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She had to | eave everything behind.

Ekat eri na Maakestad stood in the bedroom of her Queen Anne hone, the vintage
Vi ctorian houses of San Francisco's ol dest section visible through her

wi ndows,

and cl utched her hands together. She had made the bed that morning as if
not hi ng

were wong. The quilt, folded at the bottom waiting for soneone to pull it
up

for warnth, had been nmade by her great-great-grandnother, a woman she dimy
renenbered. The rocking chair in the corner had rocked generations of

Maakest ads. Her nother had called it the nursing chair because so many wonen
had

sat in it, nursing their babies.

Ekat eri na woul d never get the chance to do that. She had no i dea what woul d
happen to it, or to all the heirloomjewelry in the downstairs safe, or to

t he

phot ogr aphs, taken so |long ago they were collector's itens to nost people but
to

her represented fam ly, people she was connected to through bl ood, comon
features, and passionate dreans.

She was the | ast of the Maakestad line. No siblings or cousins to take all of
this. Her parents were | ong gone, and so were her grandparents. \Wen she set
up

this house, after she had gotten back from Revnata, the human colony in Rev
territory, she had planned to raise her own children here.

Downstairs, a door opened and she froze, waiting for House to announce the
presence of a guest. But House woul dn't. She had shut off the security
system

just as she had been instructed to do.

She twi sted the engagenment ring on her left hand, the antique di anond w nking
in

the artificial light. She was supposed to take the ring off, but she couldn't
bring herself to do so. She would wait until the very last mnute, then hand
t he

ring over. If she left it behind, everyone would know she had | eft
voluntarily.

"Kat?" Sinmon. He wasn't supposed to be here.

She swal | owed hard, feeling a lunp in her throat.

"Kat, you okay? The system s off."

"I know." Her voice sounded nornmal. Amazing she could do that, given the way
her

heart pounded and her breath canme in shall ow gasps.

She had to get himout of here and quickly. He couldn't be here when they



arrived, or he would | ose everything too.

The stairs creaked. He was coming up to see her

"I'"l'l be right down!" she called. She didn't want himto come upstairs,
didn't

want to see himhere one last tine.

Wth her right hand, she smoothed her blond hair. Then she squared her

shoul ders

and put on her courtroomface. She'd been distracted and busy in front of

Si mon

before. He might think that was what was happeni ng now.

She |l eft the bedroom and started down the stairs, naking herself breathe
evenly.

For the | ast week, she hadn't seen him —pleading work, then making up travel
and a difficult court case. She had been trying to avoid this nonent al

al ong.

As she reached the first landing, the stairs curved, and she could see him
standing in the entry. Sinon wasn't a handsone man. He didn't use enhancenents

didn't Iike themon hinmself or anyone. As a result, his hair was thinning on
top, and he was pudgy despite the exercise he got.

But his face had | augh lines. Instead of cosmetic good | ooks, Sinon had an
appealing runpled quality, like a favorite old shirt or a quilt that had
rested

on the edge of the bed for nmore than a hundred years.

He smiled at her, his dark eyes twinkling. "I've nissed you."

Her breath caught, but she nade herself smle back. "I've m ssed you too."
He was holding flowers, a |arge bouquet of purple lilacs, their scent rising
up

to greet her.

"I was just going to leave this,'
you

m ght appreciate sonething pretty to come home to."

He had House's security conbination, just as she had his. They had exchanged
t he

codes three nonths ago, the same night they got engaged. She could stil
renenber the feelings she had that night. The hope, the possibility. The
sense

that she actually had a future.

"They' re wonderful ," she said.

He waited for her to get to the bottomof the stairs, then handed her the
bouquet. Beneath the greenery, her hands found a cool vase, a bubble chip
enbedded in the gl ass keeping the water's tenperature constant.

She buried her face in the flowers, glad for the nonmonetary canoufl age. She
had

no i dea when she woul d see fl owers again.

"Thank you," she said, her voice trenbling. She turned away, nmade hersel f put
the flowers on the table she kept beneath the gilt-edged mirror in her entry.
Si mon slipped his hands around her waist. "You all right?"

She wanted to |l ean against him to tell himthe truth, to Il et himshare al

of

this —the fears, the uncertainty. But she didn't dare. He couldn't know
anyt hi ng.

"I"'mtired," she said, and she wasn't lying. She hadn't slept in the past

ei ght

days.

"Bi g case?"

She nodded. "Difficult one."”

"Let me know when you're able to talk about it."

She could see his fanmiliar face in the mirror beside her strained one. Even
when

he said. "I figured as busy as you were,



she tried to | ook normal, she couldn't. The bags beneath her eyes hadn't been
there a nmonth ago. Neither had the worry |ines beside her nouth.

He wat ched her watch herself, and she could tell fromthe set of his jaw, the
slight crease on his forehead, that he was seeing nore than he shoul d have
been.

"This case is tearing you apart,"'
"Sone cases do that."

"I don't like it."

She nodded and turned in his arns, trying to nenorize the feel of him the
confort he gave her, confort that would soon be gone. "I have to neet a
client,"

she said.

"I"1l1 take you."

"No." She made herself snmile again, wondering if the expression |ooked as

f ake

as it felt. "I need a little tine alone before I go, to regroup.”

He caressed her cheek with the back of his hand, then kissed her. She |ingered
a

nmonent too | ong, caught between the urge to cling and the necessity of

pushi ng

hi m anay.

"I love you," she said as she ended the kiss.

"I love you too." He smiled. "There's a spa down in the L. A basin. It's
supposed to be the absolute best. 1'll take you there when this is all over."
"Sounds good," she said, making no promi ses. She couldn't bear to nake

anot her

fal se prom se

He still didn't nove away. She resisted the urge to | ook at the

t wo- hundr ed-year-ol d clock that sat on the living room nant el

"Kat," he said. "You need tine away. Maybe we could neet after you see your
client and —"

"No," she said. "Early court date."

He stepped back from her, and she realized she sounded abrupt. But he had to

| eave. She had to get himout and quickly.

"I"'msorry, Sinon," she said. "But | really need the tinme —
"I know." His smle was small. She had stung him and she hadn't neant to.
"Cal |

ne?"

"As soon as | can."

He nodded, then headed for the door. "Turn your system back on."

he said softly.

"I will," she said as he pulled the door open. Fog had rolled in fromthe
Bay,

| eaving the air chill. "Thank you for the flowers."

"They were supposed to brighten the day," he said, raising his hands toward

t he

grayness.

"They have." She watched as he wal ked down the sidewal k toward his aircar
hovering the regulation half foot above the pavenent. No flying vehicles were
allowed in Nob H Il because they would destroy the view, the inpression that
t he

past was here, so close that it would take very little effort to touch it.
She cl osed the door before he got into his car, so that she wouldn't have to
watch himdrive away. Her hand lingered over the security system One
conmmand,

and it would be on again. She would be safe within her own hone.

If only it were that sinple.

The scent of the lilacs overpowered her. She stepped away fromthe door and
stopped in front of the mrror again. Just her reflected there now Her and a
bouquet of flowers she wouldn't get to enjoy, a bouquet she would never
forget.



She twi sted her engagenent ring. It had al ways been | oose. Even though she
had

meant to have it fitted, she never had. Perhaps she had known, deep down,

t hat

this day would cone. Perhaps she'd felt, ever since she'd cone to Earth, that
she'd been living on borrowed tine.

The ring slipped off easily. She stared at it for a nonent, at the prom ses
it

hel d, promi ses it would never keep, and then she dropped it into the vase.
Soneone would find it. Not right away, but soon enough that it wouldn't get

| ost.

Maybe Sinon would be able to sell it, get his noney back. O maybe he woul d
keep

it as a tangi ble nmenory of what had been, the way she kept her famly

hei r| oons.

She wi nced.

Sonet hi ng scuffl ed outside the door —the sound of a foot against the stone
stoop, a famliar sound, one she would never hear again.

Her heart |eaped, hoping it was Sinon, even though she knew it wasn't. As the
brass doorknob turned, she reached into the bouquet and pulled some petals
of f

the nearest lilac plunme. She shoved themin her pocket, hoping they would dry
the way petals did when pressed into a book

Then the door opened and a man she had never seen before stepped inside. He
was

over six feet tall, broad-shoul dered and nmuscular. His skin was a chocol ate
brown, his eyes slightly flat, the way eyes got when they'd been enhanced too
many timnes.
"Is it true,’
t he

1906 eart hquake?"

"No." She paused, w shing she could stop there, w shing she could say no to
al |

of this. But she continued, using the coded phrase she had invented for just
this moment. "The house was built the year after.”

He nodded. "You're awfully close to the door."

"A friend stopped by."

he said, just as he was supposed to, "that this house survived

Sonehow, the expression in his eyes grew flatter. "lIs the friend gone?"
"Yes," she said, hoping it was true.
The man studied her, as if he could tell if she were lying just by staring at

her. Then he touched the back of his hand. Until that nonment, she hadn't seen
the chips dotting his skin like freckles —they matched so perfectly.

"Back door," he said, and she knew he was using his link to speak to soneone
out si de.

He took her hand. His fingers were rough, callused. Sinon's hands had no

cal luses at all.

"I's everything in its place?" the nman asked.

She nodded.

"Anyone expecting you tonight?"

"No, "" she said.

"Good." He tugged her through her own kitchen, past the fresh groceries she
had

purchased just that norning, past the half-enpty coffee cup she'd left on the
tabl e.

The back door was open. She shook her hand free and stepped out. The fog was
thicker than it had been when Sinmon left, and col der too. She couldn't see

t he

vehicle waiting in the alley. She couldn't even see the alley. She was taking
her first steps on a journey that would nake her one of the Di sappeared, and
she



could not see where she was going.
How appropriate. Because she had no i dea how or where she was going to end up

Jamal sanpl ed the spaghetti sauce. The reconstituted beef gave it a chemca
taste. He added some crushed red pepper, then tried another spoonful, and

si ghed. The beef was still the dom nant flavor

He set the spoon on the spoon rest and wi ped his hands on a towel. The tiny
kitchen snelled of garlic and tonato sauce. He'd set the table with the china
Dyl ani had brought fromEarth and their two preci ous w negl asses.

Not that they had anything to celebrate tonight. They hadn't had anything to
celebrate for a long tine. No real highs, no real |ows.

Jamal liked it that way —the consistency of everyday routine. Sonetinmes he
broke the routine by setting the table with w negl asses, and sonetines he |et
the routine govern them He didn't want any nore change.

There had been enough change in his life.

Dyl ani came out of their bedroom her bare feet |leaving tiny prints on the
baked

mud floor. The house was Mbon adobe, nade from Moon dust pl astered over a
permapl astic frane. Cheap, but all they could afford.

Dyl ani's hair was pulled away from her narrow face, her pale gray eyes

red-ri med, as they always were when she got off work. Her fingertips were
stained black fromher work on the donme. No matter how nuch she scrubbed,

t hey

no | onger cane cl ean

"He's sleeping," she said, and she sounded di sappoi nted. Their son, Ennis,
was

usual |y asl eep when she got home fromwork. Jamal planned it that way —he

l'i ked

a bit of time alone with his wife. Besides, she needed tinme to deconpress
before

she settled into her evening ritual

She was one of the donme engi neers. Although the position sounded inportant,
it

wasn't. She was still entry level, coping with clogs in the filtration

syst ens

and damage outsiders did near the high-speed train station

If she wanted to advance, she would have to wait years. Engineers didn't
retire

in Gagarin Done, nor did they nove to other Mbon colonies. In other col onies,
the dones were treated |ike streets or government buil dings —sonmething to be
mai nt ai ned, not sonething to be enhanced. But Gagarin's governing board
bel i eved

the done was a priority, so engineers were always working on the cutting edge
of

done technol ogy, rather than rebuilding an outdated system

"How was he?" Dylani wal ked to the stove and sniffed the sauce. Spaghetti was
one of her favorite neals. One day, Jamal would cook it for her properly,
with

fresh ingredients. One day, when they could afford it.

"The usual ," Janal said, placing the bread he'd bought in the center of the
table. The glasses would hold bottled water, but it was dear enough to be w ne
they woul d enjoy the water no |ess.

Dyl ani gave hima fond smle. "The usual isn't a good enough answer. | want
to

hear everything he did today. Every smile, every frown. If | can't stay hone
with him | at |east want to hear about him"

Ever since they found out Dyl ani was pregnant, Ennis had becone the center of
their world —and the heart of Janal's nightnares. He was snothering the boy
and



he knew it. Ennis was ten nonths now —the age when a child | earned to speak
and

wal k —and he was begi nning to understand that he was a person in his own

ri ght.

Jamal had read the parenting literature. He knew he shoul d encourage the
boy' s

individuality. But he didn't want to. He wanted Ennis beside him always, in
hi s

sight, in his care.

Dyl ani understood Jamal's attitude, but sometines he could feel her

di sappr oval

She had been tol erant of his paranoia —amazingly tol erant considering she
had

no idea as to the root cause of it. She thought his paranoia stenmred from
first-child jitters instead of a real worry for Ennis's safety.

Jamal wasn't sure what he woul d do when Ennis had to go to school. In
Gagari n,

hone schooling was not an option. Children had to learn to interact with

ot hers

—t he governing board had made that | aw al nost a hundred years ago, and
despite

all the challenges to it, the law still stood.

Soneday Jamal would have to entrust his boy to others —and he wasn't sure he
could do it.

"So?" Dyl ani asked.

Jamal smiled. "He's trying to teach M. Biscuit to fly."

M. Biscuit was Ennis's stuffed dog. Dylani's parents had sent the dog as a
present fromEarth. They al so sent sone children's vids —flats because

Dyl an

bel i eved Ennis was too young to understand the difference between hol ographic
performers and real people.

Ennis's favorite vid was about a little boy who | earned howto fly.

"How s M. Biscuit taking this?" Dylani asked

"I"'mnot sure," Jamal said. "He's not damaged yet, but a few nobre encounters
with the wall m ght change that."

Dyl ani chuckl ed.

The boiling pot beeped. The noodl es were done. Janal put the pot in the sink
pressed the drain button, and the water poured out of the pot's bottominto
t he

recycler.

"Hungry?" he asked.

She nodded.

"Long day?"

"Two breakdowns in dome security." She grabbed a plate and brought it to the
sink. "Every avail abl e person worked on repairs."

Jamal felt a shiver run down his back. "I've never heard of that."

"I't happens," she said. "Sometines the jobs are so big —"

"No," he said. "The breakdown in security.”

She gave hima tolerant smle. "I usually don't nmention it. The done doors go
off-line a lot, particularly near the space port. | think it has something to
do

with the conmands issued by the high-speed trains coming in fromthe north,
but

no one will listen to me. I"'mtoo junior. Maybe in ny off time ..
But Jamal stopped listening. Another shiver ran down his back. It wasn't

Dvl ani's news that was maki ng hi m uneasy. The kitchen was actually cold, and
it

shoul dn't have been. Cooking in such a small space usually made the
temperature

rise, not |ower.



He went to the kitchen door. C osed and | atched.

" ...would result in a pronotion,"” Dylani was saying. Then she frowned.
"Jamal ?"

"Keep tal king," he said.

But she didn't. Her lips became a thin line. He recognized the | ook. She

hat ed

it when he did this, thought his paranoia was reachi ng new hei ghts.

Maybe it was. He always felt stupid after noments like this, when he realized
that Ennis was safe in his bed and nothing was w ong.

But that didn't stop himfromprowing through the house, searching for the

source of the chill. He'd never forgive hinmself if something happened and he
didn't check.

"Jamal . "

He coul d near the annoyance in Dylani's voice, but he ignored it, walking
past

her into the narrow hallway between the kitchen and the living room He

t ur ned

right, toward their bedroom

It was dark, the way Dylani had left it, but there was a light at the very
end

of the hall. In Ennis's room

Jamal never left a light on in Ennis's room The boy napped in the dark.

St udi es

had shown that children who slept with lights on becane nearsighted, and
Janal

wanted his son to have perfect vision.

"Jamal ?"

He was running down the hallway now. He couldn't have sl owed down if he
tried.

Dyl ani m ght have left the |ight on, but he doubted it. She and Jamal had
di scussed the nightlight issue just as they had di scussed nost things
concerni ng

Enni s.

They never |eft his wi ndow open —that was Dyl ani's choice. She knew how
contami nated the air had becone inside the dome, and she felt their
environnental filter was better than the governnent's. No open w ndow, no
cool er

t emrper at ur es.

And no |ight.

He slid into Ennis's room the pounding of his feet |oud enough to wake the
baby. Dyl ani was running after him

"Jamal "

The room | ooked normal, bathed in the quiet |ight of the | anp he had pl aced
above the changing table. The crib nestled agai nst one corner, the playpen
agai nst anot her. The changi ng tabl e under the al ways cl osed wi ndow —whi ch
was

cl osed, even now.

But the air was cooler, just as the air outside the house was cooler. Since
Enni s was born, they'd spent extra noney on heat just to make sure the baby
was

confortable. Protected. Safe.

Jamal stopped in front of the crib. He didn't have to | ook. He could al ready
feel the difference in the room Soneone el se had been here, and not |ong

ago.
Soneone el se had been here, and Ennis was not here, not any | onger
Still, he peered down at the mattress where he had placed his son not an hour

ago. Ennis's favorite bl anket was thrown back, revealing the inprint of his
smal | body. The scents of baby powder and baby sweat mingled into sonething
famliar, sonething |ost.

M. Biscuit perched against the crib's corner, his thread eyes enpty. The fur



on
his paw was matted and wet where Ennis had sucked on it, probably as he had
fallen asleep. The pacifier that he had yet to grow out of was on the floor,
covered with dirt.

Al'l he could see was the gold bracelet that rested on Ennis's blanket. The
bracel et Jamal hadn't seen for a decade. The symbol of his so-called
brilliance,

areward for a job well done. He had been so proud of it when he received it,
that first night on Korsve. And so happy to leave it behind two years |ater
"Ch, my CGod," Dylani said fromthe door. "Were is he?"

"I don't know. " Jamal's voice shook. He was lying. He tried not to lUe to

Dyl ani

Did she know that his voice shook when he |ied?

As she cane into the room he snatched the bracelet and hid it in his fist.
"Who woul d do this?" she asked. She was amazingly calm given what was
happeni ng. But Dyl ani never pani cked. Panicking was his job. "Wio would take
our

baby?"

Jamal slipped the bracelet into his pocket, then put his arms around his wife.
"W need hel p," she said.

"I know." But he already knew it was hopel ess. There was not hi ng anyone coul d
do.

The hol ovid played at one-tenth normal size in the corner of the space yacht.
The actors paced, the sixteenth-century pal ace | ooking out of place against

t he

green- and- bl ue plush chairs beside it. Mich as Sara | oved this scene —

Ham et' s

speech to the players —she couldn't concentrate on it. She regretted
ordering

up Shakespeare. It felt Iike part of the |life she was | eaving behind.

Sara wondered if the other two felt as unsettled as she did. But she didn't
ask.

She didn't really want the answers. The others were in this because of her
and

they rarely conpl ai ned about it. O course, they didn't have a | ot of choice.
She gl anced at them Ruth had flattened her seat into a cot. She was asl eep
on

her back, hands fol ded on her stomach |ike a corpse, her curly black hair
covering the pillow like a shroud.

| saac stared at the holovid, but Sara could tell he wasn't really watching
it.

He bent at his midsection, el bows resting on his thighs, his care-lined
features

i npassive. He'd been like this since they left New Ol eans, focused,
concentrated, frozen

The yacht bounced.

Sara stopped the holovid. Space yachts didn't bounce. There was nothing for

t hem

to bounce on.

"What the hell was that?" she asked.

Nei t her Ruth nor |saac answered. Ruth was still asleep. Isaac hadn't noved.
She got up and pulled up the shade on the nearest portal. Earth nocked her,
bl ue

and green viewed through a haze of white. As she stared at her forner hone, a
smal | oval -shaped ship floated past, so close it nearly brushed agai nst the
yacht. Through a tiny portal on the ship's side, she caught a glinpse of a
human

face. A white circle was stanped beneath the portal. She had seen that synbol
before: it was etched lightly on the wall inside the |uxurious bathroom of f



t he

mai n cabi n.

Her breath caught in her throat. She hit the intercomnear the wi ndow. "Hey,"
she said to the cockpit. "Wat's going on?"

No one answered her. \When she took her finger off the intercom she didn't
even

hear static.

She shoved |saac's shoulder. He glared at her

"I think we're in trouble,"” she said.

"No ki dding."

"I nean it."

She got up and wal ked through the narrow corridor toward the pilot's quarters
and cockpit. The door separating the main area fromthe crew quarters was

| arge

and thick, with a sign that flashed No Entry wi thout Authorization.

This time, she hit the emergency button, which should have brought one of the
crew into the back. But the intercomdidn't come on and no one noved

She tried the door, but it was sealed on the other side.

The yacht rocked and di pped. Sara slid toward the wall, slamed into it, and
sank to the floor. Seatbelt lights went on all over the cabin.

Ruth had fallen as well. She sat on the floor, rubbing her eyes. |saac was

t he

only one who stayed in his seat.

The yacht had stabilized.

"What's goi ng on?" Ruth asked.

"That's what 1'd like to know," Sara said.

She grabbed one of the netal rungs, placed there for zero-g flight, and tried
the door again. It didn't open

"l saac," she said, "can you override this thing?"

"Nanes," he cautioned.

She made a rude noise. "As if it matters."

"It matters. They said it nmattered fromthe moment we left Earth —"

The yacht shook, and Sara snell ed sonething sharp, alnmost |ike snoke, but

nor e

peppery.

"l saac," she said again.

He grabbed the rungs and wal ked toward her, his feet slipping on the tilted
floor. Ruth pulled herself into her chair, her face pale, eyes huge. Sara had
only seen her |l ook like that once before —when they'd seen liana's body in

t he

newsvi ds, spraw ed across the floor of their rented apartnment in the French
Quarter.

| saac had reached Sara's side. He was tinkering with the control panel beside
t he door. "Cheap-ass stuff,” he said. "You'd think on a luxury cruiser

they'd

have up-to-date security.”

The door clicked and |saac pushed it open

Sweat ran down Sara's back, even though the yacht hadn't changed tenperature.
The snell had grown worse, and there was a poundi ng com ng fromthe emergency
exit just inside the door.

| saac bit his lower lip.

"Hel | 0?" Sara called. Her voice didn't echo, but she could feel the enptiness
around her. There was no one in the galley, and the security guard who was
supposed to be sitting near the cockpit wasn't there.

| saac stayed by the enmergency exit. He was studying that control panel. Ruth
had

crawl ed across her cot and was staring out the panel on her side of the shinp.
Her hands were shaki ng.

Sara turned her back on them She went inside the cockpit —and froze.

It was enpty. Red lights blinked on the control panels. The ship was on



autopilot, and both of its escape pods had been | aunched. A red |Iine had

f or med

on a diagram of the ship, the line covering the emergency exit where the
noi se

had come from Mre red illumnated the back of the ship.

She punched vocal controls. They had been shut off —which explai ned why
sil ence

had greeted her when she tried the intercom when she hit the energency
Swi t ch,

even when she had touched the seal ed door

War ni ng, the ship's conputer said. Engines disabled. Breach in airlock one.
Intruder alert.

Sara sat in the pilot's chair. It had been years since she'd tried to fly a
shi p

and she'd never operated anything this sophisticated. She had to focus.
V\r ni ng.

First she had to bring the controls back on-line. Mst of them had been shut
of f

fromthe inside. She didn't want to think about what that neant. Not now.
Intruder alert.

She needed visuals. She opened the ports around her, and then w shed she
hadn' t.

A large white ship hovered just outside her view, its pitted hull and

cone-shaped configuration sending a chill through her heart.
The Disty had found her —and they were about to break in.
2

«N>»

Mles Flint stepped inside the crew tunnel |eading to the docks. He thought
he

had escaped this place. Two nonths
job

that would allow himto remain inside Armstrong's done and sol ve crines,

rat her

than arrive in the port at 0600 and | aunch at 0645, to play traffic cop in

t he

Moon's orbit.

O course as a space cop he'd seen a few detectives in the Port, but only
rarely. Most crinmes found by traffic cops had clear perpetrators. Those that
didn't were referred to Headquarters and usually the crimes were sol ved

wi t hout

the detective ever setting foot in the Port.

Just his bad luck that he would get a case that required his presence here.
He

suspected that he and his partner, Noelle DeRicci, had been chosen
specifically

for this one, primarily because he knew how t he Port worked.

DeRi cci wal ked several neters ahead of him She was a short, nuscul ar wonman
who

had been a detective for nore than twenty years. Her dark hair, shot with
gray,

remai ned its natural col or because she felt people gave nore respect to ol der
detectives than younger. She hadn't paid for other cosmetic enhancenents

ei t her,

for the very sane reason.

She scanned the sheet on her hand-held as she wal ked. Flint wondered how she
could see. The old colonial lighting was dimat best, the energy cells nearly
tapped out. The light was yellow sh-gray, giving the tunnels the | ook of

per petual twilight.

The crew tunnel s were one of the few original underground structures left.
They' d been reinforced after a few cave-ins had convinced Arnstrong's

ago, he'd been prompted to detective —a



gover nor
to spend the funds to prevent nore | awsuits.

The public tunnels leading fromthe Port to the done were newer —if
somet hi ng

that had been around for fifty years could be considered new. They were w der
and safer, at least, built to the code finally devel oped for underground
structures once Arnmstrong realized it couldn't expand horizontally any nore.
But cops weren't allowed in the public areas, unless they were acting as
security. Arnstrong nmade a | arge chunk of its income off tourists who cane to
see the Moon's history, wapped in one place. Armstrong not only boasted a

| arge

nunber of original colonial structures —the first ever built on the Moon —
it

was al so the site of the first lunar |anding, nade when human bei ngs wore

bul ky
white suits and jettisoned into space in a capsule attached to a bonb.
Flint took several long strides to catch up to DeRicci. "Wat've we got?"

She gave him a sideways | ook. He recogni zed the contenpt. She'd been trying
to

intimdate himfromthe nonent they becane partners. For sone reason, she
seened

to think intimdation would work.

It was probably his face. He | ooked younger than he was. His ex-wife used to
say

t hat she sonetinmes thought she had married an overgrown baby. In the early
years

of their marriage, she'd said that fondly, as if she | oved the way he | ooked.
That horrible | ast year, she'd spat out the words, angry that the grief which
had consumed both of them and devoured their narriage hadn't left its mark on
hi s face.

"Wl |l ?" he asked, knowing DeRicci wouldn't answer himif he didn't press.
"Won't know what we have until HazMat's done," she said and clicked her

hand- hel d cl osed.

He al ready knew why they had come here. A ship with bodi es aboard had arrived
at

the Port sometinme that afternoon. But he knew there had to be nore

i nformati on

than that. He used to tow di sabl ed ships as part of his space-cop duties.
Before

shi ps got towed, the space cops entered, and usually their reports were sent
onto the investigative teamif one was needed.

He woul d find out what happened soon enough. They were headi ng toward

Term nal

4, where derelict and abandoned ships were usually towed. If the ship had a
living crew menber or a recogni zable registration, it went to Term nal 16.

Shi ps

whose owners were suspected of crimnal activity went to Ternminal 5, and

shi ps

carrying illegal cargo went to Term nal 6.

The tunnel opened into the office ring. Square offices, walled off by clear
plastic, clustered against the wall. This section of each term nal |ooked the
same —tiny desks inside tiny roons, littered with notices, signs, and

el ectronic warnings. A few of the desks had their own built-in system —again
on

the theory that direct uplinks were untrustworthy —but nost of the

Conmand/ Control center was on the upper |evels.

Signs pointed the various directions the crews went, many to clock in, others
to

find their uniforns before beginning shift. Al so down these corridors were

i nterrogation roons, holding cells, and the required link to custons. Flint



had

taken several illegals into that |link, never to see them again.

The main corridor went to the term nal proper. Each ternminal had its own done
t hat opened whenever a ship needed to dock. Mrre tunnels led to the docks,
only

t hese tunnel s were open, nade of clear plastic just as the offices were. They
had their own environnental controls, which could be shut off at a nonment's
noti ce. The tunnel doors could also slamclosed with a single conmand from
Terminal 4's tower —a security precaution that Flint had only had to use
once

in his eight-year stint on Traffic.

Two uni formed space cops were waiting at the edge of the docks. DeRicc

t ouched

the chip that nmade the shield on her collar flash

"Whi ch way?" she asked them but Flint didn't wait for their answer. He could
see which dock held the ship. The HazMat crew s orange warning |ights covered
the tunnel, warning Control not to set any ship down in a dock nearby unti
HazMat had cl eared the area.

As Flint wal ked toward the affected tunnel, he scanned the far end, searching
for the ship. He had to squint to see it, small against the tunnel's opening.
A space yacht. Its design —narrow and pointed —nade it of Earth
constructi on.

It was a fairly new ship, built for speed not luxury, certainly not the kind
of

vehicl e that was usual ly abandoned or left derelict in the Moon's orbit.

In fact, he couldn't remenber the last tinme he had seen a yacht in Term na

4.

Sonetimes yachts were used for contraband, and sonetines they were used to
transport illegals, but never did they arrive here, where soneone had to
trace

their registration to see who had abandoned them Yachts were stolen and
often

resol d, but never abandoned. They were too valuable for that.

Two nore space cops stood near the tunnel entrance, hands behind their backs,
staring straight ahead. Flint recognized the posture. They were guarding the
entrance, a duty given only to the cops who found the vessel. Wen a space
cop

was in charge of a vessel, that charge didn't end until HazMat was done and

t he

vessel was released to the appropriate authority.

The cops were both male, and at |east ten years younger than Flint. He

i ntroduced hinself, pressed the chip that illum nated his badge, and said, "I
take it you two towed in the vessel."

The cop closest to him whose hol | ow cheeks and nuscl es spoke of deliberate
mal nouri shment in the name of exercise, nodded.

"What ' ve we got?" Flint asked.

"It's in the report,” the other cop said. He was ol der, nore experienced. Hs
al nrond- shaped gray eyes had a flat expression, as if he resented talking to a
detective.

Flint peered at the cop's last nane, sewn across the pocket of his uniforms
jacket. Raifey. "I didn't have a chance to read the report. Wy don't you
fill

me in?"

The cops gl anced at each other, then | ooked away. Neither of them it seened,
wanted to say anyt hing.

This was going to be harder than Flint thought. "Listen,'
j ust

transferred from Traffic to Arnstrong proper. My partner doesn't like to
share

and, frankly, | don't think she'll understand this one anyway. Before she

he said. "I was



gets

here, tell me what's different, so that | can —
"The bodies,"” said the first cop. The name above his pocket read McMillen
"I've

never seen anything |like them"

Flint glanced at Raifey. McMiullen's words were a cue for the nore experienced
partner to conment on the younger partner's naivete. But Raifey didn't. He
didn't say anything at all

"What about the bodies?" Flint asked.

"How anyone could do that —" MMillen started, but Raifey held up his hand.
"Regul ations," he said, nore to his partner than Flint. "Let the detective
make

hi s own determ nation."

Technically, Raifey was right, but often space cops told detectives what to
see,

what to find.

"Murder?" Flint said.

McMul | en made a choki ng sound and turned away. Raifey's mouth curved in a

sl i ght

smle. "Wiy else would they call you?"

There were a thousand reasons. Theft, illegal cargo, danage to the ship, sign
of

illegals in an abandoned vessel. But Flint chose to ignore the belligerence.
"What el se?" He continued to | ook at Raifey, not McMillen. Flint wanted to
prove

to the older cop that they could work together if they had to.

Rai fey met his gaze for a long noment, as if neasuring him Behind him Flint
heard DeRicci's boot heels clicking on the netal floor

Rai fey's gaze flicked over Flint's shoul der, obviously taking in DeRicci's
approach. Then Raifey | eaned forward and | owered his voice.

"The bodies weren't that unusual,"” he said. "You'll recognize it. It was the
aut opi l ot. Someone set that yacht on a collision course with the Mon. They
shoul d have left the thing to float in space. | would have. But instead, they

wanted it here."

FI i nt nodded. That was unusual. Bodies were found i n abandoned vessels al

t he

time, and sone of those bodies were nurder victinms. But usually they were
victinse of a failed |life support system inoperative engines, or a |ack of
f uel

In all of those cases, the ship continued on its regular course or floated
when

t he fuel was gone.

He' d never heard of anyone setting autopilot for a collision course with the
Moon itself. Such a course was guaranteed to draw Traffic's attention

Flint said, "Wre they —?"

"HazMat is nearly done." DeRicci had cone up behind him talking over him
deliberately. She glared at both space cops, who | ooked away, their

expr essi ons

neutral once nore.

Flint suppressed a sigh and peered down the tunnel. Sure enough, the HazMat
t eam

was conming off the yacht, carrying their gear as they wal ked. As they noved
t hrough the tunnel walls, the orange warning lights turned yell ow.

No hazardous materials on board. No | ethal biological agents. Normally that
meant that the port crews could process the vessel. But the yellow |lights
neant

that a police investigation was under way. No one could go through that

t unnel

wi t hout the proper authorization.

The space cops stood back as the first menbers of the HazMWat team cane out of



the tunnel. Their protective gear made themall |ook |ike sonething alien
even

t hough they were all clearly human. It covered them fromhead to foot like a
second skin, obscuring their facial features. The gear provided its own
environnent. The thick webbing allowed nothing to pass through to the people
i nside —at |east nothing that HazMat had encountered so far

The team s | eader touched a spot on the gear's neck and the facial protection
fell away, revealing a m ddl e-aged womran with delicate features. Her gaze net
DeRi cci ' s.

"You've got a hell of a ness in there."

"Any ideas?" DeRicci asked.

"I"ve got plenty of ideas," the HazMat team | eader said. "W'Ill talk when
you're

done if you want, but | think it's pretty self-explanatory."

DeRi cci nodded. "Ckay, Mles," she said. "Looks like it's just you and nme and
three dead —"

"Anyt hi ng we should watch out for?" Flint asked the team | eader, deliberately
i gnoring DeRi cci

That was the question she should have asked. Sonetimes HazMat rul ed

uni dentifiable objects as potentially hazardous, should they be touched in

t he

wrong way or accidentally opened. Technically, HazMat was supposed to warn
any

team going in of such things, but sonmetimes —particularly in cases of
gruesomne

death —they focused so strongly on the corpses that they sometinmes forgot to
warn about the other problens.

The team | eader gl anced at DeRicci. DeRicci's skin had flushed a deep red.
She

wasn't used to being overridden by Flint. He'd been courteous to her fromthe
day they'd started working together, suffering her insults and her derision
But he wasn't about to go on a yacht with three dead bodi es on board w t hout
aski ng the proper questions.
"There's not hi ng suspi ci ous,
as

far as we're concerned."
FIl'int nodded. Then he glanced at DeRicci. She raised her eyebrows at him
bot h

nmocking himand telling himto go first. He stepped into the tunnel

Al'l port tunnels snelled the same: the cool netallic scent of consistently
recycled air, the faint stench of sewage from overfl owi ng ship systens, and

t he

i ndustrial deodorizer that attenpted to nmask all of those snells. He felt his
shoul ders relax. He was used to this place.

The tunnel was short. Mst of it was permanent, but the shipside end could be
extended or retracted dependi ng on need. He stepped past the warning lights
and

took the small door on the side instead of going straight into the ship. He
wanted to examine the exterior first.

As he stepped down, he saw DeRicci sigh heavily. She was only a few neters
behi nd him She glanced at the ship's closed airlock door, then at him
apparently deciding she didn't want to enter the yacht al one.

She came down the steps backwards, holding the railing as if she were comi ng
down a | adder. That confirned it for him DeRicci rarely handled the Port.
They

had gotten this assignment because of his experience, not hers.

She reached the main | evel and | ooked around. He tried to imagi ne the dock
from

her perspective. The dome was nmetallic, without a view of space the way
Armstrong had. The artificial lighting was on the | owest regul ation setting,

the team | eader said after a nmonent. "At | east



so
di mthat shadows and darkness predoni nat ed

"Lights full," Flint said, adding the command code. The lights rose.

The dock had been built for vessels one hundred tinmes the size of the yacht.
The

yacht seemed small inside the enclosed area —nore like a robotic repair
vehicl e

than a spacefaring one.

Flint wal ked toward it, noting that the name —normally painted in |arge
letters

on the side —had been taken off. The lack of a name was a violation of nost
interstellar regulations. He suspected they would find nore violations before
they were done. "You recording this?" DeRicci asked. Flint started. He hadn't

even thought to make a video record. "I figured HazMat did."
"W need our own." DeRicci approached the hull as Flint pressed one of the
chi ps

on his uniformsleeve. He would record everything fromnow on

She was | ooking at a scorch mark that ran al ong the side, but she didn't

t ouch

it.

"Weapons fire?" she asked, and she was checking with him She hadn't done

t hat

before either.

He nodded. He noved cl oser. The yacht had an expensive bl ast coating, but not
enough to protect it from whatever had shot at it.

"Looks like only a few shots," he said. "Powerful, but |I'd guess they were
neant

as warni ng shots."

"How ol d are they?"

"Fresh enough.” Flint touched the hull. It was snmooth against his fingers.
"1t

| ooks like the blast coating got reapplied regularly. This hull should be
pitted

from space debris —happens to all ships over time, no matter how well
shi el ded

they are —and this one isn't."

"No name either," DeRicci said. Flint nodded. He'd worked his way to the back
of

the ship. "And no registration All the required parts codes have been renoved
as

well."

Parts codes were placed on all pieces of material for ships made on earth or
to

be used at human-run ports. There were a thousand ways to identify a ship
asi de

fromits own registration, and judging by the cursory exam nation, this ship
had

gotten rid of all of them

"Someone spent a lot of nmoney to keep this ship in working order and its
identity secret,"” DeRicci said.

"Looks like it didn't work," Flint said.

"You can't be sure that whoever killed the people inside this ship knew who
t hey

were," DeRicci said

As he rounded the side of the ship, he stopped. "Noelle," he said, calling
her

over. He usually didn't use her first name. She cane quickly, just as he
expected her to.

She frowned at the ship. "Wat is it?"

"The escape pods are gone. The hatches are still open.™



"So someone escaped,"” DeRicci said.

Flint nodded. "And no one inside the ship closed the hatch doors. If | were
under attack, 1'd make sure those hatches closed quickly. One good shot in

t hem

could do serious damage to the ship."

"Why woul dn't they cl ose automatically?" DeRicci asked.

"Redundant technology," Flint said. "This ship is a nediumlevel yacht, not

hi gh

end. The logic is that if you have to abandon ship, the ship is lost. No need
to

protect it or its cargo any |onger."

"Two pods for a ship this size?"

"Regul ation. If you had the suggested-size crew and passengers, everyone
shoul d

be able to fit into the pods. It would be a tight squeeze, and you'd better
pray

someone would find you pretty fast, but you' d be all right for a few days."
"So we should be | ooking for some pods."

"We'll put Traffic on it. We also should ask anyone who cones into the docks
in

the next two days if they've seen or picked up pods."

DeRi cci nodded. "That's a break then."

"Maybe." Flint glanced at her. "If our killers used the pods, they m ght have
had anot her ship waiting nearby."

"I'f they had another ship, why would they use the pods?" DeRicci asked.

"Good point." Flint scanned the rest of the hull and found nothing except a
few

nore bl ast marks.

"You ready to go in?" DeRicci asked.

"You coming with nme?" Flint asked.

DeRi cci nodded. "I worry when HazMat says we have a ness. They usually
concentrate on their job, not ours.”

That had been Flint's sense of it too. He took the stairs two at a tine and
st epped back into the tunnel. The tunnel's nmouth attached to the yacht's main
entrance. Before he pressed open the outer door, he paused.

"What ?" DeRi cci asked. She had stopped right beside him

She was actually letting himtake the lead instead of trying to intimdate
hi m

or browbeat him She really had to feel out of her depth here.

"This ship was attached to sonmething else, and just recently."” He pointed to
t he

scrape marks beside the door. "Sonething which isn't regulation and coul dn't
latch onto the ship properly."

"Are you saying they were at a different port?"

He shook his head. "If | had to guess, |1'd say they were boarded."
DeRicci's mouth forned a thin line. "In that case, jurisdiction —
"I's ours. The bodies ended up here."

She nodded. "Make sure you get that on the recording.”

He al ready had. He pal ned open the outside door. The HazMat team had left the
i nterior door closed, just the way the airlock woul d have been in space.

"Dam HazMat," DeRicci said, |ooking down. "God knows how nmuch evi dence they
tranpl ed here."

He hadn't even thought of that. He still had a lot to learn as a detective. As
a

former space cop, he saw HazMat as a godsend, not a potential problem "W
shoul d have bagged their boots."

"W'll get themif we need them"

Flint noved his arm making sure he got everything in the tiny airlock

recor ded.

There was so nmuch about investigation that he didn't know



"What're you waiting for?" DeRicci asked, and he realized she expected himto
open the door.

He didn't answer. |Instead, he pushed the nmain door open

The snell hit himfirst. Uine, blood, feces, and the begi nnings of
deconposition. In all his years, he hadn't snmelt anything that foul

"They turned off the environnental systens," he said, through the hand he'd
put

over his face.

"HazMat ?"

"No, whoever was here |last. Maybe the folks who left on the escape pods." He
got

a small swatch of Protectocloth fromhis pocket and stretched the cloth to
fit

over his nose and nouth. The cloth was just |ike HazMat gear, only smaller
and

for emergencies. He considered this stench an energency.

"But the system should have scrubbed this snell out of everything,'
"and it's still here."

"Even if the bodies are here?"

"On a yacht like this, bad snells get engineered away. Even if the bodies are
still here.”

DeRi cci had put a Protectocloth over her face too. "Let's stick together."
They stepped into the crew work area. A control panel flashed to Flint's
left.

Just beyond it, the door to the cockpit stood open. A small galley faced him
and beyond it, a corridor. To his right was another door, and it was cl osed.
I't

probably led to the passenger section

The cockpit would hold the answers, but DeRicci had opened the passenger door
"Flint," she said.

He stepped beside her. Blood bathed this conpartnent, rising up along the
wal | s,

spattering the ceiling and the floor. The gravity had been on when the
killings

occurred and it stayed on throughout the entire flight.

The bodi es were staked side by side, the yacht seats noved to acconmodate the
sprawl . One of the bodies was fermale, the other nmale, both on their backs,
bot h

spread-eagl ed. They had been eviscerated —probably while they were alive,
judging by the blood —and their intestines |looped into a famliar oval
pattern.

"A Disty vengeance killing," DeRicci said.

Even Flint recogni zed that, although he'd never seen such bodies in person
before. Only in class, as one of the nmany things he had to | earn about alien
killings.

"Only |'ve never seen one done in space before.'
"Everything else is textbook."

"Doesn't that make it suspicious?" he asked.
She shook her head. "The Disty are precise about this sort of thing. They
have

he said,

She frowned, crouched.

to be."

He shuddered. Disty vengeance killings were rare on the Mon. They happened
nost

often on Mars, which the Disty nore or less ran. If this was a Disty
vengeance

killing, there would be nothing he could do. Under hundreds of interstellar
| aws, under even nore multicultural agreenments between the menber speci es,
cultural practices |like vengeance killings were all owed.

Al t hough Flint was a new detective, he knew how this case would run. He and
DeRi cci woul d check the victinms' DNA to see if they had outstanding D sty



warrants against them and if they did, then the case would be cl osed.
Accordi ng

to the various agreenents, no crine would have been comitted.

Even sendi ng the yacht to the Mboon nade sense in this instance. The bodies
had

to be accounted for. The Di sty used vengeance killings as a deterrent. They
woul d want everyone to know that these people, whoever they had been, had

di ed

because t hey had done sonet hi ng w ong.

The problem would cone if the Disty hadn't targeted these victins. If this
was,

in fact, a real crinme made to |l ook Iike a Disty killing.

But if that were the case, why send the yacht toward the Mon?

"The third body has to be sonewhere else," DeRicci said.

"I vote for the cockpit," Flint said. "W have to go there anyway. | want to
find out when those pods were ejected.”

DeRi cci glanced at him "The pods don't fit, do they?"

"Not with a Disty vengeance killing. Unless we find the pods later, with the
occupants either gone or dead in just this way." Flint stepped over blood
spatter and through the main doors back into the crew area. No bl ood here.
But

if a Disty ship had boarded the yacht in flight, and the Disty had conmitted
t he

killings, it would be logical to find sone trace in this room
The control panel still bunked as he went past. He paused to look at it.
Soneone

had bypassed the controls to open this door, and the systemwas stil
conpl ai ni ng about it —weakly. There should have been a vocal conponent to

t he

conpl ai nt, which shoul d have continued no matter how | ong ago the breach had
occurr ed.

He nade a nmental note of the override, then headed into the cockpit —and
stopped. The third body faced him It was not spread-eagled |ike the others.
I't

had been strapped to the command chair. The evisceration was the sane, but

t he

rest of it —the rest of it was nuch worse.

Flint turned away and found DeRi cci watching him

"She was the one they wanted." DeRicci's voice was flat. "The others, they
wer e

nmer el y war ni ngs, sonething that happened to the hel pers. She was the one they
bl amed the nost."

"If this was the Disty."

She nodded. "If."

But she sounded convi nced. Maybe he was too. He wasn't certain.
"I was going to check the logs, the databases. | was going to —
"You can't," DeRicci said, stating the obvious. No one could get into that
room

wi t hout disturbing the body —or what the body had become. "W have to wait
for

the forensics team The bodi es have to be renpbved now Then you can check the
| ogs. "

Flint took a deep breath. He had been thinking |like a space cop again. Check
t he

| ogs, find out what happened, let the teamon the ground worry about the next
st ep.

Only now he was the teamon the ground —and with a ness like this, he

doubt ed

that the two space cops who'd found this ship had even tried to downl oad the
| ogs.



"If we're lucky," DeRicci said, "the DNA will come back positive and you
won' t

have to go in there at all."

"Ch, but I will," he said.

She | ooked at himas if she didn't understand him

He gave her a cool snmile. "W have to know who rel eased the pods and why.
There

m ght be nore people out there, nore people the Disty are after.”

"I't's not our problem" DeRicci said. "If the Disty are doing vengeance
killings, then they have every right to hunt those people down."

"And if these people are only peripherally invol ved?" he asked.

"You know the law, Mles," she said. "W stay out of it."

He knew the law. He'd just never faced it before. So far, his cases had

i nvol ved

humans committing crines agai nst humans. He al ways knew he would deal with
t he

various alien cultures that existed in this part of the universe, but he
hadn' t

expected to so soon.

"I'"d read about these things,"'
really are."

Sonething in her face caught him softening, a | ook behind the tough wonman
she

al ways pretended to be. "You'll have to get used to it. The Disty are one of
our

near est nei ghbors and cl osest allies. W never conplain about them no matter
how hi deous their sense of justice is.”

Then she wal ked away, headi ng back toward the passenger cabin, effectively
endi ng the conversation

Flint stared at the body scattered around the cockpit. That desecrated corpse
had been a hunman being not too |long ago. He shook his head, willing the

t hought

away. He had | earned, after his daughter died, how to keep his enotions and
hi s

intellect separate fromeach other. That was one of the reasons he'd been
pronoted to detective

He didn't dare |lose that detachnment at his first gruesome crinme scene. He
studi ed the carnage until it becane a puzzle, needing to be solved, and then
like DeRicci, he left.

3

«N>»

Ekat eri na | eaned back on the plush seat of the space yacht. The man who had
brought her here, the man who said his nanme wasn't Russell even though that
was

what she should call him had told her to get sone rest.

But she couldn't rest, anynore than she could eat. She kept playing that |ast
encounter with Sinon over and over again in her mnd. That woul d be the | ast
time they would ever see each other. The last tinme they dared see each other
and it hadn't gone the way she wanted it to. If she had had the chance to do
it

her way, she would have told himeverything, sworn himto secrecy, and
apol ogi zed for getting involved with himin the first place.

But she hadn't done that. She couldn't do that. Even if he pronised never to
reveal a thing she had told him he mght not be able to live up to that
prom se.

One small sentence would be enough for a slip to get a Tracker follow ng her
And a Tracker would report to the Revs.

The passenger section of the yacht was big. It seated ten in the front where
she

sat now, and the seats folded out into single-bed-sized cots. The back

he said, "but | had no idea how gruesone they



boast ed

four suites: bedroom living quarters, and bathroom desi gned, she supposed,
for

t he Di sappeared who paid some sort of prem um

O perhaps the suites were standard on a yacht of this type. She had no idea
and

no one to ask. She had expected to be one of nmany on this yacht, all of them
going to new lives in new places. New identities, new jobs, new ways of
approachi ng the world. She had i magi ned conversati ons —not about what they'd
done or why they believed they needed to be Di sappeared, but about their
fears,

their hopes, their dreans.

She still had dreans. There was only one she stifled, and that was the one
about

returning to her old life, to San Francisco and to Sinon.

She had to be someone else now. It was the only way she, and the people she

| oved, woul d survive.

Ekat eri na stood and paced, as she had been doi ng ever since the yacht |eft
Earth

orbit. It felt odd to be sitting in the passenger section of a ship this
smal | .

When she was in college, she'd made noney running orbital ferries during the
sunmer. She took tourists around Earth, and showed themthe sites fromorbit.
The job got old after a while, but handling the controls didn't.

Maybe the fol ks at Di sappearance |ncorporated would use her piloting

experi ence

and give her a simlar job on another world. Maybe she woul d have a chance to
try sonething she had dreamed of doing. She knew she woul dn't be practicing

| aw

anynore —that would be too obvious —but perhaps she would work in a rel ated
field.

She touched the petals in her pocket. She was surprised they were stil

t here.

She had expected to be searched when she got to the space port, but she
hadn' t

been.

The man who wasn't Russell had wal ked her inside as if nothing were unusual
They had gone through side doors that led to a series of private yachts. She
had

never taken a private space flight before. Al of her previous trips had been
on

commercial flights, and the regul ations there were strict. Everyone was
searched. Only so much extra wei ght could go on board, and everything was
exam ned for its potential harmto the flight.

Days before she | eft home, she had put a laser pistol in her purse. She had

t hought she might have to use it before she Di sappeared, but no one had
approached her. Even as she was finishing her final preparations for her

Di sappearance, she had left the pistol in her purse. The people at

Di sappear ance

Inc had told her to trust no one —not even the people who were to take her
from

pl ace to pl ace.

The | aser pistol, mraculously, made it out of Earth's orbit, something that
never woul d have happened on any other flight.

If she had known that those regul ati ons would be so | ax, she would have

br ought

a few other things. Her engagerment ring, maybe, or a tiny silver pin that had
been nade by a Maakestad ancestor in the seventeenth century.

One or two tiny things to rem nd her of hone.

O course, that was precisely what she wasn't supposed to do. Precisely what,



the adm ni strator at Di sappearance Inc had told her, npst people who got
caught

did wong. They couldn't let go of their past. They couldn't let go of their
own

identities.

They got caught because they didn't understand how inportant it was to be
reborn

as someone el se. No baggage, no past life, nothing except the person

Di sappearance Inc told themto be.

You have to forget who you were, the adm nistrator said. And you have to
becone

someone new.

Ekaterina could do that. She had known it fromthat first conversation with
Di sappearance Inc three weeks ago. She might have known it even before she
appr oached t hem

But it still felt odd to be stripped down to her core self. Nothing would
remai n

the sane, not her job, not her nane, and naybe, if the conpany felt it
necessary, not her face. The only thing she would have woul d be her nenori es,
and she wouldn't be able to share themw th anyone. Ever

The door to the crew section slid open. The woman who told Ekaterina to cal
her

Jenny entered. She was slender, her features as flat as Russell's. Everyone
she

had met at Di sappearance | nc had been so enhanced that they no | onger | ooked
like the person they had once been

It nade Ekaterina uneasy.

The door slid closed. Jenny handed Ekaterina a hand-hel d. Ekaterina hadn't
been

linked for nearly a week. She usually wore security chips that linked her to
her

house's system her office, and the net. She had never gone for the ful

package

—total linkage all the time —because she had val ued her privacy.

But not being |inked now rem nded her how al one she was. She couldn't tap a
chip

and record a conversation, and she couldn't —with a silent command —have
House

call emergency services. |f Ekaterina were attacked now, she'd have to fend
of f

the attacker on her own —no police, no instant 911 recordi ng, no way of
getting

i medi ate hel p.

The hand-held felt hard agai nst her fingers. She hadn't used one since she
had

gone to college on a schol arship, |ong before she could afford security chips
and total |inkage.

"What's this?" she asked wi thout |ooking at the screen

"Your new identity," Jenny said. "Read it, understand it, and prepare for it.

W'l give you links and chi ps before you | eave the yacht. Some of this
information will be downl oaded to you for easy access, but the rest has to
cone

naturally. You have to make this fit."

Ekat eri na nodded. She'd heard the speech before. It seemed to be standard at
Di sappear ance | nc.

"We used all the forns you filled out and your psych profile." Jenny's voice
was

soft. She had clearly given this speech a lot. "Remenber, we can't change
anything. That's not our job here. This is the best D could do. It's up to
you



to make it work."

She gave Ekaterina a false smle and stood up

"Have you read this?" Ekaterina asked.

"It's coded," Jenny said. "You should have gotten the password before you
left.”

Ekat eri na had, but she wanted to doubl e-check Jenny's answer.

"So we're nearly there," Ekaterina said.

Jenny shrugged. "I was instructed to give you the hand-held at this point in
t he

journey. Wiere we are and where we're going is not sonething | know nmuch
about . "

She |l eft the passenger area. Ekaterina watched the door close behind her
What

would it be like to ferry people fromplace to place, not know ng where you
wer e

goi ng or why? Did people like Jenny take the job for the excitenent, the
possibility that something mght go wong, and she night have to use her
expensi ve security training? O did she take it for the opportunity to
travel ?

O were her reasons nore altruistic than that? Was she one of the political
ones, the ones who believed that alien | aws should not be able to target
humans,

no matter what the hunmans had done?

Once, Ekaterina would have said that she had no opinion on that matter. She
did

now that it was too |ate.

She settled into the yacht's | ounge chair and tapped the hand-held, tw sting
so

that her body protected the screen as she punched in the code.

Her new name was Greta Palnmer. She stared at it for a long tinme, trying
mental |y

to make it work. Al her life, her name had had a | ot of syllables, had been
al nrost a language in itself. Geta Palmer seened too sinple, too plain to be
her

nane. To be anyone's nanme. It sounded nade up to her

Ekat eri na supposed any nanme would sound like that. If it were too fancy, she
woul d worry that it sounded contrived. Too sinple obviously bothered her as
wel I .

But she couldn't hide with any variation on her name. She had to accept the
new

one.

Only she wished they had let her pick it out herself.

She read her new bio with interest. Geta was the same age Ekaterina was,
born

on the Moon just as she had been and nmoved to Earth at age three just as she
had, and had gone to high school in San Francisco. After that, their bios

di verged. Geta had stayed on Earth, not even taking an orbital until she
accepted her new job. Ekaterina had traveled to the outer reaches of explored
space. Her early training had included guaranteed jobs on three different

al i en-owned col oni es, including Revnata, where she had gotten in trouble.
Once she had pl anned on being a | awyer who was certified to argue in front of
the multicultural tribunals. Instead, she was running fromone of their
rulings.

She hated the irony.

Wth a sigh, Ekaterina shifted position, and continued to read. Her new job
was

recycling textiles. She froze. Textile recycling nmeant taking ruined fabrics,
like torn bl ankets and ripped uphol stery, and renaking theminto sonething
cheap

and functional. The job was nenial and | abor intensive. It was about as far



from

| awyering as a person could get. Intelligence was not an asset at a job |ike
this. It was a liability.

Surely there was a m stake. Maybe when she got to her destination, she would
be

reassi gned. O maybe they thought she could hide at a textile plant for a few
years, since it would be the very last place the Rev woul d | ook

But would it really be a good hiding place? She was an educated worman, whose
accent, whose sinple sentence structure, made it clear that she had spent
years

studying with some of the galaxy's greatest ninds. Hiding that woul d be
difficult, and m ght even be inpossible.

Surely Di sappearance I nc woul d have thought of that.

Maybe t hey had. Maybe it was buried deeper in the information they had just
given her. O maybe she had the wong idea about plant workers. Maybe her

obj ections had nore to do with her own prejudices than with her abilities or

[ ack of them

The idea of working in a textile recycling plant, with fibers floating in the
air, not to nention the filth that had to be cl eaned off other people's
possessi ons, nade her queasy. She hadn't had a job |ike that ever.

Her pal ms were danp. She rubbed them on her pants and | ooked at the rest of

t he

profile.

The textile plant was in Von, a town she'd never heard of. She would have her
own apartnment —a one-bedroom conpany-provided by the plant —and if she
managed to save enough noney, she m ght be able to buy a place of her own.
She ran a hand over her face. Money would be a problem She had been short on
funds before, but she'd always had the family noney in a trust. This tine,
she

woul d have no backup. Wen she got the conpany-owned apartnent, they would
own

her. She would need the job and the terrible pay, and she woul d have to begin
all over again.

For the very first time, the reality of the change she was undertaki ng was
sinking in. Before she had understood the |oss, but not the future. She
hadn' t

t hought about where she was goi ng because she had no i dea. She had deci ded
not

to fantasize about her new |life because she hadn't wanted to be di sappointed.
But she was di sappoi nted anyway. An inpoverished thirty-five-year-old wonan
whose skills only let her do manual |abor, who lived in an unknown town.

She frowned, wondering where the town was. There was not hi ng about her
upcom ng

destination in the bio. It had to be sonewhere else in the material Jenny had
gi ven her.

O perhaps it was in the hand-hel d' s database. Mst conputers carried the
sane

basic informati on —dictionaries of over a thousand main | anguages, food
conpatibility charts for human/alien physiol ogies, and, of course, maps. She
searched the hand-held for a nmonent, wondering if its menory had been purged
of

non-rel evant information, and finally found what she was searching for

The map function. She typed in Von and added that it had to be in territory

t hat

could be occupi ed by humans. She got only one hit.

It was on Mars.

She stared at the map for the longest time. The blinking feature showed that
Von

was in Mars' northernnost region, above the Arctic Grcle. Cbviously the town
was big enough to have its own donme, but not really | arge enough to be well



known.

And that bothered her, because she'd been to Mars and she knew what this

pl ace

woul d [ ook Iike.

Mars was run by the Disty, small creatures with | arge heads, |arge eyes, and
narrow bodi es. They hated the feel of w de open spaces and built their own
colonies like rats' warrens. Wen they took over human col onies, the way they
had on Mars, they added corridors and false ceilings and narrow little
passageways, so the entire place felt claustrophobic.

She coul d get used to that. She knew there was a possibility she would go
somewhere that wasn't controlled by humans but where humans were tol erated.
Initially, she'd even thought she'd go to Mars because the Disty and the Rev
did

not get along. They avoi ded each other's col onies and were barred from each
ot her's hone worl ds.

Then she had done sone research. Both the Disty and the Rev had ventured into
each other's colonies in the past few years searching for D sappeareds.
Because

the Disty and Rev had simlar mssions, they respected each other's warrants
and

of ten hel ped each other find D sappeareds on each other's | and.

Both alien species had caught onto the gane that the Di sappearance services
wer e

pl aying and were foiling themon the ground. Instead of hiding Rev fugitives
in

Disty territory and vice versa, the good di sappearance services were now
goi ng

for | ess obvious hiding places.

Her stomach twi sted. She thought she had done the right research. According
to

everything she'd | ooked for, all the people she'd tal ked with, D sappearance
I nc

was the best disappearance service in the known universe.

Why then would it hide her in a place the Rev surely woul d | ook?

She put the hand-held on her | ap. Maybe the administrators at DI had

m sunder stood. After all, she hadn't witten down who she was running from
She'd told as few people as required by DI's business practices, but she
never

told them what she had done because, they said, it wasn't relevant, and she
told

only a few of themwho she was hiding fromsince they had to know to keep her
out of certain places.

Li ke Mars.

Unl ess things had changed even nore than she realized. Maybe their research
was

nore up to date than hers.

But, judging by the personality profile they pulled, the job they gave her,
and

the place they had chosen to hide her, their research was shoddy. Either

t hat ,

or they had confused her with another client.

She picked up the hand-hel d again and scanned the rest of the information.
Her

nane wasn't in it, of course, but that bio suggested that this was hers.

Ekat eri na stood, her restlessness growing. Damm them for not allow ng her to
bring anything al ong. She couldn't even carry a hard copy of her agreenent
with

DI because that was like carrying a piece of identification. She wasn't

l'i nked,

so she couldn't use the password they had given her to access the infornmation



Had they planned it this way? If so, why? So that she wouldn't conpl ain? Wre
the reports of satisfied custoners made up? She had no idea.
Her stomach turned again, that queasy feeling remaining. The Rev never gave

up
searching for fugitives fromtheir justice system I|f she got caught, she'd
spend the rest of her natural life in a Rev penal col ony.

She'd seen Rev penal colonies. Wrking in a textile recycling plant in a
Disty-run Mars town woul d seem i ke heaven in conparison

She would do it if she had to. The problemwas that she didn't feel this
identity woul d hide her

But she had no idea what her options were. She tried to renmenber the text of
t he

agreement she'd signed. Essentially, she was putting her life into DI's
hands.

It was, she knew, the only way to survive.

She hadn't even asked the [awerly question: what if they were wong? She had
done what all naive clients did. Once she had conpl eted her research, she had
trusted blindly.

O course, she had been panicked at the tinme. Her case had been denied by the
Eighth Multicultural Tribunal. The Rev warrant, issued so many years ago,

st ood,

and the Rev would cone for her inmediately.

An old friend who clerked at the Tribunal had sent her a warning before the
Tri bunal nade their announcenent. She had no idea how | ong she had until the
Tri bunal spoke, but she knew it wouldn't be |ong.

So she had done what she could, researching and finding a di sappearance
servi ce.

But she hadn't been as thorough as she shoul d have been.

That was incredibly clear to her now

She' d al |l owed her panic over being discovered to override her natura

cauti on.

She still had funds. Accessing themwould be tricky, but it could be done.
She

could hire a different disappearance service if she had to.

And she just mght have to.

At | east there was one clause in her agreement with DI that she had

nmenori zed

She had done that on purpose, worried that if she hadn't, she would be stuck
in

just this situation.

She could ternminate at any tine.

DI wouldn't be liable for her safety, of course, but they were required to

t ake

her to a settlenent. They couldn't just eject her in space and hope that she
survi ved.

She swal |l owed hard. Firing DI was as nmuch of a risk as disappearing in the
first

pl ace. But she had to trust her own instincts. Maybe she coul d browbeat the
crew

into taking her to DI's nearest headquarters and they could rerun her
profile.

Maybe t hey could see what went wong in the San Franci sco offices and repair
it.

She shut off the hand-held and slipped it into her purse. Then she slung her
purse over her shoul der and wal ked to the door separating the passenger
section

fromthe crew areas.

The door wasn't |ocked as it was supposed to be. Cearly Jenny had forgotten
to

reseal it when she had brought out the hand-held. Either that or the crew



hadn' t

sealed it at all, thinking one slight fermal e passenger woul dn't be a problem
no

matter what she had done.

Ekat eri na pushed the door aside and wal ked t hrough. She had never been in
this

part of the crew area. The airlock was to her left, a small galley to her
right.

The carpet was still plush here, although it got thinner closer to the
cockpit.

The theory was that the crew didn't need |uxury, not |ike the passengers on
t he

space yacht did.

No one sat in the galley. She wal ked toward the cockpit, her boots naking no
sound as she noved.

Voices filtered toward her. She couldn't nmake out the words, but the tone
sounded offi ci al

As she peered through the cockpit door, she froze. Through the main portal
she

could see the orange and blue stripes of a Rev penal ship.

"We' || be evacuating the yacht in thirty Earth mnutes,” the pilot was saying
through the interlink. He was clearly talking to the Rev. "She won't know
we're

gone. Gve it another thirty m nutes and you can board."

Jenny was sitting beside him her hands behind her head, as if she were

wat chi ng

a vid. The co-pilot was on the other side, tapping sonething into the ship's
system

The pilot continued. "I'lIl be picking up the ship frominmpound in a week or
Sso.
If there's pernmanent damage, |'m coming after you."

Ekaterina's mouth was dry. The pilot was selling her to the Rev. He would
make

nore noney fromthemthan he would as a contract enployee of DI. Supposedly,
services |like DI screened out people Iike him

But not in this case.

The Rev woul d take her and inprison her for life. Few humans survived in a
Rev

penal colony for nore than ten years. The work al one was too nuch for the
human

frame. That didn't count the xenophobia, the way that Rev inmates treated
someone who was conpletely different.

She eased away fromthe door. No one in the cockpit had seen her

She had been given a slight chance to save herself.

Now she had to figure out how to use it.

4

«N>»

As they stepped out of the ship's tunnel, DeRicci's hand-hel d beeped. She
cursed

and took it out of her pocket. She punched the screen, information already
blinking. "As if we don't have enough to do. W' ve got another."

"Where?" he asked.

"Term nal Five," she said, nore to herself than him Terminal 5, while
technically next door to Terminal 4, was a healthy hi ke fromwhere they were.
"What the hell's that one agai n?"

"Suspected crimnal activity by a ship's owner."

DeRicci glanced at him "You're useful in the docks."

"I'"museful nost of the tinme," he said.

There was not hing el se on the hand-held. Just the order to report to a ship
tunnel in Terminal 5. Someone would neet them and explain the situation



"I hope to hell this isn't something conplicated,” DeRicci said as she headed
back to Termnal 4's main entry. "I want to put this Disty thing to bed."
Flint was feeling unconfortable. Detectives got one, maybe two cases down
here

per week total. Now he and DeRicci were getting two in one day.

"We're better off taking the train between terminals,” Flint said. "If we
wal k,
we'll lose that time advantage Headquarters wants us to have."

DeRicci frowned. She clearly didn't |ike his new outspokenness. But he was
tired

of letting her run things. She was out of her depth in the Port. He was going
to

take over this partnership whether she liked it or not.

He led her to the interior train system It had been designed to link the
various termnals after the Port had taken over the bul k of space traffic
control for the Moon. At that point, the Port had nushroomed into somnething
with

unwal kabl e di stances. Fifty interior trains ran at set times. Only one ran
al |

the way around the Port, and it was usually crowded.

Flint took DeRicci to the tracks that worked for the shuttle between Terminals
4

and 5. Because the locals weren't advertised in the Port, they served nostly
as

crew shuttles. If tourists had to go fromone termnal to another, they took
t he

mai n, crowded train.

The train pulled up, its dark glass sides reflecting the lights in the

wai ting

area. The doors slid open silently and three workers in blue unifornms got

of f.

Then Flint wal ked on. DeRicci foll owed.

There were no seats. Passengers held on to bars and netal hand rings. The

t ougher passengers stood, feet braced, in the center of the car. It took

ski |l

and talent to ride the trains that way w thout getting hurt.

Flint had | earned howto do it, but hadn't enjoyed it. He gripped the rai
now,

and DeRicci did the same. They had the car to thensel ves.

The nonent the door closed, the train sped backwards in the direction it had
just cone. After a nmonent, it reached its top speed, noving at a velocity
faster

than the hi gh-speed trains that ran between the various donmes littering the
Moon.

DeRicci | ooked startled and reached her other hand around the netal bar. The
train sl owed and then, snoothly, stopped. Even though the nmovenent was even
Flint watched DeRicci's body yank forward, then back. She glared at himas if
the effect of the train were all his fault.

He supposed, in an odd way, it was. He should have warned her about the
speed.

These trains had been designed for efficiency, not for confort. Back in the
days

when the interior train systemwas first built, Arnmstrong Dome had been known
for its efficiency.

A |l ot had changed since then.

The doors opened. DeRicci touched a hand to her short hair, as if the swift
ride

had created a wind that ruffled her

"You okay?" he asked.

"You did that to torture ne."



"Maybe that was a secondary reason,” he said with a snile. To his surprise,

she

sm | ed back. The expression surprised him

He had been bl aming her for her unwillingness to give hima chance, when he
had

once treated his new partners in Traffic the sane way. DeRicci had gone

t hr ough

five new partners in five years, all of them beginning detectives. Perhaps it
wasn't so odd that she expected himto prove hinself before she started to
gi ve

himthe benefit of the doubt.

They energed fromthe train station into Terninal 5. It was set up the sane
as

Terminal 4. If a person ignored the signage, the only way to tell the
difference

between the two termnals was to | ook at the ships docked nearby. Terminal 5
was

nearly full, and none of its tunnels had yellow warning |ights.

A sl ender man, his dark skin shiny with sweat, stopped in front of them He
had

his arms wapped around a stack of warning signs, hugging themto his chest
as

if they were nore inportant than he was.

"Officers?" he asked.

"Detectives," DeRicci corrected. She always did that. To her, being called an
"of ficer" was the sane as a denotion

"Detectives." He bobbed his head and bit his lower lip. "I'm Stefan Newel | .
['m
in charge of this terminal. | take it you've been briefed?"

"We'd only been told to report,"” DeRicci said. "W've just cone off another
assignment in Term nal 4."

"Ch, dear." Newell glanced at Flint. "I was hoping you woul d have brought
nor e

people with you."

That caught Flint's attention. "Wy?"

"Because we have an unfol ding situation. | told your dispatch that. W need
as

much hel p as we can get —
"W were already at the Port." DeRicci spoke slowy, as if she were talking to
a

child. "lI"msure others are on their way."

"I hope so. I'll send the distress call again."

"First," Flint said, "tell us what we're dealing with."

Newel| bit his lower |lip again, so hard this time that the skin below it

t ur ned

an odd shade of white. "The border patrol caught a ship | eaving Mon orbit.
They're bringing it in."

"The border police are equipped to handle their own problens,” DeRicci said.
“I'"'msure —"

"What's the problen?" Flint asked, not letting her finish. She was going to
try

to | eave, and he had a hunch that decision would have been bad for all of

t hem

Newel | hugged the signs tighter. "lIt's a Wgnin ship."

Flint felt himself grow cold. The Wgnin al nost never ventured into

human- occupi ed space. They rarely |left Korsve, their homeworld.

"Definitely a border problem" DeRicci said. "Come on, Flint. W have a case
to

finish —"

"Mp'am Detective. Please." Despite his words, Newell's tone had grown harsh



"I"mnot handling the Wgnin al one."

"You'll have the border patrol."

"They'll have their hands full."

"What's on the ship?" Flint asked.

"Children. Human children,” Newell said. "And the Wagnin | ack the proper
warrants."

DeRi cci sent the second call to headquarters herself. She requested backup and
a

squad of | awyers who specialized in Wgnin law, as well as translators so

t hat

not hi ng woul d get m sunder st ood.

The entire settled universe had learned to fear the Wgnin.

Flint had gone to the dock where the ship would | and. The donme above it was
al ready opening. The fleet of |lawers and cops and translators woul dn't
arrive

intin. He and DeRicci would have to handle the first Mon contact and pray
that they didn't screwit up

The Wgni n had a harsher view of |aw and custom than any other speci es hunans
had come into contact with. The Wgnin vi ew becane apparent only over tine,
as

humans | earned the hard way not to cross them

Every space cop | earned about human-Wgnin history, partly as a cautionary
tal e,

and partly so that they would do precisely what DeRicci did when she found
out

what they were up against: ask for |egal advice and help with transl ations.
Anyt hing else could result in terrible —but |egal —consequences.

"I don't like this at all," DeRi cci said com ng up beside him "The Wgnin
usually don't try to slip the border patrol."

FIlint nodded. He watched as a gol den ship flanked by three border ships

sl ow y

eased its way through the done. Two of the border ships guarded the done's

t op.

The ot her ship cane down with the Wgnin ship.

Flint had only seen Wgnin ships in vids, holos or flats. None of themdid

t he

vessel s justice. The gold wi nked, even in the thin light, and the ship seened
to

fl oat down. There was no obvious propellant, and the entire novenent woul d
have

been silent if it weren't for the hum of the border ship's engines.

The border ship landed with the usual thud. The Wgnin vessel set down as if
it

were nade of air.

At that noment, the done closed and the two ot her border ships flew off,
probably to continue their rounds. The problem of the Wgnin bel onged to the
third ship and Arnstrong authorities —as personified now by Flint and

DeRi cci

Lucky them This was turning out to be a hell of a day.

"Shoul d we go down the tunnel ?" Flint asked DeRi cci

"I want to stay as far away fromthose bastards as we can," she said. "The

| onger we wait, the better our chances of handing themover to the | awers."
For once, he agreed with her logic. Two traffic cops came over and fl anked

t he

tunnel entrance, clearly on request from DeRicci. She tapped her departnental
interlink again, trying to find out where the backup was. From her harsh

t one,

it was clear to Flint that they were nowhere in sight.

The door to the Wgnin ship opened and DeRi cci cursed again. She shut off her



interlink and si ghed.
"Looks like I get the Wgnin," she said.

"I can —

"No, you can't." She swallowed hard. "l at |east have sonme experience wth
t hem

| know a few things to avoid. You have none. |I'mjust going to baby-sit in

hol di ng until backup gets here. You handl e the kids, okay?"

He didn't want to go near the children. He hadn't been near children since
Enmel i ne di ed.

"Flint?" DeRi cci said.

He didn't have to answer her because activity started in front of them A

bor der

of ficer stepped off the Wqgnin ship first. Fromthe distance through the
tunnel ,

she | ooked small. She waited as the Wagni n di senbar ked.

Flint had never seen Wgnin before. They noved like their ship, lightly, as if
a

gust of wi nd would make them fl oat away.

They were nore ethereal than they seemed on film —al nost |ike negative

i mages

of living creatures. There were five of them although it took hima nonent
to

realize that. They were so thin, they seemed to have no nass at all. And
their

bodi es were nearly flat.

But he could feel them approach. Sonething changed in the air around him
Maybe

it was a snell, but if it was, it wasn't one he could readily identify. It
was

as if the Wgnin thensel ves were changing the quality of the recycled air,
maki ng it nore buoyant, richer, just for their presence.

As they stepped out of the tunnel, they searched the area. Their gazes fel

on

himone at a tine and he resisted the urge to step backwards. Their eyes were
t he nost human eyes he had ever seen on an alien. Maybe they were even nore
human. They carried expression and enotion so vivid, he could feel it as if

it

were his own.

"Look down," DeRicci whispered. "Show respect."

He i medi ately | ooked at the floor. Now he was relieved that DeRi cci woul d be
handl i ng the Wgnin. He had no idea he had nearly screwed up one of their

cust ons.

She took a step forward and said sonething that sounded like a nuffled
sneeze.

So she even spoke a bit of their |anguage. That was a start then.

"I"'mafraid the greeting is all | know " she said. "I hope you speak English."
Engl i sh, the | anguage humans had chosen as their |anguage of trade. She could
have tried Chinese or Spanish, even Japanese, but nost aliens |earned English
first if they |learned a human | anguage at all.

" —We —shall —require —translator —" one of the Wgnin said. Its voice
was

surprisingly deep, given its body's flat shape.

"One is on the way," DeRicci said. She turned toward the border officers.
"Can

one of you act as translator until then?"

"We'll stay until your people arrive," the femal e border cop said. "Standard
procedure is to take the Wgnin to custons."

"Let's followit," DeRicci said.

Flint still had his head pointed down. He felt at a di sadvant age.

"Where are the children?" DeRicci asked.



"On the border ship,” the cop said. "W thought it better to separate them"™
"My partner will take care of them"

v No —"

The word echoed the way that Flint was feeling, but he hadn't uttered it. He
| ooked up. The Wgnin were rocking slightly as if there was a breeze in the

termnal. If there was, he couldn't feel it.

" —They —belong —with —us —" The Wgnin that spoke stood in the very
front.

Qddly, the other Wgnin's tiny nouths noved as his did.

"Produce the proper papers and I'll give themto you," DeRicci said.

Flint studied her. He'd never seen her so enotionless and so tough at the
same

tine.

"They don't have the proper documentation,"” the border cop said. "That's the
problem They don't have any warrants at all."

She added sonething in the sanme sneezy | anguage that DeRicci had used. The
Wgnin tilted its head sideways, its golden eyes sending a message of such
sadness that Flint felt its echo inside of him

Then the Wgnin spoke in its own | anguage and the deep voi ce seenmed nel odi c,
appropriate. As it spoke this time, the other Wgnin did not nove their

nout hs.

It seened |ike speaking English required a group effort, but speaking its
native

tongue did not.

"Tell themthat they'Il get the children back if they have proper warrants,"
DeRi cci said.

"I have," the border cop said. "They seemto believe that they don't need
warrants, that notice has already been served."

"Remind themthey are on our turf right now and we require docunentation
Noti ce

served i s not enough." The border cop nodded and transl at ed.

"Tell themwe will keep the children in holding until this is settled. If it
is

settled in their favor, then they will get the children back."

The Wgnin's gol den gaze had found DeRicci. Flint noted that she kept her
gaze

averted. He was beginning to believe that she wasn't doing it out of respect,
but as self-protection.

" —This —is —wong —" the Wgnin said.

"W abide by your custom" DeRicci snapped. "You can abide by ours."

The border patrol guard shot her a warning glance, but DeRicci didn't seemto
notice. The nuscles in Flint's shoul ders tensed. He had no idea what the

Wagni n

woul d do if crossed.

" —We —speak —to —leaders —" the Wgnin said.

"As you should," DeRicci said. "I don't give orders. | just follow them |
have

no choice in this matter either.”

The border guard nodded once, and Flint felt his shoul ders relax. DeRicci had
covered their asses, making the difficult situation someone else's problem
Then, without saying a word to Flint, DeR cci and the border guard led the
Wgnin away fromthe ship. Flint watched them go. He was amazed t hat
sonet hi ng

so beautiful could be so dangerous. He shouldn't have been, he supposed. He
had

found space beautiful when he patrolled it, but a single m stake out there
coul d

kill.

The entire term nal seened to freeze while the Wgni n wal ked t hrough
Everyone



wat ched the aliens go by, but no one approached them and no one chal |l enged

t hem

And Flint found that odd in and of itself.

When he'd worked down here, he'd seen aliens subjected to all sorts of
treatment, fromfan-Ilike adulation to conplete and utter contenpt. A few
humans

had even attacked aliens, spitting on themor throw ng sonething at them or
in

the case of the peace-loving Peyti, physically assaulting them

Sonetinmes Flint wondered if alien reactions to humans were as irrational, but
he

supposed he woul d never know —not really. \What he saw were codified, |ega
reactions, in constrained circunstances |ike this one.

The Wgni n had been gone for nore than five nminutes before the door to the
border patrol ship opened. Flint suspected that had been pl anned. The border
of ficer who had gone with DeRi cci had probably sent some kind of signal to
her

conpatriots, so that they wouldn't bring the children out while the Wgnin
wer e

still there.

Four border guards exited, backs straight, and weapons obvi ous, even from
this

di stance. Border guards usually didn't nake a show out of their |aser pistols
and protective gear, but these guards did.

They were as worried about the Wgnin as everyone el se was.

Then a wonan came out of the ship. She was heavy-set, and her uniformwas in
di sarray. She wasn't wearing her jacket. The shirt that she wore beneath it
was

too tight, as were her uniformpants. Her hair was down, |ong enough to reach
the middl e of her back, which wasn't regulation either. She wasn't carrying a
weapon.

She stopped in front of the door, holding out one hand in a gesture of
supplication. It took Flint a noment to realize she was trying to coax a
child

out. That was why she | ooked so casual. Wth all the weapons and uniforns
about ,

her appearance was designed to cal mthe children

A smal |l hand took hers, and then a boy ran out, slanmmng into her and
clinging

so hard that he nearly knocked her over. The boy was heavyset too, with red
hai r

so bright it seemed like the only spot of color in the entire term nal

Flint couldn't judge the boy's age fromthis distance, but he knew the child
was

too old to be that clingy. A normal child would have kept his distance.

At | east he wasn't a baby. A half-grown child he could deal with. He wasn't
sure

he could deal with a baby.

Flint steeled hinself, watching the door for nore children. |nstead, another
border guard cane out, this one nale. He cradled sonething in his arnmns.

Flint swall owed and made hinsel f watch the red-haired boy.

The fenmal e border guard tried to disentangle the boy. When that failed, she
wal ked with her hand around his back, letting himcling and nove with her at
t he

sane tine.

The mal e border guard foll owed closely behind. Flint could see human skin now,
a

tiny hand clutching the guard' s arm

A young child, then. An infant.

Flint felt his heart lurch. He took a deep breath and rem nded hi nsel f that



this

was his job. He was at work, and he had to remain calm Detached. Mnd and
hear t

separated, just the way they needed to be.

When the femal e border guard reached the nmain door, she scanned the area
unti |

she saw Flint. He tapped his badge, illumnating it, and she nodded, coning
f or war d.

"Fala Val ey," she said. She hadn't stated her rank, and Flint suspected that
was

on purpose. The boy, still clutching her, |ooked frightened enough

"Mles Flint."

"My orders are to give you custody of these childen until the Wgnin clainms
are

verified." She sounded official, but her hand, still on the boy's back
rubbed

it softly, as if she were conforting himwhile she spoke.

"Yes," Flint said.

The mal e guard cane out of the tunnel. Flint's attention remained on the boy.
He had to be about eight. His skin was so white as to seemchal k-1ike, a

col or

that had becone extrenely rare. Right now, his features were blotchy and his
eyes swollen. His nose was so chapped, it was peeling. This child had been
crying for a long tine.

"This is Jasper,"” Valey said. "He isn't ready to tell us his |ast nanme yet,
are

you, Jasper?"

The boy responded by hiding his face agai nst her arm

"We don't know how |l ong he's been with them" she said, speaking nore softly

this time. "lIt's got to be fairly recent. Hi s clothing was manuf actured here.
But that's all we got."
Flint nodded. "It's a start."”

"Who's taking this child?" the male border guard asked.
There was no way around it. Flint would have to deal with the baby. -

He stepped forward. "I am" he said, and | ooked at the baby for the first
tine.

The baby was younger than Emeline had been when she died. She'd been

ei ght een

months old, a toddler with a gap-toothed snmile, a child whose first and nost
favorite word had been "Daddy."
The old ache twi sted his heart. She'd been dead nore than ten years, and he

still couldn't bear to think about her —even though he couldn't stop

Her hair had been golden, like his. Not at all like this baby. This baby had
a

crest of black hair that curled against his dark skin. H's eyes were cl osed,

| ong | ashes against his full cheeks. He didn't | ook distressed at all. Either
he

was too young to know what happened to him or he hadn't been with the Wgnin
| ong.

"Here then," the guard said and handed the boy to Flint.

He had forgotten how much babi es wei ghed, how conpact and muscul ar their
smal |

bodi es were. This child was warm and snelled of talcum Soneone had changed
hi m

on the ship if, indeed, he was still wearing diapers.

Flint ran a cautious hand over the boy's head and cl osed his eyes,
rememnberi ng

the feel of a sleeping child in his arns. H's daughter used to bring out the
same feeling of tenderness, the same protectiveness. He had thought it died
with



her. He had thought —

He shook the nmenory off. If he kept thinking about Emreline, he wouldn't be
abl e

to do this. He had to think of this boy in his arns as sonething separate, a
problemto be sol ved.

Not a baby. He couldn't deal with a baby that had been taken by the Wgnin.
The

Wgnin took children to pay for their parents' crinmes, and the children never
ret ur ned.

There was silence around him Flint | ooked away fromthe child in his arnmns.

I f

he didn't | ook at the baby, he could al nost inagine it was Emeline.

He willed the thought away. Everyone was watching him He cleared his throat.
"Do we know this child s name?"
"We know not hi ng about this one,"’
"How many nore are there?"

"Just these two," Val ey said.
Good. Flint wasn't sure he could take any nore than that. He wasn't sure he
coul d take these.

If the Wqgnin had valid warrants, these children would go to Korsve. The

i nf ant

in Flint's arns woul d becone somnet hing other than human. But Jasper —even
though they'd try to turn himinto a Wgnin, he was too old. He would be

br oken,

somet hi ng not human, not Wgni n.

Flint would have to let it happen. In fact, he would have to make it happen
I't

was his job, one he had | obbied for, one he had | ooked forward to.

He' d known he might face nonments |ike this.

But knowi ng and experiencing were two different things.

He had to keep this a puzzle, a job, something for his brain. H's enotions
woul d

only get in the way.

But the child in his arms —warm alive and so very human —wasn't touching
hi s

brain. The boy was cradl ed agai nst his heart.

5
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Ekaterina waited until the pilot severed his link with the Rev before taking
t he

two steps into the cockpit. She put her |aser pistol against the pilot's head.
Jenny's arms dropped, and the co-pilot reached under his seat.

"Try anything and your pilot dies," Ekaterina said. "Now, you may not care

the mal e border guard said.

about

him so let me tell you ny plan. After | finish killing him "Il shoot up

t he

controls so none of us can leave. Then I'll lie to the Rev, telling themthat

you all were ny partners, and you'd doubl e-crossed ne, which was why you were
trying to sell me to them That way, if they get ne, they'll get you too."
Her heart was poundi ng hard, but her hand was steady and so was her voice.
She

probably seemed cal mon the outside. Her courtroomtraining was paying off in
all sorts of ways. She hadn't expected that her ability to bluff other

| awyers

woul d come out now.

Jenny eased back into her seat. The co-pilot hadn't changed positions.

"Hands on your heads where | can see them" Ekaterina said.

"Do it," Ekaterina said to the co-pilot. "Or do you want nme to shoot you
first?"

H s hands went to the top of his head.



"How d you get the gun in here?" Jenny asked. "W told you not to bring any
personal itens."

"I look at guns as inpersonal," Ekaterina said.

The Rev ship hovered outside the portal. She knew they coul dn't see inside
t he

ship, but she felt their presence all the sane.

She didn't have nuch tine.

"Here's what we're going to do," she said. "You're going to contact the Rev
and

tell themthere's been a change of plan."

"Lady," the pilot said. "I'mnot crossing the Rev."

"Then you'll die." Ekaterina made her voice flat and matter-of-fact. Her
negoti ati on voi ce, the kind she used when she was pl ea-bargaining with
prosecut ors.

"Maybe you don't understand,” the pilot staid. "If | cross the Rev —
"Maybe you don't understand," Ekaterina said. "You're planning to sell ne to
t he

Rev. There's nothing worse than that as far as |I'mconcerned. You'll do as |
say

and maybe you'll have a chance to get out of this. That's nore than you were
willing to give ne."

Her hand shook with the force of her anger. She nmanaged to steady herself,
but

Jenny saw the novenent. The other woman's eyes got |arge. Ekaterina's

nonent ary

unst eadi ness seened to have frightened Jenny even nore.

The co-pilot was watching all of them his entire body tense. So far so good.
"Now, " Ekaterina said, speaking slowy as if she were talking to a young
chi | d.

"Here's what you're going to do. You are going to contact the Rev. You're

goi ng

to tell themthat you' ve gotten new orders. You need the yacht for another

m ssi on. "

"Lady, we've never done it this way. They'|ll know —"

"You will tell themthat you are going to eject me in one of the escape pods.
Al they have to do is pick it up, but they have to wait until the yacht has
been gone for an hour before they do so."

"This won't work," the pilot said. "Even with an hour's | ead, the yacht can't
stay ahead of the Rev ships. Not on autopilot. They'll be monitoring you.
They' Il know exactly where you are and they' Il catch you. You'll be doing
this

for nothing."

She was afraid of that. But she wasn't going to Ilet himsee that he had

t apped

into one of her main fears.

"You three will be in the pod when it's ejected," Ekaterina said. "Maybe

you' |

be able to find a way to get the pod out of the area before the Rev pick you
up. "

"That won't work." Jenny's voice was shaking. "We'l|l be crossing them You
know

what they'll do."

"Actual ly," Ekaterina said, "I do. The Rev pride thenselves on their

fairness.

Bl ane ne for your failure. It'Il be true enough. You'll be victims, according
to

the Rev, and they probably won't touch you."

"Probabl y?" The co-pilot spoke for the first tine. H s voi ce squeaked. \What
Ekat eri na had taken for cal mwas extrene panic.

"Probably," Ekaterina said. "Wen you take a cal cul ated ganble with the Rev,



you

have to realize it is, after all, a ganmble. Now, contact them Renenber. I|f
you
screw with ne, |I'mshooting you and declaring war on the Rev. None of us get
out

of here alive."

"Ch, Jesus," the co-pilot said.

"Just do what she wants," Jenny said.

The pilot tapped the communi cations array and used the ship's call letters to
contact the Rev. Ekaterina made certain his fingers touched the audi o-only
buttons. Mst ships didn't use video i magery when comunicating with alien
vessel s, but she wanted to nake sure that the pilot wasn't trying anything
sheaky.

"This had better be inportant." The Rev didn't even bother with a greeting.
"It is," the pilot said. "I just got a coded nessage from ny headquarters.
need to keep the yacht."
"W have an agreement —
"Which I"'mliving up to. All | wanted to do was let you know that |'m dunping
her into a pod. You can pick it up an hour after we've left the area. Is that
cl ear?"

"We'll pick it up now," the Rev said.

Ekaterina felt a chill run down her back.
"No!" The pilot sounded panicked. "There are other ships in the area. |If they
wi t ness the exchange, then we'll never be able to do this again."

The Rev didn't respond i mediately. Jenny shot the pilot a frightened | ook
The
co- pi | ot whi nper ed.

"We shall do so this one tine," the Rev said. "But this will not becone
policy,

or our business is done."

"It's not policy," the pilot said. "It's just a —"

Ekat eri na shoved the muzzle of the pistol against his skull

" —blip. Sonething went wong at headquarters that they want the yacht for

I

don't have as nmuch flexibility as usual."

"Al'l right then," the Rev said. "W shall follow your ternms this tinme. But
should you try this again, you will feel our wath."

"Yeah." the pilot said. "I know"

He signed off. Ekaterina let out a silent sigh of relief. The first part
down.

Now she had to get themto the pod.

"Put your hands on your head," she said to the pilot.

"Look, you heard them" he said. "They're already suspicious. | lied to them
The Rev hate it when you lie to them Wen they find us, I'll make sure they
know it was your fault. Wen they realize what happened, they're going to
cone

after you. You m ght not survive the day."

She didn't answer him She had a hunch dying was preferable to going to a Rev
penal colony. At |east she was going to try to get out of this. At |east she
had

a chance.

"Put your hands on your head," she said. "I'mnot telling you again."

He did. She caught a whiff of sweat mxed with fear. He was frightened too.
Probably not of her, but of what woul d happen when the Rev opened that pod.
Even t hough she knew Rev law pretty well, she wasn't sure what they'd do
She' d

lied about that. She mi ght be costing these people their lives.

But that was the trade-off. Theirs for hers. They were selling her, when they
wer e supposed to be saving her. She couldn't worry about them Not right now
"CGet up," she said.



They did. This was going to be the difficult part. She would have to keep

t hem

under her control and make sure none of them attacked her while getting them
to

t he pod.

She had no idea where the nearest pod was.

The pilot was taller than she was. She took a step back and pointed the

pi sto

at all three of them

"You've read my profile," she said, hoping that they hadn't. "You all know

t hat

"' m known for ny nmarksmanship."

The co-pilot swallowed so hard she could see his neck nove

"You," she said to the pilot. "Open the pod."

It was a calculated ganble. If this yacht had standard features, there would
be

a pod near the cockpit. But this was a private yacht and, she knew, private
yachts could be nodified to fit the owners' needs.

The pilot glanced at his friends, as if he were asking themfor help.

Ekat eri na

waved the pistol as if she were urging himforward, but also to make herself
seemjust a bit nore dangerous than she was.

She had no idea if it worked, but the pilot did step forward. He wal ked
around

the main console and went to a nearby wall. He pressed a hidden panel and the
wal | opened.

Ekaterina's hand tightened around the pistol. An escape pod shoul d have been
clearly marked.

The openi ng reveal ed the sl eek bl ack sides of an escape pod. The pod even had
mar ki ngs on it, showing the yacht's name and manufact urer

"Cet in," she said.

"It's built for two," the pilot said.

"I don't care if it's built for a single Disty, you're going to get in,
Ekat eri na sai d.

The pilot glanced at the others, then pushed open the sliding door on the
pod.

There was enough roomfor two people to sit confortably. The third would have
to

sit on the floor or crouch. Obviously this pod was designed only for the

pi | ot

and co-pilot. Theoretically, the pods in the back —if there were pods in the
back —woul d have nore room for passengers.

"I"'mnot going to tell you again," Ekaterina said.

The pilot bent at the waist and extended a leg inside. He was a bit too tal
for

t he pod's specs.

"CGet on the floor," Jenny said, as if she were tired of all this drama. "I'm
taking the main seat."

Then she noved in front of himand clinbed onto the seat, nmanaging the
novenent

whi | e keepi ng her hands on her head.

The pilot sat on the floor behind her, and the copilot took the remaining
seat .

Wth her left hand, Ekaterina punched the pod's door closed. She kept the

pi sto

trained on them even after it would do no good. She wouldn't be able to
shoot

t hrough the pod's hull.

She cl osed the panel that hid the pod and, after studying the controls for

j ust



a nonent, found the nearly hidden eject button

The yacht di pped, and she tunbl ed backwards, terrified for a nmonent that the
pilot had found a way to disarmher. She slid along the floor and banged her
head agai nst the consol e, but sonehow managed to keep hold of the pistol

No one got out of the emergency panel. No one el se noved.

Then she realized that the yacht was poorly designed. The force of the

ej ection

caused the yacht to dip. She stood. Through the side portal, she saw the pod
fall away.

She was al one on the ship.

Her head throbbed. She only had an hour to get to safety, maybe less if the
Rev

didn't listen to the instructions the pilot gave them

She slid into the pilot's chair, still warmfrom his body, and studied the
controls for a nonent. Newer than she was used to. Fancier. But the basics
wer e

t he sane.

Bef ore she did anything el se, she found her purse, also cranmred agai nst the
consol e, and slid the pistol back inside. Then she put her purse over her
shoul der. The gun had to stay beside her at all tines.

She | eaned forward and took a deep breath. She had | ess than an hour now, and
she couldn't do this on autopilot.

It was up to her.

The panel told her one thing: they weren't anywhere near Mars yet. They were
about hal fway between the Earth and the Moon —no nan's land. No one's
jurisdiction, no one's actual control. Laws did apply here, but only | aws of
t he

Earth Alliance and its allies. Not |aws of a region, a nation, or a planet.
Bastards. They tried to sell her the first chance they got.

Wl |, she couldn't go to Earth. The Rev woul d expect her to do that, maybe
even

to go home. And the pilot would tell them she was supposed to go to Mars.
Whi ch gave her only one viable choice —and it was a choice the Rev would
figure

out quickly enough. Al she was doi ng was buyi ng hours, maybe even seconds.
But as she had |l earned a few nonments ago, seconds m ght be enough.

Wth the help of the yacht's conputer, she plotted the shortest course to the
Moon.

6
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The Wgni n gave Noell e DeRicci the creeps. They stood against the walls, not
quite leaning on them and watched her. Even though she had offered them
chairs

—and she knew they sat in chairs; she'd been at conferences where Wgnin
used

chairs just the way humans did —the Wagnin refused.

They were refusing everything.

They wanted to have control of those children again. But she didn't want to
give

them the children. Humans did not belong with the Wgnin, no matter what the
| aw

sai d.

The roomwas snall, but it was the only one available in interstellar
hol di ng.

There were no wi ndows, of course. Nothing this deep in the Port had w ndows
and

that made the institutionally gray walls seem even duller

The tabl e was ol d, made of some cheap material that had grooves etched into
it,

and the chairs | ooked as though they could collapse at any nonent.



This was not the nost inpressive place to bring an angry group of aliens.
Five other police officers waited outside the door. An interpreter sat beside
her, seeningly unconcerned with the Wgnin's insistence on standing. Two

| awyers

who specialized in interstellar law, with an enphasis on Wgnin, also sat at
t he

tabl e.

DeRicci didn't sit. She paced. She wanted out of there as badly as the Wgnin
di d.

The room woul d have been tiny with just two people inside. Wth this crowd,
hal f

of them Wgnin, DeRicci felt claustrophobic. It didn't help that the | awers
had

made this her gane.

They had explained it to her outside: Even though they were | egal advisors
for

Armstrong Dome, they had no authority here. Al they could do was advi se her
According to the law, the police had to handle this, and she was the
representative of the police

The nonent the | awyers told her that, she contacted the chief and asked for
someone higher up to take this case off her hands. But the chief had | aughed
it sounded |ike a phony laugh to DeRicci —and had told her she was doing

j ust

fine.

She was qualified for this.

Qualified her ass. No one else wanted to deal with the Wgnin. Her only

pr obl em

was that she didn't have enough rank to order her way out of this.

And she was too nice to dunmp Flint in here. He was going to be a good
detective,

but he was still green. He didn't even know how to speak to the Wagnin, |et

al one how to deal with them

But protecting Flint fromthe Wgnin was only half of it. The other half was
personal , sonething she wouldn't adnit to anyone.

She didn't want to see those children. If she had to send themto Korsve, she
didn't want their faces, their voices —them —on her conscience.

The | ast hour had been a grind. The interpreter was review ng everything that
had been said, to make certain both sides understood each other

Al ready DeRicci was at a di sadvantage. She had to take Traffic's side, and
they'd already left. Their report said they' d stopped the Wgnin ship based on
a

tip fromthe ground. The imm gration conputer at Gagarin Dome had finally run
the Wgnin identification cards and realized there were no matches for any of
t he human children on board the ship. The conputer sent the information to
Traffic, which stopped the ship, double-checked, and agreed.

In fact, one of the children clainmed he was bei ng ki dnapped, and the Wgnin
couldn't produce a warrant to prove otherwi se. So Traffic had to bring the
entire ship back to the Moon. And since Gagarin Done wasn't equipped to
handl e

Wagnin, they cane to Arnstrong —and DeRi cci

The main Wgnin, the one who had a sm dgen of English, was tal king ani matedly
to

the interpreter. Korsven was a nusical |anguage. Each word had its own tone,
but

the tone varied depending on where the word was in a sentence. The sentences
t hensel ves had an interior nusical structure, and that structure expanded
dependi ng on how many sentences were spoken in a row

Korsven was extrenmely difficult to learn and it had taken DeRicci nearly a
year



to learn the greeting she had spoken in the ternminal. Even though she had two
years of Korsven as part of her police training, she still couldn't foll ow
this

conver sati on.

"They say they have a warrant,"” the interpreter said.

The interpreter was a worman. She had had a | ot of enhancenents, nost of which
DeRi cci found creepier than the Wgnin. Her hair and skin were a matching
gol d,

and her eyes were gold-lined. She didn't look like a Wgnin —no hurman coul d
but she | ooked |ike some of the humans who had been recovered fromthe
Wagni n.

Damaged humans, many of whom spent the rest of their lives institutionalized.
DeRi cci had no idea why anyone would enul ate that. To her know edge, the

i nterpreter had never been to Korsve | et al one been held prisoner by the
Wagni n.

It was all part of a cultural trend DeRicci didn't pretend to understand.
"They didn't produce that warrant for the border guards,” DeRicci said.

The | awyers were watching and recordi ng everything. They | ooked nore nervous
than she felt.

The Wgnin stared at all of them DeRicci could feel the personalities behind
t he gaze, the constructed enotion, the purposeful sadness. She had built a
barrier around herself so that she wouldn't allowit to touch her

She knew that nuch at |east.

The Wgni n spoke softly. The interpreter didn't |look at themeither. She was
wat chi ng DeRi cci. "They say they don't need a warrant."

"They said that in the ternminal, and they're wong. As | told themthere
they're on human soil now and on our turf, we require warrants. W consi der

t hat

proof . "

The Wgnin | eaned forward slightly, as if its upper body were pushed by a
strong

breeze. It continued to speak

"They say all you have to do is | ook at your records. You will see that the
children belong to them"

DeRicci cursed silently. That was probably true. And if it was true, then it
woul d only be a matter of time before the children left the Mon for Korsve.
"It's not nmy job to | ook up records,” DeRicci said. "You have to provide the
i nformation. That's how our rules work."

"Technically —" one of the | awers started, and DeRi cci kicked hi munder the
tabl e. She knew what he was going to say. Technically, warrants were on file,
and she could l ook themup if she wanted to.

But she wasn't going to. If these bastards wanted to take children as

puni shnent

for sone crine their parents did, then let themwork for it. She wasn't going
to

hel p any nore than she had to.

"Techni cal ly?" the interpreter asked.

The | awyer cleared his throat. He had obviously rethought what he was goi ng
to

say. "Technically, the detective has a point. If we took the word of every
person who clainmed the right to soneone else's child, we would be |osing
children off the Moon all the time. And not just to the Wgnin. Humans often
claimeach other's children in custody battles, and then there are the
Fuertrer

DeRicci tuned himout, resisting the urge to kick himagain just to shut him
up.

She thought | awyers were supposed to be good liars, not dry idiots like this
guy. No wonder he was working for the governnent instead of branching out on



hi s

own.

The Wgni n spoke again, and the interpreter nodded. "Both children belong to
t he

Wgnin per rulings fromthe Eighth Multicultural Tribunal. They can cite the
reference nunmbers if you would like. The rulings in both cases happened nore
than a decade ago."

"Again," DeRicci said, threading her hands together. "It's not ny job to | ook
this crap up. They're supposed to do it and provide ne with the information
| f

they need | ocal |egal counsel, I'msure we can find some for them But |osing
two children is not sonething we take lightly, and —"

"Careful, detective," one of the |lawers said quietly. Fortunately the
interpreter didn't translate that, even though at |east one of the Wgnin
probably understood it.

DeRi cci chose to ignore the advice.

"It can't be sonething we take lightly," DeRicci said, nore to the | awer

t han

to the Wgnin. "For the very reasons your friend there cited. W need every
detail to be exact. If we fail in this, we could hurt ourselves with our own
people. Surely the Wgnin understand that."

The interpreter did relay that to the Wgnin. The | ead Wgnin noved its head
down and up, in an attenpt at a nod.

"Wuul d you like outside counsel ?" DeRicci asked. "I'mafraid we don't have
Wagni n here, but we have people who specialize in representing aliens on the
Moon. |'m sure one of themwould be willing to help you."

Again, the Wgnin noved its head up and down.

"I"'mgoing to take that for a yes," DeRicci said to the interpreter

"It is,"” she said.

"Al'l right. Then I'mafraid we've got to do things by the book." DeRicc

hat ed

this part. This was what everyone el se had been avoi di ng, this nonent of
confrontati on.

She faced the Wgnin. The force of their magnificent eyes net her head-on. In
addition to the sadness —whi ch she was convi nced was nostly nmanufactured —
there was a deep anger. It threaded through her own. She imagi ned that
enot i ona

shi el d around her grow ng even thicker. She couldn't |ose her tenper now
"The border guards brought you here under suspicion of kidnapping, which is a
crime in Earth Alliance. Do you understand that?"

The Wgnin raised its flat hands and spoke. DeRicci resisted the urge to | ook
away. When the Wgnin used gestures, it was a sign of agitation

"He's insisting that they have the proper warrants,” the interpreter said.

"I know what he's insisting.” DeRicci had to struggle to keep her own voice
calm Wy the hell did she have to do this? Wiy couldn't someone el se handl e
this mess? She was a detective, not a diplomat.

A detective with such a spotted record that no one cared if she were forced
to

| eave the force. No one would care if she crossed the Wgnin either. She was
someone no one cared about, period, and the entire department knew it.
"I"'mexplaining to himthe things |"'mrequired to do because of the
circunstances.” DeRicci folded her hands over her stomach. She didn't want to
show the Wgnin any agitation at all. "Can you nake that clear?"

"I don't know." The interpreter sounded uncertain. "There are some things

t hat

are hard to explain."

DeRi cci narrowed her eyes. "Try."

The interpreter licked her |ips and began speaking. DeRicci watched her
wondering what the interpreter thought of all of this. Her appearance narked
her



as one of those strange humans whose synpathies lay with the Wgnin on nost
things. Did she envy the children their chance at going to Korsve? O did she
understand that if the children left the Mbon, their chances for a nornal
human

life would end forever?

The Wgnin spoke in response, and then the interpreter sighed. "He says it is
his belief that their warrant takes precedent over our procedures."

One of the attorneys shifted in his chair. DeRicci ignored him She knew she
was

on thin ground. She was going to stay there until it fell away beneath her
The Wgni n spoke again, this tinme without waiting for the interpreter

DeRi cc

al nost nodded. She'd known that the bastard understood nore than he was

letting

on.

"He will go to the Armstrong governnment. He will protest to the Multicultura
Tribunals,” the interpreter said.

"He will need his warrants for that," DeRicci said. "l am cooperating to the

fullest extent I can.”

Not technically a lie. She didn't say to the fullest extent of the |aw.

"I have offered counsel for them" DeRicci continued, trying to sound
reasonable. "But until this matter is settled, the children remain here and
t he

Wgni n must be held under guard. | cannot bring either side together unti
['m

sure that all the legal requirenents are net. |'msure the Wgnin can
under st and

that. After all, their laws have strict requirenents as well."

"Detective," one of the |lawers said, his voice filled with caution

I f she had known they were gong to interfere with her bluffs, she would not
have

allowed themin the room Next time, the |lawers waited outside.

She didn't even acknow edge him Instead, she went to the door, signaling the

end of the neeting. "If this matter is settled in the Wgnin's favor, the
Earth
Al liance as represented by Armstrong Donme will be happy to turn the children

over to the Wgnin."

The interpreter was repeating everything she said, but her gaze was now on

t he

floor. No one was | ooking at the Wgnin. No one except DeRicci

"Until then, I will nake sure you're confortable and your needs are net. If
you

need anything, let us know " She paused, staring into all those gol den eyes.
I't

took all of her strength to do so. "And remenber, if you decide to | eave the
children here, you're free to go at any tine."

DeRicci let herself out of the room The |awers followed. One of them caught
up

with her. The nervous one. The one she'd kicked.

"Dangerous gane you're playing," he said.

"How woul d you feel if it was your kid the Wgnin had?"

He shrugged. "I wouldn't've crossed the Wgnin in the first place."

"\What guarantee do we have that these parents did?"

"The Wgnin are careful. They usually don't make m stakes."

"Usual I y?" She increased her pace slightly. "You want someone to |lose a child
because the Wgnin are usually careful ?"

"I'f the Wqgnin see you as an i npedi ment, you could get in trouble."

"Wth themor with Earth Alliance?"

"Try all of the above," he said. "And throw in Arnmstrong Donme and your
department for good neasure. Do you really want to risk your career on this?



O

wor se?"

Then he wal ked past her. The other | awer passed her too, shooting her a | ook
over his shoul der that seened |ike synpathy.

DeRi cci was shaking. The | awers were right. She knew they were right. But
she

couldn't stand this part of her job. The laws weren't right either

No child should be forced to pay for his parents' crimes. No matter what
Wagni n

| aw said. No matter what the agreenents were between cultures. No matter how
t he

damm courts rul ed

The courts didn't have to handl e these things. Neither did the | awrakers or

t he

di pl omat s who made the agreenents. Even the heads of government, the chiefs
of

police and departmental supervisors stayed away.

Leaving people in the field to handle it, and to suffer if things went w ong.
People in the field who had no clout, no authority, nothing except a |aw they
didn't believe in.

She was gl ad she hadn't seen those kids. At |east their faces woul dn't haunt
her

when she fail ed.

The children had to stay in holding. It was a depressing gray suite in the
baserment of the Arnstrong City Conplex. The suite had no wi ndows, a single
door

that led into a narrow hallway, and a black reflecting wall that hid a

Vi ewi ng

boot h beyond.

The furnishings in the living area were sparse: a dil apidated couch, a thin
rug,

and some pillows thrown into corners. A toy box sat beneath the reflecting
wal |

but nost of the toys were broken

Jasper didn't seeminterested in them anyway. He was nore concerned about the
fact that his border guard had left. A couple from Social Services had
arrived.

Flint had met them before on human cases here on the Mon

Opal and John Harken. They specialized in taking care of children in crisis,
particularly children who had to remain in police custody while battles shook
out. Many children got to go into foster hones, but it seened like an

i ncreasi ng

nunber didn't. They had to remain in this dismal suite or one just like it
whil e

parents fought over jurisdiction or until clainms frompeople in outlying

col oni es were answered.

When Flint arrived, Opal Harken had taken the infant from himand put him
into

the crib kept in the nearest bedroom Flint had watched her —had watched the
boy, actually —as if he could protect the child by staring at him

The boy was gone, but Flint could still snell him talcumand that sweet
smel |

that all human children under the age of three had. Flint had been hol ding
hi m

for so long that the child' s scent had gotten on his uniform

Opal left the back door open and took a seat beside the crib, so that she
woul d

be there when the boy woke up. John Harken sat cross-legged on a pillowin

t he



corner of the living roomand watched Flint interact with Jasper —or try to.
Jasper was having a hard time controlling his tears.

The Harkens had al ready sent for a doctor, just to make sure both boys were
wel |

treated by the Wgnin. But John Harken had told Flint outside that Jasper's
reaction wasn't that unusual. Children his age who were abducted seened to

| ose

all their noorings and didn't know how to cope.

Flint was sitting on the armof the ruined couch, Jasper beside him The boy
had

sores on the backs of his hands and arns from enhancements that the Wgnin
had

renoved. Cbviously Jasper's parents had sone noney; they had hooked their son
up

to various links and to a security systemthat the Wgnin had sonmehow
circunvent ed

Flint held out little hope that the Wgnin had |left Jasper's identity chip.
Al

children born into the Earth Alliance got one, but not all parents kept the
i nformati on updated. Still, it would give Flint a place to start.

He' d activated one of the readers on the pal mof his own hand, and he kept
hi s

fingers curled over it until Jasper gave himperm ssion to try.

"I don't want to hurt you," Flint said again. "I just want to see if you have
an

identity chip."

"I"m Jasper," the boy said. He kept his face averted whenever he spoke to
Flint,

just as Flint had seen DeRicci do with the Wgnin. He didn't know if the boy
did

t hat because he was nervous or because the Wgnin had already gotten to him on
a

deep | evel

"I know," Flint said. "I want to find out who your parents are. | want to |et
t hem know you're all right."

Jasper kept his head bent. A tear fell off his cheek onto the back of his
hand.

"I"'msure they'll want to hear."

Jasper shook his head.

He frowned. Was he wong? Had this boy been picked up for a reason other than
fam lial crine against the Wgnin?

He decided to try a different tack. "How did the Wgnin find you?"

"I don't know." The words cane out small, choked, as if Jasper had been
wondering that hinself.

"What happened when they found you?" Flint asked.

Jasper bit his lower lip. Blood oozed between his teeth. Flint wasn't even
sure

t he boy noti ced.

Had the Wgnin killed his parents? O had he been on his own before that?

It wasn't like the Wgnin to kill adults. The Wgnin didn't kill anyone for
anything. It wasn't part of their code. They did what they believed just.

They

t ook somet hi ng of val ue when sonethi ng of value was taken fromthem But they
did not take a life for alife.

"Jasper," Flint said. "Sonetimes it helps to tal k about these things."

"I just woke up," he said. "I woke up and they were there. | thought it was a
dream and then they grabbed ne and | didn't even have time to scream Maybe if
I

screaned ...
He stopped hinmsel f and shook his head.



"Maybe if you screamed,” Flint pronpted.

"I'"d still be home." Jasper said that |ast in a whisper

"W m ght be able to get you hone now," Flint said.

"No!" Jasper turned so fast that Flint wasn't prepared for it. The boy

gr abbed

his arm Small fingers dug into his skin, pressing sone of his police
enhancenent s agai nst bone. "Don't. Please. Don't take me hone."

"Way not?" Flint asked. "What's wong with hone?"

"Not hi ng." Jasper's eyel ashes stuck together like little spikes. H s eyes
wer e

red. "Hone's perfect."

"Then why not go?"

"Because." His grip remained tight.

"Because why?"

"Because then they'll realize they got the wong guy."

John Harken made a slight nmovenent across the room It was surprise. Flint
recogni zed it. He felt the sane thing hinself. But he didn't dare nove. It
was

the first tinme anyone had gotten the boy to speak

"Who's the right guy?" Flint asked.

Jasper shook his head.

"Jasper, | can't help you if | don't know "

The boy's eyes narrowed and then filled, but this tinme the tears didn't fall.
"They said it wasn't ny fault."

"Who sai d?"

"Those creatures."

"What wasn't your fault?"

"Why they cane. They cane because soneone el se was bad."

"Who?"

"I don't know." His voice rose into a wail. "I don't know, but what if they
make

anot her m stake? June, she's only three, and Jocelyn, she's just a baby, and
if

they get taken, they're not going to understand. At |east | understand,
Mster."

"I don't," Flint said, and that was partly true. He wasn't sure he understood
what the boy was getting at.

"Those Wgnin. They steal children, Mster. And they don't like it when
peopl e

don't do what they want. They got really mad when | talked to those cops.
shoul dn't have said nothing."

"I'f you hadn't said anything," Flint said gently, "you'd still be with the
wWagnin."

"But they told ne 1'd still have to go with them They said the cops were
W ong.

And |'m scared."” Although his voice had stopped shaking. It seenmed as if, now
that he had started to speak, he was getting a bit cal mer.

Fl'i nt nodded.

"What if they don't want ne anynore?" Jasper asked. "What if they think I'm
bad?

They m ght take ny sisters, just to show ne. You know?"

Flint understood the fear. He al so knew the only way to conbat it would be
through logic. He had to find out who Jasper was, and in order to do that, he
had to get past the boy's terror

"The Wgnin won't take your sisters,” Flint said.

Jasper's grip tightened. It felt like he was cutting off the circulation in
Flint's arm "How do you know?"

"Because," he said, "if they wanted your sisters, they would have al ready

t aken

them The Wgnin were in your house that night, weren't they?"



Jasper nodded.

"Before you woke up, right?"

Jasper nodded agai n.

"So they'd probably | ooked at everyone before they deci ded on you."

"But what if Mom and Dad cone, and they |leave the girls hone, and the Wgnin
get

then? It'1l be all my fault."

This wasn't his fault, but Flint didn't know how to explain that. He didn't
want

to scare the boy any nore. If Jasper was who the Wgnin wanted, then one of
hi s

parents had done somet hing wong. And if he wasn't, then all Flint would be
doing in telling the boy that was setting a fear in deep, a fear that any
tine

his parents nmade a nistake, the Wgnin woul d cone.

"We' || nake sure soneone protects the girls while your parents are gone."
Fl i nt

could guarantee that if Jasper was fromanywhere in the Earth Alliance. Wile
the negotiations with the Wgnin went on, all the children could get
protecti on,

even though it was usually the first-born that the Wgni n want ed.

"Prom se?" Jasper whi spered.

"I promise." Flint had a small wi ndow. He could feel it. He had to take
advantage of it now "My | see if you have a chip now?"

Jasper took a shaky breath and let go of Flint's arm Flint put his hand on

t he

boy's shoulder. He felt a slight click, then saw the information float across
his eye. Jasper W/l der, followed by an address in Tycho Crater. The

i nformati on

had been updated recently. It was current.

"Thank you," Flint said.

Jasper seemed calmnow. It was an eerie calm as if he had no enotions left.
"The Wgnin said | belonged to them 1s that true?"

Flint had learned early in his space cop days that |ying about such things
did

no good. Telling only part of the truth was all right, but lying was the

wor st

t hi ng he coul d do.

John Harken watched intently.

"I don't know if it's true," Flint said.

"So | mght have to go back with then?" Jasper asked.

"That's what we're trying to find out."

Jasper's lower lip trenbled. "How could | belong to then? I don't even know
them™

"I know, " Flint said.

"You' re gonna save ne, right?"

Flint et out a small sigh. That was a sentence he knew he'd never forget, no
matter how this went.

"Ri ght?" There was desperation in Jasper's voice.

"I don't know." Flint lightly touched the boy's bruised hands. "But |'m gonna
try. "

4

«N>»

The First Rank Detective Unit had been | ocked down for the night. Flint
pressed

hi s pal m agai nst the door. The lock registered his print, along with his body
tenmperature and the noverment of blood within his veins, verifying that it not
only had the correct hand, but that the owner of that hand was alive. There
wer e

a thousand ways to circumvent such a lock, but thwarting all of themtook so



much technol ogi cal advancenent that the Done couldn't afford the upgrades.
The Unit was on the fifth floor of the First Detective Division. The | aw
enforcenent buildings encircled the Armstrong City Conplex. In the Mon's
early

days, when Armstrong was still an Earth col ony, manpower was scarce. The
Done' s

police force found itself not just monitoring inside the dome, but activity
outside —and activity in orbit around the Moon itself. Those duties got
grandfathered into the force, and now | aw enforcenment had become one of the
nost

i mportant professions in Arnstrong.

This part of the Unit, where | ower ranking detectives —first year like

hi nsel f,

and those who couldn't nove higher, |ike DeRi cci —worked, was the |argest
section. Still, each detective had his own office, snmall as they were.
Assi stants, nmpost of whom were hired outside the police force, sat in the
gr ouped

desks in the center.

FIlint wal ked past the assistants' desks. They were clean, surface conputers
of f,

lights turned down. The assistants were supposed to field tips and | eads, and
do

basic | egal research into the various |laws that the detectives were supposed
to

uphol d, but nore often, they did a lot of the |legwork and didn't get paid for
it.

Flint had exam ned that job years ago, when he first thought of entering the
force. In those days, he was nore suited to the assistant job. He had been
desi gni ng conputer systens, and one of his specialties had been creating
hacker - proof security programs. Not that any system could ever be conpletely
hacker - proof, but nost coul d be upgraded.

In order to make sonethi ng hacker-proof, he had had to | earn how to hack, and
he

had been good at it. Wen he first applied with the force, they wanted to use
those skills.

He had been the one who had insisted on Traffic. Sonething different.
Sonet hi ng

far amay fromthe Cty Conplex, and the nmenmories it held.

FIlint pushed open the door to the snmall office he had just off DeRicci's
slightly larger one. Inside, he kept a handful of menentos: his crysta
graduation certificates —the first fromthe police acadeny and the second
from

his successful detective's training —and tokens frominportant cases he'd
had

as a space cop, froma tiny necklace an Ebe child had gi ven hi m when he saved
its parents to a seashell he'd confiscated froma snuggler carrying Earth
artifacts.

But he kept his nost inportant menento in the upper |eft-hand drawer. A snall
stuffed dog, its fur rubbed smooth, its hind leg thin fromthe grip of a tiny
hand. He hardly ever |ooked at it and al nbst never touched it. But knowing it
was there kept himhonest and rem nded himof all the reasons he'd chosen
this

crazy profession, all the reasons he stayed.

He sat down and rubbed his eyes with the thunb and forefinger of his right
hand.

As soon as he left the holding suite, he had contacted Jasper's parents,

Jonat hon and Justine WIlder. They had been ecstatic, planning to get the
first

avai |l abl e shuttle out of Tycho Crater. Before he called them he had

cont act ed



the Tycho authorities and explained his problem they prom sed to send
soneone

to the Wl der house to make certain that the younger children were protected.
That was all Flint could do in that case.

It was the baby that worried him—and not just because of the rem nders of
Emrel i ne. The boy had had a chip in his left shoulder, just as Jasper had,

i dentifying himas Ennis Kanawa of Gagarin Done. Young Ennis's nother had
answered Flint's call and had expressed her profound gratitude that the
authorities in Armstrong had found her son

She had not asked why the boy had been with the Wgnin.

That disturbed him He hoped it was an oversight, that she was so joyful to
know

her son was alive that she had forgotten to ask the next question. But his
instincts told himnore was going on than that, and he worried that he had

j ust

given a famly sonme fal se hope

Flint glanced through the adjoining door. DeRicci was not in her office. She
hadn't answered his pages, so he'd hoped he would find her here. He wasn't
surprised that he didn't, just disappointed. He wanted to know how her

af t ernoon

with the Wgni n had gone.

But her lights were still on, which meant she had been there recently. So was
her surface conmputer, the one the departnent insisted all the detectives use
for

maj or i nformati on searches and for record-keeping. Any work done on the
surface

conputers automatically got recorded in the departnent's database, which made
t hi ngs easier for the prosecutors cone court tine.

Flint hated the surface system with its slower access rate and its

i nconveni ent

screen, but he understood the necessity for it. He'd seen nore than a few
cases

shot down because the investigating officer had done the work on his own tine
and with his own systens instead of the department's.

The theory was that personal |inks could be nodified. The departnent's
couldn't.

It wasn't true, any nore than taking a palmprint to unlock a door prevented
a

crimnal fromfinding a way around the system but it sounded nice to a jury.
Flint punched on his surface conputer. As he had hoped, a nmessage waited for
hi m

on the office system It was fromforensics. They had identified the victins
of

the Disty vengeance killings. Files were attached.

Flint opened the files and saw faces that had no | onger existed when he found
the bodies. Two men and a woman, forner college friends from Stanford who
wer e

on their first trip off Earth. Al of themwere mdl evel managers with no
famly

who lived in various parts of the world.

As he flipped through the bits of information that the system gathered from
t he

identification chips in the bodies, the records that supposedly said who a

person was without giving a sense of himat all, he noted something odd. None
of

the three had space piloting certificates.

In fact, none of themhad any piloting certifications at all, whether

i n-atnosphere flight or orbital flight. Their jobs were not mechanical in any
way. They were supervisors, people who had no idea how things ran
Flint |eaned forward. This information intrigued him It nmeant that these



three

hadn't flown the yacht. They were passengers.

The crew was ni ssi ng.

He opened a new wi ndow on his screen, searching through the day's databases.
He

found no trace of an escape pod rescue anywhere near the Mwon. In fact the
day's

dat abases showed no recent escape pod rescues at all.

Had these three been prisoners, not passengers? That wasn't the Disty style.
A

Di sty vengeance killing didn't happen in space unless it couldn't be avoi ded.
The Disty liked the vengeance killings to be public, as a deterrent. That was
probably why the ship had been on a collision course with the Mon, so that
soneone would find it and then find the bodies.

He shook his head and stood, the restlessness remaining. If the Disty found
t he

t hree passengers along with the crew, no matter who had comritted the crine,
t he

Di sty woul d have killed everyone. The crew woul d have deserved death for
hel pi ng

the crimnals avoid the Disty.

If the Disty had killed the crew, then those bodi es woul d have been on the
yacht. But the evidence suggested there had been a battle and during it —or
before —the crew, and possibly other passengers, had left the ship.

The Disty woul d have gone after the pods, and if they found the pods, they
woul d

have brought the crew and passengers back to the yacht, killing them al
there

and then launching it toward the Mon

Flint cursed silently. He wondered if forensics was done cleaning the ship.
He

wanted to hack into the ship's systems. He was sure he would be able to use
t he

ship's records —both official and unofficial —to |let himknow where the
yacht
had been when the Disty found it. Then he could have that area checked for
pods,

pod pi ckups, and space debris.

The t hought of the Disty nade himglance at the files again. Md-Ievel
nmanager s,

one from New Ol eans, another from N ce, and the third from Teheran. None of
them had been off-Earth before. No one in their fanmilies had been off-Earth.
Their conpani es —three separate Earth-based and Earth-bound conpani es —had
no

ties to the Disty.

The three did not work in areas that dealt with international, let alone
interstell ar, business.

The Disty had no reason to target these people. The Disty had a strong

per sonal

code. They did not commit randomkillings and did not tol erate unnecessary
vi ol ence anmong their own in any way. There had not been a Di sty-upon-Disty
murder in nearly a thousand years.

One of those three had to have some tie to the Disty, sonething Flint could
find. It wasn't in the records —and it should have been

The Disty wouldn't stop a space yacht and brutally murder three people,

| eavi ng

themin vengeance killing positions, for no reason at all. The Disty al ways
had

a reason.

Al ways.



Flint ran a hand through his blond curls. The three dead people's records
wer e

pretty straightforward. They were in order, as if someone had tidied themto
make an application of some sort. Usually when files got opened, pieces
carried

i nformati on tags from vari ous ot her sources —I oan applications, messy

di vor ces,

| egal acti ons.

Al three files were clean, and that just wasn't nornal.

He sat back down and went through the files again. No information tags. Not a
one. No hint of anyone |ooking up these files before the coroner's office did
that afternoon.

The hair rose on the back of his neck. He searched for ghosts in the files,
to

see if soneone had been tanmpering with them or overlaying these files on

ol der

ones. Not hi ng.

These files | ooked new

He started to ook for origin dates on the files, then took his hands off the
screen as if he'd been burned. To do that work properly, he'd need perm ssion
fromthe creator of each bit of information —the hospitals where these three
had been born, Stanford University, even the Division of Mdtor Vehicles in
their

various hometowns to verify their aircar permts. That would be the only way
for

anyt hi ng he di scovered to hold up in court.

But he was begi nning to suspect he wouldn't need court.

Still, he didn't dare risk blowi ng an investigation on a hunch. He'd have to
use

a different systemto hack through the protective walls, and then, if he
found

somet hi ng he needed, he'd have to recreate his research —legally —on his
own

system

DeRi cci woul dn't approve, but she wasn't there. For the first tine, he got to
i nvestigate something on his own, using his nmethods. And he had a hunch about
what he was going to find.

8
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Ekat eri na had strapped herself into the pilot's chair, and she was gl ad she
had.

She was having trouble with attitude control. It took all of her training

j ust

to keep the yacht from spinning. It kept wobbling, which the conputer —on
audi o

now t hat she had finally found the controls —kept telling her would be

resol ved

if she traveled at a sl ower speed.

The conputer also told her that the fastest the ship could go on autopil ot
was

two-thirds of maxi mum and she needed maxi mum ri ght now.

At least the pilot hadn't lied to her about that.

She kept checking the ship's flight plan. She had plugged it into the
conput er

and set the course on automatic, hoping that the ship would steer itself in

t hat

direction —and it seenmed to be doing so. But with as many controls as she
was

pushi ng, she was afraid she would knock it off-line and not notice.

The worst thing she could do would be to overshoot the Mion and head out into



t he bright nowhere. She hadn't checked the fuel beyond a cursory request to

t he

conputer, asking if there was enough to take her at maxi mum speed to the
Moon.

There was.

But how rmuch would there be if she nmissed? She had no idea.

She had forgotten how conplicated piloting was, even with conputerized hel p.
And

the conputer on this yacht wasn't nearly as sophisticated as the conputer she
had used decades ago, when she'd been an orbital pilot.

Granted, those ships had to fall under governnment regul ations, and any

m st akes

she made could be corrected by the conputer, so that no tourists would be

| ost.

No one wanted a scandal. But she woul d have thought that a newer yacht woul d
have a nore sophisticated system

Al'l she could figure was that this one had been stripped down, either so that
no

one woul d know what the hell the pilot did, or so that the ship cost |ess.
She kept |ooking at the portals, although the blackness outside told her
not hi ng. She expected to see the orange and bl ue stripes of the Rev ship,
knowing that it had found her after all.

The yacht had no weapons. All she had to defend herself was a silly little

| aser

pistol and a |ot of noxie. She couldn't even risk getting out of the pilot's
chair to search the cabins, to see if the crew had brought their own weaponry.
Not that it mattered. The nmoment the Rev boarded the yacht, they won. She had
to

keep them away from her, and that meant speeding to the Mon

Maybe she could throw herself on the mercy of one of the Mon's governnents
and

hope that it would protect her. But she knew the chances of that were slim
The chances of survival were slim

But there was a chance. And that was all that mattered.

The nei ghbor hood had al ways seened run-down to Janal. Run-down for Gagarin
Done

st andards, which neant the houses were small and the Moon cl ay adobe was
flaki ng. Sonme of the yards had the typical desert plants found throughout
this

part of the Mbon, but nmpst of those plants were dying. Only a few seened to
survive, in houses that looked a little |less decrepit than the others, and
t hose

were the houses that he felt nost confortabl e approaching.

The ot hers nade hi m nervous.

Such a cone-down fromthose heady days before he went to Korsve. He'd owned
t wo

houses of his own and a vacation condo, all in different outlying col onies.
He

even had use of the conpany's various space yachts so that he could go back
and

forth between his hones

H s stomach twi sted. He'd been through the nei ghborhood three tines,
sear chi ng,

aski ng questions. A handful of friends were helping him as were sonme of the
| ocal cops. They all had different theories on what had happened to Ennis.
Sonme of his friends believed that Ennis, who was just l|learning to wal k, had
gotten out on his own. Dylani fiercely denied that as if, sonehow, it
reflected

badly on them as parents. She had no idea that Jamal's own decision to becone



a
parent was worse

Why had he thought he was safe?

Deni al . He had been warned about it in that short psych session he'd had
before

hi s Di sappearance, and he had figured he would never experience it. He was a
smart man. He knew the risks.

But he al so renmenbered the service telling himthat if no one found himin
ten

years, they probably wouldn't find him At that point, he could risk starting
a

life again. Not returning to his old life —he could never do that. But he
coul d

start over, as if the past had never happened.

And he had.

Enni s was proof that he had.

And proof that the service had been w ong.

The cops, on the other hand, believed hi mwhen he said he thought soneone

t ook

the child. The problem was, that placed some of the suspicion squarely on him
A

| ot of parents said children were kidnapped, only to have the kid' s body turn
up

under sone cactus plant years |ater

He didn't dare tell themthe truth, that under nmulticultural |aw, he had no
right to Ennis, to his own child. Hi s first-born

Jamal trudged past the | ast house on the nakeshift block. The thin light of
day,

bol stered by additional lights built into the Done, had |ong since faded into
t he darkness of night. Soon the Earth would rise, and he woul d see the place
hi s

peopl e came from the place he had never visited and had al ways neant to back
in

t he days when he had nmoney and believed he could travel

Before Ennis. Before Dylani. Before the Mboon and all of this.

The worst part would be telling her. She would never forgive him not
entirely.

Even if she stayed with him She |Ioved him he knew that. But her |ove for
Enni s

was sonething else entirely, something fierce and protective. Sonething he'd
al ways slightly feared

And this was why.

There were still sone police-issue aircars in front of his home. It |ooked
strange to see vehicles parked on the narrow street. In this part of Gagarin,
peopl e didn't own vehicles. They used public transport.

She wanted to face this alone, w thout synmpathy or pity.

The only reason she stayed honme was the slimchance that Ennis would cone
back

on his own. O soneone would call the house systeminstead of contacting her
or

Jamal directly. Jamal knew she was expecting a ransom demand —not that they
could do anything about that. They barely had enough nobney to buy groceries
every week. He had no idea how they would rai se nmoney to ransomtheir son
But, of course, the Wgnin would never demand ransom It was a non-issue,
somet hing el se he woul d have to tell her

The small patch of dirt that passed for their yard bore the marks of dozens
of

footprints. He hadn't planted anything there, not because he felt he couldn't
mai ntain a desert garden —he could —but because nost of the plants in such
a



garden were sharp, and not reconmended for children
Jamal wal ked up the single step and pushed open the front door. It hadn't
been

| at ched.

The house still snelled of reconstituted neat, garlic, and tomato sauce. The
table was still set, the wi negl asses | ooking sad now, the reninder of a quiet
ni ght that had never happened, a normal life that m ght never be normal again.

He heard a choking sound, faint and indistinct. Hope rose inside him—Ennis?
and then he realized that the sound was adult.

Jamal ran through the living roomuntil he reached his bedroom Dylani sat on
t he bed. She was sobbing and trying to suppress the sound by keeping her
nout h

cl osed, her hands over her entire face.

He stopped in the door, afraid to go farther. Afraid of what she knew, of
what

m ght have been di scover ed.

Maybe t he police had found Ennis and Dyl ani knew and she had shooed t hem al
out

of there so she could be al one.

"Dyl ani ?" he asked.

She | ooked up at him her face swollen and red, her skin streaked with tears.
"Jamal . "

She stood and nearly coll apsed. He went to her, caught her hal fway, and had
to

hol d her up.

"They found him"

H s breath caught in his throat. They found Ennis and she was crying. It was
wor se than he thought. Wrse than he had imagined it could be. At least if

t he

Wgni n took him Ennis would have been alive sonewhere. He wouldn't be
entirely

human anynore, but he woul d have been alive.

"Where?" He was amazed the word cane out.

"Arnmstrong Done," she said. "They called."

He hadn't expected that. He had been so braced for the worst that it took a
monent for her words to register. "Arnstrong Dome. How d he get there?"
"Border patrol pulled over a Wgnin ship." Her body trenbled. "Wat would the
Wgnin want with Ennis?"

He was gl ad he wasn't |ooking at her, that he had her in his arms so that she
couldn't see his face. "They took Ennis away fromthe Wgni n?"

"For now. But we have to hurry. We have to get there soon because there's
sone

ki nd of m x-up.'
Sorry

about the tears. The relief —"

"What kind of mx-up?" Jamal's voice sounded harsher than it ever had. He
couldn't control that. He could barely control hinself.

She wi ped her hand on the side of her pants, an absentm nded gesture. She was
studying him clearly astonished at his reaction. "I don't understand all of
it.

They woul dn't explain nuch. Not over a link. W have to go, Janal. Now. "

She stepped back, w ped her hand over her face. "Sorry.

He nodded, still feeling cold. It wasn't over. Al they'd had was a reprieve.
And even that nmight be a curse in disguise.

9
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Flint wal ked around the fl oor, seeing who el se was working in-house. Normally
detectives did very little of their work in the Unit. They left menos for the
assistants to track things down, and then passed on the assistants' work as
their own.



Six detectives were filing reports and using the systemto work on sonet hi ng.
Flint nodded to them as he passed. Six detectives was a | arge percent age of

t he

eveni ng shift, something he hadn't expected.

Still, nost of them were working far enough away from him They woul dn't
notice

anything he did, and if they did, they probably wouldn't think anything of it.
He went to an assistant's desk not far fromhis office. He'd learned as a
space

cop that if he was going to m suse a system the best way to do it was with
someone el se's password in a third person's station. That way, if soneone
felt

the need to doubl e-check the work (and not too many people did), he'd find

t he

password of someone who was not in the building on the station of someone

el se

who was not in the building —at |east according to the palmrecords at the
Unit's door.

Flint wouldn't be getting themin trouble, and he'd be protecting his own ass
while getting information he needed for his investigation

He tapped the screen, then added the password of one of the junior assistants,
a

worman who was dunb enough to use her initials —all five of them He |iked
her

password the best because it was easy to renenber, but nost of the assistants
had sinpl e passwords. They used birthdates or mniddl e names or the names of
children. Those assistants who did follow departnmental regul ations and used a
random y generated nunber often kept that nunber hidden inside their desk
Nei t her system protected the assistants well, but Flint had used it to his
advant age nore than once —and had never told DeRicci

He knew what the forensic file said on those three bodies, so he didn't even
call it up again. One of the many things the forensic report had deened
classified was the DNA of the victinmns.

Law enforcenment couldn't use DNA as a source of identification if other

sour ces

of identification were present. Even if there weren't other sources of
identification, the series of legal twists and turns it took to get DNA |I.D
were trenendous. It would take Flint nearly a week to get perm ssion to use
DNA

|.D. on these three victinms if forensics hadn't been able to get a file on

t hem

But forensics had a file, so he was bl ocked fromusing the DNA |.D. —at

| east,

| egal ly.

However, that |1.D. would probably tell hima lot nore than the identity

chi ps.

The Disty didn't have such rules against DNA |I.D. It probably hadn't even
occurred to themthat such rules existed on the Mon

Flint was going to ignore the legal part of it for the nonent.

He opened the HazMat report, which had al so been filed that afternoon. HazMat
had to report on all substances found inside a potentially contam nated
environnment —including DNA. In this case, they had used the bl ood from al
three victinms, searching for contam nants, viruses, bacteriol ogical agents,

nm cr oor gani sms, and other things that could spread rapidly throughout doned
cities |like those on the Mon

Fl int skipped nost of the bl oodwork information, going instead to that npst

i nportant information, the DNA I.D. He copied all three of those |I.D.s and
put

theminto the Earth Alliance DNA dat abase.

Theoretically, all humans kept their DNA on file with Earth Alliance. Sone



peopl e could opt to use DNA as a permanent |.D. Qthers chose identity nunbers
and some chose to use their names and addresses only. But no matter what
peopl e

chose, their DNA was on file with the Earth Alliance database.

It only took a noment for the DNA database to kick out these |I.D.s —and they
were different than the hard-copy |.D. s found with the bodies.

Flint was not surprised.

Al three of the victins had been outside the solar system and all of them
had

been in Disty-occupi ed space. He took the nanmes the system had ki cked back —
Ruth Stern, Sara Zaetl, and |saac Rothman —and plugged theminto the | aw
enf or cenent dat abase

He was surprised to get an i mediate hit. He had expected it to take somne
tine.

Apparently there were outstanding warrants for Stern, Zaetl, and Rot hman,
warrants issued by the Disty fifteen years before. Flint frowned at the

dat es.

Fifteen years was a long tine to be on the run. Usually victinms of vengeance
killings died shortly after the warrants were issued, before they could
becone

Di sappear eds.

The hit came from Anorma, the fourth planet in the Disty home solar system
Anmoma

had had human col onies for nmore than a hundred years. Those humans had
managed,

for the nmost part, to co-exist peacefully with the Disty, the way hunmans and
Disty did on Mars.

But the court docunments were very clear. Sara Zaetl had nmurdered a Disty
security guard. She had clained that she did so because he had attacked her
and

she was acting in self-defense. But anyone who saw a full-grown human woman
next

to a full-grown Disty mal e knew who was physically in charge of that
encounter.

The Disty were tiny and weak conpared with humans. Whenever the Di sty exacted
puni shment s agai nst the humans, |ike vengeance killings, the Disty

over whel ned

the humans with | arge nunbers and superior weapons.

There had been only one Disty attacking Sara Zaetl, who was, at the tine,

ei ghteen yeas old. She had killed him |eaving behind his famly of seven,
hi s

enpl oyer (which to the Disty was like leaving famly), and a network of
friends

| arger than the popul ation of Arnstrong Done.

The Disty had been killed outside his place of enploynment —an entertai nment
center often frequented by human teenagers. Zaetl had a history of petty

| ar ceny

and breaking and entering. She might indeed have felt threatened by the D sty
security guard, who was carrying a weapon, but sonehow she managed to disarm
hi m

and use the weapon on him

If she had killed himin self-defense, which, given :he circunmstances as he
read

them Flint doubted, Sara Zaetl handled the aftermath wong. She shoul d have
contacted the authorities herself and waited for them explaining the

si tuati on.

Instead, she fled the scene. She asked for and got the help of her three
cousins, who then hid her until they found a Di sappearance service for her
The

service insisted on Disappearing all of them and they vani shed.



The trials, first on Anoma, and then before the Third Milticul tural Tribunal
whi ch issued the warrants, were held in absentia. Sara Zaetl's self-defense
claimcame froma court-appointed attorney who nay or may not have been
telling

her story. She was no | onger around to defend herself.

Flint | eaned back and rubbed his eyes with his thunb and forefinger. He could
guess who two of the cousins were —Ruth Stern and | saac Rothman —but he
didn't

know who the third was. He sighed. He hadn't |iked what he found so far. He
couldn't imagine that he would |like the next part either

There was nothing else in the record under those names —because the four had
Di sappeared, successfully, it seemed. He did search the indictnents that

| anded

before the Third Milticultural Tribunal at that tine, and found the third
cousin: liana Rothman. He al so noted that soneone had marked that case cl osed.
It took a bit nore searching to | earn why. A few weeks ago, |iana Rothnman had
been killed in New Ol eans, Louisiana. She had been living in an apartnment
building in the French Quarter along with three friends who weren't hone at

t he

time of her death. The friends, two wonen and a man, weren't seen again.

But |iana Rothman's death had al so been a Di sty vengeance killing.

Apparently,

the others had avoided the Disty in New Ol eans, found a new D sappear ance
service, and fled Earth —which explained their newly mnted identities and

t he

fact that the information all seened to be in such perfect order

The case was clear-cut. He wasn't | ooking at a crinme. He was | ooking at the
crime's punishment. The Disty had every right to kill the three of them

But he had a feeling sonething was off about this entire scenario. He just
hadn't figured out yet what it was.

He stretched his arns above his head, feeling tired for the first tine that
day.

This case had turned out just as DeRicci had predicted it woul d.

Then he froze, hands still extended nmid-stretch. He still hadn't solved the
nmystery of the m ssing pods or the crew. He went back to the records,
sear chi ng

t hrough the properly nessy individual records of the three bodies he'd found
on

t he ship.

As young peopl e, none of themhad flight training. He tried running the DNA
scan

again, to see if he got other hits fromthe three of them to see if he could
learn their identities for the fifteen years they were on the run

Ei ther Sara had gone strai ght and her cousins had kept her in line or they
had

managed to avoi d DNA scans during their exile. He found not hing.

But those escape pods bothered him Even though Sara Zaetl's body —the worst
of

the three —had been discovered in the pilot's chair, he had a hunch she
hadn' t

been flying that yacht. If she had, the Disty would never have boarded. She
woul dn't have |l et them

O if she couldn't avoid losing the ship to them she would probably have

t aken

one of the pods herself and done so in a way that would have nmade it
difficult

for the Disty to track her

But she hadn't. She had stayed. And, at |east as a young wonan, sacrificing
herself for others hadn't been her style.

Flint woul d keep the space cops and border guards searching for the escape



pods

just to satisfy his own curiosity. But that would be all it was.
He knew who killed Sara Zaetl, |saac Rothman, and Ruth Stern. He al so knew
why

they died, and he knew that no | egal action was necessary on the part of
Armstrong Law Enf orcenent.

Once he got the official information fromthe Disty, he would have to cl ose
t he

file. This case was sol ved

Dyl ani huddl ed agai nst Jamal, her body warm and conforting in sleep. Jamal
sat

upright in the train seat, staring out the wi ndow at the darkness. Sonetines
he

saw bl urred shapes —maybe a rock outcropping or a damaged structure.

The hi gh-speed train between Gagarin and Armstrong Domes took a direct route
through a I ot of unpopulated territory. There was nothing out there except
Moon

dust, rocks, and craters. He used to | ove going through here on cheaper

sl ower-speed trains in the daylight, so that he could view the native scenery.
He enjoyed the Mon's starkness. But not now. He couldn't feel anything right
Now.

Dyl ani was exhausted. So was he. But she was able to sl eep because she was
relieved. She thought they woul d get Ennis back. Jamal hadn't expl ai ned
anyt hi ng

to her. He wasn't sure howto do it without putting their relationship in
jeopardy. Even if they got Ennis back, through |uck maybe or sone sort of

| egal

cunni ng, he wasn't sure Dyl ani would forgive him

The very fact of Ennis's birth had put the boy in danger, and Jamal had known
that. He hadn't told Dylani of the risks —and she was a worman who wanted to
know everythi ng. She was a wonan who prepared for everything.

She woul dn't have had a child in this circunmstance. He knew it, and he knew
she

probably woul dn't forgive himfor this.

But he didn't know how he'd make it through the next few days wi thout her

w se

counsel and advice. In nany ways, she was the snmarter of the two of them
certainly the nost |ogical. She saw holes in argunments he hadn't even

i magi ned.

She had an incisive nmnd, one he wanted to consult now.

He wasn't sure how nmuch he could tell her. She had been raised on the Mon
Her

contact with aliens was linited and she thought his was too. How coul d he
tell

her even generally about the Wgnin? How could he tell her that this m ght be
a

slight reprieve while the Wgnin found a way to prove they had a right to his
son?

The only hope he had was that the Wgnin had been brought to Arnstrong Done.
Maybe they had the wong warrant. Or maybe there was sonme kind of |ega

snaf u,

the kind that would give Ennis back to himpermanently. Some kind of
technicality that woul d give himhis son back for good.

The police wouldn't have called himotherw se, right? They woul d have checked
the warrants, seen that they were in order, and sent the Wgnin on their way.
It was a small hope but it was hope. Jamal kept going over and over the
possibilities in his mnd, reviewing themthe way that fingers played with a
stone found in a pocket.

He needed the hope right now Wthout it, he would drive hinself crazy with



what-i fs and what - coul d- have- beens.

He wasn't sure that he would have been able to go to Armstrong Done wi t hout
;r?ier of hope. He wasn't sure he would be able to see Ennis, know ng that
:PLZ he woul d never see his son again. Knowing that this time he would have
;Zy good- bye.

The space yacht hurled itself toward the Mon. The computer inforned

Ekat eri na

that the yacht would be inside the Moon's territory in a matter of mnutes.
The ache in her head grew at the thought. She had spent so rmuch tinme trying
to

control the damm ship that she hadn't considered her next step

She couldn't very well go in there and say she was Ekaterina Maakestad and in
need of asylum No Earth Alliance affiliate would grant that. They didn't

dar e,

no matter what her circunstance.

The 1.D. chip in her shoul der hadn't been reprogramred yet —that was
sonet hi ng

whi ch was supposed to happen just before she left the conforts of the yacht,
and

the only identification she had listed her as Geta Palner, a textile worker
on

her way to Mars.

What woul d a textile worker be doing on a yacht and how did she get so far
astray? If she were heading to Mars, how did she end up on the Mon?

The ship tilted dangerously, about to go into a spin she wasn't sure she
coul d

pul | out of. She pushed controls, praying she was doing the right thing. She
was

di zzy and slightly spacesick and scared.

She hadn't seen any evidence that the Rev were behind her, but they had to
be.

They wouldn't let her go this easily.

Had the pilot given the Rev the Geta Pal mer nane? Did the Rev know who she
was

supposed to be as well as who she was? Was the pilot that organized?

She didn't know. But she would have to take that gamble and she woul d have to
take it soon.

The conputer beeped at her. "Entering Mbon Cccupi ed Space,"” the androgynous
voi ce said. "Ship and personal identification required. Oficial Channel has
been opened. "

She hadn't programed the yacht's conputer to automatically open
conmmuni cat i ons

wi th anyone. That had to already be in the system

It probably was in nobst spacefaring vehicles' systens —a fail-safe, to

pr ot ect

a pilot fromherself.

"Identification is legally required.” It sounded as if there were annoyance
in

the conputer's voice, although she knew there couldn't be. "The proper
conmuni cati on channel is open."

If she waited, would the conputer's instructions get sinpler and sinpler?
Wul d

the conputer finally do the introducing for her or automatically turn her and
the ship over to the authorities?

She had no idea, but now was the tinme to take action

One step at a time. One problemat a tine. If she took this noment by noment,



she nmight have a chance to survive

That was the | esson she had | earned on this yacht. That was the | esson she
had

to take with her.

"Warni ng." The conputer's tone had becone nore strident. "You must —
She hit the communications button, cutting off the conputer

"Mayday!" she cried, as |loud as she could. "Help nme! Soneone please. | need
perm ssion for an emergency | anding on the Moon. Someone. Please. Help ne."
The conputer was silent. There was no ot her response. For a nonent, she
wor ri ed

that she hadn't sent her nessage through

"This is Armstrong Dome Port Authority,” a tinny male voice said. "State the
nature of your energency."

The nature of her energency. The best thing she could do was remain close to
t he

truth.

"My crewis gone," she said. "I haven't piloted any craft in twenty years. |
managed to get here, and | think | can land, but I'min big trouble and

need

to land."

"Send us your ship's identification," the tinny voice said.

"I can't find it," she said. "I can give you nine."

"Wthout ship identification, you will be taken to a restricted area of the
Port."

Whi ch m ght actually be safer. "I don't care," she said. "I have to get out
of

here. | need help."

She nust have put the right amount of panic in her voice, because the
Arnmstrong

Dormre enpl oyee responded, "Cal mdown, ma'am We'll get you | anded, and then
we'l |

see what we can do about your situation. Just relax. We'll help."

Sonehow t hose words did cal mher. Even though she knew the authorities

coul dn't

really help. Even though she knew she had nore hurdles to junp through

She had made it another step. And each step that kept her out of Rev hands
was

good.
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The hol ding section in the basenent of the Armstrong City Conpl ex seenmed even
nore depressing in the morning. Flint stifled a yawn as he wal ked down the
steps, then conbed his hair with his fingers, knowi ng he had to | ook awake
and

alert when he saw the infant's parents.

He'd slept shallowy all night, remenbering what it was like to neet the
authorities —the look on the officer's face when she had said, There's a
situation with your daughter, M. Flint. A situation. That was a phrase he
made

sure he never, ever used.

At least this child was alive, which in some ways made things worse for the
fam ly. These parents would take a delicate hand. They woul d be happy t hat
their

child was all right, but they needed to know that they could still |ose him
The desk sergeant who had greeted the parents at six a.m had al ready checked
their identification. Wen he called Flint to |l et himknow that the parents
had

arrived, Flint asked the sergeant to do a triple-check. Wich nmeant not just
paper identification, but shoulder |I.D. and background checks. He wanted to
be



as certain as possible that this couple was who they said they were.

When he reached the basenment, he resisted the urge to glance at the door of

t he

suite. Instead, he walked to the neeting area. Two officers stood outside the
door, and he nodded at them He didn't ask for a report. He'd get a sense of
t hese parents hinself.

The neeting area was a large roomwith a table down the center and chairs

pushed

against it. There were no w ndows, but sonmeone had pl aced a changi ng
hol ogr aphi c

scene on the far wall, programmed at this nmonent to | ook |ike the Al ps
nount ai n

range on Earth.

Sonehow t he vista of snow capped peaks nade the room seem even col der. Flint
shuddered as he stepped inside.

A dark-haired wonan sat at the head of the table, her fingers drumring on its
surface. She | ooked up when he entered. Her face was drawn with worry, her

gray
eyes shadowed. She | ooked as if she had only recently stopped crying.
Behi nd her, a man paced. He was powerfully built —I|arge shoul ders and a

muscul ar torso that suggested an athletic past. There was a hint of fat
around

his mddle. Flint wondered if these peopl e eschewed enhancenents or coul dn't
afford them

"Are you going to take us to our son?" the woman asked. There was an edge to
her

voice, as if she had asked the question a nunber of tines.

Flint knew what she was feeling and he deliberately blocked it. He had to
remai n

det ached, as detached as he coul d be.

"Yes, I'll be taking you to Ennis." Flint took a step closer. "I'mMles
Flint.

I'"mone of the two detectives in charge of this case."

The man peered at him "Jamal and Dyl ani Kanawa."

"l suppose you have questions too." Ms. Kanawa sat, her shoulders rigid, as
i f

she were bracing herself for nore del ays.

"No," Flint said. "You answered the departnent's questions. | do have to
expl ai n

a fewthings first."

"What's there to explain?" Ms. Kanawa asked. Her husband put a hand on her
shoul der, and her mouth thinned. But she didn't say anything el se.

Flint thought the gesture interesting. He wouldn't have expected such cal m
control froma nman who had been pacing a nmonment before. H s gaze nmet M.
Kanawa's.

M. Kanawa | ooked away.

Flint found that interesting too. He cleared his throat. "Your son was found
on

a Wgnin ship. | understand he was taken fromyour home just recently?"
"Yes," M. Kanawa said, his hand still on his wife's shoulder. He offered no
extra information the way that a couple trying to help the authorities woul d.
"The Wgnin claimthey have a valid warrant, but we haven't seen evidence of
any

warrant yet."

"They can't," Ms. Kanawa said. "Neither nmy husband nor | has had any contact
with the Wgnin. You can check our records."

"We have." Flint's voice was gentle. He didn't want to |l et her know t hat
records

could be tanpered with. "Wgnin |law is somewhat byzantine when it conmes to
retaliatory rights. The Wgnin prefer to take children as puni shnent for



extremely serious crinmes, the younger the child the better. Perhaps another
menber of your family had trouble with the Wgnin, and now they're claimng
t he

youngest bl ood rel ative."

"No," Ms. Kanawa said. "My famly has never been off the Mon. Janal's
famly

is gone."

"These warrants stay in effect for a long time," Flint said.

"No," she said again.

M. Kanawa's hand visibly tightened on her shoulder. This time, Flint watched
the man fromthe corner of his eye. He woul d swear that M. Kanawa knew
sormet hi ng.

"I"'mtelling you this,” Flint said, trying to mentally distance hinself from
t he

words he was about to speak, "because there is a chance that the Wgnin do
have

a valid warrant. You'll be able to keep Ennis while the | egal aspects of this
case get settled, but there is a chance —1 have no idea how great a chance —
that you might | ose himagain. You mght have to relinquish himinto their
cust ody. "

"That's not possible,"” Ms. Kanawa sai d.
Flint decided to ignore her and concentrate on M. Kanawa. M. Kanawa, at
| east,

seened able to listen. "It mght be easier to | eave himhere. The warrant
check

shoul d take a few days at nost. It'lIl be hard on all of you, but not as hard
as

giving himup to the Wgnin."

M. Kanawa shook his head. Ms. Kanawa stood. "Can't you prevent this?"

"We can work to the fullest extent of the law, ma'am™" Flint said. "But if

t hey

have a valid claim we nust enforce it."

"Even if that means we |ose our child because of sonething someone el se did?"
She didn't know anyt hi ng about the Wgnin. He could hear the outrage in her
voi ce and knew that no one was that good an actress.

"Yes," he said. "Even if."

"That's as good as killing Ennis." She crossed her arns.

"No, ma'am The boy would still live on Korsve. He just would be raised as a
wWagnin."

"We'd still lose him" M. Kanawa said.

FIlint nodded, his heart pounding. He wasn't as detached as he wanted to be.
"What are our chances, officer?" M. Kanawa asked.

Flint shrugged. "I haven't seen any warrant, and that's unusual. But the
Wagni n

are usually pretty precise. They don't venture outside of the Korsve system
of ten, and when they do, they have valid reasons. There was another child on
that ship, and the Wgnin may have been planning to pick up nore children as
they returned to Korsve. | don't know. "

"What does that nean for Ennis?" Ms. Kanawa asked.

"It's all guesswork at this point. They didn't come just for Ennis, which is
something in your favor. So is the lack of warrant. But they are certain that
he

bel ongs with them which is a point against you. |1'd say there is a good
chance

that you might lose himto the Wgnin."

"No." Ms. Kanawa | ooked fierce. "W will not |ose our child because sone
alien

society has a whim W will fight this."
"Then | suggest you hire counsel, ma'am" Flint said, w shing he could offer
her



nmore than that. "You'll need | egal representation if the Wgnin provide a
valid

warrant . "

"Has anyone ever successfully fought a Wgnin warrant?" M. Kanawa asked
Flint wasn't going to answer that question. He knew fromhis studies that no
Wgni n warrant had been successfully challenged in the last fifty years.
"I"'mnot a legal expert," he said. "You' d do better to ask a | awer."

M. Kanawa's gaze nmet his. The man's expression was as guarded as his wife's
was

open. "Let me have a nonment with my wife."

"Certainly," Flint said, and went outside. They didn't speak as he nmade his
way

out. Even after the door closed, he heard not hing.

He had no idea what was happening in that room He had never had the
opportunity

to make this choice. One day, he'd sent his daughter to day care, and she had
ended up dead.

He wasn't sure if he would have wanted the opportunity to see her alive one
| ast

time —and he wasn't sure he would have turned it down, either

"Probl ens?" one of the cops outside the door asked. He was sl ender, younger
t han

Flint, and had a general air of worry about himthat some cops just seened to

acquire.
Flint gave hima small smile. "Nothing unexpected."
He crossed the hallway and | eaned against the wall, resisting the urge to go

into the suite with the children, pick up Ennis, imagine he was Emmeli ne.
Flint let out a small sigh. Emeline's death could have been prevented. If
there

had been a proper investigation into the previous death at her day care,
Emrel i ne woul d be alive. Instead, the detectives had thought the first child
died from sone bizarre accident. It wasn't until Enmeline died that they
realized some inpatient care worker had been shaking crying children so hard
that she killed them She had killed two of them Another baby girl, and
Enmel i ne.

The door to the nmeeting roomopened. M. Kanawa faced him "W'd like to see
hi m

now. "

FIlint nodded. The choice didn't surprise him

He pushed off the wall and notioned for M. Kanawa to join him Ms. Kanawa
followed. Flint escorted themdown the hall to the suite.

He knocked —four sharp, short raps —the code for the Harkens to make
certain

Jasper stayed in his room

A single rap sounded in response. Flint took a deep breath. He still had nore
busi ness to do.

"I'"'massum ng you're taking custody of Ennis," he said.

M. Kanawa nodded.

"In that case, then, | have to rem nd you that renoving Ennis from Arnstrong
Dome is a violation of law. If you and your fanmily chose to run, the Wgnin,
Armstrong Dome's governnent, and the governnent of Earth Alliance will all

i ssue

warrants for your arrests. You'd be breaking a large variety of |aws, and
you' d

be putting yourselves, as well as your child in jeopardy."

"We understand that," Ms. Kanawa snapped. "We're hiring an attorney."

As if that were going to make things better. "I sinply had to informyou now,
so

that you don't do anything rash."

"W won't," M. Kanawa sai d.



FIlint nodded, wi shing he could believe them Then he opened the door to the
hol di ng suite.

A strange woman was hol ding Ennis. Her skin was so white that it seenmed to

gl ow

inthe dimlight of the room Ennis squirmed and fussed.

Jamal felt a mixture of enotions run through him fromjoy that his son was
alive and fine, to terror that he'd | ose the boy all over again. For all his
bravado with the cop, he knew that his chances of winning this battle were
slim

Dylani let out a small cry and ran across the room The air snelled faintly
of

dirty diapers and pizza. Jamal gl anced toward the kitchen, hoping that they
hadn't fed Ennis anything inappropriate.

Then he snmiled at hinmself. Right now, that was the |least of his worries.
Enni s squeal ed when he saw his nother and | eaned out of the strange wonan's
arms, reaching for Dylani. Jamal's eyes burned. He'd have to have a private
tal k

with the | awyer, see if there was something he could do, sonething that would
| eave his famly al one.

There had to be an out. He couldn't be the only person in this situation
desperate enough to consi der anything.

The detective, Flint, had cone up beside him "Good-I|ooking son you have
there."”

"Yes," Jamal said. He felt rooted to the spot. The nonment bel onged to Dyl ani
She squeezed Ennis so hard that he grunted in protest, but he was clinging to
her too, his chubby fist clutching the back of her shirt.

"You and your wife had very different reactions to your son's loss." Flint
was

speaking so softly that Jamal could barely hear him

"W're different people.”

Dyl ani turned. Tears were running down her face. Ennis was staring at themin
a

ki nd of wonder. "Jamal. Jamal, he's here. He's okay."

Jamal went to her, not wanting the detective to ask any nore questions. He
put

his arm around her, cradling Ennis in the process, and tried to nenorize this
nonent .

He | eaned his forehead against Ennis's tight curls and inhaled the famliar
scent of tal cum and baby that was his son. Part of Jamal already had believed
Ennis lost to him That the boy was here, now, seemed a kind of gift. Maybe a
cruel gift, but a gift nonethel ess.

Ennis put his arns around his father's shoul ders, leaning into Jamal so hard
that Jamal had no choice but to take himfrom Dyl ani. The boy was shaking. He
had known soret hi ng was wrong. Maybe he had even been fri ghtened.

Jamal put his hand on his boy's back, patting it, murmuring words of confort.
He

turned, as he often did when he was taking care of his son, and saw the
detective watching them

Flint's gaze was too sharp. He clearly knew that Janmal was |ying. But Jamal
couldn't trust him couldn't tell himthe truth in any way.

Flint was required by law to support the Wgnin —and ri ght now, Jamal

coul dn't

gi ve them any advant age.

They already had all the advantage they needed.

DeRi cci drank the last of her coffee, tipping her cup so that the last drop
tunmbled into her nouth. She wi shed she could afford the high-voltage stuff;

t he

Port, like the Unit, only served the cheap | ow grade, |ow- caffeine kind. She



needed sonmething to junp-start her system

She certainly hadn't had enough sl eep

She lingered over the tray of baked goods inside the office, then took a
crunb

cake, poured herself another cup of coffee, and drank. Everyone could wait
for

her. She wanted to be alert when she faced the Wgnin again.

Alert would be difficult. She had only gotten four hours of sleep. Instead,
she

had spent nost of her tinme after she had gotten hone talking with the chief
of

detectives and one of the I owlevel assistants to Arnstrong Done's

gover nient ,

begging themto take over this case.

She got stonewal |l ed, just the way she had before. They wanted her to handl e
it

and she knew why. Deniability. If she made a mi stake, they'd sell her to the
Wagnin in a heartbeat. If she did everything right, they'd take all the
credit.

If she could do sonmething else, she'd quit this job now and | et them handl e
t he

fallout. But five years ago, she'd | ooked at other enploynent options and
didn't

like any of them None of thempaid as well as detective, and very few of

t hem

used her skills.

She was stuck here. She had to make the best of it.

She finished the crunb cake —whi ch had sone sort of synthetic sugar in it

i nstead of the real thing —and sucked down the second cup of coffee as if it
were a lifeline.

If nothing else, she could legitimtely claim bathroom breaks when handl i ng
t he

Wagnin got too intense.

She shoul d have called Flint this norning and had hi m besi de her. He needed
to

| earn how to do these bogus diplomatic non-detective jobs as well. It was
tine

she stopped protecting himand started to et himdo work on his own.

O maybe she just didn't want to face the Wgnin al one.

She poured a third cup of coffee and carried it to holding. The | egal team
sat

at the table, the Wgnin lined up behind them The team was one of the

t oughest

in Arnstrong, known for its argunents before several Milticultural Tribuna
cases.

Nadi a Sol ar was seventy-something, at the top of her form Beside her sat

Xi val ,

a Peyti whose translucent skin | ooked gray against the walls of the holding
room Xival wore a breathing nask that made her alien features even |ess
recogni zable. Her long fingers spread over the table like three tails coning
out

of her wists.

Wonderful . DeRi cci suppressed a grimace. Now she was dealing with two

di fferent

types of aliens and their custonms. The Peyti weren't fond of the Wgnin,

t hi nking them too harsh, but the Peyti had a finely honed sense of honor

whi ch

made them perfect for multicultural law Xival's presence was a bad sign for
those children.

DeRi cci closed the door behind her, set the coffee on the table, and sat



down.

She felt very isolated. Seven agai nst one. Suddenly it seened unfair.

She had called the | awers who'd been there yesterday, and they had told her
to

report to them Cowards. They were all cowards. So was she, if she were
honest .

She was just the one stuck here.

"What did you get ne up so early for?" she asked.

Solar smiled. Her face was softly textured. She'd had sonme subtle
enhancenent s

that blunted the effects of aging while leaving the dignity that age could

af ford. Sonetimes DeRicci w shed she had noney. She'd love to | ook |like that
in

thirty years.

"You requested that ny clients bring you not just the warrant reference
nunber ,

but the warrants. | have themfor you."

Sol ar slid a hand-held across the table.

"You could have sent it to nmy system" DeRicci said, not wanting to go over a
warrant with the Wgnin present.

"In the interest of haste," Solar said, "we felt it better to show the
war r ant s

to you here. Then you can reunite my clients with their children and let them
go

on their way."

"The children aren't theirs," DeRicci said.

"By law, they are." This from Xival. Her voice grated through the nask.
"That's the issue we haven't settled yet." DeRicci wasn't gong to give any
ground. She trusted | awers |ess than she trusted the Wgnin. If she said the
wrong thing, she was afraid the | awyers would use it against her —or the
children —l ater.

She pull ed the hand-held toward her. The screen gave her a choice: audio or
text; English, Basic, or Mdified Korsven. She could read sone Korsven, even
unnodi fi ed, which | ooked to the unpracticed eye like a series of equal-Ilength
sticks, but she chose the English text option

The warrants were old, both nore than ten years. They had been issued by the
same court, the Eighth Multicultural Tribunal, whose district included Korsve.
Both warrants were short. They listed the name of the offender, foll owed by

t he

sentence, and then the order of the court allowi ng the Wgnin to carry out

t hat

sent ence.

DeRicci didn't recognize the name of the offender on either warrant. The
sentences differed, which surprised DeRicci. One warrant —the newest one —
demanded the traditional firstborn child of the above-named of f ender

The second warrant asked for a fam |y nmenber of choice fromthe of fender's
famly. DeRicci stared at that for a nonent. The second warrant seened to be
| ess stringent until she thought about it.

The second warrant forced soneone to choose anong the people they loved, to
pi ck

and protect favorites while sacrificing the | east loved in the group —or the
nost hated. But what happened if the offender | oved his famly, |oved that
famly to distraction? What if there were no obvi ous or good choi ces?

DeRi cci shuddered. She studied the warrants for a noment, then slid the
hand-hel d back to Sol ar, who waved it at her

"Keep it," Solar said.

DeRi cci took her hand off it, l|eaving the hand-held in the center of the

t abl e.

"These nanes are unfamliar. The identity chips in the children do not nmatch
t he



fam |y nanes in these warrants. There are no pictures, no histories, nothing
for

me to go by except the Wgnin's word that they have chosen the correct
victins."

" —Children —" one of the Wgnin, probably the same one that had spoken to
her

the day before, said. It was at that nonent that DeRicci realized no one had
called the translator, and the Wgnin had not objected.

Had the Wgni n understood everything she said yesterday? O woul d the

attorneys

translate for themlater?

"Victims," DeRicci said. "No matter how you cut it, those children will be
i nnocent victinms of the | egal system"”

" —QOpinion —" the Wgnin said.

"Fact," DeRicci said.

"Detective," Solar said, a tone of condescension in her voice. "You know t hat
the Wgni n never nake m stakes."

"I know that's what the Wgnin want us to believe,"” DeRicci said. "Wat | see
before me are two warrants. | see nothing linking themto those children."
"Then you're not | ooking hard enough," Xival said.

DeRicci gave her a cold snmile. "As | told your clients yesterday, it is not
ny

job to look. It's theirs to show me that they haven't abducted the w ong
children by m stake. So far they haven't done that."

"The Wgnin are a cautious people. They do not venture fromtheir sol ar
system

wi t hout just cause. They woul d not come for these children if they did not
know

they were right," Sol ar said.

DeRi cci shrugged. "That's not ny problem and you all knowit. |I'm not
letting

human children out of here wi thout the proper docunentation.”

"You' re being unnecessarily difficult,” X val said.

DeRi cci put her hands flat on the table and | eaned toward the | awers. "I'l]
be

honest with you ladies. | think the Wgnin have the wong children and they
don't want anyone to know it. | think they're playing you, like they've been
trying to play me. And I'mnot letting themout of here with children they
have

no right to."

" —Have —right —" the Wgnin said.

"I"ll take" this to your superiors,"” Solar said.

"I'"ll bet you already have," DeRicci said. "I'll bet they said to you what
they've said to me, that I'mthe one responsible for this case, and al
deal i ngs

go through ne."
Solar's eyes narrowed. Xival's long fingers bent upwards, a tiny gesture of
di sconfort.

"Whi ch neans,"” DeRicci said, "that I'mholding on to those children until 1'm
so
positive that your clients are incapable of making a m stake that I'mwlling
to

send those children to hell."

"' —Korsve —not —hell —'

"Probably not when you're Wgnin," DeRicci said. "But you're planning to
dest r oy

everything they are. Doesn't that bother you?"

"Detective," Solar said. "Speak to us."

But DeRicci was | ooking at the Wgnin, the one who had spoken to her. The
gol den



eyes held her, and she felt the contenpt as if it were her own.
The Wgni n spoke rapidly in Korsven. Xival sighed, then translated, "Taking
t he

children punishes the famly. But the children will receive a great honor
They
will becone Wgnin."

"I know," DeRicci said. "Whether they want to or not."

She wal ked to the door. Then turned.

"Contact nme when you have real proof of your clainms. Qtherw se, | have nore
i mportant work to do."

She sl anmed her way out, then paused in the hallway to catch her breath.

The warrants were here, which neant that the proof —if there was any —
wasn' t

far behind. She hoped. that the parents got here soon and that the parents
coul d

af ford good | awyers.

Because there wasn't much nore she could do and keep her job.
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The spacedock donme cl osed over the yacht. Ekaterina felt a jolt as the yacht
| anded i nexpertly on the flooring. The yacht skidded a bit —she had conme in
t oo

fast —and then stopped movi ng.

She rested her face in her hands. For a nonent there, she hadn't been sure
she

woul d survive the |landing. Even with sonmeone fromthe Space Traffic Contro
tal ki ng her through as best he could, and the ship's automatic systens taking
over most of the |anding procedure, she had still felt the shakiness of it
all.

The way the yacht had spun when she tried to slow it down; the tilt when
she' d

shifted to the automatic controls; the groans conming fromthe netal as the
stresses of the atnosphere change inside the Port's main done hit the yacht
t oo

qui ckly.

Wl |l . She wasn't dead yet.

The t hought spurred her. She sat up and unbuckl ed her safety harness. She had
no

i dea how | ong she'd been at the hel mof this dam yacht, and she wasn't sure
she

wanted to know.

However long it had been, it had been tw ce that [ong since she'd eaten, and
she

couldn't remenber the last time she'd slept. If she didn't take care of
hersel f,

her body would do that for her. She could already feel the effect of fear
space

flight, and stress on her overtaxed frane.

In all her wldest inmaginings, she hadn't expected to be here, alone, w thout
hel p. She had expected a new |ife —sonethi ng easy and confortabl e,
unfamliar

but possible. Not this. Never this.

She stood, clutching the console for support. Before she went any farther
she

pi cked up the hand-held that Jenny had given her. On it was her fake nane,
and

the credits that were supposedly in her account.

That m ght get her sonmewhere —if she could get off this ship and out of the
Port. The Rev would be here any nonment, and they would be able to take her
from



the Port. But nost aliens didn't have visas that allowed them outside the
Port,

especially if they hadn't planned on | andi ng here.

It had been a long tinme since she'd been to Arnstrong Done, but she was
famliar

with it. And she was |ucky to have | anded here. She knew the |aws; she

pr obabl y

even knew a few i nhabitants, npst of them people she defended, people who
woul dn't mnd bending the law. |If she had gone somewhere el se on the Mon
she

m ght not have been so |ucky. She'd only been out of Armstrong once, for a
client in Aenn Station —and then she hadn't seen nuch outside of the

hi gh-speed train, the expensive hotel, and the courtroons.

She had to concentrate. She opened her purse one last time, unseal ed the
[ining,

and slipped the laser pistol into the pouch especially designed for weapons.
Now

her purse wouldn't bulge, and a cursory search woul dn't reveal nmuch.

It was a risk, but it was one she had to take. She didn't want to go anywhere
wi t hout that gun. It had saved her life once. She was hoping it would do so
agai n.

Voi ces sounded through the comunication system asking her for things she
didn't have —registrations, identification, passes. She ignored them

She woul d have to play this right. She would only get one opportunity to
escape

this Port.

Her exhaustion and hunger would serve her well

She put a hand to her head and staggered to the main exit. If someone had
gotten

in, they would see her novenents as consistent.

Ekat eri na punched the button that deactivated the airlock door, and heard a
hi ss

as whatever |urked between the airlock and the main door was exhal ed out of
t he

shi p.

Then the airlock doors opened. Her breath caught. One nore step forward. She
st epped inside, reached for the main door and released it.

Instantly she was facing police-issue nultishot rifles. Five people, al
wear i ng

envi ronnental coverings, held the guns on her. She held up her hands to show
she

meant no harm and stepped backwards.

"Pl ease," she said. "I have to get out of here."

"Not yet," someone said. The voice was nuffled by the environnental

pr ot ecti ons.

"You haven't been able to give us registration or anything approxi mati ng a
ship's log. W don't even know if you have cargo. You have to go through
decont ami nation, and the ship can't be touched until HazMat goes through it."

"I don't care about the ship," she said. "It's not mine. Please, | told
sonmeone

my story. The Rev took the crew. I'mafraid they'll come for ne. Al | want
is

to be away fromthe dock, away fromthe ship."

She hadn't really told anyone her story, just different parts of it to

di fferent

aut horities who had contacted her. But she tried to stay as consistent as she
coul d. She had been fortunate in one thing: the Rev generally did not believe
in

guilt by association. If her story were true, if the crew had truly been
targeted by the Rev, the Rev would have left the passengers on board —naybe



wi th a warni ng.

The Rev would then tow the ship until they checked all the identification, to
make certain no one was |lying, then they would have |l et the passengers go.
Sayi ng she had gotten the ship out of there quickly added a convi nci ng aspect
to

her story. If the Rev hadn't had time to check her 1.D., they m ght have cone
after her.

But if someone who knew the Rev really took the time to think about her
story,

t hey woul d know that she was |ying about sonething. The Rev woul d have
checked

her identity before continuing pursuit.

"I"'msorry, ma'am" said the person before her. "Rules are rules."

"Isn't there a place to decontam nate away fromthis dock? Pl ease. Just get
nme

out of here."

One of the HazMat crew held up a small device that Ekaterina didn't

recogni ze.

It crackled as it ran over her.

"Prelimnary decontam nation findings show no problens," said the person with
the device. "Take her to interstellar holding. There's a decontamunit there
that isn't used often. It'll get her out of the dock area."

"Thank you," Ekaterina said.

One of the HazMat crew handed her an environnental suit. "Put this on. You're
not going to contam nate the entire Term nal because you got yourself in
troubl e

with the Rev."

"I didn't —" Ekaterina started, and then stopped. She had. No matter which
story she told, the end was the same. The Rev were after her

She unfol ded the thin material that nade up the full body suit. She would I et
them take her to decontam nation. Sonetimes HazMat teans | et people alone in
decont am nati on chanbers. That would be her first chance to escape. She'd
wai t

until the decon unit ran its cycle, and then she'd nake a run for it. They
woul dn't go after her as a bi ohazard, maybe only as a fugitive, and maybe not
even that. She had a hunch a | ot of people got cleared and then bolted from

t he

Port.

If she played this correctly, she mght even be able to find her way to one
of

t he hi gh-speed trai ns between domes. She could cash out a credit somewhere in
the Port, and then no one woul d know where she had gone.

She woul d vani sh, just as she was supposed to do. Maybe she would be able to
di sappear —all on her own.

Flint was sitting at his desk, finishing the file on the three bodies from

t he

yacht when DeRicci wal ked in the door. She | ooked as tired as he felt.
"You're here early," he said.

"So are you." She pulled back the chair on the other side of his desk, sat
down,

and rubbed her eyes. "Probl ens?"

"Depends on which case you're tal ki ng about."

She stopped rubbi ng her eyes and peered at him "Ckay. \Wich one doesn't have
pr obl ens?"

"Finishing it now" After he had done sonme fancy legitinate research to find
t he

warrants. He had asked for the DNA scan, but he knew perm ssion for it

woul dn' t

cone in for weeks. Wien it did, he would use it to officially close the file.
Until then, he made reference to the holes in the chip files, and how that



had

led himto the real names. Since this file probably wouldn't see court, he
really didn't need an explanation of how he had gotten fromA to K, but he
provi ded an approxi mati on of one, just in case. "Wat did they do?" she
asked.

"One of themkilled a Disty security guard and the others hel ped her escape.”
"Idiots." DeRicci shook her head. "They had to know. "

"It was fifteen years ago."

DeRi cci stood, put her hands on her hips, and sighed. "People seemto get
conpl acent after a while. They nust |let down their guard or sonething."

Flint frowned. He had no idea. He hadn't been working on this type of case

| ong

enough to know. "Originally there were four of them These three got out
after

the fourth got killed."

"So they had sone resources."” He nodded. He didn't tell her he still had a
search going for the pilot and co-pilot. She would consider it a waste of
tine,

since the case was officially closed.

"Ckay." DeRicci rubbed her eyes. "This case is the good news, which neans the
bad news is with the kids, right? The baby's parents are here. \What about the
ei ght-year-old' s?'' "Jasper," Flint said. "Don't get attached." Too |ate.

Al t hough Jasper wasn't the one he was attached to. Flint folded his hands on
top

of his desk. "His folks are coming from Tycho Crater. They should be here

| ater

t oday. "

"Tycho Crater." DeRicci shook her head. "That kid's been traveling sone."
"Yeah," Flint said.

"So what's the probl enP"

"I don't know yet," Flint said.

"You don't know?" She let her hand drop and faced him

"l have a hunch."

She shook her head. "No proof, nothing concrete?"

"No, " he said.

"Then | don't want to hear it. Hunches are worthl ess, especially when |I'm
goi ng

toe-to-balls with the Wgnin."

Flint grinned. "They have balls? | thought that was part of the probl em of
gender-typing them"

"Don't get goofy on ne, Mles." But DeRicci sniled too. She sat back down.
"It's

tough right now They seemto think we should just hand those kids over
because

t hey say so."

"No warrants yet?"

"No warrants with the right information. The nanes don't match and the things
are old."

"Od seens to be the thene of the week, doesn't it?" Flint said

"Yeah," DeRicci said. "Things run in groups sonetines. You've been with me —
how

| ong? —and we' ve been dealing with normal stuff, thefts, nurders, that kind
of

thing. Now we have two alien cases in a row, straight fromthe docks. Usually
they aren't even fromthe docks."

"It concerns me only when the patternis a little clearer. If this were al
Disty or all Wgnin, I'd be wondering what's going on. But it's not."

Fl'i nt nodded.

Then the door to his office opened. Andrea CGumiela, the chief of the First
Detective Unit, |leaned in. She was a tall woman, heavyset but nuscular, with



a

| ong, sad face and thin reddi sh hair.

"Your locators said you were here." Her voice was flat, businesslike. Flint
had

never heard her sound upset or excited. He wasn't sure she could. "Surprised
ne.

Isn't it alittle early?"

"I"'mstill dealing with the Wgnin." DeRicci sounded bitter

"I had the first set of parents arrive this norning," Flint said.

"Bad business that," GQumela said as if she didn't care. "I got your file,
Flint. Cosed the Di sty vengeance killing already."

He nodded.

"Cood work. "

"Thanks." He didn't smle. Gumiela rarely gave conplinments without trying to
get

something in return

"Since you two have had all the dock business in the |last day or so, | figure
you coul d handl e one nore, especially since you did such a quick and thorough
job on the vengeance killing."

"The Wgnin are going to take a ot of time," DeRicci said.

"Naw. " GQum el a grinned. "They're | awered up. They tried to contact ne before
they called you. Wiy do you think I'"mhere this early?"

"Sorry about that, sir," DeRicci said.

@uni el a waved her hand. "Not your problem detective. Just get it resolved as
best you can, when you can. | need you at the docks right now. "

"What' s happeni ng?" Flint asked.

"Some tourist says she had a run-in with the Rev outside of Mon Space. She's
afraid they' Il cone after her. | want to know if this is fantasy or reality.”
"What kind of run-in?" DeRicci asked.

"Unclear,"” GQumela said. "But it's the kind of thing we need to put to bed
fast.

W don't need any panic fromtourists, thinking the Rev or any other alien
group

are targeting innocents. | want you to get to her before the nmedia does. Is

t hat

cl ear?"

"Yes." DeRicci sighed.

"Where is she now?"

"Decon One in interstellar holding. The HazMat crew | ocked the area down,
afraid

she'd bolt. They want someone fast."

"Al'l right," Flint said. "Fast is our business."

"I just came fromthe Port," DeRicci said.

"Looks like it's your week for this kind of work," Gumiela said. "If anything
el se cones in, I'll make sure it goes to you."

She didn't smle as she said that, and she cl osed the door sharply behind her
"You know," Flint said, "if you didn't conplain so much, you wouldn't get

assi gnments you hate."

"Yes, | would," DeRicci said. "Think about it, Flint. I'mnot real popul ar

around here."

"Did you ever ask why?"

"I know why," she said as she stood.

"Care to share?"

She shook her head. "You'll |earn soon enough."

They | ocked it down. Damn. Ekaterina paced around the waiting area outside of
t he decont am nation chanber. She had gone through the whol e procedure,

i ncl udi ng

havi ng her purse scanned and her clothing chem cally purified.

Her clothes itched now, but there was nothing she could do about that. She



had

to wait until someone |et her out.

At least the Rev wouldn't come in here. At |east she was protected in that
way.

But if they arrived and asked for her, the Port was required by lawto

i nvestigate their request. She would be stuck here for good. She had to get
out

before they arrived —and in a way that didn't cause suspicion

She couldn't claimclaustrophobia. She'd arrived in a space yacht. But she
coul d

claimstarvation. Al she had to do was find the comunications |ink inside
here. There had to be one, and it probably wasn't obvious. They didn't want
unaut hori zed use of it and besi des, nost people had their own conmunication
devi ces.

Hers were on Earth, in her wonderful house, by the lilacs that Sinon had

gi ven

her. By her ring.

She blinked hard. She wasn't going to think about that. She'd prom sed

her sel f

she wasn't going to think about what she'd |l eft behind until she built
sonet hi ng

new, and she was very far away fromthat.

Her stomach runbl ed, proving that she woul dn't be |lying when she said she
needed

food. She scanned the plain walls, looking for a line that didn't belong, a
m spl aced bunmp or a speck of dirt. It had to be sonewhere | ogical, maybe even
by

t he door.

But she didn't see anything obvi ous. And she knew she was being nonitored. If
she | ooked too crafty, they wouldn't trust her w th anything. She sat on one
of

the benches and continued to scan. She'd find it.

If she didn't, she'd try the ol d-fashi oned nethod. She'd pound on the door
That

woul d get someone's attention eventually. Al she needed was the door to open
once. Just once, and she had a good chance of getting free.

They were sunmoned to the main decontami nation area in the interstellar
hol di ng

section, but Flint insisted on stopping in the Port's Administrative Center
first.

"Come on, Mles," DeRicci said. "Let's get this over with. W' ve got nore

i mportant things to do than protect some tourist fromthe nmedia."

He shook his head. "I think there's nore here. If it were that sinple,
Traffic

could have handled it."

"You think Gumiela sent us on this to test us?"

"No," he said. "I think Guniela got the call and didn't understand why
Traffic

was asking for detectives."

DeRi cci raised her eyebrows. "You think Gumiela s dunb?"

Flint gave her a sideways |look. "I think she doesn't pay attention sonetines.'’
DeRi cci suppressed a smle.

The Port's Adminstrative Center was a |arge area off the nmain entrance. Flint
|l ed DeRicci through the fam liar hallways until he got to Traffic's Port
Headquarters. It was a large room w th wi ndows that opened into the hallway.
A

check-in desk was right up front. The desk sergeant, an elderly man naned
Murray, grinned at Flint.

"The prodigal son returns.”



Flint grinned back. "I don't think the prodigal son was pronoted."

Murray snorted. "Yeah, |like more work, shit hours, and no overtine is
pronot i on.

Shoul d' ve stayed here, kid, where life is good and cases don't |ast forever."
DeRicci was looking at all the rmurals on the wall. Long before Flint arrived,

someone had painted the history of spaceships that had traveled to the Mon
I f

he tried, he could nane the type of ship, the year it was comm ssioned, and
in

many cases the year it was retired

It was a great skill to have when he was in Traffic, although it was nostly
usel ess now.

"I"mactually here on business,” Flint said.
"And | thought it was because you mi ssed ne.'
beefy

arnms resting on the desktop

"We got called in on that tourist who thinks she's being chased by Revs."
Murray rolled his eyes. "The stol en space yacht. Yeah."

DeRicci turned away fromthe mural. "No. Nothing was said about a stolen
yacht .

It was a wonan who had arrived alone, in a panic about the Rev. W understand
she was in Decontamnination."

"Yeah," Mirray said, assessing her and, it seemed to Flint, not |iking what
he

saw. "The stol en space yacht. That's why you got called in."

"W were told it was to hear her story before the nedia got to her," DeRicc
sai d.

"And who's the idiot who said that?" Mirray asked.

"Qur Unit Chief." Flint smiled. "I take it you made the call?"

"Always do. Told her there was a problem Said the woman was in decon and
didn't

know her ship's registration. Said she clainmed to have | ost her crewto the
Rev,

and said the ship was in Termnal Five."

Whi ch to any space cop woul d have been enough to know they were tal king about
theft. "My colleagues in the First Unit have no idea how the termnals are
broken down," Flint said. "I'mafraid you're going to have to wal k t hem

t hr ough

thi ngs next time."

"I's that what you cane here to tell ne?" Murray's smile was gone

Flint shook his head. "I wanted to find out what you really said before |I saw
the woman. Figured | didn't want to duplicate your work."

"Take a | ook at that yacht," Murray said, "and tell ne it's not stolen.”
"You' ve seen it?"

Murray shook his head. "No registration. No conputerized |I.D. Wen we
accessed

t he conmmuni cations systemin orbit, we got nothing but a straight signal
Soneone tanpered with somet hing. W shoul d have gotten standard |.D. at

m ni mum

She clainms she don't know it either."

"You don't believe her."

"I didn't see her. The cops who caught her think she's scared. Sonething's
goi ng

on. W've had three nessages from Decon One that she's been banging on the
door

aski ng when she's getting out. Mst fol ks take |onger to go through the
system

W warn themthat they m ght be carrying something mcroscopic and |ethal

and

t hey make sure every crevice is cleaned out. She scurried through it like a

Murray | eaned forward, his



five-year-old who's been told to wash his face."

Flint nodded. "So we need to get down there."

"I'd say. She's annoying everyone."

"Why was she put in interstellar?" DeRicci asked. "Wasn't there a closer
decont ami nati on center?"

"Precaution,” Miurray said. "If she is telling the truth, the Rev would ask to
i nspect all the areas of

Terminal Five and they'd be within their rights if they have the proper
docunentati on —or even sonething approximating it. This way she's protected
in

the short termand we're not open to | awsuits."

"Lawsuits." DeRicci shook her head. "Ain't life grand in Armstrong | aw
enforcenent.”

"Tell me," Murray said. "Half the shit | do is to avoid lawsuits."

Flint had heard this speech before. "lIs there any way we can view the ship
from

her e?"

"Sure, but you're gonna want to see it in person.”

"Probably," Flint said. "But it sounds |like we need to get that wonan into
our

custody before she calls too nuch attention to herself."

"Wirried about the nedia, Ml es?" DeRicci asked. "One of our jobs is to see
if

her story is true. If it is, then we need to protect her when she faces the
Rev," DeRi cci nodded.

"Come here," Murray said, and beckoned them behind the desk. He tapped the
screen before himand a tiny hol ogram of Term nal 5 appeared on top of his
desk.

He noved the hol ogram tweaking it until he found the dock he was | ooking
for,

then blew up the inmage to a neter

Flint stared at it for a monent. "Can you put this on the floor? Make it
about

five tinmes that big?"

"Sure," Mirray said.

DeRi cci was biting her lower lip. The hol ogram w nked out and then reappeared
just behind Flint. He wal ked around it. The yacht was bl ack and scarred. He
couldn't tell fromthis distance if the scarring was new or ol d.

It | ooked like escape pods were missing. "lIs it intact?"

"Pilot escape pod is gone," Mirray said. "W don't know when. That's for you
to

figure out if you have to."

"The registration's gone?" DeRicci asked, all business now "What about
seria

nunber s?"

"Not hi ng we could find. HazMat was instructed to | ook inside, and they didn't
see anything either. But again, that's all stuff for you guys. W did a
cursory

exam nation. Qur job was to get her out of there, clear the area, and bring
you

guys in."

Fl'i nt nodded.

"I"'mnot making this up, amI|?" DeRicci asked Flint.

"What ?" Murray frowned.

"This | ooks |ike sonmething we got yesterday," Flint said.

"Tell me what and I'Il call it up,” Mirray said.

"The Di sty vengeance killing."

Murray grimaced. He studied the screen before himfor a nonment, then another
ship appeared on the desk top. "Hold on. I'lIl make it the sane size."

It di sappeared, then reappeared next to that day's ship. Flint would have



t hought they were the same ship except the Disty vengeance killing yacht had
recent weapons burns, obvious ones.

Murray whistled. He got up fromthe desk and wal ked around the hol os of both
shi ps.

"This isn't sonme kind of systemecho is it?" DeRicci asked.

Murray didn't seem of fended. Instead he shook his head somewhat absently.
"Looks like the sane make, nodel, and year to nme," Flint said.

"Me, too." Murray rubbed his chin with his right hand. "If | had sone tinme, |
m ght be able to find the specs for you."

"I'"d appreciate it," Flint said.

"Let me try sonmething." Miurray went back to the desk. The Di sty yacht rose,

t hen

floated toward the new yacht. Slowy the yachts merged until the only way it
became obvious that there were two ships were the different scars on the
hul | s

and the different positions of the docks.

"Ww, " DeRicci said, crouching in front of them "Wat're the odds of two
space

yachts of the sane nake and nodel arriving on Armstrong with no

i dentification

and possible crininal invol venent?"

"I npossible to one," Miurray said, and Flint agreed. He wasn't sure what that
meant yet, but it had to mean sonething. And he was determined to find out
what

t hat sonet hi ng was.

12
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The decontami nation unit in interstellar holding was of f a mazelike hal | way

t hat

went through sonme of the older sections of the Port. This was the origina
Port.

The rest had been built around it, some to nodern specifications. But in this
ol der section, pieces had been cobbl ed together as the need arose and
renodel ed

dozens, maybe hundreds, of tines over the years.

It had been years since Flint was back here. He'd come as a rookie on
Traffic,

escorting a Rev who'd been caught smuggling weapons to a humans-only group on
Earth. Flint hadn't even tried to explain the irony to the Rev, who didn't
seem

too clear on the idea that these humans believed aliens to be inferior, and
hadn't realized that the weapons he sold to the group would probably be used
agai nst his own peopl e.

The decontam nation unit was quite |large. Everyone who entered had to check
in.

That occurred in a boxy room nmade to accomodate big groups fromthe |arge
luxury liners. A woman worked behind the desk, but she was nostly there to
provide a friendly face and pretend to answer questions. In reality, nost of
check-in was done with conputers set in isolation booths in case the need for
decont ami nati on was real

It usually wasn't, but the fol ks working the Port had | earned to be careful
Il ness could spread quickly in a dome. Viruses alien to the human popul ati on
were probably the thing a domed comunity feared the nost, and struggled the
hardest to prevent.

As Flint and DeRicci wal ked toward the main desk. Flint could hear banging to
his left. DeRicci flashed her badge. The woman behi nd the desk | ooked
attentive.

"I's that our guest?" DeRicci asked.

"The wonman clainmng the Rev are after her?" the woman behind the desk asked.
I't



seened no one really believed the story. Flint found that interesting.

"Yes," Flint said.

The wonman nodded. "She claims she hasn't eaten for at |east two days. W have
food and she's cleared. You want to bring her something?"

"Good cop, bad cop?" DeRicci asked

FIl int nodded. "Wich do you want ?"

"I"ve been dealing with the Wgnin. Gve nme bad cop."

Flint grinned. "What kind of food do we have?" he asked the wonan.

"Sandwi ches and sone juice. She wants better than that, she has to buy it
hersel f."

"That'll do." He went to the small kitchen off one of the isolation booths
and

opened the refrigerator. Mst places in the Port used the nicroization units,
but a standard refrigerator worked fine here. No one knew how many nout hs
this

pl ace woul d feed day to day. Get too nuch food and it would spoil. Too
little,

and the person at the desk sinmply ordered sonething delivered fromone of the
many restaurants in the Port.

He took out a ham sandwi ch and sonet hi ng marked veget abl es, which | ooked Iike
fake tomat oes, asparagus, and some sort of lettuce on bread nade from Mon
flour. Unappetizing to him but to someone who hadn't eaten for two days, it
m ght | ook appeal i ng.

He al so took one of the recyclable juice cartons and set everything on a tray.
DeRicci waited in the main area for him her hands cl asped behind her back
"Took you | ong enough."

He smiled. "If that's bad cop, you'll have to work harder."

Her eyes twi nkled but she didn't snmile. The pounding continued.

"For a woman who doesn't want to call attention to herself, she's pretty

noi sy, "

DeRicci said to the wonan behind the counter

"And fidgety. She was really nervous, but she knew how the decon units

wor ked.

Most nervous people are just afraid of what's going to happen in the unit.
But

she's got sonething el se on her mnd."

DeRi cci glanced at Flint. He shrugged. He liked to nake up his own nind about
peopl e. DeRicci pulled open the door leading to the first suite of

decontam nation units. There were a series of doors in the w de hallway.
Usual | y

the suite functioned as a series of smaller roons. But, if the authorities
desired, the doors could be opened, and the entire area woul d becone one
decont ami nati on unit.

The pounding continued, erratically, as if the wonan were getting tired.

Two guards stood off to the side at the end of the corridor. They weren't
visible fromthe door they appeared to be guarding, so the woman woul d have
no

i dea that she was bei ng wat ched.

"You think the guards are necessary?" DeRicci asked.

"Yeah," Flint said. "I do."

"She could be the victimhere."
"Traffic doesn't think so."

"Traffic aren't trained investigators.'
goi ng

on?"

"I don't know," DeRicci said. "Sonmething that doesn't seeminmmedi ately
obvi ous. "

"You're warning nme, aren't you?"

"You're going in thinking she's done sonething wong. W have to play al
angl es

He stopped. "Wat do you think is



here. As Gumiela said, there's the possibility she's telling the truth."
"You want to switch roles?" Flint asked. DeRicci shook her head. "You'll do
fine. You' ve come to your own in this Port. In fact, you' re com ng al ong
faster

and better than | expected.”

She had never conplinented himbefore. Flint wasn't sure how to react.
"Thanks. "

"You don't need to sound so surprised. | can't scare you off, so | may as
wel |
train you."

Flint switched the tray of sandw ches and juice to the other hand. They had
reached the door.

"You're sure she's through decon?" he asked one of the guards.

"She didn't seemworried,"” he said, shaking his head. "It was |ike she knew
something we didn't."

"HazMat had given her an on-site check," the other guard said. "They should
have

stayed with her."

"Traffic called us," DeRicci said. "Stay back when we open the door. | don't
want her to know you're here."

"CGotcha," the guard said and touched a point on the wall

Flint heard the door's | ocking mechani smbeep tw ce, then click. The poundi ng

st opped.
DeRi cci nodded at Flint, giving himthe silent instruction to go first.
He pull ed the door open. "I hear you wanted food," he said in his npst
cheerful

voice. He held the tray out as he stepped inside, uncertain how the wonan
woul d

react.

She was standing to the side of the door, clutching her purse. He had the
sense

t hat she had been about to do sonething and changed her mnind

"Thank you." Her voice had a trace of an Anerican accent.

DeRi cci came in behind him pushing the door closed. The lights canme up, and
Flint felt his heart |urch.

The woman was one of the nost beautiful he'd ever seen. She had delicate
features, long blond hair pulled back into a | oose bun, and intelligent blue
eyes. She wore no nmakeup and she didn't seemto have enhancenments. The high
cheekbones, small nose, and dark lips that offset her |ight brown skin seened
to

be all natural

He nmade hinsel f hand her the tray.

"When can | |eave?" she asked.

"Soon, " he said.

"I'f you tell us what all that noi se was about,’
gruff,

al nost belligerent. She was starting the routine already.

"I was hungry," the woman said. "I haven't eaten in nearly two days. | had no
i dea how long | was supposed to be in here, and | was getting woozy. You
don't

mndif | eat?"

"No, go ahead," Flint said. "That's why we brought it."

"You don't |ook |like people who usually serve food," the woman said.

"Because we aren't," DeRicci said. "W're Arnstrong Dorme detectives. Traffic
t hi nks you have sonething to hide."

"What ?" The woman had been about to take a bite from her sandw ch. She

| ower ed

it and stared at DeRicci in disbelief. "I barely escaped with nmy life. Didn't
they tell you what happened?"

"Yeah, they told us," DeRicci said. "Seenms odd. The Rev usually don't let —"

DeRi cci's voi ce had grown



Flint held up a hand. "Wy don't you tell us what's going on. | used to work
for

Traffic. Sometinmes they get it wong."

"I don't think so," DeRicci said.

Flint pushed his hand out farther, as if she hadn't noticed it. "Let her eat,
Noel l e. W& can talk while she gets confortable. She already said she was
woozy. "

Besi des, he wanted to see if she were really hungry or if that had been a
ruse.

The wonman smiled gratefully at himand then picked up her sandw ch again. She
ate it in three bites, then wi ped her mouth with her fingers.

"Sorry," she said. "It's been a long tine."

Flint nodded. "Mnd if | sit?"

"Sure," she said and noved the tray so that he could sit on the bench next to
her. Interesting thing to do. He would have expected her to nod toward the
bench

across the room

This was a worman who knew how to use her | ooks to get what she wanted. He
woul d

| et her think she was succeedi ng.

DeRicci continued to stand before the door, her arnms crossed. The wonan

gl anced

once in DeRicci's direction, but whether she was | ooking at the door or at
DeRicci, Flint couldn't tell.

"You didn't tell us your name," Flint said.

"You didn't get that from—Traffic, was it?" She picked up the other

sandwi ch,

pi cked off the top piece of bread, and inspected it. After a nonment, she
renmoved

some real olives —waste of good food, Flint thought, proving she didn't cone
froma colony or an outpost —and then put the top piece of bread back on
"I'm

Geta Pal ner."

"Atextile worker fromMars," DeRicci said.

"See?" Pal ner said around her first bite. "They did tell you."

"I want to hear it fromyou," Flint said.

"Yeah," DeRicci said. "Tell us what a wonman with an Anmerican accent and
enough

education to fly a yacht is doing in a textile recycling plant on Mars."

Pal mer swal | owed the bread hard. Every novenent she nmade was delicate.
"I"'mrebuilding nmy life," she said, and Flint heard truth in that statenent.
"Away from Mars?"

"On Mars." Palmer ate the second sandwi ch sl ower, but she still went through
it

pretty fast. Then she put a hand over her stomach, as if the food bothered
her .

Flint slid the juice at her. "This should help. Sonetines the stonmach rebels
when it gets food it's not used to."

"It all |ooked pretty normal to me," Pal mer said.

Except that it wasn't. Bread made from Moon flour didn't always sit well with
fol ks who were used to the real thing. And she probably hadn't had
reconstituted

veget abl es before. Flint could feel DeRicci's gaze on him but he refused to
meet it. If they were playing good cop/bad cop, they couldn't seemlike a

t eam

"Tell us what happened,” Flint said after Palner finished her juice.

She didn't nmeet his gaze at first, which he didn't like. "W were on our way
to

the Moon —"

"Fron?" DeRicci asked.



"Earth." This time Palnmer did | ook up

"And what was a textile worker doing on Earth?"

"Taking a vacation," Palmer said, with a bit of an edge in her voice.
"Spendy vacation," DeRicci said. "I can't afford a vacation like that on ny
salary."

"Noelle," Flint said, playing his part.

DeRi cci grunted and shook her head.

Pal mer sipped at the juice carton even though she knew it was enpty. Then she
set it down. "We were headed here when the Rev intercepted us. They took the
crew "

"You were the only passenger?" DeRi cci asked.

Pal mer paused. It seenmed to Flint that she hadn't expected the question and
was

t hi nking about it. "No," she said after a nonent.

"Where are the others?"

"Some of themgot in the way," she said. "Qthers took an escape pod."

Wl |, that explained that, although Flint didn't like it. He made sure he
sounded as synpat hetic as possi ble when he asked, "Wy didn't you take an
escape

pod~?"

"It all happened so fast. | was asleep in one of the suites. | canme out in
tine

to see the crew get dragged off and the other passengers crowding into the pod

"How many ot hers?" DeRicci asked.

"Three," she said.

Interesting. Flint didn't know how to signal DeRicci on this one. Those pods
in

that ship were built confortably for one, could acconmobdate two, and were a
tight squeeze on three.

"Way didn't they take separate pods?" DeRicci asked.

"I don't know." Pal nmer's voice rose, suggesting panic, although her eyes
didn't

show it. Flint got the sense that there was pani c beneath her words, but not
t he

ki nd she was pl aying at.

"You wal ked out and then what happened?"

"No one saw ne. The Rev were getting the crew off the ship, and the others
wer e

going away. | didn't know where the other escape pod was. | went into the
cockpit to find it, and the conmputer asked nme if | wanted to cl ose the
out si de

exit door because | was alone on the ship. That's when | decided to take ny
chance. "

"And run fromthe Rev?" DeRicci asked, nmaking it sound |ike a stupid choice.
"I figured it was the same either way, and |I'd get out of there faster in the
yacht than | would in the escape pods."

Again, it sounded | ogical even though it rang false. Flint suddenly w shed he
was pl aying bad cop. There were a whole | ot of technical questions he wanted
to

ask her.

"Where did you learn how to pilot yachts?" DeRicci asked.

"I didn't,"” Palner said. "I fleworbitals when | was a kid."

"Seens to ne your life on Mars should be isolated. Yours isn't the kind of
job

that allows you to judge other people." DeRicci had her arns crossed.

Pal ner's face paled. Flint had seen interview subjects flush or turn a rather
sickly yell ow sh, but he'd never seen them grow pal e.

Al'l of these reactions of hers didn't add up. "He said, "Did the Rev chase



you?"
She | ooked at him startled, as if she had forgotten he was there. O perhaps

t he question surprised her. "I don't know. | flew manually —as fast as |
coul d
make that thing go. It was scary. | was out of control nost of the tine."

That jibed with the report Gum ela had given them Palmer's |anding hadn't
exactly been controll ed.

"The Rev don't cone after soneone without a warrant. They're not like the
Disty," DeRicci said. "They don't kill everyone around the person they're
after.”

Pal mer raised her head. "Wat are you sayi ng?"

"I"msaying that the Rev shoul d have checked with their new prisoners about
your

identity. If they come here, they think you' ve done sonething."

Pal mer's body froze. Her face | ost expression

"You know that's not true,"” Flint said to DeRicci, hoping that his position
as

good cop m ght draw Pal ner out. "The Rev take prisoners that they don't want."
"And set themfree if the identities don't match any in their database.”

"I didn't know that." Palnmer's voice was soft. Flint had the feeling that she
had taken the few nonments of that interchange to come up with her story. "I

t hought they'd take ne |ike they took everyone else."

"Except the passengers who clinbed into the pods," DeRicci said.

"I don't know what happened to themafter | left."” Palmer's voice shook. It
sounded like a controll ed response. She picked up the juice carton fromthe
tray

and started to play with the straw. Flint watched her left hand. The skin on
t he

third finger had a thin indentation. She had worn a ring there, and recently.
"You didn't think to go back for then?" DeRicci asked. She sounded of f ended.
Maybe she was.

"I was running for my life," Palner said.

"The Rev don't kill their prisoners," DeRicci said.

"I didn't know that," Pal ner said.

DeRicci's eyebrows went up, her look of triunmph. "Yet you accuse ne of being
unsophi sticated. Wiich is it, M. Palner? Are you sophisticated or not? You
piloted orbitals. You handl ed a yacht. You nean to tell ne you've never
encountered aliens before?"

Pal mer's mouth was cl osed. Her eyes seened bigger than they had a nonment

bef ore.

"I find it hard to believe, given that you' re from Mars."

"The Disty —"

"Aren't the Rev. In fact, the Disty and the Rev avoid each other, don't they?
What better place to hide fromthe Rev than on Mars?" DeRicci's words hung in
the room "You want to try this conversation again, Ms. Palnmer, and tell us

t he

truth this time?"

Pal ner | ooked at Flint, as if waiting for himto bail her out. But he didn't

say
anyt hing. He wanted to hear her expl anation.

"Why i s she doing this?" Palner asked. "I issued a Mayday as | canme into Mon
space. | asked for help."

"And we'd give it to you," Flint said, "except for one thing."

Pal mer froze again. She had this way of not noving that suggested a | ot was
goi ng on behind her eyes. "Wat's that?"

He net her gaze and dropped the good-cop nmask. He said, "W have reason to
bel i eve that yacht was stolen.”

She knew she had | ost then, that there were no allies here. Wen the
det ecti ves



had come in, she had thought the man would be willing to help her. She knew
he

found her attractive. He got that | ook that nen got around her sonetines, the
one that indicated that he woul d have troubl e | ooking past her features to

t he

personal ity behi nd.

At first, she had even attributed the hostility of the femal e detective,
DeRicci, to those same features. And to her partner's reaction to those
features.

But Ekaterina hadn't been thinking clearly. She had forgotten that |aw
enforcenent was never trustworthy, especially when it had soneone in custody.
I't

was a rookie mstake, sonething she would have chided one of her clients
about .

She shut up after the comment about the yacht, not that it mattered. The
detectives gave each other a knowi ng | ook that comunicated a | ot without

wor ds.

Then DeRicci said to Ekaterina, "You're conming with ne."

Ekaterina's heart pounded. She felt that sane anticipatory nervousness she
had

felt earlier. DeRicci thought she was tough. If she took Ekaterina somewhere
al one, Ekaterina could get away. She knew it. The woman's arrogance woul d
make

it easy. Flint stood and | ooked down at Ekaterina. She wondered how she coul d
ever have thought him synpathetic. Those blue eyes that had seened so warm
wer e

cool now. She thought she saw contenpt in them

He wasn't a bad-1ooki ng man. He had once had a cherubic face, and she would
wager he | ooked younger than he was. But he was al nost too thin, and there
wer e

lines forming in the center of his cheeks, accenting that thinness. It made
hi m

| ook har sh.

There was no evidence of the attraction now. Had she inmagined it?

"Come on," he said in that sane gentle voice

She stood, a little nore certain on her feet this time than she had been
earlier. The food had hel ped, and she did appreciate it. It would keep her
goi ng

for a while.

She picked up the tray and her purse at the sanme tinme, naking the novenent
with

the purse seem|like an unconscious gesture. The last thing she wanted to do
was

call attention to it. She didn't want anyone to find that pistol

"Il worry about the tray," Flint said, taking it from her
DeRi cci hadn't noved away fromthe door. "Believe it or not.'
have

other cases that I'd like to get to. So let's nove."

Ekat eri na nodded. She had played this entire interview wong. She had
forgotten

her new self, forgotten that she was supposed to be a textile worker, not a
| awyer. She should have paid attention to the questions they didn't ask, the
way

they were evaluating her, to see if her comrents jibed with her persona
history. O course they didn't. The discussion of the orbitals proved that.

| f

she didn't get away, she was going to have to come up with a way to unify
everyt hi ng she said.

Flint set the tray back on the bench. He cane up behind her, not allow ng her
to

she said, "I



go anywhere but with DeRicci. As long as he stayed with them her plan to use
the pistol wouldn't work. He was too observant. She saw himl ook at her hand.
She knew he couldn't see the areas where the security enhancenents had been
renoved —she'd used a creamthat pronoted healing —but he stared at her

| eft

hand. He saw that thin line where Sinon's ring had been

DeRi cci opened the door. Ekaterina felt herself tense. She couldn't nmake a

br eak

for it in here; there would be space cops and officials everywhere. She had
to

wait until they were outside the Port.

Two guards stepped forward. They had been standing to the side of the door
Ekaterina bit back a curse

"You're coming with us," DeRicci said to them

They nodded, and fl anked Ekaterina, |eading her through the same corridor she
had come through. It felt as if she had been in that decontam nation chanber
forever, but the hallway was a rem nder that she hadn't, that she had passed
t hrough just a short tine ago.

She wondered if the Rev had arrived yet. They wouldn't let her go, no matter

what was happening. They would find her if she was still in police custody.
And

if she was still in police custody, she would be forced to go.

She had to get away sonehow. She just wasn't sure how.

Flint still wal ked behind her. She could feel him He was too cl ose, probably
on

pur pose. She hated that. She wanted to turn and tell himto get back, but she
had called too nmuch attention to her difficult personality already. If she
seened meeker, resigned, they all mght relax their guard, and she m ght have
a

chance to get away.

What she needed was a plan. But there was no way to have a plan when she
didn't

know what was going to happen next.

She had to be flexible.

She had to be creative.

And she had to be fast.

13
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Because the police required himand Dylani to stay in Arnstrong Done, they
had

offered to pay for a hotel nearby. The hotel was old, near the City Conpl ex,
and

had some of the poorest security Jamal had ever seen. It was alnost as if

t hey

wanted the Wgnin to cone for Ennis again, as if they would do nothing to
stop

it.

Fortunately, the Wgnin were still in custody.

The roomwas tiny, as all of the old hotel roons were. Wen this place had
been

built, Arnmstrong had been a snmall colony with a nodest dome —one they didn't
thi nk they coul d expand. Technol ogy changed that, but these tiny hotels
stayed

as a part of the historic preservation novenent that had been sweeping the
Moon

for the last fifty years.

No police officers followed himhere. They nade it clear that he and his
famly

were on their own recogni zance. But Detective Flint hadn't been the only one
to



warn themthat they would be in trouble if they ran. Jamal had heard that
from

every single officer he'd spoken to.

Even the social workers who had taken care of Ennis had warned him It was

al nrost as if they knew what Jamal had done in the past and they expected him
to

do it again.

If he fled again, he would have to take his fanily. O split themup. O send
Ennis into exile alone, which was precisely the situation he wanted to avoid.
He had a small break, as Flint had said. The Wgnin did not have the proper
warrants, and Jamal might be able to fight that on some kind of technicality.
He

didn't know enough about multicultural |aw to know whether or not he would
have

a chance.

Dyl ani sat near the window, its plastic surface pitted fromyears of poor
filtration in the old dome. She held Ennis tightly, rocking himback and
forth

and crooning to him To Jamal's surprise, the boy didn't seemto m nd

Jamal used the cheap systembuilt into the wall by the only other chair to
search for attorneys. He knew this wasn't the best way to go about such a

search, but he felt he had no other choice. H's own |inks were mniml —he
and
Dyl ani had conserved noney by refusing to buy services —and he didn't have
access to the nost basic information, like directories of other conmunities.
The

hotel system al so had records of a variety of professionals —doctors,

fi nanci al

consul tants, and of course, |awers. Apparently people who stayed here often
needed consul tation

The records contained conplaints and citations of nmerit, recognition in any
way,

and a history of each professional's nmention in various nedia.

It woul d take himweeks to sort through all the information on the attorneys
in

Ar st rong al one.

But he needed soneone and, worst of all, he had to hire soneone he could

af ford.

Even if he and Dyl ani sold the house and he went back to work full-time, he
woul dn't be able to afford nost of these nulticultural attorneys.

If Jamal wanted to go that big, he needed to ask soneone to take himon as a
charity case. There had to be someone who was willing to take a risk, someone
who was willing to see if the | aw woul d bend.

Jamal just had to find him

When they reached the entrance to interstellar holding, Flint left them
DeRi cc

seened to have the matter well in hand, and the guards kept a close eye on
Palmer. Flint still wasn't sure what to make of her. She seemed too educated
for

her work, but a lot of people chose jobs that didn't use their education
She al so seened skittish, in a way that didn't entirely make sense. Usually,
crimnals were cocky or terrified. Rarely did they display this conbination
of

controll ed panic and instinctual conbativeness.

Sonehow he felt that was the key to her; that and the missing ring on her

| eft

hand. Had she been married or was she sinply one of those wonmen who wore

ri ngs

on that finger? And why had she stopped?



When he caught up with Pal mer again, he would ask her those questions. But
first

he had to inspect the yacht.

It took hima while to get to Termnal 5 and even longer to reach the yacht.
Space Traffic Control had docked it at the farthest reaches of the termnal
probably because Palnmer's piloting had been wild. It would have been better
to

keep her as far from other ships as possible, to mnimze any potenti al

di saster.

As Flint approached the ship, he touched the chip on his sleeve that all owed
hi m

to record. Palner's inexpert |anding was obvious just fromthe way the yacht
was

parked. It was facing the wong direction and the tunnel that usually all owed
easy access had been turned al nost sideways so that it could cone close to

t he

mai n entrance.

It bothered himthat this yacht was so simlar to the one used in the Disty
vengeance killings. He wasn't sure what the connection was, but he had a
hunch

that Pal mer was involved in sonething nmore than sinple theft.

As he had the last time, he decided to explore the outside of the ship first.
The ship's identification had been renoved, as had its nane and it secondary
identification, just like on the previous yacht.

The difference here was that this yacht had no recent scorching and scarring.
Al of the damage to its exterior was several nonths ol d.

Still, he recorded it, getting the imagery exactly. It didn't |ook |like
simlar

weaponry had been used on this ship. So if it had been in a battle, it had
been

of a different type.

He woul d have thought, given the story that Palnmer told, that the Rev would
have

attacked the ship, then boarded it, but no matter how hard he | ooked, he saw
no

evi dence of attack.

He didn't even find evidence of boarding, such as he had found on the other
yacht. No scrapes outside the entrance, nothing to show that another ship's
grappl i ng equi pnent had attenpted to pull the door open

One escape pod was missing, just as Palner said it would be and, he judged
from

the placenent, it was the pod fromthe cockpit. The other escape pods were in
pl ace.

The exterior was telling hima lot, but not in any fashion he could use, at

| east not yet. He finished pacing around it and finally decided to go inside.
He had to use a sliding staircase that was stowed in each dock to clinb to

t he

mai n door. The dock's tunnel hadn't gone that far. The staircase worked |ike
a

bri dge between them

He pul |l ed open the door and stepped into the airlock. No signs of violence,
not hi ng out of place. Not even handprints from pani cked peopl e bei ng dragged
away fromthe safety of their ship.

If he hadn't heard Palner's story, he would have no suspicion what soever of
Rev

i nvol venent, of a crisis on the ship, of people dragged away against their
will.

A shiver ran through him The sense he had had fromthe begi nning that she
was

| yi ng cane back. Sonething had happened, but what?



He stepped through the airlock into the crew area of the yacht. It was

amazi ngly

neat. The peopl e who were dragged through here hadn't pulled on emergency
swi tches or reached for makeshift weapons. The conputer panels didn't even
flash

Warni ng or announce an illegal entry.

The disquiet he felt in the airlock grew. The door to the passenger section
stood open, the only thing that seenmed out of order. He stepped inside.

The seats were neat, as if they had been vacuuned cl ean. None of them | ooked
as

if they'd been sat in, and there was no evidence of a hasty evacuation
Not hi ng

had been left on the seats or in the seat pockets. None of the reclining
seats

had been left down, and the seats that turned into cots were in their upright
positions.

He stepped toward the back and peered into the suites. The beds were made
with

mlitary precision. No clothing hung in the closets and no persona

bel ongi ngs

sat on the dressing tables.

In fact this yacht, |ike the previous one, was incredibly inpersonal. It
seened

to follow factory specs. The rugs were the sanme; the seats were the sane;
even

the linens on the bed were the sane.

He |iked that less than he |liked Palner's story.

Carefully, he made his way back to the crew area. If this yacht had carried
f our

passengers, as Palner had said, there was no evidence of it. There wasn't
even

lint on the floor of the passenger cabin.

He stepped through the crew area into the cockpit. The cockpit was the only
new

area to him He hadn't been able to inspect the Di sty vengeance killing
cockpit

because of the way the body had been draped. Maybe he shoul d go back now t hat
forensics was done and see what he could find.

It mght provide the link between the two shi ps.

This cockpit |ooked lived-in. There were jackets hung in the closet behind

t he

door, and equi pnent that did not |ook like regulation. The door to the escape
pod was still open —sonething any good pilot would not |et happen. That
probably caused sone of the problens that Pal ner had handling the ship. If

t he

yacht was like others of its class, it was designed to be flowmn with the
pod' s

exterior and interior doors closed.

He recorded the entire cockpit, noting that three of the chairs |ooked as if
they' d been used. There was even a covered drinking cup stashed in its secure
hol der near the co-pilot's station. He might have to get forensics in here
after

all.

According to the conputer, the ship's logs were intact. He hadn't expected

t hat .

It nade this case even nore bizarre. Anyone involved in crimnal activity
woul d

have wi ped the | ogs clean

Flint scanned themin text first, noting that the encounter with the Rev was
logged in, just as it was supposedto be. That surprised himeven nore. Wen



had

the pilot time to log in his encounter with the Rev? According to Pal mer,
t hey

had boarded and then taken the crew away, while the passengers were in a
state

of panic.

"Computer," Flint said. "I'm Arnstrong Dome Law Enforcenent investigating a
possible crime. My identification is being pressed to the screen at the
pilot's

station.”

He put his finger on the screen

"You are required by law to answer ny questions. | want audi o answers,

al t hough

| may downl oad information later."

"Under st ood. " The androgynous computer voice signaled that the yacht was of
Earth Alliance nake.

"What's your ship |og default?" he asked.

"I amto record destinations, changes in course, and any incom ng or outgoing
messages. "

"Do you usually operate in default nmode or does your pilot control the |og?"
"My pilot has added to the log in the past. It has not been touched on this
trip."

"So you were in default node on this trip."

"Yes," the conputer said.

"Where did this flight originate?" Flint asked.

"San Franci sco. "

"Where was it supposed to term nate."

"San Franci sco. "

"Not Mars?"

"San Franci sco. "

He felt frustration build. Questioning a conputer was not |ike questioning a
person. He wasn't going to get answers this way.

I nst ead, he hacked into the system

There wasn't a lot of useful information about the ship's registry. Either it
hadn't been entered into the computer or it had been deleted. He did find

evi dence that the ship's conputer systemwas not original to the design. It
had

been added shortly after the ship becane operational

The conputer was a sophisticated self-contained unit that did not Iink to any
outside nets. It did not answer any nore than the nost rudi mentary questions
and, it seenmed, it either purged previous nissions or had not recorded them
"Hmm " he said, resting an el bow on the hard plastic consol e beside the
comput er

screen. The conputer's nmenory seened remarkably clean, given the condition of
the ship's exterior. Search as he might, he couldn't even find ghosts of past
i nformation. This system had been thoroughly purged.

Whi ch nade hi meven nore suspicious. It was not logical for Palnmer to bring a
ship here and abandon it so easily when the ship itself so clearly cried out
crimnal activity. Flint searched the specs for sone hidden cargo area, but
unl ess the ship was carrying mcro-cargo, he didn't find anything.

Still, he wasn't going to rule out snmuggling. He wasn't going to rul e out
anyt hi ng.

He scanned the text version of the |ogs. They confirmed a San Franci sco
departure, with a turn-around point mdway between the Earth and the Mon
Short

trip, then. The mission of the trip was not outlined. Neither was the nanme of
the pilot or any nenber of the crew. And of course he didn't find a passenger
list.

Flint hit audio for conmunications playback. He | eaned back in the pilot's
chair



and |listened to routine space traffic commands for a private ship. Nothing
out

of the ordinary there. The ship had a designation, given to it by San

Franci sco

Space Traffic, and he made certain that he got that information in two
separate

pl aces.

Whet her that designation was legitimte or not wouldn't be hard to check
From the monent the yacht left Earth orbit, there was comuni cations sil ence.
Until:

"D.I.EEM, this is Brocene." The speech had no inflection at all. A
conput eri zed

voi ce, although not one fromEarth Alliance. This one didn't sound human at
all.

"Brocene, go ahead." The responding voice was male, and Flint identified it
as

the pilot's voice. So far he had heard nothing from Pal ner at all.
"Rendezvous at the usual coordinates?"

"Roger that, Brocene"

Then there was silence. Flint checked the tinme. The yacht was nearly to its
destination coordi nates. Then he checked for the initials D.I.E.M He did not
see what they referred to. That was not the designation that had been used
for

the ship in San Francisco, yet it seenmed to be used as a nane here.

When the yacht reached the destination coordinates, conmmunications began
agai n.

"Brocene, this is DI.EEM W have you on visual ."

Flint | eaned forward and checked for a visual file. There was one. He turned
it

on and it appeared as a small inage on the screen before him and he was
startled to see the blue and orange marki ngs of a Rev prison ship.

It was a small ship, as Rev vessels went, but it was still inposing. And it
was

| arge enough to destroy this yacht with a single blast of its weapons.
"Roger that, D.I.E.M" said the conputerized voice. Flint now recognized its
toneless qualities. It was designed to mnmic Rev vocal inflections. "Have you
our cargo?"

"Prined and ready. As soon as we receive payment, we are a go."

Flint sat up, a chill running down his back

"Paynment sent, D.I.EM"

"Checki ng now, Brocene."

There was silence on both ends. Flint wondered how the pilot confirmed the
payment being sent. Flint had found no record of credits in the computer
system

and the conputer was an internal unit. Had there been another conputer on
boar d?

He woul d have to search for it, and for the information on the ship's

comnput er.

H s work here night take | onger than he had pl anned.

"Ckay, Brocene. W have a record of paynent."

"The agreenent is that we get the cargo i mediately."

"Nice try." It sounded as if the pilot were snmling. "W do this wthout
di rect

contact."

"It would be easier —"

"Ease is not the issue and you know it. Caution is. | even hate these
conmuni cations. If we could find a way around them |'d sure as hel

appreci ate
it."
Flint et out a small whistle. This was sonething that had happened before



and

the pilot thought it woul d happen agai n.

"Communi cation is necessary. In the past there have been probl ens. Unexpected
guests." Somewhere al ong the way the Rev voice had changed. Flint coul dn't

pi npoi nt the nonent the conputer stopped speaking for the Rev and one of its
crew had started speaking directly.

"I remenber,” the pilot said.

"So if you feel this is not cautious enough, then changing the plan should
not

be a problemfor you."

"We' || be evacuating the ship in thirty Earth m nutes.
firm

Evacuati on? Pal mer had said nothi ng about evacuation
He |istened as the pilot continued. "She won't know we're gone."

She? Could the pilot be referring to Pal mer or someone el se? Was the cargo

t hey

wer e di scussi ng human?

Qdd that the pilot hadn't dunped any of this fromthe computer system Unless
he

needed it for some other purpose. After all, his voice was the only part of
hi m

t hat appeared here. Even though Flint had searched for crewidentification in
the system he hadn't found any —and there were no visuals of the crew

ei ther.

"Gve it another thirty mnutes,
11

be picking up the ship frominpound in a week or so. If there's permanent
damage, |'mconming after you."

The plan was to abandon the ship and its cargo —probably its passenger or
passengers —to the Rev. Wi ch nust have happened, since the crew was gone.

The pil ot sounded

the pilot was saying, "and you can board.

They

took the escape pods fromthe cockpit before Pal mer even knew what was
happeni ng.

But that still didn't explain how she cane into possession of the yacht and
why

she wouldn't tell all of this to the authorities on Arnmstrong.

Unl ess the Rev had a warrant. |If they did, she was the one in violation of

t he

law, not the crew of this ship.

The Rev agreed to the terns and signed off. There was silence again. Flint

gl anced at the log before him It registered a number of communications files
after this one. They probably cane from Pal ner.

Maybe she hadn't |ied about her incompetence at flying a sophisticated ship
like

a yacht. Any conpetent pilot would have purged all of this, and anything el se
that contradicted her story, assuming that Arnmstrong authorities would only do
a

cursory search of the computer system and send her on her way.

She probably hadn't even realized that the yacht itself was suspicious. No
registration, no serial nunbers, not even an I.D. programbuilt into the
conput er.

He |l et the comunications files spin forward.

"Brocene, this is DI.E.M" The pilot's voice again. Only he sounded
different.

St rai ned.

"This had better be inportant." The Rev didn't seem happy to hear from him

ei ther.

"It is." There was nore than strain in the pilot's voice. He had an urgent

t one,

t he kind humans got when they were trying to inpart information different



from

what their words inplied. "I just got a coded nessage from ny headquarters. |
need to keep the yacht."

Flint crossed his arms and tilted his head. Interesting. This wasn't playing
out

t he way he woul d have expect ed.

"W have an agreenent." The Rev sounded angry. Even though the anger wasn't
directed at him the hair on the back of Flint's neck rose. He'd seen an
angry

Rev only once. It wasn't sonething he wanted to see again.

"Which I"'mliving up to." The pilot spoke so fast that he seened to have
interrupted the Rev, which was a cultural no-no. "All | wanted to do was | et
you

know that |'m dunping her into a pod. You can pick it up an hour after we've
left the area. Is that clear?"

There wasn't enough information here. Was Pal mer the only passenger on the
shi p?

Was she really a passenger at all or a nenber of this crew?

"We' |l pick it up now" The Rev was referring to the pod.

"No!" The pilot sounded terrified. Flint's fromm grew. He had learned in his
early days as a space cop that a person never argued with a Rev using that

t one.

The Rev could be manipulated or lied to, so long as the lies were convincing,
but a direct argunment usually made the Rev angrier. And an angry Rev was
likely

to go berserk.

Flint winced as if this conversation were taking place in front of him His
entire body tensed.

"There are other ships in the area,"” the pilot said. "If they witness the
exchange, then we will never be able to do this again."

That sounded pl ausi bl e, but even pl ausi bl e expl anations didn't always appease
an

angry Rev. This one didn't answer imediately. Flint turned over various
scenarios in his mnd. Had the Rev cone after the crew at this noment? If so
why was there no evidence of boarding on the airlock? Rev ships were no nore
sophi sticated in m d-space boardi ng than human ships were. There shoul d have
been grappl e narks on the exterior of the ship.

Flint glanced at the comunications | ogs. They were still spinning forward.
The

silence he heard was the sane silence the pilot had listened to.

It did not bode well.

Finally, there was a click in the log. "W shall do so this one tine," the
Rev

said. "But this will not become policy, or our business is done."

"I't's not policy. It's just a —" There was a bunping sound and a slight

grunt

fromthe pilot " —blip. Sonething went wong at headquarters that they want
t he

yacht for. | don't have as nuch flexibility as usual ."

He sounded terrified. Any human on the other end woul d not have agreed to
this

pl an. But apparently, the Rev did not know the subtleties of human vocal cues.
The Rev agreed to the terns and then added, "But should you try this again,

you
will feel our wath."
"Yeah, | know." The pilot sounded resigned. Then he signed off.

The conmuni cations | ogs continued to spool. The next conmunication came from
Pal ner, claimng she didn't know how to fly the ship, that her crew had been
taken by the Rev, and she needed hel p. She sounded pani cked too, but her
pani c,



whil e I ouder than the pilot's, seenmed nore controll ed.

Flint could not say why he had that inpression, although he did. He |istened
al |

the way to the end, as the ground crew in Arnstrong tal ked her down. She said
not hi ng about the conversations between the pilot and the Rev, nothing about
t he

m ssing woman —if indeed there had been one —and not hi ng about a plan gone
awy.

She sounded |i ke an innocent victim yet sonmehow he doubted she was.

He bent over the logs and replayed the | ast conmunication between the pil ot
and

the Rev. That bunmp and pause was the clue. If Flint had to guess, he would
say

that the pilot was nore afraid of soneone in the :cockpit than he was of the
Rev, which was sayi ng sormet hi ng.

He t hought back to the woman's story. She cl ai ned she had been one anbng nany
passengers. She clainmed that three of the passengers had taken an escape pod.
And she clainmed that the Rev had boarded the ship, taking the crew with them
But not hing on the ship confirned her story. Yes, a pod was nissing, but it
was

m ssing fromthe cockpit. And if the comruni cations |ogs were accurate, the
Rev

were expecting a single pod to drop out of that ship. They would let it fl oat
for nearly an hour before picking it up, giving the yacht tine to escape.

In fact, that hour would be all that a yacht, flown manually, would need to
reach the Moon first. The Rev woul d be del ayed even | onger, thinking the

pi | ot

had somehow pl ayed a trick on them

Conbine that with the lack of boarding marks, no sign of forced entry into

t he

cockpit, and no evidence of passengers at all, and Palmer's story conpletely
fell apart.

Not to nmention that she claimed she was on vacation from Mars when this ship
had

no intention of going to Mars. It was flying round-trip to San Francisco. It
had

arrived at its md-trip destination when the pilot contacted the Rev.

Then there was the matter of the matching ships. The Rev and the Disty hated
each other. They would not work together for any reason. But humans had no
qual ns about working with both.

The Disty ship had three bodies of people supposedly on a vacation. Pal ner
was

supposedly on a vacation. She didn't seemlike soneone who |lived on Mars. She
had skills and an education that wasn't listed in her file.

And then there was a fact that DeRicci had nentioned: Wat better place to

hi de

fromthe Rev than on Mars? The Disty had overrun Mars and the Rev hated them
The group fromthe Disty vengeance killing had been found by the Disty in a
yacht simlar to this one. Flint wanted to hear their logs, if he could. He
woul d wager that, if the | ogs hadn't been purged, they would reveal a
conversation simlar to the first one he'd heard here.

Soneone was selling people who were trying to Disappear to the very groups

t hat

want ed t hem

Whi ch neant that Greta Pal mer wasn't a victimof an in-space ship takeover by

the Rev, nor was she a run-of-the-m |l yacht thief. She was a crimnal wanted
by

the Rev, a crimnal who had nanaged to force an entire crew into an escape
pod

and turn themover to the Rev in her place. Then she had conme here, pleading



for

assi st ance.

She was too smart to tell the truth, and she was good at survival.

She had mentioned that she thought the Rev would be after her too. Neither he
nor DeRi cci had thought her protests sounded right —the Rev wouldn't behave
t he

way she had said they would. But the Rev would cone if Pal mer were their

quarry.
They woul d be here soon, and they woul d want her

Pal mer was desperate. She might be willing to try anything, including
attacki ng

police officers, in order to escape the Rev.

Flint opened his Iink and hoped he would be able to warn DeRicci in tine.
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Ekat eri na clutched her purse against her body, playing the terrified tourist.
The terror wasn't that hard to feign. She hadn't heard about any Rev arriving
yet, but she knew it would only be a matter of tine.

She sat in the back seat of an ancient aircar, a nodel that she hadn't seen
since she was a teenager. It had been nodified for police use —there was a
pl astic protective barrier between the back seat and the front, and there
wer e

no door handles on the insides of the back doors.

The rest of the aircar hadn't been changed, however, and she wondered if the
police departnent on Arnstrong knew how vul nerable their vehicles were. She
had

| earned all about this nodel when she'd been defending a client in San
Franci sco. He'd used a |l aser pistol to disable the secondary systens while a
friend, had been driving.

The car had crashed.

She was constantly surprised at how nuch practical information she had
acquired,

both fromher wild teenage years and her years as a defense attorney. She
only

hoped it would serve her in good stead now

One of the guards sat beside her in the back seat. He'd been solicitous —
hel ping her strap in before the car started. He'd al so been practical as
wel | .

H s partner had taken his weapon into the front seat, and anything that

Ekat eri na coul d use agai nst the guard went al so.

They were treating her as a prisoner —sort of. If they were really worried
about her, they would have taken her purse as well. But they weren't certain
if

she was telling the truth, and they had a nmyriad of regulations to foll ow.

A tourist could sue Arnstrong Done for maltreatnment, especially if the
touri st

had cl ai red she needed hel p. The nedi a al ways supported the tourist's claim
and

the publicity alone often hurt tourismin an area after such an event. As a
result, governments like Arnmstrong, especially those whose econony had a
strong

reliance on tourism tried to prevent problens through regul ation

O'ten those regul ati ons hanpered | aw enforcenent techni ques, just as they
wer e

doi ng now. Detective DeRicci hadn't arrested Ekaterina yet. They didn't have
enough information. So they couldn't take away her personal possessions
because

of her potential tourist status.

That woul d all change once Ekaterina got to the station. She had to nake her
nove before then



DeRi cci drove the aircar manually, which Ekaterina initially thought to be an
i nteresting choice. The car rose only a few inches off the roadway, making
Ekat eri na wonder why the police didn't use a wheel ed vehicle. They probably
want ed the hi gh speeds and shortcuts that air routes provided.

Armstrong itself | ooked different. The area near the Port had been rebuilt —
t he

di | api dated buil di ngs and dusty roads were |ong gone. Ekaterina felt a deep
di sappoi nt nent. She had hoped that the slum area of

Armstrong woul d provide her with a neans for escape.

I nstead, the nearby buildings had the shiny newness of the |atest synthetic
materials. Sone of them actually shimered in a variety of changing col ors,
and

a few seened to use the done wall as part of the building structure —

obvi ously

anot her change in Arnstrong buil di ng codes.

It wasn't so hard, then, to |l ook around as if she were a tourist who had
never

seen this part of the universe before. She hadn't.

But the road was famliar, its twists and turns the sane as they had been a
decade before. DeRicci was not a cautious driver. She took corners sharply,
and

when she floated the car to avoid obstacles, she went up on a steep and often
dangerous trajectory. Qther aircars had to swerve to avoid her, and a | ot of
them used their horns.

Aircar drivers weren't used to surprise. Mdst of them punched in their
destination and let the cars take themthere, using set routes. Al aircars
wer e

linked to the street traffic control system which prevented nost collisions
by

maki ng sure that each car had its own direct route.

A manual driver screwed all of that up. A manual driver, while being tracked
by

the system could make sudden and unexpected noves, and the conputerized
system

couldn't conpensate. Instead, the other aircars had to.

Perhaps all cops had to learn to drive aircars manually. That way, no one
coul d

hijack the system and prevent cops fromchasing crinmnals on the streets.
Ekat eri na suppressed a sigh. No matter where she went in the human-settled
uni verse, everything was nonitored. Perhaps she was just del uding herself.
Per haps she had no chance of evading the Rev at all.

Still her left hand, the one farthest fromthe guard, slipped behind her
feeling the warm plastic of the aircar's wi ndow. Beneath it, on the body's
interior, she knew she would find a circular opening the size of her fist,

|l eading into the car's secondary systens.

The done filters were shifting fromdaylight to twilight, in a vain attenpt
to

mmc Earthlight. The result was sinply an odd sort of dusk that seened I|ike
badly lit darkness. The automatic street lights hadn't flicked on yet, and
visibility was poor.

Ekaterina's fingers finally found the opening. It was smaller than she
renenbered, and she felt a frisson of fear. Maybe her client had |ied about
what

he' d done after all

Still, she unlatched the cover over the opening, then brought her hand back
to

her 1 ap.

The guard hadn't noved

The done was taller here, and newer. Perhaps this section of the city hadn't
been conpl eted when Ekaterina had visited. The buil dings that surrounded her



right now were at | east ten stories high, and she didn't renmenber ever seeing
any buildings in Armstrong taller than five stories.

DeRi cci turned another corner. The buil dings here seermed al nost nonolithic,
attached above in a series of interlinking floors. Ekaterina couldn't even
see

t he done.

Wthout the automatic street lights, the areas beneath the buildings was very
dark. The aircar's lights came on, but Ekaterina still found herself

bl i nki ng,

trying to get her eyes to adjust.

"Nearly there," the guard said to her, and Ekaterina junped. She hadn't
expect ed

himto speak. She was very glad she didn't have her hand behind her at that
nonent .

She nodded. She wasn't going to get a chance to escape into a famliar part
of

t own.

Ahead, the street wi dened into something approxi mati ng a boul evard. The area
there was extrenmely well lit, so well lit that sone of the |ight backwashed

into

this darker section of town, illum nating the faces of the cops in the front
seat .

This was her only chance.

She opened the fal se side of her purse, grabbed the |aser pistol, and flicked
it

on. It grewwarmin her hand. She hoped that this aircar was the nodel she
renenber ed, because she wasn't going to get another chance.

She turned in her seat restraints, shoved the nmuzzle of the pistol into the
opening and fired. The shot blew a hole through the back, but that wasn't
wher e

t he danmage occurred. The tiny circuitry, attached by even smaller fil aments,
absorbed the | aser's energy, sending it throughout the system The shot

illum nated the back half of the car, the circuitry clear through the

synt hetic

panel i ng.

The car groaned softly, as if it were in pain. The guard |unged for

Ekat eri na,

his hand closing on her arm She couldn't pull the pistol out of the hole.

It hadn't worked. She was trapped here, and now her captors knew that she was
no

troubled tourist. She was a crinminal, and they would do everything they could
to

gi ve her back to the Rev.

Flint grabbed the back of the pilot's chair in frustration. The cockpit
seened

smal | and cl ose, but he knew that was just being caused by his npod.

DeRi cci wasn't answering her link. She had to be driving. The only time she
bl ocked her personal comuni cations systemthis conpletely was when she was
driving an aircar. She always said she couldn't concentrate on all the
maneuver s

i f anyone distracted her.

He gl anced at the inage of the Rev prison ship, which he'd left on the

vi ewscreen after his scan through the logs. It |ooked sleek and nenaci ng,
portendi ng troubl e ahead.

He | eaned forward and turned off the inmage. The interior of the cockpit
hunmed.

Sone equi pnent was still on, even though it shouldn't have been —yet anot her
sign of an inexperienced | anding. Before he left, he would have the conmputer
run



a systens check, shutting down anything that wasn't necessary.

He was a bit surprised HazMat hadn't done that, but then they touched as
little

as they could when a ship landed in Terminal 5. They didn't want to destroy
evi dence.

Neither did he. He tried DeRicci's personal link one nore time, and

di scovered

that it was still blocked. So he linked with the precinct system setting it
to

send an alert to DeRicci's links the nonment she entered any gover nnment
bui I di ng.

He woul d continue to try to contact her, but if she forgot to turn off the
bl ock

(somet hing she did fairly often), the precinct systemwould override it.
He hoped that woul d be enough, even though he was worried that it wasn't.

DeRi cci had never heard a car noan before. Light flared behind her, and the
guard behind her cried out. They were in the darkest part of the Prosceni um
Arches, the new shopping and entertai nment conplex that the city's nanager
had

deermed essential for Arnstrong's health —the conmplex that violated half a
dozen

of Armstrong's city ordinances, including the one about bl ocking the done.
There

were no ot her cars around.

Li ght surged toward her. She had bl ocked her personal |inks as she always did
when she drove, so she couldn't send an instant energency alert. Instead, she
reached beneath the car's guidance system sending a nessage to Street
Traffic

Control, as the light hit.

Energy radi ated up through the systems, burning her fingers. She cried out in
pain and pulled her hand back when the car froze.

Her own nomentum carried her forward, thrusting her against the restraints.
She

t hought for a noment that the restraints wouldn't hold, and then she realized
that the car was ni pping, turning upside down.

DeRicci felt the restraints twi st even as she continued to go forward; then

t he

restraints forced her to nove with the car, sideways, upside down, and then
al |

the way down, landing with a thunp on the passenger side.

The air snelled of sweat and panic and burned plastic; around her, people
wer e

crying out —men were crying out. The only woman's voi ce she heard was her
own.

The car groaned again, only this time the groan came fromthe synthetic
exterior

settling in an unusual position. DeRicci remained suspended in the driver's
seat, the restraints keeping her in place.

She had never been in an accident before. Aircar accidents happened nostly to
pol i ce vehicl es because the police were the only ones who used manua
controls,

but all she had ever done was cone to the scene nuch |ater, exam ne evidence,
ook at the Street Traffic records to see if someone was at fault.

Her heart was pounding and her nmouth was dry. It nust have taken her a ful

m nute to remenber that she had someone in custody.

She reached for the dash to set the car rightside up, but the controls had
been

destroyed. Bel ow her —on the passenger side —the guard noaned and brought a
hand to his head. The back seat was hi dden by the darkness.



"Everyone all right?" she asked.
No one answered.

Ekaterina was trapped in her restraints. Her hand, |aser pistol clutched in
her

fist, was stuck behind her. The guard had torn her shirt and broken the skin
on

her other arm It ached, but fortunately he wasn't touching her any | onger

He was curled in a ball against his door, unconscious or dead. He had taken
hi s

restraints off as he lunged for her —bad m stake, since the car upended at

t he

sane nonent.

Ekaterina struggled in silence. DeRicci seened to be the only other person
awake

in the car, and she was just getting her bearings. She wouldn't act if she

t hought everyone el se was unconsci ous.

But it was hard for Ekaterina to keep her own breathing silent. Wth her sore
and bl eeding arm she reached for the release on the restraints, finding it
and

opening it.

The restraints hissed as they rolled back, and she nearly tunbled into the
unconsci ous guard.

"Who's that? Ms. Pal mer?" The detective didn't wait for an answer. |nstead,
she

started struggling with tier own restraints.

There was no handl e on the door. Ekaterina had forgotten that. She wasted
preci ous seconds scranbling for the conventional way out before she
remenber ed

she had burned a hol e through the back of the vehicle.

The hol e wasn't person-sized, but she didn't care. She shoved her injured arm
t hrough, clearing a path for herself, then followed. Hot, jagged plastic
scraped

her face, cut into her sides. Behind her, she could hear DeRicci telling her
not

to nove.

DeRi cci couldn't have gotten to her own pistol yet, right? And even if she
had,

it wouldn't matter. The plastic divider was still up, and all of the controls
were dead. The only way to get it down would be by force. Cool air touched
Ekaterina's face and she sucked it in, grateful for its freshness. Then she
renenber ed where she was. There was no fresh air in Armstrong Done, no
breeze.

If she thought the air was cool and fresh, that was only by conparison to the
air inside the car, which was hot and foul. She hoped there was nothing toxic
m xed into that stench. Even though she wanted to escape, she really didn't
want

to hurt anyone.

She braced her hands —one of themstill holding the | aser pistol —on the
out side of the car and pushed herself out, but her hips got stuck. She hadn't
quite nmade the hol e wi de enough

"Am | the only one awake here?" DeRicci's voice sounded muffled and far away.
She was apparently still trapped in the driver's seat.

Ekat eri na was badly janmed. No anmpbunt of pushing seened to get her | oose
Sweat

ran off her forehead. O was it bl ood? She wasn't sure.

Al'l she knew was that she needed nore | everage, and she couldn't get it while
her fingers were wapped around the pistol. She kicked, and her feet found

t he

pl astic barrier. She wedged them back, and then shoved with all her m ght.



Her hi ps squi nched forward a centineter

She shoved again, and this time she broke free, her torso falling forward and
slami ng into the back of the car

The sound echoed in the arch formed by the strange buil dings. Even her

br eat hi ng

sounded anplified.

She squeezed the rest of the way out and fell onto the pavement, its snooth
synthetic surface amazingly hard. The car was shaking as DeRicci struggled to
free herself.

Ekaterina got to her feet. She was dizzy. The snell, the accident —sonething
had affected her sense of balance. But she still had her purse (how had she
gotten that out? She didn't recall pulling it with her) and her pistol

She clung to both as she | ooked around. Darkness and tall buildings with

bri dgel i ke overhangs behind her. Light and a wide street, filled with people,
ahead of her. On either side, nore darkness, with even deeper shadows. The
shadows coul d be doorways or w ndows or another street.

O peopl e.

She didn't know. But she had gotten another chance. Al she had to do was pick
a

direction, and pray that it was the right one.
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The lawyer's office was on the other side of Arnstrong from Jamal's hotel

The

| awyer had offered to cone to Jamal, but Jamal had refused. He couldn't judge
a

man by his clothes; he needed to see the man's daily surroundi ngs. Not that

t hey

woul d tell himeverything, but they would help.

Even though it was just past dark, the lawer's offices were bustling.

Associ ates curled over their desks, researching various cases. Wall screens
showed realtinme video fromoff-Mon trials. The sound was off on all of them
if

soneone wanted to listen, he had to use his |ink

Still, it made for a sense of chaos, of information being absorbed at
lightspeed, and it made the offices of Laskie, Needahl, and Cardiff seemlike
the nost inportant place in the universe.

A secretary —a real person, a sign of inportance and confort —found a room
for

Dyl ani and Ennis to wait in while Jamal net with the attorney. Dyl ani wanted
to

join Jamal, believing that she had nore experience with the |egal systemthan
he

di d.

But she was wong. He knew twenty times nore about legalities than she ever
woul d.

He wi shed she hadn't cone al ong, but she wouldn't wait in the hotel room She
was afraid to be alone, although she wouldn't admt it. Jamal also had the
sense

that she was worried that soneone woul d come for Ennis while he was gone. By
comng with Jamal, she nade sure that Ennis was hard to find.

At | east Jamal had nanaged to talk her out of going into the attorney's

of fice.

Enni s's fussiness hel ped, as did her desire to keep her son in her arms ever
since he'd been returned.

The secretary led Jamal to an office at the end of a |Iong hallway. The office
door | ooked as though it was made of real wood, and the carpet seened to be
woven fromnatural Earth fibers. Incense burned nearby —a spicy,

uni dentifiable

scent that nade Jamal want to sneeze.



The secretary knocked once, then opened the door, announcing Jamal as if he
wer e

a courtier about to visit an ancient king. He went inside, alnbst expecting
trunpets to herald his arrival

The office was bigger than his entire house. The right and left walls were
glassed in, artificial sunlight pouring down on flourishing green plants.

Q her

pl ants tunbled off tables and hung fromthe ceiling, giving the air a
freshness

it didn't deserve, especially after the incense in the hallway.

The greenery was so startling that it took Jamal a nmonment to find and focus
on

the desk. It seemed to be growi ng out of the floor. The carpet, which had
cone

in fromthe hallway, covered the sides of the desk. Papers sat on top of it,
their very presence a ludicrous display of wealth.

Jamal had expected this | awer, whom he had chosen based on the linmted
resources available to himat the hotel, to have hunble offices, maybe even a
cubicle in a bigger firm Certainly he hadn't expected this.

A man enmerged fromthe greenery, carrying a plant mster. He was tall and

sl ender, his skin a cross between a whitish gold and burni shed bronze —the
sort

of color that woul d appeal to anyone. His hair was dark, as were his eyes,
and

his features had a hawkli ke precision that suggested he was ol der than he
appear ed.

"M . Kanawa," the man said in a rich baritone. "I'm Hakan Needahl ."

He set the mister on a pile of papers —a carel essness that made Janmal w nce

and canme forward, hand extended.

Jamal shook his hand, then gave Needahl a cautious snmile. "I'mafraid |I've
al ready wasted your time, M. Needahl. |I clearly don't have the funds to hire
you. "

Needahl ' s al nond- shaped eyes narrowed just a little. The piercing
intelligence

in them seenmed hei ghtened by the nmovenent. "I have been practicing | aw for
sixty-five years, M. Kanawa. Wen | was young and hungry, | took any case
could. Then I took only the cases that would enrich ny bank account. Now t hat
I

have all the noney | need and sone that | don't, | take cases that chall enge
ny

m nd. "

"That's all well and good, sir, but | can barely afford to be in Armstrong."
Which was, in its way, yet another lie. He couldn't afford to be in Armstrong
at

all.

"The consultation is free, M. Kanawa." Needahl extended his hand toward the
amazi ng desk. "Have a seat. Let's see if | can help you."

Jamal didn't see a chair, but he went forward anyway. As he approached, a
chair

rose out of the carpet. The chair seened confortable, even though it too was
covered in the sane fibers as the carpet. He couldn't see the mechani smthat
brought the chair up, but he knew the trigger had to be sonmewhere.

He touched the back of the chair gingerly, surprised at how soft the fibers
were, then sat down. Needahl wal ked around the desk and sat on a nore
conventional chair, one that appeared to be nade of a leatherlike synthetic.
"Tell me your situation," he said, folding his hands over the only bare spot
on

t he deskt op.

Jamal's throat constricted. He hadn't tal ked to anyone about hinself or his



problems in years. "Do | have to hire you to keep anything | say here
confidential ?"

"Sharp question.” Needahl smiled in appreciation. "No, you don't have to hire
me. This consultation follows the same rules of |awer-client privilege that
you

woul d have if you did hire ne. Your failure to hire me would not negate that.
I

wi Il never be able to divulge what you tell me here.™

Needahl's record, or at |least his public one, stressed that he never betrayed
a

client. Oher |lawers had, and those betrayals were part of their public
record.

On the Moon, such betrayals, if they were shown to be for the proper reason
did

not result in disbarnment or even a reprinmand fromthe Moon Base Bar
Associ ati on

Jamal had chosen Needahl for this one factor alone. Nothing el se mattered
quite

as much. Jamal coul dn't have Needahl place his own personal ethics ahead of
Jamal 's interests.

"Not even if you decide that ny present behavior negatively inpacts someone
el se's future?"

"You mean, what would | do if | discover that you' re going to sabotage a
mlitary transport?" Needahl was using the fanbus exanple, the one MBBA had
based its initial rulings on

"Yes," Jamal said.

"I would not betray you, even then."

"At the cost of hundreds of lives?" Jamal asked.

"Yes," Needahl said. "At the cost of hundreds of |ives."

He spoke so calmy, as if those hypothetical |ives would never mean anyt hing
to

him and as if his decision wouldn't bother himat all

Jamal's throat tightened further. He had to trust soneone. It was his only
chance —and he had to do it based on very little information

"I will sign an agreenent to this effect, if that is what you need," Needah
said. "And believe ne, the agreement will serve you in good stead. Should
violate, you may cone after me for a hefty portion of ny assets."

Jamal found hinself staring at the paper in front of him

"OfF course," Needahl said, "I will also protect myself by naking certain that
any | eak of the information you give nme does not come fromyou."

"OfF course," Jamal murmured. Then he took a deep breath and nodded. "Al
right.

Let's draw up the docunent —Earth standard shoul d probably do."

Needahl 's eyes w dened, this tinme the novenent obvious. "You have | ega
experience."

"I have a |l ot of experience,

Jamal said. "That's why | need your help."

DeRi cci had heard the tearing plastic, felt the pressure fromPal ner's feet
as

t hey pushed on the back of the seat. And then the pressure left. The wonman
had

gotten out.

DeRicci still couldn't unfasten her restraints, and she was getting dizzy
from

hangi ng upsi de down. The w ndows were closed, and the air felt close. Al of
t he

damm aircar's controls were connected to its main and secondary systenms. She
couldn't do anything with the systenms down.

The guard besi de her npaned again, but didn't seemto be conscious. Neither
did



the other guard in the back. DeRicci had to do this al one.

Her fingers found her own |aser pistol. She pulled it fromits harness, then
braced herself between the back of her seat and the dash. Once she was
wedged,

she had enough | everage. She grabbed the pistol by its muzzle and slamed its
grip into the driver's w ndow.

She cracked the plastic. She slamred it again, then again, finally breaking a
hole in it. Using the pistol like a trowel, she nade the hole w der

Cool air flowed inside the car. She hadn't realized how hot it was in there,
but

she was bathed in sweat. She managed to | oose the restraints w thout falling,
and she twi sted herself through them popping herself through the hole in the
wi ndow.

The street was enpty. Up ahead, she could see the lights outside the
Prosceni um

Arches. It was full dark in here, and the street lights hadn't turned on yet.
She found that odd, but not unusual. Sonetinmes the city rotated power outages
at

night to maintain reserves.

She breathed shallowy, hoping she would hear sonething. She wiggled the rest
of

the way out and slid down the car's chassis, landing with a thunp. Then she
sl apped one of the chips on her hand, and |ight poured out over her fingers,
illuminating the entire underbelly of the shopping area.

A few scrawny cats ran past, startled by the light. She swept it over the
snoot h

paverent, to the upraised sidewal ks. Not hi ng.

Then she saw a nmovenent near one of the doorways. She wal ked toward it,
trying

to see nore clearly.

A man huddl ed there, his clothing in rags. He raised his head, the |ight
reflecting off his skin. He was filthy and unshaven

She scanned past him saw nothing —no one in any of the doorways or in the
wi ndows —and no streets to run down. The doors would be | ocked at this tinme
of

t he eveni ng. The Prosceni um Arches hadn't yet been cl eared for

t went y- f our - hour

access.

The man made no sound. She wasn't even sure he was aware of her presence. She
turned toward the other side of the street and scanned it. More enpty
doorways

and wi ndows. Buildings that couldn't be broken into, not this quickly and not
by

a wonan arned with —what? It had sounded |ike a |aser pistol, but DeRicc
wasn't sure where Palnmer had carried it. The guards had done a cursory search
Cursory clearly hadn't been enough

DeRicci trained the light on the pavenent and cursed. O course that woul dn't
wor k. The pavenent here was new, synthetic. One of its great innovations,

t out ed

by the city planners, was that it wouldn't show wear, react to substance
spills

or suffer fromthe effect of accidents.

Pal mer woul dn't have run in the direction they had been going. Too many
lights

and peopl e ahead. Besides, there would have been the risk that she would be
seen.

VWhich left only one direction for her to go. She had doubl ed back

DeRicci ran in that direction, out of the Proscenium Arches, but still saw
not hi ng. The street was as enpty here as it had been when she drove through
it.



She cursed again, then unbl ocked her links. Time to call for help.

Ekaterina clung to the inside of the doorway, grateful for the stone facade.
Her
back was pressed against the top, her arns and | egs keepi ng herself braced.
Her

nmuscl es shook. She wouldn't be able to hold this position nuch | onger
She hadn't done anything like this since she was a teenager, and she felt it
in
every inch of her body. She used to be able to hang above doorways like this
for
hours. It had been a great way to hide fromher parents, fromtruant
of ficers,
from anyone she chose. The ultimate urban warrior, a friend had once called
her .
She didn't feel like that now She'd been here less than fifteen m nutes, and
her |inmbs were about to give way.
DeRi cci had passed just a few nonents before, heading, as Ekaterina hoped,
t he
way that they had conme. She hadn't heard anyone el se get out of the aircar
but
that didn't nean anyt hi ng.
DeRi cci had been the one to break out. The others could have clinbed through
t he
hol e she left.
At that noment, Ekaterina's right arm buckled. She caught herself, but her
arm
shook so badly that she knew she wouldn't be able to stay up there any | onger
She grabbed the stone edge of the facade and swung hersel f down, |anding as
quietly as she could on the synthetic sidewal k. It absorbed her inpact, but
not
the thud she made as she | anded. The sound seened to echo under the
over hangs,
and she was convinced that DeRicci had heard it.
Ekaterina hel d her breath.
No sound of footsteps, no soft rustle of clothing. No breathing. Ekaterina
peered around the doorway. The indigent man still lingered in his doorway
acr oss
the street. He seemed oblivious to everything around him
The aircar lay on its side in the mddle of the road, a dark lunp, with no
novenent around it
DeRi cci stood in the mouth of the overhang, |ight pouring off her hand. She
appeared to be tal king, probably connecting with someone on her I|ink
Ekat eri na woul dn't get another chance.
But she didn't run. She didn't dare. Running mght be too |loud. Instead, she
wal ked, pressing herself against the buildings, breathing shallowy. Her
hear t
raced.
Wien she hit the boul evard, she would have to find a side street.
Then she needed a place to hide.

Port authorities had noved the yacht where the Di sty vengeance killing had
occurred to Salvage. Since Flint had closed the file the night before, the
yacht

was no |l onger considered a crine scene. The Port would try to track down the
yacht's owners to see if they were, indeed, soneone other than the corpses,
but

the priority on that assignment would be | ow.

Sal vage was in the ol dest section of the terminal, an area with technol ogy so
out of date that it wasn't worth repl aci ng. The docki ng areas —or what had



been

t he docking areas —were smaller than the ones currently used, although their
ceilings were higher. The walls were scored with exhaust traces, singe nmarks
fromthe rocket fuel used by the early colonists, and dents from poorly
docked

ships. The air here was foul as well, recycled thousands of times through an
anci ent self-contained systemthat should have been retired | ong ago.

Now t he docki ng areas were used to store ships that were going to be resold
or

di sassenbl ed for parts. Mdst of the ships were towed here by robotic units,
taki ng them t hrough underground passageways specially built for this

assi gnment .

The first docking area housed the nmpst recent arrivals. It was the sorting
space, where specialists figured out clear title to the ship and whether it
had

nmore value as an intact unit or as the sumof its parts.

Flint used to hate coming here. Often he had to conme to reclaima ship that
had

been i nmproperly inmpounded. Finding it could take an entire day. In those
cases,

however, the ship's owners had al ready been through a | arge and | engthy | ega
proceedi ng, and the ship —or what was left of it —would be buried in one of
the nyriad sorting stations in the other old docking areas.

This time, he was conming for a ship that had just been nmoved here, and it made
a

huge difference. The yacht he was | ooking for was two rows back, near sone
cruisers of simlar vintage.

The airl ock doors were closed, but unlatched. He |l et hinself inside and
instantly wi shed he hadn't. He had forgotten about the snell. If anything, it
was worse than it had been before —rotted fl esh and decayi ng bl ood ni xed with
a

trace of feces.

He knew that the bodies were gone. Corpses were not allowed in sal vage shi ps,
but no one had bothered to clean this thing out. He wondered if he woul d even
be

able to touch the cockpit controls. They'd been covered in intestine the |ast
tinme he'd seen them

He put a Protectocloth over his nouth and nose, hoping it would filter out

t he

wor st of the odor. Then he slipped into the main part of the ship.

The coroner's office hadn't bothered with the usual niceties. Fluids covered
t he

floor where they hadn't before. Dozens of footprints |lined the regulation
carpet. Because this was no |onger a crime scene, the coroner's people could
t ake the bodi es out however they wanted to, no longer caring if they

dest royed

evi dence.

Flint didn't care about the main part of the yacht either. Al he cared about
was the | ogs.

The interior of the ship was stifling. Soneone had shut down the

envi ronnent a

systens. He knew, though, that they hadn't shut down the main conputer. They

would need it to track the yacht's owners —if they could. No sense in having
to

reboot everything when a conpl ete shutdown wasn't necessary.

"Conputer,"” he said. "I'm Arnmstrong Dome Law Enforcement investigating a
possible crime. In order to proceed, I'll need light and fresh air in the
cockpit."

"Aut hori zation, please.’
t he

The conputer's androgynous voi ce sounded just |ike



one in the other yacht.

"You'll get that as soon as | enter the cockpit. | cannot do it from ny
current

[ ocation. I amnot asking you to conmprom se classified systenms. | amnerely
asking for basic life support in one area of the ship."

"Under st ood. "

Li ghts came on ahead of him He could see themfiltering into the corridor
t hat

led to the cockpit. Flint steeled hinself, then wal ked to the cockpit and
stopped just inside the door

The controls were covered with dried bl ood, and probably other things as
wel | .

No one had bothered to wi pe them off.

He nade a face, then continued forward. The pilot's screen was usel ess
because

it was so filthy. But the copilot's screen only had mld spatter

He pressed his finger against it.

"I amsending ny identification now," he told the conmputer. "I need to hear
your
conmuni cations logs. | want audio only, although I would also |like a downl oad

into ny own link."

He gave the linking informati on. Then he took his finger off the screen and
resisted the urge to wi pe his hand against his pants. This was the nopst

di sgusting crime scene he'd ever been in. He only hoped that he woul dn't have
to

be here | ong.

"Begin with the |l ast conmunication and work backwards,"” he said.

"I do not have comuni cation log information," the conputer said.

"I thought your default system automatically recorded i ncom ng and out goi ng
messages. "

"Such messages were wi ped fromny systemwhen initial destination was
reached. "

"W ped or erased?" Flint asked.

"W ped," the conputer said.

"Then reconstruct the information and play it for ne.
"I do not have proper authorization," the conputer said.

"Yes," Flint said. "You do."

"Aut hori zation nust come fromthe ship's owner," the conputer said.

"Thi s space yacht has been confiscated by Arnmstrong Dome. By |aw, ownership
is

transferred to the Port of Arnmstrong. | ama representative of Arnstrong

aut hority, which makes ne one of the many new owners." Flint had given that
speech a nunber of tinmes, but never as a detective. Only as a space cop
"Under stood." The conputer's voice sounded | ouder in here. "The ship travel ed
a

great distance without using its comunications system Wuld you |Iike course
coordi nates and destination information?"

"Not yet," Flint said. He knew better than to give the conputer an outright
refusal . Some shi pboard conputers were so linear that a single outright

r ef usal

resulted in a conplete inability to get the information |ater

"Fi nal spoken communications log," the conputer said.

"D.I.EEM, this is Pong." The voice was nasal and flat, alnost hollow, Iike
nost

Di sty voi ces.

"Pong, go ahead," a man's voice answered. He had an accent that Flint

recogni zed

as Earth-based, but he couldn't be nore specific than that.

"W will reach the rendezvous point in fifteen Earth nminutes. Have you the
package?"



"Package, conplete with accessories. W'll vacate the noment we get the funds
transfer."”

"Transferring now "

"Along with accessories bonus,’
"As per agreement, accessories bonus sent as well." There was a nonentary
silence, presumably as the man checked the financial records. Then

"Always a pl easure doing business with you fol ks."

"The colloquialismis not appropriate to such a serious matter." The Disty
sounded even drier than usual

"Lighten up, Pong. Al | was doing was signing off. D.I.E M out."

The [ og spooled down. Flint realized he was hol ding his breath.

"Penultimate log," the conputer said.

"Belay that," Flint said. "One was fine. Have the others been downl oaded?"
"Yes," the conputer said.

"Then that's all the audio | need." He felt a little |ight-headed. Sone of

t hat

m ght have been fromthe snell, but he suspected it was nore than that.

Thi s yacht had used the same nanme as the previous one. That was not allowed
in

any regs that Flint was aware of. The name seened to be initials, although he
supposed it could have been spelled out, in sone way. D Eye ee'm perhaps.
He' d

have to run all of those when he returned to the precinct.

He et out a long breath. "Conputer,” he said. "Gve me all the information

the mal e voi ce said.

on
DI.EM in your files."

"I ama default systemonly. | do not record personal information," the
conput er

sai d.

"Were you ever used for personal information?" Flint asked.
"No," the computer said.
He nodded. He had expected that. "Then give nme a brief history of the

scarring

on your hull. Didit occur —?"

H s |ink beeped.

"Belay that, conputer," he said. "Hold until 1 tell you."

He answered the |link by tapping his earlobe for audio only. He didn't want
anyone to see where he was standing —nostly because he didn't want to
inflict

this crime scene on anyone el se.

"Flint?" DeRicci's voice sounded tinny and small, as it often did when she
unbl ocked her Iinks.
"Ch. good," he said. "lI've been trying to reach you. You shouldn't —"

"I don't give a rat's about what you want," DeRicci said. "W have a ngjor
probl em here. "

He felt cold. "Wat kind of problen®"

"Qur little prisoner," DeRicci said. "She escaped.”

"Escaped?" Flint asked. "Were?"

"Near the Proscenium Arches."

"Have you cal l ed for backup?"

"Ch, yeah. |'ve already hunbled myself. But |I'm staying on the ground to
sear ch.

You have to go see the chief."

"The chief?" Flint felt a surge of anger. He was glad he hadn't initiated
visual. He didn't want DeRicci to see the fury in his face. "I didn't |ose
t he

pri soner."

"Technically you did," DeRicci said. "W're partners, Flint."

"And | tried to warn you she wasn't what she seemed, DeRicci, but your |inks
wer e bl ocked. "



"Listen," DeRicci said. "I'mnot the nbst popul ar person at headquarters. |
go

in, we both get reprinanded. |'m covering your ass, Flint. The |l east you can
do

is cooperate.”

Her words had a ring of truth. "You don't have to cover for ne, DeRicci."
"Yes, | do," she said. "You have a future, Flint. You're good. And |'m not
goi ng

to let my past taint your career. Got that?"

"No," he said, and then he realized the Iink had been severed. For a nonent,
he

toyed with reattachi ng, but thought better of it.

DeRi cci wasn't going to change her mind, and Flint was better at

i nt er persona

rel ati ons than she was. If he played this right, he mght be able to sal vage
DeRicci's career along with his own.

16
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Lights illum nated the road under the Proscenium Arches, all of them focused
on

the ruined aircar. Two nmedic units floated above it, recording the scene

bel ow.

The car had been opened like a can, the injured guards still inside.

DeRi cci stood near the doorway |leading into the main building. The indigent
man

was in custody, talking with two uniforns, although they were having a tine
of

it. He didn't seemto know where he was, let alone if he had seen anyt hi ng.
Dozens of squads had arrived, all of them parking and none of them actually
participating in the search —at |east not yet. Apparently dispatch had

deci ded

to send themall here, not realizing that soneone woul d have to coordi nate
on-site

DeRi cci sighed. She would coordinate. It was the | east she could do for her
maj or screwup. Also, it was a great |last duty for a soon-to-be-disnissed
detective to perform

She stepped into the flood of lights, watching as the uniformed officers

gat hered near the aircar. Dozens of cars and even nore people. She hoped
sonmeone

had been bright enough to fan out.

She al so hoped that someone el se was giving overall orders, sealing off
Armstrong so that no one could | eave. But she didn't have jurisdiction over
that. Al she had been able to do was informdispatch of her nistake, and
hope

that Flint could mnimze the damage to his own career

The uniforms seenmed to be searching for someone in charge. She waved a hand.
"Over here!" she shouted.

At first, no one seenmed to hear. She repeated the gesture, waving her arm
agai n,

and finally some of the closer unis noved in.

They all seenmed so young, their faces fresh, their eyes alive. She knew t hat
some of themhad to be close to her age, but if felt like they were innocent,
i ncorruptible, even though that wasn't true.

The unis, particularly the foot patrols, had the nost contact with the
citizens

of Armstrong. They al so saw sonme of the worst aspects of the city. But nopst
of

t hese fol ks had signed up because they were interested in the work, not
because

of the pay.



O course, a lot of themquit when they realized just how demandi ng the job
was.

"Gat her up!" she yelled, and the cry echoed through the ranks. They
surrounded

her, bl ocking her view of the aircar. She would never forgive herself if

t hose

term nal guards died because she hadn't treated Greta Pal ner |ike a dangerous
crimnal.

"W have to nove fast, people," she said.

They crowded around her

"You're going to be searching for a woman naned Greta Pal mer. She di sappeared
fromhere not a half hour ago after she engineered that aircar weck. She's
slight, blond, and has unusually pal e skin. She does not have obvious |inks
or

enhancenents. She al so speaks with an Earth accent, and she may or may not be
wanted by the Rev. W& have to find her before she gets out of the done."

The silence greeting her was i mense. Dozens of unis, all listening to
everyt hi ng she said.

"I'"ve downl oaded what information we have on Palnmer to Central. Pick it up
bef ore you begin the search. She's clever, and she's determ ned. | don't know
what her story is, but if you do find her, assunme she's smarter than you are
and

extremel y dangerous. Do everything you can to bring her in. Any questions?"
Auni in the front row, a tall man with bul ky nuscl es and a queue t hat

di sappeared into the back of his shirt, said, "Is this a Priority One search?"
How was she supposed to know? She'd been here the entire tine. "You didn't
get

t he ranki ng from di spat ch?"

"They seemto know | ess than you do."

So the chief hadn't issued overall orders yet, or she hadn't thought of it.
o

course not. She was probably doing damage control. DeRicci hoped that she
renmenbered to give the orders to shut down the done.

"Yes," she said, making the decision for the chief. "lIt's a Priority One
search.”

Qui ckly she separated theminto four groups. There was no di ssension, for

whi ch

she was grateful. She hoped this would work. She'd never coordinated an
effort

like this before.

"Al'l right," she said. "Fan out. Let's find her fast."

They were fortunate this had occurred as night was falling. Few trains
departed

after twilight, and nost of the Exterior workers only worked during the Done
Daylight, to keep their schedul es the sane as everyone el se's. That woul dn't
hi t

for hours yet. Only a handful of people would be inconveni enced because

Pal mer

had escaped —provided the unis found her before Fal se Dawn.

The unis noved out in their various directions, sticking with their partners
so

that they could begin the Priority One search. DeRicci let out a sigh and
rubbed

t he heel of her hand over her face. The adrenaline was beginning to | eave her
system and she was feeling bruises that she hadn't noticed when she first
pul | ed herself out of the w ndow

She wal ked over to the aircar. After she found out how the guards were doing,
she' d resunme her search

She had a hunch the only way she could save her career was to bring in Pal ner
herself —and the odds of succeeding at that were getting slimrer all the



tine.

"So," Jamal said. "I was hoping you would be able to help ne. The Wgnin do
not

have the proper warrants. There m ght be sone kind of technicality —'
Needahl held up a hand to silence Jamal, then stood. He picked up his plant

m ster and stepped into the same green area he had initially come out of. For
several mnutes, he nmisted plants, sending a fine spray throughout the room
Jamal's heart was beating hard. He found it difficult to sit and wait, but he
knew better than to speak. He had to give Needahl time to consider his case.
Finally, Needahl set the plant mister down. "You are not telling ne
everything."

"I"ve told you enough," Jamal said. "You know nore than nmy w fe."

"Yes." Needahl slipped his hands in his pockets. "You have traveled on an
interstellar basis for your job. You had contact with the Wgnin, but there
is

nore than that, isn't there?"

Jamal had gl ossed over his history. Even though he had decided to trust
Needabhl ,

he didn't want to give the man too nmuch information. If Needahl had the right
i nformati on, he nmight accidentally let some of it slip.

"What do you nean?" Jamal asked.

"You used a di sappearance service," Needahl said. "This is why you' re being
vague. "

Jamal felt the muscles in his shoulders tighten. He didn't deny this, but he
wasn't going to confirmit either

"And if you used a di sappearance service, then you did sonething wong. |'m
assum ng, since your w fe does not know of your past, that whatever you have
done wong, you did it to the Wgnin. AmI| right?"

Jamal's throat closed up, just as it had before. He couldn't speak even if he
want ed to.

"And if you did sonething to the Wgnin, it was probably at |east a decade
ago,

bef ore we conpl etely understood the nature of their |laws and custons."

Needah

paused and nmet Janal's gaze. "Wich nmeans that you probably did sonething

i nadvertent and horrendous."

Jamal had to | ook away.

"Whi ch begs the question, then. Wiy did you have a child? If you hadn't had a
child, you wouldn't be in this nmess."

Jamal cleared his throat. It took hima nonment to find his voice. "W did not

pl an the pregnancy." He could barely hear hinmself. "Or at least, | didn't."
"You think your wife did?"

Jamal shrugged. "I don't think she was as cautious as | woul d have been."
"Yet you didn't give the child up, nor did you abort it. You knew the
consequences. "

"Ten years is a long tine," Jamal whispered

"To a human, yes," Needahl said. "To a Wgnin, no.
Needahl obviously knew a | ot. He was successful and strong. He |iked
chal | enges.

O all the lawers Jamal coul d have chosen, Needahl was clearly the best.
"WIl you hel p us?" Jamal asked.

"No, " Needahl said.

Al the air left Jamal's body. "Wy not?"

Needahl | eaned agai nst his desk, resting one leg on it and bracing the other
against the floor. It was a casual, confortable position, one designed to
reassure soneone

"I'f I were a young man with no children, grandchildren, or

great - grandchi |l dren

| mght consider it,"'

he said. "But if | take this, and the technicality



turns

out to be a false one, or if | inadvertently offend the Wgnin just |ike you

did, 1'l'l be in the same position you are. I'msorry, M. Kanawa. The risk is
too great."

Jamal felt his cheeks heat. "I'mnot asking you to break any of their |aws."

"No one has ever argued technicalities with the Wgnin," Needahl said. "They
m ght not view themw th the same | eniency that we do."

"Surely if they make a m stake in their warrant —"

"It doesn't negate your actions," Needahl said.

"But they can't forgive one and not the other," Janal said.

"By our logic, that's right," Needahl said. "But we don't know what their

| ogic

is. You know that they don't always communi cate such things clearly. W often
don't find out until it's too late."

Jamal cl asped his hands together so tightly that he could feel the bones in
hi s

fingers. "It seems that the risk I'masking you to take is a snmall one,
especially in comparison to ny son's life."

"Your son is an infant, if |I'm understanding you."

"Yes," Jamal said.

"He won't lose his life. He'll become a nmenber of the Wgnin famly. He'l
remain intact."

"He won't be human."”

"Not as we know it, no, he won't," Needahl said. "But they'll treat himwth

| ove and compassion, as they would their own child. He'll have a good life."

Jamal shook his head. "You know that's not an argunment. You know | can't give
up

nmy boy for that. It's not right."

"No," Needahl said. "Having the child in the first place, with this kind of
sentence over your head. That's not right."

Jamal stood. The tension in his body had beconme shaking, the kind of shaking
he

often felt when he held back fury. "I can't undo it. And it goes agai nst
everything we believe to have a child pay for ny m stake."

"You're right," Needahl said. "W can't undo it. And you've made two
extrenely

serious mstakes. How can | trust you not to make a third? You think this
technicality is mnor. Your son's life is already forfeit. But ny el dest
child

is a daughter. She's forty-four years old. If the Wgnin take her, they wll

destroy her. | cannot ganble her life for your son's. It's not an even
trade-of f."

In spite of hinself, Jamal understood the argunent. "You said you liked a
chal | enge. "

"l do," Needahl said.
"Maybe there's a young, unattached |lawer in your firm one who could act as
your proxy —"

"No," Needahl said. "lI'mnot going to ask ny people to take a risk I wll not
t ake. "

"\What about another |awyer in Armstrong or on the Mon, soneone who'd be
willing

take this on?"

"I don't know anyone." Needahl hadn't changed his position. He still |ooked
as

rel axed as he had when the conversation started. "No one is willing to dea
with

the Wgni n anynore."

"You woul dn't recommend anyone even if you knew soneone, would you?" Janal
asked.

"I"'msorry," Needahl said softly.



"What am | supposed to do?" Jamal asked.

But Needahl did not answer him and they both knew why. Jamal only had one
choice. He was going to | ose his son because of an accident, a crine he
conmitted without knowing it nmany years ago.

And, it seened, nothing he could do woul d ever change that.

Ekaterina's lungs burned. She didn't think the air was thinner here than it
had

been in San Francisco, but it felt thinner. Maybe it just wasn't as pure.

O maybe she wasn't used to the exertion. She'd been running for bl ocks now,
t hreadi ng her way around the backs of buildings, hoping that nmost didn't have
the kinds of security systens buildings on Earth had.

The aircar had rem nded her that technology was at |east a decade behind on
t he

Moon, sonetimes nore. Technol ogy spread throughout the known universe in odd
ways: the newest settlenments got the nost up-to-date equiprent, as did the
ri cher colonies; mddle-aged col onies often had the nost out-of-date itens
because no one went there unless they had to; and the ol dest col onies, which
al so happened to be the closest to Earth, had whatever they could buy or
sonmeone

coul d inport.

That m ght serve her well. She would avoid the npst troubl esome facets of

ri cher

colonies, like sophisticated security systenms, and find technol ogy Iike the
ki nd

she had grown up with, the kind she'd | earned to subvert to avoid her
overbearing parents in the years before she went to live with her grandnother
But technol ogy was the | east of her problens. The police were searching for
her,

and the Rev wouldn't be far behind.

She had reached a section of the city that seened to be residential. The
hores

were small and nostly dark. A few had on interior lights, but they had shaded
the wi ndows so that no one could see in, which also neant that no one could
see

out .

The air snelled faintly of flowers. Apparently sone of the residents had gone
to

t he expense of putting in Earth-quality dirt, cultivating plants, and then
usi ng

their precious water to keep themalive. Strange that they had chosen to
spend

that rmuch nmoney on flowering plants instead of a vegetable garden

Wien Ekaterina had lived on Revnata, the human col onists were not allowed to
grow decorative plants. Everyone was required to have a vegetable patch. If a
person | acked a gift for cultivation, then soneone else ran the garden. It

hel ped suppl enent the nmeager food rations, the tastel ess supplenments, and the
handf ul of edi ble Rev vegetation

Her stomach grow ed. The sandwi ches she'd had hours ago in decontamni nation
had

gotten her this far, but she had expended a | ot of energy since then, and she
wasn't going to be able to stop, at |east not here.

At | east there was no real weather in the dome. The tenperatures cool ed down
at

ni ght just because hunmans expected that (and it saved energy), but she didn't
have to worry about rain or snow or deep cold. The elements wouldn't kill her
But hunger and exhaustion mi ght.

She crouched behind a rudi nentary shed soneone had assenbl ed on the back of
hi s

property. It was hidden behind a fence, probably because it was sone sort of



buil di ng code violation. The flower snell was stronger here, a rich, sweet
perfune that she didn't recogni ze. Maybe the flowers were a violation as
wel | .

If so, that would nmean that this area wasn't patrolled very often

Not that she could stay here. She just needed to rest and figure out what her
next nove was going to be.

Her clothing was filthy. She probably was too. That accident hadn't hel ped
her

appear ance, and neither had hanging fromthat doorway. Her |egs had gotten
scraped as she ran behind buildings in conplete darkness, and her hair was
tangl ed. Her arm ached.

She certainly wasn't presentable enough to find one of Armstrong's indigent
shelters. Besides, the police had probably alerted them al ready.

She needed to leave the city, but that wasn't possible either, not wthout
funds

—and she had none. |If she used the nmoney that D sappearance Inc had put into
the Greta Pal mer accounts, then it would be as if she had drawn a map for the
pol i ce.

If she used any of her family noney or tapped any of the Ekaterina Miakestad
accounts —even the nost obscure ones —then the Rev would find her

There was no way to | eave Arnstrong Done with out noney. The hi gh-speed
trains

that crisscrossed the Mbon were the only transportation between the doned
col onies. The preservationists refused to lei roads be built across the
airless

| unar | andscape.

There was no way she could slip underneath the done and wal k away from
Armstrong, not w thout an environmental suit. She was trapped here, in the
artificial environnent, until she could figure out a way to escape.

Her remaining options, then, were theft or seeing if she could find an ally.
Despite what she had just done, she wasn't a crimnal. She had no idea how to
steal and she woul d probably be very bad at it. Besides, she wasn't that
desperate yet.

What she needed was soneone who would be willing to help her out of the done
or

maybe even off the Moon. That meant finding someone with resources, someone
who

had a crimnal bent, and someone who would be willing to risk upsetting the
Rev

for hel pi ng her.

Most of the people she knew on the Moon were former clients, so the crimna
bent wouldn't be hard to find. She'd gotten alnost all of the charges agai nst
her clients dropped, so finding soneone who would be willing to hel p her

m ght

not be hard either. Mst of her former clients —at |east the ones who had
sone

sort of nmoral center —woul d be predisposed to hel ping her, even if they had
to

face Rev justice

The probl em was finding someone with current know edge and excel |l ent

resour ces.

If she found a former client who was willing to help but who al so happened to
be

poor, that person mght be willing to sell her to the highest bidder. She'd
have

to avoid that sonehow

Then she shook her head. Resources didn't matter. Her clients were forner
crimnals. They might sell her out just for the heck of it.

She | eaned agai nst the poorly constructed buil ding, the ancient permaplastic



cool agai nst her back. Her lungs didn't burn as badly anynore, but her
nuscl es

were heavy with exhaustion. She'd sleep here if she knew how | ong the done
woul d

be in darkness, but she didn't, and as exhausted as she was, she m ght sleep
right through Fal se Dawn.

What she needed was the help of a di sappearance service, just as she'd had
bef ore. Most of the disappearance services on the Mion were branch offices.
She' d al ready checked out the dozen main Earth-based services and had found

t hem

I acki ng.

Al'l but Di sappearance Inc. And that had proven wong. Just because it was

wWr ong,

t hough, didn't mean that she should trust the other Earth-based services.

I nstead, she mi ght be better off using a Mon-based service or one with a
non- human clientele. If the new di sappearance service could get her out of
Armstrong safely, she could even pay them usi ng Maakestad funds.

But she would only get one shot at this. A single mistake and she'd be in Rev
hands w thin the hour.

Maybe she was wrong trusting another disappearance service, but she coul dn't
t hi nk of anot her option. Maybe she would come up with something el se.

But whatever she did, she'd have to cone up with it soon. She couldn't say on
the streets of Arnstrong forever

17

«N>»

Flint had never been called before the chief of police before. He had seen
her,

of course. Everyone in the city had. Next to the donme's mayor and the head of
its provisional government, the police chief was Arnstrong's nost visible

of ficial.

Her office reflected that. It was in the City Conplex, Arnstrong's tallest
bui | di ng. Police operations covered the whole ninth floor, and she had a
third

of that, which she had subdivided into working areas for some of her nore

i mportant assistants.

Her desk stood in front of the wall of shatterproof wi ndows, with a view of

t he

entire city. During the day, it must have been spectacul ar. Now, however, it
simply showed streetlights and building lights fading into the conplete

dar kness

of a Done Ni ght.

GQumi el a, who had told Flint about this neeting, had not acconpani ed hi m here.
So

nice to know he had the support of his boss. O course, he knew he woul dn't,
not

with a fugitive on the |loose, a fugitive he and his partner had once had in
cust ody.

Assistants had left himin front of the chief's |arge desk. They had provided
a

chair for himto wait in, but he was too restless to sit. He had a feeling

t hat

a lot nmore was going on in Arnmstrong than the escape. The arrival of the

mat chi ng space yachts bothered him as did the presence of the Wgnin. Never,
in

all his years working space traffic, had he seen a couple of days quite like
t hese.

Sonet hi ng i nportant had changed, and he wasn't exactly sure what that
sonet hi ng

i mportant was. And then there was the matter of the baby. "Mles Flint," a
fam liar voice said. Flint turned. dynpia Hobell stood behind him her hands



on
her hips. She was shorter than he had expected, barely coming up to his

shoul ders, but she had an athletic build. Her hair had gone silver —probably
a

pl anned effect rather than a dislike of enhancements —and there were |ines
around her nmouth and eyes. Her skin still |ooked youthful, however.

She wore a black silk pantsuit with a pair of wal kers beneath. Cbviously she
had

been out on the town when the call cane in and only had time to change to
nor e

practical shoes. "Yes, sir," he said.

"You're costing the city thousands of credits this evening," she said, hands
still on her hips. "The sumw |l go up as long as this fugitive remains at

| arge."

He wasn't costing the city anything, but he didn't want to contradict her. "I
shoul d be out searching, sir."

The Iines near her eyes deepened. They | ooked |ike |laugh lines, and the

sl i ght

noverrent rmade it seemas if she were suppressing a small smile

"You need to talk with ne." She waved a hand, and walls came down behind her
shutting her desk off fromthe rest of her office suite.

He felt alnost as if he were being inprisoned. He said nothing as she wal ked
past himtoward her desk

"You realize that we have had to shut down outgoing train service. |Incomng
trains were ordered to return to their originating cities, unless they were
close to Arnstrong. If they arrived within the past hour, they were all owed
to

stay. No one is flying off-Mon tonight, although space traffic is allow ng
vehicles to land."

She stopped in front of the wi ndows and stared out them She seened

nmesneri zed

by the sight of the city, as if she had never been up there before.

Then she sighed and continued. "The done is closed. There will be no outgoing
busi ness until this woman is caught. Fortunately, nost of the day workers had
returned to the done by the time the donme closure order went out. The weekly
wor kers have enough rations to get themthrough this week and the next,

al t hough

the hikers and the recreationalists mght be in trouble.™

She turned and faced him "Arnstrong has nore dome cl osures than any other
city

on the Moon."

"Because of the space port," Flint said, then wi shed he hadn't. She hadn't

gi ven

him | eave to speak

But she nodded, apparently not upset that he had spoken out of turn. "Yes,
because of the space port. But that has other effects on the city. W are
considered a less reliable place to do business than, say, Gagarin Dome, and
we

|l ose a lot of industry because of it."

He suppressed a sigh. He didn't want to be tal ki ng about business or
politics.

He knew the history of the colony and its business practices as well as
anyone,

and he really didn't care about themat the nonment. He cared about finding
Pal mer .

"Your little fugitive is a problem" Hobell said. "Generally, escapees are
dunber than Mon rocks, but this woman isn't. |If your hastily filed report is
accurate, she managed to avoid the Rev or steal a space yacht or both."

He had submitted the report on the way to the Conplex. He was stunned that
Hobel | had already read it.



"In other words, she's smart. And so far, she's managed to stay one step
ahead

of everyone. This worries ne, Flint."

Hobel | 's eyes were a clear gray. They seened to match the silver of her hair.
"It worries ne too, sir," he said.

"What is this?" she asked wi thout hunor. "No beggi ng? No groveling?"
Apparently she was used to officers conming in and giving her excuses. He had
none.

"I can explain what | believe happened if you're willing to listen,"” he said.
"I know what happened," Hobell said. "DeRicci is the primary. You' re a new
detective. You do as she says. She screwed up again, and you weren't able to
stop her. It's adnirable of you to try to stick up for her, but there's no
need

to do that. Her record speaks for itself."

Flint felt the nmuscles in his back tighten as she spoke. DeRicci had
predi ct ed

this response. He was a bit surprised at the vehenence of the chief's words.
"In ny time working with Noelle DeRicci," Flint said softly, "she's shown
herself to be personally difficult, outspoken, and rude."

Hobel | nodded.

"But," Flint said, "she has also been extremely conpetent."”

"Are you saying the mstake is yours?" Hobell asked.

"I"mnot assigning blanme,"” Flint said. "Nor am| maki ng excuses. |'m just
sayi ng

that Noell e DeRicci has a bad reputation and I'm not sure why. From ny
observation, she does her job and she does it well."

"She didn't do it well today." Hobell glanced out the wi ndows at the city
beyond. "We're all paying for that."

"Yes, we are." Flint couldn't let DeRicci take the blame for this, no matter
what she wanted himto do. "As you said, Geta Palmer is smart. She fool ed
someone in that yacht, whether it was the Rev or the crew. She fooled the
space

cops on the ground here. And DeRicci and | underestimated her."

"Underesti mated? That's the word you use?"

"Yes, sir," Flint said. "You read ny report. You know that we were told to
report to the docks to deal with a terrified tourist who may or may not cause
publicity problens for Arnstrong.”

The chief raised her head. For the first tine in the conversation, she | ooked
up

at him as if she had forgotten to keep her distance.

"W hadn't been infornmed that the yacht was in Term nal Five, which nmeant

t hat

Traffic thought it was stolen. W found out that information ourselves, and
even

then, we didn't know what it meant. Greta Palnmer's story fit with the revised
scenario. She could have been in the wong place at the wong tinme."

"You still believe she was."

"I don't know." Flint wasn't going to tell the chief his suspicions. He
didn't

have enough evi dence to show that the pilot and his crew m ght have sold out
Geta Palnmer. Even if he did nmention it, that detail wouldn't ease his

pr obl em

with the chief. She would see that as proof of the fact that Palner should
have

been watched all. al ong.

"When one suspects danger," Hobell said, "there are procedures to follow"
"W interviewed her, sir, and heard some suspicious things. But we had been
told

that she was probably a tourist. W saw nothing that contradicted that
possibility." He clasped his hands behind his back, so that he | ooked |ike he



was standing at attention. "There are procedures for handling tourists as
wel |,

sir. We're supposed to go easy with them"

"Well, you certainly went easy with her."

"No, sir, beg pardon, but we didn't." Flint spoke quietly. He could al nost
hear

DeRicci telling himto shut up, to stop digging hinmself in deeper. But he
couldn't let this go. He had a hunch that DeRicci was on her |ast |egs here,
and

that she didn't have anywhere else to go. "When | left Noelle, she was going
to

bring Pal mer in. She had two guards acconpany them That's not standard
procedure for treating tourists. She al so used a departnent prisoner
transport

aircar. The only thing we did not do was put restraints on Pal mer."

Hobel | ' s eyes narrowed. "Wy didn't you think restraints were necessary?"

"I found when | worked Traffic that people don't care if they're transported
in

prison ships. But they do care if their hands are | ocked together."

"You think that if she was a tourist, she wouldn't sue over the
transportation

but she would over the restraints?"

"That's my experience, sir." He was taking the blane for this after all

DeRi cc

woul d be furious with himif she ever found out.

The chi ef placed her hands on her hips and studied himfor a noment. It was
as

if she were trying to figure out if he was lying to her just by staring at
hi m

"You're saying that Geta Palmer is even smarter than I'mgiving her credit
for."

Fl'i nt nodded.

"Whi ch neans that she'll be extrenely difficult to catch.”

"Especially if she has friends here," he said.

Hobel | 's mouth thinned. "Do you think that she really is wanted by the Rev?"
"I think at the very least, the Rev want to talk with her," Flint said.
"After

all, she covered her ass when she tried to land the yacht by saying that the
Rev

woul d cone after her as the | one survivor of their attack —or whatever you
want

to call that."

"And at worst, she's the one the Rev are after.”

"Yes," Flint said.

The chi ef shook her head, wal ked to the desk, and | eaned on it. Then she
shook

her head again, as if she were disagreeing with her own thoughts.

"You realize that | planned on reprimndi ng you and denoting DeRicci," she
sai d.

"No, sir, | hadn't realized that," Flint said. But he had suspected it. So
had

DeRi cci

Hobel | rai sed her eyebrows. He had a hunch she was unconvi nced about his | ast
statement. "1've been thinking about what you said and your report, and

can't

find any flaws in your reasoning. | wish I could because I would nuch rather

blame this crisis on your m shandling of Pal mer than on her cleverness."

"Yes, sir," Flint said.

She finally smled. " 'Yes, sir,’' she nocked. "You are deceptively polite,
Flint. | |ooked at your record before you came in. You' re not the nost docile



man either."”

"Ei ther?" he asked.
"DeRicci's msdeeds are flanboyant. Yours often stretch the interpretation of
the Iaw, but never in a way that anyone can conplain about."

He felt a flush begin to warmhis face, and he willed the reaction to stop

He

didn't dare appear vulnerable in front of this woman.

"I still believe that Noelle DeRicci is one of the nost troubl esone
detectives

that we have, but you have convinced nme that | night have m sjudged her in
this

i nci dent. \When you have a troubl esome enpl oyee, you tend to bl ame everything
t hat goes wong on that enployee's errors and not see the facts for what they
are."

He al nost yes-sired her again, but refrained fromdoing so. He didn't want

her

to nmock hi m again.

"I believe she knows that the entire departnment is watching her closely, and
['m

sure she expects punishnent in this instance."

"She told nme to blanme the entire thing on her, sir,

he said, "so that ny

car eer
woul d be all right."

Hobel |l tilted her head back. "You could have done that. | wouldn't have
t hought

| ess of you."

"I would have," he said quietly.

She smled. It softened her face. He had been wong about the snpot hness of
her

skin. Light lines covered her cheeks, all of themlaugh lines, all of them
maki ng her quite attractive

"W mght think of getting you a job in public relations, Flint. You' ve
managed

to turn me around. |nmagi ne what you could do with the press.
"That would frustrate nme, sir," he said, not certain if she was serious.
Her eyes twi nkled. "You don't like |lighthearted nmoments, do you?"

"Not when there's sonething else | should be doing, no, sir."

"And you shoul d be chasing your fugitive?"

He nodded.

"Well, | disagree," Hobell said. "That's what street patrols are for. They'l
find her."

"I think it mght take some detecting, sir."

The tw nkl e had becone pronounced. "I'msure it will, Flint. And if you think
of

anything the street patrols should know, send the information directly to ne.
Until then, | have another job for you."

He suppressed a sigh. He was working on enough cases and, despite the story
he

had just fed the police chief, he did feel guilty about |osing Palner. He'd
been

going over it and over it, wondering if it had been his fault in some way.
Apparently he had managed to hide his irritation, because the chief

conti nued.

"Just before | came in here, | had word from space traffic control."

The tension in his back grew worse. He'd had too many cases at the Port these
| ast few days. He didn't want another one.

The twi nkle had left her eyes. "A Rev prison shipis in orbit,’
"They

want Pal mer. "

He let out the sigh. "I'd expected that."

she sai d.



"So did we," she said. "In fact, given the stories Palmer told, I would have
expected the Rev ship sooner. And |I'msurprised that it's a prison ship. |
woul d

have t hought we'd see one of their nmilitary Ships or even a diplomatic
vessel . "

"The Rev aren't going to be happy that she's escaped,” Flint said.

"W haven't told themthat." Hobell hadn't noved fromthe desk. Her posture
appeared to be rel axed, but he could see tension in her muscles too. "In
fact,

we've led themto believe that we had no idea they were | ooking for her, that
she had done anything wong."

"They' re buying that?"

"For the noment." Any hint of a smle had Iong ago left her face. "But we are
going to have to deal with them and we are going to have to do our best to
keep

themcalm"

He'd dealt with the Rev before. They came to this part of the Mon often

"The

Rev don't take setbacks well."

"I know," she said. "So you're going to have to do your best with them"
"Me?" he said, his heart beginning to pound hard.

"You and DeRicci. You get to find out the real story fromthe Rev. The Rev
usually don't lie, so we can rely on what they tell us."

"They al so have a nasty way of taking matters into their own hands if they
don't

get what they want," he said.

"I know." She slid off the desk and wal ked around it, staring at the city one
nore tinme. Apparently she took her inspiration fromit. O perhaps she

t hought

she coul d see Palner fromhere if she only stared out there | ong enough. "You
can |l ook at this as a punishnent for losing the prisoner, Flint."

"I's that what it is?" he asked.

"Maybe, " she said. "Or nmaybe |I'mjust using ny resources wsely."

"Let's hope so," he said. "Because | don't like being around frustrated Rev."
"No one does," she said.
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Fortunately, Flint did not have to neet the Rev at the Port. They waited for
hi m

in one of the interrogation roonms in the First Detective Division

The room snelled faintly of ginger, a scent sonmeone had once told himwas the
Rev equivalent of sweat. It was a bit too hot in there for them and they
probably weren't used to being in such a small area.

He had forgotten how |l arge the Rev were. Four of themfilled a roombuilt for
ten humans. The Rev were pear-shaped. They had tiny heads and long thin
necks,

with two arns near their necks, and four above their base. Wen they wal ked,

t he

four hands forned fists that were flat on top. The Rev used those arns the way
a

spi der woul d use her legs, nmoving so rapidly that people who had never seen
it

bef ore were often surprised.

Nei t her set of arms was visible when a Rev was at rest. They seened to fold
into

pockets of skin made just for that purpose, leaving the Rev's torso snmooth
and

unl i ned.

Soneone had renoved the room s table, leaving only a few chairs. Flint was
grateful for that. He'd only been inside a nonent, and he was al ready feeling



cl aust r ophobi c.

The Rev studied him He greeted themin their own | anguage. H's Rev was
passabl e, but not the best. The nearest Rev, a white robe draped around its
wi de

m ddl e and cl asped at the neck with real gold, stepped forward.

He bowed his head. Flint did the sane.

"You speak Rev," the Rev said in that |anguage.

"Badly," Flint replied in the same |anguage. "But |'ve sent for an
interpreter.

W shoul d be able to nmuddl e al ong until then."

The Rev | eaned the upper part of his head back, opening his nouth. That | ook
was

what passed for a smle in Rev culture. "Your use of idi omsuggests that you
are

bei ng di si ngenuous."

"My use of idiom" Flint said, "is confirmation that |'ve done prelimnary
interviews with Rev before.”

He didn't offer themchairs since Rev did not sit down. He wanted to sit, but
he

couldn't. They would see it as bad form Instead, he | eaned against the wall,
arms crossed.

He wondered where DeRicci was. He had spoken to her on her link the nonent he
left the chief's office and told her to join him She had prom sed she'd be
there as soon as possi bl e.

Flint had stressed that she was supposed to give up the search, but he had a
hunch she didn't want to. She'd stretch "as soon as possible" into sonething
much | onger, leaving himto deal with the Rev hinself.

"W have a warrant for Ekaterina Miakestad," the Rev said, the nane soundi ng
strange in his plate-sized nouth.

FIlint made hinself focus on the task at hand. "Wo?"

"The wonman who arrived in the space yacht shortly before we did. W do not
know

what she calls herself, but her nane is Ekaterina Miakestad. She has been
want ed

on Revnata for nore than a decade.”

Flint wished the interpreter had already arrived. He had sone questions that
he

didn't know how to ask with his limted Rev.

He nodded, knowi ng better than to hold up a hand in this discussion. The Rev
found gestures like that to be rude, in the same way that interrupting them
woul d be.

"The wonman gave her name as Greta Pal ner."

"A deception."” The Rev closed his nouth, and the line of his |ips disappeared
into his pale skin. "Matters are worse than we thought."

"I want you to tell ne all about this," Flint said, "but | would prefer to
wai t

for the interpreter. The nore accurate ny information, the easier it will be
for

me to help you."

"You may help us," the Rev said, "by bringing the worman to us."

"She is a human woman, not a Rev," Flint said, forced to use the English word
for "human" since he didn't know the Rev one. "If she were Rev, | could
accommodat e you. Since she is one of our people, | must follow our rules.”
"W have a warrant for her," the Rev said again.

"You have a warrant for a woman whose name | do not recognize," Flint said.
"l

believe we are not far apart in this, but you do understand that | nust

r espect

our rules.”

The Rev's small bl ack eyes bul ged even farther. It was the first warning sign



of

Rev anger. Flint eyed the door, nmaking certain he was cl ose enough to get
through it if he needed to.

"The wonan who cane in the yacht," the Rev said. "Were is she?"

"Last | saw her, she was in decontamination.” He didn't know the Rev word for
that either. Either that or he had forgotten it. He hadn't had to use his Rev
for nearly two years.

"De-what ?" the Rev asked.

"Decontam nation,” Flint said. He tried to explain what that was, but found
hi s

Rev was even nore |acking. Finally he shrugged. "We'll wait for the
interpreter.”

"I'f this woman is nearby in De-what, we would like to see her," the Rev said.
"As | said, | can't do that," Flint said. "Not until we're sure we're talking
about the sane wonan."

And he found another way to stall them He hadn't exactly lied this tine —

t he

last tinme he saw her was in Decontanination —but he hadn't told the truth
either. He was hoping he could stall Iong enough for the street patrols to
find

Pal mer. Then he woul dn't anger the Rev.

The Rev did not appreciate shades of the truth. They were al ways as honest as
possi ble. Early on, that had nade themvictinms of human busi ness schenes. For
a

whil e, the Rev had thought humans completely untrustworthy. Then they | earned
that humans had a different appreciation for truth than the Rev did.

Wil e the Rev understood the differences, it did often cause themto react
with

anger to a human much qui cker than they would with their own ki nd.

And while the Rev couldn't always figure out a half-truth, they could often
sense a conplete lie.

"You are stalling," the Rev said.

"Yes," Flint said, relieved not to have to lie about that. "I want to wait
for

the interpreter.”

"Then you will get our woman," the Rev said.

"If we agree that's who she is," Flint said, hoping he wasn't |ying now.

The Rev turned toward his conpanions. They hadn't noved at all during the

di scussion. They spoke rapid Rev, and Flint only caught every fourth or fifth
word. After a nonent, the spokesrev turned back toward him

"We shall wait for your interpreter. You may return when the interpreter
arrives."

They were dismissing him Flint felt an odd kind of relief. "Is there
sonet hi ng

| can get you that will make you nore confortabl e?"

"No," the Rev said. "W will not be here | ong enough to get confortable."

Flint made hinmself smile and nod, hoping that the Rev was right.

The night was strangely quiet. It had been a long tine since Ekaterina had
been

i nside a dome. She had forgotten how dome acoustics worked. Loud sounds coul d
echo, but unlike Earth on a quiet night, soft sounds didn't seemto register
at

all.

She noved sl ower because of that. She was being nore cautious than she woul d
have been at hone.

The dar kened nei ghbor hood seenmed to go on for at least a nmle. She had crossed
a

| ot of fences, wound her way through a | ot of yards.

Apparently, no pets were allowed in this part of Arnstrong. She heard no



bar ki ng

dogs, ran across no cats. At the nmoment, she was very grateful for that.

She had finally reached a poorly tended bl ock. The gardens had died off, and
t he

pl ants had either gone to seed or disappeared entirely. Sone desert plants
had

grown up in the artificially rich soil —apparently reclaimng the area or
seedi ng from sonewhere el se

Most of the houses appeared to be uninhabited, but those that were had | arge,
ostentatious | ocks on the doors, a kind she hadn't seen anywhere on Earth
out si de of nuseunms. The | ocks seenmed to be there as a statenment, not for
protection.

As she got closer to sonme of the houses, she realized they were made of
permapl astic, a material that wasn't used nuch at all anynore. Early
col oni sts

on the Moon and Mars had used a lot of it —the naterial was durable, even in
unpredi ct abl e environnents. But then scientists had devel oped ot her
materi al s,

many of which could be grown once the col onists reached the habitable planet,
and permaplastic fell out of use.

She had to be in one of the ol dest areas of Arnmstrong. Her enpty stomach
knotted. She hoped this area was just inpoverished and not a crine center the
way many ot her ol der areas of cities were. If this was a high-crinme place,
she

m ght be wal king straight into the hands of the authorities.

Here there were no street lights at all. The air felt even thinner, and she
hadn't been running this tinme. She wondered if the processors in the ol der
sections of the done weren't as efficient.

On a corner lot at the very end of the bl ock, a house stood, its doors open
Her

heart was poundi ng hard. Either the house was abandoned or soneone had
deliberately left it this way, naybe to attract vagrants —or fugitives.

Al she knew was that she would have to stop noving soon. She wasn't sure
when

she last slept, and she was begi nning to have m cronaps as she wal ked.
Eventual | y her body would force her to rest whether she wanted to or not —
and

it might do so out in the open, where anyone could find her

If she found shelter, even for a few hours, she would be refreshed enough to
move on. O as her grandnother used to say, The body can do without food or
sl eep, but it cannot do without both. And it could not do w thout water

ei t her.

She was getting dehydrated and she knew it.

She woul d need to take care of herself, and soon. She approached the house,
breat hi ng shall oWy, her own heartbeat so |oud that she was sure people heard
it

bl ocks away. Not hing noved inside —or at |east, nothing she could hear

The last thing she wanted to do was go into a place filled with indigents.
They

could be crazy, violent, or both. The last tinme she had been in Arnstrong,

al nrost a decade ago, the city had a | arge indigent problem She doubted

t hi ngs

had gotten any better. After all, what could the city managers do? Throw the
i ndi gents outside the done?

One wall had fallen inward. Apparently, it had |ost some of its supports, a
common problemw th ol d permapl astic. The pernmapl astic survived | onger than

t he

materials used to hold it together. She stared at the wall for a | ong nonent.
I't

was a warning to her that this building wouldn't be very stable. Maybe that



was
why it was so silent, because everyone el se knew better than to attenpt to go
i nsi de.

Still, she had to try. She was nearly collapsing with exhaustion. She gl anced
over her shoul der. She still appeared to be alone on the street —not that
she

could completely tell in this darkness.

Then she nounted the back stair and went inside the open door

The building snelled of old urine and decay. Soneone or sonething had died in
here. She couldn't tell how |l ong ago because one of the di sadvantages of
agi ng

permapl astic was that it tended to absorb odors.

The floor seemed sturdy enough. She wal ked across it, wi shing she had a
l'ight.

It was even darker in here. She hoped she wouldn't step on anyone —alive or
dead.

Her feet hit a pile of sonmething that clattered across the floor. She froze,

t he

sound so | oud she was convinced they'd heard it on Earth. Her heart pounded,
and

her breathing sped up.

There was no answering sound. No one swore and cane toward her. No one
screaned.

No one shouted, There she is! and burst into the building.

She was really and truly al one.

She crouched, and felt for what her feet had touched. A pile of enpty food
cartons, their interiors sticky, and clearly the source of the rotting smell.
Soneone had been here before her, used the shelter, and left.

It was a good sign if no one had touched the food cartons. She went deeper
into

the building, far away fromthe collapsed wall and the snell of urine. Sone
pi eces of furniture remni ned —al so permapl astic and worthl ess.

She felt the chairs, found dust on them but nothing that was as disagreeable
as

t he decaying food in the other room She pulled two chairs together. They
wer e

wi de enough for her to use as a bed, and their arns were high enough to hide
her

from prying eyes.

Al'l she needed was a short nap. Wen she woke up, she'd have ideas on ways to
get out of Armstrong. If she was still alone. And safe.
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The interpreter was a bal di ng, ni ddl e-aged man who wore an expensive tail ored
busi ness suit. His face, while thin, had cascaded into jow s, and his neck had
a

crepe-papery look to it that Flint had never seen on a nodern hunan.

Peopl e who regularly did business with the Rev did not use physi cal
enhancenents. The Rev saw enhancenments as a form of deception and respected
no

one who used them

The interpreter was waiting in the main Division —no one had taken himto

t he

Detective Unit upstairs or the interrogation roomin the back. The main

Di vi si on

area was full —people in uniform going about their business, the duty clerk
processing visitors, and the usual stream of victinms, supplicants, and
suspects,

each there for a different reason
The volurme in here was always | oud —shouts nmingled with tears, |aughter, and



everything in between. The snells were omi present too —perfunmes, sweat, and
occasi onal overwhel mng alien body odor. The place never stayed the sanme, and
that was part of its charm

Sonetimes Flint didn't really see the people who filled the entry. They were
part of the scenery, an ever-flow ng, ever-changing group that was as norma
a

part of this place as the walls.

But the interpreter noticed. He cringed every tinme someone brushed agai nst
hi m

Not a government enployee then. Flint would wager his entire year's salary

t hat

this interpreter did the bulk of his work for private firns,

"Hello," Flint said, as he approached the interpreter, hand outstretched.
“1'm

Detective Flint. I'"'msorry you were waiting. The Rev are in the back."

The man | ooked up at him his eyes pale and watery. "Are they angry?"

There was a touch of fear in his voice. He didn't even seemto notice Flint's
hand.

"I was told," the man continued, not letting Flint answer, "that this is a
crimnal matter. The Rev hate crimnal matters, especially if it's not going
their way."

"Right now, they're being patient," Flint said. "Which is surprising given
they've had to deal with ne and ny inadequate Rev. But they' |l be happy to
have

a person who understands their custons and | anguage in the room™

"lI've never done crinmnal work with the Rev before," the man said, "but the
chief called nme. How serious is this?"

The chi ef, huh? Apparently she called the best interpreter rather than use
one

of the ones on city payroll. Flint couldn't argue with that. Neither of them
wanted this situation to get any worse.

"Very serious," Flint said. "That's why you're here. Cone with ne."

It wasn't until they started wal king that Flint realized he had forgotten to
ask

the man's nane. Not that it really mattered. If he needed the guy again, the
chiefs office would know how to find him

They had just reached the duty clerk's tall sign-in desk when Flint saw a
fam liar figure enter the corridor.

"DeRicci!" he shouted. Then, realizing his voice didn't really carry over the
din, he shouted even | ouder, "DeRicci!"

She stopped, turned, saw him and nade a face. Then she approached. "I

t hought

you were in interrogation."
"I needed an interpreter.”
besi de

hi m

DeRicci's gaze took in everything about the interpreter, and then gave her
opi nion: contenpt. It was an amazi ng opinion froma woman whose cl ot hi ng was
torn, whose hair |ooked like as if had been through a wi ndstorm and whose
face

was streaked with the brown dust of Earth's dead Moon

"You just arrived?" she asked the interpreter

"I just found out about it, yes," he said, bobbing as he spoke to her. Flint
was

sure he'd never seen such a timd interpreter. He wasn't sure if it was the
Division that scared this little man, the fact that he was about to face
potentially angry Rev, or both.

"I thought you said to hurry." Now she was speaking to Flint.

"I did," he said, "and it doesn't seemlike you listened."

She shrugged, taking in the room "Screwed up, Flint."

Flint nodded toward the bal di ng man standi ng



"We both did." Flint had the sense that she was angry at him but he didn't
care. She still had her job, and so did he. "I prom sed the Revs we'd go in
there as soon as the interpreter arrived."

"What a day this is,” DeRicci said. "Starts with the Wgnin, nmoves on to the
Rev."

"You' re handling the Wgnin?" This time, the voice canme from above them Both
Flint and DeRicci | ooked up

The duty clerk was staring down at them her expression pinched.

"On one case, yes," Flint said.

"The children, right?"

"Right," DeRicci said, sounding wary.

The interpreter noved closer to the desk, as if he were trying to get out of
t he

way of the free flow of people.

"Some people just cane in from Tycho Station. | put a uniformwi th themunti
I

found who was supposed to be responsible for them"”

"On the Wgnin case?" Flint asked the duty clerk

"Parents,"” DeRicci said, punching his arm Then she turned to the duty clerk
"Where are they?"

"Wtness holding," the duty clerk said. "It seened the nost private."

DeRi cci nodded. "Come on, Flint."

Technically, the children were his responsibility. He knew what she was

doi ng:

she was taking over the entire Wgnin case so that she woul dn't have to dea
with the Rev.

He was tenpted to let her do it, but that nmeant accompanying the interpreter
to

the interrogation room The |onger Flint stayed away fromthe Rev, the
better.

That way he wouldn't be forced to lie.

He turned to the interpreter. "The Rev are in an interrogation room They're
probably going to want sonme refreshments of some kind. It was warmin there."
"I"'mnot a waitress,"” the interpreter said.

Flint shrugged. "Suit yourself. | get very cranky when ny bl ood sugar's | ow.
I

wonder what the Rev are |ike."

"But | don't know where anything is here," the interpreter said.

"The duty clerk will help you," DeRicci said. "Come on, Flint."

"I'"l'l be back shortly," he said to the interpreter. "Go over their warrant,

and

then I'Il join you."

The interpreter was shaking his head, still naking weak protests, as Flint
and

DeRi cci wal ked away.

"They sent someone like that to go head-to-head with the Rev?" DeRicci asked.
"Hobel | picked himout herself."

DeRicci whistled. "So that's what happens when there's too nuch alien
contact."

She didn't even snmile after the comment. Flint wasn't sure if she was joking
or

not .

The corridor was wi de through here because so nany civilians used it. Mny of
them were w tnesses, but just as many were victins or the victins' famlies,
and

the designers of this Division, at least, felt that there should be sone
neasur e

of confort in the surroundi ngs.

Oiginally, the walls had been painted a cal m ng blue, but that had faded to
a



dirty gray over tine. The floor was scuffed, and the once-white ceiling had
yel l owed. Instead of offering confort, this place always rem nded Flint that
anyt hi ng once touched with bright prom se could becone ol d and abused.
"You're quiet," DeRicci said. Except for the occasional uniformgoing the

ot her

way, they were the only two people in the corridor

"Long day," Flint said.

"How d you keep Hobell from dempting us?"

He shrugged. "I told her the truth."

"Wai ch was?"

"That we were initially told that Palner mght be a tourist."

DeRi cci | ooked at him sideways, a smle playing on her lips. "You're

begi nni ng

to fascinate nme, Flint."

"Why is that?" he asked as they rounded the |ast corner to the observation
decks.

"Because you | ook so sweet and innocent, and you're not."

"I was a cop for a long tine before | becane a detective," he said.

"Yeah," she said, "but that face of yours. Unenhanced and so naive. Anyone
woul d

t hi nk you're a pushover."

"Did you?" he asked.

"You seemed like it at first." Her smle eased into a grin. "I'"mglad you
finally came out of your shell."

They reached the doubl e doors that marked the entrance to w tness hol di ng.
DeRi cci put her hand on the security panel. The | ocks clicked open. As they
di d,

she asked for the witnesses in the Wgnin case. The conputer gave her the
site

of the hol ding room

The first time Flint had entered this part of the building, he had thought of
it

as a hall of mirrors. Instead of walls, on either side of himwere
floor-to-ceiling wi ndows of one-way gl ass. The gl ass overl ooked hol di ng roomns
they were too plush to be called cells —where wi tnesses were told they were
to

sit and wait until someone came for them

More than one witness had confessed to a crinme in these roons, and hundreds
of

ot hers had di vul ged secrets that they thought woul d never be overheard. Flint
was al ways amazed at the stupidity of the average crimnal and his
acconpl i ces,

and now he was glad for it.

If every crimnal were as snmart as Greta Palmer, his job would be a | ot

har der .

Jasper's parents were in the third roomon Flint's right. As DeRicci headed
toward the one-way w ndow, she pulled out her hand-held and called up the
warrant the Wgnin had given her. Flint watched it appear on the screen

al ong

with i mages of the crinme scene and the so-called crimnals which Flint had
not

seen before.

DeRicci didn't even | ook down at her hand-held. She wasn't concerned about
it,

not yet. Instead, she stopped in front of the one-way glass. *

Flint stopped beside her. This particular hol ding area was one of the smaller
ones, but it was plush. The room had been done in warm browns and tans. The
carpet was thick, perfect to sit on if need be, and the couch | ooked inviting.
Migs sat on the table in the center of the room along with sonme cookies that



didn't look |like departnent issue. The uniformsat on the only netal chair.
She

was staring at the window as if willing someone to rescue her

The man —Jasper's father —was pacing, hands in his pockets, body hunched.
He

had the sane red hair that his son had, and his skin was pal e but freckled.
Hs wife sat on the edge of an overstuffed chair, her back perfectly
straight,

her legs to one side with her ankles crossed. Her brown hair had been pulled
away from her heart-shaped face. Her eyes were downcast, her hands folded in
her

I ap.

She al nost seenmed |ike a supplicant, waiting in one of Armstrong's many

chur ches

for soneone to forgive her

"Damm, " DeRicci said.

"What ?" Flint frowned at her. She was staring at her hand- hel d.

"Look at this." She touched a corner, and the hol o-representation of one of
t he

i mges rose above the screen's surface. It was a woman's head, now rendered
in

t hree di mensions. She had brown hair, light skin, and a heart-shaped face.
Flint studied it, then noved slightly so that he could see both the hol ogram
and

the wonman in the room The woman sitting on the edge of the uphol stered chair
was ol der, had had sone enhancenents that altered the shape of her nouth and
nose, but her eyes were the same. And so was her hairline and that uniquely
shaped f ace.

"It's the sane worman, only younger,'
DeRi cci nodded. "That's ny take too."

"That's not fromthe Wgnin, is it?" He had asked that as a question, but he
al ready knew the answer. He'd seen the images in the hand-held. He just
hadn' t

seen themvery clearly.

"It's part of the warrant,"” DeRicci said.

He stared at the face. The woman's hol o | ooked so innocent, so young. Both

t he

i nnocence and the youth were gone fromthe wonan bel ow. She hadn't noved the
entire tinme he had stood there, although the father continued pacing.

The uniformstill |ooked at the wall as if she could see through it. No one
was

tal king below It |ooked as if they hadn't even tried.

He renenbered the little boy, his face streaked with tears, trying valiantly
not

to name his famly, afraid his sisters would have to go in his place. Had the
child known his nother had done sonethi ng wong? How coul d he? \Wat parent
woul d

tell her child that his life would be forfeit for a crime she had conmmitted

| ong

bef ore he was born?

"What can we do?" Flint asked.

"I don't know," DeRicci said. "Challenge the warrant, maybe."

he sai d.

"Based on what? The Wgnin will know when they see that woman that they have
t he

right person. We did, and we hadn't had as nmuch tine to study her inage as

t hey

have."

"There's got to be sonmething," DeRicci said. "An eight-year-old child has a
fully devel oped human personality. The Wgnin will destroy him"

"Way didn't these people think of that before they had children?" Flint



mur mur ed. "They knew the risks."

"I guess they think they're inmmune." DeRicci punched the hand-held and the
hol o-i mage went away.

"In some ways, they are," Flint said. "It's their children who pay."
DeRicci's gaze nmet his. "I'mgoing to the city attorney."

"You' re supposed to help nme with the Rev."

She slipped her hand-held in her pocket. "Look, Mles. I"'mangry, tired, and
di scouraged. You want me to handl e some delicate negotiations with the nost
vol atile creatures we've ever run across?"

He didn't, but he didn't want her to get into trouble either. Besides, part
of

hi mwanted her to deal with the parents, not him He didn't want to think
about

losing a child, even if that child wasn't his own.

"What can the city attorney do?" he asked.

"Maybe he's run across this before,"” DeRicci said.

"Reese? He's so new he nakes ne seemlike |I've been detecting for years. He
can't help us."

"We don't know until we try." DeRicci pushed past Flint and headed toward the
door.

"DeRi cci," he said.

She stopped as her hand pushed agai nst the doubl e doors. "What?"

"Before you go, you m ght want to shower, change into a real uniform GCet the
dust off your face."

She brushed her cheek with her forefingers, then held themout, as if
checki ng

the veracity of his statenent.

"I didn't ask you before," he said quietly, "but did you get hurt in that
wreck?"

Her hand went toward her left arm then stopped as if she had thought better
of

it. She flashed hima self-deprecating smle. "No," she said as she pushed
her

way out of the door. "Everything bounces off ne."

Then the door cl osed behind her, |eaving himalone in the hall of mrrors,
staring at a couple who was about to | ose their ol dest son
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Jamal sat on one of the hard uphol stered chairs in his hotel room He had
pushed

it next to the wi ndow and had raised the privacy screen just enough so that
he

coul d see the street bel ow

A l ot of people wal ked around in Arnstrong Donme at night. He was used to
Gagarin

Dome with its strict, ordinances and post-m dnight curfews. No one would wal k
the streets in Gagarin. The police would pick themup and give thema stern
lecture if they even tried.

He wi shed he were in Gagarin Dome now. All the people noving bel ow nade him
nervous.

Jamal | eaned his head on the wall and closed his eyes. As if anything could
make

hi m nervous. He was past nervous. Hi s body had been cycling through every
enotion it could find, apparently trying to find sonething other than

conpl ete

and total loss to settle on

Hakan Needahl had taken away the | ast of his hope. The | awyer had convinced
Jamal that no one would take this case, no nmatter what he did. Not even if

t hey

| ooked at Ennis's beautiful, innocent face and realized he had nothing to do



with this.

None of themwanted to be in the sane position Janmal was.

He opened his eyes and sighed. H's wife was asl eep on the doubl e bed, her
body

curled around Ennis's, protective even in sleep. Ennis clutched M. Biscuit,
as

if the loss of the stuffed dog had been worse than the | oss of his hone.

The boy had snuffled hinmself to sleep, and nothing Dyl ani had done could
soot he

him Ennis probably sensed how his parents were feeling. Their fears were
only

enhanci ng hi s.

There had to be a solution. Jamal just had to find it.

Hs brain didn't work the way it used to, searching for all the angles,
finding

all the hidden | oopholes. He'd been a passive, quiet man for the past decade,
and it had changed how he thought.

Ri ght now, he needed the man he had been, the man who had gotten himinto
this

troubl e.

The man who had pl aced five huge office buildings on sacred Wgnin | and.
Jamal tried to shake that menory away, but it didn't work. If he closed his
eyes, he could will hinmself back to Korsve when the shuttle touched down. He
had

been newly pronoted, one of the fastest rising executives his corporation had
ever seen, and he believed he could conquer whatever world he was sent to.
He'd even nmet the Wgnin before and had gotten along with them which was why
the corporation had sent himto Korsve. They believed he would work well with
the Wgnin, that his management woul d make a success out of the conpany's
branch

on Korsve.

I nstead, he disgraced themall, got charged with crimnal negligence by the
Wgni n, and had to D sappear

And the corporation had been | ucky because it hadn't had to take the bl ane.
Hs

nane had been on each decision. The trail had led directly back to him
because

he had wanted credit for his brilliance.

Hs stupidity, actually.

He | ooked at Ennis, asleep next to Dylani. Jamal had never really inagined a
child, never really imagined what it would nmean to | ose one.

The counsel or at Di sappearance Inc had told himhe was lucky all those years
ago. She had said that his parents were too old to be of interest in that
Wagni n

warrant, and since he was an only child, the line would die out with him

Al'l he had to do was rermain in hiding, and nake certain he had no children
Per haps this was why the Wgni n behaved the way they did. Punishing a nan by
i mprisoning himor even by putting himto death seened sinplistic. Taking
awnay

somet hing he loved was a | ot nore sophisticated, creating a void that would
never be filled.

Just |ike Jamal had done on Korsve.

He cl osed his eyes again, saw the pristine piece of property, just outside

t he

Wgnin's only city. The property had been near a river that had fl owed red
down

a nmount ai nside. Flowers grew along its bank, and out of a granite rock
croppi ng

that | ooked as sturdy as anything Janal had ever seen

He had come late to Korsve, so he hadn't heard the warnings. The Wgnin



didn't

conpl etely understand property rights. They often sold the sane piece of
property over and over again, conmenting on the foolishness of humans who

t hought land could be altered.

Even then no one had really understood that the only inhabited continent on
Korsve was strewn with natural caves and hol | owed-out boul ders that made

gr eat

dwellings. The city itself was a naturally occurring boulderfield that had
been

nodi fied just enough to allow Wgnin to |ive together in |arge nunbers.

The Wgnin did manufacture things, fromglass for windows to a substance that
was very rocklike, which they used to seal the boul der hones fromthe

weat her .

But they did not build hones and office buildings fromscratch.

When they first saw humans doing that, they had been appall ed, and the hunans
had m sunderstood. They had thought that they had chosen the w ong piece of

I and

—because of the nestlings or because of the land' s history.

They had never thought that building and altering the | andscape was foreign
to

the Wgnin in and of itself.

In fact, the way that humans | earned about that was through Janal .

He sighed and stood, feeling restless. H's conversation with Needahl had
continued |ong after the man had said no one would work for Jamal. Janal
tried

various arguments, hoping to engage Needahl's restless intellect.

Apparently Needahl had had a strategy in nmind, because his attitude had
changed

conpletely after he had seen the warrant.

"This child is young enough,” Needahl had said again. "He will survive the
ordeal and not understand what he has lost."

But Jamal would. He had even asked if Needahl would recomrend a new

Di sappear ance servi ce.

"I"'man officer of the court,"” Needahl had said. "D sappearance services

br eak

the law. | cannot give you this information. 1'd be contributing to a crine.”
And he'd ended the conversation shortly after that.

Jamal had no noney to hire a Di sappearance service. But maybe he could nake a
deal with one.

He stood and paced, careful to nove quietly so that he woul dn't wake his

sl eeping wife and child.

I f he explained everything to Dyl ani, she would be furious at him She m ght
want himout of her life. He could convince her to D sappear with Ennis, and
he

woul d pay all the fees for their D sappearance by indenturing himself to them
if

he had to. He'd give them whatever paycheck he had for as long as they

want ed,

if only they'd guarantee that his son and his wife would be safe.

He now knew that no guarantee was forever. But he had to do sonething.
Anyt hi ng.

So long as the Wgnin didn't take Ennis. He didn't care what happened to him
as

long as his son had a chance to remain human and survive.

Wth the addition of the interpreter, the interrogation room seened even
smaller. O maybe Flint felt that way because two of the Rev —not the two
Fl i nt

had spoken with —had enmotion collars fanned out around their tiny faces.

The enotion collars, like other Rev Iinbs, seened invisible when they were at



rest. Wien they appeared, they often startled the unprepared observer.

In some ways, Flint thought the enption collars the npst disturbing Rev
feature

of all. The collars —which had an entirely different name in the Rev |anguage
had been named by early human col oni sts on Revnata because the flaps of skin
resenbl ed the ruffled collars Elizabethans wore in England in the sixteenth
century. The collars changed color as a Rev's enotion deepened —starting at
pal e white and nmoving all the way to maroon when the Rev's enotion was at its
hei ght .

The problemwi th enmotion collars was that they responded to any strong
enot i on;

Flint couldn't tell if these Rev were angry or were feeling sonething else.
These Rev enotion collars were still pale white, but their eyes had bul ged
out

even further than usual

The Rev Flint had spoken with initially was standing very close to the
interpreter. The interpreter had taken the chair nearest the door. He huddl ed
against it, his feet braced as if he were ready to run at any noment.

When the interpreter realized Flint was there, he said, "I thought you were
going to be right back."

There was an edge of panic to his voice that Flint didn't Iike. "Wat's been
goi ng on here?"

"They're getting upset that no one is working with them Apparently they

t hought

| had sone kind of authority."”

FIlint nodded, nade sure the door was closed tightly, then stepped farther
into

the room The smell of ginger was even stronger than it had been before. Hs
eyes wat ered.

"I"'msorry," Flint said in English. "I was checking on some information for
you. "

The interpreter repeated Flint's words in Rev, starting to speak al nost at
t he

same time Flint did. Flint caught enough of the interpreter's words to
realize

the man was doing his job correctly. Fromthat nonent on, Flint wouldn't

Wor ry

about the translations.

"Have you brought the woman?" the Rev asked.

"I need to see your warrant," Flint said.

The Rev turned to one of his conpanions, the other Rev wi thout the obvious
enotion collar. His |left upper arm noved above his robe, reaching into its
si de

and renoving a piece of ridged Revina silk. He handed it to Flint.

Flint had seen Rev warrants |ike this one before.

The Revina silk acted |like a screen on an ancient pal ntop. The Rev had
thoughtfully set the warrant on its English version. Flint studied it.

The accomnpanying i mage was of a thinner, brittle-looking version of the wonman
he

had seen in the decontam nation unit. She | ooked no ol der now, she'd

obvi ously

had some expensive enhancemnents.

Flint thought it odd that someone who was on the run fromthe Rev for —he
gl anced again at the warrant —seven years hadn't bothered to have her
features

changed.

"The nane here is the one you used earlier,"” he said to the Rev. "Ekaterina
Mnakest ad. "

"Yes," the Rev said. "I thought we had covered this."



"W have no one in Arnstrong with that nane."

"She has changed it then," the Rev said.

"The warrant is unspecific," Flint said. "It only denmands that we rel ease her
into your custody for an undeternined period of years. \What has she done and
what will becone of her?"

The second part of his question was unusual and he knew it. But he asked it
anyway, hoping that the Rev would answer w thout hesitating.

"She will be placed in a Rev penal colony," the Rev said. "W have severa
for

non- Rev now. The workload is lighter, nore suited to the weaker physique of
t he

human. She will labor for us for ten to twenty years, depending on her health
and her abilities to continue her duties. Then, dependi ng on her conduct, she
will be exiled fromRevnata and all its satellites after five nore years of

contenpl ation. "

As Rev sentences went, this was a light one. The interpreter knew that as
wel |

because he gave Flint a sideways | ook

"You' ve been searching for her for along tine," Flint said. "Yet it sounds
like

her crime was not a great one."

"It is an inportant one," the Rev said. "She is an exanple of what can go
wr ong

in the relationshi ps between our peoples."

Clearly sone Rev had nmade that argument with the Milticultural Tribunal and
won.

"So what has she done?" Flint asked.

"Her crime is not the issue here," the Rev said. "You mnmust turn her over into
our custody."

The interpreter's voice shook as he said that last. Flint foll owed his gaze
He

was | ooking at the two enotion collars. They were turning pale yellow

Even though the spokesrev was remai ning calm his conpani ons were not.

Flint did not ook at themagain. He didn't want their agitation to affect
hi m

But his eyes were still watering fromthe ginger snmell and his palnms were
getting danp.
"I agree,"” he said. "Her crine is not the issue. She's been tried and found

gui lty under your laws, and that decision was upheld by an interstellar
court."

The Rev enotion collars were turning white again.

"However," he said, "the woman who came in on that yacht says her nane is
Geta

Pal ner. Her history says she has never been anywhere except Mars and Earth,
and

so | can't turn her over to you."

"You are required to." The Rev shook the silk at Flint.

"I amrequired to turn Ekaterina Maakestad over to you," Flint said. "Not
Geta

Pal mer. "

"You know they are the same worman," the Rev said.

"I suspect they are,” Flint said. "Wiich is why, if you tell me what she's
done,

| can talk to her, see if she nakes sone kind of slip-up.”

"That seens like a lot of work for nothing," the Rev said. "Test her DNA

Then

we' |l have clear proof."

"That'l|l take even nore tine," Flint said. "Under our |laws, | need probable
cause to extract DNA from another human. Al | have is the fact that she

arrived



under rather nysterious circunstances. |'ll see what | can do, but | can't
prom se much on that route. However, if | speak with her, I mght be able to
expedite this."

He hoped he wouldn't have to keep track of his lies. He was making this up as
he

went al ong —and he hoped it was obvious to no one except hinself.

The Rev swivel ed his head one- hundred-and-ei ghty degrees so that he could

| ook

at his conpanions. Their enotion collars were still white. Apparently they
had

bought Flint's story as well.

The Rev swiveled his head back toward Flint. "Ekaterina Miakestad practiced

| aw

on Revnata. She used deception to win her client's acquittal.”

Flint et his surprise show He had not expected this. "Her human client?"
"No. It is complicated.” For the first time since Flint had entered the room
the Rev | ooked at the interpreter. They spoke for a nonent, and Flint only
caught hal f of the interchange. Sonething about making sure he got all of the
details right.

The interpreter was shaking so badly that he | ooked as if he night cone
apart.

Flint doubted that the man woul d ever cross the Rev. He wondered why the Rev
suspected it.

"Most interstellar cases are conplicated,” Flint said, when the consultation
had

fini shed.

"Not like this one," the Rev said. "Ekaterina Maakestad defended many
clients,

nost of them human, but in this case, her client was Rev. She represented him
before a Rev court. Do you know what that means?"

Flint shook his head. Obviously all of these details were inportant to the
Rev,

but he had no idea why.

"When a human represents a human before a Rev court, the rules are different.
Ve

know t hat your people do not always understand our |aws, and we are nore
lenient, particularly with your attorneys."

FIl i nt nodded, wondering how many human | awers practicing on Rev worlds knew
t hat .

"But when a human attorney has the tenerity to take a Rev client, we assune
she

knows Rev | aw. "

"She must have known sonething of it," Flint said. "She agreed to the case."
The Rev's enotion collar rose, then settled against his neck. Flint wasn't
sure

what the gesture meant —perhaps irritation? —but whatever it was, it made

t he

i nterpreter junp.

"She represented a guilty client,’
el se.

Finally Flint said, "Defense attorneys often do. That's how t he advocacy
system

wor ks. "

"The human advocacy system —
interpreter did.

Agai n, he spoke to the Rev. He spoke for a long tinme, his hands noving as if
illustrating a point. The other Revs had crowded closer to listen

Flint only caught a few words. Law. Court. M sunderstandi ng. The rest was

| ost

inaflurry of Rev.

the Rev said, and did not add anyt hi ng

The Rev didn't break off m d-sentence. The



Then the Rev's head bobbled —it was the Rev's version of a disnissive

gesture.

The interpreter turned toward Flint.

"I asked him" the interpreter said, "if | could explain this to you. He isn't
a

| egal expert and he certainly doesn't understand interstellar law. He's the
Rev

versi on of a bounty hunter, and having himexplain the delicacies of the Rev
| egal system probably won't work. You'll both get frustrated, and his
conpani ons

are upset enough.™”

"Al'l right," Flint said. Then he repeated that in Rev. Wen he was finished,
he

added, "Better nmake it quick."

"Believe nme," the interpreter said, glancing nervously at the Rev. "In sone
ways, the Rev legal systemis simlar to ours. It appears to be an advocacy
system where two attorneys neet head-to-head in front of a judge. But
there's

where the sinmilarities end.”

The Rev were wat ching. The spokesrev appeared to be listening closely. Flint
wonder ed just how rmuch English he understood.

"The Rev have two courts: one for the innocent and one for the guilty."
"What ?" Flint asked.

The interpreter raised his two forefingers, so that Flint woul dn't speak any
nor e.

"A Rev defense attorney's first job is to figure out whether the client is

i nnocent or guilty. If the attorney believes the client innocent, the
att or ney

defends that client in the advocacy system If the attorney believes the
client

guilty, she takes himto another system where they plea-bargain or find a way
to

settle the case.”

The spokesrev nodded. Flint frowned, wondering why this mattered.

"If a Rev attorney defends a client in the advocacy system the attorney is,
in

effect, signaling her belief in the client's innocence. The Rev are

symnpat hetic

to an attorney who later learns of her client's guilt, believing anyone can
be

fool ed. Where they are not synpathetic is in the case of the repeat offender."
Flint felt his frown grow deeper. There had been nothi ng nentioned about
attorneys or repeat offenses on that warrant. Maakestad was accused of a
crinme.

"An attorney who represents a client in advocacy court guarantees by her word
and bond that the client is innocent. She also takes responsibility for any
simlar crimes the client commits in the future.”

"Responsi bility?" Flint asked.

"She is considered an equal partner in those crinmes because, the Rev assune,
she

knew her client's character. She knew that he would go out and commit a
second

or third crinme."”

"How can anyone know that?" Flint asked.

The interpreter glanced at the Rev again. They were watching the interchange
cl osel y.

"I'f you don't know, you don't defend the client,"” the interpreter said. "You
take the client to the other court where you pl ea-bargai n. Defending the
client

becomes too great a risk otherw se.”



"So Maakestad defended a Rev client in this advocacy systenP"

"Apparently," the interpreter said.

"And this client was a repeat offender?"

"I"'mnot sure." The interpreter turned toward the Rev and spoke for another
monent in Rev. The spokesrev | eaned closer, but as he did, the enotion collar
on

the Rev in the back turned a faint shade of green.

They woul d have to end this part of the conversation soon. The Rev were
getting

too upset. Maybe Flint would be able to convince themto return to their ship
until he could deliver Pal ner/ Maakest ad.

"This woman, " the Rev said, "defended a known crimnmnal who manufactured

dr ugs.

She claimed that it does not matter what he did in the past, only that he was
i nnocent of this particular crime. It was a novel concept in Rev justice and
made bi g news."

Whi ch was why the Rev knew about it, then

"So her client was found guilty?" Flint asked.

The Rev shook its head. "She was successful. However, her client has since
been

convicted of the sanme crine, manufacturing drugs, only this time, two of the
Rev

who t ook those drugs died."

The Rev homeworl d, Revina, and its satellites had been battling the drug
trade

for a very long time. Because the Rev's enotions were so volatile, many Rev
used

artificial means to keep those emptions in check. Unlike so many in the human
drug trade, this crine on Revnata was a high-end crine, with wealthy clients
who

often worked for interstellar corporations.

Flint had dealt a lot with the Rev drug trade because the Rev consi dered
caffeine to be one of the worst drugs on their market. Caffeine worked |ike
cocai ne on the Rev nervous system speeding up the thought processes, making
t he

Rev nore efficient, and granting a sense of confidence. Caffeine also killed
one

out of five Rev who used it regularly. Since caffeine was a legal drug in al
human col onies, the Rev had to rely on help from border patrols and space
cops

to prevent shipnents to Rev worlds

Flint wasn't famliar with the manufactured drugs on any of the Rev worlds,
but

he suspected they were as lethal to the Rev as caffeine could be.

"So he was a repeat offender, and she should have known that," Flint said.
"Which is why she's being charged with a crime on Revnata."

"Not charged," the Rev said. "She is guilty. She defended a known crim na
and

her deception resulted in the death of two Rev."

"This is, to the Rev, a slamdunk," the interpreter added, as an aside. "They
don't have to prove anythi ng about her except that she defended this guy."
"What did you say?" the Rev asked the interpreter in Rev. Flint recognized

t hat

phrase, having used it a lot hinself.

The interpreter answered in Rev. The spokesrev nodded, and then continued,
"This

worman has escaped our justice too long. You cannot allow that to continue."
And Flint wouldn't if he knew where she was. "One nore question, and then

[ 11

see if | can get her to adnit any of this.”



The third Rev | eaned forward, his dark eyes bul ging. The room was even hotter
than it had been before.

"Thi s happened a long time ago," Flint said. "Has this woman been on the run
for

years? |If so, that would explain the alternate nane."

"She has fought us in court, citing her status as a human as an excuse," the
Rev

said. "It would be a valid excuse with a human client, but she had a Rev
client,

one no other Rev would touch. She shoul d have known better."

Most crimnals should have known better than to repeat the crine in any Rev
world, Flint thought, but did not say that. Still, this was the first case

t hat

had come to himin the |last two days that he had no ethical qualns about. If
Pal ner had indeed nuddled in a | egal system she did not understand —or

wor se,

if she had tried to change one she did understand —then she knew what the
consequences ni ght be.

"I take it she lost her court case."”

"Yes," the Rev said. "She was notified two weeks ago to surrender herself to
us.

I nst ead, she Di sappeared.”

That caught Flint's attention. "She what?"

"Di sappeared. W went to her hone and she was gone. Everything renai ned,

i ncl udi ng her accounts, which hadn't been touched for days."

"Yet you found her," Flint said.

"We were notified of her presence on that space yacht. She was supposed to be
turned over to us. Instead, she managed to escape.”

"Com ng here."

"Yes," the Rev said.

That all jibed with what Flint had heard on the yacht's |ogs. "Wat happened
to

the pilot?"

"She forced him his co-pilot, and another into an escape pod. W have them
in

cust ody now. "

"Are you charging themw th sonething?" Flint asked.

"No," the Rev said. "You may have them"

Flint nodded, feeling a little light-headed, hoping it was the heat instead
of

the ginger stench. "They m ght be able to verify her identity."

"Best to use your nethod first," the Rev said.

Flint frowned. "Have they been harned?"

"They were in an escape pod built for two for nore than an hour," the Rev
sai d.

"They are spacesick."

"As hostages?" Flint asked.

"To bargain with," the Rev said, as if that were different.

"Turn themover to us," Flint said. "You won't need bargai ning chips."

"As you wish," the Rev said. "W shall send word to the ship i mediately."
Flint suppressed a sigh. Wre these Rev never going to | eave? "Actually, you
don't have to wait here. You'd be nore confortable on your own ship. 'l

notify
you as soon as |'m convinced the wonan who got off that yacht is Maakestad."
Lying to a Rev. Part of his brain was appalled at that, still. The

i nterpreter

was wat chi ng himcl osely, probably just as worried.

If, under Rev law, a |lawyer could be charged with defending a guilty client,
could an interpreter be charged with speaking someone else's |lies?

Flint didn't want to know.



"We shall stay here,"” the Rev said, and rocked back on his base, the Rev
equi val ent of crossing his arns.

Flint knew better than to argue. "I'Il make sure you're noved to a nore
confortabl e surrounding. This roomis too small and —"

"This is fine," the Rev said in English, interrupting Flint and the

i nterpreter

both. The Rev's enotion collar fluttered upward. Apparently he was begi nni ng
to

see Flint's efforts to nove themas stalling tactics.

"Al'l right," Flint said. "If you change your nmind, let ne know 1'll do what
I

can to take care of this."

He reached for the door, but the interpreter caught his arm "Wat about ne?"
"Stay here," Flint said. "Make sure they get that pilot and crew off their

shi p,

and then see if they want sone food or something. It's better if they can
speak

t hrough you than to et themtry to communi cate thensel ves."

The interpreter sank back into his chair. "I would prefer to | eave."

"And 1'd prefer to be off the case," Flint said, as he let hinmself out of the
room

The air in the corridor was cooler. It took a few nonents for the snell to
cl ear

fromhis nostrils.

The Rev's comrents confirned his suspicions. Palmer was a D sappeared, just
like

the three who had been killed by the Disty. These two cases were |inked by
nor e

than the yachts now

If Flint found out who owned those yachts, he night find which D sappearance
service was selling out its own clients. Not that that was illegal. It was,
in

fact, the legal thing to do —which created even nore problens for Flint.
And for the children.
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Ekaterina started awake, her entire body on alert. Something was different.
She

sat up, her eyes griny with sleep and dust, her mind nuzzy.

She' d managed to get sone sleep, but it felt shallow, filled with Rev and
flipping aircars and argunents with detectives. They were yelling at her
about

contacting her former clients, ticking off names as if they were | ooking at
her

case history.

One of the names struck a bell

She rubbed her eyes and sat up. The walls were so old, they were streaked
with

brown |ines. Everywhere else, the once-white pernmaplastic had yel |l owed.

And that was what differed. She could see. Fal se Dawn had cone, bringing
enough

light that she could see inside this house. And she w shed she couldn't.

The floor was littered with brown dust, discarded food packets, and ani nal
droppi ngs. They | ooked |ike nouse droppings, but she wasn't sure how that was
possi bl e. Who woul d have brought rodents to the Mon?

The stench was still noticeable, even though she had been in it for a while.
She

wondered if her own clothing had absorbed it. She hoped not. She wanted to be
able to blend into Arnstrong's day crowds.

Even though it was Fal se Dawn, she knew she hadn't been asleep very | ong. Her



body's clock told her that —the nuzziness in her brain, the way she was

havi ng

difficulty waking up. It showed just how alert she was, even in sleep, that a
change in the light woke her

She got up and stretched. Her muscles ached fromthat short time on the hard
chairs. The accident had had nmore of an effect on her than she first
realized.

She woul d have aches and pains fromit for the next few days.

If only she could remenber the names that had run through her dreans.

The room she had slept in had no wi ndows. A stairway, with the steps broken
in

the center as if soneone had carried sonmething too heavy up them was built
into

the far wall. The wall across fromher was the one that had col |l apsed. Mire
[ight poured in there, revealing blankets, a pile of food packets, and

bottl es

of water.

Soneone was using this place —or had in the recent past.

Her stomach grow ed as she wal ked toward the stash. The food packets had
expi red

two years ago, but the water hadn't. She picked up the nearest bottle and
drained it, feeling better than she had just a nmonment before.

She had been very dehydrated. She drank another bottle, slower this time, and
then | ooked for sonmething to use as a knapsack. She wanted to carry sone
bottl es

with her.

It seened odd that soneone would just leave all this stuff here without
com ng

back for it.

She wandered t hrough what had once been the kitchen, opening cupboards,
findi ng

br oken utensils and cracked dishes. Cearly soneone had | ooted this place

| ong

ago.

Then she went into a third room which was nostly enpty except for the pile
of

di scarded clothes in the corner

The snell was the worst here. The food packets that she had kicked had | anded
in

here, and there was sonething green that had once been food grow ng on the
fl oor.

She eyed the clothes again and saw a boot sticking out at an odd angle. A
boot

with Moon dust on its sole and pants attached to its top.

And she knew. She didn't have to wal k any farther.

Her mysterious host had been here, all along. Dead.

Her stomach turned. She was gl ad she hadn't eaten anything that norning or it
woul d have cone back up. Fortunately, she hadn't had any light |ast night.
She

hadn't explored, so she hadn't found himand as a result, she had gotten a
few

hours sl eep and sonme nuch-needed water.

She wondered if he had died of natural causes or if someone had killed him
Then

she decided that she didn't want to know. It would be better for her not to
know, so that she wouldn't worry about it for the rest of the day.

But she had to get out of there.

She took her two bottles of water, and stuck themin the waistband of her
pant s.

Then she grabbed two nore bottles and hurried to the open door



There she paused.

The light was bright outside, reflecting off yet another piece of

per mapl asti c,

this one looking like part of the roof. She blinked, then stepped back

i nsi de.

Peopl e woul d be able to see everything, every bruise, every speck of dirt.
She

grabbed one nore bottle of water and used it to wash her face and hands,
scrubbing hard so that she was as presentabl e as possible.

She couldn't do anything about her clothes, but she could hel p her

appear ance.

She had always tried to ingrain that into her clients, but sone never

| ear ned.

She'd had to buy clothes for nore than a few to hel p them through court
appear ances —

—And one of those clients lived in Arnstrong. O had when Ekaterina had
defended him That was why she had been thinking about clients. Because her
subconsci ous had taken a backwards route to one of the names she needed.
Sharmus Shank. She was anazed she could ever forget a nane |like that, even for
a

short period of time. She used to tease himabout it, since she hadn't been
sure

then —and still wasn't sure now —whet her the nane was made up

Ekat eri na shook her head. Shamus Shank was the perfect person to help her. He
specialized in "clean" crinmes, hacking into systens and steal i ng noney or
altering security protocols so that he could nake a qui ck getaway.

He' d been caught half a dozen tines, but each tine he had gone free. And he'd
al ways | aughed about the police, saying that they had no i dea how nuch noney
he'd stolen and how rmuch of their records he'd tampered with.

Sharmus Shank. She had visited himhere once, nearly a decade ago. He had
owned

the building, and used it when he was in Arnmstrong, which he had listed as
hi s

per manent home address.

And if she couldn't find Shamus Shank, she might be able to find the people
who

had testified toward his good character. They had all had unusual nanes as
wel |,

and they used to gather at the Brownie Bar, a place she hadn't believed
exi st ed

until Shamus took her there once.

The Browni e Bar and Shanus Shank.

Finally she had a destination —and a little bit of hope.

"I"'d like to see the boy," Ira Reese, the city attorney, said.

DeRi cci ran a hand through her hair and wondered how long it had been since
she'd slept. Her body hummed wi th exhaustion. She had worked straight through
the night, and now it |ooked as though she'd be working all day as well.

She and Reese were outside a conference roomin the city attorney's office.
They

were in a wide hallway that branched into several corridors. A fake tree

| eaned

agai nst one wall, |ooking out of place. An assistant stood nearby, as if she
want ed soneone to tell her what to do.

They were waiting for a neeting to end. After talking with Jasper W/l der's
parents for a while, Reese had called in a coll eague, Dam en Carryth, who
speci alized in D sappeareds. He was alone with the WIlders now

"Believe ne, sir," she said to Reese, "you don't want to see him"

Reese gave her a cool stare. "I do. | want to know what we're fighting for."
W're fighting to keep human children human, DeRicci thought. W' re fighting



to

make sure sonme weird alien race doesn't warp this kid' s m nd and make him
into

somet hing that's not Wgnin either

I nstead, she said, "Sir, | don't know what Ms. WIlder said to you, but trust
me, you don't want to see that kid."

"Why not ?" Reese faced her. He was taller than she was, broad-shoul dered and
muscul ar. He | ooked nore |like a soccer player than a | awer

"Because if we lose this, that kid will haunt your dreans at night. You'l
never

be able to cl ose your eyes again."

"I take it you' ve seen him" Reese said.

DeRi cci shook her head. "I learned that |lesson a long tinme ago, sir."

He sighed. Part of the problem she would wager, was that he wasn't used to
waiting on others. He was used to being the one in charge. But his specialty
was

| ocal government regul ations and Arnstrong | aw. He knew not hi ng about

Di sappeareds and had admitted it the monment DeRicci had barged into his

of fice.

Maybe if he had known sonet hi ng about Di sappeareds, he wouldn't have sent for
the Wlder fanmily and he woul dn't have called in Carryth. He would have told
DeRicci to cut her losses and | eave.

Then the door to the conference roomopened. The father canme out. He was even
smal l er in person, his back hunched, his eyes hollow If anything his face
seened paler than it had in the hol ding room

It took hima nonent to focus on DeRicci's face. "I'm supposed to wait out
here.”

He sounded bewi | der ed.

"Who told you that?" Reese asked

Wl der | ooked at himas if seeing himfor the first tine.

"My wife," Wlder said, as if his answer came through a tine-del ayed

Eart h- Moon

conmuni cati ons hookup. "My wi fe begged ne to | eave.™

"Sonmetines it's better for one spouse to handle a case," DeRicci said. She
knew

why the wife wanted himout of there. The wife wanted to tell Carryth the
truth.

"Nonsense," Reese said. "It's —
DeRi cci squeezed harder on his arm As much trouble as she had gotten into

t he

past twenty-four hours, manhandling the city attorney shouldn't nake matters
any

wor se.

"Sir," DeRicci said. "Why don't you take M. WIlder for sone breakfast. |'m
sure

he hasn't eaten —
"No." W/ der spoke with a firmess that DeRicci didn't think he was capable
of .

"They want you inside."

"Al'l right," DeRicci said. "Then I'Il take you."

"Both of you," W/l der said.

Reese studied himfor a nonment, the situation suddenly becom ng clear to him
DeRi cci hadn't nentioned her suspicions to himwhen she had first talked with
him—that the wife hadn't told her husband about her experiences on Korsve.
DeRi cci had assumed Reese woul d understand that. Mre often than not,

Di sappeareds did not confide anything about their previous lives to their
current nates.

"She did something, didn't she?" WIder asked, his voice cracking. "Something
that made the Wgnin angry. And she was afraid to tell nme. She should have
told



me. W coul d have done sonething, rather than wait for those creatures to

st eal

one of our children. For God's sake, we have two others."

Then he blinked at DeRicci. "lIs that why you people insisted on guards for

t he

ot her two?"

"It's standard in cases like this," DeRicci lied. And it probably woul d have
been if there were cases like this. But to her know edge, no one ever caught
t he

Wgnin with questionabl e warrants before.

"Are we all in danger?" W|I der asked.

Reese cane closer. "M. WIlder, we're doing what we can —"

"But will it be enough?" WIder asked. "My son is at stake, ny whole fanily.
You

don't know what that's like."

"No." Behind Wl der's back, Reese gestured toward the assistant. "I don't.
But

we'll help you in any way we can."

The assi stant approached. Her gaze met Wlder's, and then he | ooked away.
"Let Haru take you downstairs, get you sonmething to eat, let you rest while
we

go inside. | promise, we'll do the best thing possible for your fanmly."

DeRi cci tensed. Reese was making a foolish pronise. They might try to do the
best thing possible, but they probably wouldn't be able to. Al of themwere
restricted by interstellar |aw.

The assistant took Wlder by the armand spoke to himas if he were a child.
Apparently she had done this before. WIder glanced over his shoul der once,

t he

expression on his face both desperate and resigned. Then he turned a corner
out

of view, and DeRicci sighed with relief.

"This doesn't get easier," she said to Reese.

Hs lips thinned. "Let's go join the meeting."

He pul | ed open the conference room door. The room was conpletely seal ed, no
wi ndows and a lot of artificial lighting. The wall had built-in panels that

| ooked li ke rotating panoramas, but apparently they had been shut off too.
As elegant as the roomwas, it felt nore like a prison than sone of the cells
that DeRicci had seen

Justine Wlder sat at the end of the table as if she were getting ready to run
a

board neeting, her hands fol ded on the fake mahogany surface. Carryth sat
besi de

her, hunched forward |li ke a desperate |over

Carryth | ooked nore |like DeRicci's expectations. He was so thin that he was
gaunt, and his eyes were too small for his face. He had had a cheap
enhancenent

done on his hair to cover a bald spot, and the hair had grown in thicker and
a

different color. Since the enhancenent was on his crown, he probably didn't
even

noti ce.

"M. WIlder said you wanted us in here," Reese said.

Carryth nodded. "Since |I'mtechnically working for you here and not for Ms.
W der, we need your approval for our plan."

"Then what am | doing here?" DeRicci asked.

Carryth's dark gaze net hers. "You're the only one of us who has talked with
t he

Wgni n about this case. | figure you m ght have sone insights."

DeRi cci nodded, doubting he was right, but willing to stay here. She was too
tired to be searching for Palmer —if, indeed, Palnmer was still on the run —



and

she really didn't want to face either the Rev or the Wgnin. If she stayed
her e,

she woul dn't be called upon to do any of that.

"However," Carryth said, "whatever we say in this roomis privileged and
cannot

be spoken of outside of here. If you cannot agree to that, then you'll have
to

| eave. "

DeRi cci sank into the nearest chair. It had a soft, uphol stered seat, which
she

did not expect, and was very confortable. "I can keep secrets.™

"Good." Carryth turned toward Justine Wlder. "Ms. Wlder, do you want to
tell

them t he history?"

Reese sat beside Justine W/l der and gave her a warmsmile. She did not smle
in

return. If anything, she seemed even nore tightly wound than she had in the
hol di ng room DeRicci had the odd sense that if she touched Ms. WIlder, the
woman woul d shatter.

"My husband,"” Ms. WIder said, her voice husky and | ow, "knows not hi ng about
any of this. 1'll have to tell him but | prefer to tell himny way. All

ri ght?"

DeRi cci nodded. Reese opened his nmouth as if he were going to point out that
t he

confidentiality agreenment covered this, but Carryth stopped himw th a slight
shake of the head.

"The Wgnin's warrant is valid." Justine WIlder bowed her head. "I lived on
Korsve fifteen years ago, before | net my husband. | had a different name then

the nane on the warrant."

It was as if she were still afraid to nention that name. Maybe the habit of
hi di ng her identity had gotten so ingrained that she couldn't speak the nane
any

nor e.

"I was the CEO of a small firmthat specialized in bottled water products for
outlying colonies. The water on Korsve is particularly pure and the Wgnin
have

no qual ms about selling it. They do it thensel ves now. "

DeRi cci hadn't known that.

"It's in one of their caves, of course. Just a big one, with tons of

hi gh- gr ade

equi prent that they bought fromus. But |I'mgetting ahead of nyself."

DeRi cci wondered how t he wonan coul d sound so cal m when her body was so

t ense.

Perhaps it was the skill that had gotten her through the past fifteen years.
"I loved Korsve. You have no idea how beautiful it is there.” Ms. WIder
smil ed

slightly with the menory. "But we didn't understand the Wgnin. No one did.
['m

not sure we still do."

Then her gaze net DeRicci's and DeRicci felt cold.

"They sold me some land in a nearby forest. | built nmy dream house there."
M s.

Wl der's voice started to shake. "W felled sone trees to expand the view and
covered over sone nobss growing on the forest floor. The Wgnin got really
upset .

They —"

Her voice broke. She put a hand to her nmouth. Carryth gave her an encouragi ng
smle, but she didn't seemto see it



After a noment, he took up the story. "The Wgnin clained that Ms. WIder
had

comm tted nmass murder."”

DeRicci's mouth went dry, even though she had expected this. "Nestlings?"
Nestlings were native Korsve creatures that |ooked |ike plants. At first,
humans

had t hought the Wgnin considered the Nestlings food. Later, it turned out

t hat

the Nestlings were sentient and the nbss that Ms. WIlder nmentioned was nade
froma spiderweb-like material that the Nestlings used to build egg sacks.
"Nestlings and tree nynphs,"” Carryth said. "Over a hundred of each."

Tree nynmphs lived inside the hollowtrees in that part of Korsve. Like the
Wgnin, they did not build their own dwellings but used what they found.

Unli ke

the Wgnin, they never built anything else either. Tree nynphs were

hunt er-gatherers who trafficked in ideas rather than in anything nmaterial
"Were these charges true?" DeRicci asked.

Ms. WIlder nodded, her eyes filling with tears. "W offered reparations.
Money,

what ever they would take."

"And they wanted your children."

"The first-borns,"” she whispered. "All of them fromeveryone in the conpany."
"But it was your house," Reese said.

"The Wgnin believe in alife for alife," Carryth said. "Either Ms. WIder
could have agreed to indenture her famly to the Wgnin in perpetuity or they
woul d have to find other human lives, preferably from her conpany."”

"The Wgnin thought this was a reasonable offer," she said, brushing at her
eyes. "They were only taking about half the lives in payment, and they
weren't

requiring all of themto be frommy famly. The problemwas that while | was
single and childl ess, nost of ny enployees were not. And we didn't have a big
enough staff on Korsve. W would have had to use other enpl oyees from ot her
parts of the col onized universe."

DeRi cci cl asped her hands and then rubbed her thunbs, one on top of the

ot her.

She knew better than to speak at the nonent.

"Didn't these enployees sign the standard interstellar waiver?" Reese asked.
He was such an attorney, thinking about the | egal end and not the human one.
The

interstellar waiver had been devel oped as it becane clear that interstellar
trading required a relaxation of human | aws. The enpl oyees of a conpany were
often asked to sign the waiver, which required themto subnit to all |aws of
t he

wor | ds on whi ch the conpany they worked for did business.

"Of course they signed," Ms. WIlder said. "But how would you like it if
soneone

you never met told you that you had to give up your ol dest child because the
CEO

of your conpany built a house on top of a native nesting ground?"

Reese covered his mouth. DeRicci continued to rub her thunbs together. It
didn't

matter how many stories she heard |like this, she never ever got used to them
"So | went to the Wgnin," Ms. WIlder said, "and | asked them what el se
coul d

do. | said that | was the one at fault, that ny conpany had nothing to do
with

this, and 1'd be willing to sacrifice anything to keep themout of it."

"So they demanded your first-born," DeRicci said.

"No," Ms. WIlder said. "They were beginning to understand humans by then
They



realized that reproduction wasn't an inperative for us, that nmany of us had
no

children at all. Instead, they demanded that we cl ose up shop, give themthe
busi ness, and then teach themhow to run it."

"I"d never heard of anything like that fromthe Wgnin," Reese said, which
didn't surprise DeRicci. She doubted he knew nuch about the Wgnin at all

But

she hadn't heard anything like that either

"Then they issued a warrant that said they had the right to ny first-born and
should I not have a child within the next twenty years, they could take ne."
She

rubbed her eyes, the first real overt sign of strain.

"Way didn't they take you right then and there?" Reese asked, confirmng
DeRi cci's hunch

Ms. Wlder gave hima sad snmile. "They prefer children. Infants, really. So
that they can nold them nmake them Wgnin."

"They can't "

"They try," DeRicci said. "They cone close, too. |'ve nmet sone of the adults
they'd taken as children. These people | ook human, sort of, but they have no
concept of who and what we are."

Reese shook his head. "Human is human."

"W're learning that it isn't." Carryth spoke softly, but firmy. It was

cl ear

he wanted to nove this neeting forward, and Reese was getting in the way. "Co
on, Ms. Wlder."

She seened to tense even nore. "After that neeting, ny | awers recomrended

t hat

| go to a Disappearance service so that | could go on living ny life wthout
fear. So | did. | spent the last of ny noney buying a new identity. They
prom sed me that |1'd never have to worry about the Wgnin again. That was
fifteen years ago. | was cautious at first, but then | figured they were
right.

The Wgni n had the business. They didn't need ne."

DeRi cci frowned. She had never heard of a Di sappearance service naking such a
prom se. "They guaranteed that you'd be all right?"

"Interesting, isn't it?" Carryth said to her as if they were the only two in
t he

room

"They said because ny case was so unusual, they doubted the Wgnin would try
to

keep track of me." Ms. WIder shook her head. "I believed them"

"You think the Wgnin tracked you fromthe begi nning?" Reese asked.

"l don't know," Ms. WIder said.

"I"'msure they didn't," DeRicci said. "Or they would have taken your son when
he

was an infant. They found you just recently.”

"I't doesn't matter why they waited so long," Ms. WIlder said. "The key is

t hat

he's too old to go with them They' Il destroy him"

DeRi cci nmade herself sit very still. She didn't want to agree with that
statenment even though she knew it was true. She didn't even want to think
about

it. She had protected herself fromseeing that child for just this reason
she

knew she woul d be bound by law to give himto the Wgnin.

"You said you had a solution," Reese said to Carryth.

"It's a ganble," he said. "And the city would have to take responsibility for
it. If the Wgnin refuse our offer, then we'll have to go along with their
original warrant."

Reese shook his head. He was clearly going to say that wasn't possible, so



DeRi cci spoke instead.

"W'll followthe |aw," she said.
Reese frowned at her. "You came to ne to see if we didn't have to, and
don't

think this is just. W can't —"

"We can and we do," DeRicci said. "Usually you don't hear about it because
everything is very clear. This one wasn't. And that gives us an edge, doesn't
it, M. Carryth?"

"Actually, no. The warrant is in order,’
its

history. Only if you take themtogether do they give us a | oophole."

DeRicci felt her breath catch. Even though she had wanted this, she hadn't
expected it.

"Initially, the Wgnin wanted an infant that they could nold. Jasper WI der
is

as unsuitable as an adult is. The warrant allows only for the first-born or

M s.

Wl der to be taken, not any other children."

"You know this for sure?" DeRicci asked.

"It was my first question,"” Ms. WIlder said. "My daughter is eighteen nonths
old."

DeRi cci nodded.

"On this, the warrant is very clear, and we're lucky for that. \Wich | eaves

t he

Wgnin with an unsatisfactory revenge. They don't get the fam ly nenber they
were expecting to make up for all the loss that Ms. WIlder inadvertently
caused. "

"Stop the | awyer-speak," DeRicci said, "and be plain."

"The warrant says they'll settle for me if | have no children." Ms. WIlder's
voi ce had strength in it for the first time. "M. Carryth believes we can
successfully argue that nmy first-born is not a suitable child."

"So?" Reese said.

But DeRicci was al ready ahead of them She felt a shiver of horror run

he said. "I've been studying it and

t hr ough

her. "You're going to offer yourself?"

Ms. WIlder nodded. "I'mthe one who made the mistake, conmmitted the crine
according to their laws. I'mthe one who should be punished, not Jasper."
DeRi cci | eaned forward. "You know this is worse than dying. You know t hey'|
try

to graft a Wgnin personality on you, and it'll probably drive you insane."

Ms. Wlder's gaze net hers. "They'd do the sane thing to Jasper."

DeRi cci shook her head. "This isn't acceptable. There has to be anot her
solution."”

"The Wgnin have a valid warrant,” Carryth said. "Sonmeone has to pay for this
crine.”

"I't was a misunderstandi ng," Reese said.

"A msunderstanding that cost a lot of lives," Ms. WIlder folded her hands
on

the tabl e, somehow managing to remain calm "It's all right, Detective. |I'm
willing to go."

"What does your husband say?"

"He doesn't know," she said. "W wanted to see if the city would back us in
this

negoti ation first."

Reese's nouth turned down at the corners as if he had tasted sonething sour
"You' ve gone through all the options?" he asked Carryth.

"We're lucky to have this one," Carryth said.

"Lucky," DeRicci repeated, not believing it.

"Lucky," Ms. Wlder said firmy.

Reese cl osed his eyes and sighed. "Then we'll back you," he said. "W have no



ot her choice."

22
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"Jamal ?"

He opened his eyes. His neck hurt, and his right foot tingled because the
bl ood

fl ow had been cut off.

He had fallen asleep sitting up in the chair beside the wi ndow, in the Mon's
crunmi est hotel room

"Jamal ?" Dylani had a hand on Ennis's back. The boy was sprawl ed on his

st omach,

his head turned, sucking his thunb. One of his arnms was wapped around M.
Bi scuit.

"I"'msorry, Dylani," Janmal said. "I guess | dozed."

"Do you think the police are going to contact us today?"

He blinked, sat up straight, and nmoved his foot. Only one side had fallen
asl eep. The other side was just fine. "I don't know "

"How can they just expect us to stay here? WIIl the Wgnin come for Ennis
agai n?"

Probably. If he didn't figure out what to do. But he felt that there was
not hi ng

left to do, unless he found a D sappearance service. The last tinme, his
conpany

had reconmended one. This time, he had no idea who to turn to.

"Jamal ?"

"I don't know, Dylani."

She sat up. Ennis nmade a soft sound of protest, but otherw se didn't nove.
For

an active baby boy, he had been very subdued the |last twelve hours. Jamal
wondered if the police had a doctor on staff that they would |l et himuse at
no

char ge.

Probably not. Everything had its cost. He kept forgetting that.

"Why did they target us?" she asked. "Do they just do that? Target innocent
peopl e? Steal babies for no real reason? Can't they have babies of their own?"
She didn't know. O course she didn't know. Mbst people didn't. The
changes. t hat

had evol ved over the years had come gradually, and the protests were small
and

rarely covered on the news. This is the price we pay for interstellar

Conmer ce,

Jamal's ol d boss used to say, and Jamal later learned that it was the party
line, not just for corporations but for the Earth Alliance as well.

The price they all paid —the price Jamal was facing —was the Alliance's
dirty

little secret, sonmeone else's problem sonething that woul d go away once
humans

| earned how to interact with the aliens.

O so the rationale went.

And Dyl ani had never faced any of this. She was an engi neer who knew done
nmechani cs. She never had to deal with all the subtleties of interstellar |aw,
the vast differences between races and cultures, the way that a wi nk could be
a

friendly gesture to one group of people and a hostile one to another

She was in an unfanmiliar world, and he hadn't hel ped her understand it.

"No, Dylani," Jamal said. "It's like the police said. The Wgni n al ways
bel i eve

t hey have cause."

There were lines on her face that hadn't been there the week before. Her eyes
| ooked sunken, and sone of her prettiness was gone.



Then he realized she had asked the question deliberately. Her sharp nmind was
mani pul ating him using everything she knew of himto pull information from
hi m

"What cause coul d they possibly have?" she asked.

He froze. He had known that she would ask this question eventually, had known
that he would have to give her sone kind of answer, but he didn't know what
to

say.

"They're not saying," he said after a nmonent.

Her gaze met his, and he couldn't tell if she believed himor not. She had to
suspect something. After all, he was taking the point on this. He had tal ked
to

the attorney al one. He had asked questions of the authorities that she hadn't
even t hought of.

Up until this crisis in their lives together, she had been the one who had
been

t he strongest, who had been in charge and in control. It had to have been
hard

for her to take the passive role here, but she had done so without conplaint.
"What do you know that | don't, Jamal ?" she asked quietly.

Enni s gave a soft cry and pulled M. Biscuit closer, ending the nmoment. Jamnal
si ghed and stood, stretching, hoping that Dylani didn't feel his relief.

She rubbed her hand over their son's back, soothing him "You insisted on
nmeeting with the attorney al one, so you nust know sonet hi ng. "

Her expression hadn't changed. The even rhythm of her hand on Ennis's back
was

the sane al so. Yet sonething in her voice alerted himto buried anger

Jamal sighed again. Partial truth was all he had the courage for. "l asked
hi m

if he'd help us find a D sappearance service."

Her eyes wi dened. He'd seen themdo that so often, in passion, in anger, but
never in this kind of shock —or was it fear? He had only seen fear once
before

and that was a few days ago, when she thought Ennis was gone for good.

"Leave everythi ng?" she asked.

"If we have to," Jamal said.

"Isn't that like admtting we did something wong?"

"No, " Jamal said.

"But we don't need to Disappear. They have the wong fanmly. They can't have
Enni s because we're not the people they're | ooking for."

"I't's not like human | aw," Jamal said. "We have to prove we're the wong

peopl e,
and no one will take our case."
"I thought that's what the police are doing," she said. "I thought they're

maki ng sure the Wgnin have the right children."

"Yes." Jamal said. "Mking sure they have the right children.”

Dyl ani's hand finally stopped rubbing Ennis's back. Her |long fingers extended
around his small ribcage. He was breathing easily, asleep, his thunb falling
out

of his nout h.

"You nmake that sound like there's bad in that," she said.

He nodded. "If the Wgnin convince the police that Ennis is the right child,
not hing we can say will prove them w ong."

"But —"

"No buts, Dylani. Sinple truth."

"The | awyer expl ained that to you?"

He confirmed it, but Jamal had already known it. "Yes. |If that happens, the
Wagnin will take Ennis."

"Surely that |awer is wong. | think we should go to soneone else. | think
t hat



he lied to you about no one wanting to take the case. | think —"

"He didn't lie, Dylani. He says no one is willing to face the Wgnin anynore.
And why woul d anyone be willing, when they can | ose sonething so very
preci ous?"

This tune she | ooked down at Ennis. Her hand noved up and down with each of
hi s

deep breaths. "Are we going to |lose him Jamal ?"

"l don't know, " he said.

"But you think so."

"We're out of options, Dylani."

"\What about the Di sappearance services?" she asked.

"The | awyer woul dn't recomend any. Said he can't as an officer of the court."
"So we find one."

"They' re expensive," Jamal said.

"lIt's Ennis," she said. "We'll do what we can."”

Jamal nodded. "We might be able to afford to send only one of us away."

Her mouth opened slightly. "You mean send hi m by hinsel f?"

"Yes," Jamal said.

"But then we'd |l ose him"

"Yes."

She blinked, | ooked down, took a deep breath. Al of her maneuvers to prevent
herself frombursting into tears

"I still don't see why you'd have to neet with the attorney alone to talk
about

Di sappear ance services," she said after a nonent.

"I wanted himto make it possible for 