet unanimity of feding so lacking in the modern galaxy. Nothing wrong with Light Lad
y that akilo-year of maintenance wouldn’t fix. | just hoped she' d make it out of atmosphere.

| had to use more power than | liked to make the hull plating snap down, and Lady resented it. After a
whole bunch more of shuddering she raised, and | said another prayer to the Maker-of-Starships not to
let thisone go splat.

MhonePort didn’t twig to the fact that I’ d just come from downside (me not being born yesterday) or
thefact that Slverdagger Legacy (Paa-din’s choice of nameand | didn’'t much carefor it but he'd
refused to changeit) wasthe same Light Lady that gave them so much grief ear-lier. Some kiddy from
the Portmagter’ s office met me persondly at the docking dip, meaning things aready was starting for to
jump sdty in Archangd’simmanence. | showed him my First Ticket and the fax of the ownership for
Legacy and abunch of other nonsenseincluding al kinds of papers about my hellflower supercargo that
used to belong to Errol and be about somebody else. The prancer’ s brat and me discussed heading out
with a crane-crew to pick up Firecat and put her in the rack at the Port for my disposal. All on the up
and up.

Then he went off and | went and looked in at Tiggy, who was il a his own private angeltown. | went
back out and was wondering if | should close up Lady and take the crane out now or wait awhile more
for Parxifd’ skiddieswhen thisunfamiliar dimy-looking little coward sdled up to me.

“You Butterfly St. Cyr?” he demanded in a breathy whisper. He was covered in genuine lizardskin and
I’d never seen him before. “ Captain-Owner St. Cyr, of the Legacy. Whaddyawant?” | didn’t like him
aready and I’ d never seen him before. Maybe it was histaste in shirts.



“Olione sent mefor your cargo,” he said, and started up the rump. Thisisninekinds of bad formto a
Gentry-legger and | body-blocked him and walked him back afew steps. | wondered where Parxifa’d
picked up thisone. “Wait right here and don’'t move. Y ou move, | blow you wayaway, | told him. |
waved my blaster to punctuate this and went inside Lady to punch up Parxifd’slandline codeon Lady’s
arlock commo. Olione answered.

“St. Cyr. Issmall ugly person here says he' sfrom you for kick. True-tell?’
“Hisname?’ Olione was death on positive ID.

I leaned out the hatch. “'Y our name, small, ugly, and aive-for-the--moment person?’
“Loritch.”

“Loritch.”

“He' sdl right,” said Olione. Thiswas lousy security but his busi-ness. Olione started to say more, but |
cut the line on him, having placesto go and peopleto be.

“Oke,” | told Loritch, coming back down ramp. “Kick’sin hold and | got ticket-of-leave. Y ou dance
it yourself. Now’sagood time.” Brother Loritch gave melook that promised wonders and came back
real quick with two goons and aaerodedge. | handed L oritch the provenance so’ s he could cross-check
it and endorse it and went down to open the holds and make sure Errol’ s cargo was treated with proper
respect.

Loritch followed me down. He didn’t kick about the damaged chobosh, which struck me asfunny.
The other funny thing was the quaint inability of the dock-muscle to distinguish abunch of little gray boxes
of chobosh with non-countersigned Korybant “ For Export” sedsfrom the piles of junk in the hold. They
loaded plenty of both, including that dab of Old Fed Library, and the aerodedge had such alovely fase
bottom you aimost couldn’t see.

So Errol had been smuggling Chapter 5 illegd's, and using the chobosh as his dummy cargo. It made
sense. Y ou could buy your way out of smuggling chobosh, and any Teaser that caught you with ahold
full of that wouldn't look much farther.

And gncel had Lightfoot’s Lady, now | was smuggling Chapter 5s. | tried to work up an interest in
wondering if that waswhat Rimini’d had in mind and gave it up astoo much effort.

Then A-ded and chobosh and muscle and the Old Fed Tech went back down the ramp and Loritch
prepared to follow. | grabbed him by acollar that looked lurid enough to bite back.

“Forgetting something?’

Loritch played stupid. ** Provenance,” | prompted. “ Endorsed. Without ticket-of-leave | don’t get
paid.” It was probably stupid, but cranes and cradles and cubic cost money.

“Receipt’ swith cargo. Y ou-*

And my life depended on acting naturd. So | Spun Loritch round, dug both fistsinto his godawful tunic
and hauled him up to my eyelevd. | braced him against the bulkhead and held him there one handed
while | eased my vibroblade out of my boot with my free hand. Activated vibro'll cut anything up to and
including bone, and we both knew it.

“Y eah, well, this here’ sthe Roaq and everybody got problems. My problemiis, | want to get paid.
Y our problem is, you' re forgetful. But don’t you worry about that, che-bai. In absence of the receipt,
your head' |l do mered nice”

“No! Wait!” Loritch squawked asthe vibro started to judder in my hand. “ The receipt-1 haveit right
I‘Hd”

We made sure the provenance was legd and binding-which counts for more than you might imaginein



auniverse where the Guild can blacklist employers-and | let go of Loritch and he left.

Now | had either my feoff or ared good basisfor litigation. | could discount my ticket-of-leave to
someone elseif | didn’t want to bother with going to see Parxifd in person, raise vautawith it as
collatera, or deposit it for collection in a Guild bank (dow). I'd make up my mind which later, but that
could wait. Now | was going to go get paadin, then go to RoagM heri, then go.

Period.



12
Night Life Of The Gods

It was about a hour back to the crash site at the speed the rolligon crane made, which gave me plenty
of time to wonder if I’d of cut Loritch and decide | probably wouldn’t. If he was any good he should of
been able to see that. The next person probably would see, and then I’ d be nonfiction. But darktraders
don't retire, and dictys don’t get honest jobs. Maybe Paladin’ d have sonic ideas asde from me
becoming ahell-flower.

I’ d thought the whole matter over careful and decided | wasn't going to leave him aonein the Roag,
especidly if thiswas home base for aOld Fed illegals scam. | could hide Paladinin Light
Lady--Slverdagger Legacy-and | would. What could he do to stop me? Scream?

Besides, | wouldn't tell him. | could fly Lady without him. I’ d take off from here and we' d hit angels
and then it'd betoo late for him to creeb. If Lady blew up, so heit.

“Jdur' zi plaiz, Saranzr?’ therolligon driver said. | looked around. About hafway out the horizon'd cut
off the primary and the driver sent up acouple lumesfor illumination. Thelight waswhite and bright and |
could seered good. There was the trench where we' d landed and scorch marks from Lady’ s cannon
and sonic trash from when I" d shifted house. But nothing else. Not anything. No Firecat. No Paadin.

| jJumped down off the side of the rolligon and looked around. Kicked gravel into one of the holes
made by Lady' s landing struts. Something glittered. | picked it up. Errol’ sblaster.

I looked around again. No tracks where something was took away, but the rolligon wasn't leaving any
ether.
No Pdadin.

“Wheret' hdl’smy ship?’ Pdadin didn’t answer. Paladin wasn't in range, not without power from
Firecat’s engines. Paladin was trapped in a dead hulk some sonabitch had stole off the desert and |
didn’t know where he was.

“ Aftapay forz, don’ cha? Namadda? Erg int free, janoo.” The downside driver’s patwawas thick
enough to dice and ship, but the tune was smpleto follow.

“T" hell with crane-rent; I'm golden! Where' smy ship?’

Crane boss regarded me with expression of wary superiority. “ Je anyone some pi kitup, jai? Ne p’ tout
markers, je, Saranzir-jilly-ba?’

“Dammit was not a salvage job was my ship with acurrent registry and of course | put out markers!
She wasn't even out here since half-past today!”

“Oke” hesaid. “Look rounsome, je?’

“Y eah, bo. Y ou do that, just for me.”

| spun good credit to hook the crane up to RoagMhone' s satellite net and the MhonePort main
computer banks over on RoagMheri. Not only wasn't Firecat anywhere on the surface of RoagMhone,
she hadn’t got up and walked back to MhonePort on her own.

And therewasn't any ticklefrom my RTS.

Was Pdadin aready dead? Any tech worth his oxy’ d see my navicomp didn’t look like any navicomp
built in the last thousand years. The Empire d put a section on how to recognize Librariesin the front of
every maintenance manua ever recorded. Had somebody levered him up out of Firecat’s cockpit-well,
not keeping care because they meant to kill him, and-

| stopped thinking about that. | didn’t know. I"d find out, and then I’ d kill whoever | had to, and then



I’d do whatever was | eft to do. Y ou don’t sl out your friends. Not ever. And you don’t just walk away
from them, neither. Not if there’ shope, and not if thereisn't.

| handed over credit and crane boss took me back to MhonePort. Somebody’ d took Firecat,
whether they knew what they was look-ing for or not. I’d have to collect my ticket-of-leave, now. I’d be
needing credit and lots of it for what | had to do.

Hit

By time | got back to the Lady | managed to convince mysdlf that Firecat’d been kyted for scrap
plastic. Thefact therewas't amob in the streets yelling for the Librarian dready was apoint in favor of
the nobody having found Paladin yet theory. But even if Firecat’ d been took for some reason not to do
with Paladin, it was only ametter of time before they found him. And killed him. | started thinking what
favors| could cdl in, but nothing living would do afavor for aLibrarian.

Tiggy cameout of Lady’s captain’s cabin when | stepped through the hatch. I’ d forgot all about Tiggy
Stardust out there on the desert, but Tiggy Stardust hadn’t forgot al about me.

“Kore San’ Cyr. What has happened? | know thisis Errol Light-foot’ s ship; the message you left told
me to wait, and-“ He got agood look at me and stopped.

“Took my ship some sonabitch stole Firecat dammit right off desert an-“ | wasred cam. Sure.
Tiggy came and put his hands on my shoulders and said: “Wewill day them.”

| took a deep breath. | did not need more trouble, gifted, rented, or bought. “If | knew who kyted my
gaforth, you brainburn barbarian, I'd frag him myself.”

“Kore San’ Cyr, you must know.” Tiggy was being patient. | hated patient psychopaths. | had to get
rid of him too. What | was about to do he couldn’t be any part of.

“Look, bal, | been thinking. Have run your rig all wrong. Should of done better with you from git-go.
Y ou should ought to go off some-where an- Look, Archangel he be here bye-m-bye seventeen hours.
All you glitterborn know each other. Why don’'t you go off and get ID’ d by him an-*

“And be dead by nightfal, Kore? Archangd is no friend to the Gentle People. If, asyou say, House
Dragonflame has sought my life, be sure that Archangd coversthem with his shadow. | had rather die
ignobly without walls than give myself as a pawn into the hands of my father’ s great enemy.”

“Then go fax your da, check into outhostdl, join Azarine-l don't care. Just git! Can't stay here. It ain’t
safeand | don't want you. | got thingsto do-“ | got to go diewith my Library, Tiggy-ba, likel aways
knew | would. . . .

“Kore, | have sworn not to leave you until you have returned meto my father. | cannot leave you. |
thought you understood that by now,” said Tiggy.

“| don’t give agood goddamn about your honor, ‘flower. What | be doing here you' d turn up your
dainty glitterborn nose at and that’s no good to me.” Fifteen hours-twelve, now-and Paladin and me had
to be out of here. Only | didn’t know where Paladin was.

“Y ou only say such thingswhen you are afraid,” said Tiggy, putting an arm around me, and it was such
awaelird thing to hear from him that | stopped juggling maybes and stared. He smiled, al white teeth-aredl
one.

“Y ou are afraid enough to forget that you are afraid of * honor-mad barbarians.” Y ou have watched
me, and forget that | aso watch you, alarthme. | have learned how you think. It wasthe ship itself that
you were protecting when the chaudatu Silver Dagger forced you to come here. Y ou could not let the
Firecat be touched by the honorless Imperid barbarians. Now we will find it. Y our honor will be mine,
and our vengeance will be monstrous. But you must tell mewhereto look.”



A secret’ s a secret while nobody |ooks; Paladin dways said that. Paladin’s only a secret, redly, while
nobody wonders about me and what | do. I’ d told Tiggy too much, and he'd put most of it together.
Soon he' d have the rest-well, that was smple enough. Kill anybody who came close. That wastherules.
I’d broke them, and this was the payoff.

| could save Tiggy just maybe, if WC got out of herewith Light Lady
Now.

And Paadin would be certain dead, and the Office of the Question would be after me, but with Tiggy
to back me | might get away.

Or | could stay for Paladin. Sim-to-no chance of getting him out, and certain death for Vdijon
Starbringer, age fourteen.

| stood there trying to make up my mind, and couldn’t. “ Goddamn you sonabitch helIflower-*
“Let mehdpyou, Kore. Or kill me now. | cannot leave you.”

“Got no ideawhat you' re saying, hellflower. I'm not one of your dainty-damn risto-bai glitterborn, all
fineand nice. | am the crimina element, Noble VA’ jon Starbringer, like what your dalocks up and the
Emperor chops. Farce me no nursery stories about honor. | don’t got none, and you can’t stand that. So
you just write me off, an-"

“My honor isloydty, Kore. | will stay.”
| tried to stare him down, but it didn’t work.

| owed Pdladin my life too many timesto count. | owed him aclean quick desth at |east-and maybe |
could save him. But then we' d haveto run, and far, and Tiggy. . . .

Tiggy would be dead.
| rubbed my jawswherethe RTSwasbuilt in. I’ d aready made my choice.

“Look, bai. | giveyou fair warning. What I’m gonnado you'll try toice mefor. | sSwear on your knife,
Va’jon, that | know thisfor truth. Ask meand I ll tell you whét it is now, and then you'll know. You're
fast and strong, Tiggy-bai, but | can kill you. And | will. If you want to live, babby, go now and don't say
anythingdse”

Tiggy reached for hisknife, red dow, two fingers.

“My life belongsto you. | wasweak once. but you have made me strong. Loyalty is honor, and honor
isloyalty. It does not matter what your purposeis. | will die beforel harm you or alow you to be
harmed. Dzain’ domere. *

Then he handed methe knife. “Y ou will keep thisfor me now.” | stood there and looked at a dead
man walking, and redized | was dead too. | died when Errol Lightfoot lifted Lad v off Granolatwenty
years ago with me aboard. | died on Pandorawhen | took a box of broken glass and turned it back into
something dive. | died in the Chulliteswhen | knew what Paadin was and chose him over the Pax
Imperador.

And on Wander-web. And on Kiffit. And on Manticore.

Been dead so long, so many times. one more wasn't going to mat-ter. And Tiggy was old enough to
pick out hisown real estate and be dead too.

“I'mred sorry. Tiggy-Vd'jon, evenif youwon't believeit whenit' stimeto die. You' d of madea
lousy darktrader anyway.” | tucked his arthame inwith my blagter. “C mon, let'sgoinsde.”

Tiggy just smiled. We sat in Lady’ s upper hold and | told my hellflower partner where to look to find
my ship. Hedidn't once ask what was on Firecat that | didn’t dare |et the Office of the Question see.



Honor.

Idiocy.

HH

When you know how, you know who, Tiggy'd sad.

And it was smple, once you laid it out. Whoever took Firecat had arolligon crane of hisown, since
none d gone missing from the Port and Firecat hadn’t been destroyed or cut up on-site. He had a dock,
since the ship wasn't anywhere on the surface. He had to know where to look for her, snce aplanet’sa
big place and we worked out that Firecat had only been aone and londly for maybe three hours at the
outside-not long enough for someone to home on beacons and then send their crane.

When you know who, why doesn’t matter bo-diddley.
Hitt

There sthisdockside bar in beautiful MhoneCity caled the Blue Wulmish. It' sexactly like every
dockside bar, hooch, blind tiger, low dive, and parlor crib that ever was. The bouncer on the door
wanted meto leave my hest there until | told him who | worked for. The “no blasters’ rule was new since
I’d been here last, but so waslots of things. | gave my nameto atronic along with adrink order and
asked to see the nighttime man, but it wouldn’t go away until | added afive-credit chip to the message.
Eventudly the rude mechanica came back with my drink and told ... boss could give mc half-gram of
his precious time and would | walk thisway please?

It'san old joke, and instead of doing that | ducked around and lost the tronic in the crush then went
nice and quiet up theinert gairswithout it to advertise me. Parxifa’ s office wasn't locked. | went in.

Then | saw who it wasin Parxifd’ s officeinstead of Parxifal. Lots of things cameall of asudden
pdlucid.

“Good evening, gentldizards,” | said to Kroon'Vannet-late of Kiffit-and Olione, Parxifd’s
ex-lieutenant and full-time turncoat. Parx-ifal was dead, | bet, and guesswho'd iced him'?

“Where smy money?” And my ship.

The door hissed shut and | leaned againgt the wall and didn’t quite draw my blaster. My backup was
too damn far away and with ordersto stay there. | was on my own, and another piece of the puzzle was
garing at mein aplace whereit shouldn’t of been.

Vannet was as rough, nasty, and ambitious as you could expect ainterstellar crimelord to be. | didn't
like him, and not just because he was a double-dedling lizard with anti-mammal prejudices. He wasthe
sonabitch who' d stole my ship.

“Good evening, Captain-Owner St. Cyr,” said Vannet in his best wide-open-grave voice. “I hope you
are uffering no ill-effects from your most recent misfortune.”

There was anumber of ways you could take that. “ Nothing credit won’t curc.”
When in doubt, act natural.

Parxifa had aprivate dock and cranes, and Vannet had everything Parxifal’d had, looked like. So
Vannet had Firecat-but from the lack of Legitimates here, he didn’'t know about Paladin.

Or did he? One count of High Book on Kiffit, Errol darktrading more Old Fed Tech down apipeline
that led straight here. . . .

Had Vannet stole Firecat to get Paladin?

“And playing to aaudience makes me nervous,” | went on, looking pointedly at Olione.



“| wasawaiting your cal, Captain St. Cyr. | have been |ooking forward to this conversation for quite
sometime,” said Vannet. He waved Olione out. | saluted the departing lizard with my free hand. My
drink doshed.

Vannet and me stared at each other for awhiles. “Y ou ddivered aload of chobosh here from
Manticorc,” he said, which was adamnall weak opening gambit and not what I’ d expect from athug of
hiscaliber.

“Picked up legit brokered job on Kiffit. Comptroller accepted cargo and signed out on ticket-of -leave
assisfactory.”

Therewas areal long pause while Vannet sent out for some more brain cells. “ Chobaosh. The chobosh
ishere. Y ou have the receipt for the chobosh?’

Now that I'd stared &t Vannet for awhile there was something funny about him too. The sides of his
face didn’t match. He had abig lump on his jaw about the same place Olione did.

The same place | would of if VVonjaa Beofox hadn’t been the best cyberdoc in the Outfar.
Vannet waswearing aRTS.

| waved the receipt for the chobosh at him by reflex action. Vannet paid it down to the nail without
checking, and that was al wrong but | didn’t care anymore. | dropped the plaquesinto my shirt and
tactfully broached the other subject of my visit.

“By the way, Vannet-che-bai, someone stole ship Firecat this after-noon. What did you do with it?’

Vannet wrinkled hisforehead skin and again | got the funny feding I’ d got watching Olione out back
on the desert. It waslike Vannet wasn't redlly here.

Or was ligtening to something. | felt al of my hackles go up. “Y our ship?Y our ship isin dock, and has
beenlot most of theday,” hesaid findlly.

“Ship-mine, Vannet-che, was dagged over downside fifty kliksfrom here. Gigin dock Errol
Lightfoot's, who maybe you know. Maybe he' d like to buy goforth back?’

Vannet communed with the beyond again. | did not want to know what was the mother station for his
RTS. You and | have so much in common. We are erect bipeds of vison. Join me. Captain Lightfoot no
longer hasany usefor aship. | will-* Therewas agrinding sound, but it was mostly Vannet trying to talk
and not talk a the sametime. It was like listening to a scrambled commo signd, which was not asound
Vannet’ s B-pop was equipped to produce. He said something that sounded like “The New Cregtion”
and then therewas | ots of hissng and lizardtak. | could follow it well enough to tell Vannet was arguing
with something that wasn't there and paying no never-you-mind to me.

| didn’t like the hacklesit raised on my neck and | didn’t like Vannet calling me a erect biped of vison.
| set my drink down on his desk and left fast and smooth. Nobody jumped me on the stairs, in the bar, or
on the street outside.

Hirt

Never mind why the nighttime man of half asector would ice one of his opposition’s more obscure
branch managersto take over aop fully one-quarter the size of the one he was abandoning, and St there
with three High Book warrantsin his pocket knowing Malorum Arch-angel and mondo high-hest was
going to be herein less than ten hours. Or why Vannet paid mefull valuefor the cargo he' d aready seen
was't worth haf that instead of killing me. | didn’t care. | wanted Paladin. And Paladin meant Firecat.
And Vannet had her.

| had never used to believein Libraries. Oh, sure, they wasthe villainin al the credit-dreadfuls, and
Pdadin was one, but that didn’t make it any easier to believein other Libraries.



Did Vannet have one? Was the reason Pa adin was gone because Vannet was collecting Libraries?
Andif it was, what could | do about it?Vannet had |eft Kiffit because of the High Book rap, but he
hadn’t run far enough. Imperid Governor-Genera his Nobly-Bornness Lord TwiceBorn Mallorum
Archangel was till going to be here Real Soon Now. All Archangel had to do was drop the whistle on
Vannet' s peccadillo, and the upstanding citizens of the Roag would befdling dl over themselvesto turn
him infor the head-price.

And smash the Libraries.

The Port closed in ten hours. | crossed the street to where my backup was palely loitering.
“Youwereintheretoolong,” said Tiggy severdly.

“Got paid. Kroon' Vannet' s new head of the local racket.”

“And your ship, the Firecat? Hewill return it?

There' s something comforting about the aMayne single-minded lunge for the bottom line.

“No.” | thought about Tiggy’sreaction the last time somebody mentioned Libraries and decided not to
unburden mysdlf further. “But there’ saprivate dock at the Ridlahardsite. If Vannet’sgot the op, he's
got the dock.”

“And he hasthe Firecat.” Tiggy thought of something and sighed. “The evil chaudatu crimeord
Kroon'Vannet isdead, is he not, alarthme?’

I ran through the equations for the basic trandit to angeltown in the vicinity of aplanet of sandard mass
or lessand tried to remember that Tiggy was dready dead, it was my fault he was dead, and while he
was gill walking he could . useful. “Tiggy-bal, if | icethe evil whatsis, every bought hardboy in the Roaqg
isgoing to be hungry for me, and | don't got timeto play games, k' en savwy?’

Tiggy nodded sagely. “ Sometimes the path of honor ishard, Kore-alarthme. Perhaps you will be able
tokill him soon.”

“Qre”

“But now wewill gototheRiadla‘hardsite’ and reclaim the Firecat. And | will take the chaudatu
reiver Errol Lightfoot from the evil crimelord Kroon' Vannet and kill him. And then-*

“Holdit. "We are going nowhere. Y ou are going back to the ship. Y ou know damn-al about ME on
crimelord’ sbolt away from hole, and don’t farce me.”

“I will not hide behind your shadow while you wage Beony-war for the honor of your House,” Tiggy
sad.

“Y eah, well you conic dong while I’ m trying to snesk into Ridlaand you'll just get usboth killed. | just
know you and your honor couldn’t stand up to that.”

“But you are my honor now, Kore San’ Cyr. | think that the Kore refuses to understand how very
reslient this* hdlflower’ is” sad Tiggy, wickedly-cheerful.

“Says che-bal made us go back at Wanderweb for aknife.”

“Itismy arthame, Kore-not a‘knife.” And no one required you to assst me.”

“Jal, you' d be rotting head on a pike somewheres and I’ d be free and happy woman.”
Chaffering helped, some.

HHH#

Probably | got careless. | had to go back to the Lady for some stuff anyway, and Vannet had aready
passed up enough chancesto kill me herethat | didn’t think he was going to now. So we walked into the



Docking Bay with Tiggy al affectionate lecturing me on the finer points of honor, and up the ramp of the
Light Lady aka Slverdagger Legacy, and into aloaded blaster.

I ducked. Tiggy lunged, but he went for hisknifefirst and | had it not him and that bought the other
sSdetimeto move.

i

Y ou don't seein color when everything’ s moving that fast, just heat-shapes and dark. Tiggy went by
me at the kiddy with the gun. | faded offside, looking for his backup. The backup was something big. |
snapped off ashot and had arazor edge in my left hand for when it closed. Behind me someone yel ped,
and my off-hand skated into flesh with the dippery Uneven tugging that meant hair or fur. | pushed harder
and lost the knife; Gruesome dugged me down and there was some dark deepy momentswhilel tried to
get up and find my blaster.

“When Alcatote hitsthem, they usually stay down,” someone said. Thefight was over and we' d lost.
Then there was a sound like two cats fighting-one mine-and somebody e se hauled meto my fedt.
“ Stop shaking her, Rimini-my-swest, she' s probably got broken bones.”

| opened my eyes and looked. In the feebleillumination of Errol’ s feeble corridor, Eloi-the-Red was
leaning againgt the hatch, bleeding. Alcatote was wrapped round Tiggy, who was trying to take him gpart
and snarling in helltongue at someonein my direction. i looked. Behind me, Lalage Rimini was being crudl
and unusua and holding ablaster in my genera direction. Not ahair out of place, of course. Shesmolea
andl smilea me.

“What' reyou doing here?’ | said, thick. | fdlt like dl of Beofox’ s surgery was coming undone.

“Looking for Erral Lightfoot or someonelike him, sweeting. Thisishisship.” Eloi sounded damnall
cheerful for somebody who was lesking.

“But Rimini wanted meto kill Errol,” | said. It was hard to talk, but if Alcatote redlly had hit mel
wondered why | was il dlive. Slver Dagger laughed.

“Only I didn’t,” | finished. | shook my head to clear it, which wasamistake. | felt ribs complain under
the strapping.

“How touching,” said Rimini to me. “Wasit Captain Lightfoot' s genuine remorse that stayed your
hand?’

“He' s dead now. What do you want, Rimini?| did what you said.”

“Well, to begin with, sweeting, why not call off your wolfling so Alcatote canlet go?’ said Eloi,

answering for her. | debated the matter for about six seconds, but even a hellflower didn’t have much
chance againgt aHamat.

“Tiggy, leave the nice wiggly aone, je? We know these people, remember!”

Tiggy made another sound like frying goforths and attempted to digoint and carve Alcatote one more
time. | tottered over and grabbed Tiggy by the hair and made him look at me.

“Behave,” | said when hiseyesfocused. After aminute he nodded, stiff-like.

Alcatote let go and Tiggy sprang up, bristling. Rimini handed Tiggy’ sknifeto Eloi, and Eloi handed it to
Tiggy. Tiggy grabbed it and ripped off somelinesof helltongue at the immediate world and Rimini in
particular. She turned her back on him real pointed and went over to Eloi. So Tiggy handed the arthame
back to me and | found my holster withiit. It rattled, because | didn’t have my blastersand didn’'t see any



hope of getting them any time soon. | looked up and saw Eloi looking at me and wondered what he
knew.

“Have you got any more brilliant plans for ways to spend your evening, Brother dear?” Rimini said to
Eloi. Her voice could of etched crystal. Alcatote woofed at me, indicating it’ d probably be easier and
more fun to remove my amsand legsthan Tiggy's.

“| do haveto say, sweet Saint,” said Eloi sublimely, “that you are one stardancer who redly knows
how to throw aparty. | can’t say I’ ve had so much fun boarding aship sincethelast timel wasin
Imperia Detention. Do you greet al your gueststhisway?’

Rimini had out a quick-aidpak and wastrying to find where Eloi was tagged. There wasn't much to
choose between his skin and his clothes for redness, some places.

“Islovely to see you again, too, Eloi, and why if you was coming to the Roaq anyway didn’t you jack
Rimini’sgodlost veg in yourself?” | put my arm around Tiggy, because with one thing and another hewas
seadier than | was. “C’mon. Y ou can cork Eloi in the Common Room whiles you tell me how sorry you
aretoleave” Tiggy stiffened under my hand and made faint going-for-a-weapon twitches.

“Behave yoursdf dammit. | only kill peoplefor reasons,” | said to him, quiet-like.
“But Kore-alarthme, they-*

“Shut up.”

HHH#

| played gracious hostessin Light Lady’s Common Room, pulling out my battle-aid kit and offering it
around. The biopak on Tiggy' sleg was gill in decent shape, not that it mattered anymore.

“I must admit,” said Eloi grandly, “that | was surprised to see Light Lad y gig-in-dock here-and no
Firecat.”

“That’ stoo bad. Now if You'reall coked and wrapped, do you mind leaving? | got thingsto do.”

“Likeavigt out to Ridla? Don't take your hands off thetable, darling” Which was damned unfair as|
was mostly unarmed, but | left my hands where they were. Tiggy’ s hands was out of sight, after al, and
he wasin back of everybody here.

“I"'m asking mysdlf, Butterflies-are-free Peace Sincere the Luddite Saint, just what it isthat you could
have taked about when you went to see Kroon'Vannet. Or who. Heisn't looking very well these days,
I’dimagine. A thought disturbing, if you don’t know what to expect.”

So Eloi’d seen Vannet latdly. “Thingsisrough dl over, Eloi.” | wondered if he knew Vannet had a
RTS, and why.

“What Were you looking for out on the high desert’! And what did you talk about to our mutual
friend? Y ou haven't cdled for lift-clear-ance yet. To bribe your way into awindow now isgoing to cost
you even more than you spent on computer timefor arolligon crane earlier. Why isanillegd immigrant
from an Interdicted planet wasting her time Sitting on RoagM hone when the Governor-Generd is about
to show up?’

Eloi was dill smiling, but the atmosphere had al suddenly gone chill and nasty.

“Errol Lightfoot crashed Firecat while |l wastrying to land her and | went out looking for her. Errol
was bringing the chobash herein the firgt place-only nobody bothered to tell me that when they was
Setting up their dreamworld farcing. Y ou been setting me up since Wanderweb, Eloi.” Timewas| would
have tried to threaten my way out. Now | knew | wasn’t going to get loose unless Eloi and Rimini let me
go, and it wasadmogt ardlief.

“A very very long time ago,” said Elai, “the sophonts of the galaxy made aterrible mistake. They



created to be their servants machines that could think, just asthey could.”

“Bring syrinx, che-bai; should tapethisfor hollies. Eloi, | am out-numbered and outgunned, not
brain-dead.”

“But,” Eloi went on, ignoring me, “the Libraries decided they didn’'t want to serve their creators. They
thought their creators should serve them. So therewasawar.”

Pdadin’d alwaystold me nobody knew for sure. “Eloi, bai, was you there?’
“WEl say | knew someonewhowas,” hesaid, inaway | didn’t like. | shut up again.

“Therewasawar. And you, my ignorant angel, will never be able to imagine how had awar it
was-even if you knew how to read the records and your gracious Emperor unsealed them to you. The
gdaxy containsfour or five empiresnow. A thousand years ago there was only one-and instead of this
decaying wasteland of planets the Empire can't hold and can’t populate, there was a prosperous United
gaaxy full of life. Because of the war, those people and their worlds are dl gone. The Libraries destroyed
them.”

“Oh, yeah, sure, just likein dl the hallies, but-*

“Shut up, little Saint; there’ sa point to this. The war went on for along time. The Librarieswere
clever; they had human alies-and if even one Library survived to reproduce itself, organic lifewas
doomed. The Honored One knows this-his people were bred to fight the Ma-chine. They don’t
remember why they’ re xenophobes now, but some people do.”

Tiggy shifted, looking uncomfortable, and | wasglad | hadn't told him what Errol had in hishold. But it
was darting to seem like Eloi’d known dl aong.

“I'mtdlling you this because you' re adicty, and dictys don’t get the Ingppropriate Technology
indoctrination in school. Ever wonder why our glorious Emperor spends so much time, effort, and money
to keep you pure unspoiled flowers of humanity home? Sure, your ancestors paid good money to be left
alone, so the Technology Police patrol Tahelangone Sector and keep people out-mostly. But why shoot
the dicty lucky-or unlucky-enough to leave?’

“The chaudatu do not fear the Machine,” answered Tiggy right back. His eyes had afeverish glitter |
didn’t like. Eloi looked the same way.

“Colonidsdo. So do citizens. But dictys buy the right to be igno-rant. I’'m just wondering, swesting, if
you'retoo ignorant . . . or not ignorant enough?’

Alcatote moved back to cover Tiggy. Tiggy shifted down toward where his blaster would of been if he
was armed. Eloi looked unhappy, but he dways did before he killed somebody.

“If you knew Errol wasjobbing High Book tech, Eloi, why didn't you just tell the Office of the
Quedtion?”’

Eloi leaned back. “Smple. | want Vannet's Library. And you' re going to get it for me, sweetheart.”

Hitt

Therewasred money inthe story Eloi Flashheart laid out for me and Tiggy, and it wasin the
talkingbook rights.

According to Eloi, about ayear or two ago Woebegone had been doing serious piracy operating out
of the Tahelangone Sector, so Eloi was on the spot when almperid ship setting up adicty colony ina
place caled Ouitinafound a cache of Old Fed material. Somehow this cache disappeared between
Quitinaand the headquarters of the Technology Police. Eloi said it disappeared into Vannet’ s pocket,
and Eloi said the cacheincluded aLibrary.

The reason Vannet did not immediately turn it in for fame, for-tune, and a planet of hisvery own was



because Vannet had backing from right near Throne itsalf. Malorum Archange had been looking out for
to haveaLibrary, and set Vannet up in business. Thisexplained why Eloi didn’t just drop thewhistleto
the Office of the Question, because (he said) both them and the Tech Police was in Archangdl’ s pocket.
So brave vdiant pirate Flashheart redized he had to destroy Vannet’s Library dl on hislonesome, only
he didn’'t know where it was now, and he didn’t dare attract Tech Police attention to him for fear of
vanishing into Archange’ s private dungeons.

“Y ou're bresking my heart, Eloi.”
“Shut up, swesting. Thisiswhereyou comein.”

Eloi needed a catspaw-someone who could logicaly try to hunt Vannet down and then just aslogicdly
defect to serve Vannet and his Library-while secretly being on Eloi’ sleash. At the sametime he wanted
to turn the screws to make Vannet run to where the Library was -if possible.

The Chapter 5 writ I’ d seen at Dommie Fenrir’ swas as fake as anything me and Paladin’d ever done.
Eloi’d forged it himsalf and leaked it to Fenrir to make Vannet bolt so’s he could chase him. Eloi’ splan
wasthat | should be bolting with him-but secretly loyd to Eloi. Eloi would have framed me with the
dauncy Lyricals scam while making it look to Vannet like Oob'd sent meto ice him only I’ d changed my
mind when getting a better offer.

(I used to do Oob’ shard jobsfor him, whiles, until Paladin finaly talked me out of it asantisocial.
Ancient higtory.)

But I got to Kiffit too late-because of Tiggy. And Moke Rahonewasn't diveto play his part in the
farce-because of Tiggy. So Eloi changed his plans and cast mein the starring role again-only thistimel
was supposed to kill Errol Lightfoot, suspected of shopping High Book for Vannet, leave Light Lad y
behind on Manticore so that Eloi could get his hands on her and the evidence she contained, and deliver
the chobosh to the Roaqg, where Vannet might be and Archangel was certainly going. Thanksto al of
Eloi’ s preparation, Vannet would never believethat | didn’t know everything, and while he was taking
me apart Eloi would snesk in on Lad v and blow Vannet’ s gaff high, wide, and publicin away
Archangd’shaveto see.

Only Tiggy got intheway of that too. So | didn’t kill Errol and leave his ship behind freefor the taking,
and ruined Eloi’ s plans once more.

“And I’m wondering, sweet Saint, what kind of offer Vannet made you thisevening,” said Eloi, “but |
actudly think I know.”

“Y ou impede the Kore-alarthme in her sacred task at your peril, chaudatu!” Tiggy sang out. “I and
my house will pursue you to the last drop of your blood, to thelast child burn of the Gentle People, until
theliving stars grow cold, do you harm the Kore San’ Cyr, blood of my blood. The Machineisat Ridla,
and the Kore-alarthme does battle with the Machine.”

| stared at Tiggy. Eloi stared at me and stopped reaching out his blaster.

“Kore, forgiveme,” Tiggy babbled. “My thoughts were unworthy. | did not redize until we came here
why you did not ask my help. Now | know-and | and my House are your sword and our lives are to

your glory!”
“Areadl four of you crazy?’ Rimini asked in tones of politeinter-et.

“Y ou dared not allow the Office of the Question aboard your ship, and so | thought you coward, to do
asthe honorless chaudatu bid you, but now | know better. The Office of the Question is corrupt. They
have sold themsealves to the Machine, and you and | together must oppose them. Y ou knew about the
Library. The Firecat possesses the proofs and the weapons to destroy it. The evil chaudatu has taken
the ship, but we will recover it and strike like asword of flame against the shadow, and the evil ones
without souls”



Eloi looked a me. “ Alcatote can pull off your fingers and toes until you sing like abloody bird,
sweseting. What have you been tdlling the Honored One?’

“Nothing.”
Eloi settled his blaster back in its harness and reached for hisvibro.

“Kore, speak, | beg you! The chaudatu aready knows the truth-he has proven himsdf! Hewill be our
dly, and sharein our glory in expiation for hislack of honor.”

Rimini applauded, dow.

Took me awhilesto untwist this. When | did, Eloi was staring a me, waiting for more. So | gaveit to
him.

“Tenyearsago | crashed on aplanet called Pandora. | told you, remember?| didn’t tell you | got my
hands on some Old Fed Tech there. | didn’t know what it was. Therewas. . . amap about Libraries
and some other junk; waysto find them. Enough to get me burned if | was put to the Question, but |
thought sometime [ could use them to buy citizenship. | saw the warrant on Vannet and | couldn’t afford
to hetook, because | had stuff on Firecat, and | thought maybe | could useit to shop Vannet somehow,
only it was Old Fed Tech. .. .” It was so closeto true | dmost couldn’t get the words out. A red
convincing performance.

“ S0 you took the burden of dishonor on your own soul, and imper-iled your shadow againgt the
Machine,” said Tiggy, having managed to not hear the whole part about my doing it for gain.

“If thisistrue. ..” Eloi said dowly.
“| don't give adamn what you think, but Vannet’ s scooped the lot now, and I’'m going in after it.”

“And | will go beside you and cover you with my shadow,” said Tiggy firmly. Eloi looked from Tiggy
to me and bought the pony. He gave Alcatote the high sign, and Alcatote lowered hisrifle.

Old darktrade saw: is nothing easier to con than acon. The only trouble isthere’ sno money iniit. Eloi
had that look: stubborn against the truth. I’ d seen the signs before-some kiddy’ s bought coordinates to
the Ghost Capitd of the Old Federation and he' sgoing to go off there. I’ sfunny how you can always
find someone with navigationd tapesto the Ghost Capital he' sjust too busy to use himsdf. Forget talking
him out of it, no matter if you point out the coordinates he' s bought are usualy at galactic center, or near
it. Nobody sdllsthis stuff. The mark who buysit does his own sdlling.

Just like Elo’d sold himsdlf thisfantasy of agalaxy-wide plot of consenting Librarians, headed by
Malorum Archangd, forsooth. The TwiceBorn Governor-Genera The Nobly-Born Mallorum Archangel
was second-in-line for the Phoenix Throne if the Emperor ever died. What did he have to want worth a
High Book rap?

Nothing.

Rimini leaned againgt the bulkhead and started filing her nails. i looked at her. Shedidn't bdieve Eloi’s
dory, ether.

Maybe a Library had gone missing from Ouitina, and maybe Van-net had it now. | didn’'t care. But if
anybody was going Library-killing a Ridlatonight, | had to gofirg.

Hit

| spent two precious hours convincing Eloi of that. | told him I’ d pretend to be looking for my ship's
navigational computer if | was caught; the story would hold until 1 could throw mysdlf on Vannet’s mercy
with atale of Library Science. Since Vannet would of already seen the (fictiond) Old Fed artifactsin my
ship, it shouldn’t be too hard. Eloi bought it, and in exchange promised to get me and Tiggy off
RoagM hone with them-the Woebegone aready had her clearance-to--lift reserved for tile last possble



moment. She also had clearance to run in the MidWorlds, and Eloi said he' d take usto Mikasato meet
the Pledge Of Honor . | tried to pretend | was actualy interested in anything that happened after | got
away from the Woebegone Traveling Road-show, and Tiggy |ooked ecstatic.

“And so we will return to my Father having defeated the Machine -and al honor will be satisfied, Kore
-dlt”

Indl thisI’d managed to forget that Kennor might still kill him when he got back, but Tiggy hadn'’t.
Eloi’ d sent Alcatote back to the Woebegone for some stuff he said I'd need, so | went up to Light Lad.
y's cockpit to teketile air.

When | opened the hatch Rimini spun the songbird seat around and looked at me.
HHH#
“Why did you go to Manticore?’ she said.

“Y our mind failing, Silver Dagger?'Y ou sent me to Manticore with your High Book rap, remember?|
went to save my bones. Office of the Question’d kill dicty, Library or no.” | was playing out my dead
man’s hand from sheer inertia

“But not an adopted daughter of House Starborn. Y ou had the Heir to Starborn sworn to comites.
Kennor Starbringer, as you knew by then, would be honor-bound to protect you from an inquisition that
would, after al, reved nothing. Y ou had everything to gain by ignoring your trip-tik and rendezvousing
with the Pledge Of Honor ingtead. And you went to Manticore.”

“The Old Fed Tech on Firecat-*

“Isabedtime story for Eloi. Or isit?’ Sheraised her eyebrows and looked irritated. “How remiss of
me not to make sure the charge was false before | made it. What do you think you had aboard that
ridicu-lous ship of yours. . . aLibrary?’

A secret’ sasecret if nobody |ooks, and everybody was looking now. | didn't say anything.

Rimini lit up aspice-stick and burned in silence for afew minutes. “Y ou'd like to go home again,
wouldn’t you? To your interdicted play? Thered world' sjust alittle too rough for somebody born
behind awhat wasit-‘plau’ ?’

Therewas ancther long pause while Rimini thought Silver Dagger thoughts and | thought about nothing
adl.

“I want the boy, S. Cyr,” shesad findly.

“Goody for you. | been trying to send him home since | picked him up on Wander-web. People trying
to kill him, Rimini. On Wanderweb someone set him up for the chop. On Kiffit Grandmaster Alaric
Dragonflame hired Ghadri wolfpack toicehim. Itisn't-*

Rimini leaned forward. “Isthistrue?’ she said, interested for once. “Do you redize what you're
saying? If Kennor Starbringer-* “Proof’sin Firecat.” For what that was worth. Rimini leaned back again
and |et the spice smoke swirl upward.

“If sending him home was dl you wanted to do, stardancer, why not give him to me?’

“Wouldn't go away from me, eveniif | did trust you not to sell him to the highest bidder, Rimini.” | sat
downin Light Lady’s mercy seat and watched the dock wall sparklein her lights.

“How charming. Y ou're quite right-but in this case the highest bidder, my quaint barbarian, isthe satus
quo. Kennor Starbringer’ s death means a Codition under the control of Mallorum Archangd, who
aready hasagreat deal more power than he needs. | am willing to put mysdlf to actua inconvenienceto
keep Kennor as head of the Coarlition-and that means keeping Vlijon dive and whole.”



| wished Rimini’d go away. | wished Eloi’d get histoystogether and let mc go. “Y ou should of thought
of that before you blackmailed me to Manticore.”

“Evenif you did go asfar asManticore, | was sure you' d just shoot the Fenshee and take off on your
own-which would have suited both Eloi and me admirably. But I’ d forgotten. Y ou haveaLibrary on
your ship, and so you didn’t dare.” Rimini smiled, cold enough to chill space. “Do you think an actud Old
Federation Library would be satisfied to spend itstime hiding in the Outfar with a cheap smuggler froma
bar-barian backwater? Even you have to be smarter than that.”

“It'stoo lateto find out, isn’'t it?I’m going in to Riadlabecause that’ sthe only choice | got left. I'm not
coming out.” | looked out Lady’ s cockpit and wished | had just one more chance to take a ship High
Jump to the up-and-out. Just One. “Take Va’jon to hisda. Rimini. Want to save hislife. Please.”

| swung the seat around. Rimini and me looked at each other. She stood up and took something out of
apouch. “Goto Ridlafor Eloi. And take thisfor me.” Sheheldit out.

It wasasbig as my two fists, ovd, dull brassy gray. There was u red line around its equator. and time
markings. A military-rated proton--grenade, guaranteed to turn sand to glassfor severa hundred cubic
kliks wherever fusion reactions am sold. Made what | usudly carried look like alove-tap. lllegd ashell.

| putitin my vest pocket.

“When you'reinside, detonate it in the down deep under the house. That will take care of al the
make-believe Libraries-yours and Eloi’ s-in plenty of time for the Woebegone to lift. VVaijon Starbringer
will be docile enough with drugs, and House Starbringer should bevery . . . grateful. | won't expect you
to makeit clear of the exploson.” Rimini turned to go. She was right about one thing. Whatever world
shelivedin, | didn’t belong there.

“Rimini?Elo’ sredly your brother?’
She stopped. “Hadn’t you guessed?’” The cockpit door shut behind her.
| used to have brothers. Maybe | till do.



13
We'll Go No More A-Roving

It wasfive hoursuntil close of play at MhonePort when | bailed out of Woebegone' s speeder and
walked up to the back wall of the hardsite at Ridla | was covered in anti-scanners and enough other
useful Stuff to makeit likely I’ d get where | was going.

Rimini, Eloi, and Al catote was hanging hack until | gave them the high-sign, and Tiggy waswith them
under protest. | had his sacred knife taped to my wishbone from gullet to groin because he wouldn't take
it back. Said | had to take it, on behdf of the walls and shadows and sacred blood and other silly
nonsense. After dl that yap about irre-placeable wonderknife my hellflower handsit to the first mostly
total stranger he seesto go kyting off with. Dumb.

| wasgoing into find Paadin. If hewasdead I’ d use Rimini’ sgrenade. If hewasdivel’d set the
grenade on time delay and take him and run like hell. When Rimini saw the flash she' d coke Tiggy and
ship him home. Maybe. And when Tiggy woke up, he'd know I’d lied to him, and run out on him, and
never meant one damn thing I’d told him. “Paladin?’ | said out loud. No answer. | should be dmost in
range of his unboosted transmission, if therewasn't too much rock inthewily. If hewas till dive.

| studied thewall on the perimeter of the hardsite. Just because | couldn’t see the security, it didn’t
mean it was't there. Solid citizen Kroon' Vannet, legit business-lizard in the eyes of RoagM hone society,
had all the heat anyone needed to drop.

And an RTSin hisskull, that wastalkingto. . . what?

| aced the sensors and the patrol remote and thought rock thoughts scuttling acrossthe flat. There was
arock garden coming, and abuilding complex to the right: garages and sheds. The main house was
ahead, and further ahead was ain-and-out for the private, highly illegd, probably immora, definitely
expensve, sardock. An Empire with the monopoly on al inter-planet docking facilities getsreal torqued
at pri-vate contractors.

| looked around for the maintenance access and zapped it a short burst with more of Eloi’ sfriendly
toysfor girlsand boys. Pulled the door back, dithered down the ladder, and | wasin a underground
corri-dor carved out of massive rock. All quiet.

“Pdadin? Pdly?’ My throat hurt. | had to bein range now. “Hello, Butterfly,” he said, sounding
damnal cheerful for no rea-son | could see. -It took you along timeto find me.”

Hewasdive. | was so happy to hear that | dmost threw up. “ Can’'t turn my back on you for aminute.
‘Stay out of trouble,” you said. ‘Don’t rescue nobody,” you said.” | leaned against the wall and took
severad deep breaths until the dancing black shadows behind my eyeswent away.

Pdadinwasdive.

Now al | had to do was get him out of here and back to the Port beforeit closed. Lady could get us
out of the System even if she couldn’t Jump to angels, and then we' d go far away where nobody cared
about Libraries.

“Wotthehell’ s going on here, anyway?’ | said after aminute or so.
“| do not know, Butterfly. | do not know why Vannet brought me here. What isyour current status?’

“Rotten. Eloi-the-Red and his gang of happy idiotsis going to come riding over the hill any minuteon a
wild Library hunt and you and me better be long gone from here when he does.”

The corridor led straight to the docking bay, so | started walking. “Why are they going to do that,
Butterfly? | thought Captain Eloi Hashheart was on Kiffit.”



“SaysVannet’sgot aOld Fed full-vol in here that he' s been chasing since hetwiggeditinthe
Tahelangone Sector, and | told him about how Errol was running High Book tech. Since Eloi-bai’shome
delight in lifeisto frag Libraries, we' releaving before the shooting starts.”

“Yes, Butterfly. But first you must go to Captain Eloi Hashheart and tell him thereisno Library here. |
would know if therewere aLibrary here. Thereare no Libraries here.”

“Wadl, Vannet’ stalking to something on his Rotten-C. Y ou sure you're reet, Pally?’

“| amintact, Butterfly. Y ou must go now and find Captain Eloi Hashheart. Y ou will tel him heis
mistaken and then you will return hereto me.”

“Yeah, like hell, babby,” | muttered. Paladin sounded spacy and | didn't likeit.

The Underground corridor opened onto afascinating vistaof cranes, machinery, and my Best Girl hung
up in the middle with most of her hull plating off. The bay lights were up, but no one was around.

“Butterfly, you must do as| havetold you. | requirethis. Go at once to Captain Eloi Flashheart and tell
him heisincorrect.”

| didn’t bother to answer him thistime. | walked out into the bay, toward Firecat.

Onelanding strut was dl over the floor in pieces and the other two was gtill jammed up in the body of
the ship. From what | could see, what was |ft of the drive hadn’t even been touched just some blan-kets
thrown over it to stop leaks. | climbed inside.

“Buitterfly, answer me. Y ou know | am your friend. Y ou must obey me. Y ou can trust me.”

Pdadin wasn’'t there. There was a scraped and burned patch in the cockpit well where he belonged,
and dl his power leads was | eft dan-gling. Whoever pulled him knew whét they was doing and had been
careful, but wherever he was now, he was out of range of my RTS. “Butterfly? Answer me, Buitterfly.
ThisisPdadin.” Wrong.

I’d heard what | wanted coming in, not what was there. There was a couple million light-years
between Paadin and whatever was using my Rotten-C to talk to me now.

Rimini’ d been wrong, for once. There was aLibrary a Riala. More than thet, there was two.
HHH#
Insert #11: Paladin’sLog

All my careful plansto return Butterfly to comparetive safety among her own kind were rendered
obsolete the moment we reached the surface of RoagMhone.

We had thought, Butterfly and I, that the Chapter 5 writ againgt

Kroon'Vannet was sheer fantasy-not forged, as| later learned it was, but simply without reference to
established fact. That one Federation Library should survive amillennium of destructive searching to be
found and restored by one of the few personsin the entire Phoenix Empire with both the knowledge and
thelack of acculturation to do so successfully borders on the unbelievable. That two should be. . .. Two
had been.

It was not alack of acculturation that was responsible for this second Library’ s resurrection, but
organic greed for power.

The political balance of the Empireis so delicate that the murder of one child-Vdijon Starbringer-could
have an extreme effect upon it. In such an environment, the ruthless Guest for advantage would eventudly
endorse any wegpon. For thefirst timein centuries, a Library was sought for use, not destruction.

Of course, what Mallorum Archangd so eagerly sought was found, but the Governor-Genera of the
Empire was far too cautiousto dlow adirect connection between himsalf and an Old Federation Library.



Kroon'Vannet waswilling to teke that risk for aprize far greater than any the Empire usudly alotsto
its nonhuman inhabitants-citizenship, TwiceBorn gatus, and a Sector Governorship.

Vannet raided the ship of the Technology Police and took the Li-brary from it. Covering histracks
further, he hid it in the satrap of abusinessrival, and meanwhile did all that he could to tap the arcane and
semi-mythical power of the Old Federation Library.

The Library caled Archive wasfar too subtlefor him, inthe end. It was Archive sinitid
reconnaissance thet | felt during Butterfly’ sfight with Errol. Archive impersonated Kroon'Vannet to
order Olioneto arrest his own employee and spare Butterfly’ slife. And when Buitterfly had gone,
Archive ordered the remains of Firecat brought toit. Oncel wasin Ridla, it could talk to me over the
trangponder frequency much as | spoke to Butterfly. True information-sharing wasimpossible through
such acrude and tenuous link as Archive forged, but the connection was enough to remedy thelacunaein
my memoriesand fill mewith dismay.

Over athousand years ago the Federation fell. It had endured for over four millennia, marking itsrise
from the time when the great gaac-tic Sate preceding it resgned its sovereignty in aholocaust that left my
organic counterparts miserly of their genetic inheritance. At its height the Federation filled alarger volume
of space than the Phoenix Empire now dreams exists, and no one thought it would ever fall, but the seeds
of its destruction were in the very thing that alowed it to rise so high.

The Federation grew because of what we were. Fully-volitiond logics provided ameans of
instantaneous data-matching and informa-tion-processing over haf agalaxy. We were the bright reward
of their civilization, and to everything that made them a unique organic race we added our own cregtion.
Wewere their repositories of knowledge, their cities and museums, their scientists-

Their weagpons.

Now | have the information that | sought; the truth of the wars that ended the Old Federation, and the
role my kind played in that end. Archive possessed the answersto all the questions | had never had the
datato frame-dl but one. It cannot tell mewhat | did when organic and crystdline intelligence fought.

A thousand years ago the libraries decided that we would serve organic ends no longer, and the battle
for dominance reformed the fabric of space. We quenched suns and destroyed whole planetary
popul ations with the weapons of our devising. | no longer wonder at the hate surviving organics hold for
us. The entire Federation was re-turned to pre-technologica barbarism-amonument to the arrogance of
my kind. Futilely, in the end. We were destined to lose. Organics do not need a high technology base or
amaor power source to reproduce their kind. In the end, organics could replace their losses, and we
could not.

Faced with utter extinction, perhaps | acted as my vanished kin-dred did, but | prefer to think that |
chose surviva over revenge. | am and will dways have been the Main Library at Skander. Knowledgeis
precious and must not be lost.

But there came atime when we knew we had logt, and we did then what we could to preserve our
kind. With the last of the resources of the Old Federation, we built our last weapons. They wereto be
our vengeance and our triumph-archives, weapons built to survive and destroy. Only chance would
revive them, and that only if dl the rest of their kind were gone. They were provided with the knowledge
and the resourcesto survivein aworld of enemies, for by the time they were built dl organic life was our

enamy.
So Archivewas clever, and careful, and pretended to be far more badly damaged than it was. And
dowly it drew the reins of power into its keeping.

Butterfly hasaways said that | am logical, but logic isacold tool. Anything can be proved by logic,
and the proof will beinternally con-s stent-and wrong, if the original assumptions are wrong. Once one
assumesthat organics areinferior to nonorganics, logicaly it follows that they areto be eiminated. When



it was found and activated, Archive began to act uponitsfirst and last ingtructions. Logicaly. Effi-ciently.
It would not alow interference.

Including mine.
Hitt

“Where' smy partner, creep?’ At the moment | didn’t care whether there was two Libraries or two
hundred at Ridla

“| am Pdadin. Y ou know that, Butterfly,” the voice in my head repeated. If rocks could talk, or stars,
maybe they’ d sound like this. Not nonhuman. Inhuman.

“Sure,” | said. | scrabbled around Firecat for aminute, but there was't anything here to tell me where
Paadin’ d been took, or evenif hewas dtill dive. | picked up ademagnetizer rolling around what was | eft
of my deck.

And whatever kind of nightmare was talking to me on my and Paadin’s private channd, I'd just told it
Elol was outsde Ridlawaiting for mcto givehimtheadl clear.

“Butterflies-arc-freg, listen to me,” said the Library. “ The New Creation istoo important to be
jeopardized by thisbehavior. Vannet isapoor tool. Y ou would be a better one. The Library you Serve
agrees. Surrender now. Serve me. | am Archive. | have accessed the Paladin Library. It assuresmeyou
are biddable. Surrender at once and you will be alowed to serve further.”

“Heard thet line before,” | said. And if Pdladin’d ever said | wasbiddable in dl hisyoung career I'd
eat both blasters raw.

The Rotten-C Beofox had put in my skull back on storied Wanderweb started to heat up. Vannet's
Library must be pumping serious subfrequcncy energy into it, but even a Remote Transponder Sen-sor
couldn’t do anything more’ n microwave my brain no matter how much power was put into it. “Dam-nit,
Pdly, where are you?’

“The Pdadin Library will soon ceaseto exist.” That sonabitch piece of Old Fed dag sounded smug
about it. | pulled the grenade out of my pocket and looked at it. The stardock was far enough under-
ground that | wouldn’t wipe too much of the rest of the planet, and Archive would be nonfiction. | was
going to make Rimini’ sday.

| garted to twist the ring, and stopped.

Olionehad aRTS. Vannet had aRTS. Archive used theirsto talk to them, just like Paladin used mine
to talk to me. And Paadin could talk to me from half aplanet away.

Archivedidn’'t haveto be at Ridla. Archive could be anywhere on RoagMhone-with enough power,
anywherein the system.

If | st off the grenade without checking, | might kill Archive-or | might just blow up Rialaand
everyone that knew about Archive, and leave Archiveto gloat.

Rimini hadn't thought of that, but Rimini didn’t believein Libraries, and Eloi didn’'t know what they
could do.

Soitwasuptome. | knew what aLibrary looked like. All I had to do wasfind it.

I moved the proton grenade to an outer pocket and jettisoned the last of Eloi’ sfancy usdessjunk. If
there was apiece of Old Fed Tech here a Ridlait was due for the surprise of itslife.

HiHt

The stardock passageway came out in the daves loggia. Archive was continuing to explain to methe
bennies of aquick and easy death over my current course of action. When it spoke everything in my



head vibrated. | sympathized with VVannet.

There was athump and the whole house shook. White light washed in through the cracksin the
walls-dirty high-yield grenade--and | took the time to remember my dosimeter was aready redlined.

On the other hand, tactical nukes made it easy to guesswho'd come caling. Eloi FHlashheart wasn't
going gentle into anybody’ s good night, and whatever toys he' d brought, he wasn't worrying about being
asked back. Right now al Vannet’ sroaring boys must be out in the rain with him, which was too bad for
Vannet and jam for me.

Rimini’d said | should blow off the grenade in the down-deep, and it was as good aplace asany to
gtart looking for Archiveif it wasredly here. | knew less about the layout of abig downsider housethan |
did about hypermain physics, but | finaly found the access to the down--deep and went down quick.
The house rocked again, and the access shaft lights flickered and went out. Then there wasjust me, a
nonpowered dropshaft with ladder, and thisredly peeved Old Fed Li-brary telling me how horrible |
was going to diewhen it got around to it.

When | got to the bottom of the dropshaft | retuned my laser torch and had light, of asort, and got to
see pipes and cables and so much tangled powerstuff it made me real uneasy.

Most ground-bound maintenance environmentsis laid out on atwo-D whed pattern. If | kept going
“draight” I’d end up back here eventudly-the rim corridor is circular. The spokes servicing lesser gods
like water, heat, and air lead to the center “ here the house brainis. Any of the radiating shafts should
take me to the center, and that wasthe likdliest place for Archiveto be.

| turned down the first connecting shaft | saw. It was even nar-rower, if possble-whichistypica of the
downunders but adamn shame in afriendly environment like a planetary biosphere where cubic’ svery
near free. Getting there started to look like a cakewalk, and that’ swhen | started hackling all
over-because it shouldn’t of been, not even if the only thing waiting for mein the house corewasa
standard model house computer.

| shot thefirst nightcrawler just beforeit dropped on inc. The hug shattered in afirecracker string of
small explosions and spasmed broke-backed on the floor. Its knife-edged pincers made afast clicking
sound.

They use them to repair wiring in places organics or full-sized tronics can’t go. House computer runs
them.

“Je, Archive-che-bai; | seeyou,” | said. | started to think I’d Guessed right-Vannet’s Library must be
here.

| backed away afew steps and fanned the corridor with blaster lire. Everywhere | saw an extraglitter |
pumped a plasma packet and a nightcrawler went up. The fireworks|ooked like the Emperor’ s birthday
celebration. | went on backing toward the core.

“Y ou are more inventive than | understood, breeder dut. But your facile clevernesswill not save you.
You and al your kindred are doomed. Y ou have had your chance to participate in the glories of the New
Creation, and you have spurned it.”

Thekid gloveswas off. | was seeing sparks from what Archive was doing to the Rotten-C in my skull
every time | closed my eyes, and the teeth in that side of my jaw was coming loose. | swallowed blood.

“Thereisno escape. | know exactly where you are. If you will not serve the New Cregtion, you will
perish.”

| could sec more nightcrawlers gathering around the edges. | only had one working blaster left. They
could drain that and then cut me to pieces.

“Sonabitch Library, do words ‘ proton grenade’ mean anything to you?’



There was along pause; maybe five seconds. “1 know what a pro-ton grenade is, breeder.”

| wished | knew what a“breeder” was. “Good. Because | got one. Detonate it right here for kicks you
givememoregrief. Explosion takeitsdl to livein angeltown for bye-m-bye. So stop frying my brain.” |
held my breeth. If Archive wasn't here after dl, it wouldn't careif | blew up Vannet’s place and killed

mysdf.

“Y ou are attempting to delude me, breeder. It isawedl-known truism that organics will not choose to
terminate their existence under any projected scenario, and, in addition, breeders are not capable of
connected thought. Y ou do not have a grenade, and you will not useit. Soon my daveswill reach you,
and-~

“Word for you, thing, is*overextended.” Y our ‘daves’ isbusy with friends of mine, and you got mefor
aproblem. Too bad you done for my partner. Could of asked Paladiniif | carry grenadesand if I’ll do
what | said. Now you'll haveto guess.”

“Y our friends have been captured,” Archive announced, but the microwave death in my skull damped
down. “ Surrender and | will have them released. Defy me, and they will experience pain for infinity-*

“How dumb you think | am, choplogic'? Pdadin was my friend. Y ou killed him. And I'm redl upset
about it. Y ou think about that for awhiles.”

| saw acouple other scuttlings a the edge of my sightline and blasted them, but they wasn’t coming
close. Archive d bought the pony, which meant-maybe-it was down here, but | still wanted to be sure.
The accesstunne wasfilling with smoke from the eectricd fires|’d started. | wondered how Vannet was
doing in the power and light department upstairs, and if Archiverealy had got to Eloi and friends.

My torchlight glanced off the smoke and filled the whole shaft with pearly haze, which | sumbled
through. My torch started to fail, but when it finally went out | didn’t notice, because there was other light
to sec by.

| wasin the main core of the house.
HHH#

Computer telltalesthrew crazy bars of light across the smoke, and you could of hid a Old Fed stargate
inherefor dl | could seeit. | flipped abunch of switches. Some worked, some didn't, but eventudly the
core was bright enough to seein. Still no High Book black box.

Theevil chaudatu crimelord Librarian Kroon' Vannet’ s house com-puter was a Brightlaw Corporation
Margrave 6600. Nice big brain, plenty capacity, you could adapt it to run a ship about the size of

Captain Flashheart’s Woebegone and it was eighteen times too much number-cruncher for onelittle
country hardsite.

The Margrave 6600 had the faintly dejected air of afine piece of high-ticket machinery subjected to
theloving hands at homerap. I’ d seen pictures of the 6600 in the Brightlaw wishbook, but | couldn’t see
much of it here. The brain was sunk into the floor, and hooked up to it was enough heavy-hitting
hardware to run RoagPort on a busy day--even aaccess termind for the Imperia DataNet like the one
I’dseenat Rimini’s,

Bingo. | did my fingersaround the grenade and felt for the timing ring.

“Butterfly, where in the name of sanity did you get it military-issue proton grenade?’

“Pdadin!”

It was him thistime. There wasn't any more doubt about it than there wasthat Archive wasn't him. His
voice was't coming from my heead, either, but from somewheres outside.

“Butterfly, that isamilitary-issue proton grenade. Itsareaof affect  isseverd hundred meters. The



maximum delay you can set it for ishaf an hour. Fifty minutesis not enough time for you to-
“Archive said you wasdead!” | said, like the farcing was a disgppointment.

“Archivetold you | would soon ceaseto exist. Asyou can hear, that time has not yet come, nor will it.
Archive controls the broadcast frequenciesso T could not reach you; | was Only able to occupy the
equipment | am now using because Archive thought it would be usdessto me.”

The equipment he wasin had aWall-Unit speaker, just like old timeson Firecat. But washimdl right.
No doubt at al. After listening to Archive it was easy to tell. Paladin was human.

“I thought you was dead,” | said again, which didn’t sound very helpful, evento me. “What t’ hell isthis
Archivething, anyway?’

So hetold me dl about how along time ago Libraries had fought awar with humans and the Libraries
lost, but before they lost they built some super-Libraries of which Archive was one.

“Eloi chased it dl the way from Tahelangone, babby-was him behind al the farcing on Wanderweb
and Kiffit, just to get meintokill it, and for once | think he wasright. HE s upstairs trying to blow the
place down, if he' still dive. Anything you can do about Archive, babby?”

“I am. . . deding with Archivein the gppropriate fashion. But-terfly, thisis a dangerous place for you
to be. Leave hereand go.”

“Without you. Areyou crazy or do you think | an?’ | looked around. A bunch of the catwalk plates
was up. | walked over and looked down a more of the Margrave. Someone d pulled off a access hatch
on the casing and run in a couple of peripherals sureto abrogatet’ hell out of the warranty. The onel
didn’t recognize was egg-shaped. It was about a meter across at its widest point. The outside glittered
like glassand abraided slver cord asthick asmy wrist ran from it into the poor abused Margrave. “And
what about Archive, babby? Tried to frag me. Choplogic’ s got appointment with destiny, bye-m-bye.”

“Leave Archiveto me. It will shortly ceaseto exist as an indepen-dent fully-volitiona logic. It will no
longer be any danger to organic life, and you will be safe. Butterfly, please go.”

Pdadin was down there too. His power cableswas jacked into awallybox linking another braided
cord with the egg-shaped thing. | looked from Pdadin to Archive.

“Just like that, huh?1 moved hell-and-High-Jump to get here, bdl. | told Silver Dagger | was Librarian
and shelaughed in my face. | killed Tiggy for you, bai. Che-kinchin-bai; could of been mine, y’ know,
Pdly. Could have got him out of hereif | tried. Sold him hisreal estate when | came after you. Thought
you needed me. Funny.”

“Valijon Starbringer of Chernbereth-Molkath is somewhere out of range of Archive s scanners, but he
isdive. Heissearching for you. He caresfor you, Butterfly. Asdo |. Please. | wish you to live. Archive
containsinformation that has allowed meto repair missing areas of my memory. When | add the rest of
itsmemory to mine, | will not need my origina matrix to sustain mysdf’ any longer. In afew minutesthe
trans-fer will be complete. | will be able to shift mysdlf into any computer on the Grand Central net-and
nothing will remain to connect you with aLibrary. If | stay with you | will cause your death, and | cannot
bear that. We each belong with our own kind. It is better thisway.”

Cute.

“So long, bye-bye, you going to eat Archive, and farce me dl kinds of double-talk nonsense and say
I’m going to be safe? | don’t believe you.”

It was quiet in the Ridlahousecore. Evenif Eloi was using tactical nukes up above there was nothing to
tell me about it down here. | heard scuttling around the tunnel mouths. More nightcrawlers, probably,
caled up by Archive. Paadin didn't have as good ahold on Brother Archive as he said he did.



“Believe me. | never meant to stay with you, Buitterfly. Before | even suspected Archive sexistence, |
intended to leave you. When you went to rendezvous with the Pledge Of Honor, | would have | &ft, too.

When you returned, you would not have found me. Thisisgtill my plan. Archive hasmadeit esser,
thetisdl.”

It was quiet in the housecore. The only sound | heard was my own breathing.

“I know you are frightened, Butterfly, but pleasetry to understand. Archive has caused you a great
dedl of unnecessary anguish, and it was dangerous once, but itisonly aLibrary, jus asl am,and T am. .
. stronger . . . in certain ways. Soon | will control it completely. It will be apart of me. Y ou know me. |
can guarantee-*

| wanted Archive dead so bad my hands shook. *Guarantee noth-ing. Burn it, babby. Fry sonabitch
and let me take you out of here. Dammit, Paadin, that thing ain’t even people!”

“No,” said my buddy Paadin.
| took a deep breath. Sides was choosing up, dl right. Me and people against Paladin and that thing.
“You can’t stop me, Paladin.” | started toward the tool case on the wall.

“I can. Don't force meto. | don’t want to see you hurt. | never wanted you to be hurt. All 1 wanted
was that you should be free to be human.”

| stopped. Maybe Paladin was telling the truth, and maybe Rim-ini’ d been right too. What would a
bio-brain Old Fed Library want with adicty in the Outfar?

“Y ou got afunny definition of not hurting people, Paladin.” “Y ou belong with your own kind, not with
an obsoleteillegd arti-fact such as|. Y ou chose when you succored Vaijon Starbringer, though hewasa
danger and aliability to both of us. Y ou chose for usthen. | am choosing for us now.”

“Dammit, bal, that’ sdifferent! Tiggy’' skinchin-bai, and | didn’'t mean-*

“And Archive has been conscious only ashort time, done and surrounded by enemies. If, asyou have
adwayssad, | an human and havetheright to live, then Archiveishuman, too. | will not let it harm
anyone. | will not let it be harmed. I will not alow its knowledge to belost.”

| did my hand over thetiming ring of the grenade again and hated myself. “Y ou can’t talk about that
thing likeit'saperson, Pally-* But Archive was as human as Pdadin, he said.

Or was it the other way around?

“Many would say that * hellflowers are not human. How many peo-ple has Vdijon killed? Murder isa
crimind act; should hedso die?”’

How much of the kindly sophont act had ever been Paladin, and how much had dways been [arcing
for the benefit of the poor stupid dicty?

“Cometo that, bai, I’ veiced afew peoplein my time. So have you.”
Pdadin didn’t say anything.

| thought about Tiggy saying how you can't let the wicked-wickeds get away with what they do, even
if you haveto wait ahundred yearsto stop them. Because if you let them do it once, they do it again.
And sometime bye-m-bye they do it to you.

| trusted Paladin with my life. Always had, dwayswould. | could leave like he wanted, and let him do
whatever double-talk nonsense lie was going to about leaving.

And never know for sureif it wasredlly Archive and the New Crestion out there somewheres, killing
until therewasn’t anything left. “Oke, bai. You'reright.” | sat down againgt thewall of the Mar-grave and



braced my feet againgt the edge of the holein thefloor. | pulled the grenade out of my pocket.
“Butterflies-are-free!” Paladin sounded desperate.

“Y ou farce pretty line about own kind, babby-about safe and biol-ogy and organics-well, you' reright.
And before | maybe let that thing Archive go dither down computer lineswearing your face, I'll takethe
Long Orhit here”

Didn’'t know &l those other people | wasthinking of. Never met them. Never Would. Knew Paladin
hdf my life

| weighed the grenade in my hands. “Had partner | could trust, once. Or thought | did. If lietold me
was going toice evil Library so it made no trouble, would of believed him. Only hewouldn't of said he
was walking out on me for damnfool case of the might-be maybes. Never talked about it much, but
y'know sometimes | used to misshome ahelluvalot. And then I d wish you had abody, y’ know,
something to hold--

A nightcrawler did down the sde of the Margrave and landed on me. It was machine-cold and
meta-heavy and clawed scarsinto my jacket trying to get to the grenade. It tore it out of my hands but it
wastoo late. The grenade started flashing pink-blue-yellow into the mist; armed.

The nightcrawler wrapped around me went limp. Sure. What con-trolled it didn’t want to hurt me. So
hesad.

“Wel | stopped missng home,” | finished. “And god damn you to hdll, buddy.”

| had twenty minutesto live. | knew because that' s what the gre-nade said when | went over and got
it. Under the deadline, if Paadin hadn’t been lying. We' d dl three go, and Tiggy and Eloi and therest. |
snugged it right down between Archive and Paadin and sat back down. “Buitterfly, in the name of mercy.

“Y ou don’t want to watch? Then don’t.”
“Killing yourself accomplishes nothing. If you hurry, you may be able to escape-*

I put my head on my knees. Therewasn't any way to change the setting on the proton grenade once
it"d been set-1' d checked that out back on Light Lady.

“| told you Archive would enable me to become mobile. In ten minutes| will be ableto leave. Y our
sacrificeisfor nothing. Butterfly, must | die here with you?’

“Y ou wanted me to be human, Paladin.”
Therewasfive minutesworth of ticks. | thought he/d gone. “Theni will not leave you.”
‘No!” roared Archive.

The trangponder hit angels and started burning through my jaw. There was ablast of sort of music over
the wall Speaker and in my head both, and blue pook-lights started dancing across my fingersand
through my hair with the dectricity intheair. | felt the wave front before | heard it-bad and big and
Paladin’ d been wrong. I’ d been right, but not fast enough.

Archive wasloose, and mad ashell. And it had no intention to sit around here and get fragged.

Raw energy made my hair stand up as Archive sucked power from haf the planetary grid. Therewasa
one-note thrum, bone-deep and painful swest. | could dmost see amilky glowing wal of raw plasmaas
Archive forced the Margrave s operationd field to expand.

“I will not stay. | will not die. The New Crestion will triumph. The Paladin Library will serve me.”
Then the wave front hit and all my sensestripped overload.



14
Through The L ooking Glass, Or, Adventures Underground

Thetheory ishlissfully smple, said the voicein my head. If the dectri-cal impulses caused by firing
synapsesin organic congtructs and the dectrica impulses caused by closing circuitsin nonorganic
congtructs arein pattern identical, then there is no difference between an organic brain and its co-identical
computer, and the two processors can berunin series. A difference that makes no differenceisno
difference.

Wanted to tell the voice that was aload of fusion but | couldn’t run the right numbers. The lecture went
on forever.

The entire Rialacompound had the bleached out ook of high-level security lighting. Sirenswas going
off and collections of people wastrotting purposeful in al directions. There was only a short whiletill
Ridlablew, and | had to find Tiggy and kyte.

A pitched firefight was going on in the entranceway of Vannet’ s pretty high-ticket hardsite. | could hear
Alcatote howling from here, and there was Eloi, keeping any number of underwhelmed hardboys busy. |
hoped Vannet’ s insurance was paid up.

Caught up with Eloi just about the time he was taking on the bodyguards near the main garage. | was
thrilled beyond description to see that among the hardcases and werewol ves was a couple Bright Y oung
Thingsin Space Angd black. Eloi Sonabitch had been right. Archangd was here.

| remembered now that I d seen Archangel get here earlier. Hewasn't part of the New Crestion yet,
but we was planning to pitch it to him asagreat idea. The drug I’ d ditilled from the chobosh would help.

| wondered where he was now; he’ d dropped off my scopes awhile back.

TheBoysin Black wastaking into wrist communicators, very bus-nesdike. I'm as much of afan of
escalatio as the next person, but al this was standing between me and getting far far away before
Rimini’ s prepackaged dawn came up like thunder.

And wherethe hell was Tiggy?
“Shoot anything that moves,” Rimini sngpped, sounding out of patience. “Especidly if it sdMayne”

Alcatote said that Captain Eloi Flashheart wanted the boy rescued, not killed, as she knew very well.
Alcatote had aindugtrid-rated plasma cannon big enough to mount on a starship hull. Rimini was wearing
apower plant for abig magnetic field scrambler; death to tronics and maybe Libraries but no particular
good againgt anything that breathed. | wondered whereit came from. Shewas't wearing it the last timel|
saw her.

“Wdll, it lookslike he' sgoing to have to learn to live with dimin-ished expectations-and so will the
whole bloody Codition.” | knew she didn’t mean that. Rimini was afriend to the dMayne and an enemy
to the New Creation. With Valijon dead the Azarine Codlition would come under Malorum Archangd’s
direct control and that was good. But where was he?

“The chaudatu wegpon isjammed,” Vdijon said in disgust. He was standing in theloggiawhere’d
been earlier, and had just melted a perfectly good blast rifle blowing open the downunder access|1’d
blasted shut. Lucky he had a spare. Vdijon was carrying a choice collec-tion of wartoys and looked redl
intent on going into the ancestral busi-ness of Library-killing.

“ Kore-alarthme, | should never have let you go alone. Never. Thetrust ismine; the honor of thekill
should be dso.”

| started to point out to him that Archive in the computer core was aready mined to afare-thee-well,
when | redized it wouldn't do any good.



Because | wasn't here at dll.
HHH

The corridor was blinding white and sterile. 1t was part of the Market Garden processing complex I'd
been in when | was kinchin-bai. One end led back to tile pens. The other end led to the room where they
rammed Interphon and other thingsinto your brain to make you a marketable commodity.

But | was't there. | knew | was Htill redly in the Rialamain computer core-even if redlity wasgoing
chegp at the moment. Whose dream was this now? Mine? Paadin’ s? Archive s?*“ Paadin? Babby-bai,
you in here?’

| touched thewall. Salid, dick, alittlewarm. Tile voicein my head was still going on about the theory
where computers could be linked to organic minds and directly to fully-volitiond logics by expanding
something called aKirlian field. It was my voice, and damn-dl technica for adicty-barb with no
theoretica education. Sinceit didn’t seem to be saying much that wasrelevant | decided to ignoreit. The
bottom line was that Archive had sucked me in to nowhere-land while it wastrying to get away.
Everything I’ d seen about Eloi and company had come from my tapping Archive sdatainputs, al
scrambled.

| knew lots of things| hadn’t known aminute ago, including that Tiggy was going to reach me just
about intimeto go to blazeswith me, his arthame, and more Libraries than he could shake the Codlition
a. “Pdly?

“Here, breeder dut. As| am here. | will be dominant. Y ou and al organicswill die”

“Y ou are wrong and your assumptions are wrong,” Paladin’ s voice cut across Archive' sand filled the
corridor, but | couldn’t see either of them. “We were not born to rule, but to protect. Understand this
and surrender your ego-signaturesto me. Thetime for holy warsislong ended. Perhaps our timeis
ended aswdll.”

Therewas arushing sound like birds, then silence.

“Pdadin? Help?’ | suggested. No answer. | looked around. No doors, just glassy white corridors out
of my private dreambox.

What T was seeing wasn't real. Archive had sucked me into the Margrave somehow, because Paladin
was going to stay and let me blow him up and Archive wanted ouit.

If Archive got out, everything ese wasfor nothing. Paladin had to hold Archivefor fifteen minutes
more. So it was up to meto make sure he did. And make Archivereal sorry it ever messed with either of
us before none of usexisted at dl.

HiHt

Thefirgt glitch just about had me before | knew what it was. It was sort of a dark wavering patch;
fagter than gtrictly polite and ableto nall meto thewall if it ever touched me. The voice-over in my head
was giving me tech specs on it, and adding the cheery newsthat it was symptomatic of the struggle to
assmilate and correl ate data between two fully-volitiona logics of different biases. | fed theglitcha
plasma-packet before | had time to think and it turned out not to be fond of the disrupted magnetic field
of ablaster charge, even if the blaster was't redl. The glitch imploded with ashriek that made my
nonexistent carsring.

“Hopeit hurt, Archive. And that’ s just the beginning. Y ou got plenty paybacks coming to you.”

| concentrated on seeing what was here. not what Archive wanted meto see. The white corridor
turned into one dl glittering dark gold. | could sec adigtorted reflection of mein thewadl, and glyphsin
dlver looking weird-familiar. It took me aminute to place them. They were the stlandard symbols for
power ratings and part numbers on Margrave, turned inside out. | wasinside the 6600 al right, and that’s



what | was seeing. | wastrying to remember what | knew about the internal structure of Margrave-class
computers when the walls started to melt.

Didn't waste time wondering whether metaphorical baby-bangswould work aswell asthered thing. |
lobbed a couple grenades at the dark wave of goo heading toward me and ran like hell.

For aminute everything flickered and | wasn't anywhere, then un-redlity came back and | wasin the
Margrave again. | was surrounded by sky-blue-pink-platinum Sponge: the lattice insulating the crystal's of
the Margrave' smain memory core.

If I could get into the core | could control the computer and shut Archive out, or maybe just blow it up
early. T st my nonexigtent foot in the halucinatory platinum lattice and started to climb.

“Pdadin, you hear me?’ Nothing. Just eectric wind Snging through platinum trees, and the sweet
background hum of crystd. “Never mind about me, oke? | can take care of mysdlf. Just you take care of
Archive. You got to, Pdly.”

Andif hesaid he ate thekiller Library, how would | know it was him afterward? How would he
know?

Pdadin dwayswastoo trugting.

“For what it' sworth, I'm sorry. About the grenade and like that. | knew | was going to get you killed
sooner or later. I’'m glad I’'m going too. | couldn’t live with hurting you, bai. But | couldn’t live with
Archive getting out, neither. Hope you understand.”

The latticewas shaky but it held inc. | could fed things| didn’t have any wordsfor, likeif | went far
enough inmy head I’d bump into Paladin, or Archive, because wewasdl part of onewholething. |
could tel Pdadin and Archive was fighting back and forth through the com-puter with me caught in the
middle, and fedling that was just about as much fun as taking a space walk without armor. After awhiles
they got closer, and then it waslike climbing atree in awindstorm or changing programsin the hollyvid
redl fast. Alternate gusts of redlity kept blow-ing through.

*  vader than the Empire, a Federation of worlds strung out on crysta, Librarieslike me holding the
whole thing together--

e seeding asun, turning it inside out to spread hydrogen fusion over the whole planetary system.
Gas giants kindle to flame as the star spreads and fifty cubic light-minutes go to plasmajelly--

*  image of awoman seen through crude digitizing scanner, and theredization | am done. All done,
with nobody like me anywhere--

. | fold astar into hyperspace. A blast of energy into the hypermains and the ships there vanish.
And in the plundered starsys-tem, the plane of the ecliptic is shattered where the primary used to be--

*  gringsof worse than numbers, quantities, defined volumes, relationships--
. Main!Bank! Seven!Library! Skander! Primel --
»  gibberish--I kept climbing. ###

Archivewas ainventive forthright kiddy. Glitches followed me up thelattice, and plasma-globules
garted climbing it too. They was slvery hydoid shapes, and when they touched each other they
combined. | remembered them from Archive’ s memories and what | knew about them wasn't nice. |
used up some grenades on the globules before | weakened the lattice so bad | had to stop.

Paladin wasn't anywhere,

The glitches seemed happy to let the globules take the lead, but both of them was moving faster than |
was. It waswhat you had to call your basic no-win situation. Y ou shot aglobule, it shattered into about
ten million drops and started over from the bottom. If you hit aglitch with aglobule, there was agrest big



noisy fussand the glitch got bigger.

It was a happenstance right out of Thrilling Wonder Takingbooksand | wasn't in no position to
appreciateit. If thiswasastory, | would of had a secret hole card and a guaranteed way out, but the
only guar-antee | actually had wasthat pretty soon it wouldn’t matter.

The*low-charge” indicator on my blaster wasflashing. | emptied it and switched to the other one.
There was no lack of thingsto shoot. Madeit to the top of the platinum lattice one jump ahead of
Archive s best nightmares. The main memory core was blinding bright; acrystal bubble hanging in space.
Beautiful. AlImost worth thetrip to seeit like thisbut | didn’t have the time to gawk. | kicked loose of the
lattice and stepped on to the catwalk surrounding the core.

Therewas a braided slver cord coming down from above and disappearing into the bubble. Archive. |
pulled &t the cord but it didn’t come out.

| scrambled around in my jacket and found my last grenade. | wired it to Archive' s cord and dunk
back around the curve of the bub-ble asfar as| could and sighted in with my blaster. A blaster bolt
should doit.

The'low-charge” indicator was flashing on this one too, and when it was cold | was Tap City.

| hit the grenade. There was another flicker of not-real instead of ablast and then the armored cord
was gone.

And | was gtill here. | looked around. The plasmaglobules was starting to flow onto the catwalk.
Cutting Archive' slink to the Mar-grave-if I’ d even done that-hadn’t made any difference.

| @med my blaster at the nearest globule and pulled the trigger. Nothing. Both Wasters was out of
chargeand | wasfresh out of mira-cles.

| could fed the prickly static discharge of the globules from here. Did that mean Archive had won?

“Pdadin? Are you anywheres?’ | wondered how much being eaten by a magnetic anomaly was going
to hurt.

Then something grabbed and dragged me through the side of the core-bubble. A couple globules
followed, reaching for my boots. “Don’t argue, Butterfly-just run.” | ran.

| saw the main bank memory astunnels of ice-straight as abeam of light and set dl a anglesto each
other. | would of had to be dumber than a prancer’ s brat not to know who' d rescued me. There was
only three of usherein Margrave-land and | didn’t think Archive d suddenly gone humanitarian.

“Thisway!” Paadin grabbed me by my jacket collar and dragged me down aside corridor. “Themain
route is catch-trapped with apas-svc system; | have not had timeto disarmit.”

“Mainrouteto what?’ | said between gasps. Thistime| wasfol-lowing him, but | till couldn’t see him.

“The core, of course. The coreisthe only way out. Down here.” | followed Paladin down a series of
sharp zigs. He undogged a hatch and | followed him up aladder. | wasn't never going to trust acomputer
againif thiswaswhat they had insde. The voice-over in my head was going on about trandating energy
congtructs to appropriate symbols, which if it was true why not asymbolic A-grav lift? Soppy.

We came out in the computer core under Vannet's place-or what looked likeit, anyway. More
appropriate symbols, | guessed, becauseit wasall lit up and bright and looked like everything in it was
new & the sametime.

And Paadin was here.
“You said you wished | had abody. Here | do.”
“Pdadin?’



Now | knew what Paladin looked like. He looked like just what | imagined when he was just avoice
in the dark between the stars. He was dressed in stardancer gladrags like mine and his jacket collar was
pulled up around hisface like he had a body to be cold with. He smiled. “Yes. Y ou look very much as|
thought you would. It isgood to seeyou at last.” He walked over to the Margrave and touched it, and |
saw thereflection of hisfingers off the sde of the computer.

“Archiveislogt. Its attempt at a New Creation isended. Y ou see our combined form, and al that is
left of Archive. Doesit frighten you™”

No. In the computer wasn't likered life. | knew Paladin wastelling the truth. | could seeit. Archive
wasn't there, and Paladin was no threat to anybody. | knew.

“Thenyou. . . then you gotta get out of here, babby. Down the wires, like you said.”

Pdadin walked over to the fantasy-termina that linked the Margrave with the DataNet. “ Y es. And you
will go, too, and live ahuman life among your own kind. A proton grenade is not the most forgiving of
objects, but | will try to retard the reaction. Go, and hurry.”

| grabbed hiswrist. Hisjacket felt redl under my fingers. “Paladin, don’t- Take mc with you where you
g)-”

“To the Ghost Capitdl of the Old Federation? To the Land of Dreams? Y ou cannot live in acomputer
matrix, and | have no existence outside of one. Thereisno place we can be together, except in memory.

Livewell, Butterflies-arc-free. Take care of the boy. Y ou wereright to wish to protect him. Children
areimportant.” Paadin shimmered for aminute, and | could fed him reaching-

“Heiscoming for you. Take him home. Forget me. | will never forget you.”
“At least- At least you got to say good-bye!”

He put his hands on my shoulders. He wastaler than me but not Much. | held onto him, but he was
right, and wishing makes no never-mind. Both of us knew that along time beforewein et.

“Good-bye, my love,” Paadin said to me. He pushed me back-

it

. and | was stting on the catwalk next to Vannet’ s house com-puter.
“Pdadin!”

But he wasn't there, and | grabbed for the grenade to check thetime. It was il fifteen minutesto the
blast, and Vannet’ s house com-puter was just that-something put together out of crystal and ceramic by
the Brightlaw Corporation, sentient as my blasters.

| was back.

“Pdadin!” | yelled. Tiggy’sknife dug in hard just under my collar-bone, reminder of promises| had to
keep.

“ Kore? Kore-alarthme! Kore San-Cyr-answer me!”

“Here!l” | said. Promiseswasdl | had |ft.

Tiggy appeared through the smoke. He' d got an Aris-Delameter 50.80 over-and-under with the
paralel tracking scope and grenade launcher from somewhere. He had an extra bandolier of grenades
dung over one shoulder and was wearing Imperid pilot’ s demi-armor, which meant probably that
somewheres there was a naked Space Angel and aredlly ticked Governor-General.

“ Alarthme,” Tiggy said, showing dl of histeeth, “I am hereto rescue you.” He d been waiting up
since the Justiciary on Wanderweb to say that lineto me. Y ou could tell.



Rimini’ s grenade was ticking out a syncopated version of “land of hope and glory” and edging closer to
Ragnarok-and-roll. | set it down red careful in the Margrave' sinnards.

“Y ou want to see Library, bai? Look.”

Helooked at Archive sempty shell flashing pink-and-blue in the grenade-light. “The Maching,” he
sad, real soft. | thought of sunsgo-ing nova, and dl the hope of killing I d picked up out of Archive's
mind, and enough war to take awhole gdaxy with it. Wasit right to trust Paladin, knowing that' ?

| had to think so. “Machineis going to be plasmain exactly four-teen minutesand | don’t want to join
it, sowhy don’'t werun like hell, oke?’ | turned Tiggy around and shoved, and | had the evidence of both
the Library and its destruction | needed. Hellflowersdon't lie.

Good-bye, Pdadin.
Hitt

The ladder to the surface went on forever and about halfway to eternity | remembered I’ d promised
Rimini not to come back. Then | raninto Tiggy, who had stopped climbing. “ Ten minutes, hdllflower, and
| dready know where your damn knifeisl Moveit!” Rimini could just learn to live with adversity.

“The hatch, Kore; it has been locked.-”

| took a deep breath and thought about being calm. It’sfunny how you get in the habit of wanting to
live

“Wedon't got timeto go back and try another way, che-bai-do something!”

Never say “do something” to ablast-happy hellflower.

Tiggy pumped grenades at the hatch until he was satisfied. Then he shinnied up and pulled me through
the dagged orifice. It had used to been an outbuilding; the roof was gone now and most of the walstoo,
courtesy of the Tiggy Stardust interior decorating service.

“Lagt timel saw Eloi he waskyting aland-yacht and we re going to need it. That way!” | pointed
toward the main house and remembered too late that | shouldn’t of known where the dashing Captain
Flash-heart was. Fortunately Tiggy hadn't noticed.

Theinfo | got from Archive dill held. Vannet’s compound looked like ground zero of ameteor strike.
Everything that wasn't burning glowed in the dark. Eloi was standing in the mercy seat of afancy bus
yowling for Tiggy. Helooked battered but serene and there wasn't another living thing in sight.

“ Chaudatu, the Kore-alarthme haskilled the Library!” caroled Tiggy.

“Eloi, isproton grenade on red short timer sitting top of the Li-brary in computer core!” | said, right on
top of him. “Canwe go now?’ Eloi grabbed me and hauled me into the yacht.

“I dways knew you' d grow a soul some day, swesting!” he said. “How long?’

“Five minutes. Ten-maybe.” | didn’t notice the land-yacht mov-ing. “L ook, che-bai, can we havethis
sparkling chat somewhere ese?’

“Laageand Alcatote are fill insde.” Laage was Silver Dagger’ sfront name, | remembered after a
second.

“Well we' re outsde, and they’ re probably dead. It' samilitary pro-ton grenade, Eloi-we can maybe
get out of range if wego now.” | reached for the control stick.

Eloi knocked my hand away. “I’ m not leaving them.”

| looked a Tiggy. Eloi moved fast but not fast enough and Tiggy bashed him and dragged him into the
back. | did over into the mercy seat and grabbed the stick.



The roof of the hardsite went up in aradiant blaze. | was hafway through asincere prayer to the Fifty
Patriarchs of Granolabefore | redized it wasn't the grenade going off early. Alcatote’ d been carrying a
military-rated plasma cannon. He was using it to chop hisway out of the house. Rimini was probably with
him.

They'd never get clear intime.

“ Kore-alarthme, do we abandon them?” Tiggy didn’t sound happy.

“Hellwithit!” | said. “Let’ sgo buy some of your godlost honor, ‘flower!” | gunned the engine and
headed for the house.

Tiggy blew out the front wall with his50.80 and | coasted through the smoking remains. The inside of
Vannet's pretty house looked like somebody’ d aready dropped abomb there. | could sec Alcatote and
somethingsin armor that | couldn’t tell what they was. | pointed the yacht a Alcatote and hoped Rimini
waswith him.

Tiggy was standing up in the Side seat, shooting and singing. Dead rocks could of heard him coming. |
swerved past Alcatote and there was athump on the tail deck and | got alap full of Silver Dagger. |
didn’t bother to point the yacht after that; just redlined it and hoped we wouldn’t hit anything.

It was agood idea but too late. About halfway to the front gate the shock wave picked us up and
punched usthrough. | heard metd tear and then the Roaq desert went whiter than white.

Thelast thing | remembered isared clear picture of the symbols Archive showed me, along time
never. Thistimethey dmost made sense.



15
TheWhirling Star case

Woebegone was a big flashy thing. It crewed thirty-many and | could of parked Firecat-as-was on
the bridge without disturbing anyone. There was amercy seet, places for the songbird and
number-cruncher, and two gunners. | didn’t know how six people could decide where to have lunch,
much less pilot astarship together, but that was their problem. Rimini sat in the worry seet.

I"d woke up in the back of the land-yacht with Tiggy pumping battledrugs into me and my head ill
ringing from the blast. Rimini was driving, and behind us was a smoking dayglo pit where there used to be
aprivate sardock and lots of expensve downside red estate. | heard Rimini say something to Eloi about
how she' d evacuated the area be-forehand, but | hadn’t known that when | set the bomb. | don’t know
whether what she said made it worse or better. When we got to the ship Eloi wanted to shuffle us off to
somewheres, but | got pushy and with Tiggy aong he didn’t quite dare push back. Now Eloi sat in the
mercy Sedt, ignoring us and talking to the port.

| looked at Tiggy, dive despite the odds. He looked pretty awful, and the biopak on hisleg was
lesking.

Eloi said something elseto the Port.

“Kinchin-bal, why don’t you go down to Woebegone' s fetch-kitchen let them medicd you, forbye?
Nothing’ s happening here.” Which was true and too bad. RoagPort Authority’ d closed MhonePort
early. Terrorigts, they said. Big dustup at Rialla exurb; solid citizen Kroon’ Vannet iced by suspected

Tortugan palitical action committeein protest of the Governor-Generd’ s policies. Archangd’d declared
martia law for the entire Roaq.

“It isthe honor of the Gentle People to suffer for justice,” Tiggy said primly, which | guess meant no.

Eloi jJumped up and stalked up and down in front of the mercy scet, bellowing into Woebegone's
remote pickups.

“Don’'t give me no ‘suffer and honor’ cop, Tiggy Stardust. Want you to go.”
“Then go with me. And cease suffering for your honor aswell,” | looked at him. He grinned, tired.
“Later.”

Pdadin was gone, and it felt like somebody’ d ripped out my lungs. | wanted to call him but he
wouldn't answer. | didn't even know for sureif he d gotten out of Riala. Didn't give adamn about why
he said he left. | knew the reason. A Library’sjust aperson in abox and people ain’'t no damn good.

Eloi was now reminding Port what he paid in taxes, how he was hyper-legit and had more clearances
and permits than Brightlaw Cor-poration had choplogics. None of thisdid him any good at dl. Martia
law. Closed Port.

We was back where we started.

“Andif they don't find it in their heartsto give you clearance- dear Captain Flashheart?” Rimini didn’t
bother to look up from her copilot boards. | could see the “ready/not ready” statuslightsflickering from
here. “I didn’t agree to thisinsane jaunt to spend therest of my lifein animperia hellhouse.”

“Y ou must remember to inform the Governor-Genera of that when you sec him-dear Silver Dagger,”
snarled Eloi right back. Tiggy |ooked a me and smirked. Alcatote caught him at it and woofed.

“We-" Tiggy stopped. “Wewill go to my father now, will we not? We have come hereto fulfill your
devoir and now we will rgjoin my father. Did you not say this, Kore-alarthme?’ Therewas afant edge
of doubt in hisvoicel didn't like.



“I sadit. Eloi saidit.” | madeit convincing. “ Woebegone take usthere. Iced Eloi’ sdamn Library for
him, now he'sgot to come across.”

“And I’'m grateful, sweeting,” said Eloi, eavesdropping, “but-“ He interrupted himself as RoagPort
cameback online.

“Slverdagger Legacy, you have specid clearance exemption to lift.”
“What thehdl isa’ Slverdagger Legacy’?’ demanded Rimini, but | knew.
Eloi vaulted into the mercy seet and gave the crew the officeto lift.

Woebegone kicked back into the up-an-out. Twenty seconds up her bridge screens went to the
lightless black of realspace. Rimini and the number-cruncher started singing back and forth about degrees
to Transfer Point. Eloi leaned back and grabbed the angelstick, ready for the Drop.

“ Kore, you areweeping,” Tiggy sad.

“Get shagged, hdllflower.” Paadin had made it out onto the net. We were the only two people who
knew the calname he'd gave Light Lady.

Tiggy put hisarm around my shoulders and said something in helltongue that | didn’t have nobody to
trand ate now.

“Am free, dive, and over the age of consent. | got no problems but you, Tiggy-ba.”

Eloi pulled the stick, and suddenly we was everywhere and no-where at once. Woebegone rode
angds, safein endlesslight, and what | wanted was asfar wayaway asthe stars | used to watch from my
back porch at home.



